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VOICE IN BUSINESS-TO-BUSINESS RELATIONSHIPS:


COST-OF-EXIT AND DEMOGRAPHIC ANTECEDENTS


ABSTRACT
Because voice may play an important role in the maintenance of business-to-business relationships, the paper investigates its antecedents. After summarizing what is known about voice in an inter-firm context, the paper proposes that a firm's voice is affected by their cost to exit the relationship, their overall relationship satisfaction, and demographic variables. These proposals are tested in a field survey, and while satisfaction and the cost to exit the relationship were stronger predictors of voice than the demographic variables, the results suggest that several partner firm demographic variables could be useful to relationship managers interested in the maintenance of business-to-business relationships via partner firm voice cultivation. Because these demographic variables are less sensitive (i.e., partner firms are likely to provide this information without insisting on their anonymity), they could be used to identify partner firms by name that are likely to be non-vocal when they are experiencing relationship problems.


INTRODUCTION
Ping (1993) proposed that alternatives to exiting committed business-to-business relationships when there are relationship problems included loyalty (remaining silent, confident that things will get better), voice (constructive attempts by the subject to change objectionable relationship conditions), and neglect (allowing the relationship to deteriorate) (also see Hirschman 1970; Rusbult, Zembrodt and Gunn 1982). This suggests that partner firms may or may not use voice when they are experiencing relationship problems. Thus in the management of important buyer-seller relationships (e.g., JIT relationships, strategic alliances, and other relationships in which high levels of partner cooperation is desired), voice cultivation and maintenance, and the identification of nonvocal partner firms (by name) that are experiencing relationship problems, should be important relationship maintenance tasks. It bears emphasizing that exchange relationship problems are known to the offended firm but not necessarily to the offending firm (Hirschman 1970). In the absence of their voice or some other means of identifying them, offended customers remain unidentified, remediation of their problem(s) is therefore less likely, and the likelihood of their exiting the relationship is increased (Fornell and Wernerfelt 1987; Hirschman 1970).

Hirschman (1970) proposed that when there are relationship problems, the subject should become more vocal when overall relationship satisfaction or the cost to exit the relationship is high (e.g., the alternative relationship is unattractive, or investment in the relationship or switching cost is high). In the single empirical article addressing voice in a business-to-business context, Ping (1993) reported that firm voice was increased by their overall relationship satisfaction and their investment in the relationship. However, the voice relationship with the attractiveness of the alternative relationship approached positive significance (i.e., as alternative attractiveness increased voice increased, rather than decreased), and the voice relationship with switching cost was not significant (also see Rusbult et al. 1982 and Rusbult et al.1988 for similar results).

While loyal firms are believed likely to eventually respond to relationship problems with voice (Hirschman 1970), they should be identified for remediation of any relationship problems because some may simply exit the relationship when they experience chronic relationship problems (i.e., they may never respond to relationship problems with voice) (Hirschman 1970). Firms that are neglecting their relationship should also be identified for problem remediation because they may be taking from their relationship, rather than investing in it and giving to the relationship in anticipation of future exchanges (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987).

However, the problem of identifying nonvocal partner firms with relationship problems (by name) is not solved efficiently by assuming all nonvocal firms have problems (the number of nonvocal relationships could be large-- see page 14). Neither is it solved by conducting partner firm surveys that measure sensitive variables such as their satisfaction, their cost to exit the relationship, relationship problems, loyalty, neglect, etc. (partner firms are likely either to not respond to surveys involving variables they deem sensitive unless their anonymity is assured, or they are likely to provide inaccurate information). As a result, relationship managers cannot easily separate partner firms without relationship problems from those that are likely to be experiencing relationship problems because of the sensitivity of the information required to do so.


Objectives and Contribution
Thus the empirical picture of voice as a response to satisfaction and the dimensions of the cost to exit in business-to-business relationships is murky at best. In addition, business-to-business relationship managers cannot easily separate nonvocal relationships without relationship problems from those that may have relationship problems. As a result, an objective of the present research is to help clarify the extant interfirm voice research. We will argue that the cost to exit an interfirm is appropriately captured in a second-order concept, cost-of-exit, that has as its indicators" the first order concepts alternative attractiveness, relationship investment, and switching cost. We will then show that firm voice is increased by their cost-of-exit, as Hirschman (1970) maintained.

A second objective of this research is to investigate less sensitive antecedents of voice (i.e., more likely to be reported by partner firms without insisting on their anonymity) such as partner firm demographic variables (e.g., partner firm revenue and number of employees). Assuming firms experience relationship problems that are unknown to their partners, and that it is possible for partners to remediate these problems, these variables should be useful in relationship maintenance because they have the potential of identifying firms by name that are likely to be persistently nonvocal when there are relationship problems.

