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B2B RELATIONSHIPS AS THE OBJECT OF MARKETING RESEAR CH

For a long time marketing scholars have been faatmg suggestions that concern building
trade relations between salesmen and buyers. Gigngiarket environment, however,
contributes to the fact that these relations amegideed in a more and more complex way.
Moreover, new methods of analysing such relatiaescantinually being explored. In western
countries already in the seventies it was notibad bargaining power of institutional customers
had clearly grown up. Such a situation requiremfroarketing specialists using more interactive
and individualized instruments transcending thditianal 4P model. The interest in immaterial
and long-term aspects of contacts between firmsi(®ss to Business - B2B) is connected with
the development of the so-called relationship ntarge (RM) paradigm in this area.
Relationship marketing postulates raising by firmaltidimensional (transcending sale data)
institutional knowledge base about customers. Thekat information system has to serve to
arrange customers in accordance with their longrtealue for the firm. On this basis there
follows rational allocation of the marketing buddpetcause most of all resources is allocated on
tightening the cooperation (eg. by the individuatiisn of the offer) with particular customers
treated as potential long-term partners.

In the eighties the results of crucial studies eonimig the nature of exchange between
companies were published. Authors of these studidest-European research workers — were
organized into an irregular group called IMP - tntgional Marketing and Purchasing Group.

The indications from IMP research suggest that ianyn industrial settings B2B
relationships are a key mechanism of efficiencychSwelationships are important for any single
company and for its counterparts. The transactast theory gives relationships a hard core of
economics: relationships can be a way of reachifggaer level of efficiency than in the
situation of a “pure” market mechanism. These idaas consistent with various findings on
positive economic effects of quasi-integration agements described by such concepts as just-
in-time inventory management, time based managenagut total quality control (Hakansson,
Snehota, 2000).

Representatives of IMP group noticed that develpptiose or co-operative B2B
relationships is not always the best managerialteol. It may well be in company’s best
interests to keep its distance when dealing withesgounterparts. Nevertheless, whether they
are close, distant, co-operative, conflictful, pceable or wildly fluctuating, relationships
between companies exit. “Relationship” is not ahdtomous variable and a company cannot
choose to have or not to have one with particulstamer or supplier. Instead, the issue is what
the nature of that relationship will be. When thesationships are goothey are major assets,
when they are badhey are liabilities, but whatever they are, tleye to be managed (Ford,
1997).

Most of IMP researchers accepted that researchatumssand conditions of commercial B2B
relationships cannot be limited to dyads. More amate often they conducted studies of entire
networks among subjects on industrial market. Swetlvorks consist of the direct relationships
that the company has with its suppliers and custeme well as with other organization such as



financial institutions and research houses. Thevordt also consists of the relationships that
these counterpart companies have with other suppdie customers. Many scholars arrived at
the conclusion that in most cases a company casesgign or control the wider network that
surrounds it (Ford, 1997).

Despite that the range of interest and methododbgittitude of research workers from IMP
group has extended over time, it still seems jiakti€ to conduct such research projects which
bear upon problems of building permanent relatigpgsskvith customers with regard to various
cultural regions or sectors with different leveltioé intensity of the competition. The most of the
research driven within the IMP group refers to Wastcountries the economies of which are
strongly developed. Therefore it is proper to cdesia stage of the development of the practice
and the theory of the marketing in other countreg, Poland as a representative of Central
Europe.

