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New Perspectives on Customer Relationships: How
Relational Models Influence Customer Experience and
How They Are Activated

Harald Pola, Mirjam Galetzkab, and Ad Pruynb

aInstitute for Service Leadership, Amersfoort, The Netherlands; bFaculty of Behavioural,
Management and Social Sciences, University of Twente, Enschede, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Much research has been conducted into the determinants of
customer experience. However, these studies do not include
relationship norms as a possible determinant of customer
experience. Nevertheless, there are strong indications that the
relationship norms used by a customer are an important fac-
tor in customer behavior and customer experience. The pur-
pose of this paper is to investigate the influence of relational
models on customer experience and to explain possible differ-
ences in presence of relational models. This paper describes
the results of two studies. The first study focuses on the
effects of relational models on customer experience. This first
study shows that the type of relationship has a strong influ-
ence on customer experience in terms of consumption emo-
tions, customer satisfaction, and recommendation intention.
Knowing that differences in the presence of relational models
have a strong influence on customer experience, a second
study focuses on finding a possible explanation for the differ-
ences in the presence of relational models. We hypothesize
that differences in the presence of relational models can be
explained by how organizations approach their customers and
how customers perceive the organization. Especially, the per-
ceived organizational involvement and freedom of choice as
perceived by the customer play an important role. The second
study, therefore, focuses on the influence of perceived organ-
izational involvement and freedom of choice on relational
models. The study shows that organizational involvement and
freedom of choice have a significant impact on the activation
of relational models. The findings are interesting for organiza-
tions that want to improve customer experience.
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Introduction

Within customer markets, decision-making processes play an important
role at various levels and tradeoff points between products, brands, suppli-
ers, and moments of consumption. The traditional marketing literature
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appears to pay considerable attention to the customer and knowledge
development aimed at the analysis of demand (the economic perspective),
to the influence of brands (and other intrinsic characteristics of the prod-
uct), or to choice behavior (the psychological perspective). With the emer-
gence of the field of service marketing, and more recently the experience
economy, social scientists and practitioners alike realized that judgments
about intangible characteristics (such as quality, speed of service, atmos-
pherics, ambiance, user experience, competencies of employees, and so on)
represent important decision-making criteria for understanding customer
choices within the temporal and spatial context.
One of the most important new insights in the world of marketing and

communication in recent decades is the increasing awareness of the
importance of customer experience. Pine and Gilmore (1999) introduced
the concept of customer experience to the general public through their
publication, The Experience Economy. Many other authors further devel-
oped this theme in subsequent years. An increasing number of studies (e.g.,
Reichheld, 2006; Reichheld & Markey, 2011; Schmitt, 2003; Shaw, 2007;
Smith & Wheeler, 2002) have shown that judgments about customer satis-
faction and processes that follow the purchase (such as complaints manage-
ment and word-of-mouth advertising) are influenced by the experiences of
customers. Much research has also been conducted into the determinants
of customer experience, such as social environment, service interface, and
environmental influences (e.g., Brunner-Sperdin & Peters, 2009; Verhoef
et al., 2009). However, none of these studies mention relationship norms as
a possible determinant of customer experience. Nevertheless, there are
strong indications that the relationship norms used by a customer are an
important factor in customer behavior and customer experience (e.g.,
Aggarwal, 2004; Battacharya & Sen, 2003; Kaltcheva & Parasuraman, 2009;
Kaltcheva, Winsor, & Patino, 2011; Kaltcheva, Winsor, & Parasuraman,
2013; McGraw & Tetlock, 2005; McGraw, Schwartz, & Tetlock, 2012). If it
is true that relationship norms play an important role in the way customers
perceive and assess the relationship, a compelling question is what the
influence of relationship norms is on customer experience. And if there are
differences in the presence of relational models and the effects of relational
models on customer experience: what makes a customer choose either one
or other relational model in a customer–supplier relationship? These two
questions will be addressed in the two studies described in this article.

Relational models in customer–supplier relations

What does not arise in the research of Brunner-Sperdin and Peters (2009)
and Verhoef et al. (2009), but what becomes clear in other studies (e.g.,
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Aggarwal, 2004; Kaltcheva & Parasuraman, 2009; Kaltcheva et al., 2011;
McGraw et al., 2012; McGraw & Tetlock, 2005; Paulssen, Leischnig, Ivens, &
Birk, 2016; Zhang, Liu, & Chen, 2018) is that the way in which customers
perceive the relationship with an organization, has a significant impact on the
evaluation of the organization, their products, and services. The Relational
Models Theory (RMT; Fiske, 1991) states that people use relational models to
structure and evaluate relationships. The RMT is the latest conceptualization
of relational models in the social sciences. The theory has been extensively
tested and has received support in a great number of studies in different cul-
tures. These studies have focused mainly on interpersonal relations. In the lat-
est decade the theory has also been validated for issues in a business
environment (e.g., Aggarwal, 2004; Kaltcheva & Parasuraman, 2009; McGraw
et al., 2012; McGraw & Tetlock, 2005; Wan, Hui, & Wyer, 2011).
A relational model can be seen as a coherent set of relationship norms,

