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ABSTRACT

Social dimensions of service encounters contribute to consumer loyalty.
Generally, social aspects of services are discussed in terms of functional qualities,
that is, the style in which services are delivered. An analysis of interviews of service
customers and providers suggests that functional qualities (e.g., appreciation and
empathy) can be distinguished from behaviors that more closely resemble
friendship or kinship behaviors. We identify and distinguish categories of social
behaviors and suggest implications for management and research.

INTRODUCTION

Loyalty to service firms, identified as a key component of the service-profit
chain (Heskett et al. 1994), has been associated with the customer’s personal
relationship with a service provider. In one study, loyal bank customers
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Figure 1. Model of Conceptual Framework

and Zeithaml 1985) as well as personalization (Surprenant and Solomon 1987).
The concept of communality captures the distinction between friendship and
friendliness, between style of service delivery and relationship change. In this
article, we analyze behaviors of customers and providers that appear to fall
into these categories and suggest some additional categories that may enhance
the existing literature. We compare responses of customers and providers and
suggest implications for research and management.

CONTRIBUTING LITERATURES

Generally, relationships “are developed and managed by reference to socially
and economically sustained models of what these relationships should be like”
(Allan 1993, p. 3). Services often lack these models; as we noted earlier,
restaurant relationships can vary from purely economic meal delivery systems
to intensely personal hangouts. Therefore, relationship management becomes
potentially problematw each participant may bring a different script to the
service encounter, increasing the potential for conflict (Solomon et al. 1985).
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Other relationships that hold similar potential for conflict have been
addressed in various literatures. Cheal (1987) recognized the permeability of
boundaries between commercial and social relationships, but his interest was
in the influence of the market economy on intimate family rituals. An
anthropologist (Eisenstadt 1956) identified the conflict underlying what he calls
“ritualized relationships;” those that are particularistic, personal and voluntary,
but also institutionalized. Examples range from godparents to caste-based
servant relationships. Demands that one party can make on another “are not
usually clearly defined and may give rise to a lot of private interpretations and
extortions” (Eisenstadt 1956, p. 92). Dialectical tension frequently has been
associated with public/private or commercial/personal dimensions of
relationships, which are particularly relevant to understanding service
interactions.

Early psychological studies used statistical techniques to elicit dimensions
of relationships varying from marriage/family to retail to prisoner-guard
(Marwell and Hage 1970; Wish, Deutsch and Kaplan 1976). While these
approaches assume that roles dictate norms, Marwell and Hage (1970)
recognized that individuals whose interactions are dictated by publicly defined
roles will nevertheless develop friendship and camaraderie (e.g., the police chief
and district attorney). External role requirements will differentiate this
proiessional friendship from one that is purely social.

Exchange Theory

Exchange theory classifies relationships based on rules of reciprocity, reward
and motivation. At one extreme are those motivated purely by self-interest.
Clark and her associates (Clark 1983; Clark, Mills and Powell 1986, 1587; Mills
and Clark 1982) refer to these as “exchange relationships;” similar patterns
have been identified as “balanced” (Sahlins 1972) or “economic” (Blau 1964).
The personal identity of the other individual will be irrelevant: parties relate
to one another in terms of role identities. Each party keeps track of inputs
to the relationship in order to keep score and maintain equity. When one
participant contributes to the relationship, s/he expects to be repaid
immediately in an amount equal to the value of his/her contribution, Thus,
some service transactions come close to being pure economic exchange;
examples include a self-service car wash or gas station.

At the other end of the continuum are relationships that Clark and associates
call “communal,” resembling “intimacy” (Roloff 1987) or “pooled exchanges”
(Sahlins 1972). “In communal relationships, members have a special obligation
to be responsive to one another’s needs, whereas in exchange relationships they
do not” (Clark 1983, p. 282). Clark and her associates do not address
complexities arising from interactions that incorporate both economic and
communal norms, beyond noting that people experience uncertainty when





