Norm-Based Relational Behaviors: 

Is There an Underlying Dimensionality Structure?

Panel 6: The theoretical foundation of relationship management: Must we redefine the marketing concept in order to understand the value of relationships?

Björn Sven Ivens

assistant professor

marketing department

Friedrich-Alexander-University Erlangen-Nuremberg

office address:

Lange Gasse 20

D-90403 Nuernberg (Germany)

phone: ++49-(0)911-5302-218

fax: ++49-(0)911-5302-210

Bjoern.Ivens@wiso.uni-erlangen.de

Abstract 

The Relational Exchange Literature develops various governance norms (e.g. solidarity, mutuality, flexibility). In a review article, Ivens (2002) finds that extant empirical research in this field is fragmentary and that there is considerable overlap between certain norms. The dimensionality of the norm concept remains uncertain. This paper presents the results of an empirical study. Using data from 297 business-to-business relationships and covering ten norm constructs, the author provides insights into the structure of governance norms. 
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Introduction

Scholarly relationship marketing literature is fairly heterogeneous. Its alternative research streams (e.g. service relationships, channel relationships or industrial buyer-seller relation​ships) are rooted in various theories, paradigms, or frameworks, often developed outside the field of marketing, such as agency theory, social exchange theory, game theory, resource dependence theory or transaction cost analysis (Homburg 1993). The relational exchange school (RES, Macneil 1978, 1980, 1981) may be less prominent than certain other theoretical foundations of relationship marketing. Yet, it has been drawn upon by an important number of researchers. Particularly, the norm concept which occupies a central role in the relational exchange literature has been identified as being an important antecedent to relationship outcome variables (Ivens 2002).

According to Halbert (1964), concepts and paradigms serving as theoretical foundations to the social sciences need to meet at least three categories of criteria: syntax criteria (structure and specification), semantics criteria (testability and empirical support), and pragmatics criteria (richness and simplicity). Based on a comprehensive review of the marketing-based relational exchange literature, Ivens (2002) argues that whereas the norm framework developed in RES is strong on semantics and pragmatics criteria it lacks structural clarity and cohesion. He stresses the necessity for a clarification of the norm concept’s dimensionality.

This paper presents empirical findings and discusses whether they permit resolving the problem raised. It is structured as follows. First, I briefly describe the norm concept as it is seen in the extant RES literature. Next, I present the results of a study conducted among 297 purchasing managers who were asked to evaluate a selected supplier’s norm-based relational behavior. Finally, I discuss whether the analysis conducted contributes to a clearer vision of relational governance norms.

Governance Norms in Relational Exchange

The Norm Concept

The RES posits that contracts are agreements intentionally left incomplete in order to preserve the actors’ flexibility to adapt to changes in environmental conditions (Macneil 1978). Rather than to establish comprehensive plans for joint action (complete contracts), they prefer to formulate common goals which are equally formulated in a rather rough and open manner in order to permit an easy and quick adaptation to changing circumstances. Accordingly, Macneil postulates the over​whelming importance of norms as governance mechanisms in business relationship and develops a comprehensive set of common norms for the governance of exchange processes (1980, 1981). The existence of relational norms in a dyad is seen as an indicator for the harmony of both parties’ interests which, in turn, reduces the risk of opportunistic behavior (Ouchi 1980; Nohria and Ghoshal 1990). 

On this basis, a predominant interpretation has emerged in the extant literature: ”(N)orms are expectations about behavior that are at least partially shared by a group of decision makers“ (Heide and John 1992, p.34). It implies that the acceptance of norms by the parties engaged in exchange is required to render them effective (Cannon, Achrol, and Gundlach 2000). Norms may apply to industry sectors, firms, to an individual business relationship or to each separate transaction (Scherer 1980). Nevertheless, ”in a truly relational approach the reference point is the entire relation as it had developed“ (Macneil 1978, p.890). 