values, and beliefs. Relationship norms provide an indication of how the
relationship should be; values are an indicator of what is important in the
relationship and beliefs provide us with information about how the rela-
tionship is experienced. This would also suggest that when people enter
into a relationship with an organization, relationship norms are used to
(consciously or unconsciously) assess the interactions with the organization.
The assumption is also that this effect occurs mainly at an unconscious
level. People often have a certain feeling about a relationship, without
knowing exactly where that feeling comes from. Only when people start to
think about the relationship do they become aware of the relation-
ship norms.
The RMT distinguishes four elementary relational models: Communal

Sharing, Market Pricing, Authority Ranking, and Equality Matching. In
Communal Sharing there is a common interest and/or solidarity between
the parties within the relationship. Parties invest something in the commu-
nity and get something out of it, without monitoring the size of the invest-
ment and the return on this investment. Parties want to connect with each
other because they want to share their personal characteristics, or because
they want to share each other’s resources. Authority Ranking (AR) organ-
izes relationships in terms of authority. The parties concerned are often in
a hierarchical or authority relationship towards each other. In Equality
Matching (EM) the degree of balance is very important. The investment in
the relationship must be balanced with what the two parties get out of the
relationship. Both parties keep track of what is invested and what each per-
son receives. Finally, in Market Pricing (MP), the participating parties use
a common value (usually money) to determine the value of the investment
and the return on investment. A good cost-benefit ratio is essential in this
kind of relationship. In this paper, we focus on the relational models CS,
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MP, and AR, as these models are supposed to be the models that are most
present in client-provider-relations (Kaltcheva et al., 2011).
Fiske (1991) indicates that people rarely use only one of the models. In a

customer–supplier relationship, hybrid relational models are expected to be
even more common than in an interpersonal relationship because customers
often deal with different employees, who could activate different relational
models (Kaltcheva & Parasuraman, 2009). When we look at the relationship
between customers and organizations, it may be possible that customers
employ different relational models through time. It is also possible that cus-
tomers change relational models depending on the specific context. The fact
that relational models have a hybrid character and the fact that relational
models can change over time also indicates that cultural or organizational dif-
ferences may exist between relational models in customer relationships. If cus-
tomers use more than one model in their relationship with an organization, it
is interesting to investigate which relational models are used within that spe-
cific relationship. In addition, if one model has a stronger presence than the
other, it is interesting to know which models dominate the relationship.

The influence of the type of organization on relational models

If there are differences in the presence of relational models, it can be
assumed that these differences can, to a large extent, be explained by the
fact that organizations approach customers differently and customers per-
ceive organizations differently. Our research was conducted with customers
from six different organizations: a bank, an insurance company, a health
care insurer, an energy company, a cable company, and a social welfare
organization. The organizations differ in terms of the market in which they
operate (profit-oriented versus not-for-profit, competitive versus monopol-
istic) and the type of product they offer (high interest versus low interest).
Based on these three characteristics, the six organizations participating in
the survey can be divided into three clusters as following:

1. Profit-oriented organizations, competitive market, high-interest product;
2. Profit-oriented organizations, competitive market, low-interest product;
3. Nonprofit organizations, monopolistic market, high-interest product.

The bank, the insurance company, and the insurer fall within the first
cluster. We will call this cluster the Finance Cluster. The second cluster
consists of the energy company and the cable company. This cluster is
called the Utilities Cluster. The third cluster consists of only one organiza-
tion, the social welfare institution. This cluster will, therefore, be called the
Social Welfare Cluster.
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Communal Sharing (CS) is generally seen as a more personal model and
that of Market Pricing (MP) as a commercial, non-personal model (Kaltcheva
et al., 2011). It can be argued that MP has a stronger presence in the rela-
tionship between a customer and a profit-oriented service provider in a com-
petitive market (Finance and Utilities Cluster) than in the relationship
between a customer and a nonprofit organization in the Social Welfare
Cluster. In the competition for customers, profit-oriented organizations will
try to present the best value proposition to (potential) customers. They will
try to convince their (potential) customers that they have the best product
for the best price. It can also be argued that Authority Ranking (AR) will
have a stronger presence in the relationship between customers and nonprofit
organizations in a monopolistic market (Social Welfare Cluster. The field of
nonprofit organizations in a monopolistic market is usually limited by legisla-
tion, leaving little room to meet specific individual customer needs. The
organization determines what happens and how it happens, leaving the cus-
tomer with no choice. Finally, it can be argued that, due to the nature of the
product (high interest), CS will have a stronger presence in the relationship
between customers and organizations in the Finance and the Social Welfare
Clusters. Organizations in these clusters usually have more information about
the customer, are committed to the social well-being of their customers, and
therefore will also demonstrate a higher commitment to their customers.

