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Abstract 

The purpose of this thesis is to analyze how Stockholm based travel agencies under-

stand and use relationship marketing and how it is perceived by customers. Relationship 

marketing is defined by Grönroos as a building of relationships with customers to 

achieve mutual benefits. Four main objectives of relationship marketing were used to 

contextualise the term: service quality, personalisation, differentiation, and communica-

tion. 

In order to answer the purpose, the authors have chosen to interview three travel agen-

cies that focus on offering tailor made travel for different target groups. Sampling was 

used to find these travel agencies, as the total number of travel agencies in the Stock-

holm area is too large to interview. Also, customers who have travelled with two of the 

travel agencies were interviewed. Further, several theoretical frameworks are presented 

in order to provide the reader with a view of relationship marketing, and were used in 

the design and the questions asked both companies and customers.   

From the interviews with the companies it was found that all of them have different 

views of what relationship marketing is, and that they have different ways of imple-

menting it. The views of relationship marketing differ from building a strong brand im-

age to managing actual relationships with customers. The main efforts of relationship 

marketing that the companies are involved in are delivering personalized travel and high 
service quality to customers.  

It was found in the interviews with customers that their view on what makes good ser-

vice is similar to that of company views. What is most important to customers is that the 

perceived quality matches, or exceeds, the experienced one. There are several things 

that companies can do to attract and retain customers including having rewards clubs, 

sending out a moderate amount of newsletters, and providing a personal seller for cus-

tomers.
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1 Introduction 

This chapter begins with an introduction to contextualize the travel industry and show how 

and why the industry aspires to establish deep relationships with their customers. From this 

information, the purpose and the research questions are ascertained. Furthermore, to pro-

vide the reader with an understanding of the travel industry and the growing interest of re-

lationship marketing within this field, information is included to give the reader a good un-
derstanding of critical points. 

1.1 Background 

The travel industry is one of the biggest in the world (Bloch & Segev, 1997) and has 

been, and still is, undergoing changes. With the introduction of new internet technology, 

the traditional job description of travel agencies, as being tour planners and sales agents 

for travel suppliers, has drastically been threatened. For instance, before airline deregu-

lation, airline companies relied heavily on travel agencies as intermediaries for distribu-

tion of airline reservations, ticketing, transactions, travel advice, and market presence 

(Vasudavan & Standing, 1999) in return for commissions, which were based on the 

amount of tickets sold (Clemons & Hann, 1999). As depicted in Figure 1, a travel agen-

cy would link travel suppliers and customers together by selling transportation, accom-

modation, and tours on behalf of their suppliers (Vasudavan & Standing, 1999), as well 

as recommend, assist, and provide valuable information to the customer regarding des-

tinations and products (Bloch & Segev, 1997). 
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Today, the role of travel agencies as process facilitators is increasingly being replaced 

by technology, as airline companies, hotels, and other travel suppliers can easily reach 

customers online, enabling them to perform functions such as booking and payment, on 

their homepages (Bloch & Segev, 1997). With this method, the travel suppliers can re-

duce their costs of functions in areas such as reservations and distribution, by shifting 

the performance of them to the customers through e-ticketing and self-check-ins, for 

example (Vasudavan & Standing, 1999). As an added benefit to these travel suppliers, 

the expensive commissions paid to travel agencies is drastically reduced (Clemons & 
Hann, 1999).  

These changes have changed the way travelers book their trips. In Sweden, for instance, 

the trend of arranging your trips through the internet is becoming increasingly popular. 

Among younger people, three out of four conduct their bookings entirely online, and in 

the age group of fifty-five to seventy, one out of two use online booking (Furhman, 
2009). 

Not only does the new technological environment move the marketing and selling ap-

plications to the customer in a, for both the supplier and the customer, cost effective 

way (Vasudavan & Standing, 1999), it also invites new entrants to the market. For ex-

ample, new, cost effective airlines such as Ryan Air and Norwegian Air have decreased 

the price of travel, and with them websites allowing for price comparisons of travel and 

accommodation have arisen. Since these websites allow easy, instant price comparisons, 

they contribute to bringing down prices even further, with cheap travel found on sites 

such as www.ryanair.se and www.norwegian.se. For travel agencies, this poses a great 

threat; customers that once came to their stores for the superior accessibility and ease of 

booking trips, can now receive the same service with a click of the mouse, and at a po-
tentially lower cost.  

With the introduction of the internet in the travel industry, a debate of the future of tra-

vel agencies follows (Vasudavan & Standing, 1999). As middlemen are eliminated, and 

customers can easily buy trips directly from the airline and hotel booking sites, will tra-

vel agencies be necessary? How will they survive in the highly competitive, cost fo-
cused market? Adapting to these conditions, travel agencies find new ways to survive.  

In order to combat these challenges, travel agencies are shifting their focus towards giv-

ing customers value-added services, expert advice, and recommendations. They are spe-

cializing in specific destinations, ways of travelling, or certain demographic groups, in 

order to attract travelers and to differentiate themselves. A focus on customer relation-

ships and value is becoming essential, as customers prefer travel agencies that can pro-

vide customized service, give expert advice on destinations, and assist in planning com-
plex trips (Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor, 2007).  

1.2 Problem Area 

Throughout the travel industry, companies are beginning to focus on service quality and 

customer relationships to increase their competitive advantage. The airline industry is a 
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good example of how important it is to strengthen customer relationships. Few suppliers 

of aircrafts, shared gates, and generic onboard services make it difficult for airline com-

panies to differentiate themselves, and contribute to the ease of adopting competitors’ 

strategies.  

Continental Airlines, for example, discovered the strategic advantages of Southwest’s 

low-cost and efficient mindset, and decided to match Southwest on many of their point-

to-point routes, while also continuing to be a full-service airline. Therefore, Continental 

Airlines therefore started up a subsidiary, Continental Lite, in order to compete in the 

low cost segment. However, Continental lost a large market share as they tried to send 

their customers two messages. The first message portrayed the airline as full-serviced, 

customer focused, and offering added value services, still using travel agents as part-

ners. The second message showed an airline that cut down on high class service and 

meals in order to offer lower fares and increase the departure frequency. This inconsis-

tency confused customers and undermined the company’s position as a full-service, 

high quality, and customer focused carrier. Instead of saving money, Continental Lite 

contributed to the airline losing hundreds of millions of dollars and tarnishing their 

reputation, resulting in Continental Airlines discarding Continental Lite. The company 

realized that they could not offer cheap fares on the one hand combined with high class 

service on the other without confusing customers, and felt that their commitment to high 

service was what had set them apart from other airlines in the first place (Segal-Horn, 

1998).  

Another airline that discovered the importance of being customer oriented is British 

Airways. Before the airline deregulation, the company was a state-owned and loss mak-

ing company (Moyer, 1996), and whose initials, B.A., were, in their customers opinion, 

“Bloody Awful”, instead of the actual “British Airways” (Mayle, 2006). However, after 

privatization, the company realized its need for change, and succeeded to transform the 

company into a customer focused, profitable airline; today one of the biggest airline 

companies in the world (Moyer, 1996).  

The increasing focus and importance on customer focus in the travel industry has even 

taken its form in a “World Travel Award”. According to Wall Street, this price is the 

“Oscars” of the global travel industry. This award which was established fifteen years 

ago, encourages “greater quality, value and, above, all, exceptional customer experience 

spanning every sector and region worldwide” (www.qatarairways.com). 

These examples show the increasing importance of strengthening customer relationships 

in order to create a profitable and sustainable business. Within this area, a term that has 

gained attention is relationship marketing, where companies build lasting relationships 

with its customers, leading to mutual satisfaction. This term is broadly defined and 

therefore is often interpreted differently depending on the company and industry. In this 
thesis, the authors define the term according to Grönroos (1990) pg 5:  

“…to establish, maintain, enhance and commercialize customer relationships so that the 

objectives of the parties involved are met. This is done by a mutual exchange and ful-
fillment of promises.” 
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Relationship marketing is extensively researched during many different sectors and in-

dustries. However, in the travel industry, previous studies have focused more on the air-

line companies and their efforts in relationship marketing. Few studies are conducted in 

order to investigate the relationship marketing efforts of travel agencies. Therefore, it is 

interesting to analyze how travel agencies, consciously or unconsciously, use relation-

ship marketing in their daily operations. It is also interesting to analyze how customers 

perceive the travel agencies’ efforts, and compare their perceptions to the travel agen-

cies’ intentions. 

In this thesis, the authors aim to get a better understanding of how travel agencies, oper-

ating in a niche, understand and implement relationship marketing, and how these ef-

forts are perceived by customers. The research area is further specified in the following 
research questions:  

1. Using the customer life cycle model as a framework, how do companies use re-

lationship marketing in their contact with customers? 

2. How do customers regard companies’ relationship marketing efforts? 

3. What do the companies achieve through the use of relationship marketing? 

1.3 Purpose 

To analyze how Stockholm based travel agencies understand and use relationship mar-

keting, and how it is regarded by customers. 

1.4 Perspective 

The authors of this thesis are studying the subject area from two perspectives, the com-

panies and its customers. The main focus in this thesis is on the companies, and in order 

to truly understand the subject, the authors bring in the customers’ point of view, allow-

ing for a critical examination of the two. Including both perspectives will provide dee-
per insight into the subject area. 

1.5 Delimitations 

As relationship marketing is a very broadly defined term, encompassing many loosely 

defined theories, the authors have had to limit themselves to those theories deemed most 

relevant for this thesis. The thesis is limited to small to medium sized travel agencies 

that are located in Stockholm, that offer off the beaten track destinations. The customers 

are limited to those who have traveled with one of the selected travel agencies within 

the past five years. As the authors could not gain access to customers of one of the tra-

vel agencies, but were instead referred to a recommendation site, www.reco.se, the au-

thors used the recommendation site to represent the customers' of that company's point 
of view.  
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2 Frame of Reference 

This chapter shows how relationship marketing is relevant to the travel industry, and 

how relationship marketing can be used by companies in order to improve service to 

customers. It is followed by examining what the consumer gains from relationship mar-

keting. 

2.1 Choice of Theory  

The theory is divided up into two main sections, relationship marketing theory and con-

sumer theory. The first section concentrates on relationship marketing in regards to the 

companies’ point of view, while the second section focuses on the consumer side. This 

reflects the purpose of the thesis, which has a main focus on the company, while also 

looking at the customer view. 

The first section starts out by giving a definition of relationship marketing theory that 

will be used in the thesis, followed by a short background to give an understanding of 

relationship marketing. The authors then discuss the two main theories of relationship 

marketing, and provide a motivation to why market based relationship marketing is re-

levant for this thesis. Theory is then presented showing why relationship marketing is 

particularly relevant for the service sector, and in particular travel agencies. To under-

stand the different aspects of relationship marketing that service providers use, the main 

objectives of relationship marketing are brought up and discussed. The section finishes 

by discussing the actual implementation of relationship marketing, and shows the tac-
tical and strategic ways that companies implement relationship marketing. 

The consumer theory section is divided up into three parts. First, the customer relation-

ship life cycle is presented in order to gain an understanding of how companies work 

with customers, depending on which stage a customer is in. This provides a clear over-

view to the reader of how companies use relationship marketing in their daily activities 

with customers. Customer value and satisfaction follow this section as relationship mar-

keting is aimed towards increasing value and satisfaction for customers, and the in-

crease of which is, in essence, one of the main reasons why companies use relationship 

marketing. Lastly, customer retention is discussed, as relationship marketing tends to 

focus on retaining existing customers. This section further discusses the benefits that 

customer retention has for companies.  

2.2 Relationship Marketing 

2.2.1 Relationship Marketing Defined 

It is hard to come by one agreed upon definition of relationship marketing. In fact, 

Harker (1999) identified twenty-six definitions in his attempt to define the term. Even 

with these twenty-six definitions, there was no one definition thought to be general 

enough to include all seven of the conceptual categories of relationship marketing: crea-

tion, development, maintenance, interactive, long term, emotional content, and output.  
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That relationship marketing cannot be captured in one definition does not need to be 

interpreted as a weakness; it can prove to be one of its biggest strengths, when looked at 

from a long term perspective. From the short term view, the fact that relationship mar-

keting builds on many diverse theories can be frustrating, as a lack of common under-

standing often makes theory building difficult (Harker, 1999). Therefore, it is advanta-

geous to have a definition of relationship marketing to relate back to. As this study fo-

cuses on the relationship between the company and its customers, Grönroos’ definition 

is suitable. He states that relationship marketing is 

“…to establish, maintain, enhance and commercialize customer relation-

ships so that the objectives of the parties involved are met. This is done by 

a mutual exchange and fulfillment of promises” (Grönroos, 1990 p. 5). 

2.2.2 Roots of Relationship Marketing 

Relationship marketing has received a lot of interest since the 1980s, and continues to 

demand attention today (Claycomb & Martin, 2002). The origin of relationship market-

ing as a theory can be traced back to the late 1970s. During this period, the traditional 

marketing mix was beginning to be questioned, as it did not provide any base when 

looking at the two sided relationship between the company and the customer (Möller & 

Halinen, 2000). In the marketing mix, the seller is the active party, and the buyer and 

the consumer are the passive party, meaning that the personal relationship between the 

two is not examined (Grönroos, 1994). This lack of focus on the dual relationship be-

tween the buyer and seller presented an opening for relationship marketing (Möller & 
Halinen, 2000). 

In contrast to the traditional marketing mix, relationship marketing focuses on the two-

sided relationship between the buyer and seller, which can be looked upon as a mutually 

beneficial relationship, leading to numerous competitive advantages (Claycomb & Mar-

tin, 2002). In this context, both the buyer and the seller are active parties, putting focus 
on interaction and relationships (O’Malley & Tynan, 2000). 

2.2.3 Relationship Marketing Theory 

Relationship marketing can be divided into two main theories, market based and net-

work based (Möller & Halinen, 2000). According to Möller and Halinen (2000), the fo-

cus of market based relationship marketing lies on consumer relationships, and can be 

summarized as “the management of the firm's customer base, where the major challenge 

is to treat large numbers of customers individually and still profitably”. The assump-

tions behind this definition are that the focus is on individual customer relationships, 

there are a large number of consumers, there is a low interdependence because re-

sources are substitutable, switching is relatively easy, the seller is the main active party, 

the focus is on a few episodes, and the emphasis is on managerial, economic, and psy-

chological views of exchange (Möller & Halinen, 2000). 

On the other hand, network based theory is primarily based on inter-organizational rela-

tionships and can be generalized as the supervision of inter-dependencies between busi-

ness parties. The focus here is how to accommodate the activities with diverse parties, 
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and through these relationships assemble and control key resources. These relationships 

are dealt with in a more individual way, and are more complex than those in market 
based relationship marketing (Möller & Halinen, 2000). 

In this paper, the focus lies on market based relationship marketing as the authors are 

interested in how travel agencies focus on customer relations. The assumptions inherent 

in this form of relationship marketing, named above, hold true for the service industry, 

and in the next section the authors will address more specifically why relationship mar-
keting is relevant for the travel industry. 

2.2.4 The Service Industry and Relationship Marketing 

In order to understand why relationship marketing is applicable to the travel industry, 

the nature of the industry must be looked at. The service sector, which travel agencies 

are a part of, is particularly suitable for relationship marketing for the following reasons. 

First, the product, services, is intangible; therefore, the customer is likely to associate 

the service provider with the actual product, making the customers’ perception of their 

relationship with the company equal to the actual service (Claycomb & Martin, 2002). 

Secondly, it is difficult to evaluate services before making a purchase, meaning that the 

customer actually buys the offered promise of the service. If there is a good relationship 

between the two, leading to trust, the customer will be more inclined to buy that prom-

ise. Even more importantly, a good relationship will also allow the company to recover 

from eventual, unavoidable setbacks when it comes to living up to that promise (Clay-
comb & Martin, 2002). 

Next, there is a high level of interaction between the company and their customers, and 

if that relationship is tense, it can adversely affect the quality and perception of the ser-
vice received (Claycomb & Martin, 2002). 

Lastly, many services can actually be performed by the consumer, and good customer 

relationships can make the consumer less likely to drop the service provider and do the 
actual work themselves (Claycomb & Martin, 2002).  

2.2.5 The Objectives of Relationship Marketing  

Claycomb and Martin (2002) attempted in their study to understand how service pro-

viders use relationship marketing to develop and maintain relationships with customers. 

According to them, most companies report that they use four main relationship market-

ing objectives when trying to retain customers. These four are service quality, persona-
lization, continuity of communication, and service differentiation. 

By using these objectives, the authors and readers receive a deeper understanding of 

relationship marketing from a practical theory perspective. This will help in understand-

ing the practical side of relationship marketing, and will facilitate the later comparison 

with the travel industry.  
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Service Quality  

In order understand its customers the company must realize that the quality of their ser-

vices is, in the eyes of the customers, equated with the company brand itself. The prom-

ised quality of a service must be delivered continuously, and at the very least meet the 

expectations of the customer, as well as being superior to the services of competitors. If 

a service cannot continually satisfy customers, other relationship building practices will 

not be of much help (Claycomb & Martin, 2002). 

Service quality can be looked at from two main views. The first one focuses on “what” 

is delivered from a more technical perspective, while the other focuses on the personal 

point of view, on “how” it is delivered (Claycomb & Martin, 2002).  