In addition to their ex ante role as expectations (Heide and John 1992; Lipset 1975) or guidelines prescribing appropriate behavior (Scanzoni 1979), norms also fulfill an ex post function. They represent reference points for evaluating the behavior an actor actually shows in a given situation. They permit judging the conformity of a party’s actions with established standards. It is in this sense that - according to the RES - norms complete written agreements in case a conflict arises between two parties. The clauses of explicit contracts together with the norms established in a business relationship are expected to form the basis for conflict resolution. The definition of norms as behavior-related expectations also implies that the norm concept may be drawn upon as a classification schema for the behaviors that economic actors show in business relationships. Hence, a systematically developed norm framework should not only be helpful when considering governance issues, but also in the analysis of actual interaction between buyers and sellers. It is the latter interpretation that has been applied in this study.

How to slice the cake

Knowing about the existence of governance norms and their effects is one important issue in relationship marketing. But which norms exist and how do they differ from one another? In his numerous writings, Macneil dedicates much effort to the discussion of various relational norms. Unfortunately, he does not provide an ultimate and definite list of those norms which are of relevance in business relationships. Well aware of this problem, he remarks himself: “This cake can undoubtedly be sliced in many ways” (1980, p.40).

In their attempts to make RES operational, researchers have nevertheless drawn upon Macneil’s dimensions of relationalism. Not astoundingly, the incomplete state of RES work in the field of norms has led to an irregular and often selective integration of individual norms into researchers’ theoretical models. One reason pro​bably resides in the fact that Macneil’s norms appear to be at least partially over​lapping (Heide and John 1992; Achrol 1997; Cannon, Achrol, and Gundlach 2000). Moreover, for the purpose of empirical research Macneil’s norms may be too numerous. For example, Dwyer, Schurr und Oh (1987) discuss 12 dimensions of long-term business relationships. They observe: 

“Within marketing, our eventual needs for theory and practice may require fewer than 12 dimensions, but clearly the limited focus of past research (on power, personal relations) reflects less than full consideration of the properties of exchange. Thus, the characterization of polar transactional archetypes on 12 dimensions prompts us to consider sweeping arrays of diverse transactional forms.” (1987, pp.12-13). 
Whether the rather extensive lists of governance norms Macneil and subsequent authors propose are useful or needed still remains unanswered. Some of the dimensions currently discussed in the context of the norm concept may be expressible in terms of higher-order factors. The existence of such  “meta-norms” would facilitate RET’s applicability in empirical research. However, as Whitford argues, if no underlying factor structure exists, than “the messenger (Macneil) should not be blamed for the bad news” (1985, p.556). 

Over the past 20 years, marketing scholars have increasingly drawn upon the RES in empirical research. In their studies, they have used norm constructs as variables in a large variety of models. Reviewing this stream of literature, Ivens (2002) comes to the conclusion that a set of ten governance norms appears to be relevant in business-to-business relationships (see table 1). However, his meta-analysis of the RES does not permit additional insight into the question whether there is an underlying factor structure behind the various governance norms or whether these norms represent mutually independent behavioral categories. The fact that some authors use norm constructs as independent variables whereas others interpret relational norms as a single second-order construct giving rise to first-order factors that represent different dimensions (Ivens 2002) adds to the confusion.

Norm
Description

long-term orientation (LTO)
the desire and utility of an economic actor of having a long-term relationship with a specific exchange partner (Ganesan 1994)

role integrity (ROLE)
maintenance of complex multidimensional roles forming a network of relationships (Kaufmann 1987, p.76)

relational planning (PLAN)
proactive and bilateral goal setting for joint future action; plans subject to adaptation (Palay 1984, Heide 1994)

mutuality (MUT)
the actors‘ attitude that the realization of one’s own success passes through the partners’ common success (Dant and Schul 1992)

solidarity (SOL)
preservation of the relationship, particularly in situations in which one partner is in predicament.  (Kaufmann and Stern 1988, Achrol 1997)

