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Relational Behaviors in Service Interactions: 

An Empirical Study Based on the Relational Exchange Framework

Numerous companies, from the industrial goods as well as from the retailing sector, outsource the collection of market-related information at least partially. They delegate the information function to specialized market research institutes. Often, the resulting transactions between service providers and customers are governed on a relational basis. In long-term business relationships, the object of exchange (in this case: market related data) is but one determinant of relationship quality. A variety of soft factors is believed to have an impact, too. Based upon the relational exchange framework, this paper examines the role of relational behaviors in professional service relationships. An empirical study conducted among 206 purchasers of market research information provides evidence that supplier behaviors such as role integrity, flexibility, or solidarity have an important impact on different dimensions of customer-perceived relationship quality (satisfaction, trust, and commitment).
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The role of market research for a company’s marketing function and more generally for market-oriented management arises from the uncertainty surrounding all managerial activities. Managers seeking to reduce risk in decision making need relevant data. Accordingly, resource-based theories interpret information gained through market research as part of a company’s assets. Such „market-based assets are the types of knowledge a firm possesses about the environment, such as the emerging and potential state of market conditions and the entities in it, including competitors, customers, channels, suppliers, and social and political interest groups“ (Srivastava, Shervani and Fahey 1998, p.5). This know​ledge can be generated by the company itself or it can be purchased from external service providers. Common practice reaches from informational autarchy to extensive outsourcing. 

The outsourcing of market research activities establishes a service relationship between an external agent and the principal using the collected data. The service provided is characterized by a high level of opacity: from the customer’s vantage point, most market research services‘ quality is difficult to evaluate, even once they have been provided. The reason lies in ex​ces​sive monitoring costs that would arise in case of in depth control (Bauer and Bayón 2001).

The high level of uncertainty surrounding the external market research institute’s service leads many customers to select relational governance mechanisms for transactions, i.e. they establish long-term business relationships with a limited number of suppliers (Moorman, Deshpandé and Zaltman 1993). Relationships are intended sequences of transactions between economic actors. The concept thus covers all ongoing exchange between two or more parties that are not due to inertia or a product of coincidence. Many authors see relationships as an extreme point on a continuum with market-based exchange on the opposed side (e.g. Arndt 1979, Macneil 1980, Ouchi 1980, Williamson 1991). Main differences between the two extremes are that in market-based exchange customers conduct transactions with changing suppliers, that the price variable is of foremost importance, that the supplier’s identity is irrelevant, that each party focuses on their own benefits, and that they seek to minimize their input into the single transaction. Along with the possibility to reduce uncertainty, numerous other reasons exist why economic actors may opt for relational governance (e.g. Plinke 1997). 
In long-term business relationships, interactions between the parties involved are not limited to the exchange of goods and services. In fact, they interact on four distinct levels (Diller 1995): the object level, the organizational level, the power level, and the emotional level. While the object level and the organizational level comprise the content and the process of the core aspects of exchange transactions, the power level and the emotional level are concerned with sociological aspects of economic relationships. Hence, a customer’s perception of his supplier and of the relationship not only depends upon factors such as product quality, price, or logistical issues. The different facets of supplier behavior in customer interactions may be expected to exert a certain influence on the customer’s evaluation (e.g. satisfaction, trust, or commitment) of the relationship. In the next section, I discuss which dimensions of service providers‘ behavior may be relevant for customer-perceived relationship quality.

Relational behavior and relationship quality
Dimensions of relational behavior

Relational behavior is a multi-dimensional construct. Although the construct has received considerable attention in the extant literature, its dimensionality remains subject to discussion (e.g. Leuthesser and Kohli 1995). One of the most complete schemes for classifying relational behaviors has been developed in the relational contracting literature (e.g. Macneil 1978, 1980, 1981, Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh 1987, Heide 1994) which has its roots in legal sociology. One of the first authors to question the assumption made in classical contract theory that it is possible to formulate complete contracts is Ian Macneil. He posits that formal contracting is but one mechanism to govern business relationships. According to him, in order to complete formal arrangements, exchange partners develop joint values and expectations about what behaviors are appropriate (Heide 1994). These joint values and expectations are labeled governance norms in the relational exchange perspective.