SPREADING MARKETING AMONG SCHOLARS AND PRACTITIONER S OF B2B
MARKET IN POLAND

In Poland 18 years have already passed from thmriag of the process of economic
transformation: from centrally planned economy le tmarket economy. In this period the
popularity of the marketing as the conception ofingc of firms on B2B market has been
systematically growing. At present, however, m&stlish companies do not fully use marketing
orientation. The most popular one seems the pedfiatilization of different promotion tools,
for the purpose of the quick enlargement of sal@snpanies’ offers are often constructed out of
restricted knowledge about customers and compgti®enerally, it results in the limitation of
the meaning of marketing department to executiveetions. Annual marketing schedules are
seldom formulated even in large companies operabtim@2B market. From the interviews
conducted among presidents of greatest companmsever, we may conclude that the
enlargement of customer loyalty is treated as aiarmanagerial problem in Poland. Already in
the year 2003, enlarging the customer loyalty weatéd as the prior challenge in comparison to
other aims, such as: the cost reduction and thaifaation of workers with the vision of the
firm (Zdziarski, Obtoj, 2003). Some Polish companiese customer databases and CRM
computer systems which facilitate market segmesrtaind communication with customers.
More and more popular are promotional schemes whioliide customers with various awards
in exchange for the continuation of shopping. Fiaanot, however, cope with evaluation of
effectiveness of projects fastened upon improvimgiamer relationships. Such projects are often
initiated under competition pressure or fashionnmted by the business press, they are,
however, hardly ever properly planned.

Growing interest in building B2B relationships inl&hd was also remarkably influenced
by publications of some theoreticians (Rogski 1998; Otto, 2001; Mitga 2005). Empirical
studies conducted within the framework of ACE in&dional projects financed by the European
Union (Fonfara, 1999) are of crucial importance fine popularisation of relationship
perspective in scientific projects referring to Bé®change in Poland.

Even if among Polish scholars the possibility ahgsof relationship marketing strategy
with reference to industrial market already gaimegihy advocates, one can continually notice
the lack of empirical research which would verifgriicular methods and rules of this strategy
with reference to business practice. This situatimluced the group of scholars of Market and
Marketing Research Department at the Karol Adanmiébkversity of Economics (Katowice,
Poland) to conduct relevant research project.



MEASURAMENT OF CUSTOMER LOYALTY ON B2B MARKET

There is no consensus in the marketing literaturéhow loyalty should be measured.
This lack of agreement has been seen in many papamsoting a single approach over another
one. This debate has encouraged other researchgin tthe fray with their own view on this
issue. Loyalty research in B2B context is relagvekw, therefore it is reasonable to modify
consumer measures to conduct empirical study ataugumer loyalty in this domain sphere
(Bennett, Rundle-Thiele, 2002, 2004; Taydbel, 2004; Foster, Cadogan, 2000).

According to Unclegt al (2003) there are observed generally three conakgditions of
customer loyalty phenomenon:

- Attitudinal loyalty - an attitude that sometimeadss to a relationship with the brand,;

- Behavioural loyalty - mainly expressed in termgefealed behaviour (eg. the pattern of
past purchase);

- Co-determinants of buying brand - especially thalividual's characteristics,
circumstances, and/or the purchase situation.

The loyalty of the customer is usually expressespiecific customer behaviours towards
the provider of products or services (behaviourgalty). Customer loyalty relies, however, not
only on continuing buying goods of the same brdud,it also contains the avoidance of buying
other brands. The loyal business customer condentfdas own expenses on products of the
given type (eg. leasing services or metallurgicdpats) within contacts with one preferred
supplier. Such situation is close to monogamouaticgiship and is usually connected with
attitudinal loyalty. Many authors argue that themast be strong “altitudinal commitment” for
true buyer-seller relationship to exist (BarnesQ20Jones, Sasser, 1995; Uncles et at, 2003;
Reichheld, 1996). Itis necessary to notice thatives of staying of the customer in the
monogamous relationship with seller can be divéBandapudi, Berry, 1997). Except the case
of special “altitudinal commitment”, the customenctake advantage of cooperation with one
firm due to the temporary formal contract of thelegiveness. Such contracts are often observed
among companies cooperating in distribution chan&he reason can also be the lack of
alternatives, that is to say, circumstances appraté to the monopoly. In many European
countries, especially in the sphere of the pubtiity) the market supremacy of one entity is
evident. Formal contracts and monopoly market 8dnacan be treated as examples of third
customer loyalty conceptualisation.

