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Introduction

Dear Reader!

I am asking for your understanding, for your patience and above all for your Opinion! 

I am asking for your understanding and your patience because of the topic, for your opinion concerning the nature of writing. The value of business relationships will be dealt with through the next pages. We understand business relationships as the interactive exchange relationship between two organisations. Hence, the value of business relationships, this complicated and complex phenomenon is in the centre of our examination. To be exact, we will try to determine what this value means for the participants of this relationship that is for the buyer and for the supplier. 

The value of business relationships fundamentally influences the decisions related to the relationship. It influences what the supplier of the buyer should do concerning the given business relationship, whether he should develop it, maintain it or close it. However, the value of business relationships influence also the supplier and the buyer in their considering one of their business relationships as the most important or less essential.

Organisations procure the resources that are important to them through their business relationships and they sell the products they manufacture or the services they provide through their business relationships. Hence, business relationships mean the market for organisations. The decisions related to the market are marketing decisions, which obviously have strategic and tactical consequences. Our topic, the value of business relationships, is thus closely linked to the basic problems of inter-organisational marketing. 

The complicated and complex nature of the topic makes it necessary to examine the concept of value from several sides, to try and define it using and integrating the results of different scientific fields. By using the results of literature research, we will create the theoretical model of the value of business relationships. During the conceptualisation of the model, we will define the indicators of the value of business relationships. We will present the research steps necessary for the operation of the conceptualised model and we will deal with some questions concerning verification. With the triangulation of the results of our qualitative studies conducted with three different methods, we will compare theory to practice. By mixing the results of the two approaches, we will finally define the value of business relationships and we will finalise the empirical model that describes this value. 

Some introductory thoughts about the essentials of marketing 

Thinking about the essentials of marketing, the first logical step would be to start from the concept of marketing. Marketing does not lack definitions. There are also a lot of definitions concerning the essentials of marketing. In the introduction study of his book, Baker (2000) refers to a research conducted in the mid-1990’s in which about a hundred different marketing definitions had been analysed in their contents. However, the results showed that the concept of marketing was in a constant change, that upon the effect of the changes in market environment, marketing approach becomes useful in more and more fields of economy and society, that within marketing, the attention has shifted from isolated transactions towards relationships and that marketing can be understood as a fundamentally adaptive, flexible, international and open method of approach. Researchers have however drawn the attention to the fact that a greater theoretical strictness would be necessary and desired to characterise marketing definitions despite the large number of determinations of different kinds (Baker 2000). 

Baker later concludes that the many different definitions polarise around two points of view. One of the approaches regards marketing as a company function, which is essentially the normative approach to marketing and is fundamentally but obviously not exclusively peculiar to the “founders” of marketing management school (e.g. Kotler 1967, McCarthy 1960 or Drucker 1954). This school, "what is beyond doubt is the fact that from around 1960 onwards marketing thinking and practice has been dominated by the marketing management school of thought." (Baker 2000 p.11) regards marketing function, similarly to other fields of business activity (production, finance, and human resources) as a total of analysis, planning and control. It is the task of the marketing (manager) to give answers to the solution of the market problems that lay in front of the company through the combination and conscious application of the marketing mix (the four Ps). The marketing function (manager) creates demand for the company’s standardised products during the realisation of the optimal marketing mix and, with the help of mass and individual communication, forms and influences consumer preferences and delivers the products to the consumers through the management of distribution channels (Webster 1992). In this understanding, the essentials of marketing are the consideration of the consumers’ needs and not directly the realisation of profits. The financial result appears as the “reward” for the suitable satisfaction of the consumer’s needs (Webster 1992, Baker 2000). Consumer orientation constitutes the basics of marketing orientation and in the meantime the essentials of marketing conception (Levitt 1960). 

As per Baker’s analysis, at the other pole, we can find those approaches that do not regard marketing as a function first of all, but as a way of thinking, a business, and company management philosophy. This approach also starts from the consumer’s needs, but emphasises the strategic importance of the satisfaction to be offered to the consumer (for example Lambin 1999, Day 1994 or Grönroos 2000). The consideration of the consumer’s needs is necessary at all levels of company activity; it is indispensable and not only the task of one company function. The approach of marketing has become process-centred and the “commander” of the processes is the final consumer (Webster 1991, Lambin 1999, Alajoutsijärvi and Tikkanen 2000). The strategic importance of marketing is not only determining in the relationship of the company and the market, but also inside the organisation. The collection of information coming from the market, its processing and distribution within the organisation (Day 1994, Anderson and Narus 1999) is not only one of the most important characteristics of a learning organisation (Slater and Narver 1995), but also the basics of creation of durable competition advantages (Day 1994, Hooley 2000). In this approach, the relationships become of outstanding importance from the point of view of marketing. 

Marketing, as a philosophy does obviously not forget the importance of application of marketing tools, but emphasises their nature as tools, whose application depends on the strategic objectives (Lambin 1999, Webster 1991). Besides its strategic nature, this approach puts an important but not exclusive role to relationship marketing (Baker 2000), which it understands as an interactive process whose central element is relationship building, influenced by the given social conditions (Grönroos 1994).

1.1 Exchange


Concerning the essentials of marketing, Tomcsányi concludes that the basic problem of the participants (characters) of the market – the producers, the distributors, the consumers – is to know what they should offer for ‘sale’ and how they should do it, or rather what and how they should choose to provide themselves with: ‘to purchase’ from what is available.” (Tomcsányi 1994 p.1.) to solve the market participants’ problems, there is need for exchange, or to be more exact, for market exchange. Well, formulating in the most general way, it is just this exchange that is the essential of marketing. (Bagozzi 1975, Baker 1976, Tomcsányi 1994, Grönroos 1990, Lambin 1999, Baker 2000). According to Baker, the mutually advantageous exchange relationships constitute the essentials of marketing (Baker 1976, Baker 2000). According to Tomcsányi’s formula, “in society – especially in economy – the exchange processes that take place are based on agreements and on mutual advantages” (Tomcsányi 1994 p.9.). The condition of mutually advantageous exchange is that both parties have at their disposition unused goods that are necessary or desirable for the partner. It is necessary for the successful exchange relationship that the parties are aware of their sacrifices concerning the manufacturing of the goods they offer and of the advantages of these goods for the partner (Tomcsányi 1994). With the realisation of mutual advantages, exchange value is being created and the participants’ satisfaction is being increased. For the realisation of the exchange, it is necessary that the parties be able to decide freely about the participation in the exchange (Lambin 1999). The parties are interested in the exchange as long as the exchange means some advantage for them. This value or rather its interpretation can obviously be different (Baker 2000).

As per Grönroos’ definition, the essentials of marketing are that, beside the realisation of profit, one creates, maintains and develops a relationship with customers and other partners in which the participants’ objectives meet. This is possible with mutually advantageous exchange and with the mutual respect of promises made to each other (Grönroos 1990).

1.2 General marketing and specific marketing


Putting it in a general formula, the essentials of marketing are the knowledge and the realisation of mutually advantageous exchange relationships. The dialectic unity of marketing approach (philosophy) and action (function). The market knowledge of marketing is based on the knowledge of the customers and of the competitors. Combining market knowledge with the fundamental abilities of the organisation, it becomes possible to determine the circle of customers to whom the organisation can offer a higher level of satisfaction of needs than its competitors. For the objectives determined this way, the conscious, integrated and synergic use of the marketing tools is necessary. In this context, one can differentiate strategic marketing, which includes the market knowledge and the choice of customers from operative or tactical marketing, essentially the application of marketing tools, based on the strategic marketing and which targets the realisation of strategic goals (Lambin 1999).

When we put the mutually advantageous exchange in the centre of marketing, we practically talk about the relationship between the organisation and the market, about the basic importance of this relationship. On the market, the organisation can have relationships with its customers, its competitors and with other actors of the market (e.g. authorities, social associations, and political parties). The relationships formed this way and within them the activity of the organisation fundamentally depends on the needs, demands, requirements, market situation of the other party and on many other factors, basically on the other party’s behaviour. The behaviour of the partner and especially of the customer is fundamentally different, in case we consider the end consumer (individuals, households) or some intermediate consumer (organisations) (Webster 1991, Lambin 1999). Simplifying a bit, this difference appears at the two large fields of marketing, in the marketing of consumer goods and in the inter-organisational marketing. This relation is showed by figure 1. 
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Figure 1: The fields of marketing

The figure shows that general marketing, depending on the type of consumer and therefore on the consumer’s behaviour, can appear in different concrete forms, namely in the form of marketing of consumer goods, or rather of inter-organisational marketing. 

The general marketing includes the principle of mutually advantageous exchange that is the essential of marketing, strategic marketing and tactical marketing, which express the dialectic unity of marketing approach and function. General marketing becomes concrete in the different forms of specific marketing. 

In the case of marketing of consumer goods, it is the consumer behaviour of end consumers that is individuals and households that influence and modify general marketing. In the case of inter-organisational marketing, it is the purchasing behaviour of organisations that represents the modifying factor. The two partial fields or the two different behavioural forms do not exist insularly, but can effect each other through different market (e.g. intermediary sellers) and social (e.g. belonging to some kind of group or organisation) relationships. This effect is shown by the double arrow to be found in the figure. 

1.3 The relationship of marketing with some sciences 


Considering its essentials, marketing can seem simple, but it deals in reality with very complicated issues. During its development, it has integrated the results of numerous sciences (Webster 1992, Hunt 1991, Michel et al. 2000, and Baker 2000). Among social sciences, we may mention economics and sociology as the especially rich sources of thoughts and theoretical constructions (Baker 2000).

Economics and especially microeconomics is almost a “natural hunting area” of marketing, since marketing itself was long considered to be one of the fields of applied economics (Grönroos 1994). We can mention the economic man, exchange, maximisation of profits, utility and economic rationality as the most important among the theoretical constructions taken over and used by marketing (Heeler and Chung 2000). The economic man makes his rational business decisions having all the market information. In the exchange relationship, the producer aspires to maximise his profit (Anderson 1982), while the buyer will strive to maximise utility (Houston and Gassenheimer 1987). The supposition that both the producer and the consumer act as economic men and therefore try to maximise respectively profit and utility has made it possible to understand, draw and forecast their behaviours as an optimisation model. This approach is especially useful in the case of individual, unique exchange transactions that are independent from each other (Heeler and Chung 2000).

Several theories have come to marketing from the field of sociology as well. The consumer behaviour describes the relationship between the individual and the different social groups with the help of theoretical constructions such as roles, status, norms, lifestyles or culture. Social relationships the network describing the total of these, the conflict expressing the differing interests of these social actors or rather the theoretical construction of power also originate from sociology. The social learning and the hold of social changes are also results of the close relationship that has been formed with sociology (Grønhaug 2000).

After drawing the essentials of marketing, let us continue the thoughts with the analysis of one of the concrete forms of appearance of general marketing: the inter-organisational marketing. 

2. Inter-organizational marketing

Inter-organisational marketing is a field of marketing. Its fundamental peculiarity comes from the fact that in all cases, the buyer is some organisation and not the individual consumer. The general coherence of marketing is to be found in inter-organisational marketing as well. The diversity and heterogeneity of needs and buyers (Alderson 1958) in this case also constitute the basic problem of marketing. The objective of marketing is in this field also the satisfaction of the buyer’s needs and this at a higher level than the competitors can do. The satisfaction of the needs of the buyers is also done with products and/or services that constitute value for the buyers. Using Peter Drucker’s words, the essentials of marketing are given by the knowledge of what means value for the buyers (Drucker 1980).

The strategic element of marketing is market knowledge that means the knowledge of the buyers and the competitors, as well as the choice of buyers based on the latter.  The integrated use of marketing tools is also based on strategic marketing.

However, considering the fact that the buyer is always an organisation, the application of general marketing coherence is done in a unique manner. The fact that the buyers are organisations basically modifies the general marketing approach in three fields, the purchasing behaviour, and the market, or rather in the relationship between the buyer and the seller. The market approach of inter-organisational marketing is based on network approach. The buying behaviour or more exactly the purchasing behaviour of organisations is characterised by interactivity. The exchange between the seller and the buyer is done in some form of business relationships. 

2.1 The organization as a buyer


Organisations are man-made creations. The basic of their creation is the division of labour among people. The objective of organisations is to provide goods or services to their buyers or requestors and to receive resources as a counter value for these. The organisation transforms its own resources and those it has acquired into values accepted by its clients. During this value creation process, it asks for contribution from its different members and provides them with different material and non-material counter services as a counter value for their contribution. Every organisation faces two great problems to solve. One of the main questions is the adaptation to their own environment (suppliers, clients, competitors and other actors), which can be passive or active (proactive). The other basic problem is given by the integration of individuals into the organisation. In order to solve these questions, the managers of the organisations determine objectives, set up the organisational structure held satisfactory to reach the defined objectives and apply different production and management methods. The organisational culture develops during the operation of the organisation. The organisational objectives, the organisational structure, the production and management methods and the organisational culture constitute the four closely inter-linked subsystems that build up the organisation as a man-made social system (Morin-Delavallée 2000).

The organisation embeds in all cases into its own social-economic-technical environment (Szántó 1999, Grabher 1993). The organisation, as a system, is in mutual dependency with its environment on the input as well as on the output side. On the input side and for production, the organisation depends on the new resources or rather the production of the new combination of the resources and on the suppliers of these. On the output side, it depends on the clients that need this new combination of resources that is to say on those for whom the organisation produces value. 

The organisation is fundamentally a total of resources. These resources give the organisation's power and these resources differentiate the organisation from the other actors of the market. The given total of resources makes it possible for the organisation to realise its objectives aiming to increase its efficiency and to improve its market positions (Barney 1991). The concrete combination and co-ordination of resources results in the creation of value for the clients. The concrete combination of resources producing value for the client is called the organisational competence or organisational capacity (Grant 1991). Out of these, the management of the organisation chooses the capacities that it considers fundamental and of strategic importance. These constitute the organisation's fundamental or essential capacities (Prahalad-Hamel 1990, Chikán-Demeter 1999).

The organisations provide themselves with the outer resources necessary for their value creation processes from their suppliers. The mutual dependence that characterises inter-organisational market also influences the purchasing behaviour of the organisation. (We will discuss the mutual dependence in detail in paragraph 2.3.) The organisation's purchasing behaviour is the decision process in which the organisation defines its needs concerning the products and services to be purchased and chooses among alternative solutions and suppliers (Bauer-Berács 1998). However, the purchasing behaviour does not only include steps preparing and realising the purchase, but also the evaluation of the purchase. The special marketing importance of this is that the evaluation happens based on the usage of the product or the service. Formulating it in another way, this is the “moment” when the organisation compares its requirements concerning the product or service and its former experience to the actual usage value of the purchased resource. This is in reality the “moment of truth” (Grönroos 1990 and 2000) from the point of view of the development of the client’s level of satisfaction. 

The purchasing behaviour means in all cases some kind of group decision. The people who take part in the decision and those who influence it in any way constitute the purchasing centre (Webster-Wind 1972, Bauer-Berács 1998). The members of the purchasing centre play different roles (Webster-Wind 1972). The purchasing centre basically means the group of people concerned by the purchasing. The size and composition of the purchasing centre is fundamentally defined by the purchasing situation (Robinson-Faris-Wind 1967). Nonetheless, the people concerned by the purchasing situation can not only be members of the given organisation, but also representatives of other organisations, such as in the case of projects for example (Günter-Bonaccorsi 1996, Cova-Salle 1999, Mandják 1999, Dessinges 1990).

The effect of mutual dependence is fundamentally expressed in the interactive nature of the organisation's purchasing behaviour. The organisational buyer does not react passively to the marketing efforts of the seller, but he strongly influences them (Hakansson 1982). Reciprocity efforts often characterise purchasing behaviour (Bauer-Berács 1998).

2.2 Special features of inter-organisational markets


The inter-organisational market has also the general economic features of markets. At theoretical level, this is the meeting point of the organisations’ demand and offer. The exchange between organisations is realised here. 

The inter-organisational market has many kinds of actors though. The actors can be largely different considering their size, their needs, their behaviours and their performances. The concentration level of markets shows great differences. The producers and the different intermediaries are located on the offer side. Producer and services companies, retail- and wholesale companies, institutions and different governmental (public administration) can act as buyers (Webster 1991). 

The inter-organisational markets are characterised by the important, often decisive role of technology. Therefore, technical and engineering knowledge is important. A further peculiarity of inter-organisational markets, which can be described through the derived nature of demand appearing here, is partly linked to technical and technological issues. 

The derived or secondary demand (Webster 1991) is the organisational buyer’s demand, who uses the purchased products or services in his own value creation process in order to satisfy thereby his own clients’ needs. The derived demand often develops along the technological chain. Its characteristics are versatility as well as the overdue, but powerful reaction to the changes of primary demand. It often occurs that price the flexibility of derived demand is quite low (Lambin 1999).

Besides the heterogeneity of products and services, the characteristic of inter-organisational markets is the wide scale of usage possibilities. Depending on their usage, their technical content and their complexity, numerous product types can be differentiated, from raw materials to complex projects. The scope of products that are present both on inter-organisational markets and on consumer goods markets is also considerable (Webster 1991). 

Besides the diversity of products, an important characteristic of inter-organisational markets is that almost all buyers' demands are unique, the market is fundamentally a customised market (Ford et al. 1989). The product appears much more as a variable depending on the buyer’s needs than as a product choice defined in advance (Webster 1991). The product basically means the solution of the buyer’s widely understood production or market problem of some kind (Lambin 1999). The product is the total of physical and non-physical elements. According to Grönroos, particularly as a result of problem solving, these total shows more and more the peculiarities of service (Grönroos 2000). On the inter-organisational markets, the product is a total of physical and non-physical elements, which the buyer evaluates from objective and subjective, economic and non-economic points of view (Reddy 1991).

The peculiarities of the inter-organisational market fundamentally influence the exchange developed between the organisations. The aim of exchange between organisations is to enable participants to provide themselves with resources necessary for their own value creation processes. On the inter-organisational markets, the organisations have to solve two closely inter-linked issues related to their activities. The first one is to know who shall do what, while the second is to know how the activities can be linked the most efficiently. It is not enough to examine the organisation's thrift; we also have to know how the individual activities connect to those of the suppliers, users and end-users. The question of whom does what and how is the topic of the interaction between organisations. On the inter-organisational market, the success of an organisation depends on the activities of numerous different organisations (Ford et al 1998, Mandják 1998). 

An important role of the organisation's resources is to create a point of contact with the resources of partner organisations. The first question is to know what kinds of resources are needed. The second question is to know how the connected and thus practically common resources of the two organisations can be efficiently used. This often happens in the framework of a longer-term co-operation agreement. One part of the organisational resources is fixed; these are the available capacities that are the actual results of former investments or developments. These fixed sources considerably restring the organisation's freedom of decision concerning resources and in the meantime justify the paradox that in order to be marketing oriented, an organisation must (also) be production oriented (Ford et al 1998, Mandják 1998).

On the whole, the inter-organisational market is a system of relationships between economic and non-economic organisations being in mutual dependence with each other where the system is embedded in the social environment and in which the exchange of activities and resources takes place. 

2.3 The market as network, some problems of mutual dependence 


Taking into account the peculiarities of the inter-organisational market, we understand the market as a total of actors that control resources and that are in mutual exchange relationship with each other (Johansson-Mattson 1992), where the market network is created and develops as a result of exchange between the market actors. That is to say that on the market, applying the network approach (Mattsson 1997a, Mattsson 1997b), we can emphasise the following characteristics of the organisations. 

Mutual dependence greatly influences the organisation and the activity of companies operating on the inter-organisational market. It affects their investments, their resource allocation, the development and the application of their strategies. On the inter-organisational market, inter-dependence is often the source and the intermediary of technical (technological) development. 

The three dimensions of mutual dependence are given by the companies’ activities, the resources they control and the companies’ market positions (their situation in the network) (Hakansson-Snehota 1995). 

The organisation, as an activity entity in mutual dependence. Examining the activities of an organisation, we must consider how these connect the organisation to the activities of other organisations. One of the most important features of the organisation's activity is the redundant nature of the activity. Redundancy is one of the basics of the organisational thrift. Redundancy also means the stability of the organisation's activities and relationships (Ford et al 1998, Mandják 1998).

The organisation as a resource entity in mutual dependence. The organisation is a total of numerous inner resources, but these are only utilised (activated) in case they are useful for other organisations and if interaction takes place with these organisations. Organisations contact each other and develop relationships in order to be able to use their own resources and to partake in the values that can be created with the resources of others (Ford et al 1998).

The organisation as a network entity (identity). It is important to also examine the organisation as an entity, an actor of the relationship network. The network position of the organisation is defined by its own relationship portfolio, or more exactly the activity chain links that appear in these relationships, their resource connections and the total of links between the actors. The network position means the basics of the organisation's evaluation, its rights within the network, its limits in behaviour and its commitments. An important feature of the network position is that its develops through the mutual relationships (interactions) created with the partners (Ford et al 1998). 

On the inter-organisational market, the mutual dependence (inter-dependence) between the companies constitutes the most important management problem. The business manager’s fundamental task is to manage this mutual dependence and this in a way to connect his own company’s activities and resources with the activities and resources of the company’s buyers and suppliers as well as with those of the complex network that surrounds them. This does not only mean simple working together, co-operation. The manager must on the one hand work together with companies, and on the other hand, he must act against companies (Ford at al 1998, Mandják 1998).

Considering the fact that every organisation is in an interactivity of some extent with its environment both on the input and on the output side, every organisation is a buyer and a supplier at the same time, exchange takes place in the conditions of mutual dependence. This mutual dependence is expressed in the interactivity of exchange between the organisations. The interactive exchange between organisations happens through the business relationships. 

the marketing understanding of Business relationships 

The analysis of the purchasing behaviour of organisations, the theoretical approach apprehending the essentials of marketing in exchange (Bagozzi 1975), the results of research on distribution channels (Dwyer et al. 1987, Anderson and Narus 1990), as well as the increasing openness of organisations on the establishment of stable supplier relationships meaning security due to market changes had a considerable effect on the development of inter-organisational relationships. This process has happened in different cadences and with different emphasis among American and European researchers, nonetheless, the analysis of inter-organisational issues has become one of the most dynamically developing fields of inter-organisational marketing by the end of the 1990’s (Sheth 1996, Mandják 2000).

2.4 Content and development of business relationships 


The interactive model of IMP is based on the results of empirical studies conducted at the end of the 70’s using an international sample in a wide range (Hakansson 1982). The model describes the (business) relationship between organisations through mutual (interactive) exchange episodes. The exchange episodes mean the exchange processes, which can have different elements and objects. Thus, we can differentiate the exchange episodes of products and/or services, the exchange episodes of information and the financial exchange episodes. The fourth exchange episode is given by the personal relationship that is created between the people taking part in the exchange (social exchange) (Hakansson 1982). The basic units, the building stones of business relationships are the exchange episodes (Hakansson-Snehota 1995). The condition to the creation of long-term business relationships is the frequency of exchange episodes. In the meantime, frequent exchange episodes can make it possible for the exchange processes taking place in the business relationship to become routines. This decreases the costs of maintenance of the business relationship for both of the actors. However, it can lead to the institutionalisation of the business relationship (Hakansson 1982), which means that the partners treat the relationship almost as a facility, they do not examine its utility (Thibaut and Kelley 1959, quoted by Szántó 1999).

The exchange processes (the nature and the realisation of the exchange episodes) are influenced by the technologies of the two organisations – including the product's, the process’ and the market’s technologies (Ford 1998) – or more exactly by the relationship, compatibility of these technologies to each other (Webster 1991). Technology does not, however, exclusively mean technical and technological knowledge, but fundamentally the knowledge of the resources as well as the knowledge of how and to which purposes these resources can be used, or rather how they can be combined with each other. The product technologies enable the organisations to plan some kinds of products or services. The process technologies make possible the manufacturing of the products or the provision of the services. By applying the market technologies, the company becomes able to suit its products or services to the market needs (Ford et al 1998).

The sizes of the two organisations compared to each other, their organisational structures and strategies also affect the exchange episodes. The exchange episodes are influenced by the organisations’ experiences that are expressed in the learning process based on the results, conflicts of exchanges with the given partner and/or events happened during exchanges conducted with other partners (Dwyer et al. 1987, Homans 1958 quoted by Szántó 1999). During this learning process, the partners decrease uncertainty, or rather learn how to live with a certain degree of uncertainty. The relationships evolve according to what the organisations consider they should learn from each other, what they are willing to learn and what they are able to learn (Ford at al 1998). 

Those concerned by the business relationship also influence exchange episodes, basically by the members of purchasing centre and of the sales centre (Bonoma-Johnston 1978). More exactly, what gives an outstanding importance to the personal relationship that develops between individuals is that people concerned by the business relationship fulfil different roles, they take part in different processes of the exchange and perceive the exchange episodes in different ways. 

Leaning on the social exchange theory (Thibaut and Kelley 1959, quoted by Szántó 1999) the interactive model supposes that organisations get into exchange relationship because they compare the supposed (expected) advantages of the relationship (awards, with the words of Thibaut and Kelley) and its costs. In case they find that the relationship contributes to the improvement of their own efficiency and thrift, they get into business relationship with each other and develop the related behaviour samples concerning the relationship (Hakansson 1982, Ford 1982). The establishment, the development, the maintenance as well as the termination of the business relationship all require efforts from the parties taking part in it. This means the usage, the investment into the relationship of different material and non-material resources (Ford at al 1998). The investment into the relationship can however have the risk of creating resources specific to the relationship (Heide-John 1990) that cannot be or only with difficulties is used in other relationships. 

The exchange-taking place during the business relationship has several kinds of consequences. These consequences appear at both parties’, but not by all means to the same or similar extent or weight. In this coherence, we can speak of symmetric and asymmetric business relationships. We can characterise the most important consequences with the concepts of adaptation, devotion, working together (co-operation between the parties) and the conflicts between the parties. A further essential consequence is confidence based on the experiences acquired during the relationship, the satisfaction caused by the relationship (Backhaus-Büschken 1997).

The relationships between the buyer and the supplier change over time and these changes can be very different. We can consider the change of the business relationship over time as a sequential process (this is characteristic of the different relationship lifecycle theories) (Backhaus-Büschken 1997) or as a non-sequential process (Ford 1980). Essential is that we make a difference between the individual business relationships with consideration of the role of time. This has an outstanding importance during the management and evaluation of the relationships (Ford et al. 1998, Mandják 1998).

However, we can make a difference between the business relationships according to the strength of the relationship (tight or loose), the depth of the interactivity (simple, easing the co-operation, integrative) or the buyer’s tendency (transactional or relationship oriented) (Jackson 1985). Business relationships are very important, as the forms of co-operation and co-ordination between companies. The relationship approach makes it possible to describe and analyse the buyer-supplier relationship in a much more dynamic and differentiated structure than in the case of market or hierarchical co-operation (Williamson 1985). Webster defines the different relationships between two end points determined by the vertical integration of transactional relationships and actors, according to the type of co-ordination between organisations (Webster 1992). Regarding their essentials, business relationships mean interactive exchange relationships between two organisations. 

The network 


However, the exchange relationship between two organisations does not exist in an isolated manner, but other market and non-market actors can influence it as well. In reality, numerous other relationships and actors affect the business relationship. (Ford 1990, Axelsson-Easton 1992, Anderson et al. 1994). The straight relationship between two organisations is affected by third actors with whom one of the parties is in some kind of relationship on his own (Michel et al 2000). Thus, these actors influence the business relationship indirectly, through the change in behaviour of one of the parties being in business relationship We call network the totality of the straight relationship and the indirect one affecting the latter (Axelsson-Easton 1992). 

The economic sociology studies related to the network have uncovered numerous important aspects of the networks. "Industrial development need not involve vertical integration or standardised mass production but may rely instead on horizontal networks of production. Trust, mutual forbearance, and reputation may supplement and/or replace the price mechanism or administrative fiat. " (Powell and Smith-Doerr 1994 p.370). 

For the organisation, there is not only one business relationship existing, but also several ones. Each organisation, be it on the purchasing (input) side or the sales (output) side, disposes of a wide range of suppliers and buyers. To a certain extent, the organisation is in a unique relationship with each supplier and buyer. The discretion of the relationships makes the individual management of the relationship (in theory) necessary in all cases. Nonetheless, the organisation has to consider that each buyer or supplier relationship is not only unique, but also a part of the organisation's system of relationships. Thus, the management of the business relationships makes it necessary for the organisation to consider at the same time the discretion and the characteristics of the business relationships as well as the fact that they constitute a part of the organisation's relationship portfolio (Turnbull-Valla 1986, Turnbull-Zolkiewski 1995). For the organisation, the market essentially means the total of the business relationships and the networks related to them. Based on the theory of network approach of the market, every market is made up of networks, while the networks are made of interactions between organisations. Within the networks however, there are business relationships that are weak or short term ones and there are some that have a hierarchical nature (Mattsson 1997a).

The total of business relationships, their structure and way of management is an important characteristic of the organisation. The organisations differ from each other to a great extent in the management of business relationships. Considering the mutual dependence of organisations though, business relationships can be valuable resources of the companies and it may in numerous cases seem that the relationships are the most important capital of some companies (Ford at al. 1998). In case we consider that, on the one hand business relationships are exchange relationships that are at the same time social relationships and that the organisation provides itself with the necessary resources through these, on the other hand that these business relationships also mean the building elements of the market network and, on the third hand that through these relationships, the organisation embeds into its environment, it may be worth examining the relationships as the social capital of the organisation (Lengyel-Szántó 1996, Coleman 1990).

Business relationships need investments, that is to say they fix resources, they are complex, they change over time, they are unique and at the same time part of the relationship portfolio; thus, their management is of strategic importance and complex as well. The organisational strategy must define the general development direction and it has to define it then regarding the organisation's relationship portfolio and the client relationships as well. On inter-organisational markets, the strategic decisions concern changes in the current relationship portfolio. The tactical or operational decisions concern the management of the individual relationships (Ford 1980). The strategic decision also means that the organisation has to define how it shall allocate its resources among the different business relationships. However, we have to know the value of business relationships for this decisions (Ford at al. 1998). Nonetheless, what means the value of business relationships? What kinds of components does it have? How can it be measured and why is it important? 

the problematic of the value of business relationships 

Business relationships "value is a problematic concept which cannot be ignored " (Wilson and Jantrania 1996 p.63). The authors close their study examining the value of business relationships with these not very encouraging words. Why this uncertainty and why is value important? Before examining the meaning of value in a complex coherence such as business relationships, let us do a short and essentially simplifying detour concerning the concept of value and its different meanings. Our goal is to create through this review an appropriate starting point for our study aiming to uncover the value of business relationships Our conviction is that a theoretical framework can help us better understand and conceptualise more thoroughly one of the concrete forms of appearance of value (the value of business relationships).

