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Abstract 

Purpose – This paper integrates the concepts of the internationalization process and 

Relationship Marketing (RM). It identifies two stages for internationalization (Pre-

internationalization and Post-internationalization) and assigns Relationship Marketing 

components for each step.  

 

Design/methodology/approach – The study undertakes a review and synthesis of the extant 

literature examining internationalization and Relationship Marketing. It then identifies two 

stages of the internationalization process and its steps, associated with RM components.  

 

Findings – The study highlights that each step in the internationalization process requires 

appropriate RM component to be implemented successfully. 

 

A practical implication – Findings of this study highlight the importance of managing 

internationalization for firms intending to enter to foreign market and identifies the issues that 

need to be understood, if firms are to effectively manage their internationalization strategy. 

 

Originality/value – The paper is the first to integrate the concepts of internationalization and 

Relationship Marketing and to identify the factors that make managing these two types of 

firm's strategy.  

 

Keywords: Internationalization, Relationship Marketing  

 

Paper type: Conceptual paper 

 
 

Introduction 

Although several aspects of the internationalization process and Relationship Marketing 

strategy have been addressed in the literature, a unified theoretical framework is lacking, 

explaining the impact of Relationship Marketing strategy on internationalization process. 

This study was undertaken as an initial attempt to address the role of Relationship Marketing 

in internationalization process. To understand this concept, the internationalization process is 

divided into two stages: pre-internationalization, which focuses on overcoming the psychic 

distance and post-internationalization, which focuses on market entry and positioning. At the 

different stages of internationalization, different components of Relationship Marketing 

assume greater levels of importance, which are likely to have implications for the 

implementation of aninternationalization process. 

 



The purpose of this study is to contribute to the internationalization and Relationship 

Marketing literature by providing new insights about the nature of correlation between them. 

This is accomplished by taking a different approach that does not rely implicitly or explicitly 

on the assumption that all components (or variables) of Relationship Marketing are 

correlated. The issue addressed is the identification of manifestations of Relationship 

Marketing components in internationalization process. This includes an analysis of how firms 

use these components to carry out internationalization.  

 

This paper conceptually links two 'relatively' old and very important research streams: 

internationalization and Relationship Marketing. Previous research in international business 

and international marketing examine the process of internationalization from a management 

perspective (e.g. transaction cost theory) (Zhao et al., 2004). Other contributions to these 

streams of literature have focused on the internationalizing and Relationship Marketing 

separately. In contrast, this study focuses on the role of Relationship Marketing components 

(communication/exchange, trust, commitment/promise, satisfaction/loyalty), which build 

from theories of Relationship Marketing and empirical research across several disciplines, in 

implementation of internationalization process. In brief, this study examines how 

implementing of two stages of internationalization processare affected by above components. 

Such components can help a firm resolve the complexity and uncertaintyintegral to the 

process of internationalization. First, the paper will provide an overview of the 

internationalization process, and then an overview of Relationship Marketing will be 

provided. The correlation between internationalization and Relationship Marketing will be 

analyzed and finally, the paper will highlight the model correlating Internationalization and 

Relationship Marketing. 

 

A THEORETICAL LENSE – THE LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Internationalization process 

The beginning of internationalization research in the late 1950s and 1960s focused on large 

multinational companies and their international activities often called the economic approach, 

resulted in a vast body of theoretical and empirical data (Ruzzier et al., 2006). According to 

Calof and Beamish (1995), internationalization is: "the process of adapting firms' operations, 

strategy, structure, resource, etc. to international environments". Internationalization is 

associated with increasing involvement in foreign markets. Similarly, Hitt et al. (1994) define 

internationalization as “expanding across country borders into geographic locations that are 

new to the firm”. It presents new opportunities for value creation by providing access to new 

resources, foreign stakeholders, new institutions (Lin, 2012); and specially the transfer of 

firm-specific knowledge and the accumulation of location-specific knowledge (Goerzen and 

Makino, 2007). Despite varying definitions and key concepts, it is evident in the literature 

that agreement about the processes and objectives of internationalization occur. Based on the 

literature, we therefore define internationalization as entering an international market through 

the adaption of the organization’s processes, transfer of knowledge and opportunities to reach 

a new market. 