The service quality must be monitored and analyzed frequently, and sound customer 

feedback research needs to be implemented. With the help of customer feedback sur-

veys, a company can keep track of whether or not its services meet the customers' ex-

pectations and the level of satisfaction. Quantifying customers’ feedback will also pro-

vide valuable information about trends, marketing efficiency, and upcoming problem 
areas (Rosenberg & Czepiel, 1992).  

Questionnaires may be an easy way to discover customer satisfaction, but just because 

customer satisfaction is high at one company does not necessarily mean that the service 

quality is higher than the competitors’ are. It cannot be taken for granted that a satisfied 

customer will come back. Therefore, service companies need to make sure that they ob-

tain information about what the customers really want in order properly meet their 

needs (Opperman, 1999).  

Personalization  

Personalization refers to the idea of treating every customer individually, based on their 

unique needs and interests, and thereby creating exclusive fits between the service and 

the customer (Claycomb & Martin, 2002). The possibilities for personalization are high, 

especially combined with electronic data methods (Berry, 2002). Monitoring and ana-

lyzing customers’ purchasing history can allow companies to use customer behavior in 

order to serve the different and unique needs of their customers (Rosenberg & Czepiel, 
1992).  

This individual focus on existing customers allows companies to offer personalized ser-

vice, accommodating the special needs, habits, and desires of their customers (Opper-

man, 1999). For example, by keeping track of their customers’ previous purchases, the 

service company can recommend and present new services designed for the interests of 

the individual customer (Rosenberg & Czepiel, 1992). The company can further perso-

nalize and retain information about the customer by meeting them face to face, and get-

ting to know the customer in more informal, social settings by sending out invitations to 

events (Claycomb & Martin, 2002). 

Communication  

In order to attract and retain customers, frequent communication between both parties is 

needed. A customer tends to remember a company that remembers them, and a compa-
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ny should therefore avoid any long periods where the customer is not contacted. Never-

theless, it would be a mistake to only count the frequency of the communication and the 
manner of communication (Claycomb & Martin, 2002). 

Appropriate communication can include post purchase communication, where the com-

pany is ready to listen to their customers’ experiences of the service (Rosenberg & Cze-

piel, 1992), checking to see if the customers’ needs and interest have changed, and re-

cognizing important events such as birthdays and other celebrations. These forms tend 
to not only enhance service quality, but also deepen the relationship with the customer. 

The whole process is made even more powerful when it is interactive. For example, 

newsletters, direct mail, and trade advertisement can attract customers to visit their 

stores, fill out reply cards, or log on to their webpage (Claycomb & Martin, 2002). 

Going one step further, some service companies invite customers to interact with other 

customers, through, for example blogs, pictures and recommendations, and in some cas-

es, even designing the service (Opperman, 1999).  

Service Differentiation  

Personalization and two-way communication are important in relationship marketing. 

However, for an organization that is building up long-term customer relationships, this 

is not enough. They must also differ in what they offer in comparison with their com-

petitors. They need to develop their services and benefits in a way that, in the eyes of 

their customers, cannot be matched by a competitor.  

The experience that each customer receives from the service must be significant, and 

therefore competitive. A competitive service does not only create a niche or offer an 

exclusive service, but also ties customers to the company by offering incentives such as 
points, private sales, rewards, and bonuses (Claycomb & Martin, 2002). 

2.2.6 Implementation of Relationship Marketing 

Through using these objectives of relationship marketing, there is a potential to stimu-

late a sustainable competitive advantage by identifying, developing, and maintaining a 

relationship that can lead to the creation of value. (Bush, Underwood & Sherrell 2007). 

In order to achieve this advantage, relationship marketing should be implemented in the 

organization as a whole. 

When actually using relationship marketing, Grönroos (1996) describes three strategic 

and three tactical issues that firms need to address. When looking at the strategic issues, 

the firm should first define itself as a service business. This means that the focus of the 

company should be on finding out the long term needs and desires of its customers. In 

doing this, the firm must realize that customers do not just want a product; they want a 

service that offers everything from information, to maintenance, to upgrade, and with a 

friendly, trustworthy feel. The product is no longer the core product for the company; it 

is instead the services that create added value, and should be the main focus (Grönroos, 

1990).  
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Within this stage, a service business translates into a culture of service, which in turn 

affects the employees of the company. Take for example the different actions of em-

ployees at two airlines, Northwest and Scandinavian Airline System (SAS), during simi-

lar situations. During a snowstorm in 1999, Northwest left its passengers onboard the 

aircraft for eight hours, resulting in negative effects to the company’s reputation. In a 

similar experience, a SAS aircraft was stuck at an airport because of bad weather with 

forty customers onboard. The SAS purser, the person who oversees the flight attendants 

and ensures the passengers’ safety and enjoyment, wanted to hand out free snacks and 

refreshments. However, the catering supervisor refused her request, as each flight was 

only given a certain amount of snacks. Well aware of SAS’ commitment to service, she 

did not give up, and managed to buy, with petty cash, coffee and biscuits from the air-

line at the neighboring gate. Not only was the snack welcomed by the company, but she 

fulfilled the SAS’s main goal of customer satisfaction (Ford & Heaton, 2001). Inciden-

tally, Northwest currently states on their homepage, www.nwa.com, that, because of the 

snowstorm of 1999, procedures are in place to deal with delays, including providing 

snacks to their customers. 

Secondly, in order to actually provide total value to the customer, Grönroos (1996) sug-

gests that a process management perspective should be used. From this perspective, the 

different activities within the firm, which all are responsible for the various aspects of 

the total product, must work together. All of the tasks of the company should be coordi-

nated and managed as one complete process. In addition, to increase profitability and 
productivity, only tasks that produce value for customers should be allowed. 

Lastly, firms need to develop partnerships and networks. Relationship marketing is 

based on cooperation, and firms need to look at each other from a win-win point of 

view, instead of the traditional win-lose (Grönroos, 1996). As Hunt and Morgan (1994) 

state, “the paradox of relationship marketing is that being an effective competitor in the 

era of network competition also means being an effective co-operator”. Cooperating 

with partners allows the firm to become more effective and yield higher profitability, as 

other companies may be able to supply the necessary complements that will assist in 

strengthening the relationship with the customer (Grönroos, 1996).  

In the airline industry, for instance, there is wide scale cooperation through the Star Al-

liance, which is currently made up of twenty-five airlines. They work together to offer 

their customers benefits such as a common bonus program, lounge access, and airline 

schedules that allow for easier transfers between the member airlines 

(www.staralliance.com). Individually, these airlines could not offer these benefits, but 

working together they manage to make travel easier for their customers, and succeed in 

meeting their needs. This strategy does however demand that there is trust between the 

companies, and that they are committed to a mutual cause (Grönroos, 1996). This par-

ticular example can fall under the network aspect of relationship marketing, but cooper-

ation with other companies is an important part of implementing relationship marketing 

as a whole, and in the end leads to the increased satisfaction of both the company and its 
customers.  
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Since relationship marketing is defined in this thesis as being based on establishing rela-

tionships to meet the objectives of all parties through mutual exchange and completion 

of promises (Grönroos, 1990) companies have to work hard to find out want their cus-

tomers want and need. This is directly in line with the company’s first step in the actual 

tactical implementation of relationship marketing, getting to know its customers. This 

can easiest be done by developing systems that contains as much information as possi-

ble about customers, allowing for focus on relationship orientation during processes 

such as advertising campaigns and customer complaints. This also allows companies to 

focus on lesser known customers, and allows for two way communication (Grönroos, 

1996). For example, Disney uses the term “guestology” to encompass what their guests 

want, need, value, and expect by focusing on how their customers actually behave. This 

can include finding out how long guests are willing to wait in lines before becoming 
unhappy, and what price points guests deem to be acceptable (Ford & Heaton, 2001).  

Secondly, going one step further, the company should develop a database. Without a 

database, it is impossible for companies to handle customers in a truly relationship 

oriented way. A database provides complete, updated, and easy to understand informa-

tion on a customer, allowing for relationship oriented contact. Besides being used to 

nurture customer relationships, companies can use the database in activities relating to 

marketing. Databases can also be used to measure the profitability of their customers, 

allowing them to focus on those customers that are profitable (Grönroos, 1996). This is 

not to be confused with traditional database marketing, where the company examines 

the overall market and breaks it into segments. Instead, in relationship marketing, a da-

tabase allows a company to look at the needs of the individual customers and create a 

base of customers (Voss & Voss, 1997). Information for databases can be acquired 

through warranty cards on products, coupon cards, and sending in information in return 
for free products (Ford & Heaton, 2001).  

The hotel chain Ritz-Carlton uses databases in a number of different ways. They have 

an information system that contains information about what their guests have previously 

requested, and then make sure that those items are available when the guest comes in 

the next time, for example, extra pillows or specific magazines. Employees are also en-

couraged to record any relevant information about guests in their database. For instance, 

if a cleaner were to overhear a guest talking about his birthday during the stay, the 

cleaner is to pass on that information, so that the staff can in some small way honor the 

event (Ford & Heaton, 2001). 

Finally, in order to succeed in implementing a relationship marketing strategy, the com-

pany must begin internally. Relationship marketing must have a well organized and 

continuous internal marketing process. In other words, they must motivate their em-

ployees to commit to pursuing a relationship marketing strategy (Grönroos, 1996). Em-

ployees face daily problems that are not covered in their training, or any manuals they 

might posses. It is then that the role of culture comes into play, and leads the employees 

to do what the company would want them to (Ford & Heaton, 2001). Leadership is key 

in setting the example for the employees. In a study conducted by Marilyn Martiny 

(1998), who examined the readiness to change of the employees of HP Consulting, over 
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half of the employees interviewed stressed the importance of leadership, and the overall 

challenge facing employees was uncertainty about leadership commitment in change. 

Relationship marketing is not just database marketing, partnerships, or networks. These 

are only a few of the things that make it up. In spite of all the tools that can be used, and 

all of the definitions that surround the term, it must not be forgotten that in relationship 
marketing, the relationship must become the focus (Grönroos, 1996). 

2.3 Consumer Theory 

2.3.1 Customer Relationship Life Cycle Models  

Grönroos (1996) writes that there are two types of customers, potential and existing cus-

tomers. Taking into consideration the different characteristics of each customer group, 

the marketing activities of companies towards each group should vary. The reason being 

is that the marketing goal for one group will differ from the other (Grönroos, 1996).  

The main focus for the company concerning the first group of customers is directing 

their attention towards both the company and its services. The focus for the second 

group is to retain already existing customers. According to Grönroos there are three 

main steps in achieving the transition between the two groups (Grönroos, 1996). Wein-

berg and Terlutter, (2006) present a similar Customer Relationship Life Cycle Model 

that takes a somewhat more linear approach to describing the interactions between buy-

er and seller.  

 

Figure 2.2: Grönroos’ Customer Life Cycle Model. 

Source: http://brusnonstop.blogg.se 
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Figure 2.3: Weinberg and Terlutter’s Customer Life Cycle Model. 

Source: Weinberg & Terlutter (2006) pg 131 

Both points of view begin with the primary contact between customer and company, a 

phase which Grönroos (1996) and Terlutter et al. (2006) call the initial stage and the 

customer acquisition phase respectively. This is shown in two models above. Both 

models describe how customers in the beginning of this initial process are not aware of 

the company, and as such the company must, through various campaigns and efforts, 

get the attention of the customer. This awareness concerns both the company as such, 

and the products that it offers (Grönroos, 1996). Terlutter et al. (2006) state that both 

customer and company usually try to find out as much information about the other party 

as possible. The customer then moves on to the next phase (Grönroos, 1996; Terlutter et 

al., 2006).  

The second stage, referred to as the purchasing process by Grönroos (1996), and the 

sales phase by Terlutter et al. (2006), shown above in models 2.2 and 2.3, is where the 

actual relationship building comes into effect, as this is where the company makes cer-
tain obligations that the customers believe the company will meet (Grönroos, 1996). 

Grönroos (1996) calls the last phase the consumption process and Weinberg and Terlut-

ter (2006) refer to it as the customer recovery phase. In this phase, Grönroos (1996) 

writes that the service is actually experienced and as such it is important that there is a 

match between the previously perceived quality and the experienced one. Weinberg and 

Terlutter (2006) state that the customer may choose to continue or discontinue the rela-

tionship as can be seen in figure 2.3 above. Grönroos writes that the company must 

monitor the level of quality and look at needs that may arise in the future (1996). A rea-

son a customer may have for not returning might be, apart from being dissatisfied with 

the service provided, that a different company has a better deal for them (Weinberg & 

Terlutter, 2006).  
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These models are useful as they provide a clear overview of the critical contact points 

between company and customer in the long term relationship building process. These 

models, in combination with interviews, give an overview of how companies behave in 

their contact with customers at every critical point. The reason the authors have chosen 

to use Grönroos' Model rather than that of Terlutter and Weinberg in the analysis is that  

they both depict the relationship between customer and company, but in order  to make 

it easy to follow from the reader's point of view, the authors chose to use only the 

Grönroos model to depict this relationship in the following analysis. An understanding 

of the differences in relationship marketing strategies, which occur because of the dif-

ferent stages the customer may be in, is given. They also stress the important role that 
relationship marketing plays in the area of customer retention. 

2.3.2 Customer Value and Customer Satisfaction 

Woodruff (1997) defines customer value “as a customer perceived preference for and 

evaluation of those product attributes, attribute performances, and consequences arising 

from use that facilitate achieving the customer’s goals and purposes in use situations” 

(Woodruff, 1997 p. 142). This definition means that not only the product or service it-

self, but also the whole experience of a service influences the perceived value of a pur-

chase.  

 Boulding, Kalra, Staelin, and Zeithaml (1993) make a distinction between two types of 

customer satisfaction; transaction-specific and cumulative, where the first looks at how 

a customer feels after having made a particular purchase and the other looks at a cus-

tomer's satisfaction from all of the dealings with the company and the service they have 

received (Boulding et al., 1993).  

These theories will be used to design the questions for customers, to see whether their 
perception of what is good service differs from that of the companies interviewed.   

2.3.3 Customer Retention 

Looking at the definition of relationship marketing by Grönroos (1990) as mentioned in 

the beginning of the thesis, he emphasizes the importance of establishing and maintain-

ing relationships with the customers. He states that a relationship often is long term 

oriented. By using customer retention theory, it helps to understand the importance for a 

company to create long term customer relationships in order to conduct a more profita-

ble and sustainable business.   

Previous studies have shown the importance for service companies of retaining custom-

ers. The longer the customers stay in a relationship with the firm, the more value they 

bring (Claycomb & Martin, 2002). A satisfied customer is invaluable; they are not as 

price sensitive as a new customer (Lopez, Redondo & Olivan 2006), have a higher vo-

lume of purchases (Zeithaml, 2000), and can be used as a free marketing tool as they 
spread their positive impressions about the company (Lopez et al., 2006).  

Studies show that retaining customers is five times cheaper than acquiring new ones 

(Lopez et al., 2006), and they point out that increased customer retention is more profit-

able for a firm than increased market share or cost reductions (Zeithaml, 2000). In this 
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calculation, the costs and consequences of losing a customer, such as damage to the 

reputation, brand image, and negative word of mouth, are not taken into consideration 
(Lopez et al., 2006).  

In spite of the researched positive effects of customer retention, on average only twenty 

percent of the marketing budget is spent on it, while the remaining eighty percent is fo-

cused on attracting new customers (Javalgi, Martin & Young, 2006). Customer reten-

tion may be difficult to measure, but if companies increase their analysis and planning 

on building stronger relationship with their customers, they can create a competitive ad-

vantage. However, in order to be effective, they must be aware of how much effort they 
are willing put out, and their desired result. 
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3 Method 

This chapter presents the methods used in fulfilling the purpose of the thesis. 

3.1 Research Method 

In fulfilling the purpose of this study, to analyze how Stockholm based travel agencies 

understand and use relationship marketing, and how it is regarded by customers, the au-

thors looked at company’s and the customer’s points of view. In answering the purpose, 

an exploratory method is used. According to Robson (2002) an exploratory approach 

should be used when the subject area, in this case relationship marketing and the travel 

industry, is not well understood. Also, as there are not many previous studies done on 

Relationship Marketing in the Travel agency industry, this further justifies the explora-

tory approach taken. It is a way of finding out what is happening. In this thesis the au-

thors are attempting to find out how relationship marketing theory is used in the daily 

operations of travel agencies. 

3.2 Data Collection 

3.2.1 Primary and Secondary Data 

When conducting research there are several ways of retrieving information. This can be 

found in mainly two types of sources, primary and secondary (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill, 2007). The authors have chosen to collect primary information from compa-

nies, in the form of interviews, to collect data that is relevant for the purpose of the the-

sis, to see how companies use relationship marketing and from customers to gain their 

opinions on Relationship Marketing and how they respond to company activities within 

the area (Saunders et al., 2007). Saunders et al (2007) state that primary information is 

often the preferred option for research studies, as it is more likely to be reliable because 

there is very low risk of it having been misquoted by later publications. Primary re-

search can be found by performing studies, which is the best option as it allows for a 

completely adapted study (Saunders et al., 2007). However, it can be time consuming 

and difficult to perform, and the desired information can also be found in reports and 

previous theses. 

