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Abstract 

 

The benefits, or outcomes, to an organisation of a successful relationship orientation have 

been widely reported in the literature. These include increased customer retention, 

profitability, new product success and improved staff satisfaction. However, less attention has 

been paid to identifying the outcomes of interpersonal liking in a relationship marketing 

context. Consequently, the aim of this paper is to explore the benefits accrued by the presents 

of interpersonal liking in a relationship. Previous research has shown that interpersonal liking 

is based on an attitude, attraction and an emotional bond or connection. Further, liking has 

also been found to positively influence relationship success. However, these issues have not 

been extensively examined in the banking industry. Utilising a case study methodology, the 

findings suggest outcomes of interpersonal liking as being increased commitment and 

cooperation in the relationship and a growth in business referrals for the bank lender.  These 

findings contribute to the limited theory on interpersonal liking and highlight how practice 

can be enhanced by illustrating the importance of liking on lender-customer relationships in 

the banking industry.      
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Background 

 

The importance of relationship marketing was clearly articulated by Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 

(1987, p. 12) who found that ‘…both business marketing and consumer marketing benefit 

from attention to conditions that foster relational bonds leading to reliable repeat purchase’. 

Further, research has shown that an organisation’s level of relationship marketing activities 

are positively correlated to their performance, staff satisfaction (Buchanan & Gillies, 1990; 

Reichheld & Kenny, 1990; DeSouza, 1992; Berry 1983; Reicheld, 1993, 1994, 1996; Sharma 

& Sheth, 1997), new product success (Gemunden, Ritter & Heydebreck, 1996; Campbell and 

Cooper, 1999), and the level of strategic competitive advantage that is achieved in the market 

place (Kraljic, 1983; Ganesan, 1994; Sharma & Sheth, 1997; Germain & Droge, 1997; Reck 

& Long, 1988).  

 

In today’s commercial environment relationship marketing activities are an important 

business strategy for the banking sector to consider. For instance: ‘To continue to be 

successful in the corporate sector, small banks must invest in the long-term relationship 

marketing infrastructure to support a customer orientated approach” (Adamson, Chan and 

Handford, 2003, p. 347). Further, Madill, Feeney, Riding and Haines (2002) cite the 

importance of relationship development and maintenance, with key customers, for bank 

performance.  Some of the outcomes of strong relationships with key customers include 

increased profit through reduced risk, improved communication links and an increase in 

customer satisfaction leading to more loyal customers (Petersen and Rajan, 1994; Binks and 

Ennew, 1997; Ennew and Binks, 1999; Tyler and Stanley, 1999). Further, studies of the 

banking sector in different corners of the world have highlighted how the development of 

effective relationships have lead to increased customer satisfaction (Armstrong and Seng, 
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2000; Jamal and Naser, 2002) and commitment (Abratt and Russell, 1999).  Consequently, 

the outcomes of a relationship strategy in the banking sector have been clearly articulated. 

However, what is a critical component of relationship development, interpersonal liking 

(Baum, Fisher and Singer, 1985), has received scant attention in the relationship marketing 

literature (Caballero and Resnik, 1986).  Further, the outcomes of interpersonal liking in a 

lender-customer relationship in the Australian banking sector have not been full examined. 

Consequently, this exploratory paper aims to identify key outcomes generated from these 

styles of relationships.  

 

Interpersonal liking  

 

Interpersonal liking has been identified in the literature as potentially being “a significant 

force in the exchange process, [however] there has been relatively little work done with the 

topic in marketing” (Caballero and Resnik, 1986, p. 18). Further, a precise definition of 

interpersonal liking is lacking in the relationship marketing literature.  A possible reason for 

this is the range of areas than encircle interpersonal liking; for example, affective commitment 

(Ahmed, Patterson and Styles 1999), social bonding (Wilson and Jantrania, 1996) and even 

business mating (Wilkinson, Young and Freytag 2005).  Moreover, the terms interpersonal 

liking and liking have been used interchangeably with attraction (e.g.  Hendrick and 

Hendrick, 1983). However, there are common themes that underlie this construct. From the 

social psychology literature, interpersonal liking has been described as the attitude we have 

toward another person (Baum et al., p. 162).  Nicholson et al. (2001) described interpersonal 

liking as the emotional bond developed between individuals.  That is, ‘the global affective 

attachment’ an individual has for another individual (Nicholson et al., 2001, p. 5).  This 

emotional connection can be viewed as fondness or affection.  Hendrick and Hendrick (1983, 

p. 10) provide a working definition of interpersonal liking used in this research: 

 

‘An orientation toward or away from a person that may be described as having valence 

(positive, neutral, or negative).  The orientation consists of a cognitive structure of beliefs and 

knowledge about the person, affect felt and expressed toward him or her, and behaviour 

tendencies to approach or avoid that person’. 