 

Early scholarship on the internationalization process of firms focused mainly on two 

approaches: the Uppsala Internationalization Model and the Innovation-Related Model. Both 

approaches are often referred to as the "stages model", because they each explain the 

internationalization process of firms as an incremental and gradual process (Uner et al., 

2013). For example, in the Uppsala model, the internationalization process is described by 

means of two state aspects (market knowledge and market commitment) and two change 



aspects (commitment decisions and current activities) (Moen et al., 2004). Johanson and 

Vahlne (1990) claim the internationalization process consists of three concepts: extension, 

penetration and integration. Moreover, Bjorkman and Kock (1997) state internationalization 

has two dimensions: firms growing across national boundaries and the sequence of markets 

entered. 

 

According to Cavusgil (1980), the internationalization process has five stages: domestic 

marketing, lack of awareness of foreign market opportunities; pre-export, arousing initial 

interest in exporting among decision makers; experimental involvement, initiation of 

exporting to one or two countries, typically "culturally close" markets; active involvement, 

entering new foreign markets and exploration of foreign market opportunities; and 

commitment involvement, transition in to the position of committed participant in 

international marketing through licensing, strategic alliances etc. In this article, the 

internationalization process is viewed as a pre-internationalization stage, which focuses on 

overcoming the psychic distance and a post-internationalization stage, which focuses on 

market entry and positioning. The pre-internationalization stage is similar to domestic 

marketing, pre-export and experimental involvement; and post-internationalization stage is 

similar to experimental and active involvement. 

 

Pre-internationalization: Overcoming the psychic distance- Johanson and Vahlne (1977) 

defines psychic as the sum of factors preventing flow of information from and to the market. 

They cite differences in language, education, business practices, culture and industrial 

development. The psychic distance procedure could often result in targeting a market limited 

to the firm’s immediate neighbors since geographic proximity is likely to imply more 

knowledge about the foreign market and greater ease in obtaining information (Papadopolous 

and Denis, 1988; Andersen and Buvik, 2002).This means that the firm will start by targeting 

the market it understands best, and thereafter continue to apply itself in concentric circles to 

markets of greater and greater psychic distance (Moen et al., 2004; Kontinen and Ojala, 

2010). 

 

Psychic distance would predict a pattern of internationalization in which one would find 

internationalization in familiar countries in the first stage and internationalization in less 

familiar countries in the latter stages (Chang, 2011). According to the Uppsala Model 

(Johanson and Vahlne, 1977), firms start their internationalization by approaching 

international markets (market selection) that are psychically close to them and then enter new 

markets with successively greater psychic distance. Also, a firm enters a new market through 

indirect low commitment modes like exporting and then slowly moves towards higher 

commitment modes like wholly owned subsidiaries (Shukla and Dow, 2010; Ball et al., 

2008). 

 

Psychic distance comprises both “differences” and “uncertainty” (Freeman et al., 2012). This 

uncertainty arises from problems of communication with existing and potential customers 

due to differences in linguistics, education, business practices, culture, religion, political 

systems and industrial development (Dow, 2000; Yeoh, 2004) and strong nationalistic beliefs 

and feelings of domestic customers towards domestic goods and services (Javalgi and White, 

2002). “Social”, “commercial” and “information” factors assist in building familiarity in the 

host market and thus reduces uncertainty (Freeman et al., 2012). 

 

Psychic distance is a pre-market-entry concept (Sinkovics et al., 2013) and the choice of 

proper entry mode also helped with decreasing psychic distance (Kontinen and Ojala, 2010). 

The impact of psychic distance on internationalization may well be indirect, but this does not 



mean that it has no effect on relationship building or on the processes of learning, trust 

building, and so on that occur in relationships (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009). According to 

Kontinen and Ojala (2010), psychic distance can be overcome by actions made by a firm or 

an entrepreneur (also known as distance-bridging factors), networking and cooperation with 

organizations, earlier experiences from abroad, behavior (honesty, friendliness, 

trustworthiness), recruiting local skilled employees and building good networks. The most 

important effect of psychic distance is prevention of the flow of information between firm 

and market (Johanson and Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975) and buyers and sellers (Blomstermo et 

al., 2006). 

