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Abstract :

Salespeople play a key role in the formation ofloerm buyer-seller relationships. One importanamby
which the salesrep build the customer’'s commitntenhe seller is through cultivating customer’sstrim the
salesrep. Although trust is recognized as a s@e@iess and develops progressively, our comprebemasi
the dynamics of trust is still limited. The purposiethis research is to advance the understandirypw
social interactions between salesperson and custafigence trust formation over time. A survey dooted
on 184 customers from a French electrical equiprdesttibutor shows that the impact of social iné¢i@ns
on trust toward the salesperson varies acrossethgonship lifecycle. It also confirms that thdlirence of
trust toward the salesperson and trust towarduppler’s firm is not identical trough the relatsinp stages.
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Introduction

Salespeople play a key role in the formation ofgleerm buyer-seller relationships. As the primank |
between the buyer and selling firms, they have idenable influence on the buyer’s interest in awntig the
relationship. It has been suggested that the fodesalesrep, like marketing, has evolved througlhr £ras —
production, sales, marketing and partnering (Wodrul991; Weitz and Bradford, 1998). The salesresk

IS not only to understand customer needs and coawastomers to buy the seller’s products, but lislol

the customer’s commitment to the seller. One ingmarineans by which the salesrep accomplishes ghis i
through cultivating customer’s trust in the salpsre

Trust has received a great deal of attention inas@sychology (e.g., Deutsch, 1960; Lewicki andchier,
1996), sociology (e.g., Lewis and Weigert, 198%),well as marketing (e.g., Anderson and Weitz, 1989
Ganesa, 1994; Moorman, Zaltman and Desphandé, Dagzy and Cannon, 1997).

Although trust is recognized as a social procesd develops progressively (Hakansson, 1982), our
comprehension of the dynamics of trust is stillifed. Furthermore, research dealing with indust@itext
often lack of interest in means used by companidsiiid, develop and maintain the buyers trust.

One of the manager practices widely used by comggacdnsists in inciting buyers and salesreps ta.mee
These meetings can take the shape of commerciiéd \gt also meetings with social character such as
participation in sportive events or in diners. Hfst practice is widely spread in companies, fewdanacs
examined the influence of social interactions ustrcreation of buyers toward the salesreps (Crdstgns et
Cowles, 1990 ; Lagace et al., 1991 ; Doney et Canh®97). Moreover, studies which integrated thistt
antecedent only investigated the effects of thiscept in a transactional perspective without takimg
account the relationship lifecycle.

The purpose of this research is to advance therstasheling of how social interactions influence bsyteust
over time and whether the processes that fostst #&tuthe outset of a relationship are the santbase that
maintain it in later stages. This study focuseshantrust development process, using quantitatiethod, by
hypothesizing that the relative importance of docigeractions on buyers trust may differ over tjraeross
the various phases of a relationship lifecycle.

The methodological approach of this research igdam Anderson’s suggestion (1995) and consists in
collecting data at one point in time, classifyihg relationships by stage (creation, developmeaintaining)
(Ford, 1980; Dwyer, Schurr and Oh, 1987), and t&ing a multi-sample modelling approach to emplisica
assess different construct relationships. As tleegss of building, developing and maintaining comgotrust

IS expensive, time-consuming, and complex, it ipanant for salesperson to understand what facods
behaviors may be used across the relationshipytifec The method presented in this paper is dedigoe
assess the difficulties in collecting data for ustending trust as a process. It may facilitate ubke of
guantitative methods in order to operate a relatiolassification of trust antecedents and consapse

The article is structured as follows: After presegthe conceptual framework of this work, the noelblogy
used in the empirical research will be describadhk following section, the results will be preseh The
article ends with a brief sketch of the limitaticargd future lines of research.
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Theoretical framework

Drawing on a literature review, we define trusttlas perceived credibility, reliability and benevate of a
target of trust (Doney and Cannon, 1997; CrosbyanBvand Cowles, 1990; Ganesan, 1994). The first
dimension of trust focuses on the objective crditiibiof an exchange partner and its capability and
willingness to perform the exchange as promise@. §g¢tond phase of the trust development procéssed

on knowledge. It is grounded on the accumulatiorexgberiences that provides information to assess th
reliability of the other party. Finally, the thidimension is grounded on the empathy and commamesal
shared between the partners.

According to Strub and Priest (1976), trust is $farred from the better known party to a closelsoamted
but less well-known group or individual. This sugtgethat the customer’s trust in the salespersai,can be
seen, in the customer’s point of view, as the b&ttewn party, will transfer to the supplier firm.