flexibility (FLEX)
the actors’ readiness to adapt an existing implicit or explicit agreement to new environmental conditions (Noordewier, John, and Nevin 1990)

information exchange (INFO)
the parties’ readiness to proactively provide all information useful to the partner (Heide and John 1992)

conflict resolution (CONF)
application of flexible, informal and personal mechanisms to the resolution of conflicts (Kaufmann 1987)

restraint in the use of power (POW)
expectation that no actor will apply his legitimate power against the partner’s interest (Kaufmann and Dant 1992)

monitoring behavior (MON)
ex-ante and ex-post control or supervisory actions in business relationships (Noordewier, John, Nevin 1990)

Table 1: Aspects of relational behavior

An Empirical Test

Neither the RES’s theoretical foundations nor extant empirical results grant indications as to the potential dimensionality of the norm concept. Hence, an empirical test was conducted. Different quantitative methods may be applied to dimensional analysis. Given that the vagueness of the literature would make any ex-ante formulation of a potential factor structure highly speculative, exploratory factor analysis was used here. As input, the analysis relies upon the norms identified by Ivens (2002). More precisely, a survey was conducted on the customer side. Respondents were asked to evaluate the relationality of a selected supplier’s norm-based relational behaviors. In this section, I first describe the research design. Subsequently, the available data are being evaluated. Finally, I present the results of the actual factor analysis.

Research design

The study is based on a written survey among managers involved in professional purchasing processes. In order to control for environmental influences it was limited to business-to-business relationships. Two industries were selected. The packaging industry represents a classical industrial goods market whereas the market research sector was chosen as an industrial service market. In both industries, long-term relationships play an important role. 

Questionnaires were distributed to purchasing managers for packaging goods at the leading German trade show „FachPack 2001“. Potential participants were identified at the entrance, asked to complete the questionnaire at their office and to return it within four weeks. Only German participants were included in the final sample in order to control for cultural bias in this study. On the market research side questionnaires were sent out to those members of the leading German market research association (BVM) who are concerned with the purchasing process of market information. Participants were asked to select one important supply relationship and to answer all questions referring to this one supplier. Selection criteria were relationship duration (at least two years) and the supplier’s economic importance to the customer company.

The net response rate (usable questionnaires after elimination of unqualified respondents) for the packaging sample was 28.5 %. In the market research sample it amounts to 31.9%. Empirical results are based on a total of 297 questionnaires. These questionnaires are completely filled-in. An analysis of potential non-response effects (Armstrong and Overton 1977, comparison of early vs. late responses) revealed no significant differences concerning the core constructs.

Available Data

The different facets of relational behavior were measured on  multi-item scales. The operationalization was based upon scales documented in the extant literature (Ivens 2002). In order to reduce overlap between scales used in previous studies, certain scale items were eliminated. The complete questionnaire is available from the author upon request. Scale reliability was tested in two steps. First, coefficient alpha was calculated. Results for both sub-samples as well as for the complete sample are documented in table 2. All scales fulfill the generally accepted criterion of alpha > 0.7.

Coefficient alpha, basis: n = 297 

(sample 1 „market research“, n = 206, sample 2 „packaging industry“, n = 91)

multi-item-scale
no. of items
sample 1
sample 2
total sample

solidarity
5
.7886
.8512
.7866

long-term orientation
4
.9321
.9252
.9303

information exchange
5
.7642
.8692
.8076

flexibility
6
.9279
.8760
.9104

monitoring
4
.8038
.9070
.8418

planning behavior
4
.8749
.9008
.8824

mutuality
6
.8691
.9139
.8860

conflict resolution
4
.7365
.7431
.7368

restraint in use of power
3
.8670
.8596
.8608

table 2: scale reliability
In addition to the alpha test, each scale was submitted to confirmatory factor analysis in order to verify its reliability and validity. Results (FR = factor reliability, AVE = average variance extracted, and t-values) are documented in table 3. Again, most scales meet the required criteria (Homburg and Baumgartner 1998). 

