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This article aims to conduct research on the influence of the importance and
quality of business relationships on a company’s decision to maintain its relationship with
a certain hotel. To address the issue, we propose a model tested based on data from a
survey of a final sample of 483 representatives from Portuguese small and medium enter-
prises (SMEs) who expressed their perceptions about the business relationships with their
key partners in a hotel chain. Data were analyzed using the structural equation modeling
statistical technique. The study produced several important results. The quality of the re-
lationship is influenced by interpersonal variables, highlighting the role of Client Manager
(i.e. the representative of the hotel), and other variables associated to the relationship
itself. As for the importance of the relationship, several factors emerge as significant in-
dicators, such as the benefits of the relationship and the costs of its interruption. The re-
sults suggest that the importance of the relationship plays a major role in determining the
propensity for future interaction. As regards theoretical contribution, this research adds
value to the relationship marketing paradigm, because we test and validate a model of the
influence of the importance of the relationship, in addition to the quality of the relations-
hip, and the propensity of future interaction between SMEs and hotels. This study also
suggests practical management-related implications, in light of the success of relationship
marketing strategies, and with the goal of customer loyalty and profitability of the business
relationship which they have established.
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Las relaciones comerciales en el campo de la hoteleria: un modelo
estructural aplicado al segmento corporativo

m El presente articulo tiene como objetivo investigar sobre la influencia de la impor-
tanciay la calidad de las relaciones comerciales en la decision de una empresa de mantener
surelacién con un determinado hotel. Para abordar el problema, se propone un modelo pues-
to a prueba con base en los datos de una encuesta de una muestra final de 483 representan-
tes de pequefas y medianas empresas (PYMEs) de Portugal. Los participantes expresaron
sus percepciones acerca de las relaciones comerciales con sus socios clave en una cadena de
hoteles. Los datos se analizaron utilizando la técnica estadistica de modelos de ecuaciones
estructurales. El estudio produjo varios resultados importantes. La calidad de la relacién esta
influenciada por variables interpersonales, entre las cuales se destaca el papel de Adminis-
trador de Clientes (es decir, el representante del hotel), y surgen otras variables asociadas a
larelacion misma. En cuanto a laimportancia de la relacion, surgen varios factores como indi-
cadores significativos, tales como los beneficios de la relacion y los costos de su interrupcion.
Los resultados sugieren que la importancia de la relacion juega un papel preponderante en
la determinacién de la propensién a la interaccién futura. En cuanto a la contribucién teérica,
la presente investigacion afade valor al paradigma del marketing relacional, ya que somete
a prueba y valida un modelo de la influencia de la importancia de la relacion, ademas de los
efectos de la calidad de la relacién en la propensién de la futura interaccion entre las PYMEs
y los hoteles. Este estudio también sugiere implicaciones practicas relacionadas con la ges-
tién, a la luz del éxito de las estrategias de marketing relacional, y con el objetivo de fidelizar
al cliente y obtener rentabilidad de la relacién comercial que se haya establecido.

AW VYo W-\/ W importancia de las relaciones, marketing relacional, modelacién en ecua-
ciones estructurales, cualidades de la relacion, relaciones de negocios.

Rela¢des de negdcio em hotelaria: um modelo estrutural aplicado ao
segmento empresarial

m O presente artigo tem como objetivo investigar a influéncia da importancia e da
qualidade das relacdes de negdcio na decisdo de uma empresa em manter o envolvimento
com determinado hotel. Para tratar a questao, é proposto um modelo testado com base em
dados de um inquérito realizado a uma amostra final de 483 representantes de pequenas e
médias empresas (PMEs) portuguesas, que manifestaram as suas percec¢des sobre as rela-
¢Oes de negbcio com os seus interlocutores privilegiados numa cadeia hoteleira. Os dados
foram analisados com recurso a técnica estatistica de modelagao em equacgdes estruturais.
0 estudo produz varios resultados importantes. A qualidade da relagao é influenciada por
varidveis interpessoais, com destaque para o papel do Gestor de Clientes (i.e., o represen-
tante do hotel), e por outras associadas a relagdo propriamente dita. Quanto a importancia
da relagao, varios fatores surgem como indicadores significativos, tais como os beneficios
da relagao e os custos da sua interrupgao. Os resultados sugerem que a importancia da rela-
¢do assume um papel preponderante na determinagao da propensdo de interagdo futura. Em
termos de contribuicdo tedrica, a investigagdo acrescenta valor ao paradigma do marketing
relacional, ao testar e validar um modelo da influéncia da importancia da relagao, adicional-
mente aos efeitos da qualidade da relagao, na propensao de interacao futura entre PMEs e
hotéis. O estudo sugere igualmente implica¢des praticas de gestao, com vista ao sucesso das
estratégias de marketing relacional e com o objetivo da fidelizagdo dos clientes e rentabiliza-
cao das relagoes de negdcio com eles estabelecidas.

