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ABSTRACT

This study examines the impact of relationship investment on relationship quality
in dental technology. In addition, it explores the moderating effects between
relationship investment and relationship quality by using customer attachment to
different dentists' styles. The study collects 202 questionnaires from dentists in
Taiwan. This study uses hierarchy regression analysis to test hypotheses. The
empirical results show that 1) relationship investment has a significantly positive
effect on relationship quality; and 2) that customer attachment has a moderating effect
on relationship investment and relationship quality. Both attachment anxiety and
attachment avoidance have significantly negative effects on relationship quality.
However, only attachment anxiety has a significantly moderating effect on
relationship investment and relationship quality.
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INTRODUCTION

With the internet, consumers can obtain product information faster and more
easily. Therefore, the information provided by the manufacturer is no longer the only
factor that influences consumers’ purchasing decisions. One important factor is the
interaction between consumer’s social network. The situation resulted in marketing
becoming more consumer oriented than before. If firms want to attract customers and
encourage them to make purchases, they need to put the customer first. Moreover,
they need to emphasize strategic and holistic marketing (Kotler, 2012).

Holistic marketing consists of internal marketing, social responsibility,
integration marketing and relationship marketing. Relationship marketing comes with
mutual benefits. This practice is consistent with certain marketing trends. If the
business is to build relationships with customers, every interaction with a customer is
an opportunity to form a relationship. This process includes the interaction of
products, services, knowledge, information and other contents. The interaction would
strengthen the long-term relationship. The interaction also has an interpersonal
character; it is a personalizing process that allows consumers to recognize the mutual
benefit from the firm. Besides the perceptions of products and services, mutual benefit
is evaluated in terms of satisfaction with the relationship. The mutual benefit can
increase the customer’s repurchase intention (Kolter, 2012).

Paulseen (2009) noted that the heterogeneity of relationship behavior during the
interactive process affects repurchase intention. Previous studies have shown that
different relationships require different relationship investment programs (Bendapudi
and Berry, 1997; Paulssen, 2009; Wulf, Odekerken-Schroder, and Iacobucci, 2001).
They also found that different kinds of customers prefer different relationship
investment programs. Psychological theory used people’s attachment style to explain
individual preferences in interpersonal networks. In recent relationship marketing
studies, some scholars have applied this theory to explore the influence on different
relationship constructs.

This study applies psychological theory to the dental technology industry.
Because firms in Taiwan’s dental technology industry are SME-based, they face a
highly competitive and buyer-oriented environment. Dental technology firms need to
use their marketing resources to gain a competitive advantage. They produce the
customized dentures that the dental clinics want. In addition, they need the
professional capabilities and skills to communicate with dental clinics. Therefore, the
dental technology firm might build a stable relationship with the dental clinic after the
dental clinic recognizes this denture service. It may establish a switching barrier. The
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dental technology firm needs to use marketing resources to form a stable relationship.
This study uses the customer attachment style to explore the heterogeneity of
relationship behavior. It also discusses different customer styles and different kinds of
relationship investment.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Relationship Investment

Relationship marketing (RM) establishes mutually beneficial and long-term
relationships in interaction with customers. Many firms invest in relationships to
increase the customer's perceived value. This is described as relationship value (Ulaga
and Eggert, 2005) in RM. Many firms invest heavily in different types of RM
activities to ensure their competitive advantage. Increasing relationship value indicates
that firms generate customer-seller bonds or offer benefits in the relationships
development (Dagger and O’Brien, 2010; Palmatier, Gopalakrishna, and Houston,
2006). However, different RM investment activities may generate different efforts.

Relationship value is similar to customer value. The trade-off is between the
benefits (“what you get”) and the sacrifices (“what you give”) in a market exchange
(Ulaga and Eggert, 2005; Zeithaml, 1988). The concept of relationship value was
formulated by Anderson, Jain, and Chintagunta (1992), and Ulaga and Eggert (2005).
They defined relationship value as the economic, technical, service, and social
benefits s received in exchange for offerings and prices. It represents the relational
dimensions, which are social and service benefits. Gronroos (1997, p. 412) identified
two beneficial and two sacrificial dimensions. The dimensions were the determinants
of the overall value perceived by the customer (Tzokas and Saren, 1999; Ulaga and
Eggart, 2005). Little research has focused on relationship value. Gwinner, Gremmler,
and Bitner (1998) identified three categories from customer-benefits-offered:
confidence, social, and special treatment benefits.