The authors have also included secondary information in the form of previous theories 

and research, which help to validate and analyze the findings of interviews with compa-

nies and customers, and to help provide a solid theoretical framework (Saunders et al., 

2007). The main source of secondary information in this thesis is from journals and 

books, which have the advantage of being readily available without the researcher ac-

tually having to perform the study themselves (Saunders et al., 2007) . However, the 

researcher should always keep in mind that the information may not be entirely relevant 
to the researcher, or that it may have been diluted or misquoted (Saunders et al., 2007). ) 

3.2.2 Qualitative and Quantitative data 

On account of the research done in this thesis being subjective and individual to each 

company, a large number of reasons as to why and how relationship marketing is im-
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plemented in each company is likely to be found. Therefore the authors have chosen to 

focus on qualitative data retrieval instead of quantitative and focus on receiving a dee-
per understanding of the matter at hand (Saunders et al., 2007).  

3.3 Sampling 

It is not always possible to collect data from entire populations because of limits such as 

time, money, and access. Therefore, researchers use different sampling techniques in 

order to reduce the amount of data studied by using subgroups. These subgroups, or 

samples, represent the whole population and the findings of the research can be genera-

lized over the whole population (Saunders et al., 2007).  

3.3.1 Sampling Methods 

The authors of this paper chose to use the non-random sampling method, as the whole 

population of travel agencies and their customers are unknown, and too large to collect 

information about. However, by using non-random sampling, the authors cannot draw 

statistical conclusions about the result, as the sampled objects are too few (Cochran, 

2003). As the objectives of this thesis are to analyze in depth information from a small 

sample, a random sample technique would be inappropriate, as statistics would not pro-

vide enough information to answer the objective of this thesis (Saunders et al. 2007).  

Purposive sampling, where data samples from a larger population are chosen based on 

the authors’ own judgment and experiences, was used in order to find travel agencies 

that would best suit the research (Neuman, 2005). The search criteria were narrowed 

down to travel agencies operating within a competitive niche, focusing on private cus-

tomers, and located in Stockholm. Especially interesting were those travel agencies that 

had received good reviews from customers, in particular when it came to personal ser-

vice.  

By searching on the Internet for customer recommendations and by word of mouth, the 

authors could find potentially interesting travel agencies. As the objectives of the thesis 

require a very small amount of samples, this method helped in finding travel agencies 

that cannot compete economically with larger travel agencies, and therefore take cus-

tomer relationship more seriously when conducting businesses. The location was impor-

tant as the researchers live in Stockholm, and therefore can conduct interviews with the 

agencies face to face.  

For two of the travel agencies, purposive sampling was also used in order to find rele-

vant customers for the research. By using this method, the authors could develop a 

framework of criteria for choosing customers based on their own knowledge of the cus-

tomers’ travel experiences. Some of these customers were previously known to the re-

searchers from earlier dealings with the travel agencies. For the customers to be relevant 

for the study, they had to have travelled with the agency within the last five years, to 

ensure that they would be able to give an accurate report about their experiences.  

Thereafter, self-selection sampling was used, which allowed the travel agencies and 

their customers to decide for themselves whether or not to take part in the study. The 

authors can therefore collect data from those who respond (Saunders et al., 2007). This 
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method is time efficient and rewarding as the travel agencies and customers who re-

spond will provide the authors with relevant, in depth information about their view on 
the customer and company relationships respectively.   

When using a small amount of purposive and self-selection samples, it can be argued 

that the samples are biased and cannot represent the whole population. When it comes 

to the travel agencies, the samples are not homogenous, as the agencies compete in dif-

ferent niches, and can therefore have different competitive benefits regarding travel 

trends, market targets, and the amount of money spent on their services. Even if this is 

the case, the researched travel agencies will provide interesting and relevant data in or-

der to answer the objectives of the thesis. The travel agencies have received good crit i-

que about their personal service and are known to put a lot of effort into customer rela-
tions and retention.  

Regarding the sampling of customers, it was the authors’ original intention to use 

snowball sampling in order to find relevant customers for the study, based on recom-

mendations from the travel agencies. Unfortunately, time limits stopped the travel agen-

cies from finding relevant customers for our research, and the researchers chose to use 

purposive sampling instead. Although one can argue that it is inappropriate to use re-

search subjects that are in the researchers’ social circle, the customers have travelled 

with the travel agencies without the influence of the researchers. Also, the chosen cus-

tomers are not in the same social circle and are of different socio-demographic groups, 

as some are within the target group of Y Travels and others are within the target group 

of Z Travels.  

The authors were unable to sample customers from X Travels, as the company was not 

willing to give out information about their customers. Instead, the company referred the 

authors to www.reco.se, an online recommendation site that X Travels cooperates with. 

This information was then used in order to analyze the relationship marketing efforts at 

X Travels. Although the authors have not spoken to the customers in person, and there-

fore were not able to perform in depth interview with them, it is possible to measure the 

customer satisfaction by analyzing the comments, as well as looking at the ratings that 

the customers give X Travels. Even though the recommendation site is trustworthy, on-

ly some information is presented, and the authors could therefore not make an extensive 

analysis about X Travels. Using this method to collect customer comments about a 

company is not the most appropriate way when doing an in depth study. However, since 

X Travels asks every customer to fill out a recommendation form, which is later shown 

on www.reco.se, all customer have a chance to present their opinions, good or bad. Fur-

thermore, the company has received thirty-two comments from previous customers, 

making the source more reliable.   

3.4 Interviews 

Qualitative data was collected through personal and telephone interviews with a repre-

sentative from Y Travels, Z Travels and X Travels, as well as their customers. During 

the interviews with the companies, all three authors were present and made notes about 

the answers. Saunders et al. (2007) indentifies three different types of interviews, struc-
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tured, unstructured, and semi-structured interviews. The first focuses on standardized 

set of questions, the second on a two way, non-structured communication, and the third 
on a mix of the two.  

The authors chose to use a semi-structured interview, in which general questions are set 

but allow for an open framework, where information can both be received and given 

(Saunders et al., 2007). This method helps to deepen the understanding of the research 

topic, and as two-way communication is desired, a lot of extra information can be re-

lieved during the interview. Learning is encouraged as follow up questions can be 

asked, and flexibility is given as there is room to add or omit questions (Saunders et al., 
2007).  

The interview questions for the travel agencies were designed with help from a study 

conducted by Cindy Claycomb and Charles Martin (2002). In their study, the authors 

attempted to understand the meaning of customer relationships to service providers, and 

how they use different practices in order to implement it in their organizations. In the 

study, the authors made an extensive literature research, as well as eighty-three personal 

interviews with service providers about possible relationship building objectives in ser-

vice companies. The authors picked out forty-two of the objectives and collected data 

by sending out surveys, which asked two hundred and five marketing managers to rate 

the priority of these forty-two objectives. According to the study, the authors found 

eighteen categories of relationship building initiatives, where the four top mentioned 

objectives were: service quality, communication, personalization, and service differen-

tiation.  

In order to further research the meaning of these four objectives in relation to travel 

agencies, the authors of this thesis have designed interview questions based on these 

main objectives. The interview structures are given below, and the questions are divided 
into sections based on the four objectives. 

Structure for Company Interviews 

Background 

 Roughly what percentage of the customer base is existing customers?  

Relationship Marketing  

1. What does the word relationship marketing mean to you?    

a. Would you say that your company has a strong focus on bringing cus-
tomers closer to your company through relationship building?   

Service Quality 

1. What is service quality for you?   

2. How important is service quality to your travel agency?   

3. How do you differ in your service quality compared to other travel agencies?   
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Communication 

1. How do you communicate to your customers through the whole process?   

a. Especially, how do you communicate to existing customers?  

2. Describe any goals you might have when it comes to customer retention or at-

tracting new customers?  

Personalization 

1. Is there any special training for customer contact or customer service?  

2. What kind of activities does the travel agency engage in to get to know its cus-
tomer better?   

3. Do you have any measurements in place?  

a. If so, what kind and what do they measure?  

4. Describe any benefits you might offer for long term customers? 

Service Differentiation 

1. What makes your travel agency different from other travel agencies?  

2. What is the most important factor that will bring success to the company? 

3. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

Structure for Customer Interviews 

Background 

1. Why did you choose this particular travel agency? 

2. What kind of trip did you book with the travel agency? 

3. What traits do you look for when choosing a travel agency (at least 3)? 

4. How do you usually book your trips? 

5. Do you tend to use the same travel agency? 

Service Quality 

1. How do travel agencies offer service quality to you as a customer? 

a. What happens if they do not live up to this? 

2. Do you feel that your experience with this particular travel agency has met your 

expectations? 

3. What could they do to make the service quality better?  
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Communication 

1. Do you/would you read electronic newsletters from travel agencies? 

2. Have you ever filled in /received feedback forms from a travel agency you have 

used? 

a. If yes: did it increase your overall feeling towards the company. 

b. If no: would you have liked to receive one? 

3. What do you consider to be communication from the company? 

a. Good communication: 

b. Bad communication: 

4. What effect does too much communication have? 

Personalization 

1. Describe how you were treated, with your specific needs in mind.  

a. Was it worth the extra costs? 

2. Does it make any difference if you 

a. Talk to the same travel agent through the whole process 

b. Talk to several travel agents, all with equal knowledge about you and the 
trip 

3. Did you feel a special connection with the travel agent? 

Service Differentiation 

1. How would you feel if a travel agent called you with trip suggestions with your 

specific interest in mind? 

2. How would you feel if a travel agent e-mailed you with trip suggestions with 
your specific interest in mind? 

3. What would you feel more motivated to use a travel agency? 

 Examples: 

a. Log-in name? 

b. Loyalty cards? 

c. Discounted travel supplies? 

d. Possibility for giveaways? 

Conclusion 
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1. Would you travel with the company again? 

a. Why/Why not? 

2. Would you recommend the company? 

a. Why/Why not? 

All questions were open ended, which encouraged the respondent to freely interpret and 

answer the questions. As the respondents were encouraged to speak freely and exten-

sively (Saunders et al., 2007), this method gave a deeper understanding of the travel 

agencies’ interpretation and implementation of the four objectives of relationship mar-

keting in their corporate strategies. Also, a deeper understanding of the customers view 

and perceptions of these strategies was received. Conducting interviews face to face al-

so helped to capture gestures and facial expressions of the interviewee, which provides 

further insight to their thoughts.  

In order to assure that the travel agencies would reveal their true concerns related to 

confidentiality and anonymity, the researchers asked them whether or not they wished 

to be anonymous in the study. As the companies wanted to remain anonymous they are 

therefore called, in this thesis, X, Y, and Z Travels. Also, to guarantee not to reveal any 

information about the travel agencies to their competitors, the authors will only send the 

companies materials from this study that is related to their, and their customers, inter-

views. Also, their customers were made anonymous in order to encourage them reveal 
their true feelings about the company (Saunders et al., 2007). 

3.4.1 Telephone Interview 

In one of the company interviews and two of the customer interviews, a telephone inter-

view was conducted. This was due in part to time limits and the distance to some of the 

customers. During the telephone interview, the researcher used the same method as dur-

ing the face to face interviews, that is, asking open ended questions in a semi-structured 

way.  

A telephone interview has the benefits of being cheaper and quicker to conduct; it also 

reduces biases, as neither the interviewer nor the interviewee can be affected by each 

other’s characteristics (Bryman & Bell, 2007). However, telephone interviews make it 

harder to create the trust needed to promote personal contact (Saunders et al., 2007). 

Since the researchers cannot engage in observation or capture gestures, facial expres-

sions cannot be observed, making it harder for the researcher to know when a question 

needs further explanation. Furthermore, the interviewee cannot as easily clarify the an-
swers by showing diagrams, statistics, or other visual aids (Bryman & Bell, 2007).   

3.5 Recommendation Site 

Since the authors were unable to come into contact with any customers of X Travels, 

and the travel agency referred us to the recommendation site, the authors have chosen to 

let the recommendation site represent the customer’s point of view. The authors are 

aware that the information found on the recommendation site does not give a complete 
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picture of the situation. However, it does allow for some insight into how the customers 

of X Travel feel. 

The site that X Travels cooperates with, www.reco.se, is a website that strives towards 

publishing “the truth about all of the companies in Sweden”, as they write on the site. In 

order to do this, they publish users’ opinions about companies, simple, to the point, and 

noncommercial. They want to give the individual consumer the opportunity to help oth-

ers find good suppliers and avoid the bad ones. In line with this, they specifically state 

that they do not delete any recommendations, good or bad, as long as they adhere to the 

laws of Sweden. For example, recommendations that contain personal threats to an em-
ployee of a company are not allowed (www.reco.se). 

The website is free, both for companies and consumers. There currently are 1,500,000 

companies in their database, all of which have a physical address, and includes a variety 

of customers, such as restaurants, spas, parks, and museums. Anyone who visits the site 

can read the comments, and when somebody publishes a comment, they are not ano-

nymous, but only their first name and the first initial in their last name are visible. Often 

times there is even a visible picture of the person included next to their name. The rea-

son for this is to give more credibility to the site, and make it easier for people using the 

site to find people that they know, and therefore probably have more trust for 
(www.reco.se). 

 Each company has their own page on www.reco.se, and on that page is a description of 

the company, their overall rating, contact information, a place where registered users 

can leave a recommendation and give a rating, and other users’ recommendations dis-

played (www.reco.se). 

3.6 Analysis 

The authors took a descriptive standpoint in the analysis of the thesis (Saunders et al, 

2007), as the purpose of the thesis is to analyze and describe how companies and cus-

tomers behave concerning relationship marketing. In using a descriptive framework, the 

authors relied heavily on the theory presented in analyzing the data. 

When analyzing the information, the authors decided to summarize the interviews 

(Saunders et al, 2007) into information that falls within the four main objectives of rela-

tionship marketing: service quality, personalization, differentiation, and communication. 

This provides a clear overview, and the information that is relevant to the purpose of the 

essay is easily accessible.  

One downside of only summarizing the information is that if the researcher is not tho-

rough, it can be easy to not include all relevant information. One option would have 

been to perform data displays, but as the information obtained differed substantially de-
pending on the company, this was not a feasible option (Saunders et al., 2007).   

3.7 Data Reduction 

The data is collected mainly from interviews, and not all of the data obtained is relevant 

for the purpose of the research. Therefore, the information that is not considered rele-
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vant is not included in the thesis. The authors have carefully analyzed the data, and have 

selectively removed data that is not applicable. The empirical data that is presented in 

the thesis has been closely compared to the purpose, research questions, and the theoret-

ical framework in order to ensure that the information is appropriate. Of course, there is 

always a risk that the information included is not relevant, or that relevant information 

is not included, but to combat these risks the authors have worked closely together in 

analyzing the data, and have gone through the data several times to prevent any irrele-

vant, or missing data from the thesis. 

3.8 Validity and Reliability 

When analyzing the obtained data, the validity and reliability of the information must 

always be kept in mind. The validity deals with the gathered information actually show-

ing what it seems to be showing, and reliability deals with the concern that different me-

thods might produce different results (Saunders et al., 2007).  

It is believed that the interview method will be reliable as there is the possibility of al-

lowing the interviewee to elaborate and explain certain issues that may be unclear. 

However, if certain questions are sensitive for one reason or another, the respondent 

may not answer truthfully, thus leading to an incorrect answer. This brings up the ques-

tion of reliability; it is not always certain that other researchers would come up with the 

same results (Saunders et al. 2007). This can occur because researchers can differ in the 

way they record and interpret data (Reyes-Garcia, Godoy, Byron, Huanca & Leonard, 

2005). The belief is that the benefits of being able to conduct a face to face interview 

with a person who can explain in depth the various marketing efforts of a company 
outweigh the potential negative aspects.  

The concern of the reliability of interviews is connected with the different types of bi-

ases that exist when relying on this method. According to Saunders et al. (2007), there 

are two main biases: the interviewer bias and the interviewee bias. The former bias oc-

curs when the interviewer unconsciously or consciously uses their own personal pers-

pective, and therefore is limited by their own experience and knowledge (Powney & 

Watts, 1987) in the formulation and interpretation of the questions. Comments, use of 

body language, and tone of voice can affect the answers of the interviewee (Saunders et 

al., 2007).  

The interviewee bias occurs when the respondent has biases about the interviewer or 

when the answers are affected by the interviewer bias. In addition, if an interviewee 

cannot, or is not, willing to provide the whole picture of their view on the topic, the re-

searchers will not receive correct information, which can lead to wrong conclusions 

(Saunders et al., 2007). 

In order to overcome biases during the interviews, the researchers were careful about to 

not use directive body language or to interrupt the interviewed. When a question was 

misunderstood, the researchers explained the question further in a manner that was not 

leading. The researchers also made sure that they had understood the answers correctly 

by repeating the answer if the answer was unclear.  
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Regarding the analysis of X Travels, the authors made sure to read through the custom-

er’s comments on the recommendation site a few times each and to discuss the answers 

in order to reduce any biases or interpretation error. However, it must be clear to the 

reader of this thesis that the authors did not interview any customers of X Travels and 
therefore had to rely on their comments without further clarification. 
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4 Company Interviews 

This chapter presents a summary of the interviews with representatives from three tra-

vel agencies. 

Three travel agencies were chosen for the company interviews: Y Travels, Z Travels, 

and X Travels. All three travel agencies operate within a competitive niche, focus on 

private customers, and are located in Stockholm. One representative from each compa-

ny was interviewed. Face to face interviews were conducted with the marketing manag-

er from Y Travels and the owner of Z Travels, while a telephone interview was con-

ducted with the owner of X Travels. A summary of each of the interviews are given, 

divided up by each company. Included in the summaries are quotes from each person 

interviewed, in order to give the reader an over view of the respondent's opinion on a 
particular matter. 