 

Post-internationalization: Market entry and positioning- The internationalization process 

continues being defined as a result of the interaction between the knowledge development 

based on experience and the commitment to the external markets (Amal and Filho, 2010; 

Blomstermo et al., 2006). It involves selection of an appropriate entry mode and then a 

gradual increase in resource commitment to that market (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977; Shukla 

and Dow, 2010; Sousa and Lages, 2011), and provides the strategy for foreign market entry 

(Sedoglavich, 2012). In fact, the important part of the internationalization of firms is the entry 

mode choice of firms, which is the organizational structure of how a firm establishes itself in 

a foreign market (Chetty and Agndal, 2007; Sandberg, 2013). 

 

Companies increase their commitment to foreign markets gradually, both in terms of 

operational modes, the diversity of modes used and the range of markets penetrated 

(Hellman, 1994). Based on the Uppsala model, Bjorkman and Kock (1997) claim there is 

interplay between the development of knowledge about foreign markets and operations on the 

one hand, and an increasing commitment of resources to foreign markets on the other. They 

state market knowledge and market commitment are assumed to affect decisions regarding 

commitment of resources to foreign markets and the way current activities are carried out. 

Conversely, market knowledge and market commitment are assumed to be effected by 

current activities and commitment decisions. A crucial assumption of the model is that 

market knowledge is acquired primarily through experience from current business activities 

in the focal country. 

 

Internationalizing firms must choose appropriate entry modes. Zhao et al. (2004) state this 

choice is a critical ingredient of international entry strategies, and has been voluminously 

examined in the field. They claim in entering foreign markets, firms progressively shift from 

exporting to higher forms of international operations, such as foreign direct investment as 

they gradually accumulate and integrate the knowledge of foreign markets. Based on this, 

learning experience and cultural familiarity determine entry mode choice. Entering a new 

market is agradual process because it requires searching for new opportunities, examining 

them, and creating relationships in locations where they did not previously exist. For 

example, in The US, the market is expanded through acquisition, while in Japan it is 

primarily through strategic alliances with an established trading house and in Malaysia, 

expansion is established through services of an agent (Mathews and Zander, 2007). 

 

Although internationalization provides an understanding of market entry, it does not consider 

the ongoing relationships. An understanding of Relationship Marketing may therefore 

provide a more in depth understanding. 

 

Relationship Marketing strategy 



In a world of increasing globalization and ever-larger corporations, Relationship Marketing is 

a way to allow customers to feel cared for, to acknowledge their individuality, and to provide 

personal attention (Geddie et al., 2005). Conway and Swift (2000) claim that in international 

context, the presenting of Relationship Marketing has additional complications, due to the 

distance and cultural barriers between the partners. 

 

Relationship Marketing is defined as attracting, maintaining, and enhancing relationships 

with customers (Kumar et al., 2003). Morgan & Hunt (1994) define this relationship as 

“successful relational exchanges”. Relationship Marketing strategies are typically designed to 

gather information in order to help firms identify and retain their best customers and to 

maximize customer value and profitability (Ashley et al., 2011). Moreover, Morgan and Hunt 

(1994) claim Relationship Marketing efforts generate stronger customer relationships that 

enhance seller performance outcomes, including sales growth, market share, and profit. 

 

A good deal has been written on the variables of Relationship Marketing. For example, Sin et 

al. (2005) define six components for Relationship Marketing: empathy, understanding the 

desires and goals of customers; bonding, buyer and seller relationship; communication,  

information exchange; shared value, beliefs of partners; reciprocity, favor providing; and 

trust, rely on the promise. Grönroos (2004) defines three factors, which guarantee the success 

of Relationship Marketing: interaction, communication and value. Similarly, Murphy et al. 

(2007) define three stages for Relationship Marketing: establishment, maintenance and 

reinforcement. Also, Conway and Swift (2000) state Relationship Marketing has three 

components: commitment and trust, seller's customer orientation/empathy, 

experience/satisfaction. Despite differences, all focus on communication to establish and 

maintain a strong relationship. Relationship Marketing has been considered in numerous 

industries and new contexts. Recently Johns (2012) considered the application of 

Relationship Marketing in a self-service context, seeing the adaption of the traditional theory 

into a new context. Similarly, a comparison between the Western theory of Relationship 

Marketing and the Chinese business value of guanxi has provided a much-needed 

understanding of the interconnection between personal relationships and business 

relationships, in a business context (Shaalan, Reast, Johnson and Tourky, 2013). 

