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Abstract Relationship marketing is commonly defined as a
process. Its essential process dimension, however, remains
surprisingly under-theorized. In this conceptual paper, we ad-
dress this theoretical void and begin to develop a process-
centric framework to explore company-customer relation-
ships. This framework distinguishes four ideal-typical models
of the relationship marketing process: (1) life-cycle, (2) evo-
lutionary, (3) teleological and (4) dialectical process models.
Our review of the relationship marketing literature reveals the
prevalence of life-cycle conceptions of the relationship mar-
keting process, followed by teleological and evolutionary con-
ceptions. It is against this backdrop that we illustrate the value
of dialectical process models as a first promising opportunity
to advance relationship marketing theory. The second oppor-
tunity we showcase consists in combining two (or more) of

these process models. We end with guidelines on how to iden-
tify suitable combinations of commensurable process models
to systematize the multifaceted opportunities for advancing
theory in relationship marketing and beyond.

Keywords Relationshipmarketing process . Customer
relationships . Process theories . Dialectics . Dual-motor
theory . Theory combination

Introduction

Despite consolidating efforts reflected in a number of recent
literature reviews and meta-analyses, the field of relationship
marketing remains in need of more elaborate theoretical foun-
dations (Agariya and Singh 2011; Verma et al. 2015). Indeed,
there is still considerable variety in conceptualizations of re-
lationshipmarketing, with each accentuating different aspects.
One feature shared by most definitions of relationship market-
ing is its conceptualization as a process. Somewhat counter-
intuitively, the process dimension is so prevalent in current
relationship marketing discourse that it appears to be taken
for granted and largely immune to explicit theorization. It is
against this backdrop that we argue that the process of rela-
tionship marketing has emerged as an important conceptual
blind spot that impedes further progress in the field. In partic-
ular, the lack of theorization of the relationship marketing
process is likely to obstruct the much-needed scholarly effort
to explicate the dynamics of relationship initiation and devel-
opment over time (Palmatier et al. 2013).

This conceptual paper seeks to address this theoretical void
and draws on the process theory archetypes identified by Van
de Ven and Poole (1995) to distinguish four perspectives on
relationship marketing as a (1) life-cycle, (2) teleological, (3)
evolutionary, or (4) dialectical process. This paper reveals that
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three of these process theories are strongly represented in re-
lationship marketing literature, while one particularly promis-
ing perspective, the dialectical view, remains largely
underexplored. Based on this classification, we illustrate two
particularly promising opportunities for advancing relation-
ship marketing theory, exploring a dialectical process model
and building so-called dual-(or-more-) motor theories that
combine two (or more) process theory archetypes. In our opin-
ion, this process-centric framework constitutes a meaningful
conceptual contribution in that it helps to systematize the re-
lationship marketing literature and, even more importantly,
identifies a rich and comprehensive set of opportunities for
Brecombinatory^ theory building in relationship marketing.
As such, it can serve as a meaningful conceptual toolbox for
those interested in advancing theory in relationship marketing.

Our paper answers the recurring calls for developing
more elaborate and realistic frameworks for relationship
marketing (Möller and Halinen 2000). Specifically, our
focus on relationship marketing processes answers the call
of Eiriz and Wilson (2006), who state that moving toward
a better understanding of relationship processes is one of
three priorities for future research in the field – along with
uncovering the rationale for relationships and the struc-
tures for the management of these relationships. Not un-
like the field of marketing as a whole (Yadav 2010), rela-
tionship marketing has much to benefit from a renewed
focus on its intellectual and theoretical foundations. This
paper is meant to contribute toward this broader agenda
by advancing relationship marketing theory and enriching
the conceptual landscape that informs the research of re-
lationship marketing processes.

In the remainder of this paper, we provide a brief over-
view of extant relationship marketing literature with a spe-
cific focus on its underlying process dimension. Second, the
four generic process theories by Van de Ven and Poole
(1995) are described, and selected contributions from the
vast body of relationship marketing literature are classified
accordingly. Given the absence of any elaborate dialectical
perspective on relationship marketing, we outline two oppor-
tunities for advancing relationship marketing theory: (1) ex-
ploring a dialectical perspective on the relationship market-
ing process and (2) building so-called dual-(or-more-) motor
theories that recombine distinct process theory archetypes.
We use the example of the financial services industry to
describe one possible recombination of two process theories,
that is life-cycle and dialectics. Finally, we discuss the im-
plications of dialectical and recombinatory theorizing in re-
lationship marketing and show how carefully specified pro-
cess models can deepen our understanding of the multiface-
ted nature of the relationship marketing process. This has
meaningful implications for relationship marketing practi-
tioners and opens up fascinating opportunities for advancing
relationship marketing theory.

The process of relationship marketing

Although market relationships can be traced back to ancient
trade relationships, relationship marketing only evolved into a
separate field of marketing research during the 1990s (Möller
and Halinen 2000). As part of this development, relationship
marketing also emerged as a key research topic within the
service marketing literature (Kunz and Hogreve 2011) and is
among the most frequently cited topics (Roberts et al. 2014).
At the same time, attempts to define relationship marketing
have multiplied. The objective of achieving conceptual con-
sensus remains elusive though (Agariya and Singh 2011).
That said, some characteristics of relationship marketing are
found to be recurring in most definitions, including
Bacquisition, retention, profitability enhancement, a long-
term orientation, and a win-win situation for all stakeholders
of the organization^ (Agariya and Singh 2011, p. 228).

Additionally, a key feature of many definitions of relation-
ship marketing is its process dimension. As part of their con-
ceptualization of relationship marketing, Parvatiyar and Sheth
(2000) notice that the process of a company engaging in rela-
tionships with its customers comprises four sub-processes,
namely a formation process, a management and governance
process, a performance evaluation process, and a relationship
evolution or enhancement process. This and other process
models of relationship marketing (e.g., Dwyer et al. 1987;
Morgan and Hunt 1994; Wilson 1995) document the impera-
tive of viewing relationship marketing above all as a dynamic
process. Advancing and complementing this position,
Grönroos (2004, p. 101) states that according to most defini-
tions, Brelationship marketing is first and foremost a process^.
In summary, by reviewing definitions of relationship mar-
keting advanced between 1983 and 2010, Agariya and
Singh (2011) conclude that the process dimension is a
critical component of the most frequently cited definitions
of relationship marketing. Thus, no study of relationship
marketing is complete without its highly dynamic process
element (Grönroos 1994).

Based on this central proposition that the relationship mar-
keting process is always dynamic, Table 1 displays selected
definitions of relationship marketing that explicitly adopt this
dynamic process view of relationship marketing. Based on
these definitions, the dynamic and multifaceted nature as well
as the lack of a consensus definition for the relationship mar-
keting process become clear. An analysis of these definitions
reveals at least five particularly salient process character-
istics (with dynamic as the sixth): polyadic, outcome-ori-
ented, activity-centric, value-laden, and structured. In
Table 1, each definition is mapped onto these six process
characteristics. In the following, we will describe in brief
each of these characteristics to provide a holistic picture
of what is established about the nature of the dynamic
relationship marketing process.
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The first process characteristic concerns the parties in-
volved in relationship marketing, its polyadic nature. As de-
rived from Table 1, the definitions of the relationship market-
ing process differ in whether they underline the role of a
company’s relationships with its customers (see Table 1,
definitions by Berry 1983; Evans and Laskin 1994;
Parvatiyar and Sheth 2000; Porter 1993; Sheth et al. 1988)
or whether they emphasize the central role of multiple actors,
that is all of a company’s stakeholders (see Table 1, definitions
by Dwyer et al. 1987; Grönroos 1994; Grönroos 1997a;
Webster 1992). Although company-customer relationships
surface as being particularly salient, some definitions explic-
itly point to the plethora of possible relationships between a
company and its multiple stakeholders. Especially in the
polyadic conception of relationship marketing, it is essential
for managers to Bprioritize and establish the appropriate mix
of relationships needed for the company’s success^ (Payne
et al. 2005, p. 862).

Many of the definitions we analyzed also highlight the out-
come-oriented nature of the relationship marketing process,
which can pertain to a wide range of actors’ non-financial and
financial goals. Porter (1993) (see Table 1), for instance, argues
that companies engage in relationship marketing activities to
gain a competitive advantage, which in turn increases their eco-
nomic profitability. Relationships hence need to be rewarding
for both parties – in a financial and a relational way (Kotler et al.
2005). Customers expect benefits that exceed their costs from
this relationship engagement and both parties aim at achieving
commonly specified goals (see Table 1, definition by Evans and
Laskin 1994). Similarly, Grönroos (1994, 1997a) emphasizes
the role of goal achievement among actors as a defining element
of the relationship marketing process.

Conceptualizations of the relationship marketing process also
tend to be activity-centric, in that they attempt to decompose the
process into constitutive activities, routines or sub-processes.
These activities go beyond traditional marketing activities such
as advertising, pricing, and selling (4 Ps framework, McCarthy
1960), and seek to advance a company-wide orientation toward
customers (Grönroos 1990). Relationship marketing activities
foster the active rather than passive integration of customers
and aim at delivering superior value for customers (see
Table 1, definition by Webster 1992) or the best possible quality
(see Table 1, definition by Evans and Laskin 1994), and fulfilling
promises (see Table 1, definitions by Grönroos 1994, 1997a).
Among themultitude of relationshipmarketing activities, a com-
pany chooses those that fit the type of behavior the company is
aiming at, that is retention, participation, or coproduction as in-
fluenced directly or indirectly by different types of commitment
(Gruen et al. 2000).

Another characteristic is that relationship marketing is
sometimes conceptualized as value-laden. This is reflected
in the fact that customers look for partners whom they can
trust and who share the same values (e.g., Hunt et al. 2006;

Morgan and Hunt 1994; see Table 1, definitions by Webster
1992 and Grönroos 1994). Relationship marketing processes
will hence be shaped by emotions such as warmth, care, and
empathy – both from customers and company representatives.

Other authors emphasize the structured nature of the rela-
tionship marketing process. To them, the process can be bro-
ken down into clearly defined and delineated stages (see
Table 1, definitions by Dwyer et al. 1987; Parvatiyar and
Sheth 2000; Evans and Laskin 1994). The idea here is to
identify a clear structure that provides relationship marketers
with the perception of being able to predict and steer the de-
velopment of relationships across the relationship life-cycle
(e.g., Parvatiyar and Sheth 2000).