The study contributes to several literatures, including interfirm relationship marketing and marketing practice. For example, the study fills a gap in the reactions-to-dissatisfaction literature by providing a clearer understanding of several voice antecedents. The study also contributes to the emerging relationship marketing literature by identifying demographic antecedents of voice that should be useful in determining individual partner firms likely to be nonvocal when there are relationship problems. Finally, authors have called for research such as this on reactions to problems in buyer-seller relationships (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Ping and Dwyer 1988).


VOICE
Hirschman (1970) pointed out that customer voice and exit alert a firm to its failings. In business-to-business relationships voice may also signal the importance the vocal firm attaches to the relationship (Hirschman 1970). Partner firm voice may also signal that they want remediation of their relationship problems, they believe this is possible (Hirschman 1970), and they are willing to work to effect this end (Ping 1993). Hirschman (1970) argued that voice should be likely for customers that view the current relationship as superior to the alternative relationship, and this likelihood should increase as the gap between the alternative and the current relationship as it was widens.

Not surprisingly authors have recommended that firms should provide mechanisms to increase customer voice. Hirschman (1970) argued this can be done by reducing the cost and increasing the rewards of voice, and by raising the cost and reducing opportunities for exit (p. 123) (see also Hirschman 1974, p. 8). Others have argued deterministicly that complaints should be encouraged; they can be used to increase market share and lower the cost of obtaining new customers (see Fornell and Wernerfelt 1987, p. 345).

Voice Research
Voice has been investigated in the interpersonal relationships literature (Rusbult, Johnson and Morrow 1986; Rusbult et al. 1982), and the employment relations literature (Farrell 1983; Rosse and Hulin 1985; Rusbult et al. 1988; Rusbult and Lowery 1985; Spencer 1986).

Voice has also been investigated in the Marketing literature (Andreasen 1985; Fornell and Didow 1980; Fornell and Wernerfelt 1987; Fornell and Westbrook 1984; Ping 1993; Singh 1990a, 1990b). For example, Ping (1993) reported that in channel relationships, firm voice was positively associated with their overall satisfaction with the relationship and their investment in that relationship. In that study the attractiveness of their alternative relationship approached positive significance in its association with voice (t=1.92), and their switching cost was not associated with their voice (t=.59).

The Present Research
Given its potential for relationship maintenance, the voice research streams in other literatures, and the single study of voice in a business-to-business context, with its unexpected results in light of Hirschman's (1970) predictions, our empirical knowledge of interfirm voice seems limited. In the balance of the paper we will argue that the cost to exit an interfirm relationship is a second-order concept that has as its indicators" the latent variables alternative attractiveness, relationship investment, and switching cost. We will also propose that this cost-of-exit should be positively associated with voice, as Hirschman (1970) argued. In addition, we will replicate the positive voice association with satisfaction reported by Ping (1993) and others (see Rusbult et al. 1982; Rusbult 1988). Further, because relationship managers interested in relationship maintenance have no predictors of voice that can be used to identify individual partner firms likely to be nonvocal when there are relationship problems, we will propose several firm demographic variables that should be associated with their voice, such as partner firm revenue, years with partner, years in business, number of employees, revenue per employee, competition, and return on investment. Finally we will describe and interpret a field survey of these antecedents of voice in a retailer-supplier context.


HYPOTHESES
Cost-of-Exit
Authors have noted that parties remain in an exchange rela​tionship because they either want to, or have to (see Hirschman 1970; Johnson 1982; Levinger 1979; Ping 1993; Rusbult 1980; Rusbult et al. 1982; Rusbult et al. 1988). Authors have used the term structural commitment in connection with having to remain in a relationship, and argued that the dimensions of structural commitment included alternative attractiveness, investment, and switching cost (see Ping 1993; Johnson 1982; Levinger 1979). This suggests the existence of a second-order structural commitment construct which we will term cost-of-exit, with indicators" alternative attractiveness, investment and switching cost.

Jöreskog (1970) introduced the notion of a (confirmatory) second-order construct, which can be conceptualized as a latent or unobserved variable with no observed variables as indicators (see COST-OF-EXIT in Figure 1). Instead, a second-order construct has other latent variables for indicators," hence the term second-order." Each of these indicator" latent variables has observed variables for indicators, and as a result these latent variables are termed first-order constructs in this situation (see Gerbing and Anderson 1984a; Rindskopf and Rose 1988). In particular cost-of-exit should have the indicators" alternative attractiveness, investment and switching cost, which in turn have their respective observed indicators.

Hirschman (1970) argued that voice should substitute for exiting when the cost of exiting a relationship is high. He and others (see Rosse 1988) have proposed that subjects should choose the least costly option in response to relationship problems. When the cost of exiting is high (i.e., the subject firm lacks an attractive alternative, and there are high relationship investment and switching cost), a less costly reaction to relationship problems such as voice should appear more attractive than exit. High levels of cost-of-exit should make economic exchanges with the partner firm more valuable (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Frazier 1983; Thibaut and Kelley 1959). As a result, cost-of-exit should make the firm less likely to be passive when there are relationship problems, and it should increase voice because there is much to lose if the unresolved problems lead to relationship dissolution.