A different perspective for identify relationship investment activities was
customer-bonds-formed (Berry, 1995). It suggests that businesses build customer
relationships by forming financial, social, and structural bonds (e.g., Berry, 1995;
Berry and Parasuraman, 1991). Although these typologies use different criteria for
group relationship investment, the outcomes remain consistent. The literature research
in the relationship investment belongs to B2B context. Palmatier et al. (2006) adopted
Berry’s (1995) labels -- financial, social, and structural relationship marketing
programs -- to explicate the impact of relationship marketing investments and other
drivers on customer-specific return. They indicated that social relationship marketing
in investments pays off handsomely but financial relationship marketing investments
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do not. Sweeney and Webb (2007) found that relationship investment improves
relationship outcomes. They used relationship benefit as relationship investment
construct. The categories of benefits were functional, social and psychological.
Functional benefit affects commitment directly but psychological benefit and social
benefit affect commitment indirectly. In this study, relationship investment extends
beyond the relational bonds and benefits descriptors that are too often adopted in the
literature.

Relationship Quality

In the B2B2B context, relationship quality reflects the intensity and assessment
of the relationship between customers and firms. The quality contained that the
customer's needs and expectations had reached received more satisfaction (Johnson,
1999). Thus, relationship quality was a measure of customer-perceived value (Naudé
and Buttle, 2000; Woo and Ennew, 2004). Relationship quality had many constructs.
Trust, satisfaction and commitment were the most common (Hutchinson, Wellington,
Saad and Cox, 2011; Park and Kim, 2014; Rafiq, Fulford, and Lu, 2013). This study
indicates that satisfaction and trust are two variables of relationship quality.

Customer Attachment Style

According to Mende and Bolton (2011), “An attachment style is the systematic
pattern of relational expectations, needs, emotions, and social behaviors that results
from the internalization of a particular history of attachment experiences.” This
interpretation was derived from the attachment theory and proposed by Bowlby
(1969). He noted that the infants’ interaction with their caregivers would affect their
future relationships. According to the environment that the customer faces, the
attachment style would form the systematic differences (Swaminathan, Stilley, and
Ahluwalia, 2009). Further studies had found that other relationships led to similar
attachment behaviors. (Ainsworth, 1989; Hazan and Shaver, 1987; Trinke and
Bartholomew, 1997). Recent literature has distinguished the different styles. Brennan,
Clark, and Shaver (1998) measure along two dimensions: anxiety and avoidance. The
anxiety dimension is a person’s view of self. The anxious person worries that the
relationship partner could not immediately meet the demand. He also needs to be sure,
or fears being rejected and abandoned. The avoidance dimension is a person’s view of
others. The avoidant person fears depending on partners and distrusts good
relationships. He refuses to understand his partner (Mende, Bolton, and Bitner, 2013;
Swaminathan et al., 2009). This method is a mainstream measure in recent studies.
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To develop a long-term relationship, customers considered reciprocity
(Bendapudi and Berry, 1997; Paulssen, 2009; Wulf et al., 2001). However, the
perception of reciprocity depends on the relationship. Some scholars explain the
heterogeneity of relationship behavior in terms of attachment theory. Thomson and
Johnson (2006) used students’ attachment styles to understand the impact of
satisfaction and commitment of individual and commercial behavior. They found that
the assessment of the company or brand was influenced by attachment anxiety or
avoidance; both were negative perceptions of reciprocity. Swaminathan et al. (2009)
investigated how the student attachment styles moderated brand personality to affect
brand selection and purchase possibilities. According to attachment styles for B2B
customers, Paulssen (2009) indicated that customer attachment style would impact
customers’ satisfaction, trust and repurchase intention. Mende and Bolton’s (2011)
empirical results showed that low anxiety and avoidance scores would be more
conducive to satisfaction, trust and emotional commitment. Mende et al. (2013) also
disclosed the attachment styles would affect the preferences of close relationship and
loyalty intentions.