Propositions

1. MP will have a stronger presence in the relationship between a cus-
tomer and a profit-oriented organization in the Finance and Utilities
Clusters than in the relationship between a customer and a nonprofit
organization in the Social Welfare Cluster.

2. AR will have a stronger presence in the relationship between a customer
and a nonprofit organization in the Social Welfare Cluster than in the
relationship between a customer and a profit-oriented organization in
the Finance or Utilities Clusters.

3. CS will have a stronger presence in the relationship between a customer
and an organization in the Finance or Social Welfare Clusters than in
the relationship between a customer and an organization in the
Utilities Cluster.

The influence of relational models on customer experience

Depending on the relational model, people have a different motivation to
enter into the relationship with the other party (Fiske, 1991). Those who use
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the CS model do so because they identify themselves with the other and
want to connect with the other. Fiske calls this an intimacy motivation. In a
CS relationship, both parties will not be very aware of the reasons why they
have entered into the relationship and why they maintain the relationship. In
this relationship, parties are also not thinking about a possible end of the
relationship. When they start the relationship they think it will last forever.
People who use the MP model enter into the relationship because they want
something from one another. They realize that they do have to pay a price
but as long as this outweighs the revenues, the relationship is maintained.
Fiske (1991) calls this an achievement motivation. When costs and benefits
are no longer in balance then the relationship will be ended. The motivation
to enter into the relational model AR is what Fiske calls a power motivation:
one party determines what happens and the other party follows, more or less
loyally. The choice for an AR relationship can be made on a voluntary or an
involuntary basis. However, there is always a certain dependency within the
relationship. For example, people choose this model because they want to
have access to available resources (such as money or income) or because they
are looking for protection, safety, or security.
The nature of the relationship (personal or business) and the motivation to

enter into this relationship, makes it plausible that the parties in a CS rela-
tionship have a more positive feeling about the relationship than parties in an
MP or AR relationship. This is certainly the case as long as the relationship
exists. A bad feeling about the relationship usually means that it will be termi-
nated. CS customers tend to trust the good intentions of the organization,
even when they are confronted with a service failure. This type of customer is
also more loyal after a service failure and is less likely to spread negative
word-of-mouth criticism (Kaltcheva et al., 2011). Research by Kaltcheva et al.
(2011) also showed that the CS relational model has a mitigating effect on the
experience of service failures, especially on re-patronage and recommendation
intention. Unlike CS customers, MP customers are fairly indifferent to the
identity of the other party (Kaltcheva et al., 2011). On average, the emotional
experience in an MP relationship will be fairly neutral, unless the service is
very good or very bad and the cost-benefit ratio is affected. Customers that
adhere to the AR model are often in a subordinate position. They partly feel
comfortable with this kind of relationship because it can provide safety and
security. People can, however, also feel dependent on such a relationship,
which can evoke a negative rather than a positive feeling.

Propositions

4. The more CS is used by customers, the more positive their feelings about
the relationship;
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5. The more CS is used by customers, the more satisfied the customer is
with the organization;

6. The more CS is used by customers, the more the customer is prepared to
recommend the organization to friends and acquaintances.

The influence of perceived organizational involvement and freedom of
choice on relational models

If the type of organization plays an important role in activating relationship
norms, a compelling question is what specific characteristics in the
approach of customers can account for differences between types of organi-
zations. A qualitative study among customers of the above-mentioned
organizations (Pol, 2017) showed that both organizational involvement and
the freedom of choice as perceived by the customer offered by the organ-
ization play important roles in the perception of the customer. Involvement
of the organization can be defined as the ambition of the organization to
want to know as much as possible about the customer, to show interest in
his or her personal situation, and to offer the best suitable solution for the
needs and desires of the customer. A person has freedom of choice “if she
lacks constraints on the reasoned selection and performance of one or
more of the items on an action-menu” (Carter, 2004, p.69). In a business
context freedom of choice can be explained as the freedom of the customer
to choose, for example, an organization, a product, or a method of
communication.
Organizations possess the ability to increase both the involvement with

customers and the freedom of choice. Increasing perceived organizational
involvement can be achieved in many different ways. Personalization in
customer contact is one of these ways. A personalized approach appears
to be an important success factor in customer experience (e.g., Bitner,
1990; Bitner, Booms, Stanfield, & Tetreault, 1990). An organization also
has many possibilities at its disposal if it wishes to increase the customers’
freedom of choice. The digitization of communication with customers,
which has occurred over recent years, can have a positive effect on the
perceived freedom of choice. This is the case when the digital channel
(email, chat, internet) is used as an additional channel alongside trad-
itional channels such as mail and telephone. Digital channels offer advan-
tages such as the ability to store and make vast amounts of information
available to customers (van de Wijngaert, Pieterson, & Teerling, 2011).
However, digitization can also lead to a restriction on freedom of
choice. This is the case when customers are encouraged or even directed
to make use of digital channels and when the possibilities to have contact
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by telephone are limited of even completely closed (Teerling &
Pieterson, 2010).
The expectation is that organizations in a competitive market with mul-