In summary,

H1a: Cost-of-exit is a second order construct with indicators" alternative attractiveness, investment and switching cost,

and

H1b: Increasing cost-of-exit fosters an increased likelihood of voice.

Satisfaction
In business-to-business relationships, overall relationship satisfaction should also make an exchange relationship more valuable, and thereby increase the likelihood of voice when there are relationship problems. To explain, Ping (1993) proposed the existence of two types of satisfaction in interfirm relationships, event and overall satisfaction. He maintained that, while it is dissatisfaction with a relationship event that triggers a reaction, it is the level of overall relationship satisfaction that determines which reaction will be emitted (e.g., exit, voice, etc.). He proposed that increases in the level of overall satisfac​tion with the exchange relation​ship should also make econom​ic exchanges with the partner firm more valuable (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Frazier 1983; Thibaut and Kelley 1959). As overall rela​tion​ship satisfac​tion increases, the firm should respond posi​tively to relation​ship problems by preferring to work with the partner firms to resolve problems (voice) (Hirschman 1970, Rosse and Hulin 1985, Rusbult et al. 1982, Rusbult et al. 1988), to help preserve the relationship. Thus, we hypothesize that,

H2: As satisfaction increases voice is more likely.

Revenue
Besides variables such as overall satisfaction and cost-of-exit, firm and relationship demographic variables should also be associated with voice. In particular the revenue ​​a firm derives from economic exchanges with its partner firm should make economic exchanges with this partner firm ​more valuable (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Frazier 1983; Thibaut and Kelley 1959). As their revenue increases, the firm should respond posi​tively to relation​ship problems by preferring to work with the partner firms to resolve problems (voice) and thereby help ensure their future revenue because there is much to lose if unresolved relationship problems lead to relationship termination. Hence we hypothesize that,

H3: Increasing revenue makes voice more likely.

Competition
The number of competitors in a firm's market is plausibly related to that firm's revenues and return on investment. Economic theory predicts that in maturing markets, as the number of competitors increases, each competitor's revenue and return on investment should decrease (Chamberlin 1933).

In addition, because we have also proposed that revenue and return on investment are likely to increase voice, the effect of competitors should indirectly affect voice. In particular, the number of competitors should negatively affect voice via revenue and return on investment. Thus, we hypothesize that,

H4a: An increase in the number of competitors promotes lower revenue and return on investment,

and

H4b: An increase in the number of competitors indirectly produces a decreased likelihood of voice.

ROI and Revenue per Employee
In interviews conducted with a convenient sample of distributors and retailers regarding their business-to-business relationships we noticed that several firms were quick to bring relationship problems to the attention of their exchange partner. Many of these firms also focused on efficiency in their business, and were very aware of productivity measures such as revenue per employee and return on investment (see Ingene 1982). For these reasons, we expected that more productive firms would be more inclined to use voice when there were problems in the exchange relationship. As a result,

H5: With increasing return on investment and revenue per employee voice becomes more likely.

Number of Employees
In the interviews we also noticed that firms with many employees were more involved with their primary business-to-business partner firm, and were more likely to be vocal when there were relationship problems. This result is predicted by perspective theory (Ostrom and Upshaw 1968), which proposes that subjects should be influenced to be more extreme in their opinions when the range or perspective (Upshaw 1969) of opinions to which they are exposed is wide (see Ostrom 1970). With many employees, higher cost responses to relationship problems (than doing nothing) such as voice and exit should be more likely to be discussed, and the likelihood of a voice or exit response to relationship problems should therefore be increased. However because voice is less costly than exit and has a probabilistic reward (Kahneman and Teversky 1979), it should be more likely than exit. For this reason, we anticipated that the number of employees should positively affect voice, and firms with many employees would be more inclined to exercise the voice option when there were problems in the exchange relationship. Formally,

H6: An increase in the number of retailer employees makes voice more likely.

Years in Business
Voice should also be affected by how long the firm has been in business. Firms that have been in business for many years should be more knowledgeable of alternative exchange partners, and more experienced in dealing with the category of firms represented by their exchange partner (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987). Because this knowledge may be a source of countervailing power (Dwyer 1980), these firms should be less dependent on their exchange partner (Emerson 1962). This in turn should make them more willing to change exchange partners, and therefore less willing to expend the effort involved in using voice (Hirschman 1970). As a result,

H7: As the number of years the firm has been in business increases voice is less likely.

Years with Partner
On the other hand, the length of time the firm has done business with an exchange partner should make future business together likely. In long-lived economic exchange relationships, relationship specific investments should have increased, commitment should have grown, and there should be a pressure to adjust rather than dissolve the exchange relationship (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Macneil 1980), which should increase the likelihood of voice. Formally,

H8: As the number of years the firm has done business with their exchange partner increases voice becomes more likely.

These associations are summarized in Figure 1. The balance of this article presents the results of a test of these associations involving hardware retailers and their primary wholesalers.