Overall, Table 1 also reveals that the process characteristics
we distinguished differ substantially with regards to their sa-
lience and the research attention they have attracted. At one
end of the spectrum, process characteristics such as the dy-
namic, outcome-oriented and activity-centric nature of the re-
lationship marketing process are acknowledged in most defi-
nitions we reviewed. At the other end of the spectrum, how-
ever, only few definitions directly refer to the polyadic and
value-laden nature of the relationship marketing process.

In this study, we adopt a definition of relationship marketing
that highlights first and foremost its dynamic nature of change
and development and integrates all key process attributes
depicted in Table 1. We hence conceptualize relationship mar-
keting as the dynamic process by which a company acquires,
develops, enhances, and, if necessary, terminates customer re-
lationships that create value for all partners by performing ac-
tivities that aim to build mutual trust and achieve a set of spec-
ified goals. These relationships are supported by a company’s
relationships with its other stakeholders.

It has long been established that relationship marketing is a
process. This calls for a dynamic conceptualization of the rela-
tionship marketing process as unfolding over time in manner
that is not entirely predetermined. It is only then that the chang-
ing nature and importance of relationships over time can be
appreciated, tracked over time, and explained (Palmatier et al.
2013; Ravald and Grönroos 1996). Likewise, it is essential to
understand the underlying dynamics, since they may lead to
stronger relationship marketing theory and can Blay […] the
groundwork for better prediction of customer behavior and
organizational outcomes^ (Hollmann et al. 2015, p. 273).

It is against this backdrop that we begin to develop a
process-centric framework to explore company-customer re-
lationships and advance relationship marketing theory.

Unpacking process theories in relationship
marketing

To enhance the understanding of the underlying process of
relationship marketing and classify the existing body of

42 AMS Rev (2018) 8:39–57



literature accordingly, we refer to the four generic process
theories advanced by Van de Ven and Poole (1995). The four
process theory archetypes, (1) life-cycle, (2) teleology, (3)
evolution, and (4) dialectics, are applied to describe processes
of development and change in organizations, and each of these
theories is described by a specific sequence of events and a
generative mechanism (Van de Ven and Poole 1995).

Notwithstanding the fact that Van de Ven and Poole (1995)
originally intended these archetypes to be applied as process
theories of change in organizations, we consider the applica-
tion of these four theories to relationship marketing valid for
several reasons. First, the value of applying the framework to
strategic alliances has already been established (de Rond and
Bouchikhi 2004). Given the conceptual linkages between stra-
tegic alliances and company-customer relationships, we see
the work of de Rond and Bouchikhi (2004) as an important
precedent we can build on. Second, there is initial evidence for
the applicability of the four process archetypes evenwithin the
field of relationship marketing in part with reference to Van de
Ven and Poole (1995). As a case in point, Halinen (2012)
observes the prevalence of both life-cycle and evolutionary
approaches in the relationship marketing literature. At the
same time, he highlights the rareness of evolutionary and
process research in relationship marketing, and calls for
research into the process patterns of relationship marketing.
Third, Van de Ven& Poole (1995, p. 521) themselves describe
their theories as Bfour ideal-type process theories^ with a
broad scope of applicability because primarily, these four ba-
sic types of process theories Bexplain how and why change
unfolds in social or biological entities^ (Van de Ven and Poole
1995, p. 511). Applied to organizational entities, a B(a) process
is viewed as a different cycle of change events, (b) which is
governed by a different ‘motor’ or generating mechanism that
(c) operates on a different unit of analysis and (d) represents a
different mode of change^ (Van de Ven and Poole 1995, p.
519). This focus on how change occurs in organizational en-
tities could well be transferred to the process of relationship
marketing since the inherent dynamics of relationships point
to the ongoing change and development in these relationships.
This change process can, for example, be conceptualized as
unfolding in different developmental stages by the different
activities that cause the relationship to develop further as de-
scribed above. The specific form of change that occurs, in
turn, is dependent on the mode and unit of change as the
two core elements (Van de Ven and Poole 1995). The mode
of change explains whether change is determined a priori and
follows a prespecified way or whether change emerges and
develops unpredictably. The unit of change describes which
organizational level is concerned by the change, that is wheth-
er only a single entity or whether the interaction of multiple
entities is affected by the change. Furthermore, a development
view of relationship marketing is also explicitly mentioned in
the literature (e.g., Gruen et al. 2000).

We hence adopted the four process theory archetypes pro-
posed by Van de Ven and Poole (1995) as a lens through
which we conducted a selective review of the relationship
marketing literature. Among the four process theories, life-
cycle models appeared to be most prevalent in the relationship
marketing literature. Some research can also be classified as
evolutionary or teleological research, while – to the best of the
authors’ knowledge – a dialectical process theory has yet to be
developed for relationship marketing. For this reason, we see
considerable potential for a dialectical view to yield additional
insights of direct relevance for relationship marketing schol-
arship and practice. Indeed, dialectical inquiry has proved
highly valuable not least in the field of strategic alliances (de
Rond and Bouchikhi 2004) and ecosystems (Velu 2015).
Below, we briefly summarize the state of relationship market-
ing theory with regard to each of the four process theory ar-
chetypes. Table 2 summarizes these archetypes by describing
their key metaphor, their logic, and their event progression.
Furthermore, Table 2 lists exemplars from the relationship
marketing literature, summarizes their key findings, and iden-
tifies application scenarios within the field of relationship
marketing.

Life-cycle process models According to life-cycle theory,
processes of development and change are typically character-
ized by four generic stages: start-up, growth, harvest, and ter-
mination. These must be passed one by one, since each stage
is a necessary antecedent of the subsequent stages. The gen-
erative mechanism in life-cycle models is thus an immanent
program or regulation and the change process follows a fixed
sequence of interconnected stages, where characteristics from
the former stages are retained to the next (Van de Ven and
Poole 1995). Originally developed for human development
and later transferred to organizations, development according
to life-cycle theory describes specified stages that every orga-
nization has to go through when developing from a small start-
up to a large corporation.

The transition from transactional marketing to relationship
marketing is based on the idea that instead of selling only once
to each customer, it is more profitable, and thus desirable, to
establish a sustained relationship with customers (Reichheld
and Sasser 1990). Thus, the fundamental idea of relationship
marketing describes the development of a company-customer
relationship following a life-cycle, that is following prescribed
stages including acquisition, development, enhancement and,
if necessary, termination. These stages are similar to the four
life-cycle stages as described by Van de Ven and Poole (1995)
and are also sequentially dependent. This implies that the next
stage will typically not be reached without going through the
previous one. However, this is not to exclude the possibility
that relationship development might unfold in a less predict-
able way, for instance, by moving from acquisition straight to
termination (Batonda and Perry 2003).
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The recognition of a relationship life-cycle is widespread in
extant relationship marketing research. Dwyer et al. (1987),
for instance, describe the development of buyer-seller rela-
tionships using a life-cycle approach comprised of five stages:
awareness, exploration, expansion, commitment, and dissolu-
tion. They state that these five stages are sequential, with each
stage resulting in a change in the characteristics of the rela-
tionship (Dwyer et al. 1987). This implies that relationships
evolve by moving through a prescribed sequence of process
stages. Similarly, Jap (2001) describes the relationship life-
cycle as the dynamic development process of relationships.
However, in contrast to Dwyer et al. (1987), she states that
these relationships do not have to follow an orderly sequence.
Therefore, she refers to Bphases^ instead of Bstages^ where
not all phases have to be completed and the relationship could
be terminated at any point of time (Jap 2001, p. 95). An addi-
tional exemplar of the life-cycle theory in relationship market-
ing is the Bcustomer relationship life-cycle model^ by
Grönroos (1997b, p. 326). In this model, the management of
the life-cycle of the development and evolution of the rela-
tionship between a company and its customers is conceptual-
ized as the central task relationship marketing has to fulfill
(Grönroos 1997b).

Teleological processmodels Instead of a linear and sequential
process as in life-cycle theory, teleological process models
propose a cycle of formulating, implementing, evaluating,
and modifying goals based on the actual experiences of an
organization. Thus, the organization has to be adaptive, will-
ing to learn and is guided by its intentions. There is no one
effective way to reach the envisioned end state. Rather, the
development is characterized by the organization’s movement
toward its goals. Thus, the focus within this theory is not the
goal itself, but rather the movement toward the goal and the
conditions necessary to attain the envisioned end-state. The
generative mechanism in this theory is the Bpurposeful enact-
ment or social construction of the envisioned end state^ (Van
de Ven 2007, p. 203). Perhaps most importantly, neither the
envisioned end state nor the patterns of change are assumed to
be externally prescribed. Instead, they are negotiated and
enacted by individuals responsible for the entity undergoing
change. Reaching the envisioned end state also does not imply
that the organization permanently stays there, since influences
from the external environment can push it toward further de-
velopment (Van de Ven and Poole 1995).

Teleological process models include two characteristics
that are of direct relevance for relationship marketing. First,
as the process is socially constructed, situations can occur
during the process that have not been expected or planned.
Then, it is management’s task to enable learning and adapta-
tion within the organization to develop toward its goals and
deal with the new situations properly (de Rond and Bouchikhi
2004). Second, teleological theory understands theT
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environment as a constraint on the change process.
Environmental constraints may include institutional as well
as actors’ restrictions (Van de Ven and Poole 1995).

Applied to a general organizational level, setting goals and
working to implement them within a strategic planning pro-
cess is an example of the application of a teleological theory.
Another example on an individual, personal level is the plan-
ning of one’s career as an iterative process of goal setting and
implementation (Swanson and Holton 2001).

In the relationship marketing literature, little research exists
that adopts a truly teleological perspective. However, the idea
of a steady cycle on the way to achieving one’s goals is
followed by Parvatiyar and Sheth (2000). Within their rela-
tionship marketing process framework, they recognize the
need for continuous monitoring of relationship development
to reduce the probability of failures and conflicts. It is precise-
ly the evaluation of goals, outcomes, and resources as part of
the monitoring processes that allows relationships to evolve
toward the intended aim (Parvatiyar and Sheth 2000). Other
relationship marketing research mainly focuses on one aspect
of teleological theory, namely the organizational environment
and its constitutive actors as a constraint on the way to the
envisioned end state. The primary target group of relationship
marketing in this regard pertains to those customers willing to
establish a relationship. However, they could also be expand-
ed to include all stakeholders of a company (e.g., Homburg
et al. 2012). Since similar patterns are likely, employees might
also be an attractive target group. Beyond that, suppliers, the
government, NGOs etc. can all be recipients of a company’s
relational communications, which then have to be individually
adapted for each group of stakeholders.