In his comprehensive review of the relational contracting school, Ivens (2001, 2002) shows that from this heterogeneous stream of literature, a set of ten norms emerges as being central to the study of service relationships. Table 1 provides a short characterization of these ten norms. 
Norm / behavior
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

They permit describing the often complex reality of economic interaction in detail: Whereas norms are defined as expectations, these expectations are related to behaviors the exchange partners may show. A customer may evaluate ex post whether the actual behavior a service provider (the market research institute) shows corresponds to his ex ante expectations. Hence, every norm refers to a potential behavior and the norm framework may be used as a structuring scheme for research on relational behavior. It specifies the dimensions a customer considers when evaluating a supplier’s behavior. The assumption in this research is that the customer’s perception of the service provider’s relational behavior has an impact on his perception of relationship quality. 

In the past, these ten behaviors have been discussed theoretically and tested empirically in a fairly fragmentary and selective way (Ivens 2002). One of the added values this paper provides is that, to the best of my knowledge, it is the first to integrate all 10 behaviors jointly in one empirical study.

Dimensions of relationship quality

In relationship management, objectives may be economic (e.g. turn-over, customer penetra​tion) and non-economic. Numerous authors consider relationship quality to be an appropriate indicator of relationship success (e.g. Bejou, Wray and Ingram 1996, Kiedaisch 1997, Werner 1997, Hennig-Thurau 2000). It is generally conceived of as a three-dimensional construct including satisfaction, trust, and commitment. Garbarino and Johnson (1999) show that satisfaction, trust, and commitment are not only three important indicators of relationship quality. They are also distinct, complementary variables. On the basis of the extant relational contracting literature (e.g. Kaufmann 1987) one may also expect the dimensions of relational behavior to directly influence satisfaction, trust, and commitment. Given this paper’s perspective, we expect customer-perceived relationship quality to be influenced by supplier’s relational behavior.

satisfaction: Geyskens and Steenkamp (2000) interpret satisfaction in B2B relationships as a two-dimensional construct. They distinguish between economic and social satisfaction. The first dimension refers to „evaluation of the economic outcomes that flow from the relationship“, the other to „psychosocial aspects of (the) relationship“ (p.13). Hence, in the empirical study, two separate scales measuring the two forms of satisfaction were used.
trust: Anderson and Narus (1986, p.326) define trust as „the (customer) firm’s belief that another company will perform actions that will result in positive outcomes for the firm as well as not take unexpected actions that would result in negative outcomes for the firm.“ Trust is an attitude that influences behavior in the sense that in a decision situation, a manager can choose between certain alternatives that imply costs (for contracting, monitoring etc.) and trusting behaviors. The choice of trusting behaviors reduces costs and thus transaction efficiency (Ganesan 1994, Volery and Mensik 1998).
commitment: like trust, relationship commitment is generally interpreted as an attitude. Morgan and Hunt define the construct as „an exchange partner believing that an ongoing relationship with another is so important as to warrant maximum efforts at maintaining it; that is, the committed party believes the relationship is worth working on to ensure that it endures indefinitely“ (1994, p.23). This definition reveals two core aspects. Commitment expresses a value judgement. Committed customers believe a relationship to be of high value. In addition, commitment stabilizes relationships because the actors involved are ready to make certain efforts in order to preserve the relationship (Moser 1996). 

In the next section, I present the results of an empirical study conducted in order to verify whether service providers’ relational behavior exerts an impact on customer-perceived relationship quality in market research relationships.

EMPIRICAL STUDY
Study design

The study was conducted as a written survey. Questionnaires were sent out to the members of the leading German market research association (BVM) 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.

A random sample of 700 addresses was obtained from a member list. The gross return of questionnaires was n=232, 26 of which were insufficiently completed or referred to service providers located outside the domestic market. In order to control for cultural bias, only market research institutes located inside Germany were considered in data analysis. Hence, the available number of questionnaires is 206 (net return rate = 29.4%). 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.

The operationalization of the constructs described above (relational behaviors and dimensions of relationship quality) was based on existing scales documented in the relational exchange literature. In a pre-test, they were discussed with service providers (market researchers) as well as with customers and adapted to the specific conditions in the market research industry. With the exception of the scale measuring role integrity, all measurement instruments were seven-point Likert-type scales 
were seven-point Likert-type scales (1 = don’t agree at all / 7 = completely agree). The complete questionnaire is available upon request from the author. Table 2 provides Cronbach‘s Alpha as a reliability measure. 