To make the summaries easier to read, they have been broken into sections based on the 

four main objectives, service differentiation, service quality, personalization, and com-

munication. Much of the information contained in the summaries is overlapping, and 

there were many parts that could be placed into two categories. In these situations, the 

authors decided to place the information in accordance to where they came up during 
the interview. 

4.1 Y Travels 

Service Differentiation 

Y Travels is a company that specializes in offering tailor made adventure travels, such 

as backpacking and off the beaten track travel experiences, targeting students and 

youths. They offer adventure travels throughout the world, and it is possible to book 

transportation, accommodation, insurance, visas, and tours directly through them. They 

currently target people under thirty years of age, but are considering to expand their tar-

get group to include those around thirty-five. When asked what relationship marketing 

means to the company, the marketing manager responded, 

“Relationship marketing is about building a strong brand image.” 

Y state in the interview when asked how they view relationship marketing that they see 

it as a good way to build a brand, particularly through creating a strong reputation, in 

particular through word of mouth. It is about looking at the long term sustainability of a 

company, and not about looking at short term profitability. Relationship marketing is 

also an important part of their strategy. It is how they have made their brand known. 

The nature of their company is such that they must have continuous contact with their 

customers under a long period of time.  

Personalization 

Selling personalized packages means that it is not just the parts of the trips in them-

selves they sell, but the way they put it together, in other words, the service they give. 
As the marketing manager put it, 
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“We don’t just sell a product, we sell a service.” 

When a customer wants to come into contact with Y, there are many options. The two 

main ones are through their homepage and their boutique. According to Y, their home-

page is a necessity in order to compete in the travel industry, but it is not thought of as a 

forum for relationship marketing. In fact, the homepage is almost seen as competition, 

as they do not make a profit from online bookings. The homepage is used to offer cus-

tomers online flight bookings, but if they want to book a more complicated trip, for ex-

ample flight plus accommodation and tour, they must contact the company directly, and 

the sales consultants receive a commission for every booking they complete. 

Their boutique serves as valuable setting for direct customer contact. It is designed in a 

basic style, with high counters that the sales staff work behind, and where the customers 

are able to meet with one of the staff. Around thirty percent of their customers book 

their trips in the boutique, but there are many more that come in to get initial informa-

tion and later book their trips via phone or e-mail. 

Other ways that Y promotes customer contact are by arranging events and trade fairs, 

often in cooperation with partners. For example, Y have ambassadors that visit schools 

and talk about the services that Y offer. The reason for this, as the marketing manager 
put it, is that 

“We want to meet our customers in an environment that they feel at home in.” 

Service Quality 

As customers pay for the service they receive, the service quality must be exceptional. 

Service quality is extremely important for Y as they help assemble such personal and 

complex trips. When asked how Y define service quality, the marketing manager re-

sponded, 

“For us, service quality is our guarantee to our customers.” 

Y guarantees that they will provide good service to their customers. To ensure this, they 

provide their staff with training on a regular basis, as well as periodic seminars and 

workshops. Good service for Y means that their travel consultants need be knowledgea-

ble about their products. It should not make a difference who the customer talks to, the 

travel consultant should be able to pick off where the last one left off, and offer the 

same level of quality. Part of this guarantee is the information that the consultants pro-

vide. Y aims to answer all requests in a fast, and through way. In addition, the company 

offers blogs and travel journals on their websites, as an added service for these travelers, 

and promoting communication between customers. The sellers are Y are paid on a 

commission basis, meaning that they receive payment depending on how many sales 
they make.  

Communication 

In communicating with their existing customers, the newsletter is a typical avenue for 

the company. The newsletters provide information about different offers that customers 

might find interesting. When it comes to following up on existing customers, there have 
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been times where Y has sent out post cards to customers after their trip. Although this 

method has not been used continuously, when it has been used it has received a positive 
response, and it something that Y is thinking about bringing back. 

Existing customers are extremely important. Around sixty percent of their customer 

base is made up of existing customers. They work hard to attract customers, and then 

aim to keep them until they have literally grown out of their target group. Existing cus-

tomers do not experience any added benefits in particular, besides those benefits that all 

customers experience, such a student discounts and competitions. When asked what 

benefits they want their customers to experience, the marketing manager said, 

“We want to inspire our customers and work with them to make that dream a reality.” 

Y is working hard to not just be a source of inspiration. They want to inspire their cus-

tomers, and then work with their customers to assist them in making their trips memor-

able. 

4.2 Z Travels 

Service Differentiation 

Z Travel offers tailored trips at exclusive locations such as the West Indies and Asia. 

The main focus is on providing exquisite service and 4/5 star hotels. When the market-

ing manager explained the history of the company she said that the company was 

founded in 1995 and stated that  

“Z Travels was created to deliver superior service to its customers”. 

The desire to only provide the best quality in travel and living for the customers is 

shown as soon as the customer enters the shop. There are sofas and tables available, 

with brochures and catalogues displaying the different travel destination available. The 

atmosphere invites customers to be inspired to travel, with decorations and lighting or-

ganized to make the customer feel like they already abroad.  

Personalization 

The company views relationship marketing as having a frequent and solid contact with 

customers, and is something that the company puts strong emphasis on. As many of the 

trips booked are quite complicated and to exotic destinations, the sellers prefer to have a 

face to face meeting to go through the various steps of travel. All sellers have them-

selves travelled to the destinations on offer and if they feel unsure about a particular 

destination, they hand the customer over to someone more experienced. During periods, 

sellers are more proactive in their approach of retaining customers, where they phone up 

existing customers and suggest trips that they think would suit them.  

Service Quality 

The company holds monthly training sessions with staff and has weekly meetings to 

keep everyone updated. The focus is on giving the customers what they want, be it from 

dealing with a particular seller to staying at a specific hotel. The company finds out 

what the customer wants either through meetings at the shop and in-depth conversations 
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or via e-mail or the phone. The preferred option is having an in shop meeting, as it al-

lows the customer to look at maps and get a real idea of the destination he or she is trav-

eling to. The customers all receive a goody-bag before leaving Sweden, containing a 

special ticket and document purse and candy for the children.   

The company is known for having extensive knowledge about the locations and sur-

roundings of the destinations on offer. Different sellers have different areas of specialty 

and so when one seller is insecure about a particular location, another one takes over 
with information and expertise. The marketing manager also states that  

“Sellers tend to handle the destinations they feel particularly passionate about”. 

All sellers have the opportunity to travel for educational purposes, as it gives them even 

more expertise in the destinations the company provides. Also, as the employees have 

visited the offered destinations, they have established relationships with hotels, trip sup-

pliers, car rentals, which the CEO explained the reason for,  

“We have personal contact with the managers of our travel suppliers.” 

Communication 

Follow up is a large portion of the communication with customers, and contact is made 

both during the trip and when the customer has returned home, to see how they expe-

rienced their trip. A text message is sent out during the stay, and then further contact is 

made once the customer returns. This contact is preferably made over the phone or via 

e-mail if the first is not possible. Gaining interest from customers in particular destina-

tions is done through various events, such as golf tournaments and themed evening 

meetings where representatives of hotels and other organizations are present. The com-

pany advertises in selected media such as the internet and selected magazines, but the 

main focus is on customer retention as it is less costly to put in relationship marketing 

efforts to keep customers, rather than advertising to attract new ones. When talking 

about customer retention the marketing manager said that  

“It is cheaper to keep customers coming back than to attract new ones.”  

The concept adopted seems to work for the travel agency as an estimate is that approx-

imately 50 to 70 % of customers return. The clients invited to the various events hosted 

by the company have been taken from a register indicating the particular interests and 

previous travels and are used to indicate potential future travel interests.  

4.3 X Travels 

Service Differentiation 

 “You are X Travels travel.” 

A customer of X Travels  

X Travels is a family owned travel agency, based in Stockholm. With only three em-

ployees, the company recognizes the need of helping customers to book flight tickets 

through Internet, with the special focus on transfers. Even though the company started 
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with a focus on Thailand, the company has now expanded and offers flights to countries 

all over the world. The company operates online and in order to keep the costs down, 
their employees work from home. The CEO of the company said, 

“I’m sitting at the kitchen table and working.” 

Communication 

The company currently communicates with their customers through phone, e-mail, and 

their home page, but in the future they are planning to rent out a small office for cus-
tomers to visit.  

As they are just three employees, the company has a high amount of control over their 

customers’ needs. Frequent communication is used to get to know the customers better. 

A data based customer profile system also helps to keep track of purchase history and 

special interests and characteristics of the customer. Newsletters and special campaigns 
are e-mailed to the customers and special offers are advertised on their home page.  

Service Quality 

The professional service and caring way of handling their customers have spread a posi-

tive word of mouth. This way of advertisement is used instead of expensive advertise-

ment ads. They communicate with customers through forums, collaborate with recom-

mendation sites on the Internet, and advertise on websites such as www.blocket.se. 

When describing X Travels marketing costs, the CEO explained,  

“Our marketing costs are almost zero. The word-of-mouth and cheap campaigns at 
through online websites such as www.blocket.se has been enough.” 

Even though customers can save money by conducting their own research and book-

ings, they instead turn to X Travels because of the ease and trustworthiness of their sys-

tem. One way for customers to initiate contact with X Travels is to fill out a travel re-

quest form online. They have learned from experience that those customers who do not 

give their telephone numbers are often just out for their free advice, and will not use 

them through booking. Based on these experience they are careful to avoid such cus-

tomers, as they waste time and energy from the employees, and do not bring any profits. 

The CEO of X Travels explained, 

“I never respond to customers that don’t give me their phone numbers. I have learned 

that they are just interested in getting free advice and then book online directly through 

the travel supplier, to avoid any booking cost with us.” 

Those customers who do give out their phone numbers can expect to receive high class 

service and a strong personal relationship. The travel agents have a high experience of 

service and their goal is to give their customers the same type of personal service that 

they would want to receive. They want to become friends with their customers, to the 

point where it would not be strange for a worried customer to call them on a Sunday 

evening with questions. X Travels believe that personality is the key to a good relation-

ship. A nice, calm voice and a lot of knowledge go far. The CEO continued, 
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“I know what kind of service I would want to receive. I try to give that service to all my 

customers.” 

Personalization 

A unique collaboration that they have is with real estate companies who specialize in 

Thailand. The real estate agents book their customers trips when travelling to Thailand, 

thus creating an opportunity for a relationship with these customers. It is quite common 

that once the customer has bought a house in Thailand, they continue to book through X 

Travels. This provides another opportunity to keep their marketing costs to a minimum.  

X Travels is not interested in offering their customers readymade packages as they be-

lieve that it restricts the flexibility of their customers. Instead, when a customer asks 

with help for accommodation and trips, X Travels is there to help. As stated by the CEO 
of X Travels, 

“We don’t want to be like everyone else and offer readymade packages. According to 

us, this would only restrict our customers. However, we always give advice and tips 
about accommodation and trips to customers who want it.” 

X Travels engages in an extensive follow up system. Before each trip customers receive 

every needed document, as well as a feedback sheet from a recommendation site, 

www.reco.se. Thus, the customers are able to share their thoughts of the company with 

other travelers, without any inputs from the company. Three days after a customer has 

returned to Sweden, the data system reminds the travel agent to call the customer to 

make sure that the trip met their expectations, and that they were satisfied with the ser-

vice. The company has yet to receive a bad review on the recommendation site and this 

is explained by the CEO, 

“So far we haven’t received a single bad comment on the recommendation site.” 

X Travels differs from other travel agencies when it comes to strategy and low costs. 

They do not want to offer the same services as every other travel agency and they want 
to grow slowly. The number of customers is not as important as their satisfaction  
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5 Customer Interviews 

This chapter presents a summary of the interviews with customers from the travel agen-

cies interviewed in the previous section. 

Interviews were conducted with three customers from Y Travels and two from Z Tra-

vels. There were no interviews conducted with X Travels, as their customers were diffi-

cult for the researchers to locate on their own. Interviews with Customer X and E were 

conducted face to face, and interviews with Customer H, J, and L were conducted over 

the phone. The customer point of view for X Travels is represented by the recommenda-

tion site www.reco.se. The information from the interviews and the recommendation 

site is summarized according to company, and the interviews are divided by each cus-

tomer. Furthermore, the summaries are broken down into the four main objectives, in 

order to make the information more accessible. Quotes are included from each of the 

interviews and the recommendation site in order to provide a better context for the read-
ers.  

5.1 Y Travels Interviews 

5.1.1 Interview 1: Customer X 

The reason Customer X chose to travel with Y Travels was that she had heard good 

things about the company, and as her trip was quite complicated to organize, she wanted 

to talk to someone rather than booking online. The trip started in Stockholm and ended 

in China, with accommodation, train travel, and several tours as part of the total trip. 
When asked why she chose Y, Customer X responded, 

“As I had never travelled in Asia before, I wanted a company that I could trust.” 

Customer X usually books her travel online, and travels with a specific airline when she 

is travelling to a familiar destination. However, if she was travelling to a new destina-

tion, she would compare with other airlines to get good prices and expertise. She would 

return to Y to book future travel, when the trips are complicated. However, she would 

also considering trying a new travel agency, if they provide something that Y Travels do 

not. As Customer X put it, 

“I would prefer to stay with the same travel agency, but only if they offer what I’m look-
ing for, and in the best way possible.” 

Service Quality 

She says that she went specifically to Y for their expertise, which she had heard was 

good, and as the company targets students she expected their prices to be lower than 

other travel agencies. She felt that the service she received was good, and she got a 

good impression of the company, as they took her seriously and made her feel like her 

trip was important to them as well. She would recommend people who are going on 

complicated trips to book via Y, as they are thorough and have a good price level. She 

mentions that if the prices are too low, it is easy to suspect that the quality is inferior. As 
Customer X says, 
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“While I don’t want to pay too much for a trip, I want to pay enough to know that my 

trip will be comfortable. I want more than just the basics.” 

Customer X feels that good service quality is receiving what you ask for, knowing that 

it will be on time and according to what you have agreed. She says that it is all about 

meeting expectations. These expectations are based on the feeling you get from the 

company. If a mistake occurs and these expectations are not met, it is not a huge prob-

lem if it is only a one-off occasion. However, the way in which the company attempts to 

repair the error is also important. The company can repair mistakes simply by apologiz-

ing, and giving some kind of reimbursement equal to the damage. Customer X could 

recommend other customers to travel with Y, as her trip worked out the way she had 

wanted it to and she feels satisfied. When asked if Y met her expectations, Customer X 
replied, 

“Y met my expectations, but I feel that they could have done more to make me feel that 

my trip was important to them.” 

Customer X thinks that Y Travels could improve their service quality by increasing the 

service that they offer in the boutique. When meeting with the sales consultants in per-

son, X was a little disappointed with the set up of the shop, as she was hoping that there 

would be more information available about her trip, as well as a more friendly and wel-

coming environment. When asked to describe what kind of boutique she desired, Cus-
tomer X said, 

“I want a boutique I can visit even when I am not currently planning a trip, a place 

where I can feel at ease.” 

Communication 

Something which would appeal to Customer X is follow up from the company; asking 

how the trip went, especially if having had contact with a particular seller throughout 

the entire purchase process. She says that would make her feel good about the company.  

Customer X does not usually read newsletters from different companies, as there are 

simply so many. However, she will read them if she is interested in the main topic of it, 
or if she is thinking about taking a trip somewhere. 

The homepage was where X was able to find background information for her trip. She 

researched her different on the homepage before she actually talked to a travel consul-

tant, which made her feel prepared, and helped her discover what she wanted for her 

trip. Without the homepage, she feels that the trip would have been much harder to plan. 
When asked to describe what role the homepage played for her, she explained, 

“The homepage was my biggest source in planning my trip.” 

The customer believes that communication from a company involves follow-up on the 

travel experience, good contact during the planning stages of the trip, showing that they 

care about the trip during contact with sellers, and a feeling that the company wants the 

trip to be as good as possible for the traveler. These are traits that the customer feels is 
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good communication from the company; however, she states that for example sending 

out too many newsletters is a form of bad communication. Newsletters every other 

month would be acceptable. She also believes that too much communication has nega-

tive effects on the way she views the company. The company must keep their commu-

nication to a suitable level and frequency. When asked to expand upon the negative ef-

fects of too much communication, she replied, 

“For example, if I get too many newsletters, I just end up getting irritated with the com-
pany.” 

Personalization 

Customer X feels that the company personalized the trip to an extent, but was hoping to 

get more information and idea exchange than she received. The company only met the 

minimum satisfaction, but not put in an effort quite to the extent she had desired. She 

believes, however, that it was worth paying extra for the services she did receive, as it 

meant not having to organize everything herself, and having everything ready when she 

needed it.  

The customer states that it feels better to deal with the same seller throughout the whole 

selling process, but if another seller has the same knowledge about the destination and 

her preferences, it is not a problem. As long as you receive the same service, it is all 

right. It would be acceptable to talk to several sellers with the same knowledge, but it is 

preferable to deal with the same one. However, she did not feel any special connection 

with the travel agent she dealt with. In response to a question regarding the quality of 

service she received from Y’s sellers, she responded, 

“I ended up having contact with a few different sellers, and overall I felt that I received 
about the same quality of service.” 

