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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Spending on relationship marketing programs has grown 

exponentially since the early 1980’s as managers have adopted the 
premise that investments in relationship marketing build stronger 
relationships and improve financial performance by creating loyal 
customers that spread positive word-of-mouth, make repeat pur-
chases, and are willing to pay price premiums (Pine, Peppers, and 
Rogers 1995). Researchers and managers alike have made relation-
ship marketing a top priority. Yet research in this field has often 
yielded mixed results, and managers readily admit that they have 
experienced only limited success and often question the ability to 
translate relationship marketing theory into practice (Band 2009). 
Numerous calls have been made for greater understanding about 
relationship building. Price and Arnould (1999, p. 38) caution that, 
“charging ahead with relational programs without an understanding 
of what marketing relationships can and cannot be puts the cart 
before the horse.”

By utilizing a novel research technique, this research inves-
tigates marketplace relationships between customers and service 
providers. Turning point analysis (borrowed from the communica-
tions literature) is used here to investigate how relationship closeness, 
a key factor in relationship building, changes over the course of a 
marketplace relationship. 

Closeness is often the characteristic referred to when differ-
entiating strangers, acquaintances, friends and intimates. Collins 
and Feeney (2004, p. 164) define closeness as “the degree to which 
relationship partners are cognitively, emotionally, and behaviorally 
interdependent with one another.” That is, the degree to which indi-
viduals influence one another’s outcomes and depend on one another 
to meet social, emotional, and physical needs. It is the process that un-
derlies many relationship phenomena and is proposed as the primary 
construct by which a relationship should be assessed (Berscheid, 
Snyder, and Omoto 1989). Several relational constructs have been 
proposed in the marketing literature as key elements for relation-
ship assessment. Among the most commonly cited are: attachment, 
commitment, bond, relationship strength, relationship satisfaction, 
and relationship quality. A study by Jones, Ranaweera, and Bansal 
(2009) suggests that there is significant overlap in meaning among 
these constructs and that both researchers and consumers see little 
difference among them. These constructs directly or indirectly use 
closeness as a key dimension. For example, relationship quality has 
been conceptualized as relationship commitment (Jones et al. 2009). 
Commitment, in turn, has been conceptualized as attachment and 
closeness (Garbarino and Johnson 1999). 

A qualitative study was undertaken in an effort to gain greater 
understanding about what events trigger a change in relationship 
closeness between consumers and service providers. The research 
question of interest for this study is “what events characterize changes 
in closeness throughout the history of a consumer’s relationship 
with a service provider?” The method of investigation, turning 
point analysis, is a new technique in the marketing research. This 
research method has proven to provide insight into critical events 
that affect closeness, as well as how relationships change over time. 
The following section provides an overview of the use of turning 
point analysis in relationship research. This is followed by a discus-
sion of the methods used for this study, results and conclusions.

Fourteen participants were interviewed separately using the 
retrospective interview technique (Baxter and Bullis 1986). They 
were asked to think of a specific service professional that they are 
currently using, have used at least three times, and have patronized 

for at least 12 months . The concept of relationship closeness was 
defined for the participant and they were asked to rate on a scale 
from 0 to 10 (with 0 being the lowest possible score and 10 being 
the highest), how “close” they felt to the service provider currently 
and when they first used the service provider. In accordance with 
Collins and Feeney (2004) closeness was defined as “the degree to 
which individuals influence one another’s outcomes and depend on 
one another to meet social, emotional, and physical needs.” Using 
a preprinted graph with 0 to 10 marked on the Y-axis to indicate 
closeness, the author then completed the graph by plotting the 
months on the X-axis. The participant was oriented to the graph, 
and asked to plot their level of closeness when they first used the 
service provider and currently. Participants were then asked to recall 
and plot “all of the times when there were changes in the closeness 
you fell toward the service provider.” Participants were asked to 
describe the nature of the event that affected the relationship, how 
they felt about the event and how they altered their behavior. After 
discussion of each plotted turning point, the participant was asked 
to connect the prior point to the most recently drawn point and 
explain how the line represents the change in relationship. This 
procedure was repeated as the participant moved from left to right 
across the x-axis. After completing the graph, the participant was 
asked to review the graph and consider the initial instruction and 
discussion about the relationship. The participant was allowed to 
make any changes and provide any additional information that they 
felt relevant. The participant was debriefed and thanked. 

Turning points were coded by the researcher and similar turn-
ing points were grouped together. Several themes emerged based 
on the data analyzed in this study: economic salience, community 
connection, and insider knowledge. The first category, economic 
salience occurs when, through the actions of the service provider, 
the customer is reminded that the relationship is an economic ar-
rangement. Results from the study suggest that customers feel less 
close when they are reminded that the relationship is a marketplace 
arrangement. The second category, community connection, occurs 
when the customer discovers that the service provider has ties to 
the community. Closeness increases when, for example, the cus-
tomer learns that the service provider is a member of a local civic 
organization, school or church.

The final category, insider knowledge, refers to when the 
customer learns personal information about the service provider’s 
family or business. Customer’s feeling of closeness increases 
upon meeting or learning personal information about the service 
provider’s family members.

In addition to the findings of this qualitative study, this research 
provides evidence that turning point analysis and RIT are viable 
methods of investigation and data analysis in consumer behavior 
research.
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