All scales meet the criterion of α ≥ 0.7. Eleven out of fourteen scales show values above α = 0,8. In his meta-analysis of 4.286 alpha-coefficients from 832 scientific articles, Peterson (1994) calculates an average α-coefficient of 0.76 and a median of 0.79 across all scales. For the scales used in this study, the average coefficient alpha is 0.85 and the median 0.86. Hence, the measurement instruments‘ reliability is satisfying. For a discussion of scale validity readers may refer to the original references. 

multi-item-Scale
no. of items
Cronbach‘s α

dimensions of relationship quality

trust
6
,8539

commitment
5
,8392

satisfaction (economic)
4
,8680

satisfaction (social)
4
,9173

dimensions of relational behavior

solidarity
5
,7886

long-term orientation
4
,9321

information exchange
5
,7642

flexibility
6
,9279

monitoring
4
,8038

planning behavior
4
,8749

mutuality
7
,8691

conflict behavior
4
,7365

restraint in the use of power
3
,8670

table 2: reliability of multi-item-scales 
Impact of relational behavior on relationship quality

The aim of this empirical study is to examine how different relational behaviors affect dimen​sions of relationship quality. Given that earlier research has paid little attention to the causal links analyzed here, no hypotheses were formulated. Hence, the character of this research is explo​ratory. Note, however, that the underlying assumption is that a positive link exists be​tween relational behaviors and relationship quality. Should this assumption resist the empi​rical test, later studies may attempt to replicate results in the form of confirmatory analysis.

For this study, regression analysis is an appropriate method (Backhaus, Erichson, Plinke and Weiber 2000). Four distinct regression models were formulated and tested. Figure 1 gives an overview of the links to be analyzed. To exclude any misunderstanding, the figure does not represent a causal model in terms of structural equation modeling but four separate equations representing the link between ten independent variables (relational behaviors) and one dependent variable (single dimensions of relationship quality).

dimensions of relational behavior (indep. variables)

dimensions of relationship quality (dep. variables)


x1: solidarity

x2: long-term orientation

x3: information exchange

x4: flexibility

x5: role integrity

x6: monitoring

x7: planning

x8: mutuality

x9: conflict behavior

x10: restraint (use of power)

y1: economic satisfaction (SATE)



y2: social satisfaction  (SATS)



y3: trust (TRU)



y4: commitment (COMM)

figure 1: independent and dependent variables included in the four regression models

The main criteria for the evaluation of the four models are represented in table 3. The results obtained are as follows. First, the adjusted r²-measures for the four models show that the independent variables explain between 57% and 67% of the dependent variables‘ variance. These values indicate a considerable influence of the ‚soft‘ factors considered in our study on customer perceived relationship quality. Hence, the posited interrelationship appears to exist. An additional look at the models’ F-values shows that this link is significant at the 99%-level. Tests for heteroskedasticity, autocorrelation and multicollinearity did not hint to problems in the underlying data set.

These results lead to the question whether all relational behaviors included in this study exert the same influence on the dependent variables or whether some behaviors are of particular im​por​tance. For the relationship between relational behaviors and economic satisfaction, the ana​lysis of the standardized beta-values shows that two dimensions are of specific impor​tance: flexibility and role integrity (β = 0.323 resp. 0.278, t-test significant at the 99%-level). The remaining eight variables have no importance for a customer’s economic satis​faction. So​cial satisfaction is primarily influenced by mutuality and role integrity (β = 0.214 resp. 0.223). Trust, too, can primarily be built through mutuality and role integrity (β = 0.246 resp. 0.370). Finally, commitment is being positively influenced by solidarity and long-term orientation (both with β = 0.271). Figure 2 provides an overview of these interrelationships.

relationship quality
adj. R²
F-value / significance

SATE
,666
38,952  /  (,000)

SATS
,619
31,719  /  (,000)

TRUS
,569
25,711  /  (,000)

COMM
,592
28,275  /  (,000)

table 3: regression models‘

relational behaviors

relationship quality

role integrity and flexibility

economic satisfaction

role integrity and mutuality

social satisfaction

role integrity and mutuality

trust

solidarity and long-term orientation

commitment

figure 2: Core dimension or relational behavior determining relationship quality

DISCUSSION

Relationship marketing is strategic meta-option that does not aim at short-term profit maximization. Rather, its objective is to achieve a sustainable, long-term performance (Diller 2001). Relationship quality is a central goal of long-term performance. It comprises different dimensions. For a market research institute it is important to know how to enhance customer-perceived relationship quality. 

