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Abstract

Traditionally personal, face-to-face interactionswansidered to be the most important way of
communication in the business to business (B2B)dvétowever information technology (IT)
development and its effects on business activitiegketing and interactions received more and
more attention in the last decades (Castells 2G0&zer 1991, Leverick et al. 1998, Salo et al.
2005). It is argued that IT usage brings fundamediféerences in the way business partners
interact with each other (Leek et al. 2000) anthasresult the methods of information exchange
have been transformed. Researchers opinion on ghenomenon is not unified. Some
researchers found information technology to inaetie frequency and the effectiveness of
communication (Leek - Turnbull 2004) while othetats the negative impacts of IT usage on
relationships (Lindh et al. 2008). In this paper arelyse whether the spread of information
technology terminate the importance of persona-taeface relationships in inter-organizational
relationships or not. We present the results oftaorstage research, which draw the attention to
the fact that while information technology transfsr the inter-organizational relationship
handling techniques, the personal encounters resigificant.
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INTRODUCTION

The theoretical and empirical analysis of interamigational relationships has gained priority in
marketing, strategic management and innovation gemant as well in the past twenty years.
The basic value driver categories affecting thecess of inter-organizational relationships have
been more or less revealed already. Researcheiagledth inter-organizational relationships
are focusing more on the analysis of change, faamaand manageability of these values.
Researches aimed at examining the relationship® tsccessfully explored innumerable
dimensions; however, studying the effect of infotiova technology (IT) has recently played a
substantial role. Some research emphasize thatritmaply restructures the management of
inter-organizational relationships, and the eadreguently studied dimensions, such as trust,
commitment, personal relations, or the less ofte®duinter-organizational loyalty, are
marginalized. In our view, although the IT is sglieg in Hungary, its effect is not by far as
significant as in other continents and countrieqisTis due to the Central European
organizational culture on the one hand, and it c®@sequence of the crisis on the other. As a
result of the crisis classical dimensions of theccessful relationship management are
increasingly important againVe believe that during inter-organizational relatghips both
ways of interaction can be effective, and theytipiplay important part in the parties’ valuation
of the relationship.

The present study summarizes our research redqdtsanalysed the dimensions of IT and
personal relations, as well as loyalty, in the cafserhich we put a particular emphasis on how
the crisis has influenced relationships. In thetfgection of our paper, we briefly describe the
theoretical background, then we summarize the wistances of our primary research and the
most important results.

CHARACTERISTICS OF B2B RELATIONSHIP MARKETING

In the past two decades, relationship marketingl®gs gaining increasing ground due to the
changes occurred in business philosophy and thusarketing strategy. Many researchers
consider this change as a paradigm shift in marget\ccording to Peppers and Rogers (1995),
the aim of this new marketing paradigm is to gimeocaganization a reserve based on which the
organization can treat its clients as individuatsl ahus it can develop a continuous business
relationship with them. Gummesson (1994) regardatioeship marketing as a “paradigm
accumulation”, which indicates that a science drsaipline has been given new bases, with new
values, new assumptions or methods.

The significance of relationship marketing has atggened new directions in B2B
markets. Research emphasizing the essence obraaip marketing has actually begun with the
analysis of B2B markets (Hakansson - Osteberg 1B3@g&] 1980, Morgan - Hunt 1994), but the
theories of psychology (Thibaut - Kelley 1959), mamic sociology (Granovetter 1992) and
social networks (Burt - Minor 1982, Burt 1992) haleo considerably influenced the defining
of the long-term relationships determinants.

The different researches identify the following i@deristics of stable, long-term relationships:
perceived quality, satisfaction, commitment, traspperation and loyalty.

Some authors analyse the effect of custosaisfactionand relationship quality on retaining
customers (this phenomenon is also known as bdagaity) (Hennig-Thuaru - Klee 1997). The



central components of such a model are customefaszdion, relationship quality, and their
effect on retaining customer (on loyalty).

In the model, relationship quality can affect ldyahrough commitment and trust, but the effect
is not unambiguous. In addition, the model also liespthat satisfaction, perceived relative
quality, the assessment of relationship qualityneotment and trust collectively cannot signify
loyal customer behavior either, because other factmternal psychological, contextual and
situational) can influence the decision of the cosdr.