WY o V\ B importancia da relacdo, marketing relacional, modelagcdo em equacgdes
estruturais, qualidade da relagdo, relagdes de negécio.
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Introduction and Background

Competition among hotels in Portugal is grow-
ing and getting fierce. Hotels ask for the best way to
remain competitive and survive in a limited mar-
ket such as that of companies in Portugal. Hotels
know that its success is based on three fundamen-
tal supports: capturing customers, customer loy-
alty and profitability. Marketing in a hotel plays
a key role in meeting these objectives, including
relational marketing, which is currently a promi-
nent issue. According to the literature (e.g., Beck
et al, 2015; Bradford et al, 2010; Henderson et al,
2011; Krasnikov et al, 2009; Maggon & Chaudhry,
2015; Nyaga & Whipple, 2011; Palmatier et al,,
2013), the future of marketing is inevitably influ-
enced by relationship marketing. This is because
marketing that acts under immediate objectives
(hit-and-run marketing) does not serve the true
interests of buyers, or the interests of sellers, as it
is more expensive to attract new business custom-
ers than retain existing ones.

However, the current marketing theory (by
tradition) is still very oriented to the outcome and
the transaction instead of the customer and the
relationship. There are more and more compa-
nies adopting relationship marketing strategies,
particularly in hotel services in which custom-
ers make high number of purchases over time.
This approach is according to what Gummesson
(2014) calls the “paradigm 3,” which is based on
the dominant logic of services (service-dominant
logic) introduced by Vargo & Lusch (2004) and re-
visited recently (Lusch & Vargo, 2014 ), as well as
in the systems theory (Mele et al, 2010) and net-
work relations, particularly in business-to-busi-
ness context (B2B) (Ford et al, 1998; Hakansson
et al, 2009). These perspectives emphasize the
complexity of services, where the co-creation of
value in the business relationship in the context of
B2B services relies heavily on contributions from
all partners (or business partners if we want to
be more comprehensive and use Anglo-Saxon ter-
minology). Gummesson (2014, p. 660-661) spe-
cifically calls for more studies about relationships
business in the hotel sector.

Indeed, there is currently a growing trend for
companies to focus their efforts on customer loy-
alty and increasing cross-selling in the small slice
of profitable customers (the proven 20/80 rule:
20% of customers are responsible for 80% of to-
tal return). Strengthening customer relationships
is not imitable and, therefore, constitutes a factor

of differentiation and a sustainable competitive
advantage. The business segment (or B2B) also
known as the corporate segment, is a value co-cre-
ation example of repeat purchase and profitability
(Yelkur & DaCosta, 2001) and this justifies its re-
sponsibility for the largest share of the investment
that service providers make in marketing efforts
(Gummesson & Gronroos, 2012). These efforts
go largely for a bet on “stakeholder - to - stake-
holder” interactions (Gummesson, 2014, p. 659),
where each company / organization / institution
is represented by a professional who is responsi-
ble for managing the business relations with part-
ners in the network of relationships in which his
(her) organization operates.

A clear sign of the importance of business
relationship management is the introduction of
the Customer Manager figure (or Commercial
Promoter, name used in some hotel chains) and
the creation of Business Centers in some hotels
operating in Portugal, as it happened in the bank-
ing sector in the 1980s (note that there are many
similarities between both sectors, from custom-
ization services to strong face to face interaction,
through aspects relating to personality, prestige,
trust and the security). This approach also lies in
the idea that buyers get utilities from social capi-
tal (Granovetter, 1985; Hughes, Le Bon & Rapp,
2013).

However, despite a general consensus about
the benefits of a relational approach, managers
and academics had expressed some disappoint-
ment, because the relational marketing some-
times produces contradictory results (Palmatier
et al,, 2009) and it may not to fulfill expectations
(Henderson, Beck & Palmatier, 2011). This can
happen if, for example, if the company adopts an
indiscriminate relational approach that does not
carefully select the contexts and the segments in
which relational marketing can be more effective.
Maggon & Chaudhry (2015), based on an analysis
of articles published since 2001, concluded that
the study of relationship marketing in the tourism
and hospitality area is still weak and more studies
are needed, particularly with regard to relations
business between key partners (“key stakehold-
ers”) and about influence of relations efforts in
the “intention” to maintain and develop business
relationships (Maggon & Chaudhry, 2015, p. 64).

Thus, it is pertinent to study the benefits of
relational efforts, particularly with regard to the
age of business relationships in hospitality at the
business segment. Within this framework, this
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work focuses the business relationships estab-
lished between the representatives of the orga-
nizations in the business relationship, i.e., in this
case between the company representative and the
privileged interlocutor at the hotel (i.e., the cus-
tomer manager).

Most of the literature on relationship mar-
keting implicitly assumes that the development
and maintenance of relationships between sell-
ers and buyers-in this study, between hotels and
businesses- are common goals for both parties.
However, not all customers value the benefits of
the relationship, not all attribute the same impor-
tance to them, and hotels should carefully select
the situations in which the relationship marketing
should be used (Furash, 1997; Perrien et al., 1993;
Vieira, Winklhofer & Ennew, 2014). Indeed, pre-
vious studies have shown that the quality of the
relationship influences the propensity of future
contact between buyer and seller, that is to say, the
longevity of the relationship between clients and
hotels (e.g., Crosby et al., 1990;. Boles et al 2000),
but it is necessary to determine the effects of the
importance of the relationship in the propensity
of future interaction in addition to the influence of
the quality of the relationship.