While loyal market behaviours of customer like agiuent and expensive purchases are
priceless for managers, without knowledge and wstdeding of the attitude towards the act of
buying the brand, it is difficult to design markegiprogrammes to modify behavioural loyalty.
This is particularly the case in non-stable enuvinent. Measuring attitudinal brand loyalty can
identify customers who are vulnerable in a changemgironment (Bennett, Rundle-Thiele,
2002).

On the one hand, in managing customer relationshigswell founded to use various
manners of the measurement of attitudinal custdomglty. Such complex approach enlarges
the reliability of the measurement. It has alss @vantage that these increases elasticity of the
whole system of marketing information. On the othand, not always can a marketer ask
customer for certain matters directly, this is wigyshould choose wisely from accessible set of
loyalty measures. It seems also obvious that iotjwe of buyer -seller contacts there is usually
not enough time to use long mail questionnairessom@@g customer loyalty. As a result, it is a
utilitarian need to find an easy and fast mannebraind loyalty measurement. According to
Reichheld (2004), one can treat customer inclimateo recommend brand as such a universal



measure. It appeared that by means of customer eantw one question about brand
recommendations, the manager can say a lot abospigmtives of growth of the brand. Over two
years there was conducted an analysis of relatetseen answers on questionnaires and real
behaviours of customers (the course and the raihgerchasing towards recommending the firm
among familiar). In the most investigated sectbesgercentage of customers who were so much
satisfied that they intended to instruct their damiliar to use particular brand, was directly tied
to the dynamics of the company growth.

CUSTOMER SATISFACTION-LOYALTY LINK
The most frequently mentioned outcome of the marggbrocess is satisfied customer,

with many definitions of marketing incorporatingigsimportant marketing concept (Bennett,
Rundle-Thiele, 2004). There is statistical evideforea positive non-linear relationship, and this
is verified through high correlations, betas ahdThree key issues emerged from the literature
regarding the relationship between satisfactionlayalty (Bennett, Rundle-Thiele, 2004):

- satisfaction and loyalty are related constructs;

- there are moderating factors for the relationship;

- the methodology influences the outcome of the rebea

The shape (the proportionality) of the relationdbgtween the satisfaction and the loyalty is
differentiated in particular business sectors (@olt1998; Gronholdtgt al 2000; Homburg,
Giering, 2001). The illustration of this argumemé @omparative studies coordinated by Jones
and Sasser (1995) and extended by Lee, Lee an#é 2801). It was found that satisfaction-
loyalty link could range from almost linear relaighip in mobile telephony to logarithmic
relationship in case of fixed-line telephony anth@ét exponential (with positive exponential
base) relationship in case of passenger cars.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

In 2006 the author of this paper invited to thetipgration in research project suppliers
on business to business market in Poland. Thess firere interested mainly in identification of
current status and development of their key custamiationships. Simultaneously, the research
(including questionnaire) was designed in orderstdve research problems on the basis of
population of business customers dealing with medlcompanies. A superior aim of the project
was the identification of major instruments of masing and efficient methods of measurement
of customer loyalty on B2B market in Poland. Theegrch team obtained formal references
from enterprises - partners of the project. Thasmsf expressed in this way satisfaction
connected with the possibility of exploiting thetaibed results in their own activities.

Research project was realized in accordance withrtéthodology of interactive research
(Gummesson, 2001), consulting every stage with gemsaof 10 involved firms. Finally,
research workers discussed major findings durimifezence specially organized for business
practitioners. The overall research results weesgmted in the book (Miga, 2007) and some
selected parts (including more descriptive resattd case studies) in other articles (Mt
2006, 2007). Focus of this paper is on researchltsesonnected with customer satisfaction-
loyalty link and utilization of customer recommetida as synthetic measure of loyalty of
business customer.