Apart from a company’s target groups, situational aspects
can also represent a restriction on reaching envisioned goals
(e.g., Kalwani and Narayandas 1995). It has been found that a
company’s communication efforts as part of its overall rela-
tionship marketing strategy are most effective in situations
where relationships are critical (Palmatier et al. 2006). The
criticality of relationships is, for example, influenced by the
nature of the purchased good or the received service, or by the
dynamic and uncertain environment that increases customers’
need for a relationship (Neu et al. 2011; Palmatier 2008).

Another aspect of teleological theory mentioned in rela-
tionship marketing literature is the need for controlling pro-
cesses. A possible approach to controlling relationship mar-
keting is examining customers’ satisfaction with and loyalty to
the company (which represent commonly used measures in
marketing literature (e.g., Anderson and Sullivan 1993)), for
example by investigating trust, commitment, and related con-
structs (Morgan and Hunt 1994).

Evolutionary process models According to evolutionary
process models, changes in the organizational environment
constitute the primary mechanism of change. Specifically, this

means that organizations are in steady competition to survive
in an environment of scarce resources. The continuous cycle
of change includes variation, selection, and retention of orga-
nizational entities implying that some organizations succeed
and others fail to survive in their competitive environment.
The complete process is seen as recurrent, cumulative, and
probabilistic (Van de Ven and Poole 1995). Evolutionary pro-
cess models thus put an organization’s market environment
and the organization’s ability to survive and thrive within this
environment in the foreground (Swanson and Holton 2001).

Within the relationship marketing literature, market dy-
namics as the mechanism for the development of relationships
are widely acknowledged. Palmer (2002), for instance, states
that the evolution of relationship marketing itself became in-
creasingly important because of the changes in the business
environment of organizations during the 1990s. These chang-
es include technological, social, economic, and political/legal
issues in the marketing environment. Reimann et al. (2010)
extend this line of thought by pointing to the commoditization
of industries as a critical factor in evolving markets contribut-
ing to growing salience of relationship marketing.

A further aspect of evolutionary theory that is present in the
relationship marketing literature is its focus on scarce re-
sources in the environment of the company. In competition
to retain loyal customers, these customers can be viewed as
a scarce resource for companies that aim to build long-term
relationships (Hunt et al. 2006; Parvatiyar and Sheth 2000).
Thus, one reason for the existence of market dynamics is the
competition for relationships in an environment with a limited
number of customers (Möller and Halinen 2000). Beverland
and Lindgreen (2004) give a comprehensive overview of the
influence of environmental changes on the adoption of rela-
tionship marketing. First, they find support for the general
linkage between the dynamic market environment and the
changing nature of relationships, which is in line with prior
research in this field (Achrol and Etzel 2003; Joshi and
Campbell 2003). Second, their results support the view that
companies steadily Bform, build upon, and exit out of relation-
ships in response to a changing environment and changing
strategic needs^ (Beverland and Lindgreen 2004, p. 852). In
this vein, the competitiveness of the market and changing
growth rates of the market are the main factors in the environ-
ment assumed to trigger evolutionary changes in relationships
(Beverland and Lindgreen 2004).

Dialectical process models The fourth process archetype is
the dialectical model. It assumes that organizational entities
exist in a pluralistic world characterized by competition for
domination and control. It is against this backdrop that change
is conceptualized as occurring through the conflict between
thesis and antithesis. The desired goal is a synthesis, at best
representing a win-win solution for both entities. However,
unequal power distributions prevent dialectical tensions from
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consistently generating creative syntheses. The resulting syn-
thesis might become a thesis itself in the next cycle of a dia-
lectical process, implying that continuous movement is taking
place. Thus, the generative mechanism of dialectical theory is
pluralism, confrontation, and conflict (Van de Ven and Poole
1995). Pluralism can exist in ideas, among people or within
organizations. It serves as a driver of change (Eisenhardt
2000). Furthermore, the nature of dialectical processes in-
cludes the confrontation between two or more entities that
embody internal or external oppositions confronting each oth-
er. Tensions in this vein are defined as Btwo co-existing con-
tradictory forces with conflicting goals^ (Fang et al. 2011, p.
774). Dialectical tensions describe the dynamic interaction
between opposing forces that drive change and development
in any social system (Baxter and Montgomery 1996). Applied
to the organizational level, changes that reflect ethnic diversity
for instance often occur due to dialectical tensions (Swanson
and Holton 2001).

The notion of conflict between relationship partners is rec-
ognized in the relationship marketing literature and plays an
increasingly central role in academic discourse (Hui et al.
2004; Lindgreen 2001; Palmatier et al. 2006). The ever more
salient role of partnering between salespeople and customers
includes managing conflicts arising between partners, build-
ing and maintaining relationships with customers, and focus-
ing on sales teams instead of individual sellers (Weitz and
Bradford 1999). Managing conflict in relationships aims at
achieving mutual benefits and strengthening relationships
(Weitz and Bradford 1999). The literature emphasizes the neg-
ative effects of conflicts on relationships (Anderson andWeitz
1992) as well as its positive effects when conflicts are man-
aged successfully (Anderson and Narus 1990; Dwyer et al.
1987).

Despite existing research on the role of conflict in relation-
ships as a central feature of dialectical theory, relationship
marketing still lacks specific examinations of dialectical ten-
sions. A notable exception is the study by Andersson-
Cederholm and Gyimóthy (2010). It examines triadic constel-
lations that are characterized by a third person in the tradition-
al service dyad, who links or separates the other two actors in
service encounters. As a result, the service triad involves the
dialectical tensions of loyalty and disloyalty, trust and distrust,
empowerment and disempowerment, proximity and distance,
and lastly, the tension between organizational decisions and an
individual’s activity sphere. A detailed examination of these
tensions and their consequences, however, is missing.
Similarly, the traditional dyadic service encounter that is
prevalent in business practice can also benefit from a closer
analysis of dialectical tensions. As a case in point, Bantham
et al. (2003) adopt a dialectical lens and find tensions to exist
during all phases of relationship building. The main focus of
their study is on tensions that concern the configuration ob-
jective of the relationship, such as growth and risk, top

management and process-employee perspectives, and strong
and weak control. Tensions between the partners themselves
are not examined. Furthermore, an in-depth examination of
antecedents and consequences, and a detailed description of
the configuration of the tensions, are once again missing from
this study.

Both papers provide initial evidence for the potential value
of a dialectical perspective on relationship marketing for aca-
demia and practice. By adopting a dialectical view, a more
holistic picture of the relationship marketing process can be
drawn, given the complementary insights of the dialectical
perspective relative to extant life-cycle, teleological, or evolu-
tionary views of relationship marketing. In particular, the un-
derstanding of the dynamic process dimension of relationship
marketing could be enhanced using a dialectical process mod-
el in isolation or in combination with one or more of the other
three theories. We will outline and illustrate both opportunities
for advancing theory in relationship marketing below.

Opportunity 1: Advancing a dialectical process
perspective

To begin to develop a dialectical process perspective on rela-
tionship marketing, we draw on the literature on interpersonal
relationships and examine the applicability of dialectical ten-
sions identified therein for company-customer relationships.
The substantial conceptual similarities between company-
customer and interpersonal relationships are well documented
in the literature (for an overview see e.g., Butcher et al. 2002;
Guenzi and Pelloni 2004). In the following, we attempt to
exploit this analogy to explore a dialectical perspective on
the relationship marketing process. Please note that we do
not attempt to provide a comprehensive overview of relevant
research from social psychology. Instead, we draw on social
psychology as a source of inspiration to enrich our under-
standing of the underlying dynamics as represented in dialec-
tical tensions in the relationship marketing process.

Since Levitt’s (1983) use of the marriage analogy for rela-
tionships between a company and its customers, efforts to
draw on social psychology to fuel conceptual development
in relationship marketing have proliferated. Even if the mar-
riage analogy does not include the variety of parties involved,
the costs and benefits, the willingness, or the ideal timescale of
commercial relationships (Tynan 1997), some parallels exist.
Iacobucci and Ostrom (1996) examined the suitability of a
categorization of interpersonal relations from social psychol-
ogy to commercial relationships, that is individual-to-individ-
ual, individual-to-firm, and firm-to-firm relationships. In par-
ticular, the dimensions of closeness, valence, asymmetry, and
formality were found to be useful when applied to commercial
relationships, with each commercial relationship possessing a
unique combination of the four dimensions (Iacobucci and
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Ostrom 1996). Furthermore, the analogy of interpersonal re-
lationships in marketing has not only been applied to relation-
ships between customers and companies, but also to those
between customers and brands (Aggarwal 2004; Fournier
and Yao 1997; Muniz and O’Guinn 2001).

Perspectives on dialectical approaches to studying interper-
sonal relationships include characteristics that are based on
dialectical theory by Hegel (Baxter and Montgomery 1996),
particularly its focus on process and contradiction (Altman
et al. 1981; Baxter 1988; Cornforth 1968). As a consequence
of constant interaction, the contradictory dialectical tensions
lead to development and continuous change in relationships
(Baxter 1990; Montgomery 1993), which in turn function as
the driver of change (Ben-Ari 2012). Based on the premise
that tensions are always present, and can thus only be man-
aged or adapted, interaction between the Bunified
oppositions^ (Baxter and Montgomery 1996, p. 8) leads to
evolution and change in relationships (Masheter and Harris
1986). Taken together, change and development as the result
of reactions to – and the managing of – opposing tensions are
central to both conceptualizations of dialectical theory.

Most importantly, tensions as cognitions are not seen as
negative per se (Baxter 1990). Instead, they are understood
as oppositional forces that work together in a more or less
coordinated and concurrent fashion (Altman et al. 1981), with
each having the chance to be evaluated both positively and
negatively (Montgomery 1993). Furthermore, relationship
partners do not need to be aware of the dialectical tensions
(Montgomery 1993). Moreover, both poles of each tension
constantly exist, though they are not recognized or their im-
portance in specific situations is likely to vary (Montgomery
1993). Lastly, dialectical tensions are context-specific and
should thus be exclusively investigated in context
(Montgomery 1993). This emphasis on context is another
similarity, compared to the dialectical process theory of Van
de Ven and Poole (1995).