In fact, if a relationship is not important, from
the perspective of one or both parties, the moti-
vation to continue the interaction is probably low
despite the quality of the relationship. Otherwise,
if, beyond of its good quality, the relationship is si-
multaneously perceived as important, it is natural
that the propensity of future interaction between
the company and the hotel is enhanced by the ef-
fect of the importance of the relationship. In this
context, this research aims to propose and test a
model to assess the simultaneous influence of the
quality and importance of business relationships
in the propensity of future interaction between
hotels and businesses.

Model Proposal

Considering the above - mentioned research
question, the context of this work and a signifi-
cant degree of consensus in literature about the
ideas that determine either the quality of the re-
lationship or the importance of the relationship
(e.g., Crosby, Evans & Cowles, 1990 ; Vieira, 2001;
Palmatier et al, 2006;. Vieira, Ennew & Winklhofer,
2008; Athanasopoulou, 2009; Nyaga & Whipple,

2011; Vieira et al, 2014), the model proposed is
shown in Figure 1.

The model aims to test, on one hand, as pro-
posed, the interpersonal component and features
of relation that effectively determine the quality
of a business relationship; On the other hand, to
evaluate whether the ability of situational factors
and inherent risk determines or conditions the
relationship. In short, the model aims to find out
what influences the decision of a company to con-
tinue its business relationship with a particular
hotel. The following sections detail the proposed
model by describing the associations between
variables.

Background of the propensity
to future interaction

Quality of the relationship

Relationship quality is defined in this study
as the joint evaluation of cognitive business in-
teractions, by key individuals in a B2B interface
(Holmlund, 2001). In line with the current pre-
vailing opinion in the literature, this study adopts
the perspective of Crosby et al. (1990), who con-
ceptualized the quality of the relationship as a
trust and satisfaction variable. Trust is defined as
the ability and willingness to rely on the integrity
and performance of the relationship manager, so
that the long-term expectations are met (Crosby
et al, 1990; Morgan & Hunt, 1994); satisfaction is
defined as the security and tranquility perceived
by the buyer about the future of supplier, taking
into account the satisfactory performance oc-
curred until then (Crosby et al., 1990; Naudé &
Buttle, 2000).

The propensity of a customer to continue to
do business with a given hotel depends signifi-
cantly on the expectations you have about this ho-
tel and the extent to these expectations are met.
The propensity for future interaction is therefore
influenced by the quality of the relationship. As
shown by Crosby et al. (1990), the dimension
quality of the relationship has a positive effect on
the propensity of future interaction, that is to say,
in respect of maintenance propensity or we can
also say, in loyalty.
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FIGURE 1. Model of the effects of the quality and importance of the business relationship in the future interaction

propensity between hotel and customer.

INTERPERSONAL COMPONENT
- Communication

- Customer Orientation

- Knowledge of manager

RELATIONSHIP QUALITY

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE
RELATIONSHIP

- Endeavor

- Common goals

- Contact frequency

SITUATIONAL FACTORS
- Benefits of the relationship
- Alternatives available

PROPENSITY FOR FUTURE
INTERACTION BETWEEN
BUSINESS AND HOTEL

INHERENT RISK

IMPORTANCE OF
THE RELATIONSHIP

- Performance risk costs
- Relationship breakdown

Source: Authors.

Importance of the relationship

Regardless of the quality of the relationship, if
the particular hotel services are crucial to the per-
formance and survival of the company, i.e., if the
influence of importance of the relationship dimen-
sion is high, it is natural that from customer side
exists motivation to maintain the interaction with
this hotel (Frazier, 1983; Vieira et al, 2014; Beck et
al, 2015). Thus, the greater the importance of the
relationship, the greater the propensity for future
interaction.

Background of relationship quality

Let us start with the interpersonal compo-
nent. Communication facilitates the relationship
between the parties and positively influences
the perception that the client has of the Client
Manager (Williams et al., 1990), suggesting that
this variable should be positively associated with
the quality of the relationship. That is, the higher
the level of communication skills demonstrated
by the Client Manager, the higher the level of qual-
ity of the relationship. Moreover, effective com-
munication works as a determining factor of the
trust (Morgan & Hunt, 1994) and satisfaction
(Leuthesser, 1997).

According to studies of Saxe & Weitz (1982),
customer orientation is positively related to the

satisfaction and trust-which, as mentioned, are
two aspects of the quality of the relationship ad-
opted by Crosby et al. (1990)-.

The model also contains the variable knowl-
edge of Customer Manager, taking into account the
fact that vendors (that is to say, hotels, Customers
Managers) that better know the activity of its cus-
tomers are the most valued (Perrien & Ricard,
1995). Additionally, Customer Managers must be
knowledgeable about the role they play on the
organization and the products that they are rep-
resenting. According to previous research (Sujan
et al., 1988; Vieira et al,, 2008), the more knowl-
edge vendors show, the more confidence will be
inspired in clients. Considering that confidence is
one of the dimensions of the quality of the rela-
tionship, the Customer Manager Knowledge vari-
able should be positively related to the quality of
the relationship.