In buyer-seller relationshigommitmentis defined as a kind of willingness of partners to
maintain a continuous relationship with each oflferyer et. al. 1987), in more simple words,

commitment means that the involved parties are vat#d to maintain the relationship

(Moorman et al 1992). In B2B relationships, comnatrsignifies a psychological attachment as
well, which can also be defined as a “permanenireélés maintain an important relationship”

(Costabile 2000).

Organizations attract consumers with promises,svbidbnsumers decide based ontthstthat a
given company will satisfy their needs. For comnaitinto develop, trust is needed, the first step
of which is “advanced trust” founded on perceivadtdrs (Singh - Sirdeshmukh 2000; Vollmer
et al. 2000). Personal relationship throughout dbevicing process usually consolidates trust,
thus the relationship as well and when consumaust is not abused, then they long to establish
and maintain a long-term relationship, which let@$oyalty (Evans - Crosby 1988; McKenna
1991; Vollmer et al. 2000). Dwyer, Schurr and OB81) treat trust as a critical factor of the
transition from discrete market transactions tadyerelationships. The trust factor plays a
determining role in Costabile’s (2000) dynamic mods well and according to him neither
monadic nor dyadic loyalty can develop without trus

Loyaltyin B2B markets is a less researched area, burtheless some researches prove
that loyalty can also be interpreted in inter-otigational relationships. Many researchers refuse
the existence of loyalty in the inter-organizatiboantacts saying that the main objectives of an
organization operating in the market are profit mgkand achieving growth, and since the
notion of loyalty includes certain emotional commént, there is no place of it here, so there is
nothing to research on. In spite of these views botheoretical and empirical research there are
recently some clues, which indicate that therelaEe for researching on loyalty in the B2B
context, there is a need for working on its defimtand exploring its indicators. According to
these results loyalty can be interpreted amongattters of the B2B market, and it is also
possible to define it through different dimension§&ome researchers differentiate between
behavioral and attitudinal loyalties and their tessshow that among the various factors trust and
commitment are strongly related with loyalty (Rausm et al. 2005 ater -Cater 2010).

In addition to the above factors, several studesl evith the role opersonal relations
during the analysis of inter-organizational relatibips. The personal relationship is traditionally
one of the most important building blocks of loegnt business relationships. The significance
of personal relations is also present in Sholt&898) trust model, who has placed trust in the
matrix of loyalty and capability. If the belief inoth loyalty and capabilities has a high value
between partners, trust can develop (Figure 1).



Figure 1: Development of trust among partners erbsis of loyalty to each other and the
presumed capability level
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“The value | consider my partner is capable and
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L oyalty high th trust
“The value | believe my partner 9 RAthilld rus
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in the future”

Based upon: Sholtes, 1998

Empirical research prove the importance of persoelations, e.g. as the appreciated contact
person moves to a new organization, the partnerlaks/es the supplier and they buy from the
contact person’s new company (Lindgreen 2000, Rédgne Beatty 1999). Andersen and
Kumar’'s (2006) researches highlight that the abserfca positive human relation hinders the
development, moreover, often the maintenance ofdlagionship. Other studies emphasize that
personal relations can also have a consideral#¥dnaksolving conflict situations (Gedeon et al.
2009).

The qualitative results of our previous researchtéldi - Veres 2004) also support that in a B2B
market, relationship orientation does have a vewyartant role. In the focus group discussions
one participant said thaPérsonal relationship is the most important thiagything else helps
very little”. But we found a number of references to the relaiigndimension in the interviews
as well.“A lot depends on personal relationships. Factake Ipersonal relationships, sympathy
or antipathy surely play a role in this, just likexibility and quality.”