 

Although the term Relationship Marketing was first used by Berry in 1983, many authors had 

already discussed relationships between marketers and customers. There was little work done 

in the late 1980s, with Relationship Marketing picking up interest in the mid- 1990s (Berry, 

2002). To date, most literature on Relationship Marketing focuses on the impact on an 

organization rather than contributing to Relationship Marketing thinking in the literature. 

There is a call for research which contributes to theory building rather than simply testing 

within a particular context. This is problematic because it means that there is no real 

consensus or agreed framework on the work and therefore literature contributions have little 

impact on the area (Möller and Halinen, 2000). The objective of this paper, therefore, is to 

contribute toward more relationship oriented theory building by conceptualizing Relationship 

Marketing in an international context. 

 

For this study, the identification of Relationship Marketing components began with a review 

of key theories and frameworks that have guided empirical research in this subject. Iterating 

between theory and practice enabled us to develop an extensive set of potential Relationship 

Marketing components. This list included some variables that were classified best to each 

stage of internationalization process and important in a Relationship Marketing context. They 

are: communication/exchange, trust, commitment/promises and satisfaction/loyalty. 



 
Correlation between internationalization and Relationship Marketing 

In an international marketing context, relationships transcend national boundaries and key 

players in a given channel may be located anywhere in the world. Unlike relationships in 

domestic settings, those formed across national boundariesare affected to a much higher 

degree by diverse social, cultural, and other environmentalfactors which, in turn, can 

significantly modify the role and scope of relationships from one country or region to the 

next (Samiee and Walters, 2003). 

 

The internationalization process begins with establishing a relationship and success depends 

on a firm’s relationships and network (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009). In fact, 

internationalization is achieved through the establishment of relationships in country 

networks that are new to the firm (international extension), through the development of 

relationships in those networks (penetration) and through connecting networks in different 

countries (international integration) (Ruzzier et al., 2006). Relationships offer potential for 

learning and for building trust and commitment, both of which are preconditions for 

internationalization (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009). Under these terms, it can be argued that the 

aspect of customer following in the internationalization process emphasizes the importance of 

existing relationships, as well as the maintenance and development of them (Hellman, 1994). 

 

Leonidou et al. (2011) claim that Relationship Marketing strategy is applicable to the 

internationalization process because it's the first step in company internationalization, 

provides a popular form for foreign market engagement and involves minimal business risks. 

Similarly, Leonidou and Katsikeas (1996) state Relationship Marketing would improve the 

internationalization process (e.g. exporting) in several ways. It would introduce a dynamic 

element into the analysis through its focus on the interaction between export suppliers and 

their overseas customers. It would also detail, more fully, the mechanics of exporting by 

repositioning the unit of analysis from the firm to the level of the relationship. Furthermore, it 

would facilitate consideration of the various export variables from a more structured 

perspective; for instance, psychic distance might be viewed as the perceived distance between 

exporters and their import customers, and marketing control could be conceptualized as 

power exercised in relationships. In making a contribution toward theory building in 

Relationship Marketing and responding to the call for linking Relationship Marketing and 

internationalization (Leonidou and Katsikeas, 1996), the remainder of this paper discusses a 

correlation between the two bodies of literature and then highlights implications for theory 

and management. 

 

Conceptual framework 

As previously discussed, the conceptual model divides the internationalization process into 

two stages: pre-internationalization, which focus on overcoming the psychic distance and 

post-internationalization, which focus on market entry and positioning. In view of the number 

of potential variables in Relationship Marketing strategy, it was decided to concentrate on 

those components, which are deemed relatively more important in the literature and 

particularly within internationalization process. Table 1 shows a model intended to act as a 

conceptual framework for marketing researchers working towards the effectiveness of 

Relationship Marketing on internationalization process: 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: Correlation between internationalization and Relationship Marketing 

 

 

Developed for this paper, based on an analysis of the extant literature 

The table above indicates the importance of Communication and Trust in the pre-

internationalization stage and commitment and satisfaction in the post-internationalization 

stage. Managers must work toward establishing a deep level of communication and building 

trust prior to market entry. Trust leads to commitment in a business-to-business context 