Description of five exemplar dialectical tensions
in company-customer relationships

Research on interpersonal relationships identified a number of
specific dialectical tensions. As part of our interdisciplinary
literature review, five tensions surfaced that are most compat-
ible with our purpose of a transfer to company-customer rela-
tionships. Even if other tensions have been identified, for ex-
ample in the field of B2B-marketing relationships, such as
cooperation and competition, and flexibility and rigidity
(Fang et al. 2011), we perceive these five tensions to be most
relevant for company-customer relationships due to the anal-
ogy to interpersonal relationships. In general, this analogy is
applicable to all types of commercial relationships i.e., indi-
vidual-to-individual, individual-to-firm, and firm-to-firm rela-
tionships (Iacobucci and Ostrom 1996). In the interest of

parsimony, we develop our arguments with regards to
company-customer relationships in business-to-consumer set-
tings, which are particularly prevalent in relationship market-
ing research (Agariya and Singh 2011). That said, we expect
most of our theoretical arguments to be valid beyond B2C
contexts.

Figure 1 depicts the five selected tensions of autonomy-
connection, openness-closedness, predictability-novelty, real-
ization-idealization, and affection-instrumentality, which we
assume to jointly shape company-customer relationships over
time. In the following sections, we describe each tension from
a social psychological viewpoint before examining them for
their applicability to company-customer relationships.

Autonomy and connection In a relationship, the two ex-
tremes of autonomy and connection simultaneously contribute
to its continuity. While individuals have the desire to connect
to other people and rely on them, individuals also need a
certain degree of autonomy, demonstrating that their identities
are independent of others (Baxter 1990). Andersson-
Cederholm and Gyimóthy (2010) mention the related tension
of proximity and distance, which exhibits considerable simi-
larities with the tension of autonomy and connection.

In company-customer relationships, a company might
strive for the closest possible connection to its customers in
order to improve customer outcomes and increase control over
interactions and handlings with their customers. Furthermore,
the company wants to keep a certain degree of connection to
their customers to ensure the best possible customization of
products and services, regardless of changes in customers’
situations. This is especially important in a service context,
where the specific service encounter takes center stage in the
evaluation process (e.g., Bitner 1990). In the same manner,
customers prefer a certain degree of connection to the compa-
ny, depicted in the concept of Brelationship closeness^
brought forward by Berscheid et al. (1989). Relationship
closeness is defined as Ba customer's systematic preference
for frequent, diverse, and mutually influential relationship
marketing-related interactions with a firm^ (Mende et al.
2013). In contrast, some customers strive to ensure their au-
tonomy in order to prevent being dependent and secure the
option of changing the provider in the case of dissatisfaction
(Mende et al. 2013).

All in all, the dialectical tension between autonomy and
connection is prevalent in interpersonal relationships as well
as in company-customer relationships and has to be managed
and adapted to, depending on customers’ preferences.

Openness and ClosednessThe second dialectical tension that
has been identified as particularly salient is openness and
closedness. This dialectical tension describes the way infor-
mation is shared between individuals. On the one hand, open-
ness is necessary for sharing information, especially at the
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beginning of a relationship in order to get acquainted. On the
other hand, both sides become vulnerable the more informa-
tion they share and, thus, some degree of information
closedness is also necessary (Baxter 1988).

This aspect is well transferable to company-customer
relationships. From a company’s point of view, establish-
ing customers’ trust in the company requires that, for ex-
ample, salespeople find the appropriate balance between
providing as much information as necessary to satisfy
their customers, yet as little information as possible to
minimize the vulnerability of the company. For cus-
tomers, a similar pattern can be expected. Customers need
to weigh up how much information they share with a
company. Being too open makes the customer vulnerable
and might lead to opportunistic behavior from the
company’s side. At the same time, being too secretive
and holding back too much information makes it impos-
sible for a company to advise and work with its customers
to their satisfaction. Furthermore, communication between
a company and its customers can go beyond the sole ex-
change of information as depicted in the concept of
Brelational communication^ (Soldow and Thomas 1984).
Relational communication therefore focuses less on the
actual content of a message than on its form as shaping
– and being shaped by – the social fabric among commu-
nication partners.

The dialectical tension of openness and closedness is sim-
ilar to the tension between expressiveness and protectiveness
brought forward by Rawlins (1992). This tension describes
openness as being expressive and closedness as being rather
protective in the communication between friends. Overall, the
dialectical tension between openness and closedness appears

to be salient not only in interpersonal relationships, but also in
company-customer relationships.

Predictability and novelty The third tension prevalent in
existing dialectical research is that between predictability
and novelty. In interpersonal relationships, this tension refers
to the conflict introduced by the simultaneous need for conti-
nuity and novelty. Literature in the area of interpersonal rela-
tionships yields various results concerning whether one or the
other end point is more desirable. On the one hand, novelty
introduces excitement, which makes a relationship more inter-
esting and unpredictable (Braithwaite and Baxter 1995). On
the other hand, predictable routine activities, such as everyday
talk, lead to more certainty and thus contribute to relationship
consolidation (Duck 1994; Gerstel and Gross 1984).

In addition to this trade-off in the realm of interpersonal
relationships, companies are likely to face a similar tension
between predictability and novelty in terms of company-
customer relationships. In particular, companies must identify
customers’wishes and needs concerning the degree of novelty
in the relationship. This aspect can be explained as the degree
of standardization or differentiation of the company-customer
relationship. The more a customer prefers a novel develop-
ment, the more the company has to differentiate this specific
relationship to accommodate the customers’ preferences as
opposed to delivering a standardized service that the customer
might know from the experiences of other customers.
Therefore, the tension of predictability and novelty appears
to be highly relevant in company-customer relationships.

Realization and idealization Rawlins (1992) describes the
dialectical tension between realization and idealization as

Realization

Affection

Connection

Closedness

Novelty

Idealization

Instrumentality

Autonomy

Openness

Predictability

Fig. 1 Selected dialectical
tensions in company-customer
relationships
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stemming from the potential discrepancy between the expect-
ed and the realized nature of an interpersonal relationship.
Idealization can have a particular influence on the level of
satisfaction in relationships. It explains a positive bias toward
the partner or the whole relationship (Schulman 1974).
Idealization can frame satisfaction positively in separation
phases, but becomes problematic in joint relationship periods,
since idealization no longer takes place and realization is
stronger (Stafford and Merolla 2007; Stafford and Reske
1990). Independently of the aforementioned, a certain level
of idealization is necessary (Murray et al. 1996).

Transferred to company-customer relationships, idealiza-
tion can play a key role in at least three ways. First, customers
may idealize a company they have interacted with, in which
case the succeeding company has to take measures to reduce
the idealization of the preceding company. Second, also from
a customer’s perspective, customers may idealize the current
company, which enables the company to strengthen its rela-
tionships with them. In the same manner, customers transfer
expectations of the former company to a future relationship
with another company. Third, from a company’s perspective,
the company aims to convey an ideal image that equals their
real image as perceived by their customers at its best.
Idealization, therefore, is an omnipresent characteristic of
company-customer relationships from the customers’ as well
as from the company’s side. It is very important to balance the
tension between realization and idealization to prevent
dissatisfaction-triggering gaps caused by expectations that
have not been met (Oliver 1980).

Affection and instrumentality The difference between un-
derstanding a relationship as an end in itself, and understand-
ing it as a means to an end, is the basis for the tension between
affection and instrumentality. It focuses on the differentiation
between emotions (e.g., warm feelings toward a friend) and
the objective and goal-directed cognitions (e.g., financial ben-
efits) of the relationship (Rawlins 1992). A central issue with
this tension is that the understanding and interpretation of
actions in relationships is highly dependent on the relationship
partner. In this way, the same action can be understood as an
unselfish and caring action, the same way as it might be un-
derstood as an instrumental aid in order to gain a functional
reward (Rawlins 1992). It should be noted that this issue is
extensively discussed within social psychology research, re-
lated to the phenomenon of altruism (e.g., Batson 1997).

Transferred to company-customer relationships, the service
itself determines the peculiarity of this tension. Services with a
high hedonic value are more relevant for the affective side of
the tension while services with a high functional value are
sensitive to instrumental outcomes (Babin et al. 1994;
Holbrook and Hirschman 1982). Additionally, researchers
can assume that customers are only partially aware of their
preferences for affect and goal-direction following recent

insights from social psychology that deal with conscious and
unconscious processes (and related issues, see e.g., De
Houwer et al. 2009). Constraints (e.g., time, need for cogni-
tion) that limit the evaluation of affective and cognitive states
can lead to the dominance of unconscious tensions. For exam-
ple, a customer spontaneously misinterprets the actions of a
service employee in a checkout area as Bfalse^, feels offended,
and quits the relationship instantly despite being determined
and goal-directed in lasting situations.

This is only an initial illustration of the potential new in-
sights that can be gained from adopting a dialectical perspec-
tive on the relationship marketing process. The preceding dis-
cussion examined the tensions as occurring independently of
each other. This is clearly helpful for analytical purposes.
However, tensions are likely to coexist and coevolve; several
tensions might be an integral part of the same relationship at
the same point or consecutive points in time (see Fig. 1).
Therefore, it is necessary to shed light on possible interdepen-
dencies among the tensions identified above. Figure 1 also
points to the fact that each relationship is continuously shaped
by multiple, possibly contradictory forces.

These tensions not only coevolve over time, but are also
expected to shape salient relationship outcomes such as loy-
alty and word-of-mouth as well as relational mediators such as
perceived trust and relationship satisfaction in non-trivial
ways (e.g., Palmatier et al. 2006). Importantly, they are neither
necessarily functional nor dysfunctional. As a motor for rela-
tionship development, dialectical tensions are hence not al-
ways detrimental to relationship performance (de Rond and
Bouchikhi 2004). As tensions are omnipresent in any kind of
relationship, tension management rather than tension preven-
tion moves into the foreground. Explicit management atten-
tion is especially required, when one pole of a tension (e.g.,
autonomy and connection) appears to marginalize the other.
Indeed, in case of stark imbalances, effective tension manage-
ment can be vital for maintaining trust and relationship satis-
faction as salient factors mediating the link between relation-
ship marketing and relational outcomes. Greater emphasis on
tensions and tension management might therefore even help
explain inconsistent empirical findings on the effectiveness of
relationship marketing (Palmatier et al. 2006). We encourage
scholars in relationship marketing to extend our exploratory
efforts and fully exploit this first major opportunity for explor-
ing company-customer relationships.

Opportunity 2: Recombining distinct process
theories

A second promising opportunity for advancing relationship
marketing theory is based on the idea of recombining distinct
process theories instead of simply using them in isolation. Van
de Ven and Poole (1995) advance arguments in support of
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such endeavors. Each entity is influenced by its inner and
outer context that develops over space and time. Therefore,
different Bmotors^ are likely to influence differently the vari-
ous parts of an entity. The resulting complexity can be ex-
plained only incompletely with single motor theories.
Moreover, each motor is necessarily incomplete by itself.
Indeed, each motor has aspects that are determined up-front
but still, each motor includes aspects that remain unspecified.
As a case in point, in dialectical theory, the origin of the an-
tithesis is not clearly specified. Here, events from other mo-
tors, for example from teleological theory, can help to account
for the missing aspects (Van de Ven and Poole 1995).
Consequently, it is necessary to understand the conditions
under which different motors are useful and when it is suitable
to combine them.