The only scale to fail the tests is the one measuring conflict behavior. Given its low score in the alpha test, this outcome reveals measurement problems. Two alternative solutions exist. The scale can either be withdrawn from the study. This approach would make sense if a company’s power behavior could easily be explained through the other behavioral constructs integrated in our study. However, regression analysis led to the results that the remaining nine constructs merely account for 19.6% in the variance of a supplier’s power behavior. Given that the elimination of this aspect would imply a serious limitation to our aim to cover a large variety of norm-based relational behaviors, we opted for a second approach. 

The four scale items measuring power behavior were submitted to exploratory factor analysis (principal component analysis). The two-dimensional solution explains 82.3% of variance. Each factor represents two items. Accordingly, we decided to maintain power behavior in the analysis by defining two distinct constructs. Factor 1 was labeled CONF A, factor 2 became CONF B. Whereas CONF A reflects the formality of a company’s conflict resolution processes, CONF B measures how extensive conflict analysis and solution processes are. As a consequence of this decision, the subsequent analysis contains eleven relational behavior scales.

scale
FR
AVE
t-values

solidarity
0.82
0.50
09.11< t <16.33

long-term orientation
0.94
0.80
16.20< t <22.26

information exchange
0.85
0.53
11.33< t <17.04

flexibility
0.93
0.68
13.72< t <19.90

monitoring
0.88
0.66
12.74< t <20.36

planning behavior
0.89
0.68
18.66< t <21.85

mutuality
0.92
0.66
11.20< t <16.99

conflict resolution
0.68
0.41
02.51< t <08.87

restraint in the use of power
0.87
0.70
13.20< t <22.92

table 3: goodness criteria

In order to verify whether the available data basis is appropriate for factor analysis, the following tests were conducted. First, the anti-image covariance matrix was calculated. According to Dziuban and Shirkey (1974) this matrix may be used if the non-diagonal elements that are > 0.09 do not account for 25% or more of all non-diagonal elements. In our case, they account for 20%. Hence, the matrix is appropriate for our purpose. 

Next, the correlation matrix (table 4) was examined. The test of sphericity (Bartlett 1950) evaluates the probability that the correlation matrix stems from a population of variables that are independent. For the present data, chi square is 1135.52 with 55 degrees of freedom (level of significance = 0.001), allowing the rejection of the hypothesis. As a consequence, no doubts as to the data’s appropriateness arise from this test. 

Finally, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy (MSA, Kaiser 1970) was computed. For the correlation matrix as a whole the MSA is 0.850. The values for the individual variables are 0.81 < MSA < 0.88 except for two constructs, monitoring behavior (MSA = 0.70) and conflict behavior A (MSA = 0.54). If one refers to the calibration given by Kaiser and Rice (1974), the MSA for the complete matrix as well as for nine out of eleven individual variables is meritorious. 

Summarizing, scales used for data collection as well as the data gathered appear to be appropriate for the research question described above. Hence, the next section serves the presentation of the results obtained from the factor analysis.
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table 4: correlations

Results

In order to examine the dimensional structure of the norm-based behaviors this research is concerned with, an exploratory factor analysis of the eleven constructs measuring relational behavior was conducted. Exploratory factor analysis, as opposed to confirmatory factor analysis, should be applied in case the underlying dimensions of a data set are unknown (Stewart 1981). As shown in the literature review, speculation among researchers ranges from norms being a single-factor higher-order construct to the existence of various separate relational norms. The lack of consensus among authors and the fragmentation of the literature indicate that an exploratory study of the focal constructs’ dimensional structure is more appropriate. Hence, the aim of this research is to verify whether a factor structure is identifiable that may serve as a basis for subsequent confirmatory analysis in later studies.

