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Abstract:

1. Introduction

Relationship quality has received considerable attention among academics and practitioners over previous
three decades. High quality relationships with customers have been shown to lead to customer retention,
cross-selling opportunities, customer referrals, lower exchange costs, higher market share and better busi-
ness performance (Kim & Cha, 2002; Kim et al., 2006; Qin et al., 2009; Lo et al., 2017; Santouridis & Veraki,
2017; Bakator et al., 2019; Ledikwe et al., 2019; Rajic et al., 2019; Xu et al., 2020). Relationship quality is also
valued as a source of sustainable competitive advantage, as intangible aspects of high quality relationships
that a company may establish with customers cannot be easily duplicated by competitors (Athanasopoulou,
2009; Qin et al., 2009; Bowden-Everson et al., 2013; Kuhn & Mostert, 2018; Prayag et al., 2019). Relation-
ship quality is particularly relevant to service businesses, and especially in high-contact service settings,



due to inherently intangible nature of services which causes customers’ uncertainty prior to a service deliv-
ery (Palmatier et al., 2006; Delacroix & Guillard, 2016). 

Whereas the construct of relationship quality has been extensively studied from the perspective of B2B re-
lationships, far less research attention has been devoted to relationship quality in B2C exchange contexts
(Olavarrýa-Jaraba et al., 2018), and according to Athanasopoulou  (2009) relationships in B2B settings dif-
fer from relationships in retail contexts. Moreover, previous studies have mainly been conducted in the U.S.,
Western Europe and Asia, whereas little is known of the formation and consequences of quality relationships
in B2C exchange relations in emerging economies. This especially refers to emerging European economies,
which have remained mostly under-studied, in comparison with Asian developing economies. In addition,
a number of previous studies modelled relationship quality as a global/composite construct (e.g. Kim &
Cha, 2002; Kim et al., 2006; Cheng et al., 2008; Castellanos-Verdugo et al., 2009; Rajaobelina & Bergeron,
2009). Contrary to previous research, this study addresses the construct at the level of its dimensions, fol-
lowing Balaji’s (2015) and Izogo’s (2016) assertions that customers are capable of making distinctions be-
tween different relationship quality dimensions and that a disaggregate model of relationship quality provides
a better explanation of the formation of customer loyalty intentions.

Recent studies in the context of service businesses have pointed to the company’s customer orientation as
an important precondition for the establishment of quality relationships with customers and documented
significant impact of relationship quality on customers’ willingness to repurchase, continue relationship with
a provider and spread positive word-of-mouth (Castellanos-Verdugo et al., 2009; Lo et al., 2017; Prayag et
al., 2019).

In order to address the aforementioned gaps in the literature, this study builds upon previous research in
service businesses and aims to examine the impact of retailers’ customer orientation on relationship qual-
ity and the contribution of its constituents, trust, relationship satisfaction and commitment to a retailer, on at-
titudinal and behavioural loyalty of customers in the context of an emerging Eastern European economy. 

Serbian grocery retailing provided the context for this study. From the beginning of the 21st century Serbia
has opened its market to foreign entrants, whereas retail trade has experienced the highest deregulation in
Serbian business economy. Consequently, grocery retailing in Serbia has been increasingly exposed to
competitive pressures and subject to significant changes. According to a recent research of the Serbian
Commission for the Protection of Competition into the sales in non-specialized stores with food, beverages
and tobacco predominating assortment, traditional grocery stores (with sales area less than 200 m2) still
dominate the market with 80% in total number of retail stores, however, they have been gradually giving
way to modern retail formats, instituted mainly by market entrants (Commission for protection of competi-
tion of the Republic of Serbia, Sectoral analysis, 2018). This trend has already been recorded in emerging
economies opening their market to foreign companies (Paul et al., 2016). Whereas modern retail formats ac-
count for only 1% share in total number of stores, they generate 18% of total revenues (Commission for Pro-
tection of Competition of the Republic of Serbia, Sectoral analysis, 2018). According to the Commission’s
report, market entrants have not identified barriers to entry and further modernization and structural changes
in non-specialized retailing of food, beverages and tobacco products are expected.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: Theoretical framework of the study is discussed in the
next section and research hypotheses are proposed. This is followed by a brief overview of methodology and
the discussion of research findings. Theoretical and managerial implications are outlined subsequently and
limitations of the study and directions for future research are highlighted.