Table 3 summarizes the conditions that need to be met by
each of the four process theory archetypes for it to possess the
greatest explanatory power and their respective motors to
operate. To identify promising theory combinations, Van de
Ven and Poole (1995) suggest a two-step process called tem-
plate matching. As part of the first step, researchers need to
assess whether the conditions from Table 3 are present to
determine which of the four motors is operating. In case more
than one motor is operating, researchers need to examine how
these two or more motors are related. It is through template
matching that researchers can assess whether Ba given type of
motor explains development in a particular situation^ (Van de
Ven and Poole 1995, p. 524). For example, for a life-cycle
motor to operate, a discrete entity needs to experience change,
yet maintain a stable identity. Furthermore, subsequent stages
need to differ in form or function and the development trajec-
tory needs to follow some immanent order. As a condition
necessary for a dialectical motor to operate, at least two enti-
ties need to be in contradiction or opposition in turn. The
resulting struggle or conflict needs to unfold in a physical or
social venue and lead to either a new entity, the elimination of
one of the contradicting entities, or a stalemate (Van de Ven
and Poole 1995).

Table 3 also guides relationship marketing researchers on
how to select the process theory(ies) that are most compatible
with the specific research focus at hand. As a case in point, we
indicate that a dialectical process lens might be most appro-
priate for researchers seeking to shed light on relationship
tensions, conflict and crisis or subsequent recovery efforts.
Although these research foci are meant to be exemplar rather
than comprehensive, we believe that they can act as a valuable
guide for relationship marketing researchers. Indeed, for each
research focus listed in Table 3, multiple granular research
questions can be explored. For relationship tensions, for in-
stance, researchers could ask, how tensions emerge, which
tensions are most salient, how tensions can be managed and
how tensions can lead to open conflict in relationship
management.

More complex research questions with multiple research
foci might call for multi-motor theorizing. Building so called
Bdual-[(or-more-)]motor theories^ (Van de Ven and Poole
1995, p. 527) accounts for the fact that two (or more) motors
might operate simultaneously. Consider an entity, such as a
company-customer relationship, whose development over
time is assumed to be jointly shaped by some immanent order
as well as by conflict and synthesis (e.g., how do specific
tensions unfold across different stages of the relationship
life-cycle). Any one-process theory archetype will then pos-
sess lower explanatory power than a dual-motor theory that
integrates using life-cycle and dialectical mechanisms. Both
motors might be complementary here in that the Blife-cycle
explains the ‘form’ of the unitary stages, while the dialectics
explain the underlying dynamics of movement^ (Greiner
1972, cited in Van de Ven and Poole 1995, p. 530). Another
candidate for exploration is integrating dialectical and
evolutionary or teleological motors to better explain sources
of variation in evolutionary models or unexpected deviations
from the path toward some envisioned end state in teleological
process models. As such, we hope that the ideas contained in
Table 3 will serve as a source of inspiration for relationship
marketing scholars.

To illustrate and showcase the appeal of such dual-(or-
more-)motor theories within relationship marketing, we pro-
vide an illustrative example from the financial services indus-
try. In particular, we show that the underlying dynamics char-
acterizing each stage can be explained by the application of a
dialectical perspective, while the life-cycle describes forms of
and transitions between stages. Importantly, this approach is in
line with previous calls to complement life-cycle models with
a more dynamic perspective (Palmatier et al. 2013).

An illustrative example of a dual-motor theory to explain
the dynamic process of relationship marketing

Financial services are ubiquitous and relevant for almost ev-
erybody at one point in time. Company-customer relation-
ships typically unfold in stages of acquiring, developing, en-
hancing, and, if necessary, terminating the relationship.
Deregulation and digitization have increased switching op-
tions, raised customer power, and diluted willingness to pay
for services. As a result, effective relationship marketing has
moved center stage, emphasizing frontline employees and ser-
vice encounters (e.g., Bitner et al. 1990). Below, we explore
potential links between dialectical tensions across life-cycle
stages in particular.

Acquisition stage: Need for transaction services

This initial stage includes customers’ first contact with the
provider. They might simply wish to open their first savings
account to satisfy basic needs in terms of financial services,
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particularly balancing consumption and transferring money
(Howcroft et al. 2003). The need for personal face-to-face
interaction with the provider is limited as the account could
also be opened online.

At this stage, the relationship, if present, tends to be char-
acterized by a high level of autonomy, closedness, predictabil-
ity, realization, and instrumentality. A new bank customer
who opens an account online may not feel the need to have
a particular connection with the bank. A high degree of auton-
omy also appears desirable from a customer point of view to
be able to switch provider in case of dissatisfaction (Mende
et al. 2013). Additional information is only needed in relation
to account opening requirements (e.g., identification docu-
ments). In contrast, relationship-oriented information is scant,
since a relationship has not yet developed. Therefore, the ten-
sion between openness and closedness tends to be pushed in
the direction of closedness. At the same time, the relationship
in that initial stage is likely characterized more by predictabil-
ity than novelty. That said, small gifts for customers, for ex-
ample on their birthday, can instill some novelty, since special
treatments like this are associated with friendship (Price and
Arnould 1999), which in turn fosters relationship develop-
ment. The balance of realization and idealization might be in
favor of realization, since the decision to open a savings ac-
count is inherently focused on its basic features (Howcroft
et al. 2003). Therefore, development of an idealized image is
unlikely at this early stage. By the same token, the relationship
is still primarily instrumental as opposed to affective in nature.

Overall, recognizing and managing the dialectical tensions
toward the intended pole of each pair to provide mutual ben-
efits is vital for the company in this stage. Once the bank
account is established, life-cycle view indicates that this stage
has been completed with the relationship moving to the sub-
sequent stage.

Development stage: Need for insurance services

In the second stage, the probability increases that customers
need additional financial services, as basic needs are supple-
mented by Bhigh level^ needs such as insurance services
(Howcroft et al. 2003, p. 1005). These require an increased
level of competence and skill on the provider’s side and, in
turn, an increase in personal interactions to receive specialist
advice (Howcroft et al. 2003). This leads to opportunities for
developing lasting relationships and increasing the cross-
selling potential and profits, provided that these dynamics
can be managed adequately.

At this stage, the dialectical tension between autonomy and
connection could trend toward a higher level of connection,
thereby increasing customer loyalty, while customers profit
from related benefits (e.g., Gwinner et al. 1998). Aiming at a
higher level of relationship closeness (Berscheid et al. 1989),
customers increasingly value more frequent interaction, with a
demand for more open relationships that involve the disclo-
sure of relevant personal information, for example, to custom-
ize the service. However, at this stage, customers might

Table 3 Matching Process Motors and Research Foci in Relationship Marketing

Assumptions about Phenomenon Selected Research Foci in RM

Life-Cycle Motor Singular entity undergoes changes while maintaining its identity Relationship initiation
Relationship development
Relationship termination

Change process follows distinguishable stages

Program determines stages of development and its progression

Teleological Motor Singular entity engages in reflexively monitored action that aims
at a common goal

Relationship objectives
Relationship goal orientation
Relationship monitoring
Relationship adaptation
Relationship constraints

Envisioned end state of development is not fixed but the process
steps of reaching it need to be identifiable

Activities by the entity need to contribute to a fixed set of
requirements and constraints to attain the goal

Evolutionary Motor Entities exist in a relationship in an environment with limited
resources necessary to survive

Relationship models
Relationship change
Relationship persistence
Relationship fitness

Mechanisms indicate (1) variation, (2) selection, and
(3) retention of entities

Macro-population characteristics influence the three steps at the
micro-level

Dialectical Motor Two or more entities oppose or contradict one another Relationship tensions
Relationship conflict
Relationship crisis
Relationship recovery

These entities engage in some confrontation or conflict

Possible results of the confrontation comprise a stalemate, among
the entities, the defeat of one entity by another, or the
emergence of a new entity

Adapted and extended from Van de Ven & Poole (1995, p. 525)
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withhold some information to minimize their vulnerability.
The dialectical tension between predictability and novelty also
tends to shift toward a higher level of novelty, since the finan-
cial service is no longer standardized. Instead providers can
develop existing relationships by tailoring services to custom-
er preferences thereby instilling a certain degree of novelty
into the relationship.With the interaction frequency increasing
and separation times decreasing, higher degrees of idealiza-
tion require the provider to convey a real image in order to
prevent misperceptions that could lead to dissatisfaction (e.g.,
rose-tinted glasses that skew negative experiences which are
then remembered again in interactions). Likewise, an ad-
vanced relationship replaces instrumental motives (e.g., finan-
cial benefits) with affective motives (e.g., a good feeling to-
ward the financial services provider). Therefore, a certain de-
gree of affection as compared to only goal-directed cognitions
gains importance.

Enhancement stage: Need for specialist services

In the relationship enhancement stage, additional high level
needs concerning financial services might surface. These
could pertain, for instance, to specialist services such as pen-
sion plans or stock investments. This moves expert advice
center stage, as legal and/or tax matters need to be considered
(Gupta and Torkzadeh 1988; Howcroft et al. 2003).

At this stage, each dialectical tension pair is likely to move
toward the opposite pole from that during the acquisition
stage. Discussing long-term topics such as investments in
stocks, and personal aspects of life, such as pension plans,
requires a high level of connection between provider and cus-
tomer. Once a provider is selected, customers tend to lose
interest in options to switch providers, and customers’ desire
for autonomy tends to decline. For the financial services pro-
vider, this high level of connection is beneficial in that it offers
additional opportunities for value capture. As for openness
and closedness, high levels of personality frame social inter-
action. Consequently, the importance of relational communi-
cation peaks (Soldow and Thomas 1984). Another important
aspect at this stage is the provider’s need to manage customer
preferences for predictability and novelty. While the previous
focus was on interaction frequency, communication content
becomes more important for relationships at this stage.
Correspondingly, as the time between interactions increases,
the customer is more likely to idealize the provider and ignore
any imperfect experiences in single interactions. However, as
soon as the provider and the customer meet again, negative
experiences can arise. Therefore, it is essential to manage
these rare but important interactions effectively. Lastly, grow-
ing personal interaction increases the affection end of this
dialectical tension, conveying honest intentions to provide
assistance and support for customers, as well as avoiding mis-
interpretations of actions during the relationship.