The customer would not like it particularly much if the seller called with special deals 

or offers personalized for her, as she feels it would be better to do it via e-mail. It is 

however nice to know that they thought of her, especially if the trips are suited for her. 

She would feel more pressure to buy the trip if the seller called on the phone, and so she 

would prefer any such contact to be conducted via e-mail.  

Differentiation 

She would like to have a personal login to see past trips, especially with the possibility 

of getting bonus points or some other benefits from it. Loyalty cards are good, as they 

give you the chance to get points, or discounts. Discounted travel supplies are good, but 

they would not make her switch from one company to the other, but would make her 

come back to a company. When asked what else increases her positive feelings towards 
the company, she replied, 

“Any kind of extras that the company offers makes the whole trip a bit more exciting, 

and makes me feel good about the company, although it does necessarily make me feel 
extremely loyal to the company.” 
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Conclusion 

Customer X believes that she would travel with the same travel agency again, and 

would recommend the company to customers with complicated travels as they do what 

they say they will. However, if you have the money to go somewhere else, you probably 

should go somewhere with even more personalized service. With that said, this is a 
good option for students with a small budget. As Customer X put it, 

“Y is perfect for students on a budget, who know where they want to go and what they 

want to do.” 

5.1.2 Interview 2: Customer E 

The second interview was conducted with a customer, referred to as E, who has used Y 

Travels two times in the past five years. When choosing a travel agency, Customer E 

looks for friendly and knowledge employees, range of trips, accessibility, and the ability 

to go to the store and talk to the travel consultants. The first time Customer E used Y 

was because she was travelling with friends who recommended the agency. When asked 
why she booked with them a second time, she explained,  

“Y let me book a customized trip at a reasonable price.” 

Customer E does not necessarily feel loyal to a certain travel agency. If there is an 

agency that she has heard good things about, she is willing to try them. On the other 

hand, she does prefer to come back to the same travel agency, as long as she is pleased 

with their service. This also holds true in regards to online bookings. 

When booking trips, E uses both internet and travel agencies, depending on the trip. If 

she is going travelling somewhere she has never been to before, she tends to use a travel 

agency. However, when traveling shorter distances for a shorter time period, such as a 

weekend, she prefers to book the trip herself, online. Expanding on why she chooses to 

book through travel agencies, E said, 

“I turn to travel agencies when I don’t feel knowledgeable in the area myself.” 

Service Quality 

E defined service quality as friendly, knowledgeable travel consultants who make time 

for her, want to know what she thinks, and thereafter recommend a couple of different 

options. She expects quick and knowledgeable answers to her questions, for example 

within twenty-four hours. If they would not live up to her definition of service quality 

one time, she would not feel that the company was very professional, but she would 

probably still return to the agency. However, if it was to happen more than once, she 

would not return, and would definitely not recommend the company to others. 

“I expect a lot from a travel agency, most of all that they show interest in me and my 
trip and that I can trust them to help me plan the best trip possible.” 
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In regards to Y, she feels that they have met her expectations. In spite of this, the first 

time she travelled with them, there was a small problem with her tickets, but the second 
time she travelled with them, everything went smoothly. 

To make their service quality better, E thinks that they should conduct follow ups with 

their customers. This would show that the company is interested in how her trip went, 

and how she feels. These follow ups should be done through e-mail and not over the 

telephone. E mentioned that she would have appreciated a boutique where she could 

browse for inspiration and information on her trip. Although the Y boutique in Stock-

holm does offer brochures about different trips, she did not feel that it was enough, es-
pecially since she felt a little out of place when looking at the information.  

Communication 

A very common form of communication is electronic newsletters, and E currently rece-

ives newsletters on a regular basis from Y, as well as other companies. Customer E is 

more interested in those newsletters she receives from firms that she already has tra-

velled with, like Y. However, she is only interested in newsletters containing informa-

tion about trips that she is specifically interested in. Her interest in these newsletters al-

so depends on if she has been thinking about, or is interested in, travelling. She does 

feel that too many newsletters have a negative effect on her perception of the company, 

but that one newsletter every month is acceptable. 

Although E has never filled out a feedback form from Y specifically, she has filled out 

feedback forms from one of the tours she booked through Y. It made her feel good 

about the company, and gave her the impression that they were interested in her opi-

nion. She did not have the opportunity to fill out a feedback form about her whole trip, 

and wishes that she had received one. The reason she enjoys feedback forms is, accord-
ing to her, 

“I love being able to share my opinions.” 

Besides the feedback forms, and electronic newsletters, good communication, by E’s 

standards, is short telephone lines, and answers and information within twenty-four 

hours. Bad communication, on the other hand, is seen by E as having to wait for an-
swers and answers without enough information. 

Personalization 

One of the main reasons that E chose Y was because of the ability to personalize the 

trip. However, the first time she booked through them, she did not truly experience that 

it was a personalized trip; it felt more like a prepackaged trip. The second time she used 

them however, it felt much more tailor made, as she was able to make more decisions 

on her own. The fact that she could design the trip herself, through Y, was definitely 

worth any extra costs. In fact, Customer E travelled to Stockholm exclusively to meet 

with the sales consultant at Y in order to plan the trip in a personal way. This is because 

she felt more secure to talk to a sales agent face to face and hoped to receive more in-
formation and personal thoughts. In Customer E’s own words, 
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“Actually seeing the boutique and meeting the sales consultant made me feel much 

more secure with Y as a company.” 

However, E did not feel that she received any extra information by actually going to the 

boutique, except that it felt more secure actually seeing the store and meeting the sales 

consultant. E feels that she would much rather spend a more on a trip that she wants, 
and receive good service, than just book a trip because it is cheap. 

When planning her trip, E would much prefer to talk to one sales consultant throughout 

the whole process. It makes her feel more secure knowing that there is one person that 

knows exactly what is going on. Since E had so many different travel consultants when 

booking through Y, she does not recall feeling any special connection with the consul-
tant. 

Service Differentiation 

If a travel agent were to contact Customer E with trip suggestions personalized for her 

interests, E would rather that they did it through e-mail. She feels that they would put 

too much pressure on her if they called, while e-mail would allow her to think about the 

trip at her own pace.  

When it comes to having her own login name at a travel agency, E thinks it would be a 

large benefit. The login would ideally lead to a place where she can find her contact in-

formation, current, and past trips. Loyalty card is also something that she would use. 

When she has loyalty cards from other companies, she becomes much more motivated 

to use them. Discounted travel supplies would be good if she needs them, depending on 

quality. For E, it would be fun to receive some kind of giveaways when she goes on a 

trip, even something small like a funny sticker or a patch. 

Conclusion 

E would use Y again because they offer good trips and she feels that she can trust them. 

She would also recommend the company. 

5.1.3 Interview 3: Customer H 

Customer H booked a trip to Malta for a three week long language course in English. 

The reason why she turned to Y Travels was that they were the only organization that 

offered these kinds of courses at Malta, and she felt that Y Travels was a trustworthy 
brand.   

When searching for a travel agency, Customer H wants them to be fast, honest, and 

provide different alternatives when it comes to destinations, flights, and trips. This cus-

tomer always looks online before she turns to a travel agency. She googles flights, pric-

es, and alternatives for layovers, as well as searches on sites such as Mr. Jet. She is not 

fond of searching for trips on the travel agencies’ homepages because she believes that 

the travel agents have alternatives that do not show up online. She explained, 

“I just have the strange feeling that the travel agents have some kind of secret alterna-
tive which is better than if you book online.” 
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Therefore, she prefers to call the travel agency if she needs help. Customer H does not 

feel loyal to one travel agency and tends to use those that suit her temporary needs.  

Service Quality 

A travel agency offers service quality by being honest and providing the customer with 
all the information they need to know. For example, she felt that  

“They (the travel agencies) should not hide any facts about the destination or the 

amount of kilos you can bring on the plane; all facts should be out in the open.” 

She also thinks that a travel agency should follow through on their promises, and be 

able to offer different trip alternatives. If a travel agency does not live up to her expecta-

tions, for instance if the hotel or destination does not meet her expectations, she would 

not be thrilled but would be understanding depending on how bad the mistake is. Even 

after some kind of disappointment, the company could make it up to her by apologizing 
and giving her some kind of special offer. 

When asked if she was satisfied with the trip she booked through Y Travels, she replied 

that it did not completely live up to her expectations. The reason for this is that the Y 

staff at Malta was young and inexperienced. She felt that they seemed to be there in or-

der to have as much fun for themselves. Looking back, Customer H felt that since she 

was young when she travelled to Malta, she needed some more structure and leadership. 

As she puts it herself, 

“Since I was young at the time, I wanted leaders I could rely on to 100%. In this case, 
the leaders were pretty young themselves and seemed to be there just to have fun.” 

In spite of this, the booking process with Y Travels and the flight itself was good as she 

got quality information and fast response from the company.  

To make the service quality better, she advices Y Travels to be more personal, and to be 

more active in solving customers’ needs and wants. She wants the “little extra” from the 

company; that is, not just seeing the customer as a customer, but as a friend. Maybe, she 
says, they could send out a “good luck” e-mail, or text message, before the trip.  

Communication 

Customer H receives newsletters from a few travel agencies, but not from Y Travels. 

She usually skims through the newsletters, and looks at the headlines as well as the pic-

tures, but not the text. However, if she plans to go somewhere, she reads the newsletters 

more thoroughly. She thinks that receiving newsletters once each month is okay; other-

wise, she would find it annoying and delete them or unsubscribe. 

She is very positive to companies that want her to fill in feedback forms, as she believes 

that these companies take her opinion more seriously. When travelling with Y Travels, 

she was sent a feedback form in paper format, which she filled in. This increased her 

trust and interest in the company. Besides feedback forms, she believes that good com-

munication from a company is when they offer information through channels such as 

facebook, e-mail, and other internet sources; making it easily accessible. In addition, 
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she views bad communication to be when travel agencies send her brochures in paper 

format, as it takes a lot of place which she explained, 

“I hate paper brochures as they are just in the way and takes up place. I’m fonder of 
online information.” 

Personalization  

Customer H feels that she was treated according to her needs by Y Travels, as they of-

fered the desired language course. According to her, it was worth the extra cost of going 
through a travel agency instead of making the entire job herself.  

However, she gets very annoyed when she has to talk to different sellers in the same 

company. She explains that with Y Travels, you need to write down the name and the 

city of the travel agent in order to talk to the same person. Otherwise, you risk having to 

talk to another seller, in another city, and having to repeat your desires, maybe many 
times.  

She suggests that the travel agents should have private numbers that they give out for 

the customers can call them directly if they have questions or want to make a reserva-
tion. She asked, 

“Why don’t they have private numbers so you can reach the right person immediately?” 

As she talked to several different travel agents, she did not feel any specific connection 

between herself and the travel agency. However, she would understand if she had to talk 

to another seller if the first seller becomes sick, or for some reason cannot continue the 

booking process.  

Service Differentiation  

When asked if she would mind if a seller from a travel agency would call her with trip 

suggestions, she says that it would be okay. She explains that it would be good if a tra-

vel agent would call her and tell her about the trip they have in mind for her, and to send 

all the information on her e-mail afterwards. She would most likely not take notes dur-

ing the phone call, but would probably look at the e-mail after the call. She also ex-

plains that it would not feel as personal if a seller would only send an e-mail explaining 

the trip. As she receives so much information from travel agencies through e-mail, it is a 

risk that that particular information would be lost or deleted.  

Customer H would use loyalty card from a travel agency if her partner was included in 

it as well. She is not interested in discounted travel supplies, as she explains that she has 

her favorite bag and is not interested in buying many travel products before a trip. How-

ever, she really likes company giveaways, such as the backpack she got from Y Travels 

when she went to Malta and she stated, 

“I just love giveaways, especially when it is both practical and fun.” 
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Conclusion 

She would definitely travel with Y Travels again if they can offer her a trip according to 

her needs, and would recommend them to her friends. She explains that when she tra-

velled to Australia a year ago, she turned to Y Travels to book the trip. However, as the 

company could not provide her with a trip without layovers, she found another company 

that could offer her a cheaper trip down under. Unfortunately, she says, as she rather 

would have booked with Y Travels. She explained,  

“It was unfortunate, but they just didn’t have want I wanted. Otherwise, I would have 
booked through Y Travels.” 

Customer H raises a question about travel agencies. She explains that she does not know 

if the travel agency adds extra cost to her trip if she books through an agent instead of 

online. Therefore, she wants the travel agency to be clearer about the benefits of actual-

ly calling the travel agency and booking through them.  

5.2 Z Travels Interviews 

5.2.1 Interview 1: Customer G 

Customer G turned to Z Travels when booking her honeymoon to Cyprus. Initially she 

had preferred to go to Mauritius, but after a discussion with Z Travels, they decided to-

gether that Cyprus would suit Customer G best, according to her family situation and 

desired hotel. None of the employees had been to the particular hotel in Cyprus, but as 

other families had recommended it, Customer G was willing to try it, and therefore did a 
trial run for Z Travels.  

The reason why Customer G booked her trip through Z Travels was because she had 

heard good things about the company from very satisfied friends, and she felt that she 

needed expert help in creating the perfect trip. She describes the company as selling 

customized trips with a more luxurious standard, being that they target people with 
more money. When describing how it is to travel with Z Travels, she stated, 

“It [travelling with Z Travels] is like backpacking in a luxurious package, or 

maybe like backpacking on wheels.”  

Personalization 

When choosing a travel agency, Customer G does not think that price matters. She pre-

fers travel agencies that provide the “little extra” by listening to her, and creating a 

package according to her needs. She says that she wants to be able tell the travel agency 

what she wants, but not many agencies actually ask. When trying to find a suitable tra-

vel agency, Customer G always looks online first. This enabled her to find travel agen-

cies that can provide her with information, such as price and time schedules, about trips. 

Customer G says she used to book trips through the same travel agency, but as she has 

grown older, she prefers convenience, expert recommendations, and more luxury trips. 

Therefore, she is not loyal to a specific travel agency any more, but searches for travel 

agencies that can provide her with the customized trip she wants at the moment. When 
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it comes to shorter trips, where she knows exactly what she wants, she tends to book the 

trip online, often with the same airlines, but if the trip is somewhat outside her comfort 
zone, she books through a travel agency. She explained, 

“When booking special trips like a honeymoon, I really want expert advice to make the 

trip perfect.” 

Service Quality 

Customer G thinks that good service is when the travel agency asks her about her wish-

es and expectations. After that she wants the travel agencies to come with customized 

suggestions, for example give her three alternatives that the travel agency thinks could 

suit her best. She also thinks that service quality is about follow ups, where the compa-

ny actually asks for feedback and listens to the customer. Here, Customer G gives an 

example from her trip with Z Travels. When she came home from her honeymoon, a 

postcard from Z Travels was waiting for her, and shortly after her arrival, they called 

her to ask if she had a good trip. They also asked her to write a review about the hotel, 

which she was delighted to take part in. When talking about it, she explained,  

“I just loved to write a review about the hotel, it made me feel like I was part of the 
company.” 

Furthermore, she wants a travel agency to try understand the customer by asking ques-

tions, and to make sure that they have understood correctly. If Customer G says that she 

wants a hotel that is child friendly, but not entirely focused on children, the travel agent 

should understand what she means and give suitable suggestions. Lastly, she thinks that 
a travel agency should fully understand their target customers and their needs.  

If the travel agency would not live up to her expectations, she would be disappointed 

but would be understanding if it only happened once. However, if they would disap-

point her again, she would not come back or recommend the company to her friends. 

She explains that there was one time where Z Travels did not live up to her expecta-

tions. She had sent a request with her contact details through their homepage and an 

employee had answered and thanked her for this. Thereafter, she received no more in-

formation from the company about the requested trip. Customer G got annoyed but as 

she was very satisfied with her first trip, she could overlook it. However, she would not 

tolerate it if it were to happen again. 

Overall, Customer G is satisfied with the service quality that Z Travels provides. How-

ever, the company had warned Customer G that trips within Europe are not their strong-

est side, and she noticed this through small things, such as the flight times to the dest i-

nations not being very convenient. As Z Travels had warned her, Customer G was pre-

pared for this, and thinks that they offered good service. She said, 

“They warned me that Europe was a bit outside their area of expertise.” 

In order to increase their service quality, Customer G recommends Z Travels to improve 

their homepage. She does not find the homepage concept based and clear, and she be-

lieves that this might cause the company to lose potential customers. She also believes 
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that in order to tie new customers to the company, they should offer online booking on 

their homepage. If this is not possible, she suggests that the company should provide 
more information about prices of airline tickets and of pre-packaged trips.  

Communication  

When it comes to communication, Customer G thinks that contact through telephone is 

just as good as face to face. She would not visit a store specifically to receive more in-

formation about a trip. However, if she would travel with the company more than once, 

she would prefer to have contact with just one seller. She compared the travel agent 
with a doctor, 

“The travel agent should be like a personal doctor, whom you would return to 

each time.” 

She also thinks that the company should create a customer profile in which they store 
her needs and wants; like a doctor’s journal. 

Customer G receives newsletters from different travel agencies, but not from Z Travels. 

She usually skim through them in order to find out what the trend is for the moment, but 

she reads them more thoroughly when she is planning on taking a trip. She would not 

like to receive newsletters more often than once every four months.  