2.5 Some value concepts 


We often use the concept of value in our every day life and numerous fields of science, such as for example economics, sociology, psychology, philosophy or anthropology deal with the issues of value. The meaning of value is variant however, it can in some cases be very differing in the individual sciences. Sometimes, as we will see it there are considerable differences regarding the interpretation of value within the same field of science. The definition of the Hungarian Larousse encyclopaedia (Bakos and Szávai 1991) differentiates twelve meanings of value. Value is primarily “the attribute of something that expresses its importance for the society and the individual person” (Bakos and Szávai 1991 p.757). The second meaning of value is “estimate and highly valued attribute” (Bakos and Szávai 1991 p.757). According to the dictionary, value in economics is on the one hand “the quantity of work socially necessary for the manufacturing of a product” and on the other hand “the amount of money that is paid for a product”, on the third hand “material, goods or service satisfying a human need” (Bakos and Szávai 1991 p.757). In trade, value is “the size of income, turnover expressible in money” (Bakos and Szávai 1991 p.757). Value has a fundamentally different meaning in the fields of social sciences and in the field of mathematics, where value is “the importance or meaning of a sign coming from its situation in some system”, or rather “in general the size of something expressed in some unit” and mathematically, it is “a number expressing some quantity” (Bakos-Szávai 1991 p.757). These definitions already draw our attention to the diversity of the concept of value. Value primarily expresses some kind of importance and thereby a relationship to something (evaluation of attributes), and secondly it shows the existence of something, its numerousness or size (natural science or mathematical meaning). In the field of economics, besides its unique interpretation (work-value theory), value fundamentally also expresses a relationship or rather it is used for the definition of cardinality. Taking into consideration that our aim is the better understanding of the value of business relationships, it seems worth to examine hereinafter in more depth the first type of meanings of the value, the one that expresses importance or some kind of relationship. We will not deal in detail with the second type of meaning that is more of formal nature (cardinality). Henceforward, after the rough review of the economic meanings of value, we will present some elements of the value approach of sociology and social psychology. 

2.5.1 Some characteristics of the concept of value in economics 
 

The authors dealing with history of economic theory (e.g. Mátyás 1979, Bekker 2000, Landreth 1976, Baslé et al. 1988, Baslé et al. 1993, and Deane 1997) state that value has, in some form, always preoccupied the economists. Starting from manufacturing, the representatives of the classical school (Mátyás 1979) have seen the origin of value in productive work. Meanwhile, they have considered the role of market demand and offer as well, which can divert the prices of individual products from their values. Therefore, Adam Smith has introduced the categories of natural price and market price, expressing thereby the differences between value and price. Natural price is fundamentally the value of the product expressed in money, while market price develops based on the given demand-offer conditions (Madarász 2000). Thus, from the point of view of the manufacturer, the content of value is productive work. However, "value has two different meanings, and sometimes expresses the utility of some particular object, and sometimes the power of purchasing other goods which the possession of that object conveys. The one may be called 'value in use'; the other, 'value in exchange'. The things which have the greatest value in use have frequently little or no value in exchange; and on contrary, those which have the greatest value in exchange have frequently little or no value in use" writes Smith in the fourth chapter of the Richness of Nations (Smith 1992 p.37). Later, Ricardo further developed Smith’s thoughts, while Marx considered the work-value theory of the classical as the starting point of his own theory of value added.

The economists of the marginalist revolution have approached economic matters from the side of consumption and needs (Mátyás 1979). "The starting point of all economic theory research is the human nature in need. Without needs, there would be no business, there would not be any economics, and there would not be any science related to it. The doctrine of needs (the recognition and understanding of their essentials) is of fundamental importance for economic sciences" Mátyás (1979 p.18) quotes the words of a classical of the school, Carl Menger. The economic manager’s aim is therefore to satisfy his own needs to the maximum extent. The value theory starts from the consumer and in its centre, there is the consumer’s value judgement. This value judgement depends on the role that the individual goods play in the consumer’s satisfaction of needs. This value is the consumer’s subjective value judgement and expresses the extent to which the consumer is dependent on an individual unit of some product type during his satisfaction of needs. During his rational decisions, the individual person calculates, manages business with the available resources so that he can satisfy his different needs. Therefore, the value of goods is not only a subjective, but also a relative category. Goods are valuable according to the role they play in the process of business management (Bekker 2000a).

The content of value is given by utility. Utility means the capacity of the goods to satisfy needs, while the satisfaction of needs causes joy to the consumer. The satisfaction of needs is based on the principle of decreasing joy (Gossen’s I. law). The consumer values any unit of a stock of goods in the intensity with which its consumption causes joy to him. The subjective importance of the last available unit of a stock of goods is a limit benefit. Due to the theory of decreasing joy, the consumer evaluates any unit of the stock of goods on the basis of limit benefits. The function of utility expresses how the subjective importance of a unit of some stock of goods depends on the size of the stock (Mátyás 1979). The conceptions of utility (and scarcity) "are not generally meant utilities and scarcities, but subjective categories perceived by the consumer " (Bekker 2000a p.219). During the development of the marginal approach, which is fundamentally of microeconomic nature, "despite the starting point of theory of value the value theory problematic gradually transforms into a general issue of price theory, into a problem of definition of balance prices " (Bekker 2000a p.222).

Alfred Marshall, the father of neo-classicism (Landreth 1976) has struggled for the synthesis of two different ways of approach (production and consumption) of the classical and the marginalistic schools, primarily in the field of microeconomics. "We must consider the discussion on whether value is governed by utility of production cost must be held intelligent to the same extent as we consider intelligent the discussion on whether the lower or the upper side of the scissors cuts the paper laying between them " Bekker (2000a p.227) quotes Marshall’s famous saying. In his theory of value, Marshall has created the fully integrated conception of exchange value and usage value. Starting from the consumers’ utility maximising and the producers’ profit maximising efforts, Marshall has worked out the mutually dependent theories of demand based on limit utility analysis and of production (offer) based on limit productivity (Bekker 2000a, Landreth 1976). He supposed of the participants of the individual exchange actions that they settle the demanded and the offered quantities at the point where the limit utilities and the limit costs meet the given market price. Value equals the price determined by the limit balance and thereby is measurable through the normal, that is to say the balance price (Deane 1997). The measurement of value is thus theoretically possible, although we also have to consider several restringing factors. Within the postulations of the theory, there is the free market competition and the supposition that the consumer is able to determine the absolute magnitude of utility of the different goods (cardinal utility perception). A further problem is that Marshall’s theory is in reality a price theory, which can be applied to treat part of the problems of value theory, but the interpretation of the value theory thereby grows narrow. 

The cardinal understanding of utility, according to which the consumer is able to determine the absolute value of different utilities has been gradually substituted by the ordinal understanding (Deane 1997), which has more moderate restrictions. During the ordinal approach of utility, the consumer must only tell which goods provide him with greater satisfaction, namely greater utility. "That is to say that in ordinal approach, the knowledge of the fact that the consumer prefers apple is enough, the intensity of the preference is irrelevant. In case the consumers are able to rank their preferences regarding goods or combinations of goods, there is no need to attribute concrete utility feeling magnitudes to them" (Kopányi 1989 p.37). The declared preference procedure concludes the consumers’ preference system and thereby values through their examined and real choices. Based on the procedure, which was developed by Samuelson in 1943 (Bekker 2000a), "it is in theory possible to draw the consumers’ indifference diagrams in a proven way " (Kopányi 1989 p.65). This means that it is theoretically possible to know the consumers’ limit benefit, namely the value he perceives.

The majority of the contemporary economics schools, with exception of the Marxist and neo-Marxist ones, do not differentiate value theory and price theory (Pearce 1993). The new microeconomic approaches deal with the questions of organisational decisions (Herbert Simon), the application of the game theory (Oscar Morgenstern, Naumann János) or rather the usage of the system theory (Baslé et al. 1988) and pay less attention to the problems of value.

Summarising the above-mentioned, we can state out of the different economic approaches of value that value exists in the economic sense, while its fundamental content is utility. Utility is expressed in the concept of usage value. The exchange value in turn expresses that the given goods can be exchanged to other products. The goods must dispose of utility to be produced, used and exchanged. Both parties (producer and consumer) taking part in the exchange realise value in the exchange. However, the meaning of this value is different for both parties. The producer essentially wants to maximise his profit; thus the value is closely linked to his own production costs and to his income related to the sold products. The allocation of the available resources or rather the optimality of it (limit productivity) influences the evolution of his production costs. His income in turn evolves depending on the exchange value of his products. For the consumer, value is given by the product’s utility. The consumer struggles for the maximisation of utility. The evaluation of utility is subjective and, as Say has already emphasised it, the product’s value  “is determined by the utility attributed to it by the consumer” (Tomcsányi 1994 p.173). Nonetheless, by knowing the consumer’s preferences (declared preference) value can in theory be apprehended and measured. Value cannot be considered an inner characteristic of the product though. "Already in his study of 1730, Bernoulli wrote that value is not an inner attribute of things, but [value] is determined by the relationship between the evaluating person and the evaluated thing " (Bekker 2000 p.302).

Value is always perceived, it expresses a relationship between people and objects, it is in close relationship with exchange, while exchange takes place among people, thus value is presumably in connection with the relationships between people.  This remark leads us to the short and rough knowledge of some social elements of value. 

2.5.2  Some characteristics of the concept of value in sociology


In sociology sense, values are "conceptions of individuals or groups about what is desirable, appropriate, good or bad. The differing values are key aspects of the diversity of human culture. The values of individuals are strongly determined by the given culture in which they live." (Giddens 1995 p.686). In this coherence, culture is made up of the values of the members of the group, by the norms they follow and by the material goods they create. Values are abstract notions, while norms are concrete principles, which every member of the given group is expected to follow" (Giddens 1995 p.61).

According to another definition, "values are general principles, fundamental orientations and collective preferences in the beginning, or rather the expressions of beliefs. The determination of goals is done in every society based on the viewing of what is desirable and is demonstrated through collective notion images. These values, which become settled in ideology when being systematically arranged, appear very often as unchangeable attributes, as stable nuclei, as a total of independent variables." (Boudon 1999 p.52).

Max Weber differentiates aim values and asset values. Aim values set the actions to be followed for society and individuals, as a result of which reality is transformed. Asset values evaluate the actions’ modus. (Csepeli 1997). 

Parsons has dealt with the problem of values in a macro sociology approach. He has differentiated four models of social organisation, which differ from each other by the overweight of certain social values (Boudon 1999). These values structure societies in pairs and fundamentally enable the social allocation of assets and people. "Do people have to be judged based on values that equally apply to everyone (universalism), or should the benchmarks be tailor-made for individual groups (particularism)? Should positions be accessible based on proven performance (performance), or based on attributes that are characteristic of a given person, e.g. family background, religious or racial affiliation (attribution)?" (Alexander 1996 p.56)

In the field of micro sociology, representatives of the theory of social exchange (Homans, Thibaut and Kelley) emphasise that the concept of value supposes the comparison of realised and possible actions (Szántó 1999). Blau (1964) underlines the importance of values at mezzo level, through the development and activities of groups. He differentiates four kinds of values that contribute to the functioning of the groups (Lallement 1993). The acceptance of group values means solidarity with those who share them. The following of values leads to integration and obedience (Szántó 1999). This equals the acceptance of the power relationships within the group. Meanwhile, the members have the right of contradiction within the group (Lallement 1993).

As a conclusion, value exists in the sociology sense and its essential role is to serve as orientation point for individual and collective actions. Value is in all cases a symbolic and historical, social product. Value is in close relationship with choice. Value exists at different levels – individual, group and social levels -. The differences of values, or rather their differing combinations can induce different, well-distinguished social behaviour schemes. Values can in this sense is used as group creating criteria. Values cannot be directly measured. Sociologic approach naturally takes into account the individual, social (collective) processes are however in the centre of its interest. On the contrary, social psychology concentrates on the individual while considering the social coherence also. Therefore, let us review hereinafter some social psychological definitions regarding value. 

2.5.3  Some characteristics of the concept of value in social psychology 


With Csepeli’s words, "value is the strongest chain link in the social psychological interactions between the individual and society" (Csepeli 1997 p.234). According to Váriné’s definition "values are abstract notional objectivities, nay objectivities systems depending on culture, in which classes of objects taken in the broadest sense the importance of which, identified or attributed from the point of view of human activity and way of life has been objectified in language and other symbolical forms. Values are the results and further tools of social orientation "(Váriné 1997 p.146) 

Kluckhohn (1951, quoted by Csepeli 1997) differentiates three dimensions of value, modality, content and purpose. Modality means the polar attracting-repelling effects of values. Content covers the validation fields of values, the zones of activity, such as for example arts or economy, where value directs the actor. Purpose in turn means the existence or absence of the actor’s reflexibility.

Values have several kinds of functions in society. Values are on the one hand the most deeply embedded guidelines of personality serving orientation, on the other hand the socio-political tools of integration of social groups, layers, and classes. Thus, values are the indispensable components of both social and individual integration (Csepeli 1997). "The diversity in existence of values and the heterogeneity of values cannot cover the value organisation's two central elements being in close coherence: normative function in the regulation of the social adaptation and fitting of individuals and groups, as well as the emotionally motivated action-focusing of values, namely that according to what, why and how we should live, struggle and act for is exactly what is being regulated as normative" (Váriné 1997 p.134). 

In Rokeach’s value theory (1973 quoted by Bakacsi 1996), he speaks of final, or rather instrumental values. Final values are the individual’s preferences that he intends to follow during his entire life and mean a compass for his determining actions. Instrumental values constitute tools for the accession of the final values and thus determine the individual’s daily actions (Bakacsi 1996). According to Hofstede (1980), an important condition to the appearance of values is that the individual be in a decision-making situation. "We can speak about values if we consequently prefer the same goals and points of view in comparison to other goals and points of view when getting into a situation of choice" (Bakacsi 1996).

Csepeli pictures the difficulties of getting to know value through the paradox according to which the certainty attributed to value is reversibly proportional to the demonstrability (Csepeli 1997). The research of values is made more difficult by several social phenomena, such as mimic, camouflage or hypocrisy (Hankiss 1977). The reason for mimic is that people are often not even aware of their own values, therefore, they follow the formulated values of social groups of which they are real or imaginary members. On the contrary, in the case of camouflage, people are very well aware of their values but, for some reason, they do not want to uncover them. When people want to seem better than they actually are, we can speak of hypocrisy. Since values can never be observed directly, the researcher can try to get knowledge of values either through the observation of opinions, judgements or attitudes impregnated with value judgements, or through conclusions drawn based on behaviour led by values (Csepeli 1997).

Concluding the above-mentioned, value exists in the social psychological sense and is primarily the tool of individual and social integration. Values are the results and further tools of social orientation. Values are emotionally motivated and action-centred. They represent a unique motivation force and are in close link with the individual’s choices. Values fundamentally direct the individual’s behaviour. They can be observed with difficulty and are barely measurable. 

We have roughly overviewed the concept and different meanings of value in the above-mentioned. As a synthesis of the different approaches, we can state the important role of value in the individuals’ and groups’ life. The complexity of value comes from the fact that it is on the one hand in all cases perceived and depends on the individuals’ or the groups’ decisions, it fundamentally influences the individuals’ and the groups’ behaviour, while on the other hand, value is also an objectivated historical and social category. Value is primarily utility, but also the determinant, the compass of behaviour. Simplifying to a great extent, we can say that we can consider the utility side of value as the economic component of the concept, and the compass nature of it as the social component. Thus, we can understand value as a complex phenomenon that is made up of economic and social components, that is in all cases perceived, therefore subjective. However, value always depends on the given social and economic situation and in this coherence, it is socially constructed (Berger and Luckmann 1998) and interiorised by the individual. At different levels of society, individual, group, society, value has different meanings and appears in different ways. 

2.6 The value of business relationships 


We have previously seen that the business relationship is on its own already a quite complicated, complex phenomenon including numerous actors. Moreover, each agent has his own interpretation and perception regarding the exchange process. These individual judgements affect each other in some ways, they strengthen or weaken each other during group decisions (purchasing centre, sales centre). 

In Zeithaml’s classical article, examining the individual consumers’ evaluation of price, quality ad value, he has also concluded that the definition of value is a difficult task. Primarily because consumers understand many different things under value. In the case of a very simple product, a fruit drink, Zeithaml has met at least four kinds of interpretation of value. There were consumers for whom low price meant value, while for others, value was given by some product attribute (a product characteristic or some combination of the product’s characteristics). Another groups of consumers considered that value is the quality that they receive as a counter value for the price they have paid. For the fourth group, value was a more general category and meant that value was what they received as a counter value for what they had given (Zeithaml 1988).

Authors dealing with the value of business relationships also use the concept in quite a lot of meanings (Mandják-Durrieu 2000). Value appears as an advantage (Anderson-Narus 1999), or a perceived advantage, as the difference between perceived advantages and presumable expenditure (sacrifices) (Ravald-Grönroos 1996), while other authors consider as value what contributes to the increase of performance (Walter et al. 2000). There are also approaches that identify the value of business relationships with the capacity of the relationship to create profit (Blankenburg Holm et al. 1999).

2.7 Why is the knowledge of the value of business relationships important?


Organisations get into business relationships with each other in order to be able to use their own resources in a more economic way and to access part of the advantages created by the resources of the other party (Ford at al. 1998). The business relationship is important for the partners because they can either increase their turnover through the relationship or decrease their costs. That is why organisations assume the investments and adaptation drawn by (durable) relationships (Ford 1984). According to Wilson’s opinion, business relationships create value in the sense that the competitiveness of the partners participating increase through it. They access technologies, markets or information that they would not have been able to access respectively on their own. Although not all relationships are symmetric, but in order for the relationship to operate well, both parties must find something in it that they would not have been able to realise in an advantageous way alone, on their own. (Wilson 1995). Keep and his co-writers examine historically the forces influencing the long-term business relationships in four American industries. As a conclusion, they state that "for all except Pullman, the joint benefits were dominant throughout the relationship" (Keep at al. 1998 p.42). The authors’ research results also draw the attention to the fact that these joint benefits changed over time. 

Although the quoted authors have different views on the value of business relationships, we can find some common elements in their approaches. The value of business relationships has an important motivation role, since that is why the participants get into it. The basic condition of the creation and maintenance of the relationship is that it means some kind of value for both parties. Values are to be understood according to the participants’ own interpretation and perception and thus can be different regarding both their objects and their importance. The business relationship is on the one hand a value creating process while on the other hand; it ensures the distribution of values between the partners. 

For managers, the allocation of resources among the different business relationships constitutes one of the most severe decisions (Turnbull 1990). The various methods of portfolio analysis (Yorke 1986, Turnbull 1990, Turnbull-Zolkiewski 1995, Turnbull-Topcu 1996) provide help in the analysis of client relationships. Nonetheless, the decisions on resource allocation happen very often without the comparison of the advantages and drawbacks of the business relationships (Turnbull et al. 1996) that is to say without the consideration of the value of business relationships. A probable cause for this may be that managers do not know the value of business relationships. 

2.8 Different analyses of the value from the points of view of the supplier and the buyer 


During former analyses, we have explained that business relationships are made up of exchange episodes. The frequency of these exchanges episodes and the experience acquired during past exchange episodes form the business relationship that the participants understand according to their own points of view. These individual and group perceptions play an important role in the judgement of the relationship. Through the linked, indirect relationships, the exchange between the two organisations affect the network, that is the market and the market in turn affects the event between the two parties through indirect relationships. Let us examine what means value for the buyer and the supplier at these three levels (episode, relationship, and network), that is to say how the two parties interpret the value of the business relationship. Since the business relationship is interactive, it is worth studying whether the business relationship has elements that are common or similar for both parties. Besides the results of European and American inter-organisational marketing studies, we have tried to consider, during the literature research some related publications on strategic management, supply chain and relationship marketing (Mandják-Durrieu 2000). We have summarised the results of processing of literature hereinafter in a metamodel. The metamodel makes it possible to use and synthesise different approaches, or rather the results of different branches of science (Cova and Salle 1992).  Table 1. shows the structure of the metamodel.
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Table 1: The structure of the metamodel describing the value of business relationships 

In the followings, let us describe the different dimensions and indicators of the value of business relationships through the structure of the metamodel.

2.8.1  Value at the level of exchange episodes 


At the level of exchange episodes, most of the authors discuss the buyer’s perceived value. What does the value of business relationships mean for the buyer at the level of exchange episodes?

2.8.1.1 The value of exchange episodes from the point of view of the buyer 


As per Ravald and Grönroos (1996) the buyer evaluates the value of the given exchange episode (product or service) based on the difference between the perceived advantages and the sacrifices (expenditures). The buyer examines the perceived advantages through the individual combination of the attributes of the product or service, taking into account the conditions of usage or drain. As well as on the base of indicators of the perceived quality. The perceived sacrifices are given by the total of the buyer’s arisen expenditures regarding the given product or service. The purchase price, the cost of purchase, the costs of transport and kick-off, the expense on ordering, on maintenance and repairs or the risk of the supplier’s failure in performance are included in it. Briefly, the value of the exchange episode for the buyer is the quotient of the perceived advantages and the perceived expenditures. The authors underline that the buyer will in all cases use the purchased product or service at a concrete time, place and in a concrete way in his own value chain. This also means that the buyer’s perceived value greatly depends on the situation. It is the supplier’s task to exactly get to know and understand how his offer can contribute to the increase of the buyer’s performance. In this coherence, the offer must be understood as a value carrier, that is a direct contribution to the buyer’s performance (Ravald-Grönroos 1996).

According to Reddy (1991), the value of a product on industrial markets can be apprehended through a double-dimension model. The first dimension is given by the total of economic and non-economic elements, while the second is made up of the sum of intrinsic and extrinsic product attributes. He considers as economic elements those that can be calculated during the business management process of the buyer and as non-economic those product attributes that are important for the buyer but cannot be calculated. 

Intrinsic attributes are the product’s characteristics out of which the product’s performance (in the sense that the product is suitable for the fulfilment of the task for which it was designated by the buyer), the product’s conformity (in the sense that the product works properly and has no failures), technology and price belong to the economic attributes. The non-economic intrinsic attributes in turn are brand name, design, packaging and look. 

The extrinsic attributes are the results of the supplier’s activity. The extrinsic economic attributes are training, maintenance education, warranty, spare parts supply provided by the supplier and the post-purchase costs that can be calculated by the buyer. The extrinsic non-economic elements in turn are the supplier’s good reputation, the supplier’s conformity, the supplier’s willingness to answer, the nature of the buyer-supplier relationship and the services provided by the supplier. 

The author determines the value perceived by the buyer as the maximum price that he is still ready to pay for the totality of the product’s economic and non-economic attributes. He emphasises the fact that the perceived value means in each case the subjective comparison of the values of products competing with each other. (Reddy 1991).

Anderson and Narus (1999) further broaden the category of consumer values. The interpretation or rather the analysis of the total offering from the point of view of the buyer is a central issue for them. The offering is for the buyer fundamentally a sum of economic, technical, services and social advantages. This package of advantages can, according to the authors, be expressed in money. In the framework of the exchange episode, the buyer receives this package of advantages as a counter value for the price he has paid. It is important to remark that in Anderson and Narus’ approach, the offering has two elements, its value and its price. (The authors’ point of view basically means the differentiation of the usage value and the exchange value.) Thus, the purchase price is not part of the buyer’s calculation when he evaluates the perceived value of the offering package. They introduce and apply the "fundamental value equation" that is the difference of the value and the price of the offering. This enables the buyer to evaluate and compare the offering packages competing with each other on the market and to chose the one, which represents the greatest value for him (Anderson-Narus 1999). The interpretation of the comparison truly shows that the authors fundamentally lean on the theory of social exchange (Thibaut and Kelley 1959, quoted by Szántó 1999) while elaborating their approach. 

2.8.1.2 The value of the exchange episode from the point of view of the supplier 


For the supplier, it is always the thrift of the given offering or in some cases that of the product which can constitute the basics of the value of the exchange episode. This is basically a question affecting management accounting, at least formally. Numerous authors argue that (e.g. Michel et al. 2000, McDougall et al. 1996) it is a more “intelligent” solution to calculate the value for the buyer’s whole life cycle (McDougall et al. 1986) or for that of the business relationship (Michel et al. 2000). However, it seems suitable to apply value based pricing (Wilson 1997), especially in closer business relationships.

Simmonds (2000) goes further concerning the importance of the value of buyers. According to his opinion, strategic objectives must be determined as per the characteristics of the customers. The clearer and more detailed the marketing picture about the customers and the competitor that is about the market is, the more exact the evaluation of the different marketing strategy alternatives is. Nonetheless, the sharper the competition in a business is, the less strategic choice possibilities are available. The developed strategic alternatives must be compared according to their positive present values. These calculations are in theory simple, but in practice, when we have to consider the financial effects of the reactions of several competitors, they become very complicated. "The return comes from the strategy not the investment. Positive present value strategies are the scarce resource, not the investment needed to realise them" (Simmonds 2000 p.23).

2.8.2  Value at the level of the relationship 


Examining the problem of value at the level of the relationship, we can encounter even more kinds of approaches. 

2.8.2.1 The value at the level of the relationship, from the point of view of the buyer 


Examining the value of the business relationship itself, let us follow the argument of Ravald and Grönroos again (1996). According to their opinion, the existence of business relationships, especially of long term business relationships means security, confidence and certainty in regard of the acquisition and assurance of the necessary resources. Thereby, the simple existence of the business relationship contributes to the decrease of the buyer’s perceived sacrifice and means an unambiguous value for the buyer. From this point of view, the authors emphasise the importance of the continuity of the relationship (Ravald-Grönroos 1996). Due to the consequence of the frequency of the exchange episodes, the continuous, long-term relationship builds confidence between the partners. Confidence increases the buyer’s (and the supplier’s) fidelity to the relationship. This in turn increases the thrift of the relationship for both parties (Ravald-Grönroos 1996).

Flint and his co-authors (1997) examine how any changes in the business relationship affects the buyer’s evaluation of the relationship. During this, they conclude that the buyer’s evaluation concerning the value of the relationship changes or rather may change. The value of the business relationship includes three kinds of values. The expected value of the relationship expresses what the buyer would like to receive from the business relationship. The perceived value expresses the buyer’s implicit requirements and therefore is at the same time the commander of the buyer’s behaviour. The evaluation value in turn expresses how the buyer evaluates what has happened until that moment in the relationship (Flint et al. 1997). This approach fundamentally apprehends the time dimension of the value of business relationships and thereby makes the concept dynamic. The three value types basically describe the situation before, during and after the relationship. 

2.8.2.2 The value at the level of the relationship, from the point of view of the supplier 


From the point of view of the supplier, the value of the business relationship can be understood as a simple question of calculation. Besides the turnover created in the relationship, we have to consider the profit realised in the relationship. The sum of this decreased by the sum of the costs of the relationship, we get the contribution of the relationship. This contribution is considered as the value of the business relationship. Among the general costs of the relationship, we can find the commercial and the non-commercial expenditures that have arisen in the relationship. (Michel et al. 2000). 

According to McDougall and his co-writers (1996), during the definition of the value of the business relationship, we basically have to determine the “net present value” of the buyer, considering how long the partner is likely to be, to stay a buyer. 

We can quantify the buyer’s “net present value” through four factors. All acquisition costs related to the buyer, the sum of all income that can be realised in the relationship, the sum of the expenditure spent on the service to the buyer as well as the expected duration of the customer relationship, that is the length of the period during which the buyer will make purchases. With the comparison of the income and the expenditure, we can calculate the buyer’s “net present value” (McDougall et al. 1996), which basically equals the perceived value of the relationship by the supplier. 

Walter and his colleagues (Walter et al. 2000) analyse the value of business relationships from the point of view of the supplier. They determine value as follows: "value as the perceived trade-off between multiple benefits and sacrifices gained through a customer relationship by key decision-makers in the supplier's organisation. Those benefits and sacrifices can result from the relationship under question as well as from connected relationships on which the focal relationship has an impact or is affected by those other relationships" (Walter et al. 2000 p.3). The authors have applied the decision theory value judgement approach (Werani 1999) that is widespread in German literature. During the definition of the value of business relationships, the authors have at the same time tried to consider the effects of network also. In their model that they tested empirically, they have determined the value of business relationships along two dimensions. They have described the individual dimensions through the different functions of the business relationship. The dimensions differ depending on whether the business relationship functions belonging to the individual dimensions affect directly or indirectly the supplying company. They have interpreted value as the sum of the two dimensions. In turn, they have determined the individual dimensions as the sums of the functions. 

The direct dimension of the business relationship is made up of three functions. The profit function ensures the positive cash flow realised for the supplier, that is the basics of profit realisation. The volume function expresses the fact that the buyer purchases a quantity that is necessary for the supplier to reach the break-even point or the economical size. The defence function decreases the supplier’s environmental uncertainty and thereby his dependence on his environment. Thus, the defence function of the business relationship increases the supplier’s safety. These value creating functions represent activities and resources of the supplying and purchasing companies that create value directly, independently from the existence of other business relationships for the supplier. According to the hypothesis proven by empirical data, the more directly value creating functions a business relationship contains, the greater its value for the supplier is.

Four functions build up the indirect dimension of the business relationship. The innovation or development function represents the usability with other partners of the technical knowledge or creative ideas received from the given buyer. The market function expresses the possibility to access new markets with the given buyer. The intelligence function affects important, sensitive information stemming from the given business relationship and concerning other agents. The essentials of the accessibility function in turn are that the given business relationship creates opportunities to know other partners (competitors, intermediaries, authorities). The indirect functions have value creating effects through other business relationships of the company. According to the hypothesis proven by empirical data, the more indirectly value creating functions a business relationship contains, the greater its value for the supplier is.

Through the above conceptualisation and empirical testing of the perceived value of business relationships, the authors have analysed first the relationship value apart (direct dimension), then the network level (indirect dimension). They have concluded that both dimensions contribute to the perceived value of the business relationship. In other words, the perceived value of business relationships exists both at the relationship level and the network level, and these values are different. Meanwhile, by examining the coherence between the two dimensions (that is the two levels), the authors have found that the indirect functions influence the supplier’s perceived relationship value at a lower extent than the direct functions do (Walter et al. 2000). That is to say that the relationship level has a more important role in the development of the perceived value of the business relationship than the network factors.

While evaluating the results, the authors have emphasised that the direct functions of business relationships (profit, volume and defence) influence closely and indirectly the performance of the supplying company. Taking into account that the sample was composed of primarily small- and medium sized enterprises, it is possible that the proportion of direct and indirect function change in the case of a big sized enterprise sample. The authors consider a barrier to research the constructions (functions) they developed and tested are exclusively rational that is of economic nature. Since the supplier may maintain a business relationship with a buyer because of the relationship’s past, the consideration or pressure of social relationships, or simply due to the pleasant nature of it. In some cases, he decides with consideration of "soft value functions" such as truthfulness or confidence. "A richer picture could be drawn by including non-economic functions into our model as a third dimension (social functions)" (Walter et al. 2000 p.13). The consideration of social, that is non-economic elements or functions would cause great difficulties during an empirical study, as their measurement is quite problematic. A further problem is how these functions appear or affect the group of decision-makers. The figuration of the effects of social functions may be possible in a way that we consider whether these functions have positive or negative effect on the perceived value of the given business relationship. (Walter et al. 2000).
4.4.2.3. Common values at the level of the relationship 


However, there are among the studies dealing with the value of business relationships some that do not approach the topic from the point of view of one or the other agent, but try to find out whether there are elements in the value of the business relationship which are important for both parties at the same time. 