MEASURES
Voice, satisfaction, alternative attractiveness, investment, and switching cost were measured using the balanced five-point Likert measures developed by Ping (1993). The conceptual and operational definitions plus sample items from the scales for these variables are shown in Table 1.

The firm and relationship demographic variables in the study were measured primarily with open‑ended questions. For example retailer revenue was measured with an item asking for the retailer's prior year revenue (see Table 1). Revenue per employee for each retailer was computed by dividing their revenue by the number of their employ​ees, and return on investment was measured using a forced choice scale. Table 1 also shows these measures.


SAMPLE
​
The study population was U. S. hardware retailers. The sampling frame chosen for this population was the subscription list of a popular hardware retailing trade publica​tion that was representative of the study population. The key informant within the hardware retailer sampling unit was the store owner, manager or execu​tive. Although Phillips (1981) has cautioned against using single informants in general, the interviews indicated hardware retailers typically buy from one primary wholesaler, and senior key informants were very knowledgeable of that relationship. In addition, their sentiments and perceptions were strongly mirrored by the other informants in the firm.

The pre-test and final test samples were selected using systematic random (n-th name) sampling and resulted in one hundred pretest retailer addresses, and six hundred final test addresses. The survey questionnaire was mailed to these pretest and final test samples, and three post card follow-ups in the final test produced two hundred four usable questionnaires (34%).


RESULTS
Reliability and Validity
The psychometric properties of the latent variable measures were examined using ​the final test responses and coeffi​cient alpha calcula​tions, ordered similar​ity coeffi​cients (Hunter 1973), multiple group analy​sis (Anderson, Gerbing and Hunter 1987), and single factor analysis (Jöreskog 1993). The final test measures were judged to be unidi​mensional, and inter​nal​ly and externally consis​tent. For example, they displayed latent variable reliabilities greater than .80, and average extracted variances of .58 or above (Fornell and Larker 1981) (see Tables 2 and 3).

The measures for the latent variables were judged to be content valid. In addition, the Average Variance Extracted for the latent variables suggested convergent and discriminant validi​ty for these measures  (For​nell and Larker 1981) (see Tables 2 and 3). The latent variables also were judged to be construct valid; they were significantly and plausibly correlated with at least one other study variable (see Table 3).

Measurement and Structural Model Results
 The measurement and structural models corresponding to Figure 1 were estimated using LISREL 8 and maximum likelihood estimation. These measure​ment and structural models appeared to fit the data, based on the Compara​tive Fit Index (Bentler 1990) and the Root Mean Squared Error of Approximation (Steiger 1990) (see Tables 3 and 4). In addition, the second-order measurement model for cost-of-exit appeared to fit the data based on the same criteria (see Table 2).

Hypotheses Tests
The study hypotheses received mixed support (see Table 4). The cost-of-exit hypotheses, the hypothesized voice relationships with satisfaction and number of employees, and the indirect revenue-voice effect were as hypothesized. However, the revenue-voice effect, the number of competitors-revenue effect, and the number of competitors-voice effect were significant but opposite in sign from that which was hypothesized; and the balance of the hypothesized effects were not significant.

In particular, the number of competitors positively affected revenue, instead of negatively. As a result revenue negatively affected voice rather than positively.


DISCUSSION
Cost-of-Exit
Retailers with a high perceived cost to exit the incumbent wholesaler relationship were also likely to use voice when there were relationship problems. The direct cost-of-exit effect on voice was almost the same as the satisfaction-voice effect in this context (see Table 4). This suggests that satisfaction and cost-of-exit may play equal roles in encouraging voice in the study context (however see the total effect of cost-of-exit in the next paragraph).

Alternative Attractiveness, Investment and Switching Cost
In previous research alternative attractiveness, investment and switching cost have been specified as directly affecting voice (see Ping 1993; Rusbult et al. 1982; Rusbult et al. 1988). Unfortunately a respecification of the Figure 1 model that included the Figure 1 paths plus paths to voice from alternative attractiveness, investment, and switching cost was not identified. However, the results from a respecification of Figure 1 that added a single path to voice from alternative attractiveness (not reported) suggested that alternative attractiveness positively affected voice (t = 2.37), which is consistent with prior research (see Ping 1993; Rusbult et al. 1982; Rusbult et al. 1988). Nevertheless, Hirschman (1970) argued that those with diminished alternatives were likely to use voice (p. 52 and 53), as previously mentioned. To explain these apparently inconsistent results, decreased alternative attractiveness may have increased the subject firms' perception of dependence on their partner firm (Emerson 1962), and increased their perception that there would be more to lose by complaining than there would be to gain. However reduced alternative attractiveness was also likely to have been the result of increased cost-of-exit, and increased cost-of-exit was likely to increase voice. The resulting total effect of cost-of-exit (i.e., the positive direct effect of cost-of-exit on voice plus the negative indirect cost-of-exit effect via alternative attractiveness) was positive and significant (see the next paragraph), which suggests that although alternative attractiveness and cost-of-exit appear to affect voice in opposite directions, decreased alternative attractiveness because of increased cost-of-exit was likely to increase voice.