Regarding the situational characteristics, one
of more important variables is the commitment.
It is understood by commitment the strong and
consistent motivation of the parties to maintain
an esteemed relationship (Dwyer et al, 1987;
Morgan & Hunt, 1994). The higher the motiva-
tion is, the greater the likelihood of increasing the
quality of the relationship. A lasting relationship
depends on the mutual commitment between the
customer and the service provider; it suggests

PAPERS

21

RPE

[y



212

)
™

ORIGINALS PAPERS

A.L. Vieira, C. Costa, RPE, Vol. 3, No. 1, Mar. 2016

that quality is essential for maintaining it (Dwyer
et al,, 1987). According to Lawler & Yoon (1993),
the commitment builds trust between the parties
and, according to Molm (1991), the commitment
also enhances satisfaction with the relationship,
which suggests that the commitment is positively
associated with the quality of the relationship.

The common goals variable represents the
sharing level of objectives that are only possible
to achieve through cooperation and maintenance
of the relationship (Wilson, 1995). Like relation-
ships amongst people, common goals become into
a strong motivation to maintain the relationship,
whose age will be greater as the degree of real-
ization of these objectives and taken benefits from
it. According to Wilson (1995), common goals
can also enhance customer satisfaction with the
performance of the seller and the relationship es-
tablished with them. They are possibly associated
with the quality of the relationship as well.

In conclusion, regarding the determinants of
the quality of the relationship, the frequency of the
contacts or visits of Customer Managers from ho-
tels to companies that accompany it is (and where
itis not, it should be) one of the measuring instru-
ments that make part of inquiries to customer
satisfaction. According to Woodside et al. (1992),
the greater the frequency of contact between the
parties, the higher the probability of success of a
relationship strategy. The more frequent the con-
tact, the better the communication between them,
which will allow the hotel to better direct their
marketing efforts to the actual needs of custom-
ers and at the same time, more companies feel
that their problems are important to the hotel.
Frequency of contacts is also associated with the
degree of utilization of services. Thus, frequency
of contacts between the parties is likely to be a re-
lationship quality indicator and there is a positive
ratio between both phenomena

Background of the importance
of the relationship

For a relationship to last and be considered
important, the parties have to feel they get some-
thing to participate in it. The benefits of the rela-
tionship variable reflects this reality in the model
and is included in the situational factors. The con-
tinued business between hotels and firms creates
certain benefits ~-whether intangible or not, eco-
nomic or not - for both parties. For instance, the
company feels it can rely on the hotel’s support

and see a lessened perceived risk associated with
hotel services. In turn, the hotel gets a deeper
knowledge about the company, which will be a
competitive advantage when it comes to deciding
whether or not to increase their involvement with
the client (Vieira et al.,, 2008). The benefits of a re-
lationship are, according to Han et al. (1993), the
rewards resulting from participating in this rela-
tionship, which would not exist without it. The
better the rewards, the greater the importance
attached by the parties to the relationship. This
suggests that the better the benefits perceived by
the parties, the more important the relationship.

The behavior of clients in their interactions
with the hotels can be conditioned by the exis-
tence of alternative relationships, reflected in the
model through the available alternatives variable.
Often, customers remain in certain relationship
due to investments in it and cannot take advan-
tage of better relations that may be possibly with
other suppliers (Han et al., 1993). In other cases,
the obstacles to change are economic or legal links
(Holmlund & Kock, 1996). Where alternatives are
available, real or perceived, are very limited, the
client gives more importance to their current rela-
tionship and their efforts will be to keep it (Pardo
& Salle, 1994). On the contrary, it makes sense to
infer that, the wider the range of alternatives and
easier to end the current relationship, it becomes
less important to the customer.

As for the inherent risk component, the risk of
performance has to do with the uncertainty asso-
ciated with the ability of competitors of the cur-
rent service provider has to fulfill the customer’s
expectations in terms of meeting their needs. As
the perceived performance risk increases, the
customer becomes more accurate in decision -
making (Webster, 1993). Good relations mitigate
the risk associated with the purchase, so the im-
portance of the relationship should be greater the
higher the risk of performance perceived by the
customer.

Finally, the relationship rupture costs, namely
costs of changing hotels, include all the expected
costs of ending a relationship and starting an-
other anew. The greater the investment made in
the relationship, both the hotel and the customer,
the higher the change - related costs carried by in-
creasing the interest and the need of the parties to
maintain the relationship (Morgan & Hunt, 1994).
Therefore, the relationship will tend to be much
more important for the parties as changing costs
increase.



A.L. Vieira, C. Costa, RPE, Vol. 3, No. 1, Mar. 2016

Methodology

The analysis was carried out considering a
modeling perspective in structural equations,
using the LISREL and SPSS software, from the
perceptions of 483 representatives of small and
medium Portuguese enterprises (SMEs) about
its business relationships with its key partners
in hotels. The survey was conducted in a context
characterized by recurrent interactions between
the parties and the personalized and co-created
service, i.e. a research landscape that resembles
the context in which the relationship marketing is
more effective, as suggested earlier (Palmatier et
al. 2006; Vieira, 2013).