The present analysis indicated that service providers’ relational behavior exerts considerable influence on their customers’ relational perceptions (economic and social satisfaction, trust, and commitment). The results also permit identifying the most important dimensions of relational behavior. They show that five dimensions are crucial in this respect: role integrity, flexibility, mutuality, solidarity, and long-term orientation. However, the five behaviors’ impact varies with the target construct one focuses on. In this section, I am going to discuss the five most relevant behaviors in detail.

Role integrity seems to be of particular importance. It positively influences both satisfaction constructs as well as trust. According to relational exchange theory, the parties engaged in exchange processes (here: market research institutes and their customers) fulfill certain roles. These roles reflect mutual promises the actors have made during the construction of their relationship. The promises lead each partner to develop expectations concerning the others behavior (Kaufmann and Stern, 1988). In this sense Gill and Stern (1969, p.23) define a role as a „set of prescriptions defining what the behavior of a position member should be“. The role expresses an actor’s rights as well as his obligations. Role integrity implies honoring such obligations by showing a consistent and constant behavioral pattern (Werner 1997). 

The roles a market research institute has to fulfill vary from customer relationship to customer relationship. In many cases, data collection, data analysis, and reporting are the institutes’ core roles. But the spectrum of potential roles is much larger. It ranges from pre-service processes, e.g. clarifying a customer’s information need, to additional services, such as contacting other service providers, for example advertising agencies. Whether a market research institute fulfills the roles the customer expects it to fulfill influences both forms of satisfaction and the customer's willingness to trust. Hence, role integrity can be seen as a conditio sine qua non for the establishment and maintenance of a service relationship. 

However, role integrity is always paralleled by a second behavior in its impact on satisfaction and trust. It might be a necessary, but not sufficient prerequisite for achieving these objectives. 

Consider the case of economic satisfaction: along with role integrity, flexibilty has a positive impact on this construct. What exactly does flexibility mean? Business relationships are contingent on environmental conditions. These constellations of external factors are not static. They are often characterized by a high degree of volatility. This may lead to situations in which, due to ongoing changes, initial agreements between the service provider and his customer may no longer meet the current environmental conditions and become inadequate (Thompson 1967). Since the unpredictability of environmental variables increases as the actors’ time orientation is extended, and since agreements between the parties are inevitably based on uncertain information, the probability that at least one party feels the need to adapt at least parts of the original agreement after a certain lapse of time increases with the length of the time horizon underlying the initial agreement (Ganesan 1994). 

In order to face problems arising because of environmental volatility the economic actors concerned may adapt the existing agreement (e.g. on prices, timing issues, contents) to the changed conditions. An actor’s readiness to adapt an existing implicit or explicit agreement to new environmental conditions is called flexibility (Noordewier, John, and Nevin 1990). “It represents insurance that the relationship will be subject to good-faith modification if a particular practice proves detrimental in the light of changed circumstances“ (Heide and John 1992, p.35). Along with the general readiness to react to unforeseen changes, flexibility may also be displayed through an actor’s willingness to reduce the time span of agreements with the partner. However, such an attitude supposes a minimum degree of certainty about the other’s intention to maintain the existing relationship, particularly on the part of the service provider. It represents a sequential, adaptive approach to decision making and an increasing level of interaction between the parties who need to renegotiate content and processes of their relationship frequently (John and Weitz 1988). According to the aspect concerned one can distinguish different forms of flexibility, e.g. price flexibility, stock level flexibility or after- service flexibility.