Parenthetically, the standardized total effect of cost-of-exit on voice was smaller than the standardized satisfaction-voice effect (γVOI,SAT = .28, TotalγVOI,COE = .18). While the direct effects of satisfaction and cost-of-exit were similar (see Table 4), this suggests that satisfaction may have a larger overall effect on voice than cost-of-exit. In addition, using the single path specification approach just described, voice was not directly associated with investment or switching cost (not reported).

Number of Retailer Employees
Retailers with more employees were also more likely to use voice. As discussed previously this result could be explained by perspective theory, which predicts that when the range of opinions to which they are exposed is wide, subjects should be more extreme in their opinions. For firms with many employees, higher cost responses to relationship problems (than doing nothing) such as voice and exit may have been discussed, and, because voice is less costly than exit and has a probabilistic reward, voice responses may have been the result.

Retailer Revenue
Retailers with higher revenue were also more likely to use voice. It is plausible that higher revenue retailers were more valuable to wholesalers in the study. As a result, these retailers may have received more unsolicited consideration and attention, and experienced better problem resolution efforts, and they may not have needed to resort to voice often.

Number of Competitive Stores
The number of competitive stores positively affected revenue. One explanation for this result might be that increased competition may have increased the level of promotion in the study retailers' service areas. This in turn may have increased primary demand for hardware in these service areas. This could have lead to increased revenue for all the retailers in these areas, and in particular the study retailers. However, it is also plausible that in ​competitive markets, only the larger hardware retailers may have survived.

Combining the paths between the number of competitive stores and voice (the competitive stores-revenue-voice path) ​produced the hypothesized indirect negative effect on voice. This indirect effect of the number of competi​tive stores on voice was significant, and ​suggests that as the number of competitive stores increased, voice declined. As we have already speculated, an explanation for this result could be that competitive markets contain larger retailers, and these larger retailers may have been less likely to use voice.

Years with the Wholesaler
Years with the wholesaler was positively correlated with satisfaction and cost-of-exit. This suggests that long-lived wholesaler-retailer relationships were associated with increased satisfaction and higher cost-of-exit as Dwyer, Schurr and Oh (1987) and others predict. Because satisfied firms and those with high cost-of-exit in turn were likely to be more vocal, this implies that years with the wholesaler was positively (but indirectly) associated with voice. This in turn suggests that longer-lived retailer-wholesaler relationships were associated with higher levels of voice via satisfaction and cost-of-exit. However because this relationship involves correlations, it is not the case that longer-lived relationships (indirectly) make voice more likely, only that they somehow positively covary.


IMPLICATIONS
While generalizing from a single study is risky, assuming the cultivation of voice is as desirable as it appears, the study results suggest that wholesal​ers interested in relationship maintenance may want to maintain or increase retailer satisfaction and retailer cost-of-exit, and encourage voice from their newer retailer relationships, retailers with higher revenue, and retailers with fewer employees. These retailers were either less likely to use voice, or they were associated with reduced voice in the study.

Satisfaction
Overall satisfac​tion had the largest overall effect on voice in the study. For relationship managers interested in relationship maintenance who may prefer to concentrate on only a few relationship factors, overall satisfaction maintenance and its improvement may be ​​the best defensive strategy to cultivate retailer voice.

In addition, it is likely that favorable resolution of relationship problems would increase the overall satisfaction of the retailers involved (Fornell and Wernerfelt 1987, Frazier 1983, Thibaut and Kelly 1959), and in turn should increase the likelihood of their voice in the future (see Ping 1993). This plausible circle of overall satisfaction, problem recognition, voice, problem resolution, and increased overall satisfac​tion may also reduce relation​ship neglect and exiting (Ping 1993), and should help strengthen the relation​ship (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Frazier 1983).

Cost-of-Exit
The study results suggest that increasing retailer cost-of-exit is likely to increase their voice. While the direct effect of cost-of-exit on voice was equivalent to that of satisfaction, its total effect was less than satisfaction because alternative attractiveness positively affected voice. Nevertheless, wholesalers interested in relationship maintenance may wish to increase retailer cost-of-exit to help stimulate retailer voice. Wholesaler-sponsored proposals that increase mobility barriers, such as retailer investment in such areas as employee training, and switching costs, such as contracts and pledges (Anderson and Weitz 1992), and incentives such as cumulative discounts (i.e., discounts calculated on year-to-date orders), may produce the additional benefit of increasing retailer voice.

Encouraging Voice
Recalling Ping's (1993) remarks regarding satisfaction with a relationship event versus overall relationship satisfaction, increased overall retailer satisfaction may be accomplished one event at a time, and to increase overall relationship satisfaction, the percentage of satisfactory relationship events should be increased so that it is noticed by the retailer. To increase retailer cost-of-exit in the study context, alternative attractiveness could be manipulated by for example publicity involving the return of unhappy defectors (as AT&T is currently doing), additional retailer investments in the relationship could be actively merchandized, and switching costs could be increased with cumulative discounts for example.

