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ABSTRACT 

Garment retailing is one of the most competing sectors in service industries. Striving for loyal 
consumers to retain profits becomes crucial for garment retailers for both physical and online clothing 
business owners. This study employs the Relationship Bonding Theory to systematically investigate the 
nomological networks among various bonding strategies, relationship quality, and customer loyalty with 
clarifying the moderating situations for different channel types. After an empirical validation with 
multi-group SEM technique, the results showed: (1) the financial and structural bonding are useful to 
develop relationship quality, which in turn leads to customer loyalty in the overall clothing business; (2) 
some theoretical paths within the nomological network among research factors are significantly different 
between online/offline garment outlets. Detailed implications are finally discussed. 
Keywords: Relationship Marketing, Relationship Bonding, Customer loyalty, Garment retailing, 
Channel type 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Clothing is one of the major consumption needs in people’s daily lives. People examining and 
purchasing in garment outlets exhibit intensive service interactions during the transactions. Due to the 
high efficiency and price incentives, buying cloth online has also become a fast-growing sector in 
people’s e-Commerce activities. According to the stats of government [18], the market size for online 
shopping in Taiwan has exceeded 10 billion USD. Clothing ranked the second place (13%) and enjoyed 
a surprisingly high growing rate of 56.2% by 2010. Many brick-and-motars or pure-plays now all have 
to think and manage to operate in both online/offline channels and become click-and-motars, implying 
that the competition is quite intensive and striving for loyal consumers to retain profits becomes crucial 
for garment retailers. However, the appropriate relationship marketing strategy for different channels is 
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still absent in the literature. Relation Bonding is the core concept within the relationship marketing 
theory proposed by Berry [4]. Berry argued that various forms of relationship bonds can be viewed as 
tactical tools in building relational connections with customers in order to maintain stable transactional 
relationship and thus finally foster customer loyalty. Relationship Quality, that measures how strong the 
tie is between transactional parties [6], has seemed to be found and verified as the mediator to link 
relationship bonding and customer loyalty in various service context [8] [10]. This study adopts such a 
theoretical framework to systematically investigate: (1) the path model composed of different forms of 
bonding strategy, relationship quality, and customer loyalty for garment retailing business; (2) the 
moderating role of channel type. 

LITERATURE AND HYPOTHESES 

Relationship Marketing and Bonding 

Berry [2] firstly proposed the concept of relationship marketing and advocated that marketing in the 
service sector centers on the inter-relationship between customers and service organizations. Attracting 
customers and maintaining stable relationship facilitate service organizations to well communicate and 
deliver satisfying services, making that the loyal base among customers may develop and marketing cost 
can thus be reduced. Berry [4] later elaborated the useful means for service providers to effectively 
connect with customers, including financial, social, and structural bonds, that are, to provide pricing 
incentives to attract customers, involve socially customization of the relationship, and propose structural 
solutions to important customer problems with value-adding benefits, respectively [4]. Various forms of 
relationship bonding keep customers staying in a stable interactions and performing transactional 
activities. Berry [4] asserted that the higher the level at which relationship marketing is practiced, the 
greater its potential to foster customer loyalty and sustained competitive advantage for service 
organizations. As to the loyal effect mechanism of relationship bonds and actual measures of how well 
the customers interact with service encounters or organizations, Crosby et al. [6] pointed out that better 
relationship quality facilitates customers to effectively manage consumption uncertainty and risks 
through social ties developed from long term interactions. To fully explore the process model of loyalty 
initiated from relationship binding, in their recent study, Liang and Wang [10] posited that relationship 
bonding is a tactical means that helps to foster loyalty, however, without the intermediate role of 
relationship quality comprising various dimensions to reflect the tightness of a relationship, consumers 
do not necessarily enter the loyal stage. Deducted by the theoretical rationale above, this study argues 
that: 