Data analysis was conducted using principal component analysis. Rotation was applied to the solution  on the basis of the Varimax procedure. In a first step the whole sample of 297 cases was used. Table 5 presents eigenvalues and variance, figure 1 shows the scree plot. 

compo​nent(s)
initial eigenvalues


total
% of variance
cum. var. %

1
4.272
38.836
38.836

2
1.615
14.683
53.519

3
.959
9.078
62.597

4
.820
7.459
70.056

5
.741
6.735
76.790

6
.578
5.255
82.045

7
.535
4.862
86.907

8
.420
3.819
90.726

9
.416
3.779
94.505

10
.340
3.087
97.592

11
.265
2.408
100.000

table 5: explained variance (principal component analysis, varimax rotation)
On the basis of the Kaiser-criterion and Catell’s scree test, a two-dimensional solution seems to best represent the structure of the data. With the extraction of a third factor, the eigenvalue would sink below 1. In the scree plot, the characteristic “elbow” indicates factoring should stop at two dimensions. In order to verify whether the identified dimensional structure is stable, a number of additional analysis were conducted. First, the same method (principal component analysis, varimax rotation) was applied to the two sub-samples (packaging industry, market research). In both cases, the result obtained for the complete sample were replicated. Hence, the solution identified seems to be independent from the industry context. Second, different rotation procedures (promax, quartimax, and oblimin) were applied to the data. Again, there were no signs for alternative dimensional structures. Thus, the analysis leads to the conclusion that a two-dimensional structure is the best way of representing the initial data in a compressed manner. For the total sample, the two factors explain 53.5% of the variance. An evaluation of this solution will be made in the next section.
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 figure 1: scree plot
Based upon the decision for a two-dimensional solution, the rotated factor matrix (table 6) can be analyzed. In order to facilitate the interpretation, factor loadings with values < 0.3 have been suppressed. It is quite evident that each form of norm-based relational behavior loads high on only one factor (factor loading > 0.5) without showing significant loading on the second factor. This facilitates the interpretation of the structure. While seven behaviors are represented by factor 1, factor 2 represents the other four behaviors. 


component


1
2

solidarity
0.822


long-term orientation
0.672


information behavior
0.702


flexibility
0.753


role integrity
0.676


monitoring behavior

0.617

planning behavior
0.643


mutuality
0.809


conflict behavior A

0.748

conflict behavior B

0.608

power use

0.589

table 6: rotated component matrix

Discussion
Interpretation

The focal question of this research was whether an underlying dimensional structure to the norm concept (as defined in the RES) can be identified. From a statistical point of view, the answer is positive. For this solution to serve as a solid starting point for future confirmatory research, however, its interpretability remains to be verified.

As a first step, the content of those constructs that load high on the same factor may be compared. The first factor represents the following norm-based relational behaviors (sorted by factor loadings in decreasing order): solidarity, mutuality, flexibility, information exchange, role integrity, long-term orientation, and planning behavior. The second factor represents conflict behavior A, monitoring behavior, conflict behavior B, and power reduction. Starting with the first factor, one sees that it deals with classical relational constructs such as power, conflict, and control. Obviously, these behavioral categories are related to situations in which a supplier acts in order to influence his share of benefits and burdens in the relationship. In the current literature, this task is also referred to as pie sharing (e.g. Jap 2001). Clearly, these constructs show common characteristics. Their content also differs from many of the constructs loading on the first factor. However, due to the heterogeneity of its components, factor 1 is more difficult to describe. 

In order to resolve this problem, it is helpful to go back to the extant RES literature. In a purely theoretical contribution, Kaufmann (1987) relates governance norms to the negotiation process. He posits that whereas some norms affect the parties’ ability to increase value, others govern the process of value distribution. On this basis he establishes a taxonomy distinguishing between, on the one hand, norms that help create value and, on the other, norms that control value-claiming behavior. In his article, Kaufmann focuses on only five governance norms. While for him solidarity, role integrity, and flexibility form the first category of norms (value creation), creation and limitation of power as well as harmonization of conflict fall under the second category (value-claiming). A comparison with the above identified factor structure shows strong similarities with Kaufmann’s taxonomy. Whereas solidarity, role integrity, and flexibility load high on factor 1, the power and the conflict construct load high on factor 2. To a certain extent, thus, the present study seems to give empirical support to Kaufmann’s purely theoretical classification.