According to Doney and Cannon (1997), trust caefgendered by frequent social interactions salespsr
and customers for two main reasons. First, themmddion flow between the actors can be enhancdu tivé
informal environment inherent to those meetingso8d, customers tend to trust salespersons withmwvho
they share common professional as well as sociad$0

Prior research in marketing (Crosby, Evans and €sw1990; Lagace and al., 1991; Doney and Cannon,
1997) found a positive relationship between socigractions and communication on one hand, andilsoc
interactions and trust on the other hand.

Commitment is recognized as an essential ingred@nsuccessful relationships (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh
1987; Morgan and Hunt, 1994). It encourages thegzato resist apparently attractive short-terraraktives

in favor of the expected long-term benefits of Btgywith existing partners (Anderson and al., 199érgan
and Hunt, 1994). Affective commitment refers to fisgchological attachment of an exchange partnéneo
other and is based on feelings of identificatiayalty, and affiliation (Gundlach and al. 1995).id&nces
indicate that trust positively affects commitmefbderson and Weitz, 1989; Morgan and Hunt, 1994)

Several researchers have indicated that relatipasio through phases characterized by distinctviaisa
processes, and orientations (Dwyer, Schurr and1987; Ring and Van de Ven, 1994; Thibault and Kelle
1959, Frazier, 1983). There is a consensus to nem®ghat trust evolves over time (Blomqvist andhBs,
2000). As postulated by Lewicki and Bunker (1998)er time, parties become well acquainted with each
other, which allows them to predict each otheractimns.We focus on three distinct phases of aioalkship :
exploration, buildup and maturity.

Dwyer and al. (1987) describe the exploration stageghe search and trial phase in relational exg#an
Potential exchange partners first consider oblogeti benefits and burdens, and the possibilityxahange.
According to the authors, trial purchases may ta&ee. It may be brief or may include an extendexdiopl of
testing and evaluation.

In the buildup phase, firms are receiving continnatease in benefits obtained by exchange paremaiso
their increasing interdependence and motivatiomatain relationship.

In the maturity stage, both partners have an omgdiong-term relationship in which both are recegyvi
acceptable levels of satisfaction and benefits filo@relationship.

Based on the proposed link between the selectedepts of this research and taken into account the
relationship lifecycle and a qualitative study cocigéd on salesperson dealing with their relatiqgrshvith
their customers, we argue that the links betweérnhake concepts are more complex than revealed by
previous research.

Indeed, Whereas those works consider that antetetteat foster trust at the beginning of a relafop are

the same that maintain it in the long term, we lilgpsize that the relationship stages influenceslinétween
concepts.

These assumptions lead to the hypotheses and tihel wfcthis research presented bellow in tabledLfagure

1.

Code Hypotheses

H1 Social Interaction Frequency is positively rethto the buyer’s trust toward the salesperson
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H2 Social Interaction Frequency is positively rethto Communication

H3 Communication is positively related to the biyémst toward the salesperson

H4 Trust in the salesperson is positively relatettdst in the supplier

H5 Trust in the salesperson is positively relatedftective commitment

H6 Trust toward the firm is positively related tbegtive commitment

H7 Relationship stages impacts the relative importaricgocial Interaction Frequency on trust
in the salesperson

H8 Relationship stages impacts the relative importaoc&Communication on trust in the
salesperson

H9 Relationship stages impacts the relative importariceust in the salesperson on trust in the
supplier firm

H10 Relatignship stages impacts the relative importarideust in the supplier firm on affective
commitment

H11 Relatic_)nship stages impacts the relative importafceust in the salesperson on affectjve
commitment

Table 1 — Hypotheses of the research

Relationship Stages : Exploration — Buildup - Maturity

Affective
Commitme
nt

Communicati
on

Trust
toward
the

Social
Interaction
Frequency
(S.I.LF.)

Figure 1 — The model of this research

Methodology

The selected supplier is a French electrical eqgamgrdistributor. The supplier’'s salesperson haslgective

of developing closer relationships with their cusérs in order to achieve a higher degree of custome
loyalty. The technological complexity of the setsttype of relationship is quite low as compared/tat is
usually studied in buyer-seller relationships.

The respondents were selected from the supplieissomer database. The supplier provided a listO804
customers in France in return for a report of oveesults. The final sample was the result of @nd
sampling of electrical installators. The size af fimal sample is 184 customers.

Key informant were selected (Campbell, 1955) casraid) their ability to provide the type of infornt
needed for this research. In most of the casesetmmndents were customer’s firm managers.