THE ROLE OF INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY IN B2B RELATIONBSIPS

Today a substantial part of the changes occurmnthé area of management sciences can be
traced back to the development of information tedbgy (Lindgreen et al. 2000, Pels et al.
2000, Sisodia - Wolfe 2000, Pels et al. 2004). Whith help of the increasingly more efficient
and more user-friendly database and informationagament (Holland — Naudé 2004) and the
modern communication methods, several subfieldsrgdnizational management have become
more efficient. Based on this information compartas easily become familiar with and follow
their consumers’ ordering and purchasing habitsfepences in the long term, as well as the
extent of profit deriving from serving each custont@wing to this fact companies can improve
their supply, formulate individual offers to soltheeir customers’ problems or deliver the product
required by the customers to its destination méfieiently. Tong et al. (2008) studied the effect
of information technology in inter-organization&lationships, since the buyer-seller interface
has become technology-based in organizational rsaria®. Research pointed out that the
intensive use of information technology can sereéhldtransactional and relational approach.



Therefore, in each situation it is important to ersfand the aim of the technology usage,
because sales automation supports transactionaloagp while customer database and
personalization supports relational approach.

IT development and its effects on business aatwitiave been in the forefront of scientific
thinking in the last two-three decades (CastelB52@lazer 1991, Salo et al. 2005). According
to Brady et al. (2002) IT brings elementary chanigemarketing. What is more, not only the
marketing activities, the used methods or processakl also change. Technical competencies
will have a central role in the marketing pract{®®ebster 1992), since the ability to handle
technology will become one of the success factbrsarketing professionals.

The majority of the researches analysing the effiéatformation technology on marketing — as

we also do — defines IT not only as computer hardwat the software running on them as well,
i.e. they consider the course of the informatioacpssing and managing activity as a part of
information technology (Brady et al. 2002).

Managers most often decide on the introductiomfdrmation technology in the pursuit of one
of three goals (Zuboff 1985). In the early daystbhé spread of information technology
developments, the basic motivation wastomation Companies expected financial and time
benefits from the introduction of new technologytédmated systems need less human labour
and result in fewer errors and constant qualitychSsystems, even though they demand
substantial investment, can be operated more cheapl even continuously by using their
maximum capacity; thus higher level results areileadd faster (Dewett — Jones 2001). The
application of technology also greatly enhancestiaetice ofinformation creation Information
technology, even if it had originally been instdli@ith the purpose of automation, continually
provides information about the manufacturing precedten along with information which had
not previously existed. “Information is power”, whiis equally true for the course of business,
production processes and marketing activities. itiermation provided by the technology
makes it possible to gain deeper knowledge of ttuegsses, thereby the changes aimed at
increasing efficiency are able to reinforce the pany's competitive position. Insofar as the
information necessary for decision making and apmras available, the company’s aim can be
to transformthe activities andhe business performanead to take the opportunities becoming
available by the usage of information technologse(® et al. 2002).

The fast development of information technology eieed in the past decades especially in
the field of computer manufacturing, consumer etetts, telecommunication (TV, telephone
and Internet) and software industry (Brookes eR@04) and primarily the developments in the
area of information and communication technologyeheaused a spectacular, sudden change in
marketing practices. Naturally the providers ofhtemogical solutions have described the
usefulness, cost-reducing effect and efficiencieochnology, but not only success stories can be
heard.

Technological development is becoming an incredgiimgportant element of the company-
client interaction. Moreover, some authors regaesé technology based interactions as the key
to long-term success (Meuter et al. 2000, Covietlal. 2001, Brady et al. 2002, Ryssel et al.
2004). Ever newer ways of communication and satesappearing, which involve customers



more and more in the value creation process. Duhagsales of products, companies often take
the multi-channel marketing approach. The adaptatd technological solutions plays an
important role in multi-channel sales.

Clients more and more often meet the opportunity delf-service; in the case of certain
transactions, there is no other way than to chtiwsself-service mechanism in the virtual space.
Whereas there are experts who attribute a very ritapbfuture role to self-service technologies
(Schultze - Orlikowski 2004, Fellenz — Brady 20Q6h)part of the researches hold these very
technologies responsible for the dissatisfacticeh thie leaving of clients (Brady et al. 2002). For
the time being, the research results of this t@we not unified. For instance, in comparing
interpersonal and audio-based (e.g. telephone) eomwation, researchers have found that
during audio-contact, the communication betweenptmticipants became psychologically more
distant and less personal, the participants expegik the activity as task-solving and they
behaved in less spontaneous and cooperative wagk @t al. 2003). However, the company’s
aim with automation is precisely to change an &gtivequiring personal interaction into a
simple, routine task, thus speeding up their senaod decreasing their costs. Companies
applying such solution must examine whether theefisnresulting from automation or those
stemming from personal interactions and direcintlrelations are greater (De Wulf et al. 2001,
Fellenz - Brady 2006a, Rebolledo et al. 2005).