However, authors well beyond relational contracting or negotiation streams of literature have stressed the complementarity of those firm activities that enhance value and those concerned with the protection of a firm’s interests. For example, in the strategy literature Porter (1996) criticizes the current managerial obsession with operational effectiveness (e.g. lean management, outsourcing, or benchmarking). He posits that value creation is but one side of the strategy coin. A company being unable to claim a substantial part of the value is not managed optimally. Introducing this line of the reasoning into the transaction cost literature, Ghosh and John (1999) expand the transaction cost analysis (TCA) model into a variant called governance value analysis. They discuss TCA from the viewpoint of value creation and value claiming and show that both perspectives are inherent to the model. Specific investments, adaptation problems, and performance measurement problems are being identified as determinants of a company’s value claiming capacity (“ex post bargaining strength”).

In this context, the interpretation of the two factors as representing norm-based relational supplier behaviors that, on the hand, help create value and, on the other hand, serve value claiming, seems to be plausible. Apparently the early taxonomy established by Kaufmann (1987) for five norms can at least to some degree be extended to the set of ten norm-based behaviors Ivens (2002) identifies as being central to the study of long-term business relationships. In addition to solidarity, role integrity, and flexibility, factor 1 comprises the four constructs long-term orientation, planning behavior, mutuality, and information exchange. Consider, for example, that through relational information exchange behaviors (e.g. open communication beyond contractual obligation) a supplier can deliver valuable know-how to or reduce uncertainty for his customer which, in turn, reduces costs or increases the value offered by the customer to his respective customer. Hence, some evidence exists that the classification identified here is pertinent.

However, the factors calculated merely explain 53% of the variance in the data collected. With each additional factor extracted, the variance explained augments only slowly. Hence, relying on the two factors of value creation and value claiming in empirical studies that link norms (or norm-based relational behaviors) to antecedent or outcome variables implies a considerable loss of information. In some circumstances, the advantage of being able to reduce a large set of initial constructs and items to only two basic factors may be desirable. Often, however, it may be necessary to maintain all initial constructs, in order not to reduce the explanatory power of the study conducted. The question heavily depends upon the research setting. These results create a dilemma. On the one hand, the exploratory factor analysis conducted has permitted the identification of a simple, interpretable, and plausible dimensionality structure. On the other hand, the impoverishment it implies is a concern. Researchers may have to make a trade-off decision here.

Finally, in order to obtain first insights into the relationship between the two factors identi​fied and potential outcome variables, three simple regression analysis were conducted. In each model, value creation and value claiming serve as independent variables. The dependent variables were drawn from the field of relationship marketing (RM): satisfaction, trust and commitment. Without formulating explicit hypothesis for this very exploratory analysis, one could expect the link to be positive, i.e. higher levels of supplier relationalism in norm-based behavioral categories should lead to higher amounts of satisfaction, trust, and commitment on the buyer side. The three scales used are adaptations of measurement instruments documented in the RM literature. They were subjected to the reliability and validity tests described above for the norm-based behavior scales (Cronbach’s alpha, confirmatory factor analysis).
 The results of the regression analysis are presented in table 7.

dependent variable
R² adj.
F-value
stand. β-coefficent

value creation
t-value
stand. β-coefficent

value claiming
t-value

satisfaction
.612
234.14**
.735
20.294**
.272
7.513**

trust
.458
125.88**
.661
15.432**
.158
3.690**

commitment
.414
105.52**
.570
12.815**
.304
6.842**

** = significant at p < .01

table 7: regression analysis

All three models appear to provide a good account of the data. The adjusted R² for the satisfaction model (.612) indicates excellent explanatory power. For the trust and commitment models, the explained variance (.458, .414) is satisfactory. In accordance with our expectation the individual coefficients are significant and positive in all three models. Behaviors repre​sen​ting value creation have a comparatively stronger impact on the outcome variables than behaviors directed at value claiming. These results provide evidence that the question this paper deals with is relevant to the study of business relationships. 