tiple providers and a high-interest product, such as banks and insurance
companies (in this research organization in the Finance Cluster), will dem-
onstrate a relatively high organizational involvement and freedom choice.
In order to serve customers well this type of organizations needs to make a
good assessment of the customer’s situation and offer them a service pack-
age that suits customer needs. Organizations in the Utilities Cluster are
expected to be still relatively supply-driven, but in the Netherlands they
have also been confronted with more competition in recent years. This has
led to more customer choice. That choice is mainly offered in the form of
various service packages. In order to deliver a cable network of good qual-
ity or a good quality gas and lighting supply, it is to be expected that
organizations in these clusters do not (need to) know the customer very
well. The involvement of this type of organization with its customers will
thus be less than the involvement of organizations in the Finance Cluster.
Organizations that are in a monopolistic market with few or no competi-
tors, such as government agencies and social welfare institutions, usually
do not offer their customers much choice. These organizations are limited
by strict regulations and have to treat their customers in an equal way. The
involvement of organizations in the Social Welfare Cluster varies dependent
on the type of product and the stage of the customer journey.
The question is: what impact do differences in perceived organizational

involvement and freedom of choice have on the extent to which customers
activate relational models and can these differences explain part of the
variance between different organizational clusters? In a Communal Sharing
(CS) relationship, parties want to connect with each other because they
find the other attractive. Due to the nature of the relationship, the per-
ceived involvement and freedom of choice in CS relationships will be
higher than in the other relational models. In a Market Pricing (MP) rela-
tionship, partners have no desire to become intimate with each other;
more important is that they deliver whatever has been requested (Fiske,
1991). Mutual involvement will, therefore, be relatively low in an MP rela-
tionship. The parties, however, wish to provide the other what he or she
wants. Therefore, freedom of choice plays an important role in this rela-
tional model. If an organization offers little freedom of choice and only
operates on the basis of what they can offer, instead of what the customer
wants, this will probably activate AR relationship norms. This can occur in
both a commercial, non-personal relationship as well as in a personal rela-
tionship. On the basis of the above, the following hypotheses can
be formulated:
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Proposition

7. The effect of the type of organization (i.e., the Finance Cluster, the
Utilities Cluster end the Social Welfare Cluster) on the relational model
that is used by the customer will be mediated by the organizational
involvement and the freedom of choice, as perceived by the customer.

The next section describes two studies. The first study examines the rela-
tional models used by customers of different types of organizations and the
impact these models have on customer experience. The second study inves-
tigates whether the perceived organizational involvement and freedom of
choice are able to provide for an explanation for possible differences in the
presence of relational models between organizations.

Study 1: the influence of relational models on customer experience

Method

Procedure
In the period from February to December 2011, a total of 272 customers
filled out a questionnaire during a face-to-face meeting about their experi-
ence as customers of a large service provider. The face-to-face meeting con-
sisted of a multi-method approach in which researchers tried to get a
picture of the experience the 272 customers had with one of their service
providers. The customers formed a sample from a customer base that was
supplied by the six organizations that participated in this research project.
During the interview customers had to complete a number of question-
naires. These questionnaires identified the relational models that customers
used in their relationship with the organization. The questionnaire also
measured the consumption emotions that were applicable to the relation-
ship with the provider. In addition, customers answered a number of ques-
tions in the questionnaire that were intended to gain insight into customer
satisfaction and recommendation intention.

Respondents
The respondents were all customer of one of the six organizations partici-
pating in this research project. Fourteen of the 272 interviews took place
during a pilot phase that tested the original design structure of the inter-
view. Because the interviews in the pilot phase had a slightly different
approach, these interviews were not included in the analysis. The remaining
258 customer interviews were analyzed (147 men, 111 women, and a mean
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age of 47 years [SD ¼ 14.54]). Of these 258 customers, 125 were customers
of a company in the Finance Cluster, 90 were customers of a company in
the Utilities Cluster and 43 were customers of a company in the Social
Welfare Cluster. Customers received a e50 gift voucher for their participa-
tion in the research project. The interviews were conducted in a neutrally
decorated research room at the consulting company where the principal
investigator worked during this investigation.

Measures

Consumption emotions
To measure the consumption emotions of the customer in the relationship
with the supplier, we used the Consumption Emotion Set (CES). This list,
developed by Richins (1997), contains 49 single emotions. In the first study
(Study 1), all 49 emotions were presented to the respondents. Using a 5-
point scale respondents had to indicate the extent to which the relevant
emotion was applicable to their relationship with the respective service pro-
vider (1¼ not applicable at all, 5¼ very applicable). In describing the
research results we have limited ourselves to the 10 emotions that have the
strongest link with one or more of the relational models (b> 0.40 or b <

�0.40). These emotions are: frustrated, irritated, discontented, unfulfilled,
fulfilled, contented, optimistic, encouraged, hopeful, and happy.