The research of Leek and Turnbull (2004) has shdve the functions realized during the
interaction between the seller and the buyer (gemerating ideas, information exchange,
problem solving, evaluation, negotiation, crisitemrention, social role and self-reinforcement)
may work with different levels of efficiency by thuse of different communication channels and
solutions. The benefits of personal relationshigsy,mn certain cases, be outweighed by the
usefulness of IT solutions.

The effect of technological development touchesnupwst areas of marketing. Studying the
literature reveals that besides information gatigermarket segmentation and targeting, (mass)
customization, customer relationship managemenst(RuEspinoza 2006), client interaction
(communication and sales), and further areas ofntlaeketing mix (Brady 2003, Vilaseca-
Requena et al. 2007, Zineldin 2000) have equalhefited from the development of information
technology.

Although the experiences of the past decades iaitet the spread of IT devices has been
slightly slower in marketing than in the case dfiestcorporate functional areas, the effect of
information technology is unquestionable in theedepment of marketing practices. The results
of information technology development have closetgrwoven with the evolution of marketing
theory, thus today the terms of marketing actisitisupported by different information
technologies signify both technology and marketpgroach itself. Both in the business press
and among scientific sources we can find approadmeording to which IT solutions
fundamentally change marketing and business aesvitather than support it. However, since
the dotcom bubble many people have been lookiradl & development cautiously, moreover,
doubtfully, and they do not trust in the powerexhnology.



IT ENABLED VS. PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS

Research of the IMP Group completed in the pasetldecades have led to recognition that one
of the most important keys of the successul busimeltionships are the interactions between
participating organizations. According to theteraction approach(Turnbull et al 2002),
companies do not think in individual transactiobst in most cases these transactions form a
long-term relation, and each transaction is onlyepisode of this relationship. However, in the
course of the episodes, relationships develop nit loetween organizations but also between
persons involved, which has a significant role nswing the long-term maintenance of the
relationship. But business relationships do nostelay themselves. The parties involved in the
relationship have several relations towards otharkat actors and these relationships can also
have serious effect on the relation in questiorusTtihe dyadic relationship is none other than a
slice of the network of relations connected to dagdendent on each other (Leek et al 2000).

According to Hakansson (1982), market actors usle ingpersonal and personal communication
methods for information exchange. They use impeisaommunication methods to convey
basic technological or commercial data, and petsocm@munication methods to convey ‘soft
data’ and information (e.g. in connection with puotduse, developing cooperation). However,
this also seems to be changing with the spreadfofmation technology solutions. For instance,
Naudé and Holland (1996) assume that a new kirgtrafegic relationship can be formed with
the help of IT-based technologies, since the agidin of technological solutions enables a more
rational decision making. In the past decades,rin&tion technology has undergone a rapid
development, as a result of which the number afitsmls and devices used in the course of
business contact has been multiplied. Besides pargodividual or group) communication,
new auditive, visual or audio-visual solutions ¢eela through the development of
telecommunication technology are now availablelteraterprises. Owing to this, the traditional
toolbox of information exchange completed in theirse of the business process has also
changed. In their research, Leek et al. (2003) dotimat about half of the people, who
participated in the survey think that the usagaenédrmation technology for communication
decreases the significance of personal meetingsnaaices communication faster and more
accurate. A similar proportion of the respondentked about the alienation, impersonation of
relationships, thus becoming task-oriented at #meestime. All this in turn can result in that it is
more difficult to develop trust between parties andnage uncertainties at a lower level of
satisfaction.