 

The literature has cited a number of variables that impact on the development of interpersonal 

liking. In long-term channel relationships, liking can be facilitated by such things as common 

interests, a shared outlook, or frequent interaction (Nicholson et al., 2001).  Other factors such 

as similarities (Wilkinson, Young and Freytag 2005), physical attractiveness and personality 

have been found to influence interpersonal liking (Hendrick and Hendrick, 1983; Baum et al., 

1985; Caballero and Resnik, 1986; Buunk, 2001). Further elements to emerge from the 

literature that lead to interpersonal liking include; competency/experience, 

proximity/exposure, reciprocity and prestige (Caballero and Resnik, 1986).  In the banking 

industry Hawke and Heffernan (2005), in order of importance, identified personality, trust, 

professionalism, communication and similarities as the key construct that lead to the 

development of liking between a lender and a customer.   

 

Outcomes of interpersonal liking have also emerged from the literature. It has been 

recognised that liking can be very influential in motivating relationship development and 

maintenance (Altman and Taylor, 1973).  Additionally, liking has been found to influence the 

development of trust (Nicholson et al., 2001) and commitment (Harris, O’Malley and 

Patterson, 2003) in relationships.  This could be accredited to the idea that liking establishes a 

personal attachment between individuals, hence reinforcing economic bonds, therefore acting 
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as a potential driving force for the relationship (Nicholson et al., 2001).  This is based on the 

idea that relationships can and should be fostered in order to maintain a customer base.   

 

Considering the literature above, the aim of this exploratory paper is to identify the outcomes 

from the development of liking between a lender and a business customer in the banking 

sector. Consequently, the following research question is proposed: 

 

RQ: What are the outcomes of interpersonal liking between business lenders and their clients 

in the banking sector? 

 

 

Methodology 

 

This research utilised a qualitative case study methodology.  Ten case studies of business-to-

business dyadic relationships with one major international bank’s business lenders and their 

customers in Central West New South Wales were conducted.  This number was based on 

Eisenhardt’s recommendation of four to ten case studies to achieve theoretical saturation 

(Eisenhardt, 1989).  The choice of case study method can be justified because the views of 

business lenders and their customers can be compared and contrasted, that is, triangulated.  

This helps to establish validity.  Further, the case study method was considered appropriate 

for this research as it has the potential to identify new issues and insights and can provide a 

rich and rigorous understanding of phenomena, variables and relationships in a given 

situation.  Furthermore, case studies are beneficial because they provide descriptions of a 

situation faced by a company or consumer/customer; they enhance the application, testing, or 

generation of theory; and they incorporate a variety of data collection and analysis activities 

(Sayre 2001, pp.81-82).   

 

A pilot study was undertaken with three customers in a business-to-business relationship with 

a bank lender.  This assisted with structuring and directing the case-study interviews.  In-

depth case study interviews were conducted with five Australian banking business lenders and 

two of each of their customers.  Therefore, a total of 15 interviews were performed.  Interview 

duration ranged from 30 minutes to 75 minutes.  The structure of the interviews was guided 

by the pilot study and the case study protocol developed.  However, an inductive approach 

was used to allow a range of concepts to emerge without direct prompting.  This involved 

starting the interviews with broad questions with minimum involvement of the moderator.  

Interviews were tape recorded and transcribed.  Additionally, on completion of the interview, 

participants completed a short questionnaire.  This was done to ensure the consistency of 

responses.   

 

Data gathered from the interviews was transcribed and imported to the Nvivo software 

package.  This program was used to assist the coding and analysis of the data generated.  The 

data was analysed by individual case, that is, one business lender and one of their customers.  

Cross case analysis was then undertaken to identify common themes that emerged.  Direct 

quotations from the transcripts of the interviews conducted with respondents in the case 

studies are used extensively through the findings sections. The quotations used help in 

explanation building and highlighting of relevant themes (Miles and Huberman, 1984; Yin, 

1994). Respondents’ quotations will be presented in italics and identified by the case number 

(C) and whether the bank lender (BL) or business customer (BC) made the quotation. 

Consequently, (C8:BL) was a quotation from the bank lender in the eighth case.   
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Findings 

 

This section analyses the data cross case as a means of determining the outcomes of 

interpersonal liking on relationship success. As can be seen in Figure One, the data 

emphasised three main relationship outcomes; being increased commitment, cooperation and 

business referrals. Further, Table One identifies some quotations from respondents that 

illustrate these themes.  