Customer satisfaction
To measure customer satisfaction customers were asked to indicate on a
10-point scale their overall customer satisfaction with the respective service
provider (1¼ very dissatisfied and 10¼ very satisfied). Customer satisfac-
tion was measured as a single item.

Recommendation intention
To measure recommendation intention customers were asked to indicate on
a 10-point scale the extent to which they were willing to recommend the
company to friends and acquaintances (1¼ not at all willing and 10¼ very
willing). Recommendation intention was measured as a single item.

Relational models
For the measurement of relational models, customers were provided with a
list of statements relating to the relational models Communal Sharing (CS),
Authority Ranking (AR), and Market Pricing (MP). In order to determine
the extent to which the relational models were present, we used a list of 14
propositions based on Haslam and Fiske (1999). For each statement, the
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respondent used a 7-point scale to indicate whether the statement was
applicable to the relationship with the respective provider (0¼ not applicable
at all, 6¼ very applicable). The original statements from Haslam and Fiske
were translated from English into Dutch (and back-translated from Dutch
into English to check whether the translation was correct). After translating
the statements into Dutch they were slightly modified to make them more
applicable to a business relationship. As these modified statements did not
fully correspond to Haslam and Fiske’s original statements we conducted a
confirmatory factor analysis. Two statements were found to provide insuffi-
cient load to the appropriate relational model. Those statements were
removed from the list. The remaining list of 12 statements is used in both
Study 1 and Study 2. The scores on the statements (five statements for CS,
four statements for MP and three statements for AR) were summed and div-
ided by the number of statements thus creating an average score for each
relational model. For each of the three subscales a Cronbach’s Alpha was
performed to determine the consistency of the items. This analysis led to
acceptable scales (for CS a¼ 0.77, for MP a¼ 0.69, and for AR a¼ 0.72).

Type of organization
Respondents were customers of one of the six participating organizations.
These six organizations were clustered in three clusters: the Finance
Cluster, the Utilities Cluster, and the Social Welfare Cluster. For our analy-
ses the three clusters were adjusted in numerical data. The Finance Cluster
included a bank, an insurance company, and a health care insurer. The
Utilities Cluster consisted of an energy company and a cable company. The
Social Welfare Cluster consisted of only one organization, a social welfare
institution. This cluster will, therefore, be called the Social Welfare Cluster.

Results

The influence of the type of organization on relational models

The extent to which customers of the six organizations activated the rela-
tional models were examined, broken down into the three aforementioned
clusters. Looking at the research results of individual respondents, these
results confirm findings of previous studies (Kaltcheva & Parasuraman,
2009) that in customer–supplier relationships the relational models have a
hybrid character. In their relationship with an organization, customers rarely
use the relationship norms of only a single model. They usually use a com-
bination of the norms of two or three relational models (MP, AR, and CS).
A one-way ANOVA shows that in respect of the presence of the MP

relational model, the three clusters differ significantly from each other
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(Table 1). For Proposition 1 — MP is more present in the relationship
between a customer and a profit-oriented organization in Finance and
Utilities than in the relationship between a customer and a nonprofit
organization in the Social Welfare Cluster — is thus found sufficient sup-
port. Table 1 also shows that AR is significantly more present in the rela-
tionship between customers and the organization in the Social Welfare
Cluster than in the relationship between a customer and a profit-oriented
organization in the Finance and Utilities Clusters. There is therefore also
sufficient support for Proposition 2. For Proposition 3 — CS is more pre-
sent in the relationship between a customer and a Finance and Social
Welfare organization than in the relationship between a customer and an
organization in the Utilities Cluster — no support was found in this study.

The influence of relational models on customer experience

Consumption emotions
Multiple regression analyses were conducted to determine the relationship
between the relational models and the consumption emotions for each
organizational cluster. The analysis shows that for all three clusters there is
a significant relationship between CS and consumption emotions. The
stronger the presence of CS, the stronger the positive emotions and the
weaker the negative emotions (Table 2). For customers of organizations in
the Finance and Utilities Cluster AR has a significant influence on frustra-
tion, feeling unfulfilled, and feeling irritated: the more an organization is
associated with AR, the more negative are these three emotions. The influ-
ence of AR on the positive and negative emotions is clearly weaker than
the influence of CS. MP does not have a significant impact on any of the
three clusters. The MP relational model has little influence on the emo-
tional experience of a consumer.