H1: Financial bonding is positively related to relationship quality for garment retailers and consumers 
H2: Social bonding is positively related to relationship quality for garment retailers and consumers 
H3: Structural bonding is positively related to relationship quality for garment retailers and consumers 
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H4: Relationship quality is positively related to customer loyalty for garment retailers and consumers 

Channel Differentiations between Online/offline Outlets 

Although bricks-and-mortars enjoys the irreplaceable strength of face-to-face service interactions and 
entertaining experiences [5] [17], Internet marketing exhibits many amazing features, such as incredible 
search efficiency, transaction convenience, information richness, pricing incentives, shopping privacy, 
and inevitably becomes an emerging shopping channel [1]. Due to the non-store nature of running the 
online outlets, retailers do enjoy low cost structure and thus offer better price incentives for Internet 
shoppers, leading that people sensitive to price variations now firstly seek cheap merchandise online. On 
the other hand, physical outlets challenged by electronic channels often engage price competitions right 
away, making that consumers may also decide to turn to offline stores or exercise combinational 
shopping patterns regarding retailer selection decisions [14]. Since physical outlets and online retailers 
all possess distinctive strengths for attracting customers [1][9], the need to investigate and clarify 
behavioral patterns behind relationship bonding for online/offline garment vendors emerges. Therefore, 
H5-H6 are proposed: 

H5: The effects of relationship bonding on relationship quality are variant for online/offline garment 
shoppers 
H6: The effect of relationship quality on customer loyalty is variant for online/offline garment shoppers 
 

METHODOLOGY AND DATA COLLECTION 

Corresponding measurement design were mostly compiled from well-validated 5-point Likert scales. 
Antecedent factors comprised three bonding tactics. Financial bonding refers to attracting consumers 
with pricing incentives, that is measured by 3 items adapted from [3][4]. Social bonding refers to build 
customized communications and social interactions with consumers, that is measured by 3 items adapted 
from [3][4][12]. Structural bonding refers to provide value-added benefits not readily available else 
where and thus build strong ties with consumers, that is measured by 3 items adapted from [3][4][12]. 
The mediating factor relationship quality refers to the evaluation of relational tightness between 
transactional entities, that consists three components including satisfaction, commitment, and trust 
toward each other. They are measured by 2, 3, 3 items compiled from scales in [6] [11] [16] respectively. 
The consequent criterion customer loyalty refers to the degree measuring customer’s willingness to 
continue purchasing, recommending, and choosing related products. These 3 items were adapted from 
[13] [15]. A survey research sampling cloth shoppers from both online/physical garment channels was 
conducted. Using gifts as incentives, totally 381 convenient samples (physical shoppers: 183/ online 
shoppers: 198) who went cloth shopping at the time were collected from physical clothing outlets in 
central Taiwan and major Taiwanese online garment retailers. All the successive computational process 
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was conducted with SPSS 16.0 and AMOS 16.0 path software. These samples showed that they were 
slightly skewed to female (53.6%), mainly in early twenty’s (aged 19~25: 75.3%), mainly well-educated 
(college: 74.2%), mostly students (63.1%), and limited income or monetary capability (71.7% < 600 
USD/Month). In addition, 72% physical samples were collected from well-known garment stores and 
52% online samples were collected from leading Internet clothing vendors in Taiwan. All the descriptive 
information above showed that the samples tended to be young students, however, were still not 
deviated from the real picture of garment buyers in current Taiwanese clothing market. 