The sense, the cause for development of business relationships based on co-operation is the mutual value creation and their division between each other (Anderson 1995). The value of a business relationship is given on the one hand by the profit that comes from it and on the other hand by the value due to the existence of the relationship itself. We can measure the value of the business relationship by comparing the potential of exploitation of the relationship with the return on the investments necessary for its maintenance (Ford at al. 1998).

In their study, Wilson and Jantrania (1996) go beyond this. They describe the value of business relationships with a tri-dimensional model. According to their opinion, the value of business relationships is made up of economic, strategic and behavioural (psychological) elements. These dimensions express value for both parties, their concrete combination being obviously different for the partners. They commission the economic dimension with cost decrease, value analysis, quality development and access to competition information. The strategic dimension of the business relationship means that both parties can reach competition advantages through the relationship, they can strengthen their basic skills or can get into better market situation. The elements of the behavioural dimension are given by the evolution of the personal relationship between the actors, the increase in confidence and the culture developed by and in the business relationship. According to the authors, the elements of the behavioural dimension are in mutual interaction and it is very difficult to differentiate them. It is suitable to start determining the value of business relationships with the economic dimension, since these elements are relatively easy to quantify. Following this, we can mostly only estimate in the case of the strategic dimension, while the quantification of the behavioural dimension is almost impossible. (Wilson and Jantrania 1996).

4.4.3. Value at the network level 


Further actors influencing indirectly the business relationship and the interaction between the two partners and the system of relationships they have fundamentally constitute network. At this level, the question to be asked is basically whether these actors influence the perception of the value of the business relationship of one or the other or the concerned, or even of both of them. 

Blankenburg Holm and his co-writers (Blankenburg Holm et al. 1996) have analysed through structural modelling (LISREL) among others the effect of connection to the network on the participants of business relationships. Their results show that the network can indirectly influence the value of business relationships. The network directly affects the devotion of the parties to the relationship. In case the partners’ devotion to the relationship increases, the capacity of profit producing of the relationship can increase. The authors consider the capacity of producing profit as the value of business relationships (Blankenburg Holm 1996). This effect concerns both parties, the buyer as well as the supplier. 

Anderson, Hakansson and Johanson (1994) differentiate positive and negative network effects. These effects influence the organisations network identity. The essentials of network identity are that the agents of the network evaluate the organisation's attracting or repelling nature as a possible exchange partner based on the unique relationship network of the organisation, how its activity and resource bindings are (Anderson et al. 1994). The authors have developed and tested two conceptions and two instruments of measurement. One of them shows the positive, the other one shows the negative network effects. 

A positive network effect is given by the convertibility of the resources used in the relationship, their transferability towards other relationships. It is also favourable if the activities performed in the relationship are of complementary nature regarding activities performed in other relationships. We can speak about further favourable network effects if the behavioural patterns of those concerned by the relationship can be realised in other relationships as well. On the contrary, the network effect is unfavourable in case the resources used in the business relationship are unique, if the activities performed in the relationship have no further connection possibilities or if the behavioural patterns developed in the relationship are very unique (Anderson et. al. 1994).

The positive network effects increase the thrift and efficiency of the related parties, while the negative ones decrease them. Thus, the positive network effects increase; the negative ones in turn decrease the perceived value of business relationships. 

Theoretical model of the value of business relationships 

A summary of the literature allows us to realise that multiple approaches exist regarding the value of a business relationship, which are fairly varied for both the applied theories and the research methods. Although this variety makes the extraction of the research more difficult on the one hand, on the other hand this also shows how interesting and important the matter is.

Our first statement can be the fact that business relationships definitely have some kind of value. The value of business relationships is under all circumstances the result of individual and group perceptions. This value influences part of the decisions connected to business relationships, either consciously – which seems to be the least frequent case for the moment – or based on experience, previous practice.

The value of business relationships has economic, numerical components, as well as non-economic, not at all or only hardly countable components. The value of business relationships exists in time, and varies in time also.

The value of business relationships is of divergent nature on different levels of the relationship. 

At the level of exchange episodes the value is the result of the realised exchange. Here we should consider this value as rather static. The characteristic of the totality of the value-creating components is probably the majority of economical components. At the level of exchange episodes the value is fairly easy to compute. 

At the level of business relationships the value is rather a process, a value-creating process. And as such the value of more a dynamic category. In the totality of the value-creating components the economic factors are still of big importance, however the importance of social (non-economical) components is growing. The compared ratio of the above two can eventually lead towards equilibrium.  The counting of the value is much more complex and difficult at this point.

At the level of the network the value is again rather process-nature, however the distribution of the value is put in the frontline.  

The role of the economical elements is still important in the value creating components, but the non-economical factors are becoming significant. In the ratio of the two, we will probably observe a switching towards the social factors. At the level of the network the counting of the value seems to be quite complicated. 

In virtue of the above we can describe the value of business relationships as a theoretical, three-dimensional, three-level model. The model is the further developed version of the one that I worked out with my college Francois Durrieu (Mandjak-Durrieu 2000). Economical, non-economical (social) elements, and the time compose the three dimensions of the model. The exchange episode, the relationship and the network are the levels of the model. The model is shown in the figure 2.
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Figure 2: Theoretical model of the value of business relationship 

5.1. Conceptualisation of the theoretical model of business relationships. 


Based on the review of the literature presented above, we can summarise the standpoints related the value of business relationships as per the separate levels as follows: (tables 2, 3 and 4)

	The value on the given level
	In the viewpoint of:

	* the value if the exchange episode is the ratio between

    the perceived advantages and the perceived investments.

                                           (Ravalad and Gronroos 1996)

* the offer has to be considered as value carrier, i.e. as a direct contribution to the buyer’s performance.

                                            (Ravalad and Gronroos 1996)

* the value perceived by the buyer: the maximum price, that the buyer is still willing to pay for all the economic and non-economic properties of the good; the perceived value is in all cases the subjective comparison of the value of competing goods.                                           (Reddy 1991)

* the offer is for the buyer basically the totality of economic, technical, service and social advantages; the offer has two elements, its value and its price;

                                               (Anderson and Narus 1999)

* “the buyers’ basic value equation”: the difference between the value and the price of the offer; based on the value, the buyer is comparing the competing offer packages on the market and chooses the one that represents for him the highest value.                            (Anderson and Narus 1999)
	* the buyer

* the supplier

* buyer (partially the   seller because of the competition)

* buyer (partly the seller because of the competition)

* buyer (partly the seller because of the competition)


Table 2: Statements about the value of business relationships at the level of exchange episodes

The most general way of considering the value of business relationships at the level of exchange episodes is the difference between the perceived advantages and perceived inputs. The buyer is considering the offer as a totality of economic, technical, service and social advantages. The value of the offer in the buyer’s point of view is the difference between the sum of all the advantages resultant from the usage of the goods or services, and the sum of all the input incurred for this usage. This value is compared to the purchase cost of the offer. This buyer’s value is reflected in the perceived value related to the offer, which is the maximum price that the buyer is still willing to pay for the totality of the good’s economic and non-economic qualities. The perceived value is in all cases the subjective comparison between the values of the competing goods. For this reason in the seller’s point of view the offer has to be considered as a value carrier, i.e. as a direct contribution to the buyer’s performance.

	The value on the given level
	In the viewpoint of:

	* the existence of business relationship itself contributes to the reduction of the buyer’s perceived sacrifice and this  represents an obvious value for the buyer.

                                             (Ravalad and Gronroos 1996)

* an ongoing, long run relationship is building up a mutual confidence between the partners

                                             (Ravalad and Gronroos 1996)

* a relationship is thrift

                                             (Ravalad and Gronroos 1996)

* the value of a relationship incorporates three value categories; the expected value, the perceived value and the appreciated value.                           (Flint at al. 1997)

* the contribution of the relationship   (Michel et al 2000)

* the buyer’s net present value      (McDougall et al 1996)

* the combination of the totality of direct functions

                                                             (Walter at al. 2000)

* the mutual value creating and the repartition of the values between themselves                  (Anderson 1995)

* the value of a business relationship involves on the one hand the profit resulting from the given relationship, and on the other hand the value resulting from the existence of the relationship.

                                                               (Ford at al. 1998)

* the value of a business relationship is composed by economic, strategic and behaviour (psychological) elements                              (Wilson and Jantrania 1996)
	* the buyer

* the buyer and the seller

* the buyer and the seller

* the buyer

* the seller

* the seller

* the seller

* the buyer and the seller

* the buyer and the seller

* the buyer and the seller




Table 3: Statements about the value of business relationships at the relationship level

The value of a business relationship on the relationship level is essentially the mutual value creating and the repartition of the values between themselves. The value of a business relationship is composed by economic, strategic and behaviour (psychological) elements. The value of a business relationship involves on the one hand the profit resulting from the given relationship and on the other hand the value resulting from the existence of the relationship. An ongoing, long run relationship is building up a mutual confidence between the partners. The existence of business relationship itself contributes to the reduction of the buyer’s perceived sacrifice and this represents an obvious value for the buyer. In the seller’s point of view the value of a relationship means a combination of the totality of economic and non-economic functions.  By establishing of the buyer’s net present value the seller is synthesising the relationship’s thrift and contribution. 

	The value on the given level
	In the viewpoint of:

	* the network can indirectly, through the relationship commitment of the partners influence the value of the business relationship (Blankenburg Holm 1996)

* positive and negative network impacts that influence the network identity of the organisation

                                                  (Anderson et al 1994)

* a combination of the totality of indirect functions

                                                      (Walter at al. 2000)
	* the seller and the buyer

* the buyer and the seller

* the seller




Table 4: Statements about the value of business relationships at the network level 

The network influences directly the value of the business relationship. Positive and negative network impacts are - through the network identity of the organisation - increasing or decreasing the value of the relationship. The network can also by increasing (or decreasing) the relationship commitment of the partners influence the way the value of the business relationship is set.

The quoted authors are using various theoretical models for the description of the economic and non-economic (social) components of a business relationship. The following tables will present a summary of these (tables 5,6 and 7). 

	Economic elements
	Non-economic (social) elements

	* perceived advantages of the good by the buyer + perceived quality based on the usage parameters, individual combination of perceived buyer sacrifice total cost: purchase price + purchase costs + transport and installation costs + the maintenance and reparation costs or the risk of the seller’s defective fulfilment

                       (Ravalad and Grönroos 1996)

*  The internal qualities of product characteristics: the good’s performance (in the sense that the good is appropriate for the usage expected by the buyer), the good’s adequacy (in the sense that the good is functioning adequately, without failure), the technology ant the price.

                                                 (Reddy 1991)

* The external qualities of product characteristics: the training offered by the seller, the maintenance training, the warranty, the spare supply and the post-acquisition costs that are countable by the buyer.                                    (Reddy 1991)

* the difference between the monetary value of the package’s economic, technical and service advantages and the buying price paid in the exchange episode.

                          (Anderson and Narus 1999)
	* The internal qualities of product characteristics: the label, the design, the packaging and the look.

                                         (Reddy 1991)           

* The external qualities of product characteristics: the good reputation of the supplier, the correct buyer, the response ability of the seller, the quality of the buyer-seller relationship and the services offered by the seller.                (Reddy 1991)

* the difference between the monetary value of the package’s social advantages and the buying price paid in the exchange episode.

                 (Anderson and Narus 1999)


Table 5: The elements of business relationships at the level of the exchange episode

	Economic elements
	Non-economic (social) elements

	* the continuity of the relationship

* the thrift of the relationship

                       (Ravalad and Grönroos 1996)

* the expected value of the relationship represents what the buyer is expecting to get from the business relationship

                                           (Flint at al. 1997)

* the evaluation value represents the buyer’s judgment of past events in the relationship

                                           (Flint at al. 1997)

* the turnover and profit realised in the relationship, the contribution of the relationship = the profit, minored by the general expenses of the relationship

                                        (Michel et al 2000)

* the buyer’s net present value (the comparison of the receipts to the costs)

                                 (McDougall et al 1996)

* profit, volume and defence functions determine the direct dimension 

                                        (Walter at al. 2000)

* one can measure the value of the business relationship by contrasting the potential exploitation of the relationship with the return of the investments required for the maintenance of the relationship

                                           (Ford at al. 1998)

* economic dimension: expanse cutback, value analysing, quality improvement, access to competition information

                          (Wilson and Jantrania 1996)
	* the existence of the business relationship signifies security, confidence and certitude as far as the acquisition and insurance of the required resources.

              (Ravalad and Grönroos 1996)

* strategic dimension: getting a competitive edge, strengthening of basic skills, more favourable market position

* behavioural dimension: evolution of personal connection between people involved, strengthening of confidence, relationship culture developed in and by the business relationship

                (Wilson and Jantrania 1996)


Table 6: The elements of business relationships at the relationship level 

	Economic elements
	Non-economic (social) elements

	* indirectly the network operates through the relationship commitment of the partners; if the relationship commitment of the partners grows, then the profit generating capacity of the relationship can grow as well

(Blankenburg Holm 1996)

* positive network impact: the convertibility of the resources used in the relationship, their transferability towards other relationships

(Anderson et al 1994)

* negative network impact: the resources used in the business relationship are unique

(Anderson et al 1994)

* the innovative, market, exploratory and accessibility functions are building the indirect dimension

                                        (Walter at al. 2000)


	* positive network impact: the activities realised in the relationship are of complementary nature, the behavioural patterns of people involved in the business relationship are practicable in other relationships as well.

(Anderson et al 1994)

* negative network impact: the activities materialised in the relationship have no possibilities for further application, the behavioural patterns that have occurred in the relationship are very unique

                          (Anderson et al 1994)


Table 7: The elements of business relationships at the network level

In the course of the literature processing, basing ourselves on the author’s own grouping between economic and non-economic elements, we can summarise the components of the two dimensions (economic and non-economic elements) of a business relationship as follows:

Economic elements:

At the level of exchange episodes the economic elements are for the buyer the difference between the financial value of the offer’s economic, technical and service advantages, and the purchase price in the exchange episode. The buyer is analysing the offers internal and external characteristics following the usage conditions of the goods or services. The internal characteristics: the product’s performance (in the sense that the good is appropriate for the usage expected by the buyer), the product’s adequacy (in the sense that the good is functioning adequately, without failure), the technology ant the price. The external characteristics: the training offered by the seller, the maintenance training, the warranty, the spare supply and the post-acquisition costs that are countable by the buyer (the purchase cost, the transport and installation costs, the costs of order submitting, the maintenance and reparation costs or the risk of the seller’s defective fulfilment).

On the relationship level the economic elements are the expanse reductions that spring from the relationship, the value analysis performed in the relationship, quality improvement, market information acquired by the relationship and the thrift of the relationship. In the seller’s point of view, the economic elements are the turnover and profit realised in the relationship, the contribution of the relationship (the profit, minored by the general expenses of the relationship) and the statement of the buyer’s present value (comparison of incomes and expanses: all the purchase costs related to the buyer, all the achievable income in the relationship, all the costs dedicated to attend to the buyer, the expected period of the buyer relationship i.e. the length of the period during which the buyer will keep purchasing).

On the network level economic elements with possibly positive impact on the value of the business relationship are the convertibility of the resources used in the relationship, their transferability towards other relationships, as well as a growing relationship commitment of the partners that can lead to a growing profit generating capacity of the relationship. On the other hand, the uniqueness of the resources used in the business relationship a negative impact.

Non-economic (social) elements:

At the level of exchange episodes the non-economic (social) elements are the internal and external qualities of the offered package. The internal qualities are the label, the packaging and the look. The external qualities are the good reputation of the supplier, the correct buyer, the response ability of the seller, the quality of the buyer-seller relationship and the services offered by the seller.                

On the relationship level the non-economic (social) elements include the continuity of the relationship that increases the confidence between partners. The existence of the business relationship for the partners increases the insurance and certitude as far as the acquisition of the required resources. The strategic dimensions of the relationship enable for the partners the access to a competitive edge, to strengthen the basic skills and to reach more favourable market positions. The behavioural dimensions contribute through the evolution of personal connection between people involved and the strengthening of confidence to bring to existence a relationship culture developed in and by the business relationship.

On the network level the non-economic (social) elements with possibly positive impact on the value of the business relationship are the complementary nature of activities realised in the relationship and the behavioural patterns of people involved in the business relationship can be practicable in other relationships as well. We are talking about negative network impact if the activities realised in the relationship have no possibilities for further application and the behavioural patterns that have occurred in the relationship are very unique.

5.2. The statement of the model’s dimensions and indicators. 


In virtue of the summary of the literature analysis we can attempt to preliminary bring the model into action. For this, it is recommended to first determine the criteria to the separation of economic and non-economic (social) dimensions. Further to this in is necessary to synthesise, rally the elements of the literature, i.e. to determine the indicators of the model. 

5.2.1. Separation of economic and non-economic (social) dimensions  


Our previous analysis can be of help for the distinction of the value dimensions. We saw that during his evolution, marketing had taken over several theoretical contractions from economics and sociology. Thus it is fairly easy for a part of the elements describing the value of the business relationship to establish the ones belonging to the economic, and the ones belonging to social (non-economic) group. By analysing the value we realised that the value is made up from two parts, one expressing the utility and one serving as a compass to the action. This distinction can be helpful to categorise the remaining elements (indicators).

In virtue of the above statements we can consider as economic elements the ones that represent utility in any economic or firm-economic sense and are practically – or at least theoretically – countable. 

Non-economic (social) elements are the ones that represent behaviour or a base, compass to the choice of the behaviour. 

5.2.2. Systemization of economic and non-economic (social) elements (indicators)


From the previous analysis is appears that not only different authors are using different ways to consider the given factor’s economic and non-economic (social) nature, but also – if even they raise the question – they are also using different ways to describe the components of the value.

In this subsection we will attempt to logically synthesise the value components appearing on different levels by contrasting the content of the divergent constructions of the value. By synthesising we will keep in mind that the same value element may have a different meaning for the buyer and for the supplier. During the contraction we will sometimes use the heuristic implication (Tomcsanyi 1994) for the existence of elements that the authors of the wrought literature have analysed only on one side of the business relationship. This represents usually more the buyer’s point of view.

Hereinafter we will summarise by levels – organised in tables – the elements of the values of business relationships, by considering the buyer’s and also the seller’s point of views. 

5.2.2.1. The components of the value of business relationship at the level of exchange episodes 


At the level of exchange periods the value of a business relationship is the totality of the values of the exchanged material and non-material goods, the way the participants in the exchange perceive them. The perceived value is in all cases the combination of economic (utility) and non-economic (compass) dimensions. The two dimensions can be described with different elements, indicators. Table 8 shows the dimensions and components of the buyer’s and the supplier’s perceived value. 

	BUYER
	SUPPLIER

	Economic dimension (Utility)
	Non-economic dimension (Compass)
	Economic dimension (Utility)
	Non-economic dimension (Compass)

	* the performance of the product

* the adequacy of the product

* the adequacy of the technological standards

* the competitive price

* the usage and maintenance training

* the spare supply

* the supplier services

* the significance of the product in it’s own performance

* the purchase costs

* the operating (usage) costs

*the maintenance costs
	* the label of the product

* the product’s aesthetic characteristics

* the good reputation of the supplier

* the correct seller

* the response ability of the supplier

* the social advantages of product usage


	* the performance of the product

* the adequacy of the product

* the adequacy of the technological standards

* the competitive price

* the usage and maintenance training

* the spare supply

* the supplier services

* the significance of the product in it’s own performance

* the purchase costs

* the operating (usage) costs

*the maintenance costs
	* the label of the product

* the product’s aesthetic characteristics

* the good reputation of the supplier

* the correct seller

* the response ability of the supplier

* the social advantages of product usage




Table 8: The value of business relationships at the level of exchange episodes

At the level of exchange episodes the economic dimension of the buyer’s perceived value is given by the utility of the product purchased in the exchange episode. The utility is the difference between the perceived product advantages and the perceived product sacrifices. 

The perceived product advantages are functions of the buyer’s product usage and his own market situation. Thus the definition of the advantages depends on the situation and on the technology. The technology means essentially the buyer’s knowledge about resources and markets. 

The indicators of the perceived product advantages are the performance of the product (in the sense that the good is appropriate for the usage expected by the buyer), the product’s adequacy (in the sense that the good is functioning adequately, without failure) and the adequacy of the technology. In the buyer’s point of view the perceived value denotes always the comparison to the competitors (Anderson and Narus 1999, Reddy 1991), which makes it practical to take into considerations the competitive price of the buyer’s point of view. Other elements of the product advantages are the operating and maintenance training offered by the supplier, the spare supply and other services. Important question for the buyer is function of the product purchased in the business relationship in his own operation.

The perceived product sacrifices are essentially the buyer’s costs related to the usage of the product. In consideration of the fact that the perceived product sacrifices arise during the usage of the product, we can accept the approach of Anderson and Narus that essentially differentiates the product’s usage and exchange values (Anderson and Narus 1999). Thus by concentrating on the usage value we do not consider the purchase price as part of the product sacrifices. The indicators of the perceived product sacrifice are the purchase cost, the operating (usage) costs, the maintenance and repair costs.

At the level of exchange episodes the non-economic dimension of the buyer’s perceived value are the symbolical elements of the product or products purchased in the business relationship that influence the buyer’s behaviour. These are the label of the product, the product’s aesthetic characteristics and the good reputation of the supplier. The adequacy of the selling personnel to the buyer's requirements express essentially how good can the supplier’s selling department service the buyer. In the buyer’s point of view the response ability of the supplier denotes how well can the supplier solve the buyer’s problems related to the product? 

At the level of exchange episodes the economic dimension of the supplier’s perceived value is given by the utility of the product or products sold in the business relationship. For the supplier the utility is represented by the thrift of the product. In this context the difference between the income of the product sold in the business relationship and the production and selling costs of the same product represents the thrift. 

At the level of exchange episodes the non-economic dimension of the supplier’s perceived value is given by the symbolical elements of the product or products sold in the business relationship that influence the buyer’s behaviour. The good reputation of the buyer can be a good base of orientation for the supplier. The adequacy of the purchaser to the supplier’s expectations expresses how good does the activity of the buyer’s purchase representative meet the supplier’s requirements. As a third indicator we will consider the problem solving capacity of the buyer’s organisation.

5.2.2.2. The components of a business relationship at the relationship level


At the relationship level the value of the business relationship represents the value of the existence of the relationship, of the relationship itself perceived by the participants in the exchange. The perceived value is always a sort of a combination of economic (utility) and non-economic (compass) dimensions. The two dimensions can be described by various elements, indicators. Table 9 shows the dimensions and components of the buyer’s and the supplier’s perceived value.

	BUYER
	SUPPLIER

	Economic dimension (Utility)
	Non-economic dimension (Compass)
	Economic dimension (Utility)
	Non-economic dimension (Compass)

	* the cost reduction achieved in the relationship

* the value analysis realized in the relationship

* the quality improvement achieved in the relationship

* the cost of the relationship

 
	* the security of the relationship

* the certainty of the relationship

* the confidence

* the apathy of the relationship

* the continuity of the relationship

* personal linkages in the relationship

* the relationship’s own culture
	* the cost reduction achieved in the relationship

* the value analysis realized in the relationship

* the quality improvement achieved in the relationship

* the cost of the relationship


	* the security of the relationship

* the certainty of the relationship

* the confidence

* the apathy of the relationship

* the continuity of the relationship

* personal linkages in the relationship

* the relationship’s own culture


Table 9: The value of business relationships at the relationship level

At the level of the relationship the economic dimension of the buyer’s perceived value is given by the utility of the relationship. The utility is the difference between the perceived relationship advantages and the perceived relationship sacrifices. Relationship advantages are economic advantages that the buyer can obtain only and exclusively in the given relationship.  The relationship sacrifices are the costs of the relationship.

At the level of the relationship, the economic components, indicators of the buyer’s perceived value are the cost reduction achieved in the relationship, the value analysis realised in the relationship, and the quality improvement achieved in the relationship and the cost of the relationship. The cost reduction achieved in the relationship can take various forms, starting from a simple bonus to the cost reduction generated by parallel development. The value analysis realised in the relationship is essentially modifying the function/cost ratio of the purchased products by taking into consideration the buyer’s concrete needs for resources. Although the value analysis is related to a product, its completion requires outgoing on the one hand, and on the other hand the use of its upshots means a modification (adaptation) of either the purchased product or the buyer’s technology, therefore its adaptation is more practical in the frame of a business relationship. The quality improvement achieved in the relationship can relate to the products or to the buyer’s technology.  The costs of the relationship cover all the costs of establishing, sustaining, developing or eventually cutting back or liquidation of the relationship.

At the relationship level the non-economic components of the buyer’s perceived value are: the security of the relationship, the certainty of the relationship, its indicators are confidence, apathy of the relationship, continuity of the relationship, personal linking in the relationship and the relationship’s (own) culture. The security of the relationship from the buyer’s point of view means that he can count on his partner as a supplier. And the certainty of the relationship denotes that in the given relationship the buyer can securely obtain his needed resources. The essence of confidence in this context is that the buyer can expect the supplier to keep his promises. The apathy of the relationship denotes the fact that the buyer sustains the relationship because of its past or because of its pleasant nature. The continuity of the relationship expresses the temporality of the relationship and at the same token can contribute to the growth of the buyer’s security feeling. The relationships own culture signifies essentially the developed accepted and applied routines and behaviour patterns in the relationship.

At the relationship level the economic dimensions of the supplier’s perceived value are given by the utility of the relationship. Utility is the difference between the perceived relationship advantages and the perceived relationship sacrifices. Relationship advantages are economic advantages that the supplier can obtain only and exclusively in the given relationship. The relationship sacrifices are the costs of the relationship. For the supplier, utility denotes essentially the buyer’s net present value and the taking into consideration of how this contributes to the supplier’s performance. 
At the level of the relationship, the economic components, indicators of the supplier’s perceived value are: the profit function of the relationship, the volume function of the relationship, the security function of the relationship, the cost reduction achieved in the relationship, the value analysis realised in the relationship, the quality improvement achieved in the relationship, all the purchase costs related to the buyer, all the costs related to the service of the buyer and the costs of the relationship. The profit function of the relationship means essentially all the achievable income in the relationship. The volume function of the relationship expresses that the volume of the realised products in the relationship allows or contributes for the supplier to achieve the economical lot size. The security function considers the relationship as a safe selling opportunity. The reading of the following indicators is essentially the same as the one related to the buyer with the difference of considering them this time from the supplier’s point of view. These are as follows: the cost reduction achieved in the relationship, the value analysis realised in the relationship, and the quality improvement achieved in the relationship and the costs of the relationship.

At the relationship level the non-economic components, indicators of the supplier’s perceived value are: the security of the relationship, the certainty of the relationship, confidence, the apathy of the relationship, the continuity of the relationship, the personal linking in the relationship and the relationship’s (own) culture. The security of the relationship from the supplier’s point of view means that he can count on his partner as a buyer. The essence of the confidence in this context is that the supplier can expect the buyer to keep his promises. The apathy of the relationship denotes the fact that the supplier sustains the relationship because of it’s past or because of its pleasant nature. The continuity of the relationship expresses the temporality of the relationship. The personal linking in the relationship joins those who are interested in the relationship. The relationships own culture signifies essentially the developed accepted and applied routines and behaviour patterns in the relationship.

5.2.2.3. The components of a business relationship at the network level 

At the network level the value of the business relationship denotes the value of the indirect effects of the relationship, perceived by the participants in the exchange. The indirect effect means that the activities in the given business relationship influence other agents or events, or that other agents or events can influence the business relationship. The perceived value is in all times a sort of a combination of economic (utility) and non-economic (compass) dimensions. The two dimensions can be described by various elements, indicators. Table 10 shows the dimensions and components of the buyer’s and the supplier’s perceived value.

	BUYER
	SUPPLIER

	Economic dimension (Utility)
	Non-economic dimension (Compass)
	Economic dimension (Utility)
	Non-economic dimension (Compass)

	* getting competitive edges through the relationship

* strengthening of their basic skills through the relationship

* reaching more favourable market positions through the relationship

* transferability of the resources used in the relationship

* the complementary nature of the activities realised  in the relationship
	* the change in the relationship commitment

* the behavioural patterns of people involved in the business relationship are practicable in other relationships as well

* the impact of social relationships

* the social pressure


	* getting competitive edges through the relationship

* strengthening of their basic skills through the relationship

* reaching more favourable market positions through the relationship

* transferability of the resources used in the relationship

* the complementary nature of the activities realised  in the relationship
	* the change in the relationship commitment

* the behavioural patterns of people involved in the business relationship are practicable in other relationships as well

* the impact of social relationships

* the social pressure




Table 10: The value of business relationships at the network level

At the network level the non-economic components, indicators of the supplier’s perceived value are: getting competitive edges through the relationship, the strengthening of basic skills through the relationship, reaching more favourable market positions through the relationship, transferability of the resources used in the relationship, the complementary nature of the activities realised in the relationship. The given business relationship can either on the input side (in case of purchasing) or on the output side (in case of selling) contribute to the growth of the company’s competitive edge. However this affects also other agents of the market, i.e. acts on other agents of the network. We are in a similar situation in a case when the business relationship contributes to the strengthening of the basic skills of the buyer or of the seller, or eventually of both. Through the business relationship both parties can improve their selling or buying market positions, which affects the positions and the possibilities of other agents on the market, i.e. acts on the network. As long as the seller can also use the resources used in the business relationship in other business relationships the buyer or both; we can talk about a positive network effect. However, if these resources are too unique, relationship-specific that cannot be used elsewhere, then they denote a negative network effect.

At the network level the non-economic components, indicators of the buyer’s and the seller’s perceived value are: the change in the relationship commitment, the fact that behavioural patterns of people involved in the business relationship are practicable in other relationships as well, the impact of social relationships and the social pressure. Results of empirical researches prove that if some external impact results in a growth or diminution in the relationship commitment of the partners in the business relationship, then the investments of the partners in the given relationship change in the same direction (Blankenburg Holm et al. 1999). In case the behavioural patterns of people involved in the business relationship are practicable in other relationships as well we can talk about a positive network effect, on the contrary if these are too unique then the network effect is negative. The impact of social relationships and the social pressure can also influence the business relationship in a positive or negative way. Pertinent examples for both cases, and a deep study of network effects can be found in the article of Hadjikhani and Hakansson (1996), in which they analyse the impact of the bribery scandal at the Swedish company Bofors on the business relationships of other Swedish companies working on the Indian market.

We defined above the dimensions and indicators of our theoretical model describing the value of a business relationship. In the following we will review some basic hypotheses attached to the model and the most important questions of the related research programme.