Authors have also suggested directly soliciting complaints and working to resolve them (e.g., providing 800 numbers, and quick and competent complaint processing) (Hirschman 1970, 1974; Fornell and Wernerfelt 1987). Further, authors have argued that  voice is affected by the expectation of the success of voice, the advantage to be gained by using voice (i.e., the costs versus the benefits to the subject), the importance of the relationship to the subject firm, and voice response style (e.g., no response to an irate response-- see Singh 1990b). For these reasons, wholesalers interested in relationship maintenance may wish to consider additional means of increasing retailer voice such as publicizing successful retailer outcomes resulting from their use of voice, and having wholesaler sales reps actively solicit retailer voice in retailing firms that might be likely to be persistently non-vocal (i.e., newer relationships, retailers in competitive areas, and those with higher revenue or fewer employees) (For example in subsequent contact with the interview firms, one supplier had assumed that all non-vocal customers had relationship problems by instructing sales reps to solicit relationship problems from all nonvocal customers. Because most of their customers were non-vocal, we suggested they experiment with encouraging voice in their newer customers, and customers in competitive markets, with higher revenue, or fewer employees. Some of the ideas resulting from their internal contest to identify voice generating ideas included supplier executives visiting customer executives to identify and solicit relationship problems, customer-council board meetings at non-vocal customer locations with an invitation to the non-vocal customer host to participate in the board meetings, and lotteries involving problems submitted by nonvocal customers).


FUTURE RESEARCH
Much work remains to be done in understanding voice. The squared multiple correlation (R2= .27) for voice observed in this study suggests that it has other antecedents in the study context. As previously mentioned Hirsch​man (1970) argued that voice should be affected by the expecta​tion of the success of voice, the advan​tage to be gained by using voice (see Banfield 1961, Singh 1990a), the importance of the relationship to the subject firm,
and the availability of mechanisms to communicate complaints inexpensively and effectively should increase voice.

There may also be other firm demographic variables that are related to their voice (see Pfeffer 1983 for a summary of organizational demographic variables). Hirschman (1970) also argued that industry structure should affect voice (we thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this plausible antecedent of voice). Specifically he proposed that in what he termed loose monopolies there should be little voice. Andreasen (1985) characterized loose monopolies as industries in which a near-monopoly exists, and he proposed that physicians, for example, are a loose monopoly. Based on Hirschman's (1970) argument, it is plausible that industry structure is also an antecedent of voice.
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Table 1

MEASURE SUMMARY


═════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════
Construct 
Conceptual Definition
Operational Definition
Items
Sample Item 
Voice

Construc​tive attempts
Intention to notify construc-
   4
I will try to discuss any primary-wholesaler

(VOI)

to change objection-
tively and work with the

related problems with them.

able relationship
primary wholesaler to solve

condi​tions.
relationship problems.

Satisfaction
Global evaluation of
Belief that the relationship
    5
All in all, my relationship with my

 (SAT)

relationship fulfillment.
is satisfactory.


primary wholesaler is very satisfactory.

Alternative
Global evaluation of the
Satisfaction believed to be 
    4
Overall the alternative wholesaler

 Attractiveness
relationship fulfillment​
avail​able in the best


would be a much better company to do

  (ALT)

available in the best
alternative relationship.

business with than the current wholesaler.

available alterna​tive

relationship.

Investment
Cost to build and main-
Magnitude of the cost that
    4*
A lot of energy, time and effort have

 (INV)

tain the current relation-
went into building and main-

gone into building and maintaining the

ship in anticipation of
taining the current


relationship with the current wholesaler.

future exchanges.
relationship.

Switching
Costs to change to an
Cost and loss required to term-
    4     
Generally speaking the costs in time,

 Cost

alternative
relationship.
inate the current relationship

money, effort and grief to switch

 (SWC)



and secure an alterna​tive

primary wholesalers would be high.

relationship.

Years with
Number of years
How many years have you
    1

 Wholesaler
the retailer has
done business with your

  (YRS)

done business
primary wholesaler?

with the supplier.

Years in

Number of years
How many years has your
    1

 Business

the retailer has
store been open?

 (OPN)

been in business.

Employees
Retailer's number
The number of employees
    1

 (EMP)

of employees.
at your store?

Revenue

Retailer's revenue.
Your last year's sales?
    1

 (REV)

Competitors
Number of competitive
The number of competing
    1

 (CMP)

stores in retailer's
 stores in your service area?

service area.

ROI

Retailer return on
Last year's return on investment     1

investment.
 was (circle
one)

a. negative

b. 0-4 percent

:

j. 50 percent or more

Revenue/
Revenue per employee.
Revenue divided by number

 Employee


of employees.