Overall, this brief example was meant to illustrate that in-
tegrating life-cycle and dialectical motors has the potential to
deepen our understanding of the relationship marketing pro-
cess. In particular, each life-cycle stage can be characterized
by a unique tension profile, with meaningful implications for
relationship marketing practice. As a result, coping strategies
to manage crucial encounters will likely be different for the
acquisition, enhancement, and termination stages. Given its
complementary nature, we argue that an integrative approach
helps build more profound and granular knowledge of rela-
tional tensions as well as their salience and dynamics across
the relationship life-cycle. This novel perspective can also
explain why some relationships do not progress as predicted
by life-cycle models alone: tensions spinning out of control
and leading customers to disengage (Hollmann et al. 2015).
Clearly, opportunities for combining process theory arche-
types are manifold with the dialectical life-cycle model we
started to develop being just one illustrative example.

Discussion

Reviewing the conceptual landscape of relationshipmarketing
research through the lens of four process theory archetypes,
namely life-cycle, teleology, evolution, and dialectic, yielded
novel insights into the process of relationship marketing based
on what is already known about the process’s nature, that is its
six process characteristics. It allowed us to identify and sys-
tematize two promising sets of opportunities that we believe
can stimulate and guide efforts to advance relationship mar-
keting theory.

Implications for dialectical theorizing in relationship
marketing

The first opportunity we identified and started to explore is the
development of a dialectical process perspective on relation-
ship marketing as a multifaceted, tension-laden process. A
dialectical change motor fueled by conflict and tensions be-
tween distinct entities has remained largely absent from cur-
rent theorizing in relationship marketing. This is all the more
surprising as a dialectical approach has demonstrated explan-
atory power in the context of strategic alliances (de Rond and
Bouchikhi 2004). It is uniquely equipped to explain the dy-
namic Bmessiness^ that shapes customer relationships over
time and cannot readily be accounted for in life-cycle models
based on some immanent order.

Clearly, much remains to be done on the way toward a fully
specified dialectical theory of relationship marketing. We
therefore perceive our work not as an endpoint, but as a
starting point for dialectical inquiry in relationship marketing
and beyond. Opportunities for further development are mani-
fold. Below, we sketch a brief research agenda, which we
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hope will serve as a source of inspiration. On a broad level, we
call for future research to embed the dialectical approach we
have started to develop in this paper more firmly into relation-
ship marketing theory and practice. Further research is now
needed to advance dialectical inquiry from a contextual, con-
ceptual and methodological standpoint.

First, we encourage scholars to shed light on the contextual
embeddedness of tensions and corresponding coping strate-
gies. Most notably, further research needs to unpack the extent
to which specific relationship constellations including compa-
ny-customer, company-supplier and customer-customer rela-
tionships (Gummesson and Polese 2009) exhibit a distinct
dialectical profile, that is are exposed to a unique set of ten-
sions. When applied to the research stream on internal mar-
keting (Berry et al. 1976), such a dialectical lens could also
inform research on company-employee relationships as prev-
alent in the fields of organizational behavior and human re-
source management (e.g., Giannakis and Harker 2014).
Similarly, tensions might differ in their salience as a function
of the respective exchange object, be it a specific type of good
or service (e.g., Bowen 1990). At a broader level, the salience
of individual tensions and coping strategies might be contin-
gent on geographical and cultural characteristics that shape the
relationship at hand. In particular, we assume tensions to be-
come more prevalent the greater the geographical and cultural
distance between the actors involved (e.g., Conway and Swift
2000). One contributing factor might be so called country-of-
origin effects (e.g., Maheswaran 1994) and cultural stereo-
types more generally.

In this paper, we focused on five pairs of dialectical tensions
in order to demonstrate their fit with relationship marketing
theory. However, additional tensions can influence the dynam-
ics of company-customer relationships. We hence call for re-
search to broaden the set of tensions examined. One opportu-
nity to do so is by broadening research to B2B-marketing.
Here, for example, research on tensions in B2B-marketing re-
lationships might wish to include the tension between cooper-
ative and competitive orientation, between the use of knowl-
edge for common or private benefit, and the one between pow-
er and dependence (Tidström 2014). Similarly, tensions in
B2B-marketing relationships might comprise the ones between
flexibility and rigidity as well as between long-term and short-
term orientation (Fang et al. 2011).

Second, research on the dialectics of relationshipmarketing
could extend our research conceptually and explore the di-
verse antecedents and consequences of dialectical tensions in
company-customer relationships. This could comprise empir-
ical efforts to identify the most salient triggering events for
conflict and opposition in such relationships. Likewise,
scholars might want to better understand the specific boundary
conditions that shape the link between selected tensions and
key relationship outcomes such as customer satisfaction and
loyalty. Importantly, research might wish to explore both the

dysfunctional and functional effects of tensions and associated
reconciliation attempts in company-customer relationships. It
also appears worthwhile to further unpack the nature of dia-
lectical tensions. A useful starting point in this regard could be
the distinction between primary tensions that exist across re-
lationship types, and secondary tensions that are particular to a
specific relationship type (Montgomery 1993). Furthermore,
tensions can be internal in that they occur between the respec-
tive relationship partners (here, company and customer) or
external in that they involve a relationship partner and some
third entity such as customer advocacy groups, privacy pro-
tection agencies, regulatory bodies and so forth. As the present
research focused exclusively on internal tensions, further re-
search into the salience of external tensions appears needed.

Third, dialectical inquiry in the field of relationship
marketing can add to – and, in turn, be enriched by –
a broad methodological repertoire. Our research presents
a framework that is meant to provide the conceptual
foundations not only for future theoretical developments,
but also for empirical investigations into the dialectical
tensions and its combinations with other motors of
company-customer relationships. Inductive qualitative re-
search including longitudinal ethnographic and observa-
tional studies is particularly well positioned to unpack
and describe the nature and evolution of dialectical ten-
sions as they unfold across the relationship life-cycle.
This research might contribute to theory building and
help paint a more granular picture of the manifold ten-
sions and coping strategies that characterize company-
customer relationships. Quantitative and experimental re-
search is then needed to detect dialectical patterns in
larger samples of company-customer relationships, iden-
tify salient antecedents and consequences of tensions,
isolate connections to additional relationship marketing
theories, and test the effectiveness of selected reconcili-
ation strategies. For instance, based on the financial ser-
vices example, a qualitative study could observe interac-
tions to enrich the presented combination of life cycle
and dialectical theory. Further, this research could reveal
whether additional theories are applicable in this setting.
Building on these insights, quantitative research could
then examine the relevance of tensions for relationship
marketing outcomes. Since relationship partners are not
necessarily aware of existent tensions (Montgomery
1993), all empirical research encompasses the challenge
of revealing tensions at all; additionally, researchers need
to take care that tensions that have not yet been recog-
nized by the relationship partners are not unveiled too
obviously, since tensions might be perceived as negative
– on both sides. Overall, independent of the type of
empirical research, this research encompasses and ad-
dresses the vital aspect of tensions, that is their contex-
tual embeddedness.
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Implications for dual-or-more motor theorizing
in relationship marketing

The second and perhaps even more far-reaching opportunity
to advance relationship marketing theory we identified goes
beyond any one individual process theory. Instead, the focus is
on combining two (or more) ideal-typical process models. As
we showcased for the combination of a dialectical and a life-
cycle perspective, dual-motor theories promise to deepen our
understanding of the multifaceted nature of the relationship
marketing process. Among others, robust empirical evidence
on the interplay between dialectical and life-cycle motors is
now needed to complement our illustrative example of dialec-
tical tensions unfolding across relationship stages in financial
services. It appears conceivable that this will help to extend
recent insights on the need to tailor relationship marketing
practices to each specific stage of the relationship life-cycle
(Zhang et al. 2016). Clearly, opportunities for the develop-
ment of other dual-or-more-motor theories abound as shown
previously in the manuscript. We encourage relationship mar-
keting scholars to explore these and other fascinating oppor-
tunities for dual-or-more-motor theorizing. Our guidelines on
how to identify suitable combinations of process models
might serve as a helpful starting point. The particular value
of the combination of two or more motors to explain relation-
ship marketing processes lies in the opportunity to build a
holistic picture of the process. Most notably, our insights sum-
marized in Table 3 guide scholars on how to account for the
multifaceted nature of the underlying theoretical explanations
of many relationship marketing phenomena. Furthermore,
these combinations might lead to clearer insights on how to
achieve favorable relational outcomes and might help explain
the mixed results in prior empirical research. It is only when
this multifaceted nature of the phenomena under study is rec-
ognized that relationship marketing can advance toward a
more theorized field in marketing.

Combining motors also has implications for overarching
discussions in relationship marketing research. As a case in
point, the four process theories in combination could shed new
light on the satisfaction-profit chain (Anderson and Mittal
2000). That is, these theories can explain why or why not
the chain unfolds its full potential. Hence they can help in
explaining why customer satisfaction programs do not always
lead to the desirable results. Since the links between the four
chain elements do not follow one another in a symmetric and
linear progression (Anderson and Mittal 2000), that is they do
not always follow a prescribed life-cycle, aspects from the
other three motors can explain these deviances.

Overall, we believe that pursuing any of these avenues
will yield additional insights into the dynamic process of
relationship marketing that can advance theory in our
field and prove valuable for relationship marketing
scholars and practitioners alike.

Implications for relationship marketing practice

Perhapsmost fundamentally, dialectical theory portrays tensions
in relationships as neither necessarily dysfunctional nor inher-
ently functional. Embracing this basic dialectical premise will
have consequences for practitioners and their approach to man-
aging tensions in company-customer relationships. Marketers
might begin to appreciate tensions and conflict as being natural
elements and motors for change in any relationship (Anderson
and Narus 1990). This implies that companies are well advised
to not avoid or reconcile tensions at all costs.

Instead, a more subtle and reflective approach toward the
management of relational tensions is needed. Social psycholog-
ical research on interpersonal relationships might be informative
in this regard, as it suggests situational strategies to cope with
tensions. Awidely used classification of strategies to cope with
the three key tensions in an interpersonal relationship (i.e., au-
tonomy and connection, openness and closedness, predictability
and novelty) is brought forward by Baxter (1988), that is selec-
tion, separation, neutralization, and reframing. Selection results
in partners’ decisions to emphasize one extreme tension over the
other, while separation only affects one pole for specific topics
that arise in a relationship. In contrast, neutralization aims at
achieving an average position by balancing both poles.
Finally, reframing includes a redefinition of tensions in a way
that opposing poles no longer exist (Baxter 1988). Practical and
empirical insights into whether these patterns are also present
and effective in company-customer relationships are much
needed. As dialectical tensions will vary across the relationship
life-cycle, practitioners are well advised to consider an approach
to tension management that is carefully tailored to the stage-
specific tension profile.