Hypotheses and research programme 

We summarised the results of the literature analysis first in a metamodel. Then we created the theoretical model of the value of business relationships (Figure 2). In the theoretical model we distinguished three fields of prevalent for the value of a business relationship (Kluckhohn 1951), these are the levels of the model (exchange episode, relationship, network). At the level of exchange episode value represents the relation to the object of the exchange (to the product). At the relationship level value represents the relationship through the exchange between the partners directly participating in the exchange. And at the network level value is focused on the relationship with those who are in indirectly involved in the exchange. This approach shows on the one hand that on different fields of prevalent (levels) different values exist, and on the other hand that it takes into consideration the embedded ness of the values as well. By embedded ness of the values we mean that the different fields of prevalent (levels) are not independent from each other, and are influencing each other. But the interaction also denotes that the concrete values are modified by several general values (at the level of the partner in the exchange or of the network). This (supposed) ternary structure of the value of a business relationship shows some similitude (in the form) with the three-level (micro, mezzo and macro) approach in social sciences, namely sociology or economics.

In the model the value of business relationships is described with three dimensions. All the fields of prevalent of the value are a combination of economic and non-economic elements and the time factor. We considered as economic elements the expression of utility (economic rationality), and as non-economic elements the ones that are symbolical, influencing the behaviour and of compass nature. Both dimensions are characterised by the combination of modality (Kluckhohn 1951) (positive or negative polarising effect), normative nature (Varine 1997) and reflectivity (Kluckhohn 1951).  Because of the difficulty and complexity of the model the time effect has been taken into consideration only implicitly in the course of the choice of indicators.

The value of a business relationship is given by the combination of economic and non-economic, timely elements that appear on the various fields of prevalent of the value at the level of the exchange episode, relationship and network.

The reason of existence for business relationships is that the relationship represents a value for the partners (Wilson 1995) and ensures the value creation and distribution among partners (Anderson 1995). However the value of business relationships has a different meaning for the buyer and the supplier, and is always of perceived, interpretative nature  (Wilson and Moller 1995). The value of a business relationship plays a role in the taking of strategic and tactic decisions related to the relationship (Ford at al 1998). These decisions are usually in-group decisions that are influenced by the consistency or inconsistency of the people involved in the decision-making (March 2000).

In the previous sections we performed the creation, conceptualisation of the theoretical model of the value of business relationships and the determined the indicators of the given dimensions. In the followings, we will examine using the logic of the deductive method (Babbie 1996), which assumption’s empirical analysis will be required in order to be able to contrast the theoretical model of business relationships with the empirical facts.

2.9 Some research hypotheses


Hypotheses are “exactly defined assumptions related to the empirical reality” (Babbie 1996 p.78), deduced from theoretical theses, models. In statistical sense they are the “tools” for the demonstration or refutation of the theories (Hunyadi and co-authors 1996, Kerekgyarto and Mundruczo 1995). In our case the following hypotheses and assumptions (A) aim to reveal the essence of the value of a business relationship and the true content of the theoretical model. Hereinafter we will review the above.

The interactive model describing the relationships among organisations is the result of the systemisation of the effects of an international empirical research (Hakansson 1982). The model takes the exchange episodes as the basic procedures of the business relationship between the supplier and the buyer. Object of the exchange episodes can be the goods and services, the related various technical, economic or organisational information and the money movements between the parties. Part of the basic procedures in the interactive model is also the personal meetings, the phone conversations and exchange of letters between the people concerned in the different exchange episodes. On the one hand these personal contacts contribute to diminish the geographic and cultural distance between the two organisations, and on the other hand they assist the development of confidence between the two parties (Hakansson 1982, Ford 1990). 

The business relationship can be characterised by the kind of exchange episodes realised in the relationship and by their frequency, however the quality of the business relationship itself is different than the simple totality of the various exchange episodes. The developed routines that are also called the institutionalisation of the relationship (Hakansson 1982); the patterns of the relationship that are essentially the various practices of co-operation of the partners and their accommodation are building the relationship’s basic specificity. Besides the totality of the episodes and the specificity, the atmosphere of the business relationship is the third important characteristic of the relationship. This atmosphere is determined together by the power relations of the partners, or more the perceived power relations, the conflict or collaborative nature of the relationship, the partner’s mutual expectations and the geographic and cultural distance (analogy or diversity) between the two parties (Hakansson 1982, Turnbull and Valla 1986). 

Nonetheless, business relationships are not only defined by the episodes, the specialities and the atmosphere, but also by other relationships of the concerned (Anderson and co-authors 1994). More precisely those other business or social relationships that can indirectly influence the partner’s behaviour vis-à-vis the other one. This network effect can connect or embed the business relationship in its own business network (Hakansson and Snehota 1989).  Regarding the important, determinative elements of business relationships the above said has also been confirmed by the similar results of Backhaus and Buschken (1997) who summarised the empirical researches related to the relationship between the seller and the buyer, and also of the author-couple Reid and Plank (2000) who have analysed twenty years of business-to-business marketing (in the author’s words business marketing)

In virtue of the above we can establish that the business relationship has three fields that are to some extent detachable from each other. We can meet various phenomena, and various problems arise on the three fields, at the level of exchange episodes, at the relationship and network level. At the level of exchange episode the goods or the services are in the focus, at the relationship level it is the relationship itself, at the network level it is the link of the relationship towards other agents. Therefore it is more than logical to assume that the value of the business relationship can have different contents at the various levels. Now, after a fairly long introduction, our first two assumptions (A1 and A2) can be stated as follows:

A1: There are three fields of prevalent to the value of the business relationship, the level of exchange episode, the relationship level and the network level.

A2: The value of the business relationship is different on the various fields of prevalent

A deeper study of the relation of the components of the business relationship to each other can raise some further questions. The episode level contains the personal relationships between the people involved, and their evolution. Only the role of personal relationships is composite. On the one hand they lessen the partners’ uncertainty regarding the goods or services and the deliveries (Hakansson 1982). The tighter these relationships, the smaller the uncertainty feeling of the partners  (Salle and Silvestre 1992). On the other hand regular personal relationships mightily contribute to the development and solidification of the partners’ confidence in each other (Hakansson 1982).  At the same time, as this is shown by the results of empirical researches, confidence is an important feature of the relationship (Backhaus and Buschken 1997). By bringing into action the interactive model and by applying it to a smaller American sample, Metcalf and his co-authors (1992) have studied the given results with structural modelling (LISREL VII), and have discovered that the perceived importance of the product (product exchange episode) is of influence on the adaptive skills of the partners (relationship level). Personal relationships affect the co-operative skills (relationship level), and the information exchange influences the factors of both relationship levels (Metcalf and his co-authors 1992).

We are in a similar situation as far as the atmosphere of the business relationship is concerned. The atmosphere is playing a role essentially at the relationship level (Hakansson 1982), the evolution of power questions, the mutual expectations of the partners, and their possible mutation leads us to the network level. Halinen an his co-authors (1999) have studied the business relationships of Swedish and French companies, and have found out that the changes in the business relationship result partly from the modifications in the relationship itself, and partly from the events that occur in the network. At the same time changes occurred at the relationship level can also have an effect on the network level. It is typical for both the personal relationships and the atmosphere that they are important elements of their own level, and also represents a transition towards the next level. Relating to the above on the value of the business relationship we can define our third assumption (A3), that is:

A3: The values of the given fields of prevalent are embedded in each other, i.e. are not independent from each other, and mutually affect each other.

Business relationships are not only characterised by the fact that they are composed of embedded processes and behaviour patterns of different levels, but also by the fact that they change with time. By analysing the evolution phases of business relationships the role of time has always arisen, yet mostly in implicit form. According to one approach the evolution of business relationships follows some kind of a life cycle and the various phases develop following each other, like for instance in the Dywer - Schurr – Oh model (1987), or in the dynamic model of Wilson and Moller (1995). Ford (1980) argues for the non-sequential character of the model. Nevertheless the two approaches agree in the fact that business relationships vary with time, their evolution has several phases and the various phases show major discrepancies compared to each other, principally regarding the behaviour of the partners.  

A further characteristic of the dynamically changing business relationships is that the proportion and composition of their economic and non-economic elements may change. Numerous models of business relationship do mark the difference between the economic and non-economic elements of a relationship (for example Anderson and Narus 1999, Wilson and Jantrania 1995), but only a few empirical researches deal with this question. Walter and his co-authors (2001), who have analysed the components of the business relationship in the case of small and middle size German companies, have by evaluating their results stressed out the utility of including also the non-economic elements like confidence, adaptation or commitment in the study.

Confidence is a widely analysed question in business-to-business marketing however so far neither a uniform or at least convergent conceptualisation of the notion, nor a universally accepted measurement tool has been worked out – so states Raimondo (2000) in his extensive study. Hallen and his co-authors realised a study processing the material of more than 200 interviews, and have established that adaptation is the major determinative parameter of business relationships, and have found out that the frequency of product changes and the complexity of the products can have a strong influence on the adaptation. The main statement of their analysis using structural modelling (LISREL) is that "industrial marketing and industrial purchasing are long-term processes in which the parties gradually and mutually commit themselves to business with each other" (Hallen and his co-authors 1987, p.34). Blankenburg Holm and his co-authors (1996) have, also using structural modelling, come to the conclusion that the network can positively or negatively modify the commitment of the parties and thereby indirectly the profit generating capacity of the relationship, which is considered by the authors as the value of the relationship. This result is very remarkable for us also since here a change in a non-economic element, namely commitment, is affecting the value that is considered as an essentially economic phenomenon.

In virtue of the above, we can define our fourth assumption (A4) regarding the value of a business relationship as follows:

A4: The value of a business relationship is composed by economic and non-economic elements that change with the time.

Complementary hypotheses related to the above assumption (Ac):

A4c1: the economic elements express the utility

A4c2: the non-economic elements have a role of behaviour in-fluencing

A4c3: the economic and non-economic elements are present on all fields of prevalent.

Based on the results of the previously studied empirical researches and of the numerous theoretical models presented earlier like for example Readdy (1991), Wilson (1995) or Anderson and Narus (1999) we assume that the value of a business relationship has economic and non-economic components. The value of a business relationship is a phenomenon that has got simultaneously economic and social, foremost, but by far not exclusively, sociological and socio-psychological characteristics.

Value is in this context part of the human reality that is observed by sociology (of knowledge) as “reality developed by society” (Berger and Luckmann 1998 p.255). The social development of the reality takes place in people, but is essentially influenced by the dialectic of the objective and subjective reality (Berger and Luckmann 1998). This dialectic appears in the socio-psychological axiom related to the constructed nature of the world, which says, “All men’s view of reality is construction that is shaped by cognitive processes – our brain’s function – and by social processes – effect of present or imagined people” (Smith and Mackie 2001 p.71). This also means that the social reality appears to individuals and to groups formed by individuals always in some kind of a perceived way. Interpretation of reality plays an especially important role in management decisions (Day 1994, March 2001, Perrow 1994). In our social and socio-psychological analysis of the value (sub-chapter 4.1.) we have seen that modality, normative nature and reflexivity are the characteristics of the notions of social value.

Considering the duality in the value of business relationships (economic and non-economic elements) we can set our next two assumptions (A5, A6).

A5: The value of a business relationship is of perceived, interpretative nature.

Several complementary assumptions (Ca) are attached to the one above:

A5c1: The bigger the value of the relationship for one party, the bigger his adaptation ability

A5c2: The bigger the value of the relationship for one party, the bigger his commitment related to the relationship.

A5c3: The bigger the value of the relationship for both parties the bigger their co-operative willingness.

A5c4: The bigger the value of the relationship for both parties the easier the solution of conflict between parties.

A6: The value of the business relationship plays a role in the making of decisions related to the relationship.

From differing perceptions of individuals and groups related to the social reality logically follows that this same reality, in our case the value of business relationships, has a different meaning for the supplier than for the buyer. This difference of perception arises at the level of exchange episode, for example in the diverse appreciation of the complexity (Hallen and co-authors 1987) or importance (Metcalf 1992) of the exchanged products by the buyer and by the supplier. At relationship level the perception of power relations may be different for the partners (Hakansson 1982). And at network level the appreciation of the participants in the relationship can be very different from the point of view of other members of the network. This is represented by the notion of network position (Andersen and co-authors 1984).

Based on the statements above, we can define our seventh assumption (A7), which is:

A7: The value of a business relationship has different meanings for the buyer and for the supplier.

In virtue of the assumptions we can define a preliminary, hypothetical definition of the value of business relationships. According to these the value of business relationships is given by the combination of timely changing economic and non-economic elements that appear on the different fields of prevalent of the value (at the level of exchange episode, at the relationship level and at the network level), and that are differently perceived by the buyer and by the supplier. This value plays an especially important role in various decisions related to business relations. After having created the hypotheses, we will review some important questions of the research programme that enables the verification of these hypotheses.

2.10 Some important questions of the research programme


The purpose of the research is the empirical verification of the theoretical model describing the value of the relationship. To do so, it is important to establish whether the indicators in the theoretical model do indeed describe the value of the business relationship. Due to the complexity of the purpose of our research, various types of research problems arise during our study. Different research questions require the application of different research methods. Evrard and his co-authors (1997) differentiate the exploring, descriptive, justifying (verifying) and decision-assisting researches. The purpose of the exploring researches is to understand the studied phenomenon and to know its essential context.  Descriptive researches make it possible to observe the object of the research, the detailed and exact description, representation and forecasting of the phenomenon. The purpose of the explicative researches is the explanation and forecasting of the studied phenomenon, and also to reveal the causal connections (if there are any). And the decision-assisting researches usually enable the results of the previous types of researches to be used in high-level decision assisting systems. The data collecting methods, the sample sizes and the data analysing methods vary depending on the type of the research (Evrard and his co-authors 1997).

The method of our study, aiming the verification of the theoretical model describing the value of the business relationship, is composed of several phases. The first phase is the preliminary testing of the indicators describing the given dimensions, using the framework of a qualitative, exploration research. To do so it is required to interview managers and business people operating in the economy, as well as researchers working with this matter. The collection of data can be done with deep-interviews, specialist interviews and eventually group-interviews. As the result of the exploration research we can define the model describing the value of a business relationship.

In the second phase, by putting into work, the scales measuring the given indicators are specified (Evrard and his co-authors 1997). In the choice of the measuring scales we have to try to use the ones that have been previously tested and successfully applied by other researchers. This approach can theoretically increase the reliability of the scales, unburden their testability and can contribute to the international comparison of the future results of the research. At the same token, by using the elements of originally French or English scales one has to take into consideration the limits and difficulties of the international researches that arise from the translation of the items and eventually from the semantic differences (Malhotra 2001, Leach 1996, Antal 1978).

After testing the scales, the third phase of the research is the quantitative analysis of the theoretical model describing the values of business relationships. In this phase of the research it seems that two alternatives are offered for quantitative testing. The first procedure would determine the value of the business relationship by setting the preferences related to new factors (conjoint analysis) that are worked out by cutting back the number of indicators (factor analysis), or to be even more precise the elements describing the value of business relationships and their combination. The other possibility is to use structural modelling to explore and to verify the build-up and the internal structure of the model describing the value of a business relationship. 

There are also two alternatives for collecting data. In order to verify the model a big number of data deriving form business relationship is required. The acceptable quantity of data can be guaranteed in two ways. In the first case data are coming from a lot of companies, but each company participates with only one relationship on the sample. In the other case sufficiently numerous, different relationships of one company will be incorporated in the sample.

Hereinafter we will briefly overview what has to be done at the beginning of the realisation of the above research programme.

2.11 What has do be done?

In the first time we need to perform a exploration research (Evrard and co-authors 1997). During the exploration research we can apply various methods, with processing secondary data, specialist interviews and construction of case studies (Evrard and co-authors 1997) various qualitative methods can also be applied (Malhotra 2001). "In developing an approach, qualitative research is often used for generating hypotheses and identifying variables that should be included in the research" (Malhotra 2001 p.199). 

The indicators of the theoretical model have been defined by synthesising the results of an extensive literature research. It follows from the research programme set up in the previous paragraph that the specification of the indicators and their final acceptance require a multidirectional exploration research.

The starting point of the research is a set of deep-interviews realised with business people. Originally a deep-interview is a non-structured, direct, personal meeting during which a highly qualified interviewer is having a conversation with an interviewee in order to discover his motivations, views, attitude and feelings on a specific matter. The application of deep-interviews aims principally the knowledge and understanding of the explorer, which is used in business-to-business marketing under the form of a specialist interview (Malhotra 2001).  These non-structured, or rather slightly structured (Knight 2002) interviews can help to discover and understand what the value of business relationships means or can mean to businessmen and managers.

A better understanding of the model’s structure can be supported by the knowledge of the cognitive map of those involved in the relationship (Mandjak and Bouzdine-Chameeva 2001). The cognitive map of a group reflects the opinion of the members of the group, can help the better understanding of the given problem (Eden and Ackermann 1998). By applying the cognitive map we can explore and understand the common perception of a group. The common perception of the group related to the value of the business relationship includes the value’s economic and non-economic elements, as well as the mutual relationship of these elements. Thus by using the cognitive map one can have an idea about the components of the structure of the model. A specialist interview would help to specify the indicators of the theoretical model, to better understand and formulate their content (Scipione 1994, Hoffmann and co-authors 2000). The specialists could in this case be internationally recognised researches working on different fields of research of business relationships. Their opinion could help to discover the consistency of the model, and the adequacy of the indicators used in the model.

On the grounds of contrasting, triangulating the various results of qualitative studies (Silverman 2000) one can define the content and the structure of the model describing the value of business relationships. The putting into work of the so finalised model is the next step (Babbie 1996).

Summarising the above said, the purpose of the exploration phase of the research aims the determination of the model indicators. This seems to be feasible by combining different research methods (deep-interviews, cognitive map, specialist interviews). The results of the exploration research represent the bases for the continuation of the research programme. Considering the difficulty of the matter and the complexity, time and resource pretence of the featured research programme this exploration research constitutes also the empirical part of our Ph.D. dissertation.

In the next chapter we will overview some important questions regarding the theory and methodology of qualitative researches. This short by-pass can be of help in the better and deeper analysis of the results of qualitative researches.

3. Some thoughts about the qualitative research 

The differentiation of qualitative and quantitative researches is usually based on the divergent methodology (for example Malhotra 2001, Scipione 1994, Hoffmann and co-authors 2000). A deeper study of the question shows us that we are talking about essentially two different scientific approaches, different theories and thus different methodologies (Brannen 1992). From the different epistemological approaches logically follows that the two scientific paradigms (Kuhn 1984) differ from one another also in the way of collecting and processing data. Hereinafter we will very briefly sidetrack on some epistemological questions, and will then confront the main characteristics of the two methodologies. We will close this chapter with a short discussion of the complementary nature of these two approaches.

3.1 A short epistemological by-pass

For Popper, the main problem of epistemology is the relation of knowledge and ignorance, and the handling of these (Popper 1998). Although he does not use the word dialectic, he does in fact describe the mutual relationship of the two knowledge elements. Even the antique philosophers were interested in this issue, but nowadays the situation has become even more serious since “the Socratic notion of the ignorance has got a completely new signification. With every progress, with every resolved problem we do not only discover new, unsolved problems but we also realise that the ground we are standing on and that we thought being solid is in fact instable and waving”. (Popper 1976 p.279). The question is further complicated with the appreciation of the scientists, the revelation of their role. Polanyi, referring also to other researchers, accentuates his opinion, namely that the main problem of the epistemology is the study and the comprehension of the importance of scientist’s personal decisions and judgements in the cognition (Polanyi 1992a).

In Polanyi’s approach a certain “tacit factor” is inseparable from all scientific idea, and these are forming together the essence, the basis to scientific intuition. By studying scientific intuition one also has to take into consideration the difficulties of the human recognition, it’s specificity and traps. Polanyi states, mainly based on the results of Gestalt-psychology experiments, that during the recognition process the most important is not “raw experience” but the way we identify them. The peripheral signs play a major role in sight and identification. Essentially these signs help us and make it possible for us to identify the object of the sight and of the recognition (Polanyi 1992b).

For Polanyi one of the major dangers in the recognition process is the “Indian attitude towards things without precedent” (Polanyi 1992b). This attitude essentially means that we perceive only the things we already have some previous ideas about. The fire ground Indians got very excited by discovering the boat Darwin used to go on shore, but have ignored the ship that was anchored about, since they had not seen such a thing before.

By discovering the specialities of the recognition Polanyi manages to recognise and present the central role of the problem. “The problem in an embarrassing and promising thing, and the research turns this excitement into action that helps men to discover and thus culminates in a satisfaction accompanied by the feeling of victory. The scientist needs to have the required skills to see the problem even where other people cannot perceive anything, to feel the direction of the solution where other people do not find anything worthwhile, and finally to reveal the solution that is surprising without exception to everybody else.” (Polanyi 1992 p. 55-56) 

In Popper’s approach the problem (and the recognition) plays a significant, central role as well. For him the base of scientific reflection is the problem, more precisely the “problem creating observation” (Popper 1976, 1998). The contradiction or tension between the supposed knowledge and the presumptive facts causes the problem. Thus this problem does exist in reality and we are somehow confronting it. The problem is the object of science. So, naturally society can also be the object of the science.

But the raising of the problem makes it necessary to find solutions. Popper considers the search for solutions and their testing as the method of social sciences (and at the same token of natural sciences)! (Popper 1976, 1998). The essence of his way of thinking is that the success in problem solving, i.e. the efficiency of scientific research depends on how important and interesting the problem itself is. In other words, how much is the research able to increase knowledge and at the same time ignorance and uncertainty! This is quite a dialectic approach, as Adorno (1976) also draws our attention on it.

However, an important question is that determines, or establishes whether a problem is “important and interesting”? Most probably the community of concerned scientists (Kuhn 1984) or the Republic of the Science, composed by independent scientists (Polanyi 1992a).

Popper describes his methodology interpreted in the above way as “critic” (Popper 1976) and he is sharply opposing it with the methodological naturalism or erudition, which takes for the base and for the guarantee of scientific objectivity essentially the value-free scientific study. Like Polanyi, Popper is also attracting our attention on the fact that one cannot exclude from the process of scientific recognition the personality of the observer, thus of the scientist. “We would make a big mistake by supposing that the objectivity of science depends on the objectivity of the scientist” (Popper 1976 p.289). The researchers are naturally biased; this is true for social scientists as well as for researchers working with natural sciences. In this situation, can we then still talk about the objectivity of science and about the methodology securing this objectivity?

Popper’s answer is essentially of social nature: “the objectivity of science is not the personal affair of the scientists but it is a social question of their mutual critics, it is the social matter of the scientist’s friendly-hostile division of labour, of their co-operation and at the same time of their actions against each other. Thus, it is in part function of a whole set of social and political relations enabling the critic.” (Popper 1976 p.290) This scientific objectivity can only be described with social categories, like for example with the competition between scientists and among the different schools, with the traditions, first and foremost traditions of criticism, the social institutions or the State. This scientific objectivity enables the definition of certain social values. Among them Popper is emphasising to study how interested the research or the researcher is in revealing the truth, how the relevancy, interest and importance of the statements of the research is. A fundamental question is the explanatory strength, simplicity and exactitude of the statements of the research. To these scientific values Adorno is also adding the aspects of audacity and originality of the research targets and suggestions (Adorno 1976).

In spite of the fact that Popper concentrates in his methodology principally on the critic and logic, or on the austerity, and Polanyi emphasises the importance of intuition, they both agree that the scientific methods cannot dominate the scientific recognition itself. About the role of the methodology Adorno says, that “however instrumentally defined the components of the procedure can be, their adequacy to the target is  - even if in a hidden way – required…The target has to be enforced in the methodology in accordance with its own importance, otherwise even the most fine-tuned methodology is erroneous.” (Adorno 1976 p.314) In other words, and in a more compact formulation: “The methods do not depend on the events in the methodology but on the target” (Adorno 1976 p.308).

We presented above briefly and schematically some basic, important questions of scientific recognition. We also sidetracked on the question of recognition of social phenomena, since the value of business relationships is a social phenomenon; besides emphasising the active role of the researcher, we could also see the scientific importance of the problem. We established that it is advised to determine the methods to be applied in view and in function of the problem, i.e. of the research targets. Essentially these science-philosophic principles appear in the history and evolution of qualitative researches (Denzin and Lincoln 1998).

The word “qualitative” describes in this context the processes and phenomena that cannot be precisely expressed with their quantity – if they are even countable -, nor with their frequency, intensity or totality. Qualitative research emphasises the social build-up of reality (Berger and Luckmann 1998), the tight relationships between the researcher and the target of the study and the contextual nature of the researches. The development of social experiences and the study of their meaning are in the centre of the qualitative researches (Denzin and Lincoln 1998). 

Yet the qualitative research is a fairly large concept. The authors working with this matter mention various fields of social sciences, like for example the different branches of anthropology, ethnography or sociology; in these fields different qualitative research approaches, traditions and methods have evolved. Hereinafter we will schematically overview how qualitative researches appear in management science.

3.2 Qualitative researches in management science 

“If sociology defines itself as the science of social sciences, that one can consider management science as the sociology of organised activities. The purpose of this science is also to hive a true picture of reality” (Wacheux 1996 p.79).

However, management science has a specific place in social sciences. Its specification comes from the fact that the employed theories, notions and concepts fulfil a triple task. Besides analysing and explaining the phenomena and the processes, they also have to help the ones working in organisations to solve their various economic problems. In fact this help based on a scientific approach is the primary goal of management science (Wacheux 1996). In a sense management science is a theoretical and at the same times an applied science that needs continuously both elements. The theoretical and the practical approaches mutually suppose each other and affect each other. Yet before analysing the role and possibilities of qualitative researches in this dialectical unit it is practical to ask the simple question: what do we mean under management science?

In the first apprehension, we could classically list the science fields that belong here, like for example marketing, finance, management organisation, human resources management or accounting. Although such a taxative definition is largely used in these days, his application does raise some questions. The basic problem around this way of defining the management science results from the functional nature of the definition. The main concern about the functionality is not the fact that it can lead to friction, oppositions between the different units of the field, but more the fact that in the reality of the organisations the problems in the specific functional fields, like marketing and human resources, are present simultaneously and the resolution of the one can suppose the necessity of taking into consideration the other one also.  

We can mention the example of the problem of market-focused resources (Hooley and Berács 2002). The market-focused culture, the marketing tools and the marketing skills compose these resources. The results of researches show that these resources and the way of their application influence the company’s financial performance through the satisfaction of employees in their job, the satisfaction and loyalty of the customers and through these the market performance of the company (Hooley and Berács 2002). In other words this means that in our case a classically functional purpose, the increase in the financial performance is only possible if one takes integrally into consideration the activity and the results of numerous other fields, for instance in our situation the ones of marketing, human resource management and the company organisation. This multidisciplinary, holistic approach appears in Girin’s theory of “management situation” (Girin 1990).

3.2.1 The theory of management situation
For Girin the object of management science is the management position or situation (la situation de la gestion). Following the author’s definition, a management situation is a situation when the people concerned in the situation are in some way co-operating so that in a given time frame they react to an externally defined circumstance or expectation by performing some sort of an efficient, common action.

This simple definition incorporates the characteristics of management science. It sets the consciousness and the reasons of the interconnection of individuals, groups and organisations. The common, collective action does not exclude the appearance of individual behaviours and conflicts. The studied units can be set in function of the analysed problem. The management situation can for example develop inside a division or inside an organisation, in the same way as it can develop between two or more organisations. Even the individual can be in the centre of a management situation. At the same time the definition also allows us to study the process of a strategy-development, taking into consideration also the required internal or external coalitions (Wacheux 1996).

Besides the wide applicability, Wacheux (1996) also emphasises the exact determination of the notions in the definition. The ones concerned in the management situation, i.e. the participants, are in a more or less defined and expressed dependence relation with each other. In particular situations the concerned people are characterised by their attitude, behaviour and motivation. At the same time the individual can be concerned in several management and social situations simultaneously, sometimes in more than he would expect or like to. These concerning relations can be of various nature and depth, and can vary in function of the individual and the situation. The individual is not necessary twit for good to the given organisation. Human resource management examines principally the management situation in this point of view.

The co-operation is built on the persistent, interactive relationship system existing between the concerned. This aspect of the management situation incorporates the system of geographic (where?), physic (how?) and timely (when?) relationships. The intention to increase the effectiveness and the efficiency of the required act is motivating the collective action. The individuals perform a major part of their activities in various social situations. At the same time the system of social situations requires at least a minimal mutual interdependence of the individuals, the definition of the minimal set of rules and the minimal consciousness of the participants. Numerous schools of organisational theory and management theory deal with these matters (Wacheux 1996).

The consideration of the time factor enables us to deal with the non-permanent nature of the management situation, and thus the variability and irregularity of the participant’s attitudes and basic references becomes also treatable. The introduction and description of the lived management situation requires the analysis of at least the first next situation also, so that we can get a minimal comprehension of the logic of the participants’ actions. Thus the description of the process completes the static introduction of the social-technical system of the organisation. This double logic is followed for example in management science by the researches about the life-curves of the organisations. 

The evolution of efficiency does not directly depend on the form of the co-operation. It is important to stress out that efficiency has a considerably larger meaning-content in this case than in a strictly financial approach. The relationship of efficiency and the co-operation form varies by situation. There are several interpretations for efficiency that can be expressed through the consciousness of the concerned. The strategic elements, the mission and the goals of the organisation influence the relationship of efficiency and consciousness, and these are reflected in the quality of the relationship. The main purpose of inter-organisational strategic meetings is not the better knowledge of and familiarisation with the general company politics but the spread out and distribution of the information and resources necessary for the resolution of management situations (Wacheux 1996). The external expectations force the concerned to ensure their fitness to them by combining sometimes several management situations. For example the external financial requirements typically play such a role.

The management situation does not necessarily relate to the whole company. This can happen to a specific group of companies (for example in case of an industry-analysis) as well as to a smaller group inside the organisation. Inside the organisation several management situations can simultaneously exist. The management situations can also be contradictory; here the divergent interests of the concerned can be confronted.

Wacheux (1996) emphasises the complexity and the fruitful nature of the theory. At the same time he is also criticising from two points of view. One part of his critics is directed to the basically reactive nature of the theory in its original form, since a major element of the management situation is the reaction on external requirements, and so it is missing the component related to the initiative skills and pro-activity of the concerned. The other part of his critics emphasises the too strong determinist nature of the theory. In fact, there is no proof in reality for the supposition that for two similar management situations the solutions will be similar as well. For example an unexpected strike can easily undermine the situation of a company that has good financial parameters (Wacheux 1996). In spite of the critics “the concept of the management situation is theoretically useful since it enables on the one hand to differentiate management science from sociology, psychology or economics, and enables on the other hand to set the problems of contextual nature that need to be dealt with by the researchers, and that need in the border line to be resolved by them” (Wacheux 1996 p.69).