RESEARCH

The literature attributes an increasing signifi@anc the analysis of the dimensions of loyalty
between partners in B2B relationships. In the folsase of our research, we aim to analyse the
problem by qualitative methodology in a way thaaldes us to learn about the maintenance and
disruption of relationships during this last 4 ygeaf crisis. The results found in this phase have
prompted us to study separately the effect of dnenfof communication on the level of trust and
loyalty between partners. For this we applies antjitadive methodology.



RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

We formulated the following objectives in the cauos ourqualitative research
* to analyse the role of trust (based on persondatiogls), on loyalty and on the
maintenance in a critical period;
» to analyse the effect of assumed loyalty dimens@npartner loyalty;
» to analyse whether the crisis-sensitive factors assumed actually influence the
maintenance and ceasing of relationships in acafiperiod.

Based on the results of the qualitative researehaiwed to get familiar with the connections of
the form of communication and the dimensions o&attion, trust and loyalty. In the phase of
thequantitative resear ch, our objective was:
» to analyse the effect of personal communicatiorthendimensions of satisfaction, trust
and loyalty;
» to analyse the effect of IT mediated communicatonthe dimensions of satisfaction,
trust and loyalty;
* to analyse the forms of communication companiefepia the period of crisis, and the
most frequently used devices.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

During the primary research we used both qual#atind quantitative methods. For the research
objectives established in the qualitative reseavehmadepersonal interviewsvith the contact
persons of companies operatingBBB markets. First we studied the opinions of thppdier’s
contact persons about the general and concretet effehe crisis related to the maintenance of
relationships, than we examined the contact persgasion about our hypotheses.

In the course of the research 31 in-depth intersigwave been completed, where the
representatives of small enterprises and markeidgacompanies also provided answers. The
interviews took place between the autumn of 201d the spring of 2012. The respondents
include the representatives of manufacturing andvice providing companies and the
representatives of their customers as well.

Based on the research results, we subsequentlg d€§i&ecompanies through anline survey
We called the companies weather they would fill & questionnaire. Afterwards those, who
were willing to participate in the research recditfee link to the questionnaire by an email. 23%
of the companies were willing to respond, so 92stjaenaires were completed, from which two
had to be excluded during post-check, thus 90 mrestires were analysed in total. We applied
partial least squares modelling method to map ¢teionships between the factors forming the
research model (Henseler et al. 2009). We complétechnalyses with the help of SmartPLS
program packade

! Ringle, C.M. - Wende, S. - Will, S. 2005. SmartPLS 2.0 (M3) Beta, Hamburg, http://www.smartpls.de downloaded
10.12.2011.




THE RESULTS OF THE QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

First of all we can say in general that the oldher telationship between the partners is, the more
they are willing to consider loyalty in positiverites. Next, we outline the opinions about loyalty
and the dimensions of loyalty.

Does loyalty exist in B2B relationships?

With regard to the concept that loyalty dividesamgations in partner markets, we also wanted
to know whether loyalty exists — and what it means B2B markets according to respondents.
We have mentioned that the category of loyaltyfiisedifficult for organizations to define, they
can interpret it only along certain dimensions, akhis also reflected in the responses.

Based on the opinion of those we asked, we cae #hatt the majority think that loyalty is
present in organizational markets as well. Althoughoccasionally found responses saying that
such behaviour as loyalty is contradictory to tlaure of business market. In our survey we
found that — although depending on the sectorsoag@hizational characteristics — loyalty is also
interpreted in B2B relationships.

“I think loyalty exists. A loyal person is someomko stands by us for years, we can talk gver
our problems and we do not leave the other in cdsmuble...”

“loyal partners fully trust the company, the empeyg of the company; loyalty is built on trust].

“For me, loyalty means that | can count on my partim everything, we set the conclusion| of
transactions profiting for both of us as an objeetf

“For me, loyalty is a long-term relationship whids based on trust and commitment. If a
partner becomes uncertain, enthusiasm shows a agiag tendency, it saps efficient work| If
the extent of loyalty decreases or it disappeah® telationship becomes worthless and
uninteresting.”