The research had to some extent both quantitatik qualitative character. A main
technique of information gathering was interviewtelviews were carried out in 2006 by the
team of research workers among representativesusinégss customers which maintained



business contacts with companies partnering irptbgect. Furthermore, scholars used the case
study technique based on internal data made alaitgbbusiness partners of the project.

Thanks to the research agreement with B2B provideembers of the research team
obtained some preliminary information on real betwans of buyers. This information was
originated from transaction records aggregated 3B Boroviders (eg. information about
participation of particular customers in firm tuueos, length of the cycle of the cooperation
with given customers and frequency of transacjiodsfortunately, this data appeared to be
incomplete and aggregated in various manners, swag incomparable. Therefore it was
accepted that perspectives of the development Bf ationships will be identified, first of all,
on the basis of statements formulated under fatac®interviews.

Selected sectors of the B2B market including etes&chanical sector, energy sector,
financial services, telecommunications service$ragtructural services, consulting services,
hotel industry and construction services were siilife research. Intentional selection aimed at
creating a set of sectors that were strongly diffedswith regard to frequency of company-
customer contacts and customers’ freedom withincth@ce of a service provider (the most
frequently connected with a level of sector conegidn). Finally, ten B2B suppliers
participated in the academic research. Each okthigss pointed 20 key customers. The major
criterion of selection of particular customers vihsir percentage share in overall suppliers’
sales. Thanks to utilization of face to face inimw method and strong support of commercial
partners, very high response rate was reachedllysitiee research population consisted of 189
market entities. It is necessary to mention thaheresearch participated both firms which stuck
out for customers with many competitors (the subgrahe free competition) as such which
operated in conditions of the oligopoly or the mpoly. The highest concentration of the market
appeared in case of suppliers of the earth gashencbal.

According to presented in this article part of tesearch, hypotheses were derived as
follows:

H 1: The loyalty of business customers is stromglsited to satisfaction of business customers;
H 2: The highest level of competition on the markie¢ stronger relationship between customer
satisfaction and loyalty

H 3: Customer inclination to recommend brand is@&ff’e measure of customer loyalty

The measures used in the questionnaire were cothliiom sources referring to both
B2C and B2B research as well (Barnes, 1997; Fo€mdogan, 2000). Consumer satisfaction
and loyalty were measured on multi-item 5-pointdrikscales, ranging from 1definitely not to
5 - definitely yes. Research questionnaire used in the project alwefgsred to the same set of
research problems, there were, however, implememstgie modifications of questions
according to characteristics of products being refleby ten companies partnering in the
research. As an example, all three major questigesl among customers of provider of fiber-
optic cables are presented in table 1. Also onstguewith ratio scale was included to identify
current level of customer loyalty (Malhotra, 2008uring interview questions were always
directed at concrete, named company - provider afiven type of products or services.
Therefore, one can conclude that it was measutbérréghe attitude towards the act of durable
purchasing a specific brand than propensity toraadloyal in general (Bennett, Rundle-Thiele,
2002).



Table 1. Questions used in interview accordingdosamer satisfaction and loyalty - case of
sector of fiber-optic cables providers

Please, specify the likelihood of further cooperation with company... Consider following issues:

Definitely Rather Cannot Rather Definitely

Specification not not say yes yes

If I am asked about the provider of fiber-optic cables by
familiar company, I will recommend them company ...

In few years time I will still buy fiber-optic cables from
company ...

Existing cooperation with company ... fulfills my
expectations

Please, try to estimate how many (in%) fiber-optic cables which you order currently are these delivered by
company... in comparison to other fiber-optic cables providers ............... %

According to the conceptualisations of customenhyydiscussed in previous paragraphs
of the paper it was assumed that the most evidentation of the customer loyalty (especially
attitudinal, but also something like behaviourad) the purchasing concentration. It seems
reasonable that such meaning of loyalty incorpsratell the strength or the depth of customer
relationships because it refers to monogamy saoatBarnes, 1997). This is why in the next
paragraph of the paper statistical relationship&/éen existing and future (potential) purchasing
concentration and customer satisfaction and recordat®ns will be presented.