 (R/E)

_____

* The uniqueness item in Ping's (1993) scale was deleted to attain internal consis​ten​cy. The deletion was based on an examina​tion of the fit statistics available in a single factor analysis, and ​​content ​validity. The deletion substan​tially improved internal consistency, and did not appear to impair content validity.


Table 2

             COST-OF-EXIT MEASUREMENT MODEL RESULTS                


═════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════
           Parameter  Estimatea  Parameterb Estimatea  Parameter    Estimatea
λa1
0.92
λsc3
0.96 
εi2
0.12

λa2
0.90
λsc4
1.00 
εi3
0.08 

λa3
1.00
γALT,COE       -0.61* 
εi4
0.12 

λa4
0.77 
γINV,COE
0.89 
εsc1
0.29 

λi1
0.85 
γSCT,COE
0.86
εsc2
0.20

λi2
0.94 
εa1

0.27 
εsc3
0.17

λi3
1.00 
εa2

0.24
εsc4
0.20

λi4
0.94 
εa3

0.07
ζALT
0.67

λsc1
0.89 
εa4

0.24
ζINV
0.23

λsc2
0.97 
εi1

0.45
ζSCT
0.48

 


               

φCOE
1.00 

Fit Indicesa:
Chi-Square Statistic Value                                                          143

Chi-Square Degrees of Freedom                                                  57

p-Value of Chi-Square Value                                                      .00

Bentler (1990) Comparative Fit Indexc                                        .96

GFI




                                .90

AGFI




                                .86

Steiger (1990) RMS Error of Approximation (RMSEA)d            .08

p-value RMSEA < .05                                                                  .00

Average Variance Extracted                                                         .58

Latent Variable Reliability                                                           .80

───────────────────────
a Maximum likelihood.

b COE = Cost-of-Exit, etc. (see the definitions in Table 1).

c .90 or better indicates acceptable model-to-data fit (see McClelland and Judd 1993).

d Values up through .08 indicate acceptable model-to-data fit (Brown and Cudeck 1993, Jöreskog 1993).

* While it is customary to reverse code an indicator that loads negatively on a concept (see for example Dwyer and Oh 1987), it is not required.


Table 3

MEASUREMENT MODEL ESTIMATION RESULTSa

═════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════
Latent Variable Covariancesb c (φ's):
    Latent         
                                                          Latent Variable                                                                    
   Variable                 1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
 10
 11
 12   
 13  
1.  Satisfaction
.51*
(not specified)
.30*
.11
.06
.02
-.00
-.00
-.08
.04
.59*


2.  Alt. Attract.
d
.85*
 d
    d









d
3.  Investment 
d
    d
.60*
    d


  (not specified)





d
4.  Switching Cost 
d
    d
    d
.96*









d

5.  Voice 

.09



.18*
-.00
.00
.10
-.07
-.04
-.01
-.06
.33*

6.  Years With
.98



-.02
148.09*
.40*
.09
.09
.14*
.00
.01
.20*

7.  Open 

1.29



.03
132.40
726.83*
.06
.06
.05
-.01
-.06
-.08

8.  Employees
.23



.61
14.81
24.03
173.58*
.51*
.39*
-.02
.00
.22*

9.  Revenue
-.09
(not specified)
-.50
19.22
26.99
109.41
263.81*
.19*
.01
-.07
.05

10. Competitors
-.08



-.22
22.11
18.47
65.51
40.44
157.25*
-.00
.05
-.13

11. ROI

-.16



-.01
.05
-1.16
-.80
.80
-.19
6.57*
-.01
-.15*

12. Revenue/
.19



-.19
1.04
-11.94
.00
-8.61
4.79
-.17
48.01*
.02

Employee


13. Cost-of-Exit
.45        (not specified)
.15
2.51
-2.38
3.00
.89
-1.70
-.40
.16
1.00

Fit Indicesc:
Chi-Squared Statistic Value


                             485

Chi-Squared Degrees of Freedom


                             309

p-Value of Chi-Squared Value


                             .00

Bentler (1990) Comparative Fit Indexe

                             .96

GFIf


                                                                            .86

AGFIf

                                                                            .82

Steiger (1990) RMS Error of Approximation (RMSEA)g           .05

p-value RMSEA < .05                                                                 .47

Average Variance Extracted:
               Variables                  
1
2
3
4
5  
Average Vari-

 ance Extracted
.77
.77
.74
.80
.75

Latent Variable Reliabilities:
                      Variables                 
           1       2        3        4        5  
Latent Vari-

 able Reliabilities       .94    .93     .92     .94     .93

────────────────────────────
a See Table 4 for the loadings and error variances.

b Covariances on and below the diagonal, correlations above.

c Maximum likelihood.

d Not specified.

e .90 or better indicates acceptable model-to-data fit (see McClelland and Judd 1993).

f Shown for completeness only-- GFI and AGFI may be inadequate for fit assessment in larger models (see Anderson and Gerbing 1984).

g Values up through .08 indicate acceptable model-to-data fit (Brown and Cudeck 1993, Jöreskog 1993). 