There are some contact persons, however, who edl@iloyalty has boundaries

“If it is about our money, loyalty does not mattBrofit matters for us!"The responséit does
for you because you are multinational! We are snaatl we always give a chance to our
troubled partners, and it is true vice versa. Ahdas worked so far.”
“I want to be loyal or faithful to a supplier parér in vain if the market does not want the
product. Then it is difficult, very difficult tomain loyal. We hold on, but only for a short time.”

The above quotations show that loyalty is integmtetoy the parties in organizational
relationships as well, although they can desctilbally with the help of its indicators.

The role of trust

Trust has a substantial role in relationships. Dyithe interviews every respondent, mentioned
this factor. Almost all the interviewees named tiras the key to good inter-organizational
relationships in the first place. Price, qualitydasatisfaction were marginalized by this factor
during the interviews. The majority believes thaist between the parties matters more than a
lower price, and even if there are occasional ecsflabout quality in the relationship, or
sometimes they are unsatisfied with deadlinest taa mitigate these anomalies in the long



term. Fairness, honesty and trust are the elenteatsegularly return during the evaluation of
relationships in the interviews.

“In business relationships, trust, cooperation amespect for each other are the most
important.”

“I think in B2B relationships, in today’s distrustfworld, trust and open communication dre
what really matter. It is very important for therpas to trust each other, to be able to count/on
the helpfulness of each other and that the relstgmis smooth.”

“In my opinion, trust is the most important factbetween business partners. If trust is ggne,
relationships loosen, and this leads to distrusidAt just does harms to relationships, thig is
why honesty is important.”

The role of Personal relations

The majority of the respondents put an emphasighenrole of personal relations in B2B
markets. Many studies have proved that human oelatican often have a crucial role in
maintaining and ceasing relationships. We can fatsbexamples in our survey when the contact
person’s transfer to another company, and “takes réationship” with themselves. This
phenomenon has examples in the interviews as well.

Nearly all respondents stated that personal relati@mve a substantial role in developing a good
partner relationship.

As we can see above, the respondents can intéoyedty in inter-organizational relationships,
and they mentioned trust, long-term thinking arel shgnificance of personal relations among its
most important determinants.

The role of communication and personal relations

The value of personal relations has been increlsappreciated due to the crisis, and even the
organizations that earlier entrusted these taskadtuinistrator and assistants pay increased
attention to maintaining relationships.

“I think loyalty does not depend on the state a$ist It depends on the person and the compgany.
Just because the world faces a crisis, it doesnmean that humanity must be given up or{we
must change what is good. Of course there are cammpahat are not loyal but stupid, who
really talk about forints and exchange for one fioriThis is not good.”

“...ceasing an established relationship is never wisedince a good old relationship can pe
needed anytime. A good personal relationship isygortant factor of cooperation”.

The interviews indicate that all respondents cargid good working relationship and good

personal relation important before the crisis al, wat they did not put a particular emphasis on
the conscious maintenance of relationships. Howeher has changed as an effect of the crisis,
and the majority of the interviewees started thaytnow consciously build their relationships.



“we did not keep contact with the management airathe beginning, it was restricted to the
administrators. However, we have felt its imporemecently, because actually big decisions
are made in the management level. We must do astitdstrengthen the relationship...”

“Since the crisis, we have developed a consideratstynger relationship with the partner. | feel
that the present situation is continuously uncertaihus | would like to control the relationship.
In such situation, it is always good if we can dooim a constant, reliable partner.”

“As an effect of the crisis, the frequency of nmetihas changed. We meet almost on a weekly
basis. | did not consider it important earlier, bas the market narrows | also feel thaf a
successful enterprise increasingly needs “friendsither than business partners. | even pay
attention to bringing some presents when | makesia WA little chocolate, a bottle of wine can
make miracles!”

As a consequence, the qualitative research prowatl Ibyalty can also exist in inter-
organizational relationships. Our survey calls #tention to the fact that the crisis divides
organizations in terms of assessing whether loyatybe useful in the period of crisis.

It has been proved that trust is a very importaotdr in loyalty and that personal, face-to-face
relations have a great role in both trust and kyydlowever, in terms of the question on how the
crisis affected the development of loyalty, opirsamried considerably.