The data collection process was carried out
with the collaboration of an international ho-
tel chain operating in Portugal, with branches in
almost any part of the territory and with a com-
prehensive range of business customers, either
in terms of size and in terms of sector diversity, it
was considered appropriate, bearing in mind the
sample representativeness.

Most respondents were representing SMEs,
which employ fewer than 500 people and they
are representative of the business structure in
Portugal, which has about 98% of SMEs and only
2% of medium and large companies. Furthermore,
the distribution by sector of activity is according
to the profile of the Portuguese economy: manu-
facturing, 31%; Construction, 23%; trade, 33%);
and other sectors (mainly services), 14%. The
duration of the business relationship between
the parties is within a range of 6 to 8 years, which
suggests that companies and hotels maintain rela-
tively long links, despite some degree of rotation
inherent to the hospitality industry. This data on
the duration of business interactions takes on ma-
jor importance since, as suggested Palmatier et al.
(2013), the relative importance of relational ef-
forts may be different, depending on timing of the
relationship stage.

All the measures in the questionnaire are
based on scales established in the literature, with
minor adjustments taking into account the speci-
ficities of the present study context. As shown in
Table 1 that contains the constructs of the model,
the used scales and respective reliabilities, the
communication variable is measured by the de-
gree of agreement of the respondent as statements
about the capabilities of the Client Manager com-
munication, i.e., the privileged speaker of the com-
pany at the hotel. Scales adapted to the McQuiston

(2001) study were used for the communication
variable. Customer orientation and Client Manager
knowledge variables were measured under scales
adapted from a study by Swan et al. (1988). The
scales used for measuring the commitment vari-
able have been adapted from scales developed

TABLE 1. Table 1 variables, scales and their reliability

Communication (a = .80)
It is easy to talk with our Customer Manager.

Our Client Manager demonstrates a cooperative attitude
towards us.

Customer Orientation (a =.79)

If a competitor hotel were better for us in particular service,
the Client Manager of this hotel would also say it.

This Client Manager places our interests over of his/her
institution”s interest.

Client Manager of Knowledge (a = .78)

Our Client Manager is a competent and knowledgeable
professional.

Our Client Manager knows so well our activities and our
needs that if he were to move from hotel, | would probably
follow him.

Commitment (a =.77)

Our company is very committed to the relationship that it
has with this hotel.

Our company has a strong sense of loyalty to this hotel.
Common goals (a = .81)

Even if circumstances change (for example, if we tleave
the hotel), this hotel will always be ready and available to
support us.

We can always rely on the sensitivity of this hotel about the
consequences that their actions and decisions will have on
our company.

contact frequency (a =.73)

We are satisfied with the frequency of visits / contacts of
this manager.

Relationship Benefits (a = .76)

There are benefits associated with the relationship with
this hotel that we would lose if the relationship ended.

It would be extremely difficult to develop a relationship
with another hotel as the one we have with this hotel.

Available Alternatives (a = .75)

There are other hotels that can provide us a service as good
as or better than this one.

It would not be difficult or expensive to replace this hotel.
performance risk (a = .71)

What would be the risk of something wrong happening, if
the company were to rely on the same services that it uses
in this hotel but in an unknown hotel?

Relationship rupture costs (a = .81)

To stop work with this hotel implies a considerable
sacrifice.

To stop work with this hotel would have detrimental effects
on our business

Source: Authors.
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by Morgan & Hunt (1994) and Anderson & Weitz
(1992), and the common objective variable was
evaluated by measuring instruments adapted
from scales developed by Kumar et al. (1995).

The number of contacts between the hotel
and the customer can be a measure of the quality
of their relationship. The more frequent the con-
tacts between the parties, the easier it is to estab-
lish a relationship strategy, the relationship gets
in better and communication becomes more effi-
cient. The frequency of contact variable was mea-
sured using an adaptation of a survey scale about
of the customer’s satisfaction of the hotel group
in question.

The relationship benefits were measured us-
ing Rusbult (1983) adaptation scales and avail-
able alternatives were measured using adapted
scales from Kumar et al. (1995). Regarding the
inherent risk, performance risk was evaluated
based on a scale developed by Jacoby & Kaplan
(1972), and broken relationship costs were mea-
sured based on scales adaptations developed by
Gundlach et al. (1995). Finally, to measure the re-
lationship quality variable, the scales used were
adapted from Kumar et al. (1995), the signifi-
cance of the relationship was measured by adap-
tations of scales made by McQuiston (1989) and
Gundlach et al. (1995), and the propensity for fu-
ture interaction between client and property was
measured by using scales adapted from Kumar et
al. (1995).

Discussion of the results

The analysis - based on the results of the
LISREL - suggests that the model features a good
quality adjustment and a significant predictive
power (see Table 2).