Conclusions

Relationship marketing is commonly defined as a process. Its
essential process dimension, however, remains surprisingly
under-theorized. In this conceptual paper, we started to ad-
dress this theoretical void and developed a process-centric
framework to explore company-customer relationships. This
framework distinguishes four ideal-typical models of the rela-
tionshipmarketing process: (1) life-cycle, (2) evolutionary, (3)
teleological and (4) dialectical process models. Our review of
the relationship marketing literature revealed the prevalence of
life-cycle conceptions of the relationship marketing process,
followed by teleological and evolutionary conceptions. It is
against this backdrop that we illustrated the value of dialecti-
cal process models as a first promising opportunity to advance
relationship marketing theory. In particular, we found a dia-
lectical lens to have the potential to redirect scholarly and
managerial attention in an effort to paint an evenmore realistic
picture of the relationship marketing process and its social
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complexities. We developed five tensions in our paper, includ-
ing the ones between idealization and realization and between
novelty and predictability, which jointly shape relationship
marketing processes. They vary across the relationship life-
cycle, are unlikely to evolve in any prescribed order, and can
be reconciled imperfectly at best. The second opportunity for
advancing theory we showcased consisted in combining two
(or more) process archetypes to do better justice to the multi-
faceted nature of the relationship marketing process. We hope
that these insights and our process-centric framework for ex-
ploring company-customer relationships will inspire future
research and help to systematize the manifold opportunities
for advancing theory in relationship marketing and beyond.

References

Achrol, R. S., & Etzel, M. J. (2003). The structure of reseller goals and
performance in marketing channels. Journal of the Academy of
Marketing Science, 31(2), 146–163.

Agariya, A. K., & Singh, D. (2011). What really defines relationship
marketing? A review of definitions and general and sector-specific
defining constructs. Journal of Relationship Marketing, 10(4), 203–
237.

Aggarwal, P. (2004). The effects of Brand relationship norms on consum-
er attitudes and behavior. Journal of Consumer Research, 31(1), 87–
101.

Altman, I., Vinsel, A., & Brown, B. B. (1981). Dialectic conceptions in
social psychology: An application to social penetration and privacy
regulation. Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 14(1983),
107–160.

Anderson, E. W., & Mittal, V. (2000). Strengthening the satisfaction-
profit chain. Journal of Service Research, 3(2), 107–120.

Anderson, E. W., & Sullivan, M. W. (1993). The antecedents and conse-
quences of customer satisfaction for firms. Marketing Science,
12(2), 125–143.

Anderson, E., &Weitz, B. (1992). The use of pledges to build and sustain
commitment in distribution channels. Journal of Marketing
Research, 29(1), 18–34.

Anderson, J. C., & Narus, J. A. (1990). A model of distributor firm and
Manufacturer firm working partnerships. Journal of Marketing,
54(1), 42–58.

Andersson-Cederholm, E., & Gyimóthy, S. (2010). The service triad:
Modelling dialectic tensions in service encounters. The Service
Industries Journal, 30(2), 265–280.

Babin, B. J., Darden, W. R., & Griffin, M. (1994). Work and/or fun:
Measuring hedonic and utilitarian shopping value. Journal of
Consumer Research, 20(4), 644–656.

Bagozzi, R. P. (1995). Reflections on relationship Marketing in
Consumer Markets. Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science,
23(4), 272–277.

Bantham, J. H., Celuch, K. G., & Kasouf, C. J. (2003). A perspective of
partnerships based on interdependence and dialectical theory.
Journal of Business Research, 56(4), 265–274.

Batonda, G., & Perry, C. (2003). Approaches to relationship development
processes in inter-firm networks. European Journal of Marketing,
37(10), 1457–1484.

Batson, D. C. (1997). Self–other Merging and the Empathy–Altruism
Hypothesis: Reply to Neuberg et al. (1997). Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 73(3), 517–522.

Baxter, L. A. (1988). A dialectical perspective on communication strate-
gies in relationship development. In S. Duck (Ed.), Handbook of
personal relationships (pp. 257–274). London: Wiley.

Baxter, L. A. (1990). Dialectical contradictions in relationship develop-
ment. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 7(1), 69–88.

Baxter, L. A., & Montgomery, B. M. (1996). Relating: Dialogues and
dialectics (1st ed.). New York: Guilford Press.

Bejou, D. (1997). Relationship marketing: Evolution, present state, and
future. Psychology and Marketing, 14(8), 727–735.

Ben-Ari, A. (2012). Rethinking closeness and distance in intimate rela-
tionships are they really two opposites? Journal of Family Issues,
33(3), 391–412.

Berry, L. L. (1983). Relationship marketing. In L. L. Berry, G. L.
Shostack, & G. Upah (Eds.), Emerging perspectives on services
marketing, AMA proceeding series (pp. 25–28). Chicago:
American Marketing Association.

Berry, L. L., Hensel, J. S., & Burke, M. C. (1976). Improving retailer
capability for effective consumerism response. Journal of Retailing,
52(3), 3–14.

Berscheid, E., Snyder, M., & Omoto, A. M. (1989). The relationship
closeness inventory: Assessing the closeness of interpersonal rela-
tionships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 57(5),
792–807.

Beverland, M., & Lindgreen, A. (2004). Relationship use and market
dynamism: A model of relationship evolution. Journal of
Marketing Management, 20(7–8), 825–858.

Bitner, M. J. (1990). Evaluating service encounters: The effects of phys-
ical surroundings and employee responses. Journal of Marketing,
54(2), 69–82.

Bitner, M. J., Booms, B. H., & Tetreault, M. S. (1990). The service
encounter: Diagnosing favorable and unfavorable incidents.
Journal of Marketing, 54(1), 71–84.

Bowen, J. (1990). Development of a taxonomy of services to gain stra-
tegic marketing insights. Journal of the Academy of Marketing
Science, 18(1), 43–49.

Braithwaite, D. O., & Baxter, L. A. (1995). I Do’Again: The relational
dialectics of renewing marriage vows. Journal of Social and
Personal Relationships, 12(2), 177–198.

Butcher, K., Sparks, B., & O’Callaghan, F. (2002). On the nature of
customer-employee relationships. Marketing Intelligence &
Planning, 20(5), 297–306.

Conway, T., & Swift, J. S. (2000). International relationship marketing -
the importance of psychic distance. European Journal of Marketing,
34(11/12), 1391–1414.

Cornforth, M. C. (1968). Materialism and the dialectical method. New
York: International Publishers.

De Houwer, J., Teige-Mocigemba, S., Spruyt, A., & Moors, A. (2009).
Implicit measures: A normative analysis and review. Psychological
Bulletin, 135(3), 347–368.

de Rond, M., & Bouchikhi, H. (2004). On the dialectics of strategic
alliances. Organization Science, 15(1), 56–69.

DeConinck, J. B., & Lewis, W. F. (1997). The influence of deontological
and teleological considerations and ethical climate on sales man-
agers’ intentions to reward or punish sales force behavior. Journal
of Business Ethics, 16(5), 497–506.

Duck, S. (1994). Steady as (S)he goes: Relational Maintenance as a
shared meaning system. In D. J. Canary & L. Stafford (Eds.),
Communication and relational Maintenance (pp. 45–60). San
Diego: Academic Press.

Dwyer, F. R., Schurr, P. H., & Oh, S. (1987). Developing buyer-seller
relationships. Journal of Marketing, 51(2), 11–27.

Eiriz, V., & Wilson, D. (2006). Research in relationship marketing:
Antecedents, traditions and integration. European Journal of
Marketing, 40(3/4), 275–291.

AMS Rev (2018) 8:39–57 55



Eisenhardt, K. M. (2000). Paradox, spirals, ambivalence: The new lan-
guage of change and pluralism. Academy of Management Review,
25(4), 703–705.

Evans, J. R., & Laskin, R. L. (1994). The relationship marketing process:
A conceptualization and application. Industrial Marketing
Management, 23(5), 439–452.

Fang, S.-R., Chang, Y.-S., & Peng, Y.-C. (2011). Dark side of relation-
ships: A tensions-based view. Industrial Marketing Management,
40(5), 774–784.

Fournier, S., & Yao, J. L. (1997). Reviving Brand loyalty: A reconceptu-
alization within the framework of consumer-Brand relationships.
International Journal of Research in Marketing, 14(5), 451–472.

Gerstel, N., & Gross, H. (1984). Commuter marriage: A study of work
and Family. New York: Guilford Press.

Giannakis, D., & Harker, M. J. (2014). Strategic alignment between re-
lationship marketing and human resource Management in Financial
Services Organizations. Journal of Strategic Marketing, 22(5), 396–
419.

Greiner, L. (1972). Evolution and revolution as organizations grow.
Harvard Business Review, 50(4), 37–46.

Grönroos, C. (1990). Relationship approach to Marketing in Service
Contexts: The marketing and organizational behavior Interface.
Journal of Business Research, 20(1), 3–11.

Grönroos, C. (1994). From marketing mix to relationship marketing:
Towards a paradigm shift in marketing. Management Decision,
32(2), 4–20.

Grönroos, C. (1997a). Keynote paper from marketing mix to relationship
marketing - towards a paradigm shift in marketing. Management
Decision, 35(4), 322–339.

Grönroos, C. (1997b). Value-driven relational marketing: From products
to resources and competencies. Journal of Marketing Management,
13(5), 407–419.

Grönroos, C. (2004). The relationship marketing process:
Communication, interaction, dialogue, value. Journal of Business
& Industrial Marketing, 19(2), 99–113.

Gruen, T.W., Summers, J. O., & Acito, F. (2000). Relationship marketing
activities, commitment, and membership behaviors in professional
associations. Journal of Marketing, 64(3), 34–49.

Guenzi, P., & Pelloni, O. (2004). The impact of interpersonal relation-
ships on customer satisfaction and loyalty to the service provider.
International Journal of Service Industry Management, 15(4), 365–
384.

Gummesson, E., & Polese, F. (2009). B2B is not an island! Journal of
Business & Industrial Marketing, 24(5/6), 337–350.

Gupta, Y. P., & Torkzadeh, G. (1988). Re-designing Bank Service
Systems for Effective Marketing. Long Range Planning, 21(6),
38–43.