Customer G is very fond of travel agencies that want to receive customer feedback, and 

she is very happy to give them information about her trip. She likes companies that 

show an interest in their customers. With Z Travels, Customer G was asked to write a 

review about the hotel they stayed at in Cyprus, and this made her feel like a part of the 

company. After her trip, an employee from Z Travels called her and asked her for feed-

back. According to Customer G, this method was the best, as she would probably not 

answer e-mails asking for feedback. Not because she does not want to give feedback, 

but because she would probably not take time to actually sit down and fill it in. In addi-

tion, she feels a greater connection with the travel agent that calls her. She explained, 

“I would never take time to sit down and fill in a feedback form. But I would happily 

answer to their questions if they called me.” 

It is ok with Customer G if a travel agent calls with trip suggestions only if she has a 

good relationship with the seller. That is, if she would have a private travel agent. Oth-

erwise, she would be annoyed to have a seller calling her, as she would consider it 
pushy.  

Customer G considers good communication to be when the travel agent she booked 

with calls after the trip to welcome the customer home, and to receive feedback about 

the trip. She also thinks it is important that a travel agent answer questions or requests 

within twenty-four hours, of course the faster the better according to her. 

Bad communication to her is when an unknown seller from a travel agency calls her. 

Poorly written newsletters are also included in bad communication, according to Cus-

tomer G. What is too much information from the company depends on the relationship 
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between the customer and the travel agency. If it is a good relationship, she would be 

willing to receive more information from them, otherwise not. She explained clearly, 

“The relationship is the key.” 

Customer G emphasizes the importance of talking to one seller throughout the booking 

process. She dislikes it when she is not able to talk to the same seller. Although she 

states that if she had to talk to another seller for some reason, the new seller must be ac-

tive and show passion about the customer, maybe even more than the first travel agent 

shows. Relating this to Z Travels, she says she has big expectations, as they are operat-
ing in niche that focuses on great customer service.  

Service Differentiation   

Customer G likes when a travel agency can offer her a login account, to which all mem-

bers of the travel group can access. She explains that she likes the idea of an account 

where all details of the trip are visible, for example flight tickets, hotel, breakfast, and 

tours. She has had that particular serviced offered from a trip she booked through Wing. 
She said, 

 “Travel agencies should have personal logins on their homepage where all information 

about the trip is given. Like they have at Wing.” 

She is also positive towards loyalty cards, as long as they actually give some added 

benefits. She explains that she has a loyalty card for fifteen years, which she has not 

used again and cannot see what kind of benefits she would have using it. However, she 

explains that loyalty cards, such as those offered by Sheraton, where you get an upgrade 

or free night after just four nights stay, is very attractive. With such cards, she can ac-

tually foresee the benefits of it after a short time period. She says that a loyalty card 

must have the right value and offer good information. For example, in order to see the 
value, you should not have to collect twenty stamps, but maybe five stamps.  

When asked if she would prefer a travel agency because of discounted travel supplies, 

she says no. She is not interested in that, but maybe that the travel agency would add 

something extra to the booking. For example, she brings up that Z Travels gave her a 

travel portfolio where she could put her passport, tickets, and money in. She says that 

although she felt like a nerd with the portfolio, she found it very convenient. Customer 
G would like to see more of those types of extras.  

Conclusion 

When asked if she would travel with Z Travels again, she says with a smile, “Yes, if 

they call me”. She would definitely recommend the company to her friends, as the 

whole process was very convenient, the travel agents were active and passionate about 

giving her a customized trip, and they understood her needs. Two thumbs up for Z Tra-
vels. 



 

 

44 

 

5.2.2 Interview 2: Customer L 

Customer L booked her trip through Z Travels for her honeymoon to Mauritius. The 

reason why she chose Z Travels was because she had seen an advertisement in a wed-

ding magazine, and thought they seemed like a good travel agency. Customer L does 

not normally turn to travel agencies to book trips, but in this case, the wedding planning 

took all of her energy, and she wanted expertise and a customized package. She ex-
plained, 

“I always book online but this time the wedding planning took too much energy.” 

Personalization 

Expertise, she explains, was one of the big reasons why she would turn to a travel agen-

cy. That, and a tailor made package, where everything is included, is important when 

she has no time for planning the trip herself. Otherwise, customer L usually searches 

and books her trip online, even the accommodation. It has also happened that she has 

booked a trip online through a travel agency that offers pre-packaged trips, without con-

tacting a seller. With this said, Customer L does not feel loyal to just one travel agency. 

Customer L has turned to Z Travels a couple of times, but explains that they have not 

been as personal and unique as they were on their wedding trip. That time, customer L 

and her husband came to the boutique, where they met face to face with a seller, and Z 

Travels conducted an extensive research about them. During the other contacts, the an-

swers on their requests have been more standardized than personal. Customer L ex-
plained the first face to face contact with Z Travels, 

“The first time we met with Z Travels was like an interview.” 

Service Quality 

According to Customer L, a travel agency offers service quality by giving her expert 

recommendations about which destinations would suit her best. She thinks that Z Travel 

provided her with this, and she cannot think of something that the travel agency can do 

in order to improve their services. Well, she says, besides improving their e-mail com-

munication and increasing the number of unique destinations.  

Communication 

When asked if she receives and reads newsletters from travel agencies, she says no. She 

sometimes skims through them if they come at a maximum of once every four months. 

For example, a spring, summer, autumn and winter newsletters with tips on trendy trips. 

Otherwise, she would prefer to search for trips online herself, and would probably un-
subscribe from newsletters.  

Customer L perceives good communication to be when the travel agency has a good 

homepage with information regarding destinations, weather at the destination, and what 

is recommended. She is also fond of quick responses from requests and questions. 

However, bad communications is when answers are slow and impersonal. When she 

was in contact with Z Travels to book her honeymoon, she thinks it was personal and 

professional to just have contact with one seller. However, she would not have any 
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problems if the first seller would hand the process over to another seller, if they make it 

smooth and that she would not have to repeat information to the new seller. She ex-
plained, 

“I don’t mind if I have to talk to different sellers, as long as they make an almost invisi-

ble transition between them.” 

She would like to receive feedback forms via e-mail, but in order to actually fill them 

in, the trip must have been either exceptional or very bad. She would not be interested 

in filling in feedback sheets if everything was just okay. However, she knows that it is 

good for the travel agency if the customers fill in the feedback sheets. She would prefer 

it if the travel agency would e-mail her with suggestions on trips that would suit her, as 
she feels that it would be too intruding if they would call her.  

Service Differentiation 

When discussing other things Z Travels does in order to differentiate their services, 

Customer L says that she did not receive a personal login with information about the 

trip, but she did not think further about that either. However, a loyalty card would in-

crease her motivation to book through the travel agency, especially if they would result 

in hotel points, travel money, car rental, or other upgrades. As she is not interested in 

discounted travel supplies, she is very fond of company giveaways. She loves the travel 

portfolio she received from Z Travels, where all her documents fit, as well as the extra 

backpack she got when she arrived at her hotel. In addition, the beach bag she received 
was perfect. She stated, 

 “The giveaways we got from Z Travels were just so perfect.” 

Conclusion 

She would definitely recommend Z Travels to friends and other travelers. This is be-

cause their personal and customized services and nice way of handling things. She 

would also travel with the company again, but she wants even more customization 
through e-mail, partly because she does not have time to come in to the boutique. 

5.3 X Travels Recommendation Site 

X Travels’ page has this introduction, 

“Your personal travel agency! You are always welcomed and receive service that is 

more than ordinary. We have survived because of our good reputation and our custom-

ers who always come back, become one of them and contact us today”. 

There are currently thirty-three recommendation from registered users on the website, 

dating from October 26
th
, 2009 to December 9

th
, 2009, and currently have an overall 

rating of five out of five. Since interviews with the customers are lacking, these recom-

mendations give us insight to the company through the customers’ views. The com-

ments found on the site address a large amount of issues, from the overall opinion of the 
company, 
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“(Booking with X Travels) is a one stop shopping experience.” 

to their follow up method, 

“(X Travels) are the best. They even call after the trip to make sure that everything was 

good.” 

to their willingness to return to the company, 

“I’ve got very helpful and nice treatment from X Travels. They succeeded easily in pro-

viding me tickets when other travel agencies failed. I will turn to X Travels again, and I 

give them a gold star for their work.” 

 “Thank you for this time, and talk to you next time I’ll book a trip.” 

“Thank you for all the service you provided. Now I know where to go when I want to 
book a trip in the future.” 

to the ease of communication with the company, 

“I called at 6:50 p.m. on a Tuesday and had a lot of desires and suggestions in regards 

to a. Even though I made it hard for him, the travel agent was so patient and helpful.” 
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6 Analysis 

This chapter presents an analysis and interpretation of the company and customer in-

terviews presented in the above sections. The results of the interviews are linked to 

theory and a comparison of the company and customer interviews are made. 

6.1 Company and Customer Analysis 

Here follows the analysis of company and customer interviews, where the authors will 

provide the reader with an insight into the relationship marketing activities that compa-
nies perform and how customers regard these. 

6.1.1 Z Travels 

Initial Phase 

Z Travels’ perception of the term relationship marketing contains a strong focus on 

communication with their customers. The company strives to get as much information 

as possible from their customers, in order to offer the perfect personalized trip. The au-

thors believe that the travel agency has an understanding of the term relationship mar-

keting close to the definition by Grönroos involving building a lasting relationship with 
customers (1990).  

Following the strategic issues by Grönroos (1996), when Z Travels was created, the 

values of relationship marketing, in particular defining the firm as a service business, 

were implemented, as Z Travels were created in order to give better service to custom-

ers. The founders of the company were interested in the values in relationship market-

ing, although the company was not grounded with the specific term relationship market-

ing in mind.  

Throughout the whole customer life cycle, the company uses the objectives of relation-

ship marketing in developing and maintaining customer relationships, in order to build a 

sustainable and profitable company. During the initial phase of Grönroos’ Customer 

Life Cycle model, Z Travels attract new customers by using the objective of communi-

cation. They communicate to their specific target groups by advertising though me-

diums reaching these customers. This is done through typical channels, such as maga-

zines, or through arranging events, like golf competitions. That this strategy works is 

seen in the interview with Customer L. The reason she became aware of Z Travels was 

because of an advertisement in a wedding magazine, which caught her interest as she 
was attracted by the idea of having a customized honeymoon.  

Another typical communication tool for Z Travels is their homepage. Z Travels encou-

rages their employees to write reviews on the homepage about destinations they have 

visited. As their employees have been to most of the offered destinations, this provides 

a benefit to the customers, by giving them inside information about their desired desti-

nations. This also provides customers with easy access to personal information and ex-

pertise, which can improve the trustworthiness of the company. This is also a way that Z 

Travels can attract new customers, as their target customers can find the reviews 

through a search engine, and might end up booking through Z Travels. However, the 



 

 

48 

 

authors believe that having reviews from customers themselves would do even more to 

increase the credibility of the travel agency.  

Z Travels do incorporate the homepage into their relationship building efforts, and pro-

vide online information, but their customers want more. By improving their homepage, 

they can furthermore improve their service quality. The customers that were inter-

viewed wanted online booking and internet logins. Customer G in particular felt that the 

homepage was lacking. She wanted more information about possible trips, and more 

online services. In order for Z to do this, they need to have a clear idea of what their 

customers want, and personalize the homepage even more so that the homepage 

matches the actual company. In addition, the homepage is often the first point of contact 

that potential customers have with a travel agency, and as such it becomes a reflection 

of who they are. However, in allowing for more services to be conducted online, the 

agency runs the risk of losing personal contact with customers, as well as extra commis-

sions. The problem of offering online booking through the travel agency’s homepage is 

a shared problem for travel agencies. While it is seen as good service or even a necessi-

ty to offer online booking, there is still a big problem of customers that sends requests to 

find out information but later book their trip online at a cheaper price. Z Travels must 

carefully think through how they could overcome this problem. The authors believe that 

one way of overcoming this could be through offering extra benefits to those customers 
who book directly through Z Travels’ travel agents.  

Once they have caught the customer’s interest, Z Travels proceed to use the relationship 

marketing tool of personalization through face to face meetings, allowing them to estab-
lish a relationship. As Customer L stated in the interview, 

“The first time we met with Z Travels was like an interview” 

According to Grönroos’ implementation strategy (1996), these efforts are taken in order 

to get to know their customers better, and to find out the needs and wants of the poten-

tial customers. This is crucial for Z Travels as their customers are looking for more ex-

clusive trips, with exclusive service. However, their target customers usually prefer to 

create a relationship over phone or e-mail, as they are busy with work and family, and 

do not have a flexible schedule. Of course, if it is a very special trip, such as a honey-

moon, customers prefer to have personal meetings to ensure that the trip will be the best 

possible. In other words, their customers want the best personalized service, in the most 
convenient way possible.  

Even with this preference towards communicating through telephone and e-mail, the 

customers perceive the relationship creating efforts of Z Travels to be much better face 

to face. When it comes to the communicating through the internet, one customer did not 

receive any answer to her online request, and another did not feel the same personal 

contact with the seller, as Z Travels’ e-mailed answer felt very standardized. In contrast, 

when meeting face to face, the customers perceive the service quality and personaliza-
tion of Z Travels as superior. 
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Travel agencies need to find a way to combine personal service with the often imper-

sonal medias of telephone and e-mail. Customers want high personal service, but do not 
want to hassle of having to come to a boutique to receive it. 

Purchasing Process 

Proceeding to the next phase in the customer life cycle, which is the critical phase when 

the customer decides whether or not to purchase the trip, Z Travels focus heavily on 
building deeper customer relationships. 

As Z Travels differentiates themselves by focusing on highly exclusive hotels and des-

tinations, they must deliver a particular standard of travel for the customer in order to 

live up to their customer’s expectations, and preferably exceed them. Their relationship 

marketing efforts of providing excellent service quality and personalization is offered 

by delivering valid and reliable information about the destinations they offer. They en-

sure this as there is always at least one employee who has visited the destination. Each 

sales consultant specializes in a certain destination, and when dealing with customers, 

the right customer and sales consultant are paired together, giving better service quality 

to the customers. If an employee receives a request which she does not feel knowledge-

able enough, she sends the request to someone more competent to answer it. This shows 

that the internal working environment is strongly emphasizing collaboration in order to 

provide total value to the customer. The authors believe an environment without internal 

competition and high collaboration is a highly competitive advantage for those travel 

agencies that can adopt it.  

In order to increase the personal touch of the company, customers usually speak to just 

one sales agent while planning their trip, something that was greatly appreciated by both 

customers interviewed. Dealing with just one sales agent contributes to the professional 

and personal image of the company, which is also part of their differentiation strategy. 

In providing this service, Z Travel meets the needs of their customers, which increases 

their satisfaction. Customer G further states that it is only that particular consultant that 

she would like to have contact her for future trip ideas, suggesting that this personal re-

lationship could lead higher sales rates and decreased price sensitivity. Customer G 
states in her interview, 

“The relationship is the key.” 

Furthermore, Z Travels work hard with improving the service quality by holding 

monthly sessions and weekly meetings in order to keep everyone updated, and extend 

their training in creating customer relationships. In doing this, they make sure that their 

employees are also involved in their relationship marketing strategy, an important step 
in the tactical implementation as described by Grönroos (1996). 

To exceed the customers’ expectations of their service quality, Z Travels use small “ex-

tras” such as giveaways. This is appreciated by the customers as they perceive the gi-

veaways as convenient. For example, the travel portfolio where they can put all tickets, 

passports, and other necessary documents. Customer L is also fond of the beach bag she 

received from Z Travels when she arrived in the destination, which she felt was very 

convenient and thoughtful. The authors believe that in the increasingly competitive tra-
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vel market, companies need to be creative and understand that it is the small extras that 

can make a big difference.  

Other small “extras” that could provide convenience and increased customer influence, 

such as internet logins, are not part of Z Travels differentiation strategy, although this is 

something that customers have mentioned that they want. For example, Customer G 

brings up the convenience factor of internet logins. She would like all members in the 

travel group to have access to a login where flight tickets, accommodations, and tours 

can be booked. This is one area where Z Travels could improve their service differentia-

tion and service quality. The authors also suggest that companies could develop cus-

tomer profiles on their homepage where the customers can see their purchasing history, 

present order, and can edit customer information. 

Consumption Process 

During the third phase in the customer life cycle, the travel agency loses control as the 

customers are now dealing with the agency’s partners, such as hotels, airlines, and other 

travel suppliers. In order to take back some of the control that is lost in this process, and 

ensure service quality as well as customer satisfaction, Z Travels send out text messages 

and e-mails to customers while they still are on their trips. This means that any com-

plaints that the customer might have can be taken care of while there is still an opportu-

nity to make the remaining duration of the stay enjoyable. Also, Z Travels work accord-

ing to Grönroos implementation of relationship marketing strategies (1996), by working 

closely to their partners in their network. For example, the travel agents have personal 

contact with the managers of the hotels and this provides Z Travels with more control 

over their customers’ wellbeing. According to the CEO of Z Travels, 

“We have personal contact with the managers of our travel suppliers.” 

Once the customer has returned home, Z Travels use their extensive follow up system in 

order to strengthen the relationship with the customer and to improve their service 

quality. By contacting the customers to hear how the trip went, it creates a positive feel-

ing from the customers, who feel that their opinion is valued. Customer G states that she 

appreciated the postcard from Z Travels that was waiting for her when she returned 

home. Also, that the travel agent called her for feedback was the best option as she 

would probably not take time to fill in e-mail feedback forms. It would strengthen the 

relationship between customer and travel agency if they use the phone to receive feed-

back. Customer G see the benefits of trip suggestions by phone of the seller she booked 

through, another seller would not be appreciated if he or she called. This shows that Z 

Travels are very serious about finding out and meeting their customers’ needs during 

the whole customer life cycle.  