(Morgan and Hunt, 1994), therefore once the international market has been entered; it is 

imperative that the business partners establish a strong commitment. Providing satisfaction is 

maintained, a lengthy, mutually satisfying relationship should occur.  Figure one provides a 

graphical representation of the table above: 

 

 

Figure 1: The interconnection between Relationship Marketing and 

Internationalization 

 Degree of Correlation to 

Internationalization 

(Low to High Continuum) 

Relationship Marketing 

Components 

Pre-

Internationalization 

Post-

Internationalization 

Communication/Exchange High 

 

Low 

Trust High Low 

Commitment/Promises Low High 

Satisfaction/Loyalty Low High 



 
Developed for this paper, based on the literature review 



Communication/exchange 

The increasing importance of communication in marketing is demonstrated by the ability to 

differentiate new marketing approaches from traditional ones (Duncan and Moriarty, 1998). 

To maintain the relationship, continuous communication may be beneficial (Paden and 

McAlister, 1996; Duncan and Moriarty, 1998). If Relationship Marketing is to be successful, 

an integration of all marketing communications messages is needed to support the 

establishment, maintenance and enhancement of relationships with customers (and other 

stakeholders) (Grönroos, 2004, 1994). The communication focuses on information exchange 

and helps buyers and sellers to understand other party’s intentions and abilities 

(Kucukkancabas et al., 2009), all essential aspects in an internationalization process. 

 

The nature of Relationship Marketing strategy has seen a shift from discrete transactions and 

towards relational exchange, particularly in a business-to-business context. In relation to 

exchange mechanism, communication is defined as a formal as well as informal exchanging 

and sharing of meaningful and timely information between buyers and sellers (Sin et al., 

2002). A transaction between a buyer and seller may be classified further according to 

content of the exchange (Ching and Ellis, 2006). Arnett et al. (2003) state that firms are 

turning to Relationship Marketing strategies to communicate exchange benefits. 

 

Information is the outcome of communication/exchange (Duncan and Moriarty, 1998). It 

facilitates learning about customers (Knight and Cavusgil, 2004) in order to build mutually 

beneficial relationships. Research in Relationship Marketing highlights the importance of 

information exchange in business relationships (Sin et al., 2005) and increases exchange 

efficiencies (Murphy et al, 2007). Christopher et al. (1991) state that the main concern of 

marketing is the exchange relationships between the organization and its customers (Eiriz and 

Wilson, 2006). More effective communication/exchange helps to provide useful information. 

In addition, communication shouldalso be enhanced by exchanging sufficient and useful 

informationon a regular basis. Establishing proper communication links and personally 

visiting each other is also important in a relationship context (Leonidou et al., 2011) 

particularly for some business-to-business interactions (Johns, 2012). 

 

Communication is important for building and maintaining a relationship, however is 

frequently limited. This is because communication requires time and effort, which parties 

may not find time (or motivation) to invest. Thus, communication, while it does not appear to 

have a direct impact on the continuity of the relationship, is critical to build the trusting 

relationships that in turn create stability (Anderson and Weitz, 1989). In fact, a major 

precursor of trust and ultimately commitment is communication and exchange (Morgan and 

Hunt, 1994). 

 

Trust 

 

Companies are slowly moving closer to foreign customers in order to learn more about their 

needs and how to satisfy them. The only way to gain this valuable information and increase 

the ability to react quickly is to move close to the customer, that is, to establish abroad (Aijo, 

1996). Seal (1998) argues the success factor of establishing relationship with new customers 

is building trust. Trust is defined as a belief or conviction about the other party’s intentions 

within the relationship (Chattananon and Trimetsoontorn, 2009). Fontenot and Wilson (1997) 

and Ndubisi and Wah(2005) claim that the trust is the central variable in most Relationship 

Marketing models. Moreover, trust encompasses the ideological values of Relationship 

Marketing and reinforces its moral and ethical imperatives (Mitussis et al., 2006). The aim 



for companies pursuing long-term plans for developing Relationship Marketing might center 

on trying to move consumers from the emotional towards the behavioral plane by 

encouraging their trust in that particular company (Long et al., 1999). 