This study defines two dimensions of customer attachment style. Customer
attachment anxiety is the extent to which a customer worries that the firm might not
be available in times of need. Such a customer has an excessive need for approval, and
fears rejection and abandonment from this firm (Brennan et al., 1998; Thomson and
Johnson, 2006). Customer attachment avoidance is the extent to which a customer
distrusts the firm's goodwill. This customer is characterized by an excessive need for
self-reliance, fears depending on the firm, and strives for emotional and cognitive
distance (Brennan et al., 1998; Thomson and Johnson, 2006; Verbeke, Bagozzi and,
van den Berg, 2014).

METHODOLOGY

Research Framework

The research framework is organized into three constructs: relationship
investment, relationship quality, and customer attachment style. This study discusses
the causal effect between relationship investment and relationship quality. In addition,
it discusses the moderating effect of the customer attachment style between
relationship investment and relationship quality (figure 1).



Contemporary Management Research 8

Relationship Investment Relationship Quality
B Financial Relationship Investment B Satisfaction
B Social Relationship Investment B Trust

v

Customer Attachment Style
B Customer attachment avoidance
B Customer attachment anxiety

Figure 1 Research Framework

Research Hypotheses

The relationship investment consists of two dimensions: financial relationship
investment and social relationship investment. The financial relationship investment
refers to the direct economic benefits in exchange. The social relationship investment
is the attempt to personalize the relationship and to convey special status. It includes
social engagements, the perceptions of affinity, and individual service.

A review of the literature shown that financial and social relationship investment
drives perceptions of satisfaction and trust (Bolton, Kannan, and Bramlett, 2000; Chih
and Chang, 2006; Clark and Melancon, 2013; Gwinner et al., 1998; Park and Kim,
2014; Reynolds and Beatty, 1999). Dagger and O’Brien (2010) revealed that if service
industries could offer financial benefit for their customers, it would have a positive
impact on satisfaction, trust and commitment. Nath and Mukherjee’s (2012) empirical
results indicated that while banking combined financial investment with corporate
strategy, it could increase customer satisfaction and trust. In this article, we posit that
relationship investment has a positive effect on relationship quality. Accordingly, the
following hypotheses are formulated:

H,,: Financial relationship investment has a positive effect on satisfaction.
H,,: Financial relationship investment has a positive effect on trust.

H,,: Social relationship investment has a positive effect on satisfaction.
Hj,: Social relationship investment has a positive effect on trust.

In the B2B field, not all customers prefer close and informal personal contacts
(Price and Amould, 1999). Researchers have noted that different relationship
investments may be suitable for different styles of customer attachment (Mende and
Bolton, 2011; Thomson and Johnson, 2006). Because people who score high on the
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avoidance dimension of attachment style may not expect social or emotional exchange
(Thomson and Johnson, 2006). For these people, dealing with the firm through
monetary exchange is better than sharing information (Barnes, 1997; Price and
Amould, 1999). Customers who have problems forming interpersonal bonds are more
likely to form financial ones. Thus, customers with attachment avoidance may seek
out monetary exchange relationships. These customers also might be targeted by
financial investment in a relationship (Mende and Bolton, 2011). People who score
high on the anxiety dimension of attachment style may avoid adventure-seeking and
risk-taking activities (Carnelley and Ruscher, 2000). However, anxious customers do
not perceive their relationships as reciprocal because their self-defeating cycles
prevent the development of the relationship (Thomson and Johnson, 2006). Mende
and Bolton (2011) implied that customers who show low attachment anxiety and
avoidance are receptive to relationship building. They suggested the primary
candidate will invest in a social relationship. However, customers with attachment
anxiety are worried that the relationship partner cannot immediately meet the demand.
They need reassurance that they will not be rejected and abandoned. We posit that
customers with high levels of attachment anxiety might be interested in a social
relationship investment.