3.2.2 The theory of management situation and the qualitative research 

From the point of view of the methodology the utility of the theory consists in its contribution to the precise definition of the research questions and thus allows of choosing the adequate research methods and if needed also their common application. Finally, the theory fits well into one of the basic technicalities of management science, i.e. its functional nature, since it creates a direct connection between the researchers and the practical specialists (Wacheux 1996).

From the point of view of the methodology, the utility of the theory consists in its contribution to the precise definition of the research questions and thus allows of choosing the adequate research methods and if needed also their common application. Finally, the theory fits well into one of the basic technicalities of management science, i.e. its functional nature, since it creates a direct connection between the researchers and the practical specialists (Wacheux 1996).

In virtue of the above, we can mention as technicalities of management science the strong social embedded ness, the complexity of the questions to be studied, the contextual nature of the research programmes and the triple mission of this field of science that relates to the help offered for the exploration of the problems, for their explanation and solution. Therefore it is possible and also requisite in management science to apply the descriptive theories and methodologies together. Because of the strong social embedded ness of the discipline social sciences can largely contribute to the increase of the trustiness and the validity of the researches in management science. At the same time “management science is distinct from history, philosophy or jurisprudence, i.e. from the fields of science that have a much bigger ability for the recognition of reality than the contingency theory which is moreover strongly materialised” (Wacheux 1996 p.82). In the following we will draw our attention on methodological questions. By doing so, we will first compare the characteristics of qualitative and quantitative methods.

3.3 The comparison of qualitative and quantitative research methods 

The comparison of qualitative and quantitative research methods is related to the type of the data, to the data collection and data analysis.

Theoretically the quantitative approach deals with variables and categories of variables. Quantitative researchers often define the relationships between the variables already before the data collection, and then they test these relationships on the collected data. Essentially the variables represent the tools of quantitative analysis. Contrarily to this, qualitative researchers often start their work by stipulating very general notions and categories, which are in the flow of the research continuously refined. For qualitative researches the variables mean rather the results of the research than its tools (Brannen 1992).

In the case of quantitative approaches, the data collection is done with well elaborated, tested and to some extent formalised tools like for example with questionnaires. The role of the researcher in the data collection is limited, the process is well planned and less or not at all flexible. But qualitative research traditions are just contrary to this; they count on the active role of the researcher and on his natural presence in the data collection process. The data collection is more flexible, of essentially reflexive nature.

Quantitative researches are characterised by the induction based on numbers (Brannen 1992). One of the essential questions in all times is the quantity and the kind of the elements in the studied sample or in the base group that dispose of the studied discrete properties or characteristics. The purpose of the research is to find a relationship between the variables and the group of study. In qualitative researches the notions and categories themselves are of importance, and not the frequency of their occurrence. "In other words qualitative work does not survey the terrain, it mines it" (McCracken 1988, quoted by Brannen 1992 p.6).

3.3.1 Trustfulness, validity and universalization 

In quantitative researches, the question of trustiness is principally related to the applied measurement tools and scales, and denotes the consistency of the results given by these scales in case we repeat the measurement of the studied parameter (Malhotra 2001). As far as the validity of the quantitative researches is concerned, the situation is partly similar, partly more complicated. The main question in this case is also the validity of the measurement tools i.e. of the applied scale or scales. In a mathematics point of view the validity of the scale depends on how large the measurement error in scale-usage is. Naturally the smaller the ratio of the systematic or random errors, the better the validity level of the scale. But the validity has also a more general form, which is the notional validity. "Construct validity addresses the question of what construct or characteristic the scale is, in fact, measuring. When assessing construct validity, the researcher attempts to answer theoretical questions about why the scale works and what deductions can be made concerning the underlying theory. Thus, construct validity requires a sound theory of the nature of the construct being measured and how it relates to other constructs. Construct validity is the most sophisticated and difficult type of validity to establish. …[which] includes convergent, discriminate, and homological validity" (Malhotra 2001 pp.349-350). 

Following, yet slightly modifying Malhotra’s train of thought we can say that the validity of the scale has two components, one technical and one notional. The technical component that can eventually also be called a technical validity, since it includes the validity of the content-validity and the criterion-validity, and the notional component, which the validity of the notion itself (construct validity) constructed from the above mentioned three validity types (resemblance, divergence and theoretical). Thus the “validity model” that is now of two dimensions draws more seriously the attention on the mutual connections and dialectical relationship of the theory (notional validity) and the method (technical validity). By using such a “validity model” even the integration of the two research approaches may become easier. In fact, the interpretation of the validity in the qualitative researches is somewhat different. 

The qualitative research process begins with the subjectivity of the researcher. "The gendered, multiculturally situated researcher approaches the world with a set of ideas, a framework (theory, ontology) that specifies a set of questions (epistemology) that are examined (methodology, analysis) in a specific ways" (Denzin and Lincoln 1998b p.23). From the above follows that qualitative researchers use fairly manifold validity notions. In their comprehensive paper, Altheide and Johnson (1998) present six different types of validity. In their understanding the validity of the research may vary in function of the various benchmarks. As examples for possible criteria to the validity, they mention the culture, the experiences of the researcher, the ideology, or the language and the context. 

Even Wacheux’s approach to validity contains some relativity. He differentiates three levels of validity of qualitative researches. The first level is the validity of the applied theory or theories. At this level the importance is given to the explanatory ability of the theories and rules that build the research question. More precisely, considering the speciality of management science (management situation, embedded ness, multidisciplinary) the accent is on the importance of the variety of the socio-scientific theories and rules that are used by the researcher. The more sided their description of the research target, the better the validity of the research in question.

The second level of validity is determined by the methods used in the research. In this case determinative are the own, sort of “internal” validity of the employed methods on the one hand and the totality of the employed methods on the other hand. Namely whether the methods enable the multi-sided approach to the research target. An important element of the validity is that the methods employed in the analysis enable the triangulation of the results. 

And the third level of the validity is related to the research process itself. The key questions are the tracking, the objectivity and the repeatability of data collection and data record.

To summarise the above said, as per Wacheux’s definition, the validity of the qualitative research is “the criterion of the scientific research, the appreciation of which requires to estimate whether the applied methods are really and efficiently able to answer the question of the research, and whether the tools of data collection and data analysis have really been the most possible neutral ones” (Wacheux 1996 p.266).

The quantitative research generalises the results of the research in function of the adequacy of the statistical sample, or to be more precise, of the representative nature of the sample. For the qualitative research the generalisation is presented in a different form. The decisive question is not the representative nature of the statistical sample - the qualitative research is not even working with statistical samples – but the repetition and repeatability of the results. The question should rather be under what circumstances and conditions could the obtained results be exportable. The fundamental quality of the applied theoretical sample (Brannen 1992) is to enable the recognition and comparison of the different forms of appearance of the studied notions and categories.

3.3.2 The complementary nature, methodological pluralism 

In spite of the divergent philosophical, epistemological and methodological qualities of the two approaches, or maybe right because of them, the qualitative and quantitative paradigm can be successfully applied to solve the same research problem. While using the so developed “multisided research methodology” (Burgess 1982) we have to pay attention not to mix the data collected in the various ways. By processing the data we have to ensure that the data always remain at their places. This means for example that the qualitative data should only be used to answer qualitative questions (Brannen 1992). During the introduction of the theory of the management situation we have already emphasised that the complexity and social embedded ness of the situation allows – or even requires - the parallel application of the two research methodologies. In business-to-business marketing Wuhrer and Werani (2000) underline the complementary nature of qualitative and quantitative researches. Although it is possible to have some research questions that can be efficiently answered by using only the one or only the other method, "but in many cases only the integration of both qualitative and quantitative techniques reveals the full potential of business-to-business marketing research" (Wührer and Werani 2000 p.488).

In this chapter we have briefly overviewed some epistemological, methodological and application issues related to qualitative researches. This had to be done so that we could employ them in the presentation of our research results about the value of business relationships.

Results of qualitative researches 

In this chapter we will overview the most important results deriving from qualitative analysis performed according to the research plan defined in point 6.3. Babbie (1996) underlines that the two creative elements of social sciences are the theory and the empirical one. Thus it seems to be logical that the essential question based on the literature research and related to the specification of the theoretical model is whether the model – even if in its primary form – is of any meaning for the practical specialist. We tried to find an answer on this question by presenting and processing the results of deep-interviews aiming to reveal the value of a business relationship.

The next group of problems is connected to the feeling and the team perception of the business relationship. What does the team perception mean in this case, how do the concerned interpret the value of the same business relationship? How is the structure of the value of a concrete business relationship? We will attempt to find an answer to these questions by presenting the first results of a research that is under way in Bordeaux.

For the sake of the specification, or eventually modification of the indicators of the theoretical model we proceeded with international interviews of specialists. The interviewed were European, American, Australian and New Zealand researchers dealing with business relationships, which have expressed their opinion on the model and the proposed indicators. We will present the results of this research in the third part of this chapter. 

Let us start the revealing work with the examination of the meaning of the value of a business relationship for practical specialists.

3.4 What, Why, How? The value of a business relationship in practice 

The essential goal of the deep-interviews has been to reveal the value of a business relationship. Or - to be more precise - to analyse what the practical specialists think about the value of a business relationship, what it means for them, whether they even consider this question, and if yes in what contexts can value be important?

Considering that – as we saw from our previous analyses – the value of a business relationship is tightly linked with the relationship itself, with the management of the relationship and with the strategic and operative decisions related to the relationship, the questions of the interviews are directed to these matters as well. The scheme of the deep-interviews is presented in annex 1. After some introductory, demographic questions we asked our interviewees to choose an important buyer relationship, to present the relationship and tell us why he considers it important. Then, we asked them to do the same with the case of an unimportant buyer. In the same manner, the two next questions were related to an important and an unimportant supplier relationship. In the course of the conversation, we paned out about the characteristics of persistent business relationships and we continued the interview with questions about decision-makings related to the creation, development, or abolition of business relationships. The final questions applied to the value of a business relationship, and of the eventual possibilities of its measurement.

The structure of the deep-interview -- that seemed in reality, considering the relatively numerous pre-drawn questions (Crimp and Wright 1995), to be closer to a semi-structured interview -- has been made in a way that it brought up the discussion of the value of a business relationship only after a deep and precise analysis of business relationships – if the interviewee was “responsive” in doing so. This hermeneutic approach (Babbie 1996) is justified partly by the complex interconnections between the business relationship and the value of the business relationship, partly by the fact that the value of a business relationship is less known or applied as an independent notion. Before analysing the results of the semi-structures interviews, it is important to present also the details of the data collection.

3.4.1 The group of the interviewees, the description of the data collection 

In the frame of the research ten deep-interviews, semi-structured interviews have been made in April and May 2002. Each interview lasted for about 1½, 2 hours. The interviews have been performed in the offices of the interviewees. The conversations have been recorded on tape, and then later written down. Essentially these written documents have been used during the research process, and in case of insecurity about some data -- misunderstanding during writing down, foreign company names or special product names – the corrections have been made based on the original vocal material.

The ten interviewees were top managers of nine companies operating in Hungary. In case of one company we interviewed the managers of two different divisions. The big majority of the respondents had at least 15 years of business experience. In the time of the interviews five interviewees worked as CEO’s and the status of the others were general manager, assistant general manager, PLC-president, division manager and partner.

Among the companies where the interviewees worked, we can find 2 manufacturer, 2 trading and 5 service companies. Among the manufacturer companies one is the Hungarian subsidiary of an international pharmaceutical concern, and the other is the Hungarian subsidiary company of an also international company, manufacturing consumer goods. One of the trading companies is a state-owned energetic company, and the other is a micro-enterprise dealing with the export trade of agricultural products. All the service companies work in the field of business services (Veres 1998). Three of them deal with different forms of manager counselling, one of the other two companies is the Hungarian division of an international communication agency, and the last one the Hungarian member of an international network of lawyer offices. Our previous research-experiences in the fields of the press-observation (Veres and Mandjak 1999) and of the quality-insurance counselling (Veres and co-authors 2001) attract our attention on the fact that in the case of business services the persistent business relations have a particularly important role, and so the study of these fields seems to be useful for the target of our research as well.

In total, out of the 9 companies forming our sample four are international, and five are in Hungarian ownership. All of the companies are private-owned except one Hungarian company. As far as the size of the companies, we have 5 big companies and four small and micro-enterprises in the group of the interviewed. It follows from the logic of the qualitative research that these nine companies cannot be considered as statistically representative. In the same time, they do dispose of the particularities of the theoretical samples (Brannen 1992) that enable the recognition and the comparison of the different forms of appearance of the studied notion, which is in our research the value of a relationship. The business relationship itself can be considered as a particular management situation (Girin 1990), where the conditions for the group of the concerned, for the co-operational patterns and for the efficient common actions are probably going to differ for a big and a small organisation, in an industrial and in a trading company, or in the case of a service company. It is also possible that the appreciation of the relationship (important or less important) influences our perceptions about the value of the relationship. The divergent ownership (is the company, Hungarian or international) may also affect the appreciation of the value of a business relationship. Another question is whether the perception of the value of business relationships is different for the buyer relationships and the supplier relationships.
Before analysing what our ten interviewees think about the value of a business relationship and of some related questions, we need to do a little technical by-pass. During the study, in order to secure the anonymity of the respondents and to properly “camouflage” the companies as it was specifically requested by an interviewee during data recording, we will use numbers instead of names, for example respondent number 5, and we will use the first nine letters of the alphabet to denote the companies, for example company D. The below table (table 11) shows the interviewees and their companies figuring in the theoretical sample.

	Inter-viewee
	Company
	Activity
	Size
	Ownership
	Market position

in Hungary

	1
	A
	Service

Communication
	Big
	International
	In the first five

	2
	B
	Service

Counselling
	Small


	Hungarian
	Market Leader

	3
	C
	Manufacturing

Pharmaceutics
	Big
	International
	In the first six (medication)

	4
	D
	Trade

Agriculture
	Micro
	Hungarian
	In the first three

	5
	E
	Service

Counselling
	Small
	International
	In the firsts

	6
	F
	Service

Counselling
	Big
	Hungarian
	In the middle

	7
	G
	Service

Lawyer
	Small
	International
	Third

	8
	H
	Trade

Energetic
	Big
	Hungarian
	Monopoly



	9
	I
	Manufacturing

Customer’s goods
	Big
	International
	Market leader

	10
	J
	Manufacturing

Pharmaceutics
	Big
	International
	In the first five

(OTC products)


Table 11: Some characteristics of the theoretical model.

After the review of the data collection and the presentation of the theoretical sample, we will come to the survey of the results of the researches. What do the interviewed business executives think about the value of business relationships?

The value of business relationships in the businessmen’s point of view

In the course of our interviews we approached with our discussion partners the problematic of the value of business relationships from various directions, as this appears in the scheme of the interview attached in the annex. The processing of the data has been performed in two steps. In consideration of the complexity and the difficulty of the question we first compared the ideas and statements about the value of a business relationship within the interview. By doing this, we basically got ten “pictures”, descriptions about the value of business relationships. In the second step we compared these ten different interpretations. This method allowed us to use as many elements of each interpretation – or we may even say of each perception – as possible; on the other hand it also made it easier to synthesise the very rich and colourful database. Hereinafter we will summarise the ideas related to the elements of a business relationship. After clarifying what is actually the value of a business relationship, the next question is why it is good to know this value. After the What and the Why will follow the How, i.e. how could one measure the value of a business relationship?

3.4.1.1  The content and the elements of a business relationship

The definition of the value of a business relationship was not an easy task even for the executives participating in our interviews and having serious business experiences. Let us see two quotations. The CEO of company (B) has summarised his ideas about the value of a business relationship in the following way: “the most important in a relationship for me are the revenues…. (this) is the most important, and then follow those we like to work with and we are having a good relationship with, and with whom we even have consultative conversations, business is not the only essential”. Company (B) works in personnel counselling. The opinion of the executive of company (D) dealing with the export trade of agricultural products was that "I deem the personal relationship for very important for me this is the most important. Some say that friendship does not exist in business; I say this is not true, friendship does exist in business and it is very good when it works out. It helps to solve the problem and is important on both sides.” Two quite divergent opinions about the same question. However a deeper study shows that in fact, rather the accents diverge from each other, it is true that sometimes very significantly, then the essence, since during the interview both quoted executive have emphasised the importance of the other side as well. Company (4D) executive has underlined that in a business relationship “business” and “human” points of view are present together, the personal relationship and the profit need to be combined because “the two hang together. They are in direct relationship, principally the personal relationship; the bigger the flexibility, the longer you work together, the more secure the profit that follows. In my opinion they cannot even be separated (the two components)”.

The interviewees have sometimes with full particulars told us what they consider for the value of a business relationship, why a relationship, existing with a buyer or a supplier, is important and valuable for them. For (1A) (A being the Hungarian division of an international agency) the four most important elements of a business relationship are respect, the potential of a recurrent business, the quality of the professional preparedness of the buyer and the possibility for international professional recognition of the service offered to the buyer. In his interpretation respect means that the partner “understands what you can offer and is ready to scarify, pay and call back for it.” As it emerges from the interview, the accent is more on the approval of the service than on the esteem for it.  The callback does not simply denote the communication but also the repeated charge of the service provider, which is conceived of the expectation of the possibility of the recurrent business. The quality of the professional preparedness of the partner is also related to the approval of the service, considering that the agency works essentially in accordance to the international, principally American market habits. The fourth element of the value of a business relationship is the reflection of a specific motivation system internal to the given organisation. Within the international agency the appreciation of the specific divisions is influenced by not only the turnover, but also by the quality of their professional work, which are qualified by their performance on various advertisement contests. That is why in the words of the interviewee “sometimes we keep a customer not because of the money but because of the possibility of winning an award in Cannes with him”.

The executive of company (B), who considered the revenues as the most important value of a business relationship has also emphasised that for him to hold a relationship for important it is necessary that the relationship contributes to the adequate capacity usage of the company.  Besides the personal relationships, he thinks that the value of a business relationship is also affected if it heightens the competitive edge of the company, for example when in a relationship “we do something only for not having it done by a competitor”. For (2B) the importance of personal relationships is also emphasised by a characteristic of the industry (personal counselling), according to which “the price competition is not that big on the market, there is much more a relationship contest, who is friendly with whom, who can sell where. There are companies where it is impossible to break into even with the best product, because there the contact person is the sister of the daughter of the cousin, and then it is very difficult to break down this barrier. Even with a cheaper offer”.

According to (3C) working in the pharmaceutical industry, the personal relationship, the history, complexity and the potential future of the relationship determine the value of a relationship. He emphasises the importance of the personal sympathy, since in his mind “what we mutually see in the other, what the hidden intentions are, how complex or singular (the relationship) can be – all these depend on the personal sympathy”. He told us during the interview how a business relationship developed with an opinion-shaper partner influences other buyers. The main value of this business relationship depends on the field of influence of the buyer and on the quality of the personal relationships.

Further to the above said, (4D) in the agricultural export trade, emphasised the mutual adequacy of the partner’s expectation vis-à-vis each other. The relationship represents also a value when it lowers the trading costs, as it actually was the case for a British partner of an interviewee. “This develops involuntarily, we have a very good relationship with this Englishman, it is enough if we talk twice a month, but I am not bombarding him any more with presents, samples, because I know that there is no reason for it. If he needs something, he will get in touch with me anyway.”

The CEO of the company (E) doing counselling gave us a fairly precise description of the value of a business relationship. In his opinion the value of a business relationship depends on: the income potential of a relationship (the size of the expected returns from the relationship), the life expectancy of the relationship, what the nature and the size of the risk in the relationship is, and how the evolution of other businesses obtainable by the relationship is. In his interpretation “it is important whether he offers elsewhere too, because if he buys from you others will buy from you as well.”

For the lawyer office (7G), the main components of the value of a business relationship can be characterised by the durability of the relationship, the mutual adequacy of the partners, by the solvency and by “a much more than only a business customer relationship”.  The value of a business relationship varies also in function of “the stage of a relationship”, i.e. the development stage the relationship is in.

The chief executive of company (I) dealing with the production of consumer’s goods thinks that the value of the business relationship depends principally on the revenues realised in the relationship, he used the expression “revenue proportional relationship”. However, the more complex and very important elements of the value are trustiness, the reliability of the partner and the routines developed in the relationship that make the co-operation of the partner's “smoother”. The basis for the co-operation is the “level of mutual acceptance, because there are people behind every business relationship, because both of them will sign the name of a company on the contract; yet in fact confidence in the relationship does not come into existence between the two companies, but more between the two people.”

For the companies in the public services like company (H) the value of business relationships is represented by the security of the supply and the possibility for mutual problem solving.

By summarising the above said we can state that the notion of the value of a business relationship is fairly complicated, and the professionals interpret it in various ways. The value of a business relationship has several components. One group of components is clearly of economic nature, and the other group is not so much of economic but more of social nature. The who group of elements are strongly related to each other, to quote (4D) the “business” and the “human” points of view appear together, and is difficult, according to (4D) even impossible, to separate them.

Among the “business”, i.e. economic elements determinative are the acceptance, “appreciation “ (1A) by the buyer of the product or service offered in the relationship, and the production circumstances of the product or service (the security of the capacity-usage or of the fully employed-activity, as it was reported by (2B). (7G) emphasised the solvability of the partner as one of the determinative elements of the value of a business relationship. Essential questions are profitability, the profit-generating ability of the relationship, i.e. the “revenue proportional relationship” character as per the definition of (9I). The profitability of the relationship can be determined only on a yearly basis, by analysing the entirety of the relationship. The relationship can contribute to the lowering of the trading costs, as this is shown in the examples of the British businessman (4D), or in the “smooth” relationships mentioned by (9I). Important is the size of the income potential of the relationship (5E). There is a value to the business relationship also when it contributes to the development and realisation of the competitive edge of the company, like it was manifested in the case of (2B).

The “human”, i.e. social elements can also affect the value of business relationships. In case of satisfaction with the goods or services the personal relationship can substantiate the “call-back” (1A) of the supplier. Personal relationships, based essentially on mutual sympathy (3C), help to work out the mutual conformity to each other (4D), and in the words of (7G) they contribute to that in a relationship, “the two parties find each other, they will be each other’s better half”.  By considering the entirety of the relationship, the important elements of the value are the history of the relationship (3C), the nature of the relationship or to use the expression of (5E) ”the style” of the relationship that can be friendly, constructive or complex, and the routines developed in the relationship (9I). The relationship represents also a value if it contributes to the security of the supply (8H) and lowers the risk of the partners (5E). Further important elements of the value of a business relationship are reliability (9I), computability (6F, 9I) and durability (7G). The value of a business relationship is also increased by the “reference value of the business relationship” (5E) that can actually be functional in case the buyer is recommending his own supplier to others. The relationship can contribute, or enable the supplier to reach through this some other professional goals, like this were the case for (1A) and the international advertisement contests. The value of the relationship is considerably increased also if the relationship has eradication on other partners of the supplier, or on other important, non-economic members of the network. The relationship of (3C) with the important opinion-shaper was of such nature. It is worthwhile to express that in the two cases we could observe two considerably divergent types of the network effect. The business relationship developed with the opinion-shaper is probably a most well-know type; there the effect diffuses between the members of the network. In the case of advertisement contests however, we are talking about something else. The network effect appears in a different network, namely for the professional public and the jury who evaluates from a professional point of view the manifestation of what had really occurred in the business relationship between the supplier and the buyer. More precisely the exchange episode of this, the advertising film or the advertising campaign.

	The levels of the relationship
	The elements of the value of a business relationship

	
	Economic (“business”) elements
	Social ("human") elements

	Level of exchange episodes
	“Appreciation” of the product, (accepted) by the buyer

Feasibility of the product by the supplier (capacity, how busy they are)

Solvability of the partner
	Personal relationship

Satisfaction with the product (supplier's "call-back")

Mutual sympathy


	Relationship level
	Profitability of the relationship

(“revenue proportional relationship”)

Lowering of the transaction costs

Income potential
	Mutual conformity to each other

Style of the relationship

(friendly, constructive, complex)

Reliability

Computability

Durability

	Network level
	Development of a competitive edge
	Reference value (active, passive)

Relationship eradiation in his own network (buyers, potential buyers)

Relationship eradiation in other network (advertisement award)


Table 12: Components of the value of business relationships based on the opinion of company executives

In the above we analysed the components, elements of the value of a business relationship through the glasses of practical professionals. Hereinafter we will see -- still based on the opinion of our interviewees -- why the knowledge of the value of business relationships is (would be) useful.

3.4.1.2  Why is it (would it be) good to know the value of a business relationship?

The chief executive of company (B), for whom the profitability of the relationship is the main value of a relationship, thinks that the knowledge of the value of a relationship would be useful because the relationship “that generates a big revenue is more important, it has to be treated much better”. According to the experience and practice of the CEO, in the case of high value relationships the investments required for the sustenance and development (time, money, and know-how) are done naturally, and the insurance of the resources is easier. In his opinion the knowledge of the value of business relationships is particularly important for companies with a big clientele. (company (B) does not belong to them). About a lot of business relationships (2B) said that “if I think in the most rational possible way, then I try to choose the relationships having the highest business values and to configure the organisation so that it will care of, operate and serve these relationships. And probably this is the way (for the organisation) to reach the highest possible profit per investment ratio.” However because of the “growth and size constraint” the organisation does not have a choice but to develop and care of business relationships that “are not the most profitable, and not the most long run ones”, i.e. the value of which is lower.

During the interview one of the interviewees (company A, communication agency) shared with us that he has had business relationships that he developed only to equilibrate the clientele system of a division. “I got in touch with the company in question because I needed him in my portfolio” said (1A) during the interview. The opinion of an executive at one of the counselling companies (5E) was that for them, the knowledge of the value of business relationships would be fundamentally important since in the counselling business the value of business relationships gives the value of the company”.

The executive of the company dealing with the export trade of agricultural product (4D) worked – before founding his own company – for another company also dealing with export business. In relation to the founding of the present company he told us that “when I made the company change I left everything behind and started to build this (the present D company) one, and I said to myself: if I look deep inside me, the most valuable I got are my business relationships. How much money they represent I could not tell, this would be determined by the future. I must have been right, because there is no such an (old) customer … who would not have come back, whom we would not have sold this year either.

(7G) – lawyer office – holds or would hold for important the knowledge a business relationship because “it would be good to consider it during planning”.

During the interview the assistant chief executive of company (H) explained that in the field of energy the knowledge of the value of business relationships is important because in this closed industry the relationships, their extent and tightness form the most important relationship capital of the organisations. The size of these determines the force and the place of an organisation within the given industry. 

According to the CEO of the company working in the pharmaceutics industry (C) the knowledge of the value of the business relationship is important for the decisions related to the establishment, sustenance and development of the relationship. However the problem is in the complexity of the value of the business relationship. The decision-makers do not know in detail the elements building the value of the relationship, so “they are certainly not analysed by anybody, the decision in absolutely unconscious. There is an image of the whole that is the succession of these (elements), but we do not analyse the details of it” – so says the executive during the interview.

To summarise the experiences, responses and remarks of practical professionals about why the knowledge of the value of business relationships would be important, we could say that the knowledge of the value of business relationships would be useful or even necessary essentially for different decision-makings. However the group of the decisions is fairly large. 

The knowledge of the value of a business relationship is necessary for the decisions related to the relationship itself, on the one hand for the treatment (2B, 3C), on the other hand for the development (3C) of the relationship, and regarding the investments into the relationship (2B). Important point is the evolution of the structure of the relationship system (the decision of (1A), the equilibration of the portfolio). The knowledge of the value of business relationships facilitates the customer segmentation especially if the company has got a lot of customers (2B), facilitates also the planning (7G) and the adequacy to the constraints for growing, coming from the economic environment (2B).

The knowledge of the value of business relationships is particularly useful for the determination of the network position of the company (8H) and to determine the value of the company (4D, 5E). In the next table (Table 13) we will summarise the opinion of the company executives.

	Fields of decision

	Relationship management
	Strategic management
	Essential resource

	Treatment of the relationship (operative)

Development of the relationship (strategic)
	Relationship system (portfolio)

Buyer segmentation

Planning
	Network position

Company value


Table 13: Fields of decision, based on the opinion of company executives about where is (would be) necessary to know the value of business relationships

The above table summarises the most important decision fields where the knowledge of the value of business relationships would be necessary. Yet this knowledge becomes really necessary and useful in the process of decision-making. Related to this, the chief executive of the pharmaceutical factory drew our attention on the intuitive nature of the decision process that leans more on the foreboding and intuition of the value than on the actual knowledge of it (3C). In order to further integrate the value of a business relationship it is necessary to try to measure somehow, or at least to appreciate this value. Let us see the opinion of the practical professionals about this question.

3.4.1.3  How is (would be) this value measurable? 

According to the division-executive of the agency working in business communication (1A) it would be definitely important to measure the value of a business relationship. There is actually a system implemented in the company that measures the time-demand of the activities performed for different customers. Pursuant to the telling of the interviewee, the essence of the system is that it contrasts the yearly time-input and the costs of the customer visits with the yearly revenue from the relationship. This way we could have indeed an idea about the value of a business relationship, yet the problem is that we do not really use this system, since we are in the dilemma, “should the employees run a time register or should they rather look after new businesses” – as this was expressed by the division executive in the interview. He believes that the ways of measuring the value of a business relationship would be to measure “in the given relationship what the possibility of doing creative work is”, to measure the financial characteristics of the relationship, i.e. what the revenue generated by the relationship in a year is, and to measure the duration of the relationship. For him the length of the duration of a business relationship is very important because this substantiates the repeated orders. In this context the “length of the relationship substantiates the reputation”. (The logic of the approach is that if I am working with an important member of the network on the long run, the other members of the network also perceive this, and they will have a bigger confidence in me. This however also means that the length of a relationship has an importance not only on the relationship level but also on the network level.)

According to the executive of company (D) dealing with the export trade of agricultural products “to some extent the business relationships can be measured with numbers, a good system should be invented that would show how much one can gain on a buyer”. This “good system” could incorporate the measurement of the length, nature and flexibility of the relationship, and of the profit realised in the relationship.

In the case of the energetic public services company (company H), the right tool to measure the value of a business relationship “is not really the profit, but more the reliable functioning. The relationships help to solve the occurring problems threatening the security of the supply in a fast, efficient and smooth way.” – so has said the assistant CEO of the company. Our interviewee summarised his opinion by saying that a possible way to determine the value of a relationship could be to calculate the costs of a break in the given service, “and of the related consequences. We always end up with astronomical numbers, and the further we analyse, the more astronomical these numbers.”

Theoretically the value of business relationships can be measured in two ways – said the CEO of the pharmaceutical factory (3C). This is possible either by decomposing the elements of the value of a business relationship and then by measuring these, or by measuring the effect, the effects of the value of a business relationship. He argued principally for the decomposition, the “dismantling” of the value of a business relationship into its components.  The specific factors could be measured on different scales, “for example one could apply a scale of the mutual personal understanding, the intensity could also be measured on a scale”, and he continued by saying that for him the specific scale values would be less important than the totality of these, “naturally the succession of the values” as a result. He said during the interview “if it (the value of a business relationship) can be decomposed into its parts, factors in such a way, then the utility of it is probably rather the fact that we are able to consciously handle or even develop the specific parts. At the same time if we consider the technique of the measurement with scales then it is much easier to measure the effect of the value of a business relationship; it can even be “converted in currency value”.