 

Trust reduces the perception of risk and increases the confidence of the buyer (Ching and 

Ellis, 2006) because relationships are often unique to a particular organization and it would 

take time for a competitor to build trust in an attempt to steal away customers (Priluck, 2003). 

In addition, trust has a significantly positive influence on consumer purchase intention (Lin 

and Lu, 2010). A high level of trust is likely to engender a more positive attitude, which in 

turn is likely to increase the level of customer orientation/empathy (Conway and Swift, 

2000). Trust plays a critical role in the development of long-term relationships (Anderson and 

Weitz, 1989) and can build commitment (Narayandas and Rangan, 2004). 

 

Commitment/promises 

Internationalized companies use acquired knowledge from new market in order to choose 

market entry strategy. The more corporations learn about local conditions in their 

international markets, the more they are able to perceive the local market conditions 

(Andrews and Kim, 2007). For this, Relationship Marketing represents the market-oriented 

point of view (in contrast to the production-oriented view) from which marketing may be 

regarded as a philosophy which states that the firm must base all its activities on the needs 

and wants of customers in selected target markets (Takala and Uusitalo, 1996). Firms become 

internationalized as a sequential process of ever-increasing market knowledge and market 

commitment over time (Williams and Lee, 2009). 

 

Commitment is the central variable in most Relationship Marketing models (Fontenot and 

Wilson, 1997) and is a measure for understanding its strength (Ndubisi and Wah, 2005).The 

value created by Relationship Marketing with customers is reflected in two aspects: market 

performance and economic performance. Market performance refers to: the improvement of 

the firm’s market position that is, building product awareness and penetration in the market; 

shaping customers’ perceptions of the organization and their products (Srivastava et al., 

1999). Market position (either awareness or penetration) should be the first consequence of 

programs and activities addressed to attract customers; it could be considered as consumers’ 

cognitive answer to the signals the firm sends to the market (Izquierdo and Cillan, 2005). 

Any increase in market knowledge leads to an increase in market commitment. The success 

of internationalization depends on the capacity of transfer of this knowledge abroad and 

better market position (Fang et al., 2013). 

 

Relationship Marketing creates a new level of social interaction between buyers and sellers. It 

is based on promises that go beyond the obvious assurances that potential customers expect 

(Murphy et al., 1997). Internationalized companies strengthen its relationship with customers 

through covering promises, creating satisfaction and loyalty and adding value to the core 

products. Retention of relationship involves promises, which are then fulfilled. To further 

promote the relationship, subsequent promises must be made and kept (Murphy et al, 2007). 

However, if promises are not kept, the evolving relationship cannot be maintained and 

enhanced. Fulfilling promises that have been given is equally important as means of 

achieving customer satisfaction, retention of the customer base, and long-term profitability 

(Grönroos, 1994). As the relationship moves to the execution stage, it is important that a firm 

keep its promises. This not only creates a favorable perception of performance but also 

crystallizes and shapes the other side's expectations over time (Narayandas and Rangan, 

2004).  



Satisfaction/loyalty 

 
Satisfaction is also considered crucial for organizations that strive for long- term relationships 

with customers (Arnett et al., 2003). Customer satisfaction is complemented by the 

comprehensive integration of the customer into an interactive value-generating process, based 

on interdependence and reciprocity (Juttner and Wehrli, 1994). Customer satisfaction has a 

positive impact on relationship quality and, ultimately on behavioral loyalty (Adjei and Clark, 

2010). Satisfaction with past experiences can provide confidence that the each exchange 

party is concerned about the other’s welfare in the relationship (Ching and Ellis, 2006). 

 
Satisfaction is inextricably linked to customer loyalty and relationship commitment (Ndubisi 

and Wah, 2005). Loyal customers are more likely to form a communal relationship with the   

company; however, customer satisfaction is still a very important factor in obtaining and 

maintaining customer loyalty (Robinson et al., 2005). Relationship Marketing has been 

associated primarily with attempts by sellers to buy loyalty (Palmer, 1996). Profitability will 

be represented by Relationship Marketing which stresses loyalty, customer retention, and 

long-term relationships as keys to profitability (Gummesson, 1998; Ravald and Grönroos, 

1996; Kumar et al., 2003). 