* t-value greater than 2.


Table 4

STRUCTURAL MODEL ESTIMATION RESULTSa

═════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════
  Parameter  Estimate  Parameterb  Estimate   Parameterb       Estimatec  t-value
λs1

0.79

λv4

 1.00
εsc4

 

 0.21

λs2

0.88

γALT,COE
-0.61
εv1

 

 0.06

λs3

1.00

γINV,COE
 0.89
εv2

 

 0.03

λs4

0.88

γSCT,COE
 0.86
εv3



 0.06

λs5

0.93

εs1

 0.16
εv4



 0.04

λa1

0.92

εs2

 0.13
φ's



   d
λa2

0.90

εs3

 0.10
ζVOI



 0.15

λa3

1.00

εs4

 0.11
ζREV



253.40

λa4

0.78

εs5

 0.10
ζROI



 6.57

λi1

0.85

εa1

 0.26
γVOI,SAT
 

 0.28
 3.26

λi2

0.94

εa2

 0.24
γVOI,COE
  

 0.31
 2.58

λi3

1.00

εa3

 0.07
γVOI,YRS


-0.05
-0.79

λi4

0.93

εa4

 0.24
γVOI,EMP


 0.15
 2.37

λsc1

0.89

εi1

 0.45
γVOI,OPN

 
 0.02
 0.38

λsc2

0.97

εi2

 0.12
βVOI,REV


-0.14
-2.43

λsc3

0.95

εi3

 0.08
βVOI, ROI


 0.04
 0.70

λsc4

1.00

εi4

 0.12
γVOI,R/E


-0.09
-1.49

λv1

0.86

εsc1

 0.29
γREV,CMP


 0.19
 3.02

λv2

0.97

εsc2

 0.21
γROI,CMP


-0.00
-0.08

λv3

0.88

εsc3

 0.17        

Fit Indices
Chi-Square Statistic Value                                                           546

Chi-Squared Degrees of Freedom

                              328

p-Value of Chi-Square Value                                                       .00

Bentler (1990) Comparative Fit Indexe                                         .95

GFIf




                                                                      .85

AGFIf




                                                              .82

Steiger (1990) RMS Error of Approximation (RMSEA)g             .05

p-value RMSEA < .05                                                                  .13

Squared Multiple Correlation for VOI                                         .27

───────────────────────
a Maximum likelihood.

b COE = Cost-of-Exit, etc. (see the definitions in Table 1).

c Structural coefficients (e.g., γ's and β's) are standardized.

d See the Table 3 values.

e .90 or better indicates acceptable model-to-data fit (see McClelland and Judd 1993).

f Shown for completeness only-- GFI and AGFI may be inadequate for fit assessment in larger models (see Anderson and Gerbing 1984).

g Values up through .08 indicate acceptable fit (Brown and Cudeck 1993, Jöreskog 1993). 
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* SAT = Satisfaction, etc. (see the definitions in Table 1).

  The demographic variables (e.g., REV) have =1 and =0.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Because voice (attempts to change rather than escape from objectionable relationship conditions) may play an important role in relationship maintenance, the paper investigated antecedents of interfirm voice, including the cost to exit the relationship, overall relationship satisfaction, and firm demographic variables.


After summarizing what is known about interfirm voice, including the confusing empirical results involving voice (e.g., alternative attractiveness typically has had a positive association with voice, rather than negative as theory predicts), the paper proposes that a firm’s voice is affected by their cost to exit (a second-order latent variable, with the latent variable “indicators” alternative attractiveness, relationship investment, and switching cost), plus their overall relationship satisfaction and firm demographic variables (e.g., their revenue and number of employees). These proposals are tested in a field survey of hardware retailer voice involving their primary wholesalers. Using structural equation analysis, the results provide support for the proposed voice associations with satisfaction, cost to exit, and several firm demographic variables. The results suggest a firm’s voice was likely to be increased by their overall relationship satisfaction and cost to exit; newer customers, and subject firms with many competitors, higher revenue, or few employees, were either less likely to be vocal, or associated with reduced voice in the study context. Further, the results suggested that because voice may reduce relationship exit, interfirm relationship managers interested in relationship maintenance may wish to increase partner firm voice by increasing their satisfaction and their cost-of-exit.


The results also suggested that several firm demographic variables might be useful to relationship managers interested in the maintenance of important relationships. Relationship problems are known to the offended firm but not necessarily to the offending firm. In absence of their voice or some other means of identifying them, offended firms are likely to remain unidentified, remediation of their problem(s) is therefore less likely, and the likelihood of their exiting the relationship is increased. Hence relationship managers interested in relationship maintenance may wish to use several firm demographic variables to identify individual firms by name that may be likely to be persistently non-vocal when there are interfirm relationship problems (newer relationships, and partner firms with many competitors, higher revenue, or comparatively few employees were associated with the reduced voice in the study).
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