2 Conceptual Framework and Research Hypotheses

2.1 Relationship quality

In a retail setting relationship quality has been explained as a customer’s reliance on salesperson’s integrity
and his confidence in the future performance of a salesperson, which is based on previously satisfying in-
teractions with the salesperson (Qin et al., 2009). Relationship satisfaction, trust in a provider and commit-
ment to the relationship with a provider have been the most commonly suggested dimensions of relationship
quality in B2C markets (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2002; Athanasopoulou, 2009; Lo et al., 2017; Olavarrýa-Jaraba
et al., 2018; Ledikwe et al., 2019). One should also be aware that although some consumers may be seem-
ingly satisfied with a product or a service delivery, not all of them will be equally willing to engage into com-
mercial relationships, as for some of them relational tactics may be perceived as implying the loss of privacy
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and intimidating (Noble & Phillips, 2004; Delacroix & Guillard, 2016). However, relationship hindrances are 
beyond the scope of the present study. 

Moorman, Zaltman and Deshpande (1992) defined trust as ‘the willingness to rely on an exchange partner
in whom one has confidence’ (p. 315). According to Rajaobelina and Bergeron (2009), trust comprises two
elements, customers’ belief in an exchange partners’ expertise and a belief that the other party will behave
in a responsive and mutually beneficial manner when new circumstances emerge. Trust in an exchange
partner reduces customer’s risk perceptions and instills confidence into customers of the exchange partner’s
integrity and reliability (Kim et al., 2006; Wu et al., 2019).  Previous research has highlighted significant con-
tribution of trust in an exchange partner in the formation of relationship satisfaction (Balaji, 2015). 

De Wulf et al. (2001) define relationship satisfaction as ‘an overall appraisal of his or her relationship with a
retailer’ (p.36). It is an affective state which is based on consumer’s assessment of interactions with the re-
tailer over the course of a relationship. As such it differs from a satisfying experience which results from a
particular transaction with a retailer. 

Moorman et al. (1992) explain customer commitment as an ‘enduring desire to maintain a valued relation-
ship’ (p. 316). Customer’s willingness to maintain a long-term relationship with a company is based on cus-
tomer’s belief that continuing the relationship will bring higher net benefits than terminating it (Hennig-Thurau
et al., 2002). Commitment is regarded as a key driver of customer loyalty in service settings (Fullerton, 2005;
Balaji, 2015). It stems from the provision of services which exceeds customer expectations (Bowden-Ever-
son et al., 2013). Whereas some previous studies addressed commitment as a multidimensional construct,
consisting of continuance and affective commitment (Fullerton, 2005; Lee et al., 2007), or calculative, af-
fective and normative commitment (Bowden-Everson et al., 2013), the authors of this study acknowledge
prior findings and adhere to Olavarrýa-Jaraba et al.’s (2018) stance that in buyer-seller relationships cus-
tomers feel no obligation to stay in a relationship, but their commitment stems from affective attachment to
the provider. In addition, Lee et al. (2007) claim that continuance commitment is a feature of B2B relation-
ships, due to common existence of high switching costs, scarcity of alternatives and contractual nature of
a relationship between exchange partners, which is not the case in highly competitive context of grocery re-
tailing, where customer commitment is based on an emotional attachment towards a retailer. This study
therefore builds upon a conceptual framework including an affective component of commitment. 

Recent empirical research has indicated a significant impact of customer trust on satisfaction with a service
provider (Wu et al., 2019). The antecedents role of relationship satisfaction to relationship commitment has
been also empirically supported (Balaji, 2015). Kim et al.’s (2006) research provided evidence of a signifi-
cant positive influence of both trust and satisfaction on customer commitment to the relationship. Accord-
ing to Lee et al.’s (2007) study, trust in a retailer positively affects customer affective commitment towards
the retailer. On the basis of the above discussion, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H1: Trust in a retailer positively affects relationship satisfaction;
H2: Relationship satisfaction positively affects customer commitment to a retailer;
H3: Trust in a retailer positively affects customer commitment to a retailer.