Gaynor (1994) indicated that physician service is a professional service which is
heterogeneous and unsold. Based on these attributes, each physician has a monopoly.
Lagace, Dahlstromb and Gassenheimer (1991) revealed that the relationship between
the pharmaceutical salesperson and physician could affect trust and satisfaction. Our
sample consists of dentists, therefore, this study examines how customer attachment
avoidance and anxiety moderate the relationship investment to relationship quality.
Accordingly, the following hypotheses are formulated:

H;,: Customer attachment avoidance has a positive moderating effect on the
relationship of financial investment to satisfaction.

Hj,: Customer attachment avoidance has a positive moderating effect on the
relationship of financial investment to trust.

H4,: Customer attachment anxiety has a positive moderating effect on the
relationship of social investment to satisfaction.

Hy,: Customer attachment anxiety has a positive moderating effect on the
relationship of social investment to trust.

Definition and Measurement Items
All of the questionnaire items were adapted from the literature. Relationship
investment included two dimensions: financial and social relationship investment.
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Both were measured with items from previous studies (Berry, 1995; Gwinner et al.,
1998; Palmatier et al., 2006; Sweeney and Webb, 2007). Relationship quality reflected
the intensity and overall assessment of relationship between a customer and the firm.
Satisfaction and trust were two most common constructs in relationship quality
(Hutchinson et al., 2011). Satisfaction was measured with items from Oliver (2014),
Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, and Gremler (2002), and Reynolds and Beatty (1999). Trust
was measured with items from Morgan and Hunt (1994), Doney and Cannon (1997).
Customer attachment style had two dimensions -- customer attachment anxiety and
customer attachment avoidance. Both were measured with items from Mende and
Bolton (2011). All variables of questionnaire in our study were measured on
seven-point Likert scales, where 1 reflected “strongly disagree” and 7 reflected
“strongly agree.”

Sampling and Data Collecting

This study investigates Taiwan’s dental technology industry, and tests the
relationship among relationship investment, relationship quality and customer
attachment style. Dentists are the target market of dental technology firms. However,
the patients wear the dentures. In other words, the dentists are in a surrogate-mediated
shopper role; they help their patients to make the decision. The final consumers
(patients) are not symmetrical about the information available on the product itself
(Kolter, 2012). The final consumers trust the dentists. (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and
Berry, 1985). Thus, the samples were the Taiwan’s dentists. The researcher collected
250 samples through online and hard copy, from which 202 useful questionnaires
were obtained, yielding an effective response rate of 80.8 percent.

This study used descriptive statistics, reliability and validity to analyze the results
from the questionnaire. Hierarchy regression analysis was used to test the hypotheses.

Among the responses received, males accounted for 65.3 percent, and 35.6
percent of the total respondents were under 30 years of age. Location is focused on
northern, included Taipei, New Taipei, Keelung and so on, account for 53 percent.

RESULTS

Reliability and Validity

All Cronbach’s a of this study were higher than 0.8, indicating high reliability.
All items factor loadings were higher than 0.5 (Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, and
Tatham, 2006), composite reliability (CR) was more than 0.7 (Chin, 1998). This study
demonstrated adequate internal consistency.
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Table 1 Reliability and Validity Analysis

Constructs Items Factor Loading Cronbach’s a CR AVE
_ . _ , FRII 0.89
Financial Relationship
FRI2 0.96 0.947 0.948  0.860
Investment (FRI)
FRI3 0.93
SRI1 0.85
SRI2 0.80
Social Relationship Investment SRI3 0.81
0.877 0.749  0.561
(SRI) SRI4 0.86
SRIS 0.60
SRI6 0.50
SAl 0.94
_ _ SA2 0.88
Satisfaction (SA) 0.955 0.955 0.824
SA3 0.91
SA4 0.94
TR1 0.91
TR2 0.87
TR3 0.87
Trust (TR) 0.961 0.962  0.808
TR4 0.93
TRS 0.89
TR6 0.92
Customer Attachment AVI 0.73
Avoidance (CAV) AV2 0.89
0.911 0919  0.741
AV3 0.92
AV4 0.89
Customer Attachment Anxiety — AX1 0.59
(CAX) AX2 0.82
0.866 0.872  0.635
AX3 0.93
AX4 0.81

This study used confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to measure convergent
validity. All items factor loadings were higher than 0.4; this study was convergent.
Then, we used average variance extracted (AVE) to measure discriminant validity.
AVE square root should be higher than the correlation coefficients for each pair of
constructs (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). All AVE square roots were higher than the
correlation coefficients for each pair of constructs, except TR*SA correlation
coefficients (0.901), demonstrating discriminant validity. The results of reliability,
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validity analysis, AVE square root and correlation matrix are shown in tables 1 and 2.