The findings of the qualitative research have coméd us that it is important to analyse the
significance of the forms of keeping contact anchgwnication among the companies operating
in B2B markets. Especially as information techngl®grving communicational purposes has
undergone a considerable development in the pasidds, which we could not neglect in the
interpretation and analysis of the phenomenon.

THE RESULTS OF THE QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH

In the course of completing the online questior;aive wanted to know how widespread the
forms of communication between business partnees aard how the method applied in
communication influences the factors regularly usied describing business relations:
satisfaction, trust and loyalty.

In general we could say that the responding congsacan be devided into 3 categories: 63 small
enterprises, 13 are medium enterprises and 14aege tompanies. Based on the basic activity,
52 companies are active primarily in the organtrel market and 38 companies operate
primarily in the consumer market.

The respondents include 43 senior managers, 22r lowenedium level manager, while the
remaining 25 persons are employees.

Devices of communication

The examination of the toolbox of business conteas a basic objective of our research. For
this reason, we asked the respondents to evalaate @mmunication/contact form in a five-
element scale, how often they apply it in the coapen with their business partners (suppliers
or business customers) (Table 1).



Table 1. Average frequency of the use of commuimnanethods in official contact

mean
e-mails 4.44
phone discussions, phone calls 4.36
personal, individual meetings 4.0
mailing 3.25
group conferences, meetings 2.74
programs (ceremonies, conferences, product launekbibitions, etc.) 2.52
conference calls 1.97
online video and phone discussions (e.g. skype) 7 1/9
Social media interfaces (e.g. linked in, facebook) 1.87
online video conferences 1.46

Note: the respondents evaluated how often theythesgiven communication form in the formal contact
with business partners in a five-degree scale €ven 5=always).

The results illustrate the spreading of IT mediatechmunication forms well, since the most
frequently used methods are e-mail (4.44) and pleon&act (4.36) according to the respondents.
Nevertheless, the particular significance of peataalations is supported by the fact that the
personal, individual meetings (4.0) received thiedtihighest average value. The least often
applied forms are successively the phone or orgneelp communication and video interfaces,
which most probably follows from the classificatiohthe majority of the sample in the SME

category.

Figure 2: The effect of communication methods oralty

Pcomm

LOYALTY
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prod SAT



Based on all this, it is a particularly interestingestion how the useage of IT mediated
communication methods affect the development ofjamm relationships. To analyse this we
used SmartPLS software for path modelling withrateariables. This is a structural equation
modelling method which is based on the partial tlesguare technique. We studied the
relationship betweepersonal communicatioPcomm), as well af mediated communication
(ITcomm) and the factors afelationship satisfaction(relSAT), trust, and loyalty. We also
integratedproduct (service) satisfactio(prodSAT) in the model, as a factor influencing th
extent of trust and loyalty (Figure 2). The respamtd evaluated the examined latent variables
with the help of indicator scales. We measuredréti@bility of the scales with the Cronbachs
Alpha test. The latent variables are compliant Bas® the values of the Cronbachs Alpha and

the communalities.

As it is illustrated by Table 2, the latent variblincluded in the research model explain the
difference in the values of loyalty in 87 per ceollectively. This value can be considered

specifically high.

Table 2: Reliability of the latent variables

ali

latent variables R Square| Cronbachs Alpha Comniyng
Pcomm 0.88 0.48
I[Tcomm 0.23 0.92 0.62
TRUST 0.85 0.96 0.80

relSAT 0.23 0.97 0.82
LOYALTY 0.87 0.97 0.64
prodSAT 0.95 0.76

Loyalty is closely linked to trust, as well as &ationship and product satisfaction, while it has
mid-strength relation with personal communicatidalfle 3). We could also show a correlation

with IT mediated communication, however, this nelatappears to be weaker.

Table 3: Latent Variable Correlations

Pcomm | TRUST| ITcomnrelSAT LOYALTY | prodSAT
Pcomm 1.00
TRUST 0.50 1.00
[Tcomm 0.48 0.38 1.00
relSAT 0.44 0.91 0.36 1.00
LOYALTY |0.51 0.92 0.32 0.87 1.00
prodSAT | 0.39 0.86 0.36 0.91 0.85

For the further, more detailed understanding ofrélationship between the latent variables, we
completed a path analysis. Through this we triedntp the extent of the direct and indirect
effect of applied communication methods on loyaityelation to each latent variable. While the



direct effects are given by the path coefficietits, total effect, i.e. the resultant of all diracid
indirect effects, is given by the values of thaletfect table.