 
RESULTS 

The reliabilities of collected measures were good enough (Cronbach’s Alpha: 0.709~0.903) and also 
well secured in both convergent and discriminant validity (standardized factor loading in factor 
structures: 0.500~0.910, except item FB3 that was dropped at this stage; factor AVE: 0.522~0.796, and 
were greater than all the squared factor correlation expressing cross factor coupling). All the measures 
and governing factors except one dropped item in financial bonding were then specified in AMOS 
according to our reflective factor structures and path model, and we observed an estimation reached 
acceptable goodness of fit (NCI: 2.114, GFI: 0.926, RMSEA: 0.054, RMR: 0.031, AGFI: 0.901, NFI: 
0.933, NNFI: 0.956, CFI: 0.963, RFI: 0.919, IFI: 0.963). The estimated path figures were further 
examined to test the hypothesized research model using full samples collected in garment shopping. 
Overall, in the clothing business, financial bonding was found to be positively related to relationship 
quality (standardized path=0.154, p=0.002 **, H1 was supported); structural bonding was also found to 
be positively related to relationship quality (standardized path=0.825, p=0.000 ***, H3 was supported); 
relationship quality was found to be positively related to customer loyalty (standardized path=0.804, 
p=0.000 ***, H4 was supported); however, H2 was rejected indicating that social bonding may not be 
effective for developing relationship quality for garment retailers and consumers (p=0.957).  

As to the moderating role of channel type, a multi-group analysis in SEM was employed to test the path 
variation between sub-samples. At this stage, the delta-Chi2 between baseline estimation and restricted 
model specifying invariant path was tested. According to the testing result, the influencing paths of H1 
and H4 were significantly different for two garment retailing channels (delta-Chi2 = 3.590, p=0.058 *; 
delta-Chi2 = 2.984, p=0.084 *), implying that the moderating effects of channel type upon the paths 
among relationship bonding, relationship quality, and customer loyalty were evidenced for garment 
shopping in this study (H5, H6 were supported). Examining path estimations for two different channel 
samples, the financial bonding receives better performance in contributing to relationship quality in 
online retailing (standardized path: 0.194 vs 0.048) while the relationship quality drives more on 
customer loyalty in offline retailing (standardized path: 0.889 vs 0.685). Such findings echoed the 
arguments that physical outlets and online retailers do possess distinctive strength for attracting 
customers that seek different channel features and thus exercise different bonding and loyal patterns. 
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CONCLUSION 

Overall, for garment retailers and consumers, relationship quality positively leads to customer loyalty. 
Financial and structural bonding also contribute to relationship quality, and structural benefits drives 
more effects than lower level bonding tactics as predicted by Berry [4]. After exploring the channel 
differentiation, we can observe that financial bonding exerts more impact in online garment shopping 
than in offline outlets. This may be attributed to online buyers’ acknowledgements and expectations 
toward offering good deals over the Internet [7]. On the other hand, physical garment channel 
outperforms its online counterpart to foster stable and loyal transactional relationship, echoing that the 
inter-personal experiences are still quite competitive advantages regarding channel decisions of 
contemporary shoppers [14][17]. Social bonds in the current cloth consuming context surprisingly 
generate negligible impact in nurturing mutual relationship for retailers and shoppers. Peterson et al. [14] 
addressed the potential disadvantages of accompanying pressure generated by eager sales personnel in 
conventional stores. It seems that aggressively developing customized friendship with shoppers may fail 
to acquire relational benefits for garment retailers. We suggest them to well plan the clicks-and-mortar 
model and get ready to cope with consumers coming from different channels. Building customer 
relationship through corresponding bonding strategies and recognizing the real picture of behavioral 
patterns for both online/offline shoppers shall be more effective in acquiring long term customer loyalty 
than without acknowledging channel difference. For future studies, a more sophisticated sampling 
design obtaining more heterogeneous clothing shoppers with higher consuming power is needed to 
enhance the external validity of this study. We also recommend successive researchers to include more 
contingency factors moderating the relationship bonding model, such as gender difference, age level 
issues, social presence, kind of business, or to set up more competing models portraying the impact of 
relationship bonding upon loyalty under different combinations of contingencies, making that the actual 
mediating process effects can be depicted and thus clarified. Hopefully, this study expects to contribute 
to the theoretical systems and practices of customer relationship management and inspire more studies 
tackling the channel difference issues. 
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