The supplier's customers were contacted by teleph8il respondents were be guaranteed anonymity and
offered a summary report of the results in exchdiogeaheir participation. Respondents were instdcto
answer the entire questionnaire in reference to tektionship with the supplier’s salespersonergfore, the
unit of analysis was the individual customer’s tielaship with the supplier's representative. Theeaptions
were the items involving the supplier as a firmeThspondents were told that the questionnaireavsasvey

of customer relations and that the supplier wasnsitted to responding to the results of the research

4



Abstract preview

A variance-based partial least squares (PLS) methasl chosen over covariance-based methods such as
LISREL. According toGefen et al. (2000when exploratory studies are carried out and atively small
sample is used, this multivariate statistical tégh@ is more suitable than others, such as LISRiaked on
covariance analysi®LS can be used when the problems explored arelerrapd the theoretical knowledge
about them is limited (Wold, 1985; Chin, 1998b).oBstrapping was performed to test statistical icgmce

of each path coefficient usingests (Chin, 1998a).

The measure of relationship phase developed byddgsanesan (2000) will be used, a categorical uneas
based on the framework of Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 71@d Ring and Van de Ven (1994). This measure
contains brief descriptions of the key charactessbf the various phases. Respondents are askddritify

the phase that typified their current relationshith the seller.

Communication, Social Interaction Frequency, trimstthe salesperson, trust in the supplier's firnd an
affective commitment were assessed by the meacadés adapted from the literature using respegtitel
item, 3 items, 5 items, 1 item and 4 items scdledle 2 presents the main quality measurementésdic
Considering this work as an exploratory reseatuh stales show acceptable reliability.

Constructs AVE Composite Reliability | Cronbachs Alpha | Communality
S.F.I - ; ; 0,869081
Communication - - - 1,000000
Trustin the 0,431407 0,771415 0,653625 0,843717
salesperson
Trust in the firm - - - 1,000000
Affective 0,535091 0,798316 0,721546 0,865947
Commitment

Table 2 — Quality measurement indices
Results
Several analyses were conducted upon the colletdaeal First, the analysis deals with the entiredam
Then, the model was tested depending on the rasdtip stage the respondent declared its relatipnstih

the salesrep was (creation, development, maingginin

This table 3 reports an acceptable R? for eachestudhriable across the relationship lifecycle.

Total Exploration Buildup Maturity
Variables Sample phase phase phase
R2 R2 R2 R2
Trust toward the salesperson 0,243 0,435 0,329 0,269
Trust toward the supplier firm 0,111 0,606 0,111 0,036
Affective commitment 0,413 0,551 0,500 0,394

Table 3 - Variances explained

The results of the empirical study are presentatierfigures bellow (green boxes highlight sigrafic links ;
red boxes indicate non-significant links).
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Buyers Trust toward the
Salesrep Company

Communication :

Buyers Affective
Commitment Towarud €
Salesrep Company

Buyers Trust toward the

0,243 ) Salesrep

0232 0,440

Social interactions
frequency

Figure 2 — Total sample results (n=189)

In accordance with results presented by prior rebedigure 2 presents significant links betweenstoucts
studied in the research model.

Buyers Trust toward the
Salesrep Compan

Communication

Buyers Trust toward the
salesrep

I I 0,435
-0.103 ! 0333
| I

Social interactions
frequency

Figure 3 — Exploration stage results (n=36)

In the exploration stage (figure 3), the frequenéysocial interactions does influence directly gy&rust
toward the salesperson. However, this concept itggagst in the information given by the salesperso
It can also be noted here that the two types &t fpresent a strong impact on customer commitnoeward

the company.
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Communication

n#za 456

Buyers Trust toward the

salesrep
0,329

0186

0441

Social interactions
frequency

| b | | orvd | | crvd | | fia2 | | fia4

Figure 4 — Buildup stage results (n=56)

In the buildup stage (figure 4), the model presémessame significant links, with different coeffiots, as in
the exploration stage.

The results in the maturity stage (figure 5) shdwat tlink between communication and trust toward the
salesperson is not significant. Also, customertttaward the salesperson do not influence trustatdwts
company. On the other hand, buyer trust strongpaich customer commitment toward the company.

Buyers Trust toward the
Salesrep Company o,03

Communication

Buyers Affective
Commitment Toward

Buyers Trust toward the

Uz‘sh salesrep
of 0542

Social interactions
frequency

| bives: | | orv3 | | crvd | | fiaz | | fiad |

Figure 5 — Maturity stage results (n=90)
Discussion and Further research

This research shows that the impacts of sociafant®ns on buyers trust toward the salesperson aenoss
the relationship lifecycle. It also confirms thaetinfluence of buyers trust toward the salespeesuhthe
supplier’s firm is not identical trough the relatghip stages.

Although, this work presents some limitatiorBSirst, the lack of theoretical background concegnin
relationship lifecycle does not allow hypothesizthg way relative importance in variables linkslwhange
across each stage. Second, the sample size ofegesirch that does not allow performing multi-group
analysis based on Lisrel or EQS structural equatiodeling.
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Future research should address the limitationheptesent research starting with giving strongfention to
the assessment of relative importance changesstroets links through each stage of the relatipnsh
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