The positive coefficients of the values signify ipee, i.e. (loyalty) increasing effect, the
negative values refer to a decreasing effect.

Table 4 summarizes the effect of the factors ptesem the model on loyalty. Trust has the
largest (direct) effect on loyalty (0.69). Relasbip satisfaction has the second largest total
effect (0.47), which we interpret as the resultahtclearly direct effects following from the
model. In terms of the total effect level, prodsatisfaction (0.37) is in the third place in tie, i
which case the direct effect (0.24) is twice asrgjras the indirect effect (0.13). In the case of
personal communication, the direct effect (0.1 the third of the indirect effect (0.36).

It is important to emphasize that personal comnatito has the strongest effect on IT mediated
communication, which confirms our assumption thhe tprimary role of IT mediated
communication is a kind of support, completing andsummating personal relationships.

Table 4: Total Effects

TRUST | ITcomm relSAT LOYALTY
Pcomm 0.43 0.48 0.44 0.37
TRUST 0.69
ITcomm 0.13 0.19 0.02
relSAT 0.68 0.47
prodSAT | 0.19 0.37

IT is not significant in the model in terms of @fect (0.02), however, it is remarkable that is ha
a more negative effect on loyalty, a neutral effeottrust, while a weak positive effect on
relationship satisfaction in terms of the diredeef (Table 5).

Table 5: Path Coefficients

TRUST | ITcomm relSAT LOYALTY
Pcomm 0.13 0.48 0.35 0.11
TRUST 0.69
ITcomm 0.01 0.19 -0.07
relSAT 0.68
prodSAT | 0.19 0.24

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS

The economic crisis that has been on for four ybgnsow, served as an important aspect of our
research. The results of the interviews show thanagers believe that long term, safe
relationships are more important in these turbutanes than they were before. Loyalty is of

more importance nowadays.



The results of our survey however indicate that néwsolutions bring important changes in
handling business relationships. Besides facede-fateractions e-mail and telecommunication
tools are used most frequently as a communicatiethod in business relationships.

Thus the results of our empirical research inditat® seemingly contradictory but in everyday
practice existent forms of communication. On thes dvand, the advantages of information
technology do not leave inter-organizational comization untouched, moreover, according to
the data of the quantitative research, the roldTois outstanding in the interaction with
customers. The new tendencies cannot do without gad efficient information exchange,
continuous interaction and immediate response.h&t game time, we cannot disregard the
results of the qualitative in-depth interview resbaand the path analysis applied in the
guantitative analysis, which indicate that persanaktings, personal contact may intensify the
development of loyalty. An important finding of otesearch is that this effect can be achieved
through strengthening trust, thus it still holds feersonal relations which can be the key
determinants of a long-term relationship.

Based on the results of our research, we belieatettie perceived quality of inter-organizational
relationships is affected by both communicatiorhitggues: it is necessary to accept and use IT,
but it cannot replace the milieu of face-to-faceetirggs. It seems that IT and personal meetings
together serve the efficiency of relationships ntei-organizational relationships. Our results
support Hakansson’s (1982) view, that market actase both impersonal and personal
communication methods for information exchange. tBetfast development of the information
technology may result in the usage of impersonahroanication methods (e.g. IT tools) to
convey ‘soft data’ between the interacting paracifs.

This study contributes to the relationship marlgtitterature by providing insights into how
managers of a turbulent environment perceive thgortance of personal and impersonal or IT
mediated communication methods. The findings adthéobody of knowledge on loyalty in
business relationships. The results show that dunter-organizational relationships both ways
of interaction can be effective, and they jointlgypimportant part in building loyalty and they
both add to the parties’ valuation of the relatldps

Having the currently available data — due to tleslectic character — in the future we will do
further research to explore whether the collectffect of the two forms of communication
result in quality change in B2B relations or onasvirom the two techniques.
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