To summarise what the interviewees said, we can establish that the measurement of the value of a business relationship is a fairly difficult task and there is no developed methodology for it. Based on the interviews it seems that none of the nine companies actually measure this value. The majority of the interviewees consider the measurement of the value of a business relationship theoretically possible. Some have even formulated various suggestions, conceptions about the realisation of the measurement. 

The profitability, the gains of the business relationship could be measured by the difference between the input (time and cost) of the relationship and the income realised in the relationship (1A, 4D). However this in only one part of the value of a business relationship, namely the economic part. 

Besides the profitability it would be necessary to measure as influencing factors of the value of a business relationship also the quality (here the creativity) of the products sold in the relationship and the length of the relationship (1A), or the nature and the flexibility of the relationship (4D). The value of a business relationship would be some kind of a sum of these.

The value of a business relationship could also be measured in an indirect way. This would be possible by estimating the direct and additional consequences of a break in the supply in the frames of the relationship (8H), or by measuring on scales the effects of the value of business relationships and by expressing the results in a currency value (3C).

It would also be possible to decompose the value of a business relationship into its elements. The specific elements would be measured on different, adequate scales and the value of a business relationship would then be given by the succession of these scale values (3C). In the same time this procedure would enable the one by one, more efficient handling and also the consideration of the mutual interactions of the elements. In other words, it would enable not only the measurement of the value of a business relationship but also the management of it. 

After a survey of the opinions and possibilities regarding the measurement of the value of a business relationship it is probably useful to make some general comments about the interviews.

3.4.2 The experiences of the interviews 

The general comments can be grouped in two. In the first group belong the most important similarities and differences of what was said in the ten interviews, and in the second group belong some remarks about the course of the interviews.

It is interesting to see what the similarities of the ten different “pictures” of the value of a business relationship are. All interviewees agreed that the value of business relationships is some kind of a combination of economic (“business”) and social (“human”) factors. They all emphasised the profitability (gains) of the given relationship as an important key component of the value. They also agreed in the fact that the durability of a relationship is an important parameter that contributes to the value of a business relationship. They all also mentioned the personal relationships of those concerned in the relationship as one of the components of the business relationship.

However there are also some discrepancies, sometimes fairly significant differences among the “pictures”. The opinions of the interviewees were far from being uniform about the definition of the economic (“business”) and the social (”human”) factors, about the appreciation of their role and about their proportions correlated to each other. The ten executives had also divergent opinions regarding the question of whether a business relationship can be measured, and if yes whether it is necessary to measure it.

As far as the course of the interviews is concerned, we have to emphasise two things. The first is that all interviews had an absolutely open, sincere and constructive atmosphere. The interviewees were responsive and confident in answering the questions or they said completing what. 

The second thing may be even more important. All interviewees found it interesting and important to raise the problem related to the value of a business relationship, even those who for the moment do not see exactly why it would be good to know this value. We would like to take the opportunity and thank our interviewees for their thoughts, opinions they shared with us during the interviews.

When we compared above the ten “pictures” of the value of a business relationship, then to some extent we actually confronted the ten different interpretations, perceptions of the same question. The following part of our research concerns the problems in the grouped perception of the value of business relationships.

3.5 An instant picture of the structure of the value of business relationships 

In the previous chapter, we have presented that the Hungarian managers we have questioned described the content of the value of business relationships as the sum of “business” and “human” elements and we have reviewed the decisions during which the knowledge of the value of business relationships would be useful according to their opinions. Finally we have explained how to measure the value of business relationships.

In this chapter we will discuss two further problems of the value of business relationships. How does the internal structure of business relationship look like, that is how do the individual elements of the value relate to each other? Our second question is how the people concerned in the business relationships consider these values. Thus we will focus this time on the questions of structure and perception.

3.5.1 Structure, perception and causal mapping

The first step of the examination of the structure is to define the parts of the value of business relationships. The next step is to find the relationships between these elements in case there are any. During the deep-interviews we experienced that the respondents according to their business experiences – fundamentally in a spontaneous manner – also had taken apart the value of the relationship into its elements.  

During the research explained as follows we had taken apart the value of business relationships into its elements too, but using another research method, which is called causal mapping. This method enables you to collect, analyse, synthesise, structure, and represent the view, thoughts, opinions of the ones joining the project, briefly their perception on the subject. (In the following we lean on the first partial results of the research currently running at Bordeaux Business School to a great extent. The author of the present dissertation is the executive of the research project.)

Using the method of causal mapping is not only enabling us to represent the structure of business relationships but we can also represent the perception of the people joining the research project. Comparing the individual causality maps and perceptions, the method allows us to examine their common elements defining the groups’ collective causality map. (Bouzdine-Chameeva and co-authors 2001). Before reviewing the first results and the method let us make a short digression to clear why the perception is an important question of the value of business relationships.

The examination of the observation process is a highly important field of the science of consumer behaviour (Hofmeister-Tóth 1994). The exploration of the role of the perceptions is getting more and more important also for inter-organisational marketing, where for instance they appear related to the atmosphere of the business relationships  (Hakansson 1982) or problems of the individual and many times also the collective observation while examining the network positions (Anderson co-writers 1994). For instance in marketing strategy literature Day (1994) draws our attention to the importance of the thinking patterns and picture in the executives’ head about the economic processes and especially about the customers. The researches of strategic management on collective decisions (March 2000), or problems of the organisational learning and the learning organisations (von Krogh and co-authors 1998) are also closely related to the questions of perceptions.

Perception is “a complex process when people select, structure and interpret the stimuli of the sense organs organising the world into an uninterrupted picture” (Hofmeister-Tóth and Törőcsik 1996 p.16). Essentially the process of observation expresses that our world is not just simply mapped or reflected, but we construct it, that is to say our representation of the world is always built somehow by ourselves (Pléh 1996). It just makes the situation more sophisticated that these representations are based on the societal or at least on the social world (Pléh 1996, Berger and Luckmann 1998, Smith and Mackie 2001). Thus the picture in the executives’ head (Day 1994) is always a result of some kind of concrete and unique interaction of social and individual processes. These individual but socially constructed (Berger and Luckmann 1998) interpretations meet, confront and complement each other at the collective decisions (March 2001). As we experienced earlier, knowing the value of business relationships can or should be important first of all for making decisions on the different relationship- or strategic marketing related subjects.

In the followings, let us discuss some of the major characteristics of the causal mapping method and the definition of the applied research procedure, then to analyse the first results. 

Causality map is an expression or a graphic mathematical method to explore the components of a phenomenon. The map consists of shapes (usually rectangles) representing the components and arrows representing the causality relationship between the components. The arrow starts from the cause and leads towards the consequence. A double arrow represents the eventual mutual causality relationship. The more arrows connect to the shape the more important the component represented by the shape is. Looking at the full map the motion of arrows can sometimes define a certain expedience, but it is not a necessary characteristic of the maps.

The comparative analysis of the individual causality maps of the people participating in the project leads to the collective causality map of a certain group. The collective map we get essentially aggregates the individual ones, considering the different relationships and the importance of them (Mandják and co-writers 2002). During the research we used a special programme-set called ANCOM to calculate the collective causality maps (Chameeva and co-writers 1997).

The expression, which is the subject of the map, must be taken into its components in advance. It is represented by an interactive group-interview with the ones participating in the research project. Thus during the group-interview, agreement develops among the participants regarding the components. With the components accepted together each of the recipients prepares his own individual causality map where shapes and arrows represent the expression. The calculation of the collective causality map is based on the individual ones. The causality map calculated with this method is considered as collective perception of the group (Bouzdine-Chameeva and co-authors 2001). In the following let us discuss how the method of causality maps can be applied to the research of the value of business relationships.

3.5.2 Introduction of the research process

During our research we examined an actual business relationship. The relationship connects a French aeronautic company to its strategic supplier working in the same industry. In the frame of the research we made a group interview with three executives of the aeronautic company who all knew the relationship very well, and who were also the three most important actors (concerned) of the relationship.

The data collection was performed using an interactive group interview. The purpose of the group conversation was that the participants, the project manager, the production manager and the purchasing manager, create their personal causality maps of the studied business relationship. In accordance to the research process presented above the first step in this process had to be the dissociation of the components of the business relationship. That’s why we submitted to the interviewees a list that contained 83 statements describing the value of a business relationship. The majority of the statements we used was taken from two scales successfully applied in former researches (Lapierre 2000, Anderson and co-authors 1994) and translated them into French. We first asked the three managers to eliminate, by taking into consideration the specificity of the aeronautic industry, from the 83 statements the ones that they did not consider as appropriate. In total some ten statements have fallen out. The next task for the participants was to regroup the remaining statements in categories that would illustrate in their opinion the value of a business relationship. The condition to the category creation was that the members of the group had to agree with each other. The three managers, all concerned by the given business relationship, have finally worked out ten categories in total. This means that they decomposed the value of a business relationship into ten components. (We will present the components more in detail in the following chapter). Using the categories (components) all the three participants have created their own causality map. These three maps represent in fact three different perceptions of the same business relationship.

In the next step of the research, by using the software package ANCOM we calculated the aggregated causality map of the three participants. This map showed us the collective perception of the value of the given business relationship.

The next task in the process was the discussion about the above-calculated collective map together with the three managers. This concerted analysis will in the same time represent the reinforcement of the received, calculated results.

After the description of the research let us see the first results. How does the value of a given business relationship look like from the buyer’s point of view?

3.5.3 The example of a big French company

Let us start the survey of the results by the components of the value of a business relationship. The participants in the research have decomposed the value of a real, given business relationship into ten elements by mutually accepted regrouping of the statements. Based on the interpretation of the group the value of a business relationship can be characterised with the following elements.

Performance is a component of economic nature of the value of a business relationship that represents the economic and technical appreciation of the supplier’s offer. (We shall not forget that we are now analysing the business relationship from the buyer’s point of view and the very high technical content belongs to the characteristics of the aeronautic industry, as well as the frequency of businesses having the nature of a project). The offer represents an exchange episode of the business relationship even in case it relates to a difficult and complex product.

Security is a non-economic component of the value of a business relationship that principally expresses the security of the delivery. Here again we can observe a particularity of the aeronautic industry, namely the buyer’s strong dependence from the suppliers of high value, complex products. The security also appears on the exchange episode level of the relationship. 

Reliability means the reliability of the supplier from the buyer’s point of view. It is also a non-economic component that includes, besides the reliability, also the good reputation of the supplier, and the importance for the buyer of the delivered product. The product also denotes the episode level of a business relationship.

The economic ability expresses that the supplier is able to work out offers that correspond to the special economic and technical demands of the buyer. Yet this economic component appears at the relationship level since we are now talking about ability and not about a specific offer.

Investment denotes in this case that the supplier is allocating the resources necessary for the development of the specific relationship. It is also an economic component and it shows his effect at the relationship level.

The problem solving is the ability of solving the buyer’s various utilisations, application and other problems. It is a non-economic component that appears at the relationship level.

Confidence is a non-economic component that includes -- by affecting the relationship level -- the seriousness of the supplier, the transparency of the relationship and the probability to respect the promises.

The joint effect appears at the network level and can be described with economic and non-economic characteristics like the transferability of the resources employed in the relationship, the complementary nature of the activities and the transparency of the relationship patterns. 

The portfolio management is a component of economic nature that appears at the network level since one of the determinative factors for the development of the adequate relationship structure is the mutual influence of the relationships on each other. 

The attractiveness essentially denotes the appreciation of the supplier’s network position in the buyer’s point of view, which is a non-economic component of the value of a business relationship.

In the following table (table 14) we summarise the components of the value of the studied business relationship.

	The level of the relationship
	The component
	The nature of the component



	Exchange episode
	Performance


	Economic

	
	Security


	Non-economic

	
	Reliability


	Non-economic

	Relationship level
	Economic ability


	Economic

	
	Investment


	Economic

	
	Problem solving


	Non-economic

	
	Trust


	Non-economic

	Network level
	Joint effect


	Both

	
	Portfolio management


	Economic

	
	Attractiveness


	Non-economic


Table 14: The components of the value of the studied business relationship

After the decomposition of the value of the studied business relationship into its components we will mention the problems related to the structure of the value. The analysis of the individual and collective causality maps could help to discover, according to the opinion of the participants in the research, what kind of relationships exist between the specific components of the value. 

We will first see what the value of a business relationship means to the project manager. The figure 3 shows the individual causality map of the project manager.
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Figure 3: The individual causality map of the project manager


For the project manager the value of a business relationship in composed of three independent parts. One of the parts targets problem solving. Problem solving is essentially taking place through the supplier’s performance, and the performance is developed by the common effect of economic and non-economic components. The other part of the elements is the security that partially depends on the willingness of the supplier to invest in the relationship, and partially on the way the buyer can develop his own group of suppliers. Although the third group of elements is built on confidence, the essential question is in fact how the given relationship influences the network. For the project manager the essence of the relationship is problem solving, security and the joining effect. In his opinion the three questions are of same importance. 

The next figure (figure 4) shows the individual causality map of the production manager.
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Figure 4: The individual causality map of the production manager

For the production manager reliability is the central question. The economic ability of the supplier, the trust, the portfolio management and the joint effect form the basis of the reliability that is not a component of economic nature. The reliability is on the one hand the result of various economic and non-economic components, and on the other hand all the levels of a business relationship influence its evolution. It seems logical that for the production manager the supplier performance is an important value element. For the production manager the essential goal of a business relationship is the security. It is because of the security that there is a determinative importance of the supplier reliability, his problem solving ability and of the fact that he is ready to make the necessary investments for the development of the business relationship. The production manager analyses the value of a business relationship in a strategic approach. The main value, goal of the relationship is security, which depends on three factors, reliability, the problem solving capacity and investment.

Figure 5 shows the individual causality map of the purchasing manager.
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Figure 5: The individual causality map of the purchasing manager

The central value for the purchasing manager is performance. In his interpretation the components of the value resemble to a tree. The root of the tree is formed by the components such as investment, economic abilities, reliability, problem solving and confidence that contribute to the performance. The performance it the trunk of the tree, this feeds the “crown” where the components like security, attractiveness and the portfolio management can be found. The basis of the value-perception of the purchasing manager is the performance, and he takes into consideration the reasons and consequences of the performance as well. In this context we can even consider this approach as dynamic.

We analysed above the value structures of the managers concerned by the relationship. We will see next whether these three approaches have common points.  Figure 6 shows the structure of the value of the studied business relationship.
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Figure 6: The collective causality map of the value of a business relationship

From the point of view of the value of business relationships, performance has a central importance. (This is the value constituent to whom the most outgoing or incoming arrows connect eight in number). In an order of importance, considering the number of connecting arrows, trustiness, confidence and portfolio management is next, with five arrows each. Security, relationship effects and attractiveness are figured with four connections each. We can find three value constituents that have only two arrows each, these are economic ability, investment and problem solving. The analysis of the hence developed raking may be interesting, although it is thought-provoking that problem solving for instance, that has an outstanding role in the value structure of both the project manager and the production manager is this time just a marginal, less important constituent of the value of business relationships. In case we intended to know a bit more about the structure of the value of the examined business relationship, a deeper analysis seems expedient and this by taking into account the directions of the arrows as well.

Based on the analysis of the relationships between the constituents, we can get a clearer picture of the structure of the value of the given business relationship. The basics of value is confidence, its objective is security. The intermediaries are in between. Three constituents play this role fundamentally, namely portfolio management, trustiness and performance.

Four arrows start from confidence; that is to say that confidence plays a direct causal role in the case of four constituents, although it has only one consequence, namely attractiveness. Confidence fundamentally affects security through three constituents, through trustiness, performance and portfolio management. Five constituents influence performance, but in the meantime, performance is figured as a cause in two cases. The situation of trustiness is similarly sophisticated, since four constituents influence it and it is figured as a cause in two cases, as a partial cause for security and performance. Portfolio management influences directly security and trustiness, it is however also the consequence of three other constituents. Security is exclusively figured as consequence, we can only see incoming arrows. Four constituents influence directly security, while four others contribute to it through an intermediary.

The three intermediaries are in a unique situation of reciprocal relationship. Portfolio management influences trustiness, trustiness influences performance, while the latter affect portfolio management.

Analysing the individual and the collective causal mappings, we could state that the structure of value of the given business relationship is based on confidence, its final goal is security, while three value constituents in reciprocal relationship play an intermediary role between the two constituents. However, the comparison of the mappings also draws the attention to the considerable differences that can exist between the perceptions of the same phenomenon. The perceptional differences become even more visible if we take into account that all three executives have interpreted the value of the same business relationship and have used similar concepts to describe value. The collective causal mapping that fundamentally describes the collective perception of the value of the given business relationship can however be very useful in finding and analysing the common points, in our case the value constituents jointly considered as most important.

Before summarising our research results concerning the perception and structure of the value of business relationships, let us give some remarks about the numerous limits to the research.

3.5.4 Some remarks 

The first remark is to note that in the above, we have used the very first elements of an ongoing research programme that were raw from a certain point of view. An important step will be given by the joint analysis of the collective causal perceptional maps and at the same time its validation (Wacheux 1996) with the three executives who have taken part in the research. 

During the research, we have seen and experienced that the method of causal mappings can well be used for the exploration of the value of business relationships. The mappings make possible the representation and the analysis of the structure of value, and they show the perceptional differences between the participants in a sensitive way. Although the first experiences are encouraging, we absolutely have to take into account during their evaluation that the three members group seems too small since it does not enable the confrontation of opinions (Mandják and his co-authors 2002).

The expansion of the research to the suppliers also seems expedient. We intend to conduct the interactive group interview (Bouzdine-Chameeva and her co-authors 2001) also with the concerned people at the supplier of the given business relationship. We hope that the comparison of the collective perception of the buyer and the supplier of the same business relationship can be instructive. 

Summarising the results concerning the value structure and the perceptions regarding the value of a concrete business relationship, we can state the followings. 

The value of the analysed business relationship is made up of ten constituents. These are the following: performance, security, trustiness, economic ability, investment, problem solving, confidence, related effects, portfolio management and attractiveness. The constituents are of economic and non-economic nature. However, we can find one, the related effects that have economic and non-economic attributes also. 

The constituents of the value of business relationships build up the value along a some kind of structure. They are in direct, indirect and concentric relationship with one another. There are constituents that affect other more intensively, through several causal relationships and there are others that are relatively more isolated. 

The structure of the value of the examined business relationship has a strategic nature. Its basics is confidence, its goal is security. Between the basics and the goal, there are three intermediaries in reciprocal dependency relationship with one another that play an important role. 

The value of business relationships is a perceived phenomenon. The concerned people have differing perceptions about the same value. The different individual perceptions can however have common elements. These common elements give the collective perception of the value of business relationships. The collective perception can be represented and analysed with the help of the collective causal mapping.

After the examination of the value structure of the value of business relationships, let us move forward to the third field of our qualitative research, which targeted the specification of our theoretic model and its indicators with the help of specialists (chapter 5.2.).

3.6 Specification of the model, international expert questioning 

The theoretical model of the value of business relationships, the description of which is to be found in chapter 5.2. and figured in tables 8, 9 and 10 interprets value at three levels of the relationship, at the levels of exchange episodes, relationship and network  and described it through two dimensions at each level, an economic  one, in the model, this is Utility and a non-economic one, in the model, this is Compass. The individual dimensions contain different components and indicators. The indicators figured in the theoretical model epitomise the results of a wide-ranging literature study touching several fields of science. Taking into account the perceived nature of the value of business relationship, the model treats the buyer’s and the supplier’s perceptions separately, that is to say that it supposes that the Utility and Compass dimensions can be characterised with different indicators and value constituents on the supplier and on the buyer side. 

The theoretical model includes a different number of indicators according to levels and approaches (perceptions) as well. At the level of exchange episodes, the model conceptualises Utility with 12 indicators and the Compass nature with 6 value components. At this same level, 3 Utility and 3 Compass constituents are figured from the point of view of the supplier. At the relationship level, we can find 4 Utility indicators and 7 constituents of Compass nature on the buyer side. From the point of view of the supplier, Utility is shown by 8 value components, while Compass dimension shows 6 indicators. The situation is more balanced at the network level, where the model contains 5 utility and 4 compass indicators for both the buyer and the supplier sides.

As a summary, according to the model, the value of business relationships can be described through 21 indicators of utility nature and 17 of compass nature from the point of view of the buyer. Taking it from the supplier’s side, Utility is figured in the model with 17 elements, while Compass has 13 elements. In other words, the model shows that the value of business relationships has 38 value constituents from the point of view of the buyer and 30 value components if we consider the supplier’s perception.

An essential characteristic of theoretical models is that they should be operationalisable (Babbie 1996). From the point of view of the theoretical model of the value of business relationships, commissioning means the appropriate measurement tools and scales must be found or created and then tested for a total of 68 indicators. However, it seems expedient to review the indicators of the theoretical model before the commissioning. Do the indicators really describe the dimension we intend to apply them for? Is there no overlap among the different indicators? Is the model consistent? 

For the sake of a deeper and a more circumspect analysis of the above questions, we have asked international specialists working in different fields of research on business relationships to give their opinion on the indicators figured in the model. In the followings, we will present the process of questioning of international experts and the received answers. 

3.6.1 The participants and the process of questioning 

We have chosen the participants of the international expert questioning among researchers and lecturers who deal with the questions of business relationships or sales channels policy within inter-organisational marketing and who regularly publish in this topic. Among the chosen ones, there were some who primarily apply quantitative methods and others who conduct rather qualitative research. Besides Europeans, there were North Americans, Australians and even a researcher from New Zealand. They are all university lecturers whom I have met personally at various international conferences. 

The questioning took place in January 2002, although the last answer arrived in May. As a first step, we asked the chosen ones via e-mail whether they would like and especially have time to take part in the study. We sent the English version of the theoretical model to those who answered yes, as well as the definitions of the indicators, asking them to express an opinion on and comment them and to say whether they were clear enough, if there were eventual overlaps among them, or whether there was any element of the value of business relationships missing that they would consider important. We also asked their opinion on the question whether the model in its totality apprehends the value of business relationships. The English definitions of the model and the indicators that we sent to the experts are figured in annexes 2 and 3.

At the beginning of the research, we asked 32 specialists out of whom 22 said they would be voluntary to evaluate the model and we finally received 11 substantive answers (The list of universities of the answering researchers is figured in annex 4). Hereinafter, let us review and analyse the experts’ suggestions, remarks and proposals.

3.6.2 The experts’ remarks 

In the first part of the chapter, we will present the essentials of the eleven answers while in the second part in turn; we will summarise the specialists’ opinions, remarks and suggestions. 

According to the researcher from Central-England, the approach is interesting and useful; he also differentiates outer and inner, as well as economic and non-economic elements in regard of the development of new products. The outer ones are obviously linked to the company, while economic elements naturally change in time and all of them are valuable in the sense that they contribute to the good will. He considered very useful the differentiation of the three levels of value. He suggested finding a more expressive appellation for non-economic elements instead of compass. In case it is possible, it would be expedient to separate those elements that are common for the buyer and for the supplier and those that are only interpreted by one of them. Thus the model would become more concentrated. 

As per the Canadian researcher’s opinion, the indicators are clear, there is not even a need for definition to interpret them, there is no overlap among them, and they can be complemented however. The following table shows the complementation he suggested. 

	Level
	BUYER
	SUPPLIER

	
	Utility
	Compass
	Utility
	Compass

	Exchange episode
	+  the whole life-cycle cost of the product 
	
	+ the product’s profitability 

+ the buyer’s solvability 
	+  the buyer’s situation in his own industry 

	Relation-ship 
	+  the certainty of the delivery,

+ the credit possibilities 
	+  the possibility of exclusivity in the purchase of the product 

+  the possibility of tailor-made supplier offer 

+  the possibility of integration of the two production processes 
	+ the certainty of payment 

+ the possibility of sale in great quantities 
	+ the possibility of integration of the two production processes

+ the possibility of usage of the buyer’s name for communication purposes 

+ the relationship has a reference value from the point of view of possible clients 


	Network
	+  the current and future economic advantages of belonging to the network 
	+ is this the best network for me?

+  is there a network synergy? 

+ do all members of the network have value-added?
	+ the current and future economic advantages of belonging to the network
	+ is this the best network for me?

+  is there a network synergy? 

+ do all members of the network have value-added?


Table 15: The Canadian researcher’s suggestion for new indicators 

As per the researcher from New Zealand, the force of the approach lies in the wideness of the model. His remarks concerning the individual indicators were born primarily taking into account the future commissioning and are figured in table 16.

	Level
	BUYER
	SUPPLIER

	
	Utility
	Compass
	Utility
	Compass

	Exchange episode 
	
	* the supplier’s reputation 

To be understood among other buyers; supposing that this will be a question in a questionnaire it is not clear how a questioned buyer could answer this. 
	
	* the buyer’s reputation 

Who will answer this and what will he say, how could a supplier evaluate a buyer’s good reputation among other suppliers?


	Relationship 
	* value analysis conducted in the relationship 

It does not seem relevant, we should rather ask the supplier and put it to that side.

* quality development achieved in the relationship 

We should define what it is about to be able to ask it.
	* the relationship’s apathy 

How can we ask this?
	* quality development achieved in the relationship

We should define what it is about to be able to ask it.
	* the relationship’s apathy 

How can we ask this?

	Network 
	* acquisition of competition advantages through the relationship 

It is not clear what it means, acquisition of competition advantages by buying a product from a supplier, who could answer this and what could he say.
	* the social pressure 

It’s meaning is not clear.
	* acquisition of competition advantages through the relationship 

It is not clear what it means, acquisition of competition advantages by buying a product from a supplier, who could answer this and what could he say.
	* the effect of social relationships 

It is not clear why this relates to the supplier, because the supplier probably controls his own behaviour within the relationship.

* the social pressure 

It’s meaning is not clear.


Table 16: The remarks of the researcher from New Zealand about some original indicators 

The researcher from New Zealand closes his opinion with two general remarks. The first is whether the transferability of the resources used at the network level and the complementary nature of the activities realised in the relationship have effects at the same time at the exchange episode and the relationship level. The other remark is that some further indicators concerning the evolution of the future could be included in the model, but the model is already too “corpulent” if we think of whether we would ask even one question during the commissioning or if we consider the indicators questions. 

According to the French researcher the biggest question during the commissioning is that the indicators cannot be measured with similar scales. Taking into account the fact that networks includes relationship, while relationship in turn includes the episodes, there may be overlaps among the different levels, and he considers this as one of the limits of the model. At the level of exchange episode, the indicators related to the decrease of risk or rather uncertainty are missing, although decreasing risk is one of the drivers of organisational purchasing behaviour. We introduce the new indicators suggested by the French researcher in table 17. 

	Level
	BUYER
	SUPPLIER

	
	Utility
	Compass
	Utility
	Compass

	Exchange episode
	+ the delivery deadline 

+ the product performance 

+ the repair costs 

+ the life cycle costs 
	+ the social advantages of the product’s usage 

+ the short term decrease of risks 
	
	+ the buyer’s references 

+ the short term uncertainty decrease 

	Relationship
	
	+ the supplier’s competences (professionalism)

+ the supplier’s fairness 

+ the decrease of long term risks 

+ strategic accommodation at geographical and technical levels 
	
	+ the buyer’s competences (professionalism)

+ the decrease of long term uncertainty 

+ strategic accommodation at geographical and technical levels

	Network
	
	+ the non-market strategy 
	
	+ the non-market strategy


Table 17: The new indicators suggested by the French researcher 

We must remark that non-market strategy is a part of the organisation's integrated strategy. The integrated strategy ensures the relationships between the organisation and its environment, and enables thereby the organisation to reach its objectives. Market strategy related to the economic actors, to buyers and competitors, while non-market strategy concerns the non-economic actors of the network. The appropriate performance of the organisation can only be ensured by the common, integrated application of both strategies (Baron 1995).

According to the American researchers, the model is suitably comprehensive and widespread. The statements of the indicators are clear. It is however not possible to say more about the quality of the model without data. Concerning the commissioning and application of the model, they have remarked that business relationships are always unique, it is thus possible that in the case of some individual relationships part of the indicators or of the scales will not be applicable. They have by all means suggested the analysis of the substantive validity during the testing of the model (Anderson and Gerbing 1991), which would greatly help the publication of the results of the research in leading American newspapers. The question is whether the value of business relationships is the sum or the product of the model’s indicators. It would be useful to also consider the requirements of the partners towards one another, or more specifically the differences that appear in the latter. An exciting research question would be the analysis of the relationship between the value of business relationships and switching costs, or rather between the value of business relationships and the lock in and lock out efforts. The model may be complemented with some indicators generally used in the United States. These are figured in table 18. 

	Level
	BUYER 
	SUPPLIER 

	
	Utility
	Compass
	Utility
	Compass

	Exchange episode
	
	
	+ market share 

+ market penetration 
	

	Relationship
	
	
	+ share in the buyer’s purchases 

+ the buyer’s life cycle value 

+ the customer’s equity 
	

	Network
	
	
	+ network potency
	


Table 18: The new indicators suggested by the American researchers 

Two short remarks regarding the table. Customer equity means the total estimated financial contribution of the given customer relationship during the period lasting until its expected end from the point of view of the supplier (Anderson and Narus 1999). For the sake of measurement of customer equity, it is necessary to estimate the given customer’s yearly average equity based on customer data collected from the company’s Activity Based Management system (ABM) (Kaplan and Cooper 2001). Then, we must estimate how many years the relationship will presumably last. Discounting the hence received value by the companies planned return ratio; we can calculate the net present value of the customer’s contribution. With this net present value, we can estimate the customer’s equity (Anderson and Narus 1999).

Network potency expresses to what extent the network in which the company can be found “requires” innovations, creativity or investment willingness from its members. There are networks that have long-term effects on their members, that is to say that there potency is high and there are others where the long-term effects are little. 

As for the Austrian researcher the basic question is to know what the episode level indicators measure. It is not unambiguous for him that these really measure business relationships. According to his conviction, we can consider as value of the business relationship only what comes from it, even if it appears at the exchange episode level. For example, are the product’s performance and the product’s conformity on the buyer’s side among the economic indicators really in connection with the business relationship? He thinks that these are elements that describe the value of the offer, but not that of the business relationship. Moreover, the other indicators also describe the value of the supplier’s offer (its being valuable) from the point of view of the customer, since the more competitive the offered price is, the easier the purchasing of spare parts is, the higher the value of the offer is and the higher the costs of usage of the product or the maintenance costs are, the lower the value of the offer is. According to his supposition, numerous indicators can be in close correlation with each other at the level of exchange episodes. Therefore, the economic indicators in some clusters seem reliable. On the supplier side of the exchange episodes, the Austrian researcher also feels that the indicators measure the customer’s value rather than that of the business relationship. At the relationship level, all indicators measure the value of the relationship, but it is expedient to compare the two sides, why does the relationship’s certainty only appear at the buyer’s side? At the network level, he considers that not all indicators target this level very well, this is the case for example of the change of relationship devotion, while the meaning of social pressure is not clear. Summarising, the episode level indicators represent a basic problem for the Austrian researcher. 