Overall, with the exception of performance
risk, the proposed variables as determinants of
quality of the relationship and the importance
of the relationship clearly have a significant in-
fluence. As for the propensity of future interac-
tion, both of its determinants perceived that
their strong influence is confirmed by the results,
highlighting the importance of the relationship.
It should be noted that these results are gener-
ally stronger than a similar analysis conducted
earlier, based on traditional techniques of simple
and multiple regression (Vieira, 2015), which re-
inforces the advantage to modeling in structural
equations for this analysis. Following is a further

TABLE 2. Standardized coefficients and quality
adjustment

Propensity of Future Interaction R =.477
Quality of the relationship - propensity .
of future relationship 3
Importance of the relationship - 6
propensity of future relationship 409
Relationship Quality R? =.453
Communication - Relationship Quality .401
Client Guidance - Relationship Quality 249
Manager Knowledge - Relationship

- .205
Quality
Commitment - Relationship Quality 221
Common Objectives - Relationship )
Quality 247
Frequency of Contacts - Relationship

R 267
Quality
Importance of the Relationship Rz =.468
Benefits of the Relationship - )
Importance of the Relationship 275
Alternatives available - Importance of 58
the Relationship 299
Performance Risk - Importance of the .059 (no
Relationship significant)
Relationship rupture costs - Importance 26
of the Relationship 209
Adjustment Indices
RMSEA .054
CFI -95
NNFI .94
x2 1675.8

Source: Authors.

discussion of the results of each variable in which
a bridge to the literature is established.

Relationship quality Determinants

Interpersonal Component

¢ Communication. The analysis suggests the
variable communication as the strongest determi-
nant of the quality of the relationship, which is in
line with results of previous researches. According
to Williams et al. (1990), communication - be-
yond facilitating the relationship - positively in-
fluences customer perception in face of the Client
Manager behavior. Anderson & Weitz (1989) sug-
gested that communication builds confidence
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between the parties and thus improves the quality
of the relationship. As suggested by Palmatier et
al. (2013), and as will be subject of further discus-
sion in this paper, the fact that the communication
variable assumes in this study the role of most in-
fluential determinant, may have to do with the
relative high maturity of business relationships
identified in this research (with average length in
arange between six and eight years).

¢ Customer Orientation. The findings support
previous research that concluded that customer
orientation is positively associated with satisfac-
tion and trust (Saxe & Weitz, 1982) and, therefore,
the quality of relation - and a service-oriented
customer enhances perceived satisfaction, as well
as the quality and duration of the relationship
(Kelley 1992).

¢ Client Manager’s Knowledge. As proposed,
the level of knowledge of the Client Manager
perceived by the company, is also positively and
significantly associated with the quality of the
relationship. These results validate previous
research in the area services, suggesting that cus-
tomers value the more its partners, the more they
show that know them and know their activity
(Perrien & Ricard, 1995) and that the higher the
level of knowledge demonstrated, the higher the
confidence and credibility transmitted (Sujan et
al,, 1988;. Vieira et al, 2014), which enhances the
quality of the relationship.

Relationship Features

¢ Commitment. Commitment is also - as pro-
posed in hypothesis - positively associated with
the quality of the relationship. These results cor-
roborate those of previous studies, which indicate
that commitment is a key variable in the success
of the relationship (Morgan & Hunt, 1994), it en-
hances the trust between the parties, one of the
strands of the relationship quality (Lawler & Yoon,
1993) and improves the satisfaction of other as-
pects of the relationship quality (Molm, 1991).
Thus, and according to Dwyer et al. (1987), main-
taining a relationship over time depends upon the
quality and involves a certain level of commitment
of the parts.

The fact that the commitment variable is as-
suming a relatively less important role than other
research papers in the same area (e.g., Vieira et

al, 2014) may be seen, again, with the relative
high maturity of business relationships identified
in this study. This is consistent with the sugges-
tion of Palmatier et al. (2013) that the relevance
of commitment grows to about the fourth year re-
lationship, when it begins to decline. The conclu-
sions section will draw up on these aspects of the
research.

¢ Common goals. As proposed in the hypoth-
esis, the results suggest that the perception of
common goals by both the parties is positive-
ly associated with the quality of the relationship.
Similarly, Wilson (1995) also suggests that the ex-
istence of common objectives both enhances sat-
isfaction and constitutes a strong motivation to
maintain and strengthen the relationship, to the
extent that goals are achieved.

¢ Frequency of Contacts. Frequency of con-
tacts has a positive ratio with the quality of the
relationship, as proposed in this study and sug-
gested in previous research. Indeed, the higher
the frequency of contacts between the parts, the
greater the likely success of a relationship strate-
gy (Woodside et al., 1992). In reverse perspective,
as concluded by Smith (1989), the less frequent
the contact, the greater the possibility of the cus-
tomer thinks that the hotel is not interested in it,
which give nothing to relationship quality.

Determinants of the importance
of the relationship

Situation Features

+ Benefits of the relationship. The results sup-
port the proposed hypothesis, which proposed a
positive ratio between the benefits perceived by
the parties and the importance of the relation-
ship. They are also compatible with the reviewed
literature in this work. Briefly recalling that ben-
efits are the rewards resulting from participat-
ing in certain relationship (Han et al., 1993). The
better the rewards obtained (or expected), the
more important the relationship and the greater
the motivation to keep it (Morgan & Hunt, 1994).
Thus, customers seem willing to maintain rela-
tions whose ratio between the benefits and per-
ceived sacrifices, using the terminology of Monroe
(1991), is favorable to them and show themselves
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available to change when this ratio is better in an-
other hotel.