 

Figure 1: The outcomes of interpersonal liking 

 
The first theme to emerge was the development of commitment. Customers explained that 

they were more committed to the relationship if they liked their business lender. For example; 

because of the confidence that I have in him and the rapport, it’s going to take me too long to 

foster that in another bank or another person (C4:BC). Further, if I didn’t have such a good 

relationship with (BL), didn’t like dealing with him, I would have walked (C6:BC). 

 

Table 1: The influence of liking on relationship outcomes and success 

 

Case Participant Liking outcome Quotation 

1 BL Business referrals … they may refer other customers to you.  If they didn’t 

like you then umm, even though you had a reasonable 

sort of product, they may not refer their friends to you. 

4 BC Commitment I suppose it’s easier for them to turn their back on you if 

they don’t like you and seek a resolution elsewhere.  

Where it’s harder to terminate a relationship with 

someone you like because there’s that emotional bond 

of some type.   

5 BL Business referrals 

commitment 

To be successful with them would be that we retain their 

business, it grows when it needs to and that they would 

refer others to me. 

6 BC Commitment 

Cooperation 

Without (BL), we probably would have left the bank a 

few times due to the lack of service they’ve given us…If 

I didn’t have such a good relationship with (BL), didn’t 

like dealing with him, I would have walked… Actually I 

have told him that.  I said ‘If it wasn’t for you (BL), and 

our good friendship, we would have left’. 

8 BC Commitment Yeah it (liking) is very important because if you didn’t 

like the person, you wouldn’t take your business there.   

 

The second theme to emerge from the data was cooperation. It was found that the prevalence 

of cooperative behaviour in the relationship was more evident with the presence of liking.  

Interpersonal liking made it easier to deal with problems in the relationship and made the 

relationship more cordial. For example; because I like him, I would go out of my way not to 

create an argument with him (C5: BC). 

Interpersonal 

Liking between a 

lender and their 

business customer 

Commitment 

Cooperation 

Business referrals 
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The final theme to emerge was business referrals.  Customers were more likely to refer their 

friends to the business lender if they liked them.  This was found to be crucial to relationship 

success and business growth and profitability. An example from a business lender in Case 

Study Three illustrates this: They both refer business to me.  So I think that’s successful.  If 

someone refers business to you, then it’s sort of a measure I guess that they’re happy with 

what you do and how you treat them…if they don’t like me I don’t think that they would refer 

others to me.  So that will stifle the growth (C3:BL). 

 

 

Conclusions, Limitations and Further Research 

 

This research explored the outcomes of liking in a bank lender–business customer 

relationship.  It was found that an increase in liking led to an increase in commitment, 

cooperation and business referrals in these relationships.  For the practitioners, this means 

more business, firstly, because of the increase in customer commitment. Commitment has 

been shown to be a critical ingredient in the success of long-term business-to-business 

relationships (Dwyer, Shurr and Oh, 1987; Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Correspondingly, 

Morgan and Hunt (1994, p.23) see “commitment among exchange partners as key to 

achieving valuable outcomes.” Secondly, and seen as a critical finding by the bank lenders, 

liking in the relationship increased the number of business referrals generated by customers.  

In the SME sector, where most of the customers come from, this was seen as important in 

increasing bank lenders sales figures. 

 

Additionally, liking has been shown to increase cooperation in the relationship.  Cooperation 

is defined as “complimentary actions taken by firms in interdependent relationships to achieve 

mutual outcomes or singular outcomes with expected reciprocation over time” (Anderson and 

Narus, 1990).  The presence of cooperation between bank lender and business customer 

allows the relationship to progress smoothly through the lifecycle and when conflict does 

arise, cooperation increases the chances for the relationship to endure. 

 

Several limitations emerged due to the nature of the research undertaken. Firstly, this study 

concentrated on a single style of relationship; being the dyad between bank lenders and 

business customers in the Australian banking sector. Consequently, it is suggested that further 

research be undertaken to examine interpersonal liking in different industries and locations. 

Secondly, this research was conducted under a realist paradigm using qualitative 

methodologies. Consequently, the aim of this research was analytical generation and not 

statistical generalisation. Future research could be undertaken using a positivist, deductive 

approach in order to test the theory generated by this paper. Finally, this research examined 

liking in a relationship at a point in time.  However, business relationships are dynamic and 

change over time.  Therefore, further research should be undertaken to examine the 

development and importance of liking over the lifecycle of relationships.  

 

The object of this research was to identify the outcomes of liking. Commitment, cooperation 

and business referrals were identified as the main outcomes in these relationships. As can be 

assumed, the implications for relationship development and management in the banking 

sector are numerous. Whilst this is an initial step, further research is needed to better 

understand the factors that develop, and the outcomes of, liking. Only then will we begin to 

have a better understanding of how this important relationship commodity operates. 
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