CUSTOMER LOYALTY RESEARCH RESULTS
During interviews representatives of business euets answered questions diagnosing
present level and perspectives of their loyaltyams particular sellers. The main diagnostic
meaning had: the present level of purchasing cdratéom only in one firm and the inclination
to treat this firm as the main provider in adequate perspective (eg. the next year in case of
the cooperation of travel agencies with the hotelic or “in few years time” in case of the
cooperation of companies with the organizationifyang ISO systems).

In the table 2 essential statistical dependenciesng customer loyalty and customer
satisfaction are confronted. These dependencie® wasasured by Spearman correlation
coefficients whose scores are presented in the.talaxt to correlation coefficients (in brackets)
approximate statistical significance is qualifidflesults were analysed in two subgroups in
relation to the degree of the intensity of compmtibetween B2B providers.

Powers of correlation coefficients point out thhe tpresent customer loyalty is clearly
affected by the degree, to which the seller redli@estomer expectations concerning the offer.
This refers, however, only to sectors where intensivalry for the customer lasts, and not these,
where few competitors appear. When the developwiecwmpetitive processes is not advanced,
then greater influence on the customer have egistarriers of the change of the B2B provider.
Almost 60% of all examined customers noticed thésterce of such barriers. The most
frequently indicated limitation of the choice ofpglier was the difficulty in finding a supplier
accomplishing crucial quantitative-qualitative reegments. Quite often they indicated also the
so-called external barriers. Such external infleenan get out of an attitude of some of key
stakeholders which forces the choice of particidapplier (eg. the final buyer in the



international supply chain or the principal shatdbg. There were also pointed limitations with
regard to propositions of law (eg. regulations mfgedure of ordering in public sector firms).

Table 2. Customer satisfaction against present dwbe purchasing concentration and the
inclination to the purchasing concentration in filteire

SPECIFICATION TYPE OF PROVIDERS SECTOR

free competition oligopoly or monopoly
Present level of the purchasing 0,253 (0,028) 0,062 (0,523)
concentration
Inclination to the purchasing 0,392 (0,000) 0,246 (0,017)
concentration in the future

In spite of the result that customer satisfactianrot be treated as the reason for the
present customer loyalty in all B2B sectors, th@ontance of this factor, however, grows up,
when one tries to foresee customer loyalty in thieire. Powers of correlation coefficients
introduced in table 2 show that in longer time pecsive customer satisfaction can be treated as
significant predictor of customer loyalty even imse of markets which are at present
monopolized.

The presented correlations allow to draw a congtusoncerning hypotheses H1 and H2.
Statistical relationship between satisfaction amyhlty is small, but significant. It means that
first hypothesis is rather false. Indeed, the hyalf business customers is related to their
satisfaction, but probably other cognitive, affeetor situational factors have crucial meaning. It
should be also added that the importance of satisfaas a predictor of future loyalty is greater
than current relationship between these phenomé&nather conclusion refers to H2. There
appears clear difference between satisfactiondpyhhk in free competition sectors and
monopoly or oligopoly sectors. However considerilogpger time perspective, also firms
working in such market conditions like monopoly glib accumulate opinions of their own
customers, for the reason that these opinionspnalbably play crucial role, in the moment of the
appearance of competitors having attractive offiétbeir disposal.

According to third hypothesis verification, in tabB statistical interrelation between
customer loyalty and customer recommendations tr@daoced. This statistical relationship is
definitely significant in subgroup of free compigtit sectors. Actually in case of future customer
loyalty this relationship is quite strong. Everpdwers of correlation coefficients are lower than
0,5 it should be considered that these are resiltasing only single questions aimed at
phenomena being analysed, not extensive questiennghis is why it can be concluded that
customer inclination to recommend brand is syntheffiective measure of customer loyalty. Of
course, it does not negate the thesis that thexeotirer potential more efficient measures
of customer loyalty even if synthetic, single qums$ measures are only considered.