Implications

By nature, results from an exploratory study are but intermediary. They lay the foundations for subsequent theory testing. In this context, implications are only temporary. Nevertheless, some valuable insights may be drawn from this research. 

Scholars interested in relationship marketing have for a long time drawn upon the norm concept without disposing of detailed information concerning its underlying dimensionality structure. Although the results presented here are far from being the definite truth, they reproduce a taxonomy proposed by Kaufmann in 1987. Taken together, both papers fit quite nicely in a larger stream of literature that distinguishes two major economic activities: the creation of value and the subsequent division of this value with exchange partners. This encouraging result lays the foundations for an integration of the relational exchange framework into complementary paradigms. As discussed by Ivens (2002), such an integration is required in order to enhance the RES’s value for marketing scholars. However, for many purposes it will remain important to include a large variety of norms / norm-based behaviors into empirical studies. The fact that the dimensions identified here merely account for half of the variance in the data implies that independent from their actual number, the set of governance norms developed by Macneil and subsequent authors is “useful and needed in terms of some end in view” (Whitford 1985, p.556). Reducing them to only two dimensions appears to mean renouncing to an important amount of information included in a given data set. 

For practitioners, the results obtained from this study have at least two implications. First, they highlight the importance of soft aspects of relationship management. The focal con​structs analyzed here represent categories of relational behavior. They have been formulated on a rather abstract level and may be interpreted as principles that govern a company’s customer-directed policies. Yet, they reflect numerous observable behaviors customers are confronted with in supplier interactions. Common wisdom among managers in the B2B field holds that buyers mainly rely upon hard factors (e.g. price) when evaluating business relationships. The results obtained in this study clearly indicate that customers’ perceptions of supplier behavior have a strong impact on important relationship goals such as satisfaction, trust, and commitment. Second, one explanation why practitioners as well as academics find the norm concept confusing may be its lack of structure. The present paper shows that categorizing norms may be possible. A fairly simple solution has been identified. Should future research be able to confirm the results obtained, the focal constructs could become more ‘accessible’. This is a prerequisite for establishing operational instructions and policies integrating current knowledge on norm-based behavior into customer management.

Limitations and future research

The limitations of this study are at least threefold. The data collected stem from only two industry sectors (packaging goods and market research), they were collected in a specific national setting (Federal Republic of Germany), and the analysis conducted is purely exploratory. Moreover, the study being exploratory, the research design is relatively simple. The data was collected on the customer side of each respective dyad. Responses were not mirrored. A single respondent approach was chosen. All of these points offer possibilities to refine the design in the future. 

Whereas some of these limitations may be of minor importance, it must be stressed that the logical extension of this research is a confirmatory factor analysis. This necessitates the collection of new data. Less evident, I strongly believe that national culture may exert an influence on the factor structure. To the best of my knowledge, no study has yet examined the relationship between national culture and the structure, use or importance of governance norms. However, from the international marketing literature as well as from comparative management studies we know that the use of relationships, trust, formal contracts and other governance mechanisms varies across country markets. Hence, a confirmatory reexamination of this exploratory study’s results should be conducted in a setting that remains culturally close to the German market (e.g. in terms of Hofstede’s classifications). In a second step, the confirmatory analysis could then be replicated in more heterogeneous markets.
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� 	According to Homburg and Baumgartner (1998) FR should be > 0.6, AVE > 0.5 and t-values > 1.645.


� 		Cronbach’s alpha: satisfaction = .88, trust = .86, commitment = .84; FR: satisfaction = .90, trust = .89, commitment = .85; AVE: .satisfaction = 69, trust = .58, commitment = .53.