 
Loyalty is the result of activities that look for interaction and customers’ repeat-purchase and 

implies a behavioral answer (Izquierdo and Cillan, 2005). In summary, customer loyalty 

could be manifested as either an attitude towards a supplier, a level of re-purchase or both 

and it may be moderated by customer circumstance. Suppliers can cultivate these aspects of 

loyalty by investing in Relationship Marketing to encourage the customer to progress from a 

“new customer” position to “partnering” the supplier for mutual benefits (Whyatt and 

Koschek, 2010). 

 

Implications for managing relationships in an internationalized context 

 

The discussion in this paper and the model included has highlighted the importance of four 

key aspects of Relationship Marketing in an internationalized context: communication, trust, 

commitment and satisfaction. It is essential for marketers to manage relationships effectively, 

by reducing any conflict seamlessly, and promoting strong, positive communication. 

Communication is the essential basis of any relationship strategy in an internationalized 

context. Without communication, trust cannot be built and relationships cannot be developed 

beyond internationalization. As indicated in this paper, this may require the establishment of 

offices in the focus country. At minimum, it requires face to face contact to develop trust in 

the relationship.  

 

 

Conclusion and discussion 

The simple model provided in this paper can provided a basis for researchers to understand 

Relationship Marketing in an internationalization context. Furthermore, for practitioners, the 

model provides a simple understanding of the key requirements for each stage of the 

internationalization process. An increased understanding of the process and the intersection 

between internationalization and Relationship Marketing is necessary, however. Researchers 

are encouraged to explore this intersection through qualitative research and an initial research 

program.  



 

In an ever expanding and rapidly changing environment, the key success factor to survive in 

international markets rely on sustaining long-term relationships with customers through 

Relationship Marketing components (communication/exchange, trust, commitment/promise, 

and satisfaction/loyalty). Although the extant literature indicates significant research 

progress, a conceptual framework explaining Relationship Marketing in an internationalized 

context was lacking. In this paper we model an internationalization-Relationship Marketing 

correlation as a simultaneous combination or mix of the Relationship Marketing components 

with two stages of internationalization process. 

 

Psychic Distance refers to the buyer being kept apart from the seller as a result of factors that 

prevent, delay, or even distort the flow of information between them (Leonidou et al., 2011). 

Irrespective of its nature, the distance between interactive parties can be controlled through 

the development and ongoing management of an effective relationship. In light of the 

existence of physical and psychic distance between the interacting parties in an international 

business relationship, adequate communication is critical for both buyer and seller (Leonidou 

et al., 2011). In addition, the psychic distance to certain markets will then be gradually 

reduced over time due to increasing market-specific knowledge (Leonidou and Katsikeas, 

1996). 

 

Importantly, distortions in the information transmission process associated with inter firm 

psychic distance can increase the complexity and confusion of managerial decision-making, 

which reduces operational efficiencies and impedes the emergence of trust (Katsikeas et al., 

2009). For this, trust could also reduce the decision-making complexity within buyer-seller 

relationship (Abramson and Ai, 1998). If trust could only be established over many 

occasions, and a sense of mutual benefits required many discussions, then an effective buyer-

seller relationship based on Relationship Marketing would take a long time to establish 

(Abramson and Ai, 1998). 

 

One of the most critical decisions in internationalization process is entry mode choice. 

Cultural distance is considered to be a significant source of uncertainty derived from the 

environment. Moreover, Cultural differences constitute an important barrier to foreign-

market entry (Townsend et al., 2009). Learning foreign cultures through information, which 

is achieved by communication/exchange, will result in firm-specific knowledge that helps 

entry decisions to the new market. 

 

In conclusion, the model provided in this paper will help to better explain how firms perform 

the internationalization process while relying on traditional Relationship Marketing 

considerations. Under such a framework, firms that have taken on an international approach 

can best understand and monitor their efforts with more structure and focus. In addition, 

domestic firms that are new to the international market or are planning international entry can 

benefit from a framework that is a guide for strategic development and implementation. The 

degree of Relationship Marketing adaptation at the international level refers to the 

manipulation of Relationship Marketing components (i.e. communication/exchange, trust, 

commitment/promises and satisfaction/loyalty) by the marketing manager. 
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