2.2 Customer orientation

Front-line employees’ attitude and behaviour towards customers in service encounters are widely acknowl-
edged to have an impact on customer’s perceptions of a service experience and service company. Customer
orientation is an integral part of market orientation, in addition to competitor orientation and inter-functional
coordination. Customer and market orientation have been shown to positively affect the company’s per-
formance (Andreou et al., 2020; Koshksaray et al., 2020) and overall satisfaction with the company’s export
performance (Njegic et al., 2020). Understanding and satisfying customers’ needs in a manner superior to
its competitors is at the forefront of customer orientation. According  to Saxe and Weitz (1982), who were
among the first authors to address the construct of customer orientation, customer-oriented behaviour is re-
flected in sales personnel’s efforts to understand customers’ needs and help customers achieve their goals,
which provides a pathway to the establishment of mutually beneficial long-term relationships with customers.
Customer-oriented behaviour of service personnel contributes to customer satisfaction, fosters trust and
commitment to the relationship with service provider (Kim et al., 2006; Qin et al., 2009; Oraedu, 2019).
Guenzi et al. (2009) asserted that retailing personnel who behave in a professional manner and who are
friendly with customers and benevolent instill trust into customers. Friendly and helpful behaviour of grocery
store  employees has been shown to influence customer satisfaction and willingness to maintain relation-
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ship with a provider (Paul et al., 2016; Roozen & Katidis, 2019). Based on these previous findings we pro-
pose the following hypotheses:

H4a: Customer orientation is positively related to customer trust in a retailer;
H4b: Customer orientation is positively related to relationship satisfaction;
H4c: Customer orientation is positively related to customer commitment to a retailer.

2.3 Attitudinal and behavioural loyalty

Customer loyalty is regarded as the primary goal of relationship marketing and it has even been equated with
relationship marketing (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2002). To remain loyal to a company customers should be sat-
isfied with a company’s offering and trust the supplier (Valenzuela et al., 2010). A number of studies differ-
entiate between attitudinal and behavioural loyalty (e.g., Mandhachitara & Poolthong, 2011; Lee et al., 2018;
Ledikwe et al., 2019; Yao et al., 2019). According to Watson et al. (2015), attitudinal loyalty is based on a
strong positive attitude, i.e. customer preference for a particular entity, which stems from positive evaluations
of previous exchange experience. In highly competitive environments, strong positive attitudes activate de-
fensive processes causing customers’ resistance towards competitive offers. Behavioural loyalty implies re-
peat purchase behaviour which is based on a strong preference towards an entity. It differs from repeat
purchases caused by the lack of alternatives, high switching costs or inertia (Dick & Basu, 1994). 

Previous research in the context of traditional and e-retailing has supported positive effects of relationship
quality constructs on customers’ attitudinal and behavioural loyalty (De Wulf et al., 2001; Guenzi et al., 2009;
Park et al., 2017; Ledikwe et al., 2019). Based on these arguments, the present study puts forth the follow-
ing hypotheses:

H5a: Trust in a retailer positively affects customer attitudinal loyalty;
H5b: Trust in a retailer positively affects customer behavioural loyalty;
H6a: Relationship satisfaction positively affects customer attitudinal loyalty;
H6b: Relationship satisfaction positively affects customer behavioural loyalty;
H7a: Commitment to a retailer positively affects customer attitudinal loyalty;
H7b: Commitment to a retailer positively affects customer behavioural loyalty.

Conceptual framework, which integrates hypothesized relationships, is displayed in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Conceptual framework
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3. Methodology

3.1 Sample and data collection

The study was conducted on a convenience sample of grocery retail customers in Serbia. Data collection
was performed by means of self-administered structured questionnaire. Students attending Marketing course
assisted in data collection. Respondents were addressed at their households. They were instructed by stu-
dents to respond to questionnaire items taking into account their perceptions of a grocery retailer with whom
they spend the most. Out of 512 delivered questionnaires, 453 completely fully completed questionnaires
were included in the final analysis.  
Female respondents who agreed to participate in the study outnumbered male respondents (57% vs. 43%).
In terms of age groups, the highest percentage of respondents belong to age group ‘up to 24 years of age’
(31%), followed by age groups ’25 – 34 years of age’ (22.9%) and ’35 – 44 years of age’ (20.5%). The fre-
quency of other age groups is 15.1% (45 – 54 years of age), 7.6% (55 – 64) and 2.9% (65 and older). A ma-
jority of respondents reported being educated up to the secondary level (69.8%), followed by university
education (14.2%), college education (9%) and elementary education (7%). 