Other service differentiation strategies that would be appreciated by the customers are 

loyalty cards and giveaways. Both customers like the idea of a loyalty card where hotel 

points, upgrades, or rental cars could be benefits within a shorter time period. The cus-

tomers explain that this would increase their motivation to be loyal to a travel agency. 

However, this is not a differentiation strategy that Z Travels use today, but the authors 
think they should consider it as it could increase the motivation to return to them.  
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Z Travels send newsletters to their customers in order to communicate to them frequent-

ly and inform them about campaigns and special offers. However, it is important to not 

send these out too often, as the customers want them to be easy to read, and find it an-

noying when receiving too many. Both customers interviewed believe that once each 

four months is good to receive newsletters. Too many newsletters would have a nega-

tive effect on the customers, and they would most likely unsubscribe.  

Z Travels estimate that 50-70% of their customers return to the company. According to 

the interviews with the customers, this is because of their personal and professional ser-

vice quality. Both customers would recommend the company, but are not completely 

loyal to the company. As customer L states, the company must improve their communi-

cation by e-mail and phone to be able to increase the customer retention rate. Both cus-

tomers would like to see several improvements from Z, mostly in the areas of personali-

zation. They are looking for a company that truly takes the time to have a personal rela-

tionship with them, and they are willing to pay extra for that service. This is interesting 

as Z Travels were created with the intent of offering excellent customer service, and be-

cause the same customers praised the company because of their personal service. How-

ever, the authors believe that the company must realize the importance of communica-

tion through e-mail and phone, and therefore focus on finding a way of communicating 

in a very personalized way even through these medium.  

Z Travels strategies and implementations of relationship marketing are closely related to 

the theory as they view the mutual benefits as the most important part in creating a sus-

tainable and profitable business. However, there are also relationship marketing aspects 

that Z Travels can improve in order to provide even better service quality and customer 

satisfaction. One example is the personalized way of communicating through e-mail. If 

they could improve their communication, they could better reap the benefits of relation-

ship marketing.  

6.1.2 Y Travels 

Y Travels looks at relationship slightly different than Z Travels and the definition of the 

term by Grönroos (1990). As the theory looks at the term with the customers in focus, Y 

focus on strengthening the brand image of the company in the eyes of the customers. Of 

course, Y needs to undertake relationship marketing efforts in order to build a trustwor-

thy and reputable brand. However, as Y wants to acquire new customers as well as keep 

old ones, the company seems to focus most of their marketing efforts towards the acqui-

sition of new customers. As Y is thinking about increasing their target range to include 

people over thirty-five years old, the authors believe that the company should focus 

more on retaining their existing customers. If the company takes good care about their 

existing customers as well as conducting extensive follow ups, these customers could be 

willing to stay with the company as they get older. This method could decrease the 
marketing expenses and difficulties to reach this target group. 

Initial Phase 

By strengthening their brand image, Y Travels can gain customers’ attention by word of 

mouth from existing customers. This method is a very efficient and inexpensive way of 
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attracting new customers, but in order to succeed with this, the company needs to con-

sistently live up to the demands of high service quality, trustworthiness, and competitive 

prices. According to the interviews with the company, service quality is thought of a 

relationship marketing effort that is highly valued in the company. To them, this means 

that they guarantee that they will provide knowledgeable service, and assist in creating a 

personalized trip. This is also communicated to the potential and existing customer 

through advertisements and on their homepage where customers are encouraged to con-

tact the company to completely tailor make their travel.  

According to the customer interviews, the company seems to have succeeded in living 

up to the minimum standard as the customers are willing to recommend and use the 

company again. A comment made by Customer X is interesting, 

“I am satisfied with the service quality of Y Travels, but they did not exceed my 
expectations.” 

With this said, it is interesting to see how these customer would choose to travel when 

they are working instead of studying. However, students seem to be satisfied with the 
service quality compared to the competitive prices of the travel agency. 

According to Grönroos’ implementation of relationship marketing theory (1996), a ser-

vice company should develop partnerships and networks. In Y’s case, the partnerships 

with travel suppliers are very important as they are a tool for attracting new customers. 

Without their partners, Y could not offer the kind of interesting trips that their target 

group wants. It is equally important that Y follow up the quality of their partners as their 

own service quality, since the partners’ quality reflects how customers view Y.  

How Y Travels communicate to customers is very important in the initial stage. As Y’s 

target customers are younger, their homepage is an especially important medium for 

initial contact. However, instead of being seen as a forum for relationship marketing, Y 

see their homepage as a competition, since they do not earn a profit from online book-

ings. This can be confusing for their customers, as they might not realize that there is a 

difference between booking online and booking via a sales consultant, as brought up in 

Customer H’s interview. She was suspicious that the travel agency would add a lot of 

cost to the trip when booking through a travel agent instead of booking online. Clearly, 

the travel agency must work hard to reduce misunderstandings and suspicion of their 

customers in order to be trustworthy. They should integrate their homepage into their 

relationship marketing strategy by clearly stating the terms of booking through the web-
site, and as such clarify the benefits of dealing with the company directly. 

The relationship marketing objective of communication is very important in the initial 

phase to attract customers. Y Travels work in different ways to reach potential custom-

ers. Another way that they communicate is through taking part in trade fairs and meet-

ing with the customers in their natural environments, such as schools. This personalized 

approach increases the chance that these customers will think of the company first when 

wanting to plan a trip, since they will be more likely to remember the company.  
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Potential customers can also meet the company face to face, as they have the possibility 

to visit the boutique and talk to a seller. As students and younger people have more flex-

ible schedules, they are more able to visit their boutiques, and from the interviews seem 

to desire to meet the company in person. From the interview with Customer E, 

“I travelled to Stockholm to visit a representative of Y Travels in person in order 
to receive more information and expert advice about the trip.” 

However, both Customer X and E suggest that Y should improve the design of their 

boutiques, in order to give more inspiration and enjoyment. Having a more personal 

touch in their boutique could lead to increased differentiation, as well as meeting cus-

tomers’ desire for an inspiring boutique. As Customer X mentions, she wanted a cozier 

atmosphere, which could be created by having sofas, soft chairs, and maybe even bean 

bags, where the customers can sit, dream, and plan their trips over a cup of coffee. The 

boutique is a tool for building customer relationships that is often overlooked by com-

panies. By offering an inspiring and personal environment, the company could build an 
effective differentiation strategy to attract potential customers.    

Purchasing Process 

As Grönroos states in his implementation of relationship theory (1996), this is the phase 

when the customers are buying a promise of a service. Of course, Y Travels need to 

work hard in order to build a good relationship with the customer where trust and exper-

tise are communicated. Y differentiates themselves by being knowledgeable about tra-

vel in the style of backpacking, and providing independent travel for their customers. 

Customers appreciate this service as their destinations are often complicated, and part of 

the reason that they go to a travel agency in the first place is to receive personalized 

help. Receiving this extra help is part of the benefit of going to a travel agency that fo-
cuses on personal service, instead of booking online.  

However, according to the implementation theory (1996), Y Travels need to understand 

that the customer does not only want the “product”, that is, the trip itself, but that they 

also want extra services. One way that Y increase their service quality is by offering 

added value to their original trips. They take care of complex and time consuming mat-

ters, such as visa issues and vaccination information, which is appreciated by the cus-

tomers. As seen in the interview with Customer H, she wants the travel agency to pro-

vide her with a lot of extra, clear information, and not to just be seen as a customer, but 

more like friends. The customers also seem to think that it is important that the compa-

ny answer their requests and questions within twenty-four hours, preferably faster. They 

also say that Y Travels could offer a more personal touch when in contact with the cus-

tomers.  

Even though Y Travels is a company with offices all around Sweden, they could do 

small things that would be viewed as more personalized. Customer H, for example, 

suggests that the company could send out a small “good-luck with your trip” text mes-

sage or e-mail before the trip. A service company needs to understand that even small 

things count. Service companies should also consider the benefits of investing in good 

databases, where they can store data about customer characteristics. Even though it is 
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difficult to measure the benefits of a customer database, the companies could save a lot 

of time and give a more personalized service with its help. It could be interesting to see 

the impacts of a more extensive customer database and analyze whether or not the em-

ployees perceive it as beneficial.  

During the purchasing phase, the communication with the customer is important. Since 

the sales consultants of Y Travels are knowledgeable about the destinations and ways of 

travelling, the company states that it should not matter who the customer talks to during 

the purchasing phase. However, as seen in the customer interviews, talking to different 

sellers can be a frustrating experience. All of the customers interviewed preferred to 

speak to just one seller, and if they did have to speak to more than one seller, the seller 

would have to be even more enthusiastic and have more knowledge than the first. Cus-

tomer H also suggests that they should give out private phone numbers where the cus-

tomer can reach them directly in order to avoid having to speak to different sellers. This 

is a point where the customers and company disagree. However, even though Y has of-

fices around Sweden, there must be a more efficient way of communicating with their 

customers. It could also be convenient for the customer to call the office that is closest 

to their homes. Therefore, the company should consider giving private numbers to their 
different offices.  

During this phase of the customer life cycle, Y uses mainly telephone and e-mail as 

communication tools, although there is possibility for personal meetings. As found in 

the interviews, Y Travels did not receive any negative feedback regarding their e-mail 

and telephone contact with customers. However, one of the customers interviewed tra-

velled to Stockholm especially to meet with Y Travels, and she did not feel that she re-

ceived any personal service that she would not have received over the telephone or e-

mail. As seen from the customer interviews, Y Travels does not seem to same level of 

service quality through the store as they do through other channels. 

Consumption Process 

During this phase, it is important that Y Travels cooperate closely with their partners to 

make sure that their quality is high enough. Also, it is important that the employees of Y 

Travels travel with their partners periodically in order to know the standard and proce-

dures of their partners.  

Y Travels could also work actively in this phase to tie customers closer to them by us-

ing any type of bonus program, such as loyalty cards. For example, bonuses could be 

exclusive just for Y’s customers on certain accommodations or trip. It would be inter-

esting to see if Y would experience a higher customer loyalty rate if the collection of 

bonus points would lead to discounted trips, accommodations, or certain upgrades when 

booking with Y Travels. Although Y does not currently have any type of bonus pro-

gram, the existing customers have explained that they would like to receive some kind 

of bonuses from the travel agency. From what the customers stated, this would increase 

customer loyalty.  

Once home again, Y Travels mentioned in their interview that they have send out follow 

ups to customers in the past, but do not currently send out any. However, they are think-
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ing about starting to send out follow ups again. This inconsistency in their follow ups 

was noticed in the customer interviews, as some customers received post cards asking 

how the trip went, while others received no type of feedback possibility. One of the cus-

tomers interviewed received a feedback form to fill in, but the other two did not receive 

one. However, they wish that they had because it would make them feel that the compa-

ny is taking them seriously and want their opinion. The preferable method for feedback 

forms, from the customers’ point of view, is online. If Y truly wants to get to know their 

customers’ needs and wants, they should be consistent with follow-ups, especially since 

their customers want to be able to voice their opinion, leading to increased customer 

satisfaction. By sending out feedback forms, Y Travels could also gain information 

about trends, the new experiences of travel and ideas that existing customers have in 

mind. This could be an effective tool in becoming a leading travel agency in a market 
where the target customers change a lot. 

Another tool for strengthening customer relationships, as stated in the report by Clay-

comb and Martin (2002), is to frequently have contact with their customers. Y Travels 

sends out newsletters on a regular basis, containing updates from the company, as well 

as suggested destinations and special offers. The customers tend to generally only skim 

through the newsletters unless they happen to be interested in the topic. The general 

consensus was that newsletters should not be sent out more than once a month, as the 

customers do not want to receive too much information from the company. However, 

newsletters are an inexpensive marketing tool as well as an active way of communicat-

ing to their customers. The authors believe that the travel agency can increase the inte-

ractivity between the company and their customers through their newsletters. For exam-

ple, by letting people sign up for different events, or fill in reply cards. The company 

could also offer an own log in name in order for the customers to find their profile and 

search for interesting trips that can be stored online. However, it seems like the custom-

ers want suggestions for trips or other similar information online instead of by phone.  

Around 60% of Y Travels’ existing customers tend to come back to the company, and 

all of the interviewed customers would recommend the company to others. This is be-

cause Y Travels lived up to their expectations as a price worthy travel agency with an 

adventurous niche. However, the customers would like to receive some type of extra 

from the company, such as some type of giveaways when going on a trip, even some-

thing small like a patch or sticker. These types of small actions would make to customer 

feel valued by the company. 

The relationship marketing efforts towards building a brand image is evidently success-

ful, as all of the customers interviewed all chose Y Travels because of the expertise they 

offer. They had heard positive things about the company, making them willing to try 

them. The trips were all relatively complicated, and in countries they had never been 

before, making it much easier to book through a travel agency. In addition, the custom-

ers desired to have a trip that could be personalized to their needs. Y Travels was the 

agency that promised to meet these needs and desires. However, relationship marketing 

can always be improved and the authors have found some areas where Y Travels can 

work harder on in order to tie potential and existing customers to the travel agency.  
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6.1.3 X Travels 

What makes X Travels interesting to research and analyze is the fact that they are very 

different than the previous travel agencies. X Travels is a very small travel agency 

which makes the contact between the company and customers utmost personal. This is 

possible because of the small size of the company and the small amount of customers. 

Comparing the view of the company on relationship marketing with the definition of the 

term by Grönroos (1990), show that they are closely related. X Travels focuses on the 

customer relationships to ensure that both parties are ultimately satisfied with the trip.  

X Travels do not want to expand their businesses until they find the reasons to do so. 

Also, the friendly and service minded personalities of the travel agents within the com-

pany reflect its contact with the customers. As one customer to X Travels said to one of 
the sellers, 

“You are X Travels.” 

This quote says a whole lot about the mindset of X Travels. The company is very con-

cerned about the satisfaction of their customers, always giving the service they would 
want to receive themselves.  

Initial Phase 

Instead of concentrating on directly trying to attract a large number of customers, X 

Travels attract new customers indirectly, by focusing on satisfying the customers that 

they do have. To do this, X Travels rely heavily on increasing word of mouth, through 

forums and recommendation sites. This allows potential customers to read how other 
travelers truly perceive the agency, and hopefully receive an unbiased image.  

By focusing on recommendation sites, they must ensure that their present customers are 

satisfied, since each customer is provided with a feedback form from one of the recom-

mendation sites. X Travels has evidently succeeded in this, as they have not yet re-

ceived one bad review. This form of marketing helps them to hold their costs down, 

while allowing for slower growth, which is what the company is aiming for. However, 

marketing the company by relying on word of mouth and recommendation sites is cheap 

and honest, but it could also be damaging if some customers have negative feelings 

about the trip. It might not be something that is caused directly by X Travels, but that 

the trip in general was not good. By letting these customers give public feedback could 
be damaging for the firm.  

While they do not yet have any possibility to meet their customer in person, they strive 

to create personal service with contact through telephone and e-mail. By looking at the 

overall customer interviews, customers do want the possibility to meet with a travel 

agency in person. Since X Travels do not offer this possibility, it could drive away po-

tential customers. However, they seem to be aware of this, as they are eventually plan-

ning on establishing a boutique. The authors consider this as a good idea as it would in-

crease the reliability and trustworthiness of the company to offer the customers to meet 

them in person.  
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Initial contact is made through the website, where the customer has the option to fill in 

an information request form, e-mail, or call the company. The company has an unoffi-

cial policy of only answering those request forms where the customer fills in their tele-

phone number, as they believe that it is these customers that are serious. While this al-

lows the sales agents to concentrate on the “serious” customers, they risk losing out on 

customers who are interested in booking through X Travels, but prefer not to give out 

their telephone number. This could even lead to potential customers developing nega-

tive feelings about the agency, as they received no response.  

Purchasing Phase 

As X Travels cooperate with the previously mentioned recommendation websites, they 

proactively ensure that customers receive an accurate view of the company, as it is other 

customers recommending the travel agency. As X Travels do not engage in offering 

premade packages, they instead add value to their service quality by giving the custom-

ers recommendations about accommodation, trips, insurance, and more.  

The low number of employees makes it easier for X Travels to personalize their servic-

es. Their customers talk to one seller throughout the whole process, mainly through the 

telephone, and the travel agency makes a database over their characteristics and special 

needs. This database, which according to Grönroos implementation strategy (1996) is 

necessary for relationship marketing, is the most developed database of the three inter-

viewed travel agencies. This is because it involves customer characteristics and needs 

instead of just purchasing history and sales.  

Looking at the comments made from previous customers, many take up the communica-

tion with the travel agents. The customers loves that the travel agents are easily accessi-

ble, even when not within the usual office hours. For example, one customer says, 

“I called at 6:50 p.m. on a Tuesday and had a lot of desires and suggestions in regards 
to a. Even though I made it hard for him, the travel agent was so patient and helpful.” 

Other customers bring up the professional service of the sellers. They praise the compe-
tence, the humble attitude, and the flexibility of the sellers. One customer explains,  

“I’ve got very helpful and nice treatment from X Travels. They succeeded easily in pro-

viding me tickets when other travel agencies failed. I will turn to X Travels again, and I 
give them a gold star for their work.” 