Gwinner, K. P., Gremler, D. D., & Bitner, M. J. (1998). Relational ben-
efits in services industries: The Customer’s perspective. Journal of
the Academy of Marketing Science, 26(2), 101–114.

Halinen, A. (2012). Relationship Marketing in Professional Services: A
study of agency-client dynamics in the advertising sector. London,
New York: Routledge.

Holbrook, M. B., & Hirschman, E. C. (1982). The experiential aspects of
consumption: Consumer fantasies, feelings, and fun. Journal of
Consumer Research, 9(2), 132–140.

Hollmann, T., Jarvis, C. B., & Bitner, M. J. (2015). Reaching the breaking
point: A dynamic process theory of business-to-business customer
defection. Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 43(2),
257–278.

Homburg, C., Kuester, S., & Krohmer, H. (2012). Marketing manage-
ment: A contemporary perspective. London: McGraw-Hill Higher
Education.

Howcroft, B., Hewer, P., & Durkin, M. (2003). Banker-customer interac-
tions in financial services. Journal of Marketing Management,
19(9–10), 1001–1020.

Hui, M. K., Au, K., & Fock, H. (2004). Reactions of service employees to
organization–customer conflict: A cross-cultural comparison.
International Journal of Research in Marketing, 21(2), 107–121.

Hunt, S. D., Arnett, D. B., & Madhavaram, S. (2006). The explanatory
foundations of relationship marketing theory. Journal of Business &
Industrial Marketing, 21(2), 72–87.

Iacobucci, D., & Ostrom, A. (1996). Commercial and interpersonal rela-
tionships; using the structure of interpersonal relationships to under-
stand individual-to-individual, individual-to-firm, and firm-to-firm
relationships in commerce. International Journal of Research in
Marketing, 13(1), 53–72.

Jap, S. D. (2001). The strategic role of the salesforce in developing cus-
tomer satisfaction across the relationship lifecycle. Journal of
Personal Selling & Sales Management, 21(2), 95–108.

Joshi, A. W., & Campbell, A. J. (2003). Effect of environmental dyna-
mism on relational governance in Manufacturer-supplier relation-
ships: A contingency framework and an empirical test. Journal of
the Academy of Marketing Science, 31(2), 176–188.

Kalwani, M. U., & Narayandas, N. (1995). Long-term Manufacturer-
supplier relationships: Do they pay off for supplier firms? Journal
of Marketing, 59(1), 1–16.

Kotler, P., Wong, V., Saunders, J., & Armstrong, G. (2005). Principles of
Marketing (4th European ed). Harlow: Pearson Education.

Kunz, W. H., & Hogreve, J. (2011). Toward a deeper understanding of
service marketing: The past, the present, and the future.
International Journal of Research in Marketing, 28(3), 231–247.

Levitt, T. (1983). After the sale is over. Harvard Business Review, 61(7),
87–93.

Lindgreen, A. (2001). A framework for studying relationship marketing
dyads.Qualitative Market Research: An International Journal, 4(2),
75–88.

Maheswaran, D. (1994). Country of origin as a stereotype: Effects of
consumer expertise and attribute strength on product evaluations.
Journal of Consumer Research, 21(2), 354–365.

Masheter, C., &Harris, L.M. (1986). From divorce to friendship: A study
of dialectic relationship development. Journal of Social and
Personal Relationships, 3(2), 177–189.

Mattsson, L. (1997). Brelationship marketing^ and the Bmarkets-as-net-
works approach^—A comparative analysis of two evolving streams
of research. Journal of Marketing Management, 13(5), 447–461.

McCarthy, E. J. (1960). Basic marketing: A managerial approach (1st
ed.). Homewood: Richard D. Irwin.

Mende, M., Bolton, R. N., & Bitner, M. J. (2013). Decoding customer–
firm relationships: How attachment styles help explain customers’
preferences for closeness, repurchase intentions, and changes in re-
lationship breadth. Journal of Marketing Research, 50(1), 125–142.

Möller, K., &Halinen, A. (2000). Relationshipmarketing theory: Its roots
and direction. Journal of Marketing Management, 16(1–3), 29–54.

Montgomery, B. M. (1993). Relationship Maintenance versus relation-
ship change: A dialectical dilemma. Journal of Social and Personal
Relationships, 10(2), 205–223.

Morgan, R. M., & Hunt, S. D. (1994). The commitment-trust theory of
relationship marketing. Journal of Marketing, 58(3), 20–38.

Muniz, A. M., & O’Guinn, T. C. (2001). Brand Community. Journal of
Consumer Research, 27(4), 412–432.

Murray, S. L., Holmes, J. G., & Griffin, D. W. (1996). The benefits of
positive illusions: Idealization and the construction of satisfaction in
close relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
70(1), 79–98.

Neu, W. A., Gonzalez, G. R., & Pass, M. W. (2011). The trusted advisor
in inter-firm interpersonal relationships. Journal of Relationship
Marketing, 10(4), 238–263.

Oliver, R. L. (1980). A cognitive model of the antecedents and conse-
quences of satisfaction decisions. Journal of Marketing Research,
17(4), 460–469.

56 AMS Rev (2018) 8:39–57



Palmatier, R. W. (2008). Relationship marketing. Cambridge: Marketing
Science Institute.

Palmatier, R. W., Dant, R. P., Grewal, D., & Evans, K. R. (2006). Factors
influencing the effectiveness of relationship marketing: A meta-
analysis. Journal of Marketing, 70(4), 136–153.

Palmatier, R. W., Houston, M. B., Dant, R. P., & Grewal, D. (2013).
Relationship velocity: Toward a theory of relationship dynamics.
Journal of Marketing, 77(1), 13–30.

Palmer, A. (2002). The evolution of an idea. Journal of Relationship
Marketing, 1(1), 79–94.

Palmer, A., & Bejou, D. (1994). Buyer-seller relationships: A conceptual
model and empirical investigation. Journal of Marketing
Management, 10(6), 495–512.

Parvatiyar, A., & Sheth, J. N. (2000). The domain and conceptual foun-
dations of relationship marketing. In J. N. Sheth & A. Parvatiyar
(Eds.), Handbook of relationship marketing (pp. 3–38). Thousand
Oaks: Sage.

Payne, A., Ballantyne, D., & Christopher, M. (2005). A stakeholder ap-
proach to relationship marketing strategy: The development and use
of the Bsix markets^ model. European Journal of Marketing,
39(7/8), 855–871.

Porter, C. (1993). The marketing strategy letter. May.
Price, L. L., & Arnould, E. J. (1999). Commercial friendships: Service

provider-client relationships in context. Journal ofMarketing, 63(4),
38–56.

Ravald, A., & Grönroos, C. (1996). The value concept and relationship
marketing. European Journal of Marketing, 30(2), 19–30.

Rawlins, W. K. (1992). Friendship matters: Communication, dialectics,
and the life course. New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers.

Reichheld, F. F., & Sasser Jr., W. E. (1990). Zero defections: Quality
comes to services. Harvard Business Review, 68(5), 105–111.

Reimann, M., Schilke, O., & Thomas, J. S. (2010). Toward an under-
standing of industry commoditization: Its nature and role in evolving
marketing competition. International Journal of Research in
Marketing, 27(2), 188–197.

Roberts, J. H., Kayande, U., & Stremersch, S. (2014). From academic
research to marketing practice: Exploring the marketing Science
value chain. International Journal of Research in Marketing,
31(2), 127–140.

Schulman, A. I. (1974).Memory for words recently classified.Memory &
Cognition, 2(1), 47–52.

Sheth, J. N., Gardner, D. M., & Garrett, D. E. (1988). Marketing theory:
Evolution and evaluation. New York: Wiley.

Soldow, G. F., & Thomas, G. P. (1984). Relational communication: Form
versus content in the sales interaction. Journal of Marketing, 48(1),
84–93.

Stafford, L., & Merolla, A. J. (2007). Idealization, reunions, and stability
in long-distance dating relationships. Journal of Social and
Personal Relationships, 24(1), 37–54.

Stafford, L., & Reske, J. R. (1990). Idealization and communication in
long-distance premarital relationships. Family Relations, 39(3),
274–279.

Swanson, R. A., & Holton, E. F. (2001). Foundations of human resource
development. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers.

Tidström, A. (2014). Managing tensions in coopetition. Industrial
Marketing Management, 43(2), 261–271.

Tynan, C. (1997). A review of the marriage analogy in relationship mar-
keting. Journal of Marketing Management, 13(7), 695–703.

Van de Ven, A. H. (2007). Engaged scholarship : A guide for organiza-
tional and social research: A guide for organizational and social
research. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Van de Ven, A. H., & Poole, M. S. (1995). Explaining development and
change in organizations. Academy of Management Review, 20(3),
510–540.

Velu, C. (2015). Knowledge management capabilities of lead firms in
innovation ecosystems. AMS Review, 5(3), 1–19.

Verma, V., Sharma, D., & Sheth, J. (2015). Does relationship marketing
matter in online retailing? A meta-analytic approach. Journal of the
Academy of Marketing Science, 44(2), 206–217.

Webster Jr., F. E. (1992). The changing role of Marketing in the
Corporation. Journal of Marketing, 56(4), 1–17.

Weitz, B. A., & Bradford, K. D. (1999). Personal selling and sales man-
agement: A relationship marketing perspective. Journal of the
Academy of Marketing Science, 27(2), 241–254.

Wilson, D. T. (1995). An integrated model of buyer-seller relationships.
Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 23(4), 335–345.

Yadav, M. S. (2010). The decline of conceptual articles and implications
for knowledge development. Journal of Marketing, 74(1), 1–19.

Zhang, J. Z., Watson IV, G. F., Palmatier, R. W., & Dant, R. P.
(2016). Dynamic relat ionship market ing. Journal of
Marketing, 80(5), 53–75.

AMS Rev (2018) 8:39–57 57


	Advancing relationship marketing theory: exploring customer �relationships through a process-centric framework
	Abstract
	Introduction
	The process of relationship marketing
	Unpacking process theories in relationship marketing
	Opportunity 1: Advancing a dialectical process perspective
	Description of five exemplar dialectical tensions in company-customer relationships

	Opportunity 2: Recombining distinct process theories
	An illustrative example of a dual-motor theory to explain the dynamic process of relationship marketing
	Acquisition stage: Need for transaction services
	Development stage: Need for insurance services
	Enhancement stage: Need for specialist services


	Discussion
	Implications for dialectical theorizing in relationship marketing
	Implications for dual-or-more motor theorizing in relationship marketing
	Implications for relationship marketing practice

	Conclusions
	References