« Existing alternatives. The results support
the idea that the poorer the number of - real or
perceived - alternatives for the customer, the
more important the relationship is. This situ-
ation may occur for a number of different rea-
sons, e.g. because of investments already made
in the current relationship (Han et al.,, 1993) or
the economic or legal links (Holmlund & Kock,
1996). Conversely, when the range of alternatives
is broad, such as the current situation of the ho-
tel sector in Portugal, customers assume a view of
greater demand about the behavior that they ex-
pect from hotels. Let us say, if the number of avail-
able alternative hotels is high, the relationship
becomes less important, because the client prob-
ably now has some superiority in the relation-
ship, some control over the other party. One way
in which hotels can tackle this difficulty might be
specializing in sensitive areas for certain business
sectors.

Inherent risk factors

¢ Performance risk. Contrary to the formu-
lated hypothesis, the influence of performance
risk variable was found to be statistically signifi-
cant. The expectation was that the results validat-
ed the idea that the greater the performance risk
perceived by the client, the greater importance is
attributed to relationship. As Webster suggest-
ed (1993), as the risk of performance increases,
the more watchful the client is about their deci-
sions, and gives more importance to the relation-
ship in which the client is involved. Therefore,
when there is high risk of any competitor having
a bad performance, customers would not choose
to change hotel, even if they are not satisfied with
the relationship, because the change could even-
tually even the company get in even more trou-
ble. In this case, the analysis did not confirm this
line of thought, probably because the differences
between the service providers in terms of quali-
ty and reliability of the services do not justify the
fact that a competitive hotel could not suitably re-
spond to the company’s needs.

+ Relationship rupture costs. The results sug-
gest that the broken relationship variable works
as a significant indicator of the importance of the

relationship. According to Morgan & Hunt (1994),
the costs of the rupture are the combination of
the costs of ending a relationship with the costs of
starting another. The higher these costs, in terms
of customer perception, the more important the
relationship is. This may be due to several factors,
as the investment in building the relationship in-
creases - inasmuch as these costs are not recov-
ered by the parties - there is also an increasing
cost of change, and an increasing interest in main-
taining the relationship (Morgan & Hunt, 1994).
The greater the interdependence between the
parties, the more expensive it becomes to inter-
rupt the relationship and cooperation and com-
mitment prevail over conflict and disruption
(Pardo & Salle, 1994). On the other hand, the old-
er the relationship, the greater the knowledge and
confidence between the parties, so much so that
the interruption costs increase with the age of the
relationship (Anderson & Weitz, 1989).

Propensity for future interaction
and its determinants

Both the quality of the relationship and the
importance of the relationship, given the results
obtained in this study, are considered as signifi-
cant determinants of future interaction probabili-
ty between the company and the hotel. The results
support the proposed ratios. It follows therefore
that, as perceived quality increases, the more like-
ly it becomes to maintain the relationship, which
is consistent with results of previous investiga-
tions, in particular Crosby et al. (1990).

However, taking into account all the results,
the quality of the relationship seems to be a nec-
essary condition for continued interaction, but it
is not enough. This point of discussion has to do
specifically with the objective settled for this re-
search: to evaluate the effects of the importance
of the relationship based on the proven influence
of the relationship quality in the propensity of fu-
ture interaction between companies and hotels. In
fact, the analysis points to the importance of the
relationship as a strong determinant of the likely
future interaction, as initially suggested by Frazier
(1983) and, in this case, the results indicate that
the influence of the importance of the link overlies
the quality of the relationship when the company
decides whether or not to keep the interaction
with such hotel.
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Conclusions

This research aims to add value to the rela-
tionship marketing paradigm, by developing a
model or conceptual framework that can help to
understand the problematic of business relations
between companies and hotels. Indeed, this paper
provides principal theoretical contributions; we
propose and validate (by means of a strong and
rigorous analytical process) an illustrative model
about the influence of the importance of the rela-
tionship, together with the quality of the link, in the
decision of a company to maintain and strengthen
their relationship with certain hotel. The model
also considers the influence of determining both
the quality of the relationship and the extent of the
relationship, so it is expected to serve as a useful
basis and a stimulus for further research.

If we examine the associations between the
constructs that make up the model (review Figure
1), we find that the study shows that high-quality
relationships depend on: i) interpersonal factors
such as communication skills, customer orien-
tation and level of knowledge of the Customer
Manager; ii) relationship characteristics, such
as the commitment of the parties, the existence
of common goals and the frequency of contacts
between the company and the hotel. Often the
question arises as to whether or not companies
establish relationships with people or organiza-
tions that they are representing. The study sug-
gests that, although both aspects are important
and business relationships are institutional inter-
actions, interpersonal aspects, the “face to face”
(the actor-to-actor) between Client Manager and
its key partner in the company plays a central role
in the process.

This study also suggests that the influence of
the importance of relationships is predominant.
The analysis conducted identifies several factors
that determine the importance of a relationship.
Relations become greater importance in situa-
tions that provide the most benefits to the parts,
and when the number of alternatives available is
reduced (which does not seem to be the case of
the Portuguese hospitality at this juncture, also
taking into account the lack of expertise hotels) to
situational- factors. The importance of relations
also depends on the interruption costs, which cor-
respond to the costs of interrupting a relationship
added to the costs of starting a new link (the ho-
tels are particularly attentive to this point a par-
ticular focus on cross-selling).