Customer satisfaction
Next, multiple regression analyses were performed with the purpose of pre-
dicting customer satisfaction from the relational models. The relational
models are hereby used as the independent variable and customer satisfac-
tion as the dependent variable. Table 3 shows that in all clusters CS is a

Table 1. Mean scores and standard deviation for relational models clustered in three groups.
Finance
Cluster

Utilities
Cluster

Social Welfare
Cluster

M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) F(2,251) p

Communal Sharing (CS) 2.77 (1.39) 2.73 (1.30) 2.64 (1.16) 0.16 .85
Authority Ranking (AR) 2.07 (1.50)a 2.45 (1.47)b 3.50 (1.67)ab 14.22 .00
Market Pricing (MP) 4.01(1.12)ab 4.42 (1.23)ac 2.14 (1.45)bc 52.94 .00

Note. Means with the same superscripts differ significantly in the row (p ¼ .00).
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significant predictor of customer satisfaction. The stronger the presence of
CS relationship norms, the more satisfied customers will be. AR appears to
be a significant predictor only in the Finance and Utilities Clusters. The
relationship between AR and customer satisfaction is, however, a negative
one. The more an organization is associated with AR relationship norms,
the less satisfied the customers will be. MP is not a significant predictor of
customer satisfaction in any of the three clusters.

Recommendation intention
A multiple regression analysis was performed to predict the recommenda-
tion intention from the relational models. This analysis was performed only
for the Finance and Utilities Cluster. Customers in the Social Welfare
Cluster were not asked for their recommendation intention, because they
do not have freedom of choice between several providers. Table 4 shows
that CS is also a significant predictor of recommendation intention,
whereas MP and AR do not have predictive value for recommenda-
tion intention.
The results presented in Tables 2, 3, and 4 show that that there is suffi-

cient support for proposition 4, 5 and 6: the CS relational model has a
stronger and more positive impact on consumption emotions, customer
satisfaction, and recommendation intention than AR and MP.

Table 3. Regression coefficients for the relational models (CS, AR, and MP) predicting
Customer Satisfaction and Recommendation Intention.

Customer Satisfaction Recommendation Intention

Finance Cluster Utilities Cluster
Social Welfare

Cluster Finance Cluster Utilities Cluster
b b b b b

Communal Sharing 0.59��� 0.34��� 0.38� 0.51��� 0.45���
Authority Ranking �0.23�� �0.33�� 0.07 �0.02 �0.21�
Market Pricing 0.04 0.09 �0.25 �0.04 �0.12
R2 0.35��� 0.21��� 0.20� 0.24��� 0.23���
Note. �p < .05; ��p < .01; ���p < .001.

Table 4. Means and standard deviations for perceived organizational involvement and free-
dom of choice.

Cluster Cluster Cluster

Finance Utilities Social Welfare

M SD M SD M SD

Perceived organizational involvement 0.02a 2.87 �0.03b 2.98 �1.16ab �0.98
Perceived freedom of choice 0.27ab 2.45 �0.52a 2.90 �0.98b 2.97

Note. Means with the same superscripts differ significantly in the row (p < .05).
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Study 2: the influence of perceived organizational involvement and
perceived freedom of choice on relational models

Method

Procedure
Study 2 consisted of an online survey among customers of five service pro-
viders (an insurance company, a health care insurer, a cable company, an
energy company, and a social welfare institute). In their capacity as cus-
tomers of one of these five service providers, customers received an email
with the request to participate in an online research project. Customers
were first asked to characterize the organization according to the two
dimensions of organizational involvement and freedom of choice.
Respondents were then shown the statements that were used in Study 1 to
measure the presence of relational models.

Respondents
A total of 981 customers participated in this online research (250 customers
of the insurer, 114 customers of the energy company, 542 customers of the
health care insurer, 31 customers of the cable company, and 44 customers
of the social welfare institute). Customers of the bank did not participate in
this part of the research project.

Measures

Perceived organizational involvement
Customers were asked to indicate on a 15-point scale from �7 to 7 how
much involvement an organization has with its customers in the opinion of
the customer (�7¼ not at all involved, 7¼ extremely involved). The fol-
lowing description was given for this dimension: “An organization is con-
sidered to be involved if there is personal attention towards the customer.
The organization listens carefully to its customers, can empathize with the
customer, and shows understanding when something is not going well. An
organization is seen as not involved when there are little commitment and
little room for personal contact. The organization does not know the cus-
tomer and his or her personal situation. Empathy in the situation of the
customer is limited”.

Perceived freedom of choice
Customers were asked to indicate on a 15-point scale from �7 to 7 how
much freedom of choice they experienced with the organization (�7¼ no
freedom of choice at all, 7¼ very much freedom of choice). The following
description was given for this dimension: “An organization offers much
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freedom of choice if there are many possibilities for customized products
or processes. Customers can choose how they want to communicate with
the organization. An organization offers little freedom of choice if there is
not much room for customized products or processes. The organization
determines how and where customers can interact with the organization.
Rules are more important than people. The possibilities to communicate
with the organization are limited.

Relational models
For the measurement of relational models customers in this second study,
the same measure was used as the measure used in the first study. For each
of the three subscales a Cronbach’s Alpha was again performed to deter-
mine the consistency of the items. This analysis led to acceptable scales (for
Communal Sharing a¼ 0.76, for Market Pricing a¼ 0.68, and for
Authority Ranking a¼ 0.75).