Table 3. Customer inclination to recommend brandiresj present level of the purchasing
concentration and the inclination to purchasingcemtration in the future

SPECIFICATION TYPE OF PROVIDERS SECTOR

free competition oligopoly or monopoly
Present level of the purchasing 0,245 (0,033) 0,035 (0,722)
concentration
Inclination to the purchasing 0,496 (0,000) 0,281 (0,006)
concentration in the future

MANAGERIAL CONCLUSIONS

The conducted research shows that the customeltyoyathe B2B context can be
measured by means of well-known techniques of ntimkeaesearch. From among different
available measures of the loyalty, very good restdin be obtained through asking the customer
whether he would give his recommendation to a tetampany. On B2B market conducting
written or oral references is treated as the cussanthis type of asking probably will be treated
well by satisfied customers. Marketing managersightreat periodic interviews with customers
as the solid element of activity of the firm on tmarket. Paradoxically, using several specific
guestions during meeting with customers will pertoibbtain reliable information competitive
in comparison to information gathered from compteail questionnaires forced by periodic
accreditation of ISO management systems. CRM coenmystems applied in firms should be
designed to take into account the results of caateEms between personnel and customers. The
usage of this solution creates many planning amdrakding opportunities. For example, this can
be practical to evaluation of the efficiency of tee-called loyalty schemes based on the
distribution of different prizes to these custom&h® buy more.

In Poland (and also generally in EU), there idl sfilite a lot of B2B sectors where
customers stay loyal mostly for the reason thatetl® not large possibility of choice than the
satisfaction according to cooperation with existaogplier. In spite of this, marketing managers
working in firms which kept still many State priedes must know that in longer time
perspective this can be very dangerous for the tyraf the firm. Customers continually seek
new solutions and are very susceptible to offerseat market players. The good illustration of
this threat is the changing situation on telecomication market in Poland. Spectacular and
common cases of low level of customer service an ghrt of Telekomunikacja Polska SA
(former telephony monopolist) in connection with ram@nd more attractive offers of mobile
telephony operators caused that many customershagitto substitutes. This history should
induce other firms which kept formal privileges ttlcastomer loyalty is not forever privilege or
popular promotional slogan, but actually a pricelesward for adapting business processes to
the needs of customers.

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER PROJECTS
It seems that the sphere of customer loyalty rekear B2B context could be still
extensively explored by marketers. The importantestadies on loyalty measurement and
loyalty determinants is even bigger when we congupularisation of “slogan attitude” to this
field spreading especially from consumer marketciica. There is great a opportunity for



marketing scholars to work closely with IT provigdo design analytical systems which allows
for better understanding and predicting loyal bétag of customers. It is evident that so far
this opportunity was not maximally used.

There is no doubt that especially in B2B sphereketarg managers should support
analysis of customer loyalty with customer profiliéy analysis. In conditions of cooperation
with relatively (in comparison with consumer masetow number of customers record of
transactions such should be expanded to multidimeaksapproach incorporating field research
efforts and both: qualitative and quantitative nueas. It will definitely improve various loyalty
strategies to implement more precise customer sefgtinen. Even being loyal in terms of
monogamy, some customers are probably still notugmoprofitable to invest significant
corporate resources to develop relationships wigmt

The project coordinated by the author of this papet006 was a stage in his long-term
research concerning relationships among markeestghjBecause it was realized in accordance
with a model of public-private partnership, it exgled the possibilities of Market and Marketing
Research Department at University of Economicsatoltice in the sphere of scientific projects
in which the businessmen from the Silesia regigreap as partners. At present there is initiated
a new project which contains case studies of fiaperating on industrial market which have
implemented CRM systems. This project will make gigle the identification of main
psychological and organizational barriers which endike initiation of this type of marketing
solutions difficult. It is also aimed at instantpmvement of CRM analytical tools.
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