In terms of practical implications of business
management, it is expected that the research out-
comes constitute a contribution for hotels to im-
prove their knowledge about the most important
factors in the relationship between SMEs and the
hotel, since the study takes into account the per-
spective of this segment and their customer base,
in order to better suit their supply to the actual
needs of customers. It is also expected to contrib-
ute to the successful implementation of relational
marketing strategies in hospitality, particularly
with a view to customer loyalty and profitability
of relationships established with them.

For example, it is necessary to take into ac-
count the fact that the Client Manager (that is to
say, the privileged client’s interlocutor at the ho-
tel) plays a crucial role in the success of relation-
ships. Thus, hotels should pay particular attention
to the recruitment, training and motivation of
employees who represent the hotel with their
customers, as well as the disruptive factors of re-
lationships, such as high turnover of the Customer
Managers and their lack of decision-making pow-
ers. Given the fact that there is less and less space
for competitiveness via supply and price, develop-
ing good and lasting relationships with customers
it appears as a form of sustainable competitive
advantage. In fact, the links based on goods and /
or services, due to their increasingly shorter cycle
life can be, beyond imitable relationships, only
sporadic, which would not allow their adequate
return. Probably not all customers value the bene-
fits of the relationship. Thus, relationship market-
ing should be understood only as an effective tool
for organizations (in this case hotels) to monetize
the relationships established with customers.

In this context, another contribution of this
study towards improving the performance of
those who are on the ground on a daily basis is
alert to the risk of making indiscriminate invest-
ments in customer relations efforts, since they
can be highly ineffective and counterproduc-
tive. Firstly, it is necessary to bear in mind that
the relative importance of relational efforts may
differ according to the phase of the business re-
lationship through Palmatier et al. (2013). This
finding suggests that managers in the field can
take better advantage of the relational marketing
by betting on relational efforts at every moment,
thereby reaping better results. For example, con-
fidence may be more important at the beginning
of the relationship, where the parties are yet to be
known (Dwyer et al., 1987). As the relationship
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progresses and gets in the routine, trust between
the parties can become only a minimum require-
ment and other variables; such as in the case of
this study, communication and customer orien-
tation can play a leading role. This idea is in line
with Palmatier et al. (2013), who concluded that
the importance of commitment has an upward
trend until the relationship is four years old, and
then starts to decrease.

In the case of this research, the fact that the
average duration of the relationship between the
representatives of the parties is between six and
eight years old is consistent with the preponder-
ance of variable communication related (for ex-
ample) to variables such as the commitment and
knowledge manager. Indeed, when a relationship
gets in amore routine phase, communication skills
play a key role; for instance, to convince the cus-
tomer that the parties remain committed to shar-
ing goals. This can be achieved by investing time
in understanding where lie the opportunities for
the service provider to meet the customer’s busi-
ness needs, considering competitive offerings.

On the other hand, managers have to be
aware that a relational approach cannot be seen
as a solution to all problems (one-size-fits-all).
On the contrary, relations efforts must be di-
rected to the segments in which it is possible to
obtain better results, for example, the business
division, in which it is possible to have person-
alized contacts and frequent -and thus the value
co creation - between representatives (which is
relatively difficult to achieve in the segment of in-
dividual customers). In this context, as suggested
by Bradford et al. (2010), it will be possible to
achieve an integration between the service pro-
vider and the customer’s team, in which both
parties work not only with their marketing de-
partments and other internal functional areas,
but also in sync with partners, as though it were
one and common entity to both organizations -
the seller and the buyer.

Limitations and suggestions for
future research

The results of this study should be seen in
context with certain limitations that can open
up new subjects of research. For example, the re-
spondents were asked to provide a description of
their relations with just one supplier, and there-
fore it was not possible to assess whether the

other interactions that take place in the network
of relationships in which each company is in-
volved (including several hotel chains) influence
relationship analysis and its extent. Moreover,
this study focused on prospective customers.
Therefore, it is necessary to listen to the opinion
of officials responsible for hotels, in terms of re-
lationship quality and the importance of the re-
lationship in the propensity of future interaction
between the parties.

Furthermore, although the variables includ-
ed in the conceptual framework proposed have
been confirmed as significant indicators, there
are probably other variables that may build on
the explanatory power of the model. One of the
variables that have been suggested as a potential
subject for studies is the bargaining power which
(in the event of asymmetry), may have counter-
productive effects (Beritelli & Laesser, 2011; Guo
& He, 2012; Nyaga et al, 2013.). The subject under
study is in fact markedly multifaceted. Therefore,
it is suggested that further investigations be con-
ducted, for example in the field of new informa-
tion and communication technologies, and their
implications on the concept of hotel relationship
and the role it has in interpersonal relationships.
Furthermore, there is the field of internal market-
ing, taking into account the fact that hotel services
are highly intensive in terms of personal contacts,
and the role played by commercial agents is in-
strumental in ensuring a face - to - face relation-
ship with customers.
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