While flexibility complements role integrity in its impact on economic satisfaction, social satisfaction and trust are imfluenced by role integrity and mutuality. What exactly is mutuality? In relational arrangements, not all conditions of exchange are specified in formal contracts. In fact, they trust the other to behave conform to the relationship specific norms. As a consequence, the actors readily accept that their respective imaginary rights-and-obligations account is not always balanced. However, they expect that in the long run advantages they draw from the exchange with each other are distributed in a fair manner (Kaufmann and Stern 1988; Kaufmann and Dant 1992). This behavior may be considered as a form of inter-temporal compensation (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Pilling, Crosby and Jackson 1994; Frazier, Spekman and O’Neal 1988). In the language of the relational exchange literature, this norm of distributive justice is referred to as mutuality. Mutuality is reflected by an actor’s attitude that the realization of one’s own success passes through the partners’ common success (Dant and Schul 1992). Such an attitude prevents the parties from maximizing their individual relationship benefits at the expense of the exchange partner. On this basis, the interrelationship between mutuality and social satisfaction resp. trust appears quite plausible.
Finally, commitment is also being positively influenced by two relational behaviors. Contrary to trust and satisfaction, however, no significant link exists with role integrity. Instead, solidarity and long-term orientation are closely linked to commitment. 

Solidarity with the other party in a dyad results from the fact that business relationships represent assets which may be of tremendous value. Solidarity is expressed through behaviors which contribute directly to relationship maintenance (Heide and John 1992; Macneil 1980). The effect of solidarity is far-reaching. It assures „the preservation of the unique and continuing relationship in which the commercial transactions take place“ (Kaufmann and Stern 1988, p.536). The extent to which an actor’s behaviors express solidarity with the exchange partner thus functions as an indicator for the importance he attributes to this LTBR. Solidarity is often manifested in situations in which the partner is in predicament. For example, if a customer’s liquidity is temporarily limited and he fails to keep up his payments, a service provider with a relational orientation will express his solidarity by not insisting on a prompt payment. Depending upon the relative importance of the relationship and the importance of the customer’s debt, a high degree of solidarity may imply considerable financial sacrifices (today) in the expectance of (unsure) future advantages (Achrol 1997). Along with economic motivations emotional factors such as pity or personal friendships may also lead economic actors to show solidarity in the form of making important concessions to the other party (Heide 1994).

The close link between solidarity and long-term orientation, the second factor influencing customer commitment, is obvious. Both behaviors are directed towards relationship maintenance. The causal link may be interpreted as follows: A customer’s commitment toward a market research institute can be seen as an indicator for his ‚loyalty‘. Apparently, the customer attributes a high level of importance to his service provider’s relational orientation. One explanation might be that long-term relationships may necessitate specific investments that can hardly be reallocated in alternative uses. For example, a market research institute’s customer may adapt his management information system to the structure of the data he purchases from his service provider. Terminating the relationship might imply excessive costs for the reconfiguration of the system. Hence, customers are willing to commit themselves (e.g. by making relationship-specific investments) if they perceive their service provider to be interested in long-term cooperation.

Summarizing, the present study provides evidence for the importance certain relational behaviors have in market research relationships. Customer managers in market research institutes should understand that the quality of the data they provide customers with is far from being the sole criterion the customer’s judgement is based upon. Certainly, for market research institutes it is indispensable to remain up-to-date in methodological issues and to invest into new technologies in order to increase their research competencies. But neglecting the management of the actual customer interaction would be detrimental to their business. But not only should they be aware of the importance behavioral issues have in relationship marketing. In order to optimize their efforts they should focus on those behaviors that have a significant effect on their customers’ perceived relationship quality. These five behaviors have been identified in the present study.

LIMITATIONS

The limitations of this study are at least threefold. First, the sample covered only one service industry. Although results are plausible, it remains unclear whether they constitute a general pattern or whether different links between relational behavior variables and relationship quality exist in other industries. Second, the study has been limited to the context of domestic relationships inside Germany. This approach allowed to control for a potential cultural bias. Nevertheless, other studies (e.g. Kiedaisch 1997) have shown that national and international business relationship do not follow the same rules. Future studies must prove whether the identified relationships are culture specific. Third, in order to determine relational behaviors’ impact on relationship success, this study focused on dimensions of relationship quality as outcome variables. The respective constructs were measured on the customer side. From a supplier’s vantage point, relationship quality constitutes an important objective. However, it is unclear to what extent it is directly linked to economic success (contribution margins, turnover, penetration rate etc.). Future research might examine this link. Alternatively, the validity of this study might be increased by using multiple respondents on the customer side instead of focusing on one purchasing manager. 
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