3.2 Measurement instrument

The measurement instrument used in this study was based on previous research. Group discussions with
retail customers preceded large-scale interviewing, on the grounds of which some modifications of the ques-
tionnaire were made, to enhance comprehensibility and readability of questionnaire items. Customer ori-
entation was measured using six indicators, adapted from the works of Cheng et al. (2008) and Lo et al.
(2017), reflecting retail employees’ behaviour and attitude towards better understanding and meeting cus-
tomers’ needs. Trust was measured using  four indicators adapted from Kim and Cha (2002). Three indica-
tors adapted from the study of De Wulf et al. (2001) were used to measure relationship satisfaction.
Commitment was measured with three items adapted from the studies of Lee et al. (2007) and Olavarrýa-
Jaraba et al. (2018). Attitudinal and behavioural loyalty were measured using two items per construct, which
were adapted from the works of Mandhachitara and Poolthong (2011) and Watson et al. (2015). All items
were measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1-strongly disagree to 7-strongly agree. 

3.3 Data analysis

Data analyses have been performed in compliance with Anderson and Gerbing’s (1988) two-step approach,
which implies the assessment of the psychometric properties of constructs by the application of confirma-
tory factor analysis (CFA), followed by the estimation of structural model and path coefficients. SPSS 17
and Amos 16 were used for data processing.

4 Results

4.1 Measurement model analysis

Confirmatory factor analysis was applied to examine the adequacy of the measurement model. The analy-
sis resulted in a good fit of the model to the data. The overall fit indices were χ2/df = 1.902, GFI=0.941,
AGFI=0.919, CFI=0.976, TLI=0.971, NFI=0.951, RMSEA=0.045. As the strength of relationships among la-
tent variables can only be meaningfully interpreted if construct validity, comprising convergent and dis-
criminant validity, is established, the study first focused on the examination of these types of validity. Evidence
in support of convergent validity of the study’s constructs was provided by the acceptable level of com-
posite reliabilities of the constructs (ρ≥0.60; Bagozzi & Yi, 1988) and average variances extracted higher than
0.50 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981), with the exception of variance extracted of customer orientation, which was
slightly lower than 0.50, and statistically significant standardized factor loadings above 0.50 (Anderson &
Gerbing, 1988), as presented in Table 1. 

51

Management: Journal of Sustainable Business and Management Solutions in Emerging Economies 2022/27(2)



Table 1: Measurement model results

*Note: Cronbach Alpha coefficients are calculated for factors containing at least three items, 
Spearman-Brown coefficients are presented for two-item constructs

Reliability of the constructs was assessed by calculating Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, i.e. Spearman-Brown
coefficients in case of two-item constructs (Eisinga et al., 2013). As all coefficients were higher than the
lower threshold of 0.70, evidence was provided in support of constructs’ reliability (Hair et al., 2010). Evi-
dence in support of discriminant validity was provided as none of the 95% confidence intervals (CI) of con-
structs’ correlations included unity (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988), as presented in Table 2. Bootstrapping
procedure with 500 bootstrap samples was applied to obtain confidence intervals. 
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Table 2: Correlations among the constructs and 95% confidence intervals of correlations

Note: correlations are significant at the 0.05 level; 95% confidence intervals of correlations are given in brackets

Acceptable measurement model analysis allowed for the examination of proposed structural relationships.
Prior to the examination of the structural model, the presence of common method bias was examined, by
the application of the CFA technique. 

The common method variance can mask true relationships between variables and pose a problem in mar-
keting research (MacKenzie & Podsakoff, 2012; Podsakoff et al., 2012). It may happen when responses are
collected on the same scale format, from the same source, at the same point in time and by means of a sin-
gle questionnaire, as was the case with this study. In line with statistical remedies suggested by Podsakoff
et al. (2012), the CFA analysis was applied to examine the presence of the common method variance. Lack
of fit of a single-factor model indicated that the common method bias was not a serious problem of this
study (χ2/df = 8.850, GFI=0.701, AGFI=0.630, CFI=0.771, TLI=0.745, NFI=0.750, RMSEA=0.132). 