Table 2 AVE Square Root and Correlation Matrix

Constructs FRI SRI SA TR CAV CAX
FRI 0.927
SRI 0.665%** 0.749
SA 0.137%** 0.346%** 0.908
TR 0.134%** 0.320%** 0.9071*** 0.899
CAV 0.281*** 0.409%** 0.568*** 0.564*** 0.861
CAX 0.395%** 0.187***  -0.289%**  (.30]*** 0.006 0.797

Note: 1.Diagonal are AVE Square Root, the others are correlation coefficients.
2. ¥p<0.05, **p <0.01, ***p <0.001.

Hypotheses Testing

This study used hierarchical regression analysis to test hypotheses, and the results
are shown in tables 3 and 4. M, and M; tested the impact of financial relationship
investment on satisfaction (f = 0.090) and trust ( = 0.125). The financial relationship
investment had a positive but not significant effect on satisfaction and trust, so H;, and
H,, were not supported. My and M, tested the impact of social relationship
investment on satisfaction (f = 0.379, p < 0.01) and trust (B = 0.397, p < 0.01). The
results showed that social relationship investment had a positive effect on satisfaction
and trust, supporting H,, and Hy, Afterwards, this study tested the moderate effect of
the customer attachment avoidance. M; and My tested the impact of attachment
avoidance moderating financial relationship investment on satisfaction (f = 0.122) and
trust (B = 0.104). The customer attachment avoidance had a positive no significant
moderating effect, H;, and Hj, were not supported. Finally, Mg and M, tested the
impact of attachment anxiety moderating social relationship investment on satisfaction
(B = 0.169) and trust (B = 0.177). The results indicated that customer attachment
anxiety had a positive but not significant moderating effect, not supporting H,, and
Hap.
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Table 3 Hypotheses Results (Dependent Variable: Satisfaction)
Constructs M; M, M; My M; Me
Intercept 5.254 1.992 1.766 3.960 4.795 5.394
FRI 0.090 -0.152 -0.204*
SRI 0.379** 0.439%* 0.425%**
CAV 0.806%#** 0.875%**
CAX -0.295%*  -0.45]%**
FRI*CAV 0.122
SRI*CAX 0.169
F-value 0.734 37.649 28.173 9.938 11.093 9.231
R’ 0.012 0.552 0.585 0.138 0.267 0.316
Adj R? 0.004 0.538 0.564 0.124 0.243 0.282
Note: *p< 0.05, **p <0.01, ***p <0.001.
Table 4 Hypotheses Results (Dependent Variable: Trust)
Constructs M; Mg My Mo My, M,
Intercept 5.196 1.959 1.767 3.952 4.691 5.321
FRI 0.125 0.799 -0.159*
SRI 0.397** 0.450***  0.436%**
CAV -0.114%**  (.859%**
CAX -0.261%**  -0.425%**
FRI*CAV 0.104
SRI*CAX 0.177
F-value 1.527 42.886 31.174 11.782 11.024 9.521
R’ 0.024 0.584 0.609 0.160 0.265 0.323
Adj R? 0.008 0.571 0.590 0.146 0.241 0.289

Note: *p< 0.05, **p <0.01, ***p <0.001.
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CONCLUSION
The results of hypotheses testing are shown in table 5.

Table 5 Results of Hypotheses Testing

Hypothesis Results
H;,: Financial relationship investment has a positive effect on Supported
satisfaction.
Hiy: Financial relationship investment has a positive effect on trust. Not Supported
Ha,: Social relationship investment has a positive effect on satisfaction. Supported
Hay: Social relationship investment has a positive effect on trust. Supported

Hj,: Customer attachment avoidance has a positive moderating effect on ~ Not Supported
the relationship of financial investment to satisfaction.