Results

The influence of the type of organization on perceived involvement and
perceived freedom of choice

A one-way ANOVA was first performed to establish how customers evalu-
ate the organizations within the three clusters according to the dimensions
of perceived organizational involvement and perceived freedom of choice
(Table 4).
The results show that there are significant differences between the types

of organizations, both in terms of organizational involvement and in terms
of freedom of choice. Organizations in the Finance and Utilities Clusters
are perceived as more involved than organizations in the Social Welfare
Cluster [F(2, 978) ¼ 3.42, p < .05]. Organizations in the Finance Cluster
offer customers the most freedom of choice [F(2, 980) ¼ 10.10, p ¼ .00].
The Social Welfare Cluster is perceived as the least involved and, according
to customers, this organization offers the least freedom of choice.

Influence of perceived organizational involvement and perceived freedom of
choice on relational models

A multiple regression analysis was performed to determine whether there is
a relationship between the way customers characterize the organization (in
terms of involvement and freedom of choice) and the relational model that
is activated in the relationship between customer and supplier. First, a mul-
tiple regression analysis was carried out to assess the influence of involve-
ment and freedom of choice on the CS relational model. This analysis
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showed that both involvement and freedom of choice are significant predic-
tors of CS (Table 5). Subsequently, a multiple regression analysis was per-
formed to examine the influence of both dimensions on MP. This analysis
showed that there is also a significant correlation between both dimensions
and MP. The regression coefficient for the relationship between freedom of
choice and MP is however slightly negative. This means that lesser freedom
of choice offered by the organization leads to a stronger presence of MP
relationship norms. Finally, a multiple regression analysis was conducted to
establish the impact of involvement and freedom of choice on AR. This
analysis showed that both involvement and freedom of choice are also sig-
nificant predictors of AR. The regression coefficient for the relationship
between AR and freedom of choice is negative, which means that less free-
dom of choice leads to a stronger presence of AR. The relationship between
organizational involvement and AR is positive, which means that more
organizational involvement leads to a stronger presence of AR relation-
ship norms.
If we adjust the hypothetical model (Figure 1) to the findings of this

study, then the model will resemble the one shown below for the organiza-
tions that participated in this part of the research project (Figure 2).

Mediation analysis

To determine whether the effect of the type of organization on the rela-
tional models is mediated by perceived organizational involvement and per-
ceived freedom of choice, a number of regression analyses were conducted
(in accordance with Baron and Kenny (1986)). The results of these analyses
showed that there are no statistically significant connections between the
independent variables and the dependent variables CS, MP, and AR. It can
be concluded that perceived organizational involvement and freedom of
choice have no results for mediating effect on the relationship between the
type of organization and CS, MP and AR. No support was found for prop-
osition 7.

Table 5. Regression coefficients for perceived organizational involvement and freedom of
choice predicting the three relational models.

Communal Sharing Market Pricing Authority Ranking
b b b

Perceived organizational involvement 0.48�� 0.24�� 0.12��
Perceived freedom of choice 0.19�� �0.09� �0.26��
R2 0.37�� 0.05�� 0.04��
Note. �p < .01; ��p < .001.
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Discussion

Based on our literature review, we assumed that relational models would
play an important role in customer experience and that the type of organ-
ization would exert a significant influence on the activation of these

Figure 1. Hypothetical model for the influence of perceived organisational involvement and
freedom of choice on the presence of relational models.

Figure 2. Adjusted model for the influence of perceived organisational involvement and free-
dom of choice on relational models.
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relational models. Our research showed that in customer–supplier relation-
ships the MP model is dominant, followed by the CS model. In the
Utilities Cluster (i.e., the energy company and the cable company) MP is
significantly more present than in the other two clusters. An explanation
for this result can be found in the strong competition in this sector in the
Netherlands during the period of our research. Competition mainly focuses
on price and performance, which are typical MP indicators. The personal
element in the relationship, which can be found in the presence of CS,
turns out to be eligible for these types of organizations to almost the same
degree. One explanation could be that a relatively large gap exists between
customers and these type of organizations. This could indicate that organi-
zations do not know their customers well enough to be able to respond to
individual needs and desires.
What the first study also showed is that CS has a much stronger influence

than MP and AR on the emotional experience, regardless of the type of
organization. In addition, as CS becomes more present, positive emotions are
amplified and negative emotions are mitigated. AR mainly shows an effect on
negative emotions in the Finance and Utilities Clusters. When organizations
in these clusters show authoritarian behavior, this leads to frustration and
irritation among customers and it reduces customer satisfaction. Interestingly
enough, we do not see this effect with organizations in the Social Welfare
Cluster. Here, AR does not have a significant effect on negative emotions.
This could indicate that customers expect authoritarian behavior from this
kind of organization. Furthermore, in an AR relationship the higher placed
party often also can offer safety and security to the lower-ranked party
(Fiske, 1991). This could be the case in the Social Welfare sector where
customers are offered a social safety net. Finally, MP does not demonstrate
any effect on consumption emotions. As expected, MP seems to be a more
rational model, as an MP relationship hardly showed an impact on consump-
tion emotions.
The CS relational model not only has the strongest impact on consump-