Another customers says,  

“(Booking with X Travels) is a one stop shopping experience.” 

Other customers also refer to the good and personal communication with X Travels. 

Since there are so few sellers, they can easily keep track of their customers and their 

needs. The authors question what would happen if the company were to grow. For the 

moment, the good service quality of the company depends on the personality of the sel-

lers. However, if the company expands, the company can easily lose track of their cus-

tomers and become less personal. This is something that X Travels must consider when 
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expanding. How can they keep their friendly and personal contact with customers while 

at the same time growing?  

Consumption Process 

As X Travels help their customers with tickets and transfers, and recommend their cus-

tomers accommodation and trips, the travel agents need to be utmost professional and 

knowledgeable about their destinations. As the customers are in the hands of other tra-

vel suppliers during their trip, X Travels need to make sure that they know what they 

are recommending. X Travels are experts about Thailand destination, but are now ex-

panding their destinations to involve other countries around the world. It is very impor-

tant for the company to continue to be able to give expert advice on these destinations 

as well. Otherwise, unsatisfied customers could start a bad reputation which would not 

at all benefit the company.  

X Travels work extensively with follow up, and it is company policy to always call the 

customer a few days after their return home, to see how they felt about their trip. This is 

an advantage as it helps X Travels to make the experience better for future travels; how-

ever, it does not help the customers who have already experienced a bad trip. One of the 

customers notes:  

“(X Travels) are the best. They even call after the trip to make sure that everything was 
good.” 

The travel agency sends out newsletters on a continuous basis, providing information to 

customers about special offers and general information. This enables them to reach out 
to past customers, and hopefully stimulate the customers’ interests. 

6.2 Relationship Marketing Benefits 

Using relationship marketing can be seen as an investment by companies, as they have 

to invest both time and money to achieve their goals of establishing long term customer 

relationships. According to the customer retention theory, companies will profit from 

investing in relationship marketing, as long-term customers become less price sensitive, 

purchase a higher volume and can be used as cheap marketing tools. However, compa-
nies use different means in order to reach these targets.     

As seen in the interviews with the three travel agencies, all had different views regard-

ing the term relationship marketing, which in turn determine the benefits they gain of 

implementing relationship marketing efforts. None of the companies interviewed use 

relationship marketing in the whole theoretical definition of the term; however, they all 

receive benefits from the various parts they do use. It is difficult to know which parts of 

relationship marketing have the greatest impact on customer satisfaction and retention, 

as some customers may be more inclined to appreciate a personal seller and others are 

more interested in the personalization area. This means that companies wanting to in-

crease their work in relationship marketing, in order to reap the benefits of customer 

retention and customer satisfaction may not know which fields to actually invest in. The 

companies that were interviewed for this thesis all focus on customer retention in the 

long run; however, the ways in which they reach this goal differs quite substantially and 
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it is difficult to know whether a particular strategy or specific tools from the relationship 

marketing concept leads to greater benefits to the company than others.  

Y Travels 

By seeing relationship marketing as building a strong brand image over time, Y Travels 

receive the benefits of having a large awareness of the company with a large number of 

people. Customers tend to view a strong company image as trustworthy, and as some-

where you can turn to when going travelling outside your comfort zone. As seen in one 

of the customer interviews, Customer X turned to Y Travels in order to get some securi-
ty when undertaking an adventure trip, 

“As I had never travelled in Asia before, I wanted a company that I could trust.” 

The benefits of building a strong brand image for the company includes giving the 

company an identity in a sea of competitors, and representing the values of the compa-

ny. Also, building a strong brand image encourages loyal customers to return to the 

company and recommend others as well. For the customer, it is usually easier to return 

to a brand which you have had previous good experiences with. This reduces time and 

energy in the search for a travel supplier. Y Travels could, if they manage to create a 

strong brand in the minds of their customers, use the brand as a guarantee of quality, 

which according to the interview with the company, they intend to do, 

“For us, service quality is our guarantee to our customers.” 

This view of relationship marketing determines the way Y Travels market themselves 

towards customers, through fairs and exhibitions rather than more intimate meetings 

with selected customers. The benefit they receive from this is that they are able to reach 

a large number of potential customers, and through reaching out to students at fairs, 

they also have a chance of repeat marketing, if students attend several fairs and exhibi-

tions where Y are present. However, using this approach could undermine the personal 

relationship with their customers. As one customer commented, 

“Y met my expectations, but I feel that they could have done more to make me feel that 

my trip was important to them.” 

Establishing a strong brand image is considered beneficial for the company, but they 

must be careful to keep a personal touch with its customers. Personalization is important 

for customers that do not only think about prices when using a travel agency. Y Travels 
must keep this in mind while strengthening their brand.  

Z Travels 

Z Travels, on the other hand, have another view on relationship marketing. Being 

created in order to give customers better services, the company puts much value into 

strong customer relationships. By focusing on extensive communication in order to 

create customized trips according to the needs of their customers, the company is 

known for their outstanding services, and therefore, unique compared to their competi-

tors. Their customers seem to be very pleased with this, and are willing to recommend 

the company to friends. By customizing their services and being customer focused, the 
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company profits from returning customers that are not as price sensitive as newly ac-

quired customers. In this case, Z Travels focus on exclusive trips, especially for special 

occasions. This means that if the company succeeds in creating a loyal customer base, 

they could benefit from added sales as they could bring the whole family next time they 
are celebrating.  

Being customer oriented and collaborating with partners such as banks, Z Travel suc-

ceeds in reaching their target customers for cheap, leading to decreased marketing costs. 

These customers could later on spread word-of-mouth to their friends and colleagues, 

resulting in free marketing and good reputation. The quote from the CEO/marketing 
manager from Z Travels explains, 

“It is cheaper to keep customers coming back than to attract new ones” 

However, as Z Travel expands, it could be difficult to maintain the good communication 

with customers without it being standardized. Customer L stated in her interview that 

she was very pleased with the communication of Z Travel the first time she used them, 

but that they gave standardized answers the second time she send a request through their 

homepage. In order to grow and still be able to keep good communication, Z Travels 

should consider building up a good database to handle customer communication.  

X Travels 

X Travels is a small travel agency that works hard to give their customers the same type 

of service that they would want to receive themselves. By being available even during 

non office hours and always putting their customers first, the company has received 

very good feedback from their customers. X Travels is viewed as the little, compassio-

nate, and helpful company that people want to recommend and use to again. They are 

more like friends than customers. X Travels are even known for the friendly seller that 

work within the company, so much that the seller actually is viewed as being the com-
pany. As one of the customers said to the seller, 

“You are X Travels.” 

X Travels take personal service into another level as they truly care about their custom-

ers. This is possible as the company is so small and dependent on the personality of its 

sellers. A bigger company, such as Y Travels, could not solely rely on the personality of 

their employees, as they have too many customers to be able to remember them all. 

However, X Travels are creating a loyal customer base as many of their customers say 

that this is the only travel agency for them now, As several customers wrote on the rec-

ommendation site, 

“Thank you for this time, and talk to you next time I’ll book a trip.” 

“Thank you for all the service you provided. Now I know where to go when I want to 
book a trip in the future.” 

X Travels benefit from the comfort and security the customers find in using the same 

travel supplier. If the customer has trust and confidence in the travel supplier, they will 

be more likely to use the company again, as well as recommend it to others. Also, loyal 
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customers tend to get special treatment, such as discounts, the longer they stay with the 

company, which further strengthens the relationship between the customer and compa-

ny. With this said, economic benefits follow as customers continue to book trips 

through the company.  

X Travels relies a lot on word of mouth in order to market themselves. The reason why 

they can do this is because of the good reputation the company has among its custom-

ers. This brings down the marketing costs, while at the same time reaching target cus-

tomers. However, if the company would consider advertizing in magazines, for exam-

ple, they could reach even more customers.  

Another benefit from using relationship marketing is that if the company for example 

uses computer data system containing customer information, it can make the dealings 

with its customers more efficient, as well as more personalized to their customers’ 

needs. This means that the company can meet the customers’ needs in an efficient man-

ner, saving both money and time for the company, while still providing a high degree of 

service. X Travels makes use of a customer database, where information about the cus-

tomers is stored, allowing for personalization.  

Implementing relationship marketing into the daily operations of their business, travel 

agencies not only see a tremendous economic benefit of returning customers, but also a 

strong relationship which sometimes could be more valued. For example, as seen in the 

interviews with the companies’ customers, everyone was willing to forgive the compa-

ny if a mistake would occur. In the highly competitive travel industry, having forgiving 

customers is very beneficial. As was mentioned in some of the interviews, there were a 

few irritations that happened during some of the trips, but as the customers had a good 
relationship with the company, they were willing to move past it.  

It may be the case that companies would benefit greatly from relationship marketing, 

but that the structure of the company prevents it from being fully implemented. During 

the interview with Z Travels, it was stated that providing excellent service to their  cus-

tomers  is what matters, and as such sellers do not mind handing a customer over to 

another seller, who  is better equipped to deal with that particular destination or book-

ing. At Y, however, it was stated in the company interview that the sellers are paid per 

sale they make. This means that even though a seller may not be the best person to deal 

with a particular destination, it is unlikely that he or she will hand the customer over to 

another, better equipped seller, as this means that the provision on the customer is lost 

to the original seller. This counteracts providing good service, as the wage structure 

makes it difficult to perhaps do what is best for the customer without losing out on the 

wage. The benefits of customer retention may be lost as customers do not feel that their 
needs were looked after, and as such choose to go to another company.  
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7 Conclusion 

This chapter begins by presenting the purpose that has guided the research, followed by a 

brief conclusion answering each research question. 

Using the Customer Life Cycle Model as a Framework, How Do Compa-
nies Use Relationship Marketing in Their Contact With Customers? 

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate how a selected number of travel agencies in 

Stockholm use and understand relationship marketing, and to look into how it is re-

garded by customers. The definition of relationship marketing by Grönroos, chosen by 

the authors, shows a large number of criteria that company activities should fall under to 

engage in relationship marketing.  

In this study, the authors have found that the travel agencies interviewed do use rela-

tionship marketing in their dealings with customers, but that none of them consciously 

use any theoretical framework for their particular interpretation of the term. The defini-

tion chosen by the travel agencies range from building a strong brand amongst future 

customers, to engaging in strong, personal relationships with each customer.  

The study indicates that the chosen definition of relationship marketing has an impact 

on the marketing activities that companies engage in, and how much effort they put in 

into the relationship building with customers. All three travel agencies operate within a 

highly personalised segment of the travel industry, with tailor made travels and accom-

modation, which may indicate that relationship marketing is a natural outcome with the 

dealings with customers, as differentiation and personalisation are two of the main ob-

jectives of relationship marketing.  

The authors chose to use customer relationship life cycle models to analyze how com-

panies engage in relationship marketing activities throughout the entire purchase cycle. 

The study showed that companies do engage in activities that fall into each of the 

phases of the life cycle models, from obtaining as much information about the custom-

ers as possible, to maintaining a good follow up after the travel is complete. The extent 

to which the companies engaged in the different phases differed, as did the level of con-

sistency with follow up into customer views of their travels.  

How Do Customers Regard Companies’ Relationship Marketing Efforts? 

From the interviews it was shown that customers do respond in a positive way to a 

number of company efforts that fall within the relationship marketing field. Several cus-

tomers voice their appreciation of companies making their trips as personalized as pos-

sible, and that differentiation is greatly valued. Customers feel that they want to be able 

reach out to the companies in question, rather than having sellers frequently phoning 

them or sending out newsletters with suggestions for future travels. Also, companies 

that put in some extra effort, in for example offering a reward club, with special benefits 

for members, are liked by the interviewed customers. The same goes for personalization 

in the field of offering a personal seller to customers, so that the person the deal with 
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always has in-depth knowledge of personal likes and dislikes and information about the 

current trip. 

From the interviews with customers, this study shows that one main issue is that of ser-

vice quality. Both that the level of quality is as high as possible, but above all that it 

matches the expectations a customer has. It is crucial that the quality a company prom-

ise is the same as the customer experiences on their travel. Another perspective of this is 

that customers stated that mistakes made by the company are perceived as less severe if 

the customer has a good relationship with the company, and the company tries their 

hardest to correct the mistake.  

What Do the Companies Achieve Through the Use of Relationship Market-
ing? 

The above mentioned example is one of the benefits that companies can receive from 

relationship marketing. One of the main goals of relationship marketing is that of cus-

tomer retention, having the same customers return because they feel that the service 

they experienced was good. One company interviewed stated that customer retention 

was the main reason they used relationship marketing, as it allows them to save in on 

marketing costs that would be needed to attract new customers.  

The results found in this study were to an extent expected, and there were no large in-

consistencies with previous research and studies done on the subject. However, the 

views between customers and companies did differ concerning the importance of par-

ticular relationship marketing activities. Although both companies and customers be-

lieve that personalisation and differentiation are highly important to how the overall ex-

perience of booking travel with a particular agency, customers seem to value this even 

more than the companies. It was also shown that it is important that companies need to 

be careful in their communication with customers; too many news letters or attempts to 

make a customer purchase a trip will have a negative effect, as shown in the interviews 
with customers.  
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8 Final Discussion 

This chapter presents an overall summary and evaluation of the research, followed by sug-
gestions for further research. 

Authors’ Reflections 

Aspects of relationship marketing, either consciously or unconsciously, are present in 

each travel agency interviewed. Two of travel agencies have implemented relationship 

marketing into their daily activities, with staff training as part of the day to day activi-

ties of the company, in order to increase expertise and customer satisfaction. The most 

important factor seems to be that the perceived quality matches the actual service qual-

ity. This is only natural to assume will be important to customers, but it can sometimes 

be hard for travel agencies to guarantee that the travel they sell will actually match the 

expectations that customers have; since they do not actually carry out the travel, but air-

lines, hotels and tour companies handle the customers after the booking has been made, 

it is important that companies only choose to use reliable partners. In essence, that com-

panies keep the obligations they make to customers, and if something goes wrong or a 

mistake occurs, that they repair it in a satisfactory manner.  

One of the main concerns discovered in this study is that of inconsistency. Some of the 

customers did not have the possibility of providing feed-back on their experiences, 

which they would have liked to do. Also, some customers received post cards when 

they arrived back home, and others did not. This inconsistency can potentially damage a 

company, as customers do not know what they will receive. Customers who got post 

cards may feel that it shows concern and interest in how the trip went, and therefore 

would recommend the company to others, while the opposite might go for customers 
who did not receive one.   

All three companies that were part of this study have a company website that customers 

can visit, and in some cases, book travel as well. However, one of the companies stated 

in the interview that it does not actually benefit the company to have the website set up 

the way they do now. Instead of combining sales through the website with sales in-shop 
or over the phone, the company instead sees the website as competition.  

In addition, the terms and conditions for customers booking through the website differ 

significantly from those that customers receive if they book through a personal seller. 

This poses a great threat to the company, as they do not state anywhere that the services 

differ depending on what type of booking you choose to use. This is entirely against the 

principles of relationship marketing, which is about building trust and retaining custom-

ers.  

If the customers book through the website and do not receive the service they believe 

they will, they are more likely to warn others about the travel agent than recommend it. 

The use of rewards clubs and extra points may cause customers to lose out on great 

deals from other companies. If a customer always books with a travel agent because 

they are a member of a rewards club, they may not even look at travel from other 
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agents, meaning that they may not receive as good deals as they could for a particular 

type of travel. 

Did We Get the Answers We Expected?  

Previous research has shown the importance of relationship marketing, and how it can 

be used by companies to be a competitive advantage against competitors. In this thesis, 

the authors aimed to get a better understanding of how travel agencies understand and 

implement relationship marketing, and how this is regarded by their customers. As this 

research area is looked upon from an exploratory view, it includes both awaited results 

as well as unexpected results. This research area is broad and as each company in this 

study defined the term relationship marketing slightly differently, there were different 
interpretations as well as implementations of the term.  

Purchasing a complicated trip can for many be an important decision, and as such it is 

interesting to see how companies behave in relation to the potential uncertainty of cus-

tomers. Providing reliable expertise throughout the entire buying process is an appreci-

ated way of decreasing this uncertainty. Something which, however, was rather unex-

pected was the inconsistency reported by customers, as feedback would be assumed to 

be one of the most important issues for companies. Personal sellers is something which 

was requested by several customers, however this may be difficult for companies to ac-

commodate at all times. A sophisticated data base containing all customer information 

would instead be beneficial so that a new seller can see exactly what has been discussed 

between the customer and a previous seller. However, as most companies in the study 

had a database showing purchasing history of each customer, only one had a database 

that supported customer characteristics and interests.  

The fact that customers become more lenient towards a company that has performed to 

their expectations in the past, or tries hard to make up for the mistake is a large benefit 

for companies. A customer might feel especially beneficial towards such a company, 

which means that the travel agent does not necessarily face the risk of losing the cus-

tomer as soon as a mistake is made. This despite the fact that travels is usually expen-
sive, and may be quite important to a customer.  

Future Research Areas 

As this thesis had a limited number of samples, in a limited area, it would be interesting 

to perform a more widespread study about the topic. 

Future research questions include: 

 Which parts of relationship marketing would be most profitable for companies to 
engage in?  

 Which parts of relationship marketing are most appreciated by customers? 
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