The Australian researcher’s opinion, also reflecting the points of view of commissioning, sees as problematic the fact that the number of indicators is unbalanced at the episode and relationship levels, and this can lead to problems during the measurement. He sees a problem at the network indicators, since he considers that, due to the “abstract nature” of network, the measurement of these indicators will be difficult, which can lead to additional measurement mistakes. We have summarised his remarks concerning the individual indicators in table 19.

	Level
	BUYER
	SUPPLIER

	
	Utility
	Compass
	Utility
	Compass

	Exchange episode 
	
	* the social advantages of the product’s usage 

This has also network effects, has to be renamed: the social acceptance of the product’s usage.
	
	* the buyer’s capability to respond 

This is essentially two different things, one is the speed of the answer, the other one is the clarity of the answer. It causes a measurement mistake if managed together.

	Relationship
	* the quality development achieved in the relationship 

Has to be specified – product quality development.

+ all commercial costs related to the supplier 
	* the relationship’s certainty 

This is to be reflected on the supplier side also.
	* all acquisition costs related to the customer 

This is to be reflected on the buyer side also. 
	​* the relationship’s certainty 

	Network
	
	
	
	


Table 19: The Australian researcher’s remarks concerning some indicators 

The English researcher’s general remarks are primarily related to the costs. According to his point of view, it is not easy to differentiate the costs according to levels, since probably all episode level costs and profit affect the relationship level costs and profit. In the meantime, there are costs, such as the costs of maintenance of the relationship that “prevail” only at this level. He considers that the problem can be solved if we state that the sum of the costs and profit appearing at the exchange episode level constitutes an element of the costs and profit appearing at the relationship level. Furthermore, the relationship level costs and profit include all costs and profit that cannot be directly linked to individual exchange episodes. According to the economics of transactional costs of Williamson, the basic profit of the relationship is given by the ability to avoid the opportunistic behaviour of the partner. This can be seen in the model as well, but the English researcher thinks this is not clear enough. He has made separate remarks to some indicators, these are figured in table 20. 

	Level
	BUYER
	SUPPLIER

	
	Utility
	Compass
	Utility
	Compass

	Exchange episode 
	* the maintenance costs 

* the repair costs 

There is an overlap between the two expenditures.
	
	
	

	Relationship
	
	* the relationship’s certainty 

Some researchers consider this as a dimension of confidence.
	* the relationship’s volume function 

This needs further specification, a problem may arise from the fact that this is surely a metric variable.
	

	Network
	
	
	
	


Table 20: The English researcher’s remarks concerning some indicators

The Danish researcher’s remarks are fundamentally related to network. According to his opinion, the changes of network as outer effects can change for example the competition advantages from the point of view of the partners being in business relationship and can thereby affect the relationship level itself, through which they can affect the episode level as well. Moreover, the network itself is dynamic and this fact makes the measurement of business relationships even more sophisticated. A further question is given by the reinforcing of basic skills, which is a network level, economic nature indicator in the model. It is clear that the economic benefit of basic skills can only be interpreted on the long term, says the Danish researcher, but is it not possible that these skills appear at the level of an episode as well, such as a “special exigency” of the buyer of the supplier, which would however be of non-economic nature at this level. Finally, he states that the model regards network as the only possible form of relationships between organisations, although Hakansson and Johansson (1993) emphasise that network is just one possible form of organisation, while market represents the other one. 

The Scottish researcher has found the model very interesting. Concerning the indicators, he has stated that he thinks two indicators, the supplier’s conformity and the supplier’s capability of response that are figured in the model at the level of exchange episodes as being of non-economic nature rather belong to the Utility dimension, since they constitute part of the product’s performance, which in turn is an economic dimension. He suggested it would be worth measuring the confidence indicator after decomposition into its components.

After the detailed presentation of the international specialists’ opinions, remarks and suggestions, we will hereinafter summarise the above. 

3.6.3 Summary of the specialists’ opinions 

We can divide the comments, opinions and suggestions regarding the model in three groups. One part of the reactions concerned questions of theoretical importance regarding the model. In the second group, we can put the comments that deal with the question of commissioning of the model. The third group of comments in turn concerned the indicators. 

The idea of the first group holds for the strength of the model its extensive nature (American, Scottish, Canadian and New Zealand researchers), and the three-level approach (Central-England researcher). But in the reflection of the opinions the extensive nature goes with several problems the majority of which concerns the upper (network) and the lower (exchange episode) levels. The dynamic nature of the network (Danish researcher) not only makes the measurement of the value difficult, but also the external changes infiltrate through the network effect into the relationship and exchange episode levels (Danish and New-Zealand researchers). At the level of the exchange episode, the question raised was whether one should measure the offer or the buyer; the model enables this as per the opinion of the Austrian researcher, or should one only measure the effects that can be considered at this level as the essence of the relationship. The English researcher has also raised the question of the transition and relationship between the levels by analysing the costs and the gain. For the French researcher the main barriers to the model are the difficulties to separate these three levels.

As far as the problematic of transitions between the levels are concerned, the English researcher proposed to proceed from the fact that the upper level, as one of it on components, includes the totality of the costs and gains of the lower level.

Besides the severability of the levels we also have to emphasise two other important theoretical postings. The French researcher underlined that the risk-limiting behaviour of the buyer and the uncertainty-limiting behaviour of the supplier are missing from the exchange episode and relationship levels, yet they are essentially important in the inter-organisational relationships. The same idea is followed in the remark of the English researcher about the avoiding of the partner’s opportunism. And the Danish researcher mentioned the relationship of the market and the network. The American researchers raised two very exciting questions for future researches, one about the switching costs and another one about the exploration of the relationships between the intention to the closure into the relationship and the value of a business relationship.

The thesaurus of propositions related to the commissioning of the model is also very rich. It came up about the entirety of the model that it includes already too many indicators, and if we assign one or more measurement scales to it then its application will become very difficult (New-Zealand researcher). From the point of view of the measurement the existence of different scale-types (French and English researchers) can be a problem, as well as the fact that the number of indicators at the exchange episode and relationship levels is unbalanced (Australian researcher). In order to solve this it would be practical to mirror the questions (Austrian, Australian and to some extent Central-England researchers). The model does not reveal us whether the value of a business relationship is given by the sum of the values of the indicators or by their product (American researcher). The operationalisation can eventually signify some problems on the specific levels also. As far as the exchange episode is concerned, there is the danger of correlation between some of the indicators (Austrian researcher), and also because of the speciality of an industry the applicability of the indicators in other industries may be problematic (American researcher). The Austrian researcher thinks that the solution of the correlation problem is the merger of the indicators. The question of measurability of indicators at the network level has also risen (New Zealand and Australian researchers). The posing of the American researchers emphasising the analysis of the substantive validity was essentially also related to the commissioning.

In relation to the indicators the majority of them had some kind of a remark or proposition. In the original theoretical model figured 68 indicators, the suggested number of new indicators is the two thirds of this; i.e. the foreign specialists completed the model with 45 further indicators. The most suggestions concerned the relationship level; the least concerned the network level. If we were to take into consideration all former and new indicators then the model to be operationalised would contain 113 elements, half of the components would relate to the relationship level, little more than one third would relate to the level of exchange episode and about one fourth would relate to the network level. With the original theoretical model the proportion is close to one third for each level; this means that compared to the original model, with the specifications, there were more indicators at the relationship level, and less at the network level.

About one third of the indicators were commented or criticised. The specialists emphasised mostly the expected difficulties to the commissioning, and more rarely also mentioned the inexactness of the definition of the indicators. The nature of the indicators was criticised only in two cases; one specialist considered the components on the Compass page as of more economic nature (Utility).

In the table below (table 21) we summarised the new indicators that can be related to the theoretical postings of the specialists.

	Level
	BUYER
	SUPPLIER

	
	Utility
	Compass
	Utility
	Compass

	Exchange episode
	+ the cost of the total life cycle of the product

+ the performance of the product
	+ the social advantages of the product usage

+ the short run risk decrease 
	+ the profitability of the product

+ the solvability of the buyer

+ the market share
	+ the position of the buyer in his own industry

+ the short run insecurity diminution

	Relationship


	+ the certitude of the shipment

+ all the commercial costs related to the supplier
	+ the possibility of integration of the production processes

+ the competence of the supplier

+ the honesty of the supplier

+ the long run risk diminution

+ the strategic accommodation at the geographical and technical level
	+ the certitude of the payment

+ the participation in the acquisitions of the buyer

+ the increments of the buyer
	+ the possibility of integration of the production processes

+ the competence of the buyer

+ the long run insecurity diminution

+ the strategic accommodation at the geographical and technical level

	Network
	+ the network potential
	+ the network synergy

+ the non-market strategy

+ the reference value of the relationship in the potential supplier’s point of view
	+ the network potential
	+ the network synergy

+ the non-market strategy

+ the reference value of the relationship in the potential buyer’s point of view


Table 21: The most important new indicators reflecting the specialist’s theoretical posings.

Above we reviewed the process of the specialist interviews, and presented in detail the specialists’ opinions and remarks. In the mirror of the specialists’ answers we can create several important statements about the value of a business relationship.

The value of a business relationship is a fairly difficult, complex notion. This value is composed of numerous different elements. One part of the elements is clearly of economic nature, and the other part is of non-economic or social nature. At the different levels of the relationship different value elements play the determinative role. In the same time the separation of the relational levels is not always unambiguous, principally because of the mutual embedded ness of some value components. The critics expressed among the remarks do not concern the levels of the business relationships but, because of the relationship between the levels, they emphasised is some cases the difficulty of their dissociation. The mutual embedded ness of the elements and the levels seem to be represented in the application of the principle of  “higher level includes the lower one”. This system approach denotes the dialectical unity of the part and the whole, which can, due to the embedded nature of the value of a business relationship, actually help to better apprehend this value.

The value of a business relationship exists in time and changes with time, because of the composition of the value and also because of the presence of social value elements, but especially because of his dynamic role in the network that originates from its nature. The value of a business relationship has different meanings for the buyer and for the supplier, this results that it has a different description for the two parties. Naturally there are also common value elements, but most of the time the interpretation of these by the two partners is divergent.

After the analysis of the answers given during the specialist’s interviews, in the next chapter we will contrast the results of our various researches aiming to discover the value of a business relationship.

4. Results of research 

In the chapter presenting the results of research, we intend to discuss the following questions. The first one fundamentally relates to the relationship between theory and practice. We have created the model of the value of business relationships as the result of the theoretical research. We have formulated our suppositions regarding the value of business relationships (A1-A7). In this context, “practice” is represented by the results of the three studies conducted with different methods. During the interpretation of “practice”, we obviously have to consider at a great extent the limits stemming from the nature of the individual methods and research processes. We intend to compare our research results with the primarily formulated hypotheses in awareness of this. Thus, our first question will be to know what we can say about the value of business relationships, or rather in which relationship these results are with our suppositions (A1-A7)? 

The second question relates to the model of business relationships. How this model can be formulated. 

Let us start with the comparison of the practical results and the suppositions. 

4.1 Verification of the suppositions, triangulation of the qualitative research results

We will start the comparison of practice and theory with the triangulation of the received results. The essentials of triangulation are given by the verification of a statement with various methods (Babbie 1996). We can consider as the essentials of the common results of our studies regarding the value of business relationships. We have primarily leant on these common results during the triangulation. We have started from the fact that if the common results contain declarations that confirm some of the research hypotheses, we can consider these hypotheses as approved.  In case the common results did not confirm directly a supposition, we have examined whether at least two studies had partial results that would at least partially confirm the given supposition. In case we found such, we have considered the supposition as partially accepted, in any contrary case, we have refuted it. 

The primary condition of triangulation is that the used results come from different studies. We have compared the methods of the three conducted studies with the purpose of analysing this. Table 22 shows the comparison of the three methods used during the analysis of the value of business relationships. 

	Characteristic
	Method 

	
	Deep interview
	Causality map 
	Expert interview 

	Method of questioning 
	Individual 
	Group 
	Individual

	The object of questioning 
	The value of business relationships in general 
	A concrete business relationship 
	The value of business relationships in general, client and supplier 

	Group of interviewees 
	Hungarian managers
	French managers concerned in the given business relationship 
	International university lecturers 

	Sample 

(not representative)
	Theoretical 
	The whole group of concerned persons
	By choice 

	Point of view of the interviewees 
	Primarily supplier (seller)
	Purchasing (buyer)
	Academic (buyer and supplier together)

	Data processing 
	Narrative, synthetising
	Mathematical, synthetising
	Narrative, synthetising


Table 22: The comparison of the methods used for the analysis of the value of business relationships 

We can see the diversity of the three applied methods. The two ground studies (Babbie 1996) are the contraries of one another in almost everything. We have asked in general the Hungarian managers about the value of business relationships and they have given us their opinion and experience primarily from the point of view of the supplier. On the contrary, we have spoken about the value of a concrete business relationship with French executives, unambiguously from the point of view of the client. The participants of the expert questioning have in turn considered the points of view of both actors and they have used their academic knowledge to judge the value of a theoretical construction, the value of business relationships. In case the results of the study conducted with these three very different methods were similar in certain questions, we would rightfully consider these as proven from several sides. 

In the first step, let us summarise the results of the three studies. In other words, let us see the empirical picture we can draw on the value of business relationships. 

4.1.1 The value of business relationships in virtue of the common components of the results of the studies 

Let us summarise the most important statements of the three empirical studies without detailing them, since we have analysed the individual results in depth in the previous chapter. Let us see the picture about the value of business relationships that is standing out based on the opinions and experience of Hungarian managers, French executives, and or rather international researchers. 

Our most important statement of the value of business relationships may be that it is an existing concept. The value of business relationships is a complicated, complex concept. The value constituents give the content of the value of business relationships. Value constituents are either of economic, “business” nature or of non-economic, “human” nature. It may happen though that a constituent has both characteristics. There are constituents that are independent, but there are some that mutually influence each other. Different value components play determining roles at different levels of business relationships, at the levels of exchange episodes, relationship and network. The differentiation of the relationship levels is not unambiguous in every case, primarily because of the mutual embedded ness of certain value constituents. The structure of the value of business relationships is determined by the combination of the constituents and their relationship to one another. 

The value of business relationships exists and changes in time. The change can happen due to causes stemming of outer reasons coming from the network or because of inner reasons coming from the relationship. In this latter case, it can affect the network as well. 

The concerned people perceive the value of business relationships. The perception is individual, but in the case of the totality of the concerned people or a group of them, we can talk about the collective perception of the business relationship. The collective perception of the value of business relationships is based on the individual perceptions, but it is also different from them. 

The knowledge of the value of business relationships is essential from the point of view of organisational decision-making. The decisions, during which value plays a role can be related to the business relationship itself, they can appear at the level of strategic management or they can concern the basic resources of the organisation. 

The value of business relationships is measurable. Measurement has no developed practice. The decomposition of the value of business relationships into components enables not only the estimation of the value of relationship, but also the more efficient management of the components. 

Based on the photograph of the value of business relationships, let us compare theory, that is our previously formulated suppositions and practice that is our research results. 

4.1.2 Comparison of the suppositions and the results of the research 

Comparing our suppositions with the above-mentioned research results, we can encounter confirming similarities in numerous cases. The common results of research have shown the characteristics of the value of business relationships. Comparing these with our suppositions, we can state which are those that are confirmed by the results of the empirical studies. In virtue of this, we can consider the following suppositions as accepted: 

We consider accepted supposition A4 formulating the dimensions of the value of business relationships and the complementary suppositions related to it, that is: 

A4: The value of business relationships is made up of economic and non-economic components changing in time.

The complementary suppositions (Ac) connected to this suppositions are the followings:

A4c1: The economic components express utility.

A4c2: The non-economic components play a behaviour-influencing role.

A4c3: The economic and non-economic components are present in all prevalent fields. 

We also consider accepted our supposition (A1) according to which:

A1: The three prevalent fields of the value of business relationships are the levels of exchange episodes, relationship and network. 

We also consider accepted the two suppositions (A2 and A3) that state that the value of business relationships at the different levels of the relationship. The exchange episode and the levels of relationship and network represent the fields of prevalent of business relationships. According to our supposition A2:

A2: The value of business relationships differs at the different fields of prevalent. 

A3 in turn supposes the embedded ness of the values into each other:

A3: The values of the individual fields of prevalent are embedded into each other, that is to say that they are not independent from one another, they mutually influence each other. 

We consider as approved our supposition A7 concerning the differing content and differing structure of value constituents of business relationships, as per which: 

A7: The value of business relationships has different meanings for the buyer and for the supplier. 

Furthermore, we consider approved supposition A6 dealing with the role of the value of business relationships that states:

A6: The value of business relationships plays a role during the decision-making related to the relationship.

However, we have to remark here that the empirical results have emphasised that the value of business relationships may presumably play a role in a wider range of decisions (strategic management, basic resources) as well.

We can also consider accepted our supposition; this is A5 that related to the perceptional nature of the value of business relationships.

A5: The value of business relationships has a perceptional, interpretative nature.

We have connected several complementary suppositions to this one based on the theoretical studies, that is:

A5c1: The greater the value of the relationship for one of the parties is, the greater the adaptation willingness of this party is. 

A5c2: The greater the value of the relationship for one of the parties is, the greater this party’s devotion concerning the relationship is.

A5c3: The greater the value of the relationship for both parties is, the greater the co-operation willingness of the parties is. 

A5c4: The greater the value of the relationship for both parties is, the easier the solution of the conflicts between the parties is. 

The common results of the research do not make it possible to directly confirm these complementary suppositions. However, we can find elements among the results of the two ground studies that confirm the logic of these suppositions. 

During the group interviews, the investment of the supplier that meant the allocation of resources for the purpose of development of the relationship appeared as an important value constituent. According to the collective causality map, the greater this investment is, the more it contributes to the performance, which in turn is one of the important value constituents of the value of the business relationship, being an intermediary between confidence representing the basics of the relationship and security representing its goal. Among Hungarian executives, the manager of a consulting company emphasised that the more valuable a relationship for him is, the easier he makes the specific investments needed in the relationship, in the field of technology, know-how, time and capital. 

Several subjects of the deep-interviews underlined the importance of personal relationships in the sense that the better, the closer these relationships are, and the easier arising problems can be solved. 

A sign of coherence between co-operation willingness and the value of the business relationship is that Hungarian managers considered mutual conformity to each other as an important value constituent; as the manager of the law firm said, the fact that the partners find one another like “the bag finds its spot”, while international experts have suggested as a new value constituent or indicator the consideration of whether the given relationship enables the integration of the technological processes of the two parties. The logic of the suggestion is obvious, as the more the integration is possible, the more valuable the relationship is. Based on the examples, we consider the four complementary suppositions as partially approved. Remarking that it will be worth coming back to there testing in the future, during the quantitative study phase. 

The comparison of the suppositions and the results of the research have given that we have considered our basic suppositions regarding the value of business relationships as accepted. With the help of the hence “reinforced” theory and the experience of practice, taking into account the theoretical and commissioning remarks, let us formulate the model of the value of business relationships. 

4.2 The empirical model of the value of business relationships 

We have tried to determine the value of business relationships by considering the value apprehension of several science disciplines during our study. The theoretical model included the results of these efforts. The experts’ critics did not fundamentally question the correctness of our theoretical approach, however, from certain points of view it has attracted our attention to the necessity of specifications by evoking the difficulty of measurement due to the interconnection and interlining of value components by emphasising the difficulties of separation of the relationship levels or the increasing emphasis of the role of the network. Concerning the putting into operation, the experts have above all mentioned problems of applicability coming from the size of the theoretical model or rather the unbalanced state of the number of indicators. 

The results of the two field studies – even taking into account the limits of field studies – confirm our hypotheses formulated on the basics of the theory, despite the fact that the participants of the study have used much less components to describe the concept of value of business relationships than the theoretical model. There was a full agreement concerning the idea that the value of business relationships is some kind of mixture between economic and non-economic items, although they turned out to be much more flexible with the two characteristics during the definition of the individual value components. The participants of the study have not always made a strict distinction between economic and non-economic items.

The practical experts have considered useful and important the research aiming to get to know and to measure the value of business relationships. They have first of all considered it interesting because according to them, neither the concept itself, nor its ways of measurement are clarified for managers working in practice. Concerning the possibility of measurement, they have underlined the expediency of breaking down the value of business relationships into components. This would have several advantages. On the one hand, it would make possible the measurement of individual components on different scales, and then, taking into account the interaction between the individual components, the definition of the value of business relationships through the multiplication of the results measured on the different scales. On the other hand, it would enable managers to manage, develop or restrict the individual value components.

In the followings, compounding the multidisciplinary nature of theoretical approach with the experience of empirical research, we will define the value of business relationships and the model that described it. For the sake of emphasising the symbolic nature of value and its social embedded ness, not to forget the clearer formulation, we will use the concept of value types (Csepeli 1997) instead of dimensions, while we will call value component value constituents. 

During the construction of the model, we have followed the logic of breakdown into value items. While defining the number of value items to be figured in the model, we have taken into account the aspects of treatability. The scales measuring the value items figured in the model will be defined during the operation. The value of business relationships will be given by the multiplication of the values measured on the scales. According to the above mentioned, the value of business relationships is as follows. 

The value of business relationships is an existing concept that expresses utility and motivation recognised in or related to a business relationship. Utility and motivation are value types, which determine the value of business relationships. The utility values are the expression of economically considered income and expense in the value of business relationships. Meanwhile, the motivation values are expressed in the value of business relationships as points of reference and impulsive force of social interactions related to the business relationship. 

The utility values are the economic components of the value of business relationships, while the motivation values are the social components of that same value of business relationships. The two value types are in close, dialectic interaction with each other. Besides the close interaction, economic values are of determining nature. Both value types of business relationships exist and change in time. Value prevails at all levels of business relationships. Economic and motivation value types appear during the exchange episode, at the relationship level as well as at the network level. 

Each value type is made up of different value constituents. The dynamic combination of value constituents gives the structure of each value type. The combinations of value types give the structure of value. Value constituents make the value types, while value types determine the structure of the value of business relationships. 

The value of business relationships is perceived by the actors of the relationship and by those who are concerned in the business situation. Value thus has individual and group perceptions that can be similar or different and this can play roles at different types of organisational decisions. 

Following the definition of the value of business relationships, we should pay more attention to the value constituents. Based on the theoretical research and on the experts’ opinions, we have differentiated more than 110 value constituents have. (We have discussed the question in more detail in paragraph 8.3.3.) During the field research, French managers have used ten value constituents to describe the value of business relationships, while Hungarian managers have mentioned 17 value constituents. We have determined the model of the value of business relationships by synthesising the results of the research done so far. Therefore, we have used the indicators of the theoretical model (tables 8., 9. and 10.), the list of new indicators suggested by international experts (table 21.), the value components mentioned by Hungarian managers (table 12.) and the French managers’ value categories (table 14.). The empirical model obtained thereby is figured in the following table 23. 

	The prevailment field of value 
	The BUYER’s point of view 
	The SUPPLIER’s point of view 

	
	Value types 
	Value types

	
	Utility values 
	Motivation values
	Utility values
	Motivation values

	Level of exchange episode
	* recognition of the product 

* importance of the product to the supplier 

* suitability of the financial conditions 
	* personal relationships

* satisfaction with the product 

* security of supply of the product 
	* possibility of manufacturing of the product 

* importance of the product to the buyer 

* suitability of the financial conditions
	* personal relationships

* the buyer’s satisfaction with the product

* security of sales of the product


	Relationship level 
	* profitability of the relationship 

* decreasing the transactional costs 

* supply potential of the relationship 
	* strategic match of the partners 

* smoothness of the relationship (routines)

* security of the relationship 

* competence of the supplier 
	* profitability of the relationship

* decreasing the transactional expenses

* income potential of the relationship
	* strategic match of the partners

* smoothness of the relationship (routines)

* security of the relationship

* competence of the buyer 

	Network level 
	* own portfolio management 

* network potential 

* related effect 
	* emanation of the relationship 

* the supplier’s position in his own industry 

* non-market strategy of the supplier
	* own portfolio management

* network potential

* related effect
	* emanation of the relationship

* the buyer’s position in his own industry

* non-market strategy of the buyer


Table 23: The empirical model of the value of business relationships 

The model of the value of business relationships includes a total of 38 value constituents out of which 18 are utility values, 20 are motivation values. 19 different value constituents can be differentiated from each point of view. Let us analyse in more detail the value constituents related to the different value types. That means that we will perform a preliminary operation of the empirical model. 

The three prevalent fields of utility value are the exchange episodes, the relationship and the network levels. At the level of the exchange episode, we can see three value constituents each time. These are the followings from the point of view of the buyer: 

* the recognition of the product 

from the point of view of the buyer, it means the importance, the technical compliance and level of introduction of the products bought during the business relationship. The higher the recognition of the products bought during the relationship is, the higher the value of the business relationship is for the buyer. 

* the importance of the product for the supplier 

analysing from the point of view of the buyer, the question is to know the economic importance of the product to the supplier. The higher the importance of the product to the supplier is, the higher the buyer’s power over the supplier is and the more valuable the relationship for the buyer is. 

* the suitability of the financial conditions 

from the point of view of the buyer, this means the suitability of the payment and credit conditions offered by the supplier. The more suitable the payment conditions are, the more valuable the business relationship for the buyer is. 

From the point of view of the supplier, these are the followings: 

* the possibility of manufacturing of the product 
from the point of view of the supplier, the security of supply of the materials necessary for the manufacturing of the product. The less expenses are needed to provide these and the higher profit is realised during manufacturing, the more valuable the relationship for the supplier is. 

* the importance of the product for the buyer 

from the point of view of the buyer, the question is to know the economic importance of the product to the buyer. The higher the importance to the buyer is, the more power the supplier has over the buyer and the more valuable the relationship for the supplier is. 

* the suitability of the financial conditions

from the point of view of the supplier, it means the payment habits and payment ability. The more favourable the payment conditions are, the more valuable the relationship for the supplier is. The change in payment ability, first of all it’s worsening can decrease to a considerable degree the value of the relationship. 

We can also see three value constituents each time at the relationship level. These are the followings from the point of view of the buyer: 

* the profitability of the relationship 

from the point of view of the buyer, this is the difference between the expenses due to the relationship and the savings coming from the relationship. The less expenses are needed to achieve the more savings possible, the more valuable the relationship for the buyer is. 

* decreasing the transactional costs 

the possibility to decrease the costs of different transactions. The less transactional costs are needed for a relationship, the more valuable the relationship for the buyer is. 

* the supply potential of the relationship 

the total of the future favourable purchase possibilities coming from the supplier. The higher the purchase potential of the relationship is, the more valuable the relationship to the buyer is. 

From the point of view of the supplier, these are as follows: 

* the profitability of the relationship 

from the point of view of the supplier, this means the difference between the expenses due to the relationship and the income due to the relationship. The less expenses are needed to achieve the more savings possible, the more valuable the relationship for the supplier is. 

* decreasing the transactional costs

the possibility to decrease the costs of different transactions. The less transactional costs are needed for a relationship, the more valuable the relationship for the supplier is.

* the income potential of the relationship 

the total of future possibilities of favourable sales to the buyer. The higher the income potential of the relationship is, the more valuable the relationship to the supplier is. It is basically similar to the effects on the buyer. 

We can find also three value constituents each time at the network level. These have different meanings for the buyer and for the supplier, however, they are similar in their contents, and we therefore examine them from the two points of view at the same time.

* own portfolio management 

for the buyer as well as for the supplier, considering from the point of view of their own business relationship network, the more important a relationship is, the more valuable this relationship is. Importance can depend on quantity criteria, such as turnover or on quality criteria such as concentration or evenness of the portfolio.

* network potential 

network potential expresses the exigency and innovative nature of the network for both sides. The more exigent the network is, the higher the network potential is. Whether we consider high or low potential as valuable fundamentally depends on context, company or industry. 

* the related effect 

the transferability of the materials used in the relationship, the complementary nature of activities and the generalisability of the network patterns are treated here. The more positive these components are, the higher the value of related effect is, since the materials fixed in the relationship can be used more efficiently. 

We shall examine the motivation values in the followings, which also prevail at the three levels of business relationships. At the level of exchange episodes, we can observe three value constituents each time again. These are the followings from the point of view of the buyer:

* personal relationships 

this value item is formed by the personal communication and the frequency of meetings between the people concerned in the relationship, by the tightness and history of the relations and by personal sympathy. The closest these relations are and the more they are based on personal sympathy, the more valuable they are. 

* satisfaction with the product 

this is the satisfaction of the buyer with the products bought in the relationship. The more satisfied the buyer is, the more valuable the relationship is to the buyer. 

* security in product supply 

the security in the supply means the decrease of the short-term risks. The lower the risk is and the higher the security in product supply is, the more valuable the relationship to the buyer is. 

For the supplier, the motivation value constituents are the followings: 

* personal relationships

this value item is formed by the personal communication and the frequency of meetings between the people concerned in the relationship, by the tightness and history of the relations and by personal sympathy. The closest these relations are and the more they are based on personal sympathy, the more valuable they are.

* satisfaction with the product

the buyer’s satisfaction with the product can generate new purchases. Therefore, the higher the buyer’s satisfaction with the products delivered is, the more valuable the relationship for the supplier is. 

* security in product sales 

the security in product sales to the buyer means the decrease in short term market risks for the supplier. The lower the risks are and the higher the security in sales is, the more valuable the relationship to the supplier is. 

We can observe four value constituents each time at the relationship level. Out of the four value constituents, the content of three of them is similar both for the buyer and for the supplier; we will therefore present these together. We will split the presentation at the fourth value constituent. The constituents having the same content are the followings: 

* strategic match of the partners 

this is the mutual compliance to each other between the partners, their complementary nature from a geographic and a technological point of view. The stronger the compliance is, the more valuable the relationship to the partners is. 

* smoothness of the relationship (routines)

the routines developed in the relationship make it more simple, more transparent and more predictable. Routines decrease the probability of conflicts or rather if such conflicts appear routines make it easier to resolve them. The smoother the relationship is, the more valuable it is for both partners. 

* security of the relationship 

the security of the relationship can be described through mutual confidence, persistence, trustworthiness, probability of keeping a promise and honesty of partners. The higher the security of a relationship is, the more valuable it is. 

* competence of the supplier 

it means the supplier’s professionalism and the ability to solve problems for the buyer. The higher the supplier’s competence is, the more valuable the relationship for the buyer is. 