4.2 Structural model analysis

Structural equation modelling yielded acceptable model fit, as indicated by the following indices: χ2/df =
1.947, GFI=0.939, AGFI=0.918, CFI=0.975, TLI=0.969, NFI=0.949, RMSEA=0.046.
The results of SEM, which are presented in Table 3, provide support for 9 out of 12 hypotheses. Direct, in-
direct and total contribution of the constructs to attitudinal and behavioural loyalty is displayed in Table 4.

Table 3: Structural model results
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Although trust did not emerge as a significant direct determinant of attitudinal, nor behavioural loyalty, find-
ings of the study indicate statistically significant indirect contribution of trust to loyalty constructs, mediated
via satisfaction and commitment, as presented in Table 4. Both commitment and relationship satisfaction
emerged as direct antecedents of customers’ loyalty intentions. In terms of total effect, relationship satis-
faction emerged as the most significant driver of both attitudinal and behavioural loyalty. This finding high-
lights the importance of establishing satisfying relationships with customers to reap the benefits of being
recommended to other prospective customers and ensure future sales. According to this study’s findings,
customer orientation directly contributes to trust in a retailer and relationship satisfaction and indirectly de-
termines commitment towards the retailer and customers’ attitudinal and behavioural loyalty.

Table 4: Direct, indirect and total effects

Note: *parameter estimate is significant at the 0.05 level; **significance at the 0.01 level; CO–Customer orientation,
TR–trust, SAT–Relationship satisfaction, CM-commitment, AL-attitudinal loyalty, BL-behavioural loyalty

5. Discussion

This study aimed to propose and empirically examine a relationship quality model in heretofore under-stud-
ied context of B2C exchange relations in an Eastern European emerging economy. In line with previous re-
search (Balaji, 2015; Izogo, 2016), relationship quality has been modelled as a disaggregated construct,
comprising trust in a retailer, relationship satisfaction and commitment towards a retailer. Taking into ac-
count total effects of relationship quality constructs on attitudinal and behavioural loyalty of customers, the
findings of this study concur with prior research indicating significant effect of relationship quality on cus-
tomer loyalty (Taylor et al., 2018; Ledikwe et al., 2019; Prayag et al., 2019). Not surprisingly, relationship sat-
isfaction emerged as the strongest direct determinant of both attitudinal and behavioural loyalty and the
most significant precursor to loyalty intentions, in terms of total effect. This finding indicates that customers’
loyalty intentions are to the greatest extent influenced by customers’ impressions of having a good rela-
tionship with a retailer and customers’ recognition of the retailer’s efforts towards regular customers.

Consistent with the findings of previous research in B2C settings (Izogo, 2016; Lo et al., 2017; Olavarrýa-
Jaraba et al., 2018; Prayag et al., 2019), the present study indicates that the enhancement of retailers’ cus-
tomer orientation, i.e. employees’ courteousness and willingness to help customers, positively affects
customer trust in a retailer and relationship satisfaction. In spite of a non-significant direct effect of trust in a
retailer on attitudinal and behavioural loyalty, findings of this study indicate a contributional mechanism of
trust in the enhancement of customers’ willingness to spread positive word-of-mouth and continue pur-
chasing from the same company. As such, this finding is consistent with Balaji’s (2015) results indicating sat-
isfaction and commitment as mediators of trust – customer loyalty relationship. One should also note that
commitment towards a retailer, in spite of its significant direct effect on attitudinal and behavioural loyalty,
does not play a decisive role in ensuring customer loyalty intentions in the context of grocery retailing. In
terms of total effect, customer orientation emerged as a more influential determinant of loyalty, in compari-
son with commitment. This finding may indicate that in the context of services rich in search and experience
qualities, such as grocery retailing, commitment towards the provider is less significant than customers’
perceptions of service personnel’ positive attitude and behaviour for the formation of loyalty intentions. The
adopton of customer orientation by front-line retailing employees, as indicated by this study’s findings, is rel-
evant for the establishment and maintenance of quality relationship with customers, which is expected to
bring in new customers, by referrals of the existing ones, and contribute to retailer’s future earnings, by cus-
tomers’ repurchase behaviour. 
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Theoretical and managerial implications 

By examining the antecedent role of employees’ customer orientation and the contributional mechanism of relationship
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