Hjp: Customer attachment avoidance has a positive moderating effect on ~ Not Supported
the relationship of financial investment to trust.

Ha,: Customer attachment anxiety has a positive moderating effect on Not Supported
the relationship of social investment to satisfaction.

Hup: Customer attachment anxiety has a positive moderating effect on Not Supported

the relationship of social investment to trust.

Note: *p< 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p <0.001.

Our empirical results show that financial relationship investment has a positive
effect on satisfaction, supporting Hy,. It means that if the dental clinics could offer
more financial options to the customers, it can increase the customer’s satisfaction.
The result concurs with the findings of Bolton et al. (2000), Dagger and O’Brien
(2010), Gwinner et al. (1998), Reynolds and Beatty (1999). Financial investment has
no significant positive effect on trust, not supporting Hy,. The study proposes that the
dental clinic spends a lot of money on equipment, but the financial options the dental
technology firm offers cannot gain the dental clinic’s trust, leading to the empirical
results that financial investment has no significant positive on trust.

In addition, social investment has a positive effect on satisfaction and trust,
supporting H,, and H,, The result confirms the findings of Bolton et al. (2000),
Dagger and O’Brien (2010), Gwinner et al. (1998), Reynolds and Beatty (1999). It
indicates that the dental technology firms should share more resources and
information with the dental clinics to create a long-term relationship, it could increase
customer satisfaction and trust.

Finally, the study investigates the moderate effects of customer attachment
avoidance and customer attachment anxiety. The empirical results show that customer
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attachment avoidance has a positive but not significant moderating effect on the
relationship of financial investment to satisfaction and trust, not supporting Hs, and
Hj,. In addition, customer attachment anxiety has a positive but not significant
moderating effect on the relationship of financial investment to satisfaction and trust,
H,4, and Hy, are not supported.

Managerial Implications

In this study, we posit that relationship investment could increase the score of
relationship quality. Prior research had not examined this effect on the relationship
between dental technology firms and dental clinics. We use this model to examine
Taiwan's dental technology industry, because most firms are SMEs-based. This study
finds that financial investment and social relationship investment have a positive
effect on relationship quality. The results show that relationship investment positively
affects relationship quality. Social relationship investment is more significant than
financial investment. The results suggest that the dental technology firm can focus on
social relationship investment. The dental technology firm can participate in social
engagements, such as conference workshops, meals, and sport events. These events
may build the social network more quickly, increase the chance of interaction, and the
perception of affinity, like friendship. They can also provide faster and customized
service to the dental clinics in order to create long-term relationships and trust.

This study posits that customer attachment style moderates the association
between relationship investment and relationship quality. Prior research had discussed
the effect between customer attachment style and relationship quality. The dental
clinic is a strong buyer and the power between the dental clinic and the dental
technology firm is not symmetrical. If a dental technology firm could target the
preference of the dental clinic, that firm can use the right kind of relationship
investment. In addition, the firm could use marketing resources to create a long-term
relationship. We explore customer attachment anxiety and customer attachment
avoidance to moderate the association between relationship investment and
relationship quality. The results show that customer attachment avoidance moderates
financial relationship investment to relationship quality. When attachment avoidance
increases, the negative effect between financial relationship investment and
relationship quality becomes stronger (more negative). Customer attachment anxiety
moderates the social relationship investment to relationship quality. When attachment
anxiety increases, the positive effect between social relationship investment and
relationship quality becomes stronger (more positive). We suggest that the dental
technology firm could focus on social relationship investment to the dental clinic in
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customer anxiety style. Because anxious customers do not perceive their relationships
as reciprocal, their self-defeating cycles prevent to develop more close relationships.
This study suggests that the dental technology uses continuous social relationship
investment to keep relationships with anxious customers. It might lower the anxious
customer worries in avoiding adventure and risk.

Limitations

This study has the following limitations. This model did not consider separating
the customer attachment styles. A worthy direction for future research would be to
address the relationship between different customer attachment styles to relationship
quality. In addition, we did not study the influence on other kinds of relationship
investment to the relationship quality. Future research could examine more
moderation on the association between important relationship constructs.
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