* competence of the buyer 

it means the buyer’s professionalism and the ability to solve problems for the supplier. The higher the buyer’s competence is, the more valuable the relationship for the supplier is. The evaluation of this also depends on the context though. It is possible that the supplier wishes to sell a simple product in a great quantity and with low costs. In this case, the maintenance of a relationship with a “too competent” buyer can seem less valuable. 

At the network level, there are again three value constituents each time. From the point of view of the buyer, these are as follows: 

* emanation of the relationship 

the emanation of the relationship inside his own network, the reference value of the relationship towards other members of the network, network synergy and the emanation of the relationship towards other networks play a role in the evolution of this value item. The relationship emanation can be positive and thus increase the motivation value, but it can also be negative and thus decrease the motivation value. 

* the supplier’s position in his own industry 

this is the affinity of the buyer to the supplier and the evaluation of the supplier’s network position from the point of view of the buyer. The more attractive the supplier is, the more valuable he is. 

* the non-market strategy of the supplier 

this is the supplier’s relationship network and his actions towards non-economic members of the network. The supplier’s non-commercial strategy is positive for the buyer in case it influences intentionally or unintentionally him in a positive way. For example, the supplier can act by the authorities in favour of the legalisation of the product to be bought instead of the buyer. The supplier’s positive non-commercial strategy increases the value of the relationship, while the negative strategy decreases it. 

The motivation value constituents are as follows from the point of view of the supplier: 

* emanation of the relationship

the emanation of the relationship inside his own network, the reference value of the relationship towards other members of the network, network synergy and the emanation of the relationship towards other networks play a role in the evolution of this value item. The relationship emanation can be positive and thus increase the motivation value, but it can also be negative and thus decrease the motivation value.

* the buyer’s position in his own industry 

this is the affinity of the supplier to the buyer and the evaluation of the buyer’s network position from the point of view of the supplier. The more attractive the buyer is, the more valuable he is. 

* the non-commercial strategy of the buyer

this is the buyer’s relationship network and his actions towards non-economic members of the network. The buyer’s non-commercial strategy is positive for the supplier in case it influences intentionally or unintentionally him in a positive way. The buyer’s positive non-commercial strategy increases the value of the relationship, while the negative strategy decreases it.

With the definition of the value of business relationships and the presentation of the model including value constituents that make up value, we have come to the end of the qualitative stage of the research. The next research step would be the operation of the model, that is to say the definition of which steps; processes and procedures should constitute the real measurement and the identification of the variables that we intend to examine (Babbie 1996). In our case, the value constituents of the business relationships are the variables that we shall examine or rather measure in reality. Based on the definition of the value constituents, the objective of the operation will be to define those measurement tools that will enable us to measure these 38 variables. As the participants of the international experts’ study have emphasised, it will be suitable to try to use the same types of scales. Operation needs further very thorough work that exceed however the frame of our current task and undertaking. 

As a conclusion, let us review the completed work and let us summarise our knowledge of the value of business relationships. 

5. Summary 

In our study, we have given a complicated answer to a simple question. The simple question was to know what the value of business relationships is. Let us briefly summarise the most important elements of the answer we have given. 

General and specific marketing

The first chapter concerns some basic questions of marketing. We consider exchange as the basics of marketing. The essentials of marketing in turn are with the realisation of profit, to develop, maintain and ameliorate relationships with other partners where the objectives of the participants meet. This is possible through mutually advantageous exchange and the mutual keeping up of promises made to each other. Following this, we have made a distinction between general and specific marketing.

General marketing includes the principle of mutually advantageous exchange, which represents the essentials of marketing, strategic marketing and tactical marketing, that express the dialectic totality of marketing approach and function. General marketing becomes concrete in the different forms of specific marketing.

In the case of marketing of consumer goods, the peculiarities of consumer behaviours of end consumers, individuals and households influence, or rather modify general marketing. In the case of inter-organisational marketing, in turn the modifying factor is the purchasing behaviour of organisations. The two fields or the two different forms of behaviour do not exist separately, but can affect each other through various markets (e.g. intermediary traders) and social (e.g. belonging to some group or organisation) relationships.

Inter-organisational marketing

Then, concentrating on inter-organisational marketing, we have concluded that its fundamental peculiarity comes from the fact that the buyer is in each case some kind of organisation and not the individual consumer. We can find the general coherence of marketing in inter-organisational too. The fact that the buyers are organisations modifies the general marketing approach fundamentally in three fields, in purchasing behaviour, in market and in the relationship between the buyer and the supplier. The market approach of inter-organisational marketing is essentially based on the network approach. Interactivity characterises the organisations’ buying or more exactly purchasing behaviour. Exchange between the buyer and the supplier in turn takes place in the form of some kind of business relationship. 

Organisations are man-made creations. The basics of their creation are the division of labour among people. The organisation's objective is to provide goods or services to their customers or users and to receive resources as a counter value for these. The organisation transforms its own resources and those it has acquired into values accepted by its customers. The organisation embeds in all cases into its own social – economic – and technical environment. As a system, the organisation is in mutual dependence with its environment both on the input and on the output side. On the input side, the organisation depends on the outer resources necessary for production or the creation of the new combinations of resources as well as on the suppliers of these resources. On the output side in turn, it depends on the customers who need this new combination of resources that is on those for whom the organisation creates values. 

The peculiarities of inter-organisational market fundamentally influence the exchange developed between the organisations. The aim of the exchange between organisations is to enable the participants to acquire the resources necessary for their own value creating processes. On the inter-organisational market, the success of an organisation depends on the activity of numerous other organisations. 

According to our definition, inter-organisational market is a system of economic and non-economic actors in mutual dependence on each other, embedded in its own social environment, where the exchange of activities and resources takes place. 

The mutual dependence greatly influences the structure and the activities of the companies active on the inter-organisational market. It affects their investments, their allocation of resources, as well as the development and the application of their strategies. 

Business relationships 

In the third chapter, we have dealt with the marketing interpretation of business relationships. We have interpreted business relationships as relationships of interactive exchange between two organisations. The theoretical basics of our approach were given by the theory of social exchange. We have concluded that the building stones of business relationships are the various exchange episodes. The appropriate frequency of the exchange episodes can build confidence between the participants on the one hand, while it can simplify the exchange episodes realised in the relationship through the developing routines and thereby can decrease the costs related to them. The business relationship is at the same time the form of organisation of the management of the connections between the two organisations, and this has several levels. The relationship level means the framework and the system of conditions of the individual exchange episodes. As exchange episodes embed into the relationship, the relationship itself also embeds into its own network. The network means those actors who can in some indirect way influence the behaviour towards each other of the participants of the relationship. 

Value has many faces and it is complicated 

In the following chapter, we have treated in detail the different interpretations of value. In the economic sense, value exists; its fundamental content in turn is utility. Utility is expressed in the concept of usage value. The exchange value in turn means that the goods are exchangeable to other goods. The goods must bear utility in order to be produced, consumed and exchanged. Both parties taking part in the exchange (manufacturer and consumer) realise value in the exchange. This value however has different meanings for both parties. The manufacturer essentially wants to maximise his profit; thus value is closely linked to his own production expenditures and to the income received for the product. His allocation of resources or more exactly the optimal nature of it (limit productivity) influences the evolution of his production costs. His income in turn evolves according to the exchange value of his products. For the consumer, value is given by the product’s utility. The consumer struggles for the maximisation of the product’s utility. The evaluation of utility is subjective and the value of the products is determined by the utility attributed to them by the consumer. Value is not an inner characteristic of goods, but it is determined by the relationship between the goods and the person who evaluated them. 

In sociological sense, value exists and its fundamental role is to provide an orientation point for individual and collective actions. Value is in each case symbolic and a historical social product. Value is in close relationship with choice. Value exists at various, individual, group and social levels. The differences between values or more exactly their different combinations may induce forms of social behaviour that are very different compared to each other. Values can in this sense is used as group creating criteria. Values cannot be directly measured. 

In the socio-psychologic sense, value exists and is primarily the tool for individual and social integration. Values are the results and further instruments of social orientation. Values are emotionally motivated and action-centred. They represent unique motivation forces and are in close relationship with the individual’s choices. Values fundamentally command the individual’s actions. They are difficult to observe and almost impossible to measure. 

Using the different value theories of economics, sociology and socio-psychology, we have determined the important role of value in the individuals’ and the groups’ life. The complexity of value comes from the fact that, on the one hand, value is in all cases perceived and depends on the individual’s or the group’s decision, it fundamentally influences the individual’s or the group’s behaviour, while on the other hand, value is objectivized social historical category at the same time. Value is first utility, secondly the compass and dominant of behaviour. Simplifying to a great extent, we can say that we may consider the utility side of value as the economic component of the concept, and the compass nature of it as the social component. Thus, we can understand value as a complex phenomenon that is made up of economic and social components, that is in all cases perceived, therefore subjective. However, value always depends on the given social and economic situation and in this coherence, it is socially constructed and interiorised by the individual. At different levels of society, individual, group, society, value has different meanings and appears in different ways. 

Literature study 

In the followings, we have introduced the results of a wide literature study. Besides the inter-organisational marketing literature, the study stretched to certain fields of marketing of services, international marketing, logistics, supply chains, strategic management and organisational theory. We have synthesised the results of the study in a metamodel. This made it possible to structure the content of articles based on many different approaches and raising greatly differing research questions. Following and complementing the train of thought of the various authors, we have differentiated two dimensions and three levels of the value of business relationships. The levels of value have followed the levels of business relationships, while dimensions are either economic or non-economic. 

The theoretical model of the value of business relationships 

In the following step, analysing in detail what the value of business relationships meant from the point of view of the buyer and of the supplier, we have isolated the forms of appearance of value at the different levels of the relationship. Based on these studies, we have created the theoretical model of the value of business relationships (graph 2). The model apprehends the value of business relationships at three levels, supposing that the economic and non-economic dimensions of the value are present at all three levels. As a third dimension, the theoretical model includes the factor of time as well. During the conceptualisation of the model, we have separated the points of view of the buyer and the supplier. With the summary, analysis and synthetisation of the value elements to be found in literature, we have finally conceptualised the theoretical model of the value of business relationships through 68 indicators (see tables 8, 9 and 10).

Suppositions and the hypothetical definition of the value of business relationships 

Based on the theoretical study, we have formulated seven hypotheses (A1-A7) with the aim of the better understanding of the value of value of business relationships: 

A1: The three areas of prevalent of the value of value of business relationships, the level of exchange episodes, the relationship level and the network level. 

A2: The value of value of business relationships differs at the different areas of prevalent.

A3: The values of the different areas of prevalent are embedded in each other, that is to say that they are not independent from each other, they mutually affect each other. 

A4: The value of value of business relationships changes over time, it is made up of economic and non-economic elements.

A5:
The value of value of business relationships is perceived and of interpretative nature.

A6:
The value of value of business relationships plays a role during the decision making related to the relationship.

A7: The value of value of business relationships has different meanings for the buyer and for the supplier.

Based on the suppositions, we have formulated the preliminary, hypothetical definition of the value of value of business relationships as well. According to this, the value of value of business relationships is given by the combination of economic and non-economic elements changing over time and appearing at different areas of prevalent of the value (at the level of exchange episode, at the relationship level, and at the network level), perceived in by the buyer and the supplier in different ways. This value primarily plays a role during decision making related to the relationship. 

Research programme 

The method of our research concerning the verification of the model describing the value of business relationships has several steps. In the first step, the preliminary testing of the indicators describing the individual dimensions through a qualitative, exploring research. In the framework of this, the questioning of managers and businessmen working in business life as well as that of researchers dealing with the topic is necessary. The collection of data can happen through deep interviews, expert questioning or maybe group interviews. As a result of exploring research, the model describing the value of business relationships can be determined. (This is also the objective of our dissertation.)

In the second phase of the research programme, we will proceed with the definition of the scales measuring the individual indicators during the commissioning. After the testing of the scales, the quantitative analysis of the theoretic model describing the value of business relationships takes place in the third phase of the research. 

Exploring research 

The objective of the exploring phase of the research is the definition of the indicators of the model. We have realised this with the combination of various research methods (deep interviews, cognitive maps, and expert questioning). The results of the exploring research may represent the basics of continuation of the research programme. (Taking into account the complexity of the topic and the complicatedness of the drafted research programme, its necessity in time and resources, this exploration research represents at the same the empirical part of our dissertation.)

Presentation of the empirical studies 

In the framework of the research programme, we have conducted three empirical studies. We have made deep interviews with Hungarian managers concerning the content of the value of business relationships. We have analysed the structure and the perception of the value of business relationships with the people concerned in a concrete business relationship at a French big company. For the purpose of specifying and modifying the indicators of the theoretical model, we have conducted an international expert questioning among university academics. 

Empirical results: the components of the value of business relationships 

Summarising what the interviewees said we could state the value of business relationships is a quite complicated concept that is interpreted by experts in numerous ways. The value of business relationships has several components. One group of components is unequivocally of economic nature; the other group is in turn of non-economic, but social nature. The two groups of factors are closely linked to each other, the “business” and “human” factors appear simultaneously and it is difficult to separate them. 

Hungarian executives have described the value of business relationships through 18 value constituents. Among these, they have used ingenious definitions, such as the appreciation of the product by the consumers, the relation proportional to turnover, or the simple relation between the shopkeeper and the client. The components are detailed in table 12. 

Empirical results: the structure of the value of business relationships 
We have examined the structure of the value of business relations with the help of causality maps. By analysing the individual and group causality maps, we could take cognisance of the fact that the value structure of the studied business relationship is based on confidence, its final goal is security, and that three value constituents that are in a relation of mutual dependency with one another play an intermediary role between the two components. 

The comparison of the maps also draws the attention to the fact that there can be considerable differences in the perception of the same phenomenon. The perceptional differences become even more statuesque if we take into account that all three-business executives have interpreted the value of the same business relationship and have used the same concepts to describe the value. Meanwhile, the group causality map that basically shows the collective perception of the value of the given business relation can be very useful in finding and analysing the common items, the value components commonly held most important.

Empirical results: the criticism of the theoretical model 

In virtue of the expert answers, the value of business relationships is a quite complicated complex phenomenon. This value is made up of various constituents. Part of the constituents is unambiguously of economic nature, while the other part is of non-economic, we could say of social nature. Different value constituents play determining roles at the different levels of the business relationships. However, the differentiation of the relationship levels is not always unambiguous, mostly because the value constituents are embedded in each other. Because of the constitution of the value of business relations, the presence of social value items and especially due to the role of the naturally dynamic network, it exists and changes in time. The value of business relationships has different meanings for the supplier and for the buyer, therefore, the two parties through different value constituents can describe it. Naturally, there are common value constituents as well, but in most cases, their interpretation differs from the point of view of the two partners. 

Empirical results: what is the knowledge of value good for? 

As per the experience of Hungarian managers, the knowledge of the value of business relations is essential during the organisational decisions. However, besides the relationship decisions described also in the literature, the knowledge of the value of business relations would be useful also in the field of strategic management and during decisions concerning basic resources. They have emphasised that this knowledge becomes necessary and useful during the process of decision-making.  Especially if we consider the intuitive nature of many decision-making processes. 

Empirical results: how can value be measured? 
As per the opinion of the Hungarian managers questioned during the deep interviews, the value of business relationships could be measured, but none of them measures it currently. The most promising method would be the decomposition of the value of business relations into its components. We could then measure the individual components on different, adequate scales and the value of business relationships would be given by multiplying these scale values. This process would also enable the individual and more efficient handling of the single components and the consideration of their interaction, that is to say, not only the measurement, but also the management of the value of business relationships.  

The acceptation of the suppositions 

We can consider the common results of our studies concerning the value of business relations as the essentials of the practice that we have examined. During the triangulation, we have mostly leant on these common results. 

We have started from the fact that if the common results contain declarations that confirm some of the research hypotheses, we can consider these hypotheses as approved. In case the common results did not confirm directly a supposition, we have examined whether at least two studies had partial results that would at least partially confirm the given supposition. The comparison of the seven theoretical suppositions with the common results of the qualitative studies has shown that all seven hypotheses were accepted. 

The definition of business relationships 

The value of business relationships is an existing concept that expresses a motivation or a utility recognised in or assigned to a business relationship. Utility and motivation are value types that determine the value of business relationships. The utility values are the expressions of income and expenses in the economic sense within a business relationship. The motivation values are expressed within the value of a business relationship as orientation points and impulsive forces of social interaction related to the business relationship. 
Utility values are the economic components of the value of business relationships, while motivation values are the social components of the value of business relationships. The two value types are in close, dialectic interaction with each other. Besides the close interaction, the economic values are determining. Both value types of the business relation exist and change in time. Value prevails at all levels of the business relations. Economic and motivation value types appear during the exchange episode, the relationship and the network levels as well.

The individual value types consist of different value constituents. The dynamic combination of the value constituents gives the structure of value types. The combination of the value types determines the structure of the value. The value constituents constitute the value types, while the value types determine the value of the business relation. 

The actors of the business relations and those who are concerned by the economic situation perceive the value of the business relations. Thus, value has individual and collective perceptions, which can be similar or different and which play a role during different organisational decisions.

The empirical model of the value of business relations 

Based on the above definition, we have created the empirical model of the value of business relationships. The empirical model of the value of business relations describes the usefulness and motivation value types and the value components that constitute these from the point of view of both the buyer and the supplier. The model contains far less indicators as the theoretical model and is ready for operation. The model is figured in table 23.

In the present dissertation, I have presented a research concerning the value of business relationships. My studies conducted so far in relation to the topic, my discussions with experts from my home country and from abroad, my participation to conferences, my experience as lecturer and my experience acquired in more than fifteen years spent in business life make this topic exciting and attracting for me. Hoping that the above have attracted your attention as well, I am asking you, my dear reader, to honour me with your opinion, remarks and judgement. 

Thank you in advance!

Bordeaux, Budapest, Bordeaux July-August-September 2002

Mandják Tibor

(tibor.mandjak@bordeaux-bs.edu)
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annexes

Annex 1

Deep interview draft 

The objective of the interview is the exploration of the value of business relationships. Its duration is an hour, an hour and a half. The draft is of modular nature in the sense that, depending on the position and knowledge of the interviewee, it can deal exclusively with the buyer relationships, with the supplying business relationships or with both of them. In the latter case, the duration of the interview is rather an hour and a half or two hours. The draft contains the questions related to both the buyer and the supplier relationships. 

Topics and questions to be discussed during the interview:

1. A short introduction of the interviewee and his/her company (demographic questions)

(industry, activities, turnover, market position, most important clients, competitors and suppliers, peculiarities of industry culture, operation time, the approximate number of clients and suppliers, the proportion of clients and suppliers with whom they have a lasting relationship, if these are easily apprehandable, the interviewee’s position and role in the organisation, as well as his/her business experience) (maximum 10 minutes)

2. Please choose a client relationship that you consider as being important. 

Who is this buyer, what is the history of the relationship, what kind of products or services do you sell him and how often? Who is in contact with this client within your company? From the side of the client, how many people are in contact with your company and who are they? What kind of problems have arisen in relation with the client and how did you solve them? Why is this buyer important for you? What expenditures do the maintenance of this relationship approximately need? (maximum 20 minutes)

3. Please choose a buyer relationship that you consider as not being important.

Who is this buyer, what is the history of the relationship, what kind of products or services do you sell him and how often? Who is in contact with this client within your company? From the side of the client, how many people are in contact with your company and who are they? What kind of problems have arisen in relation with the client and how did you solve them? Why is this buyer important for you? What expenditures do the maintenance of this relationship approximately need? (maximum 15 minutes)

4. Please choose a supplier relationship that you consider as being important. 

Who is this supplier, what is the history of the relationship, and what kind of products or services do you purchase from him and how often? Who is in contact with this supplier within your company? From the side of the supplier, how many people are in contact with your company and who are they? What kind of problems have arisen in relation with the supplier and how did you solve them? Why is this supplier important for you? What expenditures do the maintenance of this relationship approximately need? (maximum 20 minutes) 

5. Please choose a supplier relationship that you consider as not being important.

Who is this supplier, what is the history of the relationship, and what kind of products or services do you purchase from him and how often? Who is in contact with this supplier within your company? From the side of the supplier, how many people are in contact with your company and who are they? What kind of problems have arisen in relation with the supplier and how did you solve them? Why is this supplier important for you? What expenditures do the maintenance of this relationship approximately need? (maximum 20 minutes)

6. What characterises lasting business relationships within your company? 

Are they in general routine-kind or do they mostly involve changing transitions; do you cotton on to the lasting partner because he helps you solve new questions and problems or because you can always rely on him? (maximum 5 minutes)

7. How do you decide on setting up, sustaining or ending a business relationship? 

Who meets these decisions, when and how? What kinds of factors are considered during these decisions? (maximum 10 minutes)

8. How does the satisfaction with a customer or a supplier influence your decisions related to the given business relationship? (maximum 5 minutes)

9. How would you define the value of a business relationship? 

What are the most important constituents of the value? Are these constituents known and are they taken into account during decisions related to the relationship? Would the value of business relationship be measurable? Would the knowledge of the value of business relationships be useful? (maximum 10 minutes)

10. Which indicators or attributes would you use to measure the value of business relationships?

With the length of the relationship, the nature of the arising problems or with the profit realised during the relationship? In case several indicators would express the value together, which do you think you could be the most important or have the most weight in it? (maximum 10 minutes)

Thank you for the interview.

Bordeaux, 13 February 2002

Tibor Mandják 

Annex 2

The model sent to the experts

Metamodel of Business relationship value

	VALUE LEVEL
	BUYER
	SUPPLIER

	
	Economic dimension

(Utility)
	Non-Economic dimension

(Compass)
	Economic dimension

(Utility)
	Non-Economic dimension

(Compass)

	Episode


	Indicators
	indicators
	indicators
	Indicators

	Relationship


	Indicators
	indicators
	indicators
	Indicators

	Network


	Indicators
	indicators
	indicators
	Indicators


Business relationship value at the episode level

	BUYER
	SUPPLIER

	Economic dimension

(Utility) 
	Non-Economic dimension

(Compass) 
	Economic dimension

(Utility) 
	Non-Economic dimension

(Compass)

	* product performance

* product reliability

* technological reliability

* competitive price

* operator and maintenance training

* spare parts

* supplier's service

* product role in the buyer's performance

* purchasing costs

* product using cost

* maintenance cost

* repair cost
	* product brand name

* product appearance

* supplier's goodwill

* vendor reliability

* vendor responsiveness

* social advantages of product use
	* product sales

* product production costs

* product selling cost
	* buyer's goodwill

* buyer reliability

* buyer responsiveness


Business relationship value at the relationship level

	BUYER
	SUPPLIER

	Economic dimension

(Utility) 
	Non-Economic dimension

(Compass) 
	Economic dimension

(Utility) 
	Non-Economic dimension

(Compass)

	* cost reduction in the relationship

* value analysis in the relationship

* quality development in the relationship 

* cost of the relationship
	* relationship security

* relationship stability

* trust

* relationship inertia

* relationship continuity

* actors bond

* relationship culture
	* profit function 

* volume function

* safeguard function

* cost reduction in the relationship

* value engineering in the relationship

* quality development in the relationship

* total buyer commercial cost

* total buyer supplying cost

* cost of the relationship
	* relationship security

* trust

* relationship inertia

* relationship continuity

* actors bond

* relationship culture


Business relationship value at the network level

	BUYER
	SUPPLIER

	Economic dimension

(Utility) 
	Non-Economic dimension

(Compass) 
	Economic dimension

(Utility) 
	Non-Economic dimension

(Compass)

	* competitive advantage by the relationship

* core competencies development by the relationship 

* better market position by the relationship 

* resource transferability 

* activity complementarity
	* change of relationship commitment

* actor-relation patterns generalizability

* social network influence

* social pressure
	* competitive advantage by the relationship

* core competencies development by the relationship 

* better market position by the relationship 

* resource transferability 

* activity complementarity
	* change of relationship commitment

* actor-relation patterns generalizability

* social network influence

* social pressure


Annex 3

Definition of the indicators of the model sent to the experts

Business relationship value at the episode level

Buyer side, economic dimension (utility)

* product performance

The ability of a product to accomplish the intended function satisfactorily (Reddy 1991 p.15)

* product reliability

The ability of a product to be acceptably trouble and maintenance free, that is, to have a satisfactory life. (Reddy 1991 p.15)

* technological reliability

The ability of a product to be accepted trouble free in the used technology of the buyer.

* competitive price

The price of an alternative product ("candidate") substituting the product now in uses ("the incumbent"). (based on Reddy 1991)

* operator and maintenance training

Training provided by the supplier or its partner to operation and or maintenance people of the buyer

* spare parts

The spare parts availability as long as the product in use

* supplier's service

Services, other than training and installation provided by the supplier or its partner (e.g. warranty, design support, and special software)

* product role in the buyer's performance

The importance of the product in the buyer's market offering

* purchasing costs

The costs of purchasing and installing the product (based on Reddy 1991)

* product using cost

Total costs of operating the product (based on Reddy 1991)

* maintenance cost

Total costs of maintaining the product (based on Reddy 1991)

* repair cost

Total costs of repairing the product (based on Reddy 1991)

Buyer side, non-economic dimension (compass)

* product brand name

The goodwill of the product's brand name if it has.

* product appearance

The styling, packaging, and aesthetics of the product. (based on Reddy 1991)

* supplier's goodwill

The acceptance of the supplier among the buyers of the product.

* vendor reliability

The ability of the selling people to resolve the buyer's problems about using the product. (based on Reddy 1991)

* vendor responsiveness

The rapidity and clearness of the supplier's responds to the buyer's questions. (based on Reddy 1991)

* social advantages of product use

The social acceptance of possessing or using the product (e.g. standards, norms, ecology)

Supplier side, economic dimension (utility)

* product sales

Total sales of the product to the customer.

* product production costs

The production costs of the product sold to the customer.

* product selling cost

Total selling costs of the product to the customer.

Supplier side, non-economic dimension (compass)

* buyer's goodwill

The acceptance of the buyer among the suppliers of the product.

* buyer reliability

The ability of the buying people to resolve the supplier 's problems about producing and delivering the product.

* buyer responsiveness 

The rapidity and clearness of the buyer's responds to the supplier's questions.

Business relationship value at the relationship level

Buyer side, economic dimension (utility)

* cost reduction in the relationship

The cost reduction achieved through the relationship partnership. (adapted from Wilson and Jantrania 1996)

* value analysis in the relationship

Determination of the functional capabilities desired by the supplier. (adapted from Reddy 1991)

* quality development in the relationship 

The quality development realised in the relationship with the supplier.

* cost of the relationship

The costs of maintaining the relationship (e.g. insurance premiums, charge for having a bank account, subscription fee) (based on Ravlad and Grönroos 1996)

Buyer side, non-economic dimension (compass)

* relationship security

The perceived ability of the supplier to fulfil the buyer's needs and wants. (based on Ravlad and Grönroos 1996)

* relationship stability

The perceived ability of the supplier to take care of the commitments it has made. (based on Ravlad and Grönroos 1996)

* trust

The belief that supplier will act in the best interests of the buyer. (adapted from Wilson 1995)

* relationship inertia

The maintaining of the relationship because of a good past history or the good feelings of involved people. (based on Walter et al. 2000)

* relationship continuity

The perceived ability of the supplier to want to continue the relationship.

* actors bond

The degree of mutual personal friendship and linking shared by the buyer and seller. (Wilson 1995 p.339)

* relationship culture

The existence of purchasing and after purchasing routines in the relationship. (based on Ravlad and Grönroos 1996)

Supplier side, economic dimension (utility)

* profit function 

The realisation of profit with the customer. (adapted from Walter at al. 2000)

* volume function

Customer who purchases comparatively large portion of the supplier's production. (adopted from Walter at al. 2000)

* safeguard function

Customer gives an insurance against crises or difficulties with other customers by offering the possibilities of short notice deliveries and over-capacity selling. (adopted from Walter at al. 2000) 

* cost reduction in the relationship

The cost reduction achieved through the relationship partnership. ( adapted from Wilson and Jantrania 1996)

* value engineering in the relationship

Determination of the functional capabilities desired by the customer. (adapted from Reddy 1991)

* quality development in the relationship

The quality development realised in the relationship with the buyer.

* total buyer commercial cost

The total selling, and delivering costs incurred in the relationship.

Supplier side, non-economic dimension (compass)

* relationship security

The perceived ability of the buyer to fulfil the supplier's needs and wants. (based on Ravlad and Grönroos 1996)

* trust

The belief that buyer will act in the best interests of the supplier. (adapted from Wilson 1995)

* relationship inertia

The maintaining of the relationship because of a good past history or the good feelings of involved people. (based on Walter et al. 2000)

* relationship continuity

The perceived ability of the buyer to want to continue the relationship.

* actors bond

The degree of mutual personal friendship and linking shared by the buyer and seller. (Wilson 1995 p.339)

* relationship culture

The existence of delivery and after delivery routines in the relationship. (based on Ravlad and Grönroos 1996)

Business relationship value at the network level

Buyer side, economic dimension (utility)

* competitive advantage by the relationship

Competitive advantage realised in the relationship and accepted by third parties.

* core competencies development by the relationship 

Core competence of the buyer developed by the relationship and used in his own market.

* better market position by the relationship 

The buyer's better position in his own market achieved by using the relationship. 

* resource transferability 

the knowledge or solutions obtained in the business relationship are transportable to other buying relationships (adapted from Anderson et al. 1994)

* activity complementarity

outcomes of activities undertaken in connected exchange relationships may be contingent on activities performed in the focal relationship (adapted from Anderson et al. 1994)

Buyer side, non-economic dimension (compass)

* change of relationship commitment

The change of the desire to continue the relationship into the future. (adapted from Wilson 1995)

* actor-relation patterns generalizability

The co-operation with some actors of the supplier may have a broader implication for other actors of the network (adapted from Anderson et al. 1994)

* social network influence

Positive or negative influence of non-economic actors on the relationship behaviour of the buyer.

* social pressure

The pressure of non-economic actors to do or not to do the relationship with the supplier.

Supplier side, economic dimension (utility)

* competitive advantage by the relationship

Competitive advantage realised in the relationship and accepted by third parties.

* core competencies development by the relationship 

Core competence of the supplier developed by the relationship and used with other buyers.

* better market position by the relationship 

The supplier's better position in his own market achieved by using the relationship.

* resource transferability 

the knowledge or solutions obtained in the business relationship are transportable to other selling relationships (adapted from Anderson et al. 1994)

* activity complementarity

outcomes of activities undertaken in connected exchange relationships may be contingent on activities performed in the focal relationship (adapted from Anderson et al. 1994)

Supplier side, non-economic dimension (compass)

* change of relationship commitment

The change of the desire to continue the relationship into the future. (adapted from Wilson 1995)

* actor-relation patterns generalizability

the co-operation with some actors of the supplier may have a broader implication for other actors of the network (adapted from Anderson et al. 1994)

* social network influence

Positive or negative influence of non-economic actors on the relationship behaviour of the supplier.

* social pressure

The pressure of non-economic actors to do or not to do the relationship with the buyer.
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