tion emotions but also on customer satisfaction and recommendation
intention. Moreover, the effect of CS on recommendation intention is
stronger than the effect of CS on customer satisfaction. This could be due
to the fact that recommendation intention is more the expression of the
feeling that a customer has about an organization than it is about customer
satisfaction. When people are asked how satisfied they are about an organ-
ization they are more inclined to think about their positive and negative
experiences than if they are asked for their recommendation intention.
Fiske (1991) indicates that people enter into a CS relationship because they
want to be intimate with each other. The fact that CS customers have a
better customer experience could be explained by the desire for intimacy.
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Our studies showed that relational models have an impact on customer
satisfaction, recommendation intention and consumption emotions. Recent
research of Paulssen et al. (2016) showed that customer satisfaction, com-
mitment, and trust are significant determinants of relational models.
Apparently, the type of relational model not only influences customer
experience, but customer experience also has an impact on relationship
norms. For this reason, it is difficult to draw conclusions about the causal-
ity in the relationship between relational models and customer experience.
The main conclusion of the first study is that, although the predictive

value of relational models is limited, the relational models are important
for improving customer experience. Better customer experience leads to
more loyal customers (e.g., Pine & Gilmore, 1998; Reichheld, 2006;
Reichheld & Markey, 2011). The key to better customer experience and a
meaningful customer connection can be found in a CS relationship. The
main conclusion of the second study is that if organizations demonstrate a
relatively high involvement and provide relatively wide freedom of choice,
they will activate CS relationship norms among customers. Less freedom of
choice results in a stronger presence of MP and AR. If organizations want
to activate or stimulate CS relationship norms they may have to increase
the perceived freedom of choice and/or their involvement with their cus-
tomers. This is consistent with the findings of earlier studies (Fiske, 1991;
Kaltcheva et al., 2011), indicating that partners in a CS relationship want to
connect with the other because the other appeals to them, not because they
want to acquire something from the other. It is interesting to figure out
what interventions an organization might undertake to display more or less
involved in their relationship with the client and/or to provide more free-
dom of choice. Furthermore, it would be useful to examine in more detail
the question of the effect of these interventions on relational models and
customer experience.

Practical implications

Besides the scientific contributions, this paper also has valuable practical
contributions to service organizations. At this moment almost every
organization is focusing on the improvement of customer experience.
Despite the attempts to gain more insights into the mind of the cus-
tomer, still very little is known about the processes that determine the
evaluation of experience or even a relationship that consists of multiple
experiences. The relational models provide insights into these processes.
The most valuable result is that relational models reveal (part of) what is
taking place outside the consciousness of the customer, as customers usu-
ally are not aware of the relationship norms that they use. This research
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provides insights into the implicit associations of customers about their
relationship with service providers and the effects that these implicit asso-
ciations have on customer experience. Knowing which models are being
used by the customer and which relationship norms are being used to
evaluate the relationship, it becomes possible to predict his or her behav-
ior. If the different items of relational models are measured, it is possible
to determine which norms are applied by a customer in the relationship
with the company. If the actual performance is compared with the norms
that the customer uses, it is possible to predict his evaluation of this
performance in terms of consumption emotions, customer satisfaction,
recommendation intention, trust, and willingness to switch. If an organ-
ization follows an MP strategy, it has to accept that its customers will be
less loyal. If an organization chooses customer intimacy, this means that
it has to show considerable involvement with its customers. If an organ-
ization wants a lasting and meaningful relationship with its customers,
then a CS strategy seems more obvious.

Theoretical contributions

The most important contribution of this paper to the scientific literature is
that it provides a deeper insight into the applicability of relational models
in existing customer–supplier relationships and the effect of relational mod-
els on customer experience. Knowing that relational models are also used
in customer–supplier relationships, it provides a deeper insight into how
customers think and feel about their interactions with service organizations.
The second study also shows that organizational involvement and freedom
of choice are important antecedents of the activation of relational models.
Relational models tell us which norms and values are important in cus-
tomer relationships, how they are used to evaluate this relationship, and
how they affect customer experience. During the last decades, we have
gained more insights into how the brain works and how important subcon-
scious processes are in our daily behavior. There are, however, hardly any
validated measures that provide insights into the subconscious mind.
Relational models provide an understanding of the way in which customers
perceive and evaluate organizational interventions in customer contact,
consciously and subconsciously. Our research is — as far as we know —
the first empirical research project to examine relational models in already-
existing and real-life customer relationships. It was possible to conduct
research in real-life customer–supplier relationships because we had access
to the customer databases of the organizations that participated in this
research project.
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