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ABSTRACT
Keywords: During the last few decades, business philosophy has shifted from marketing orientation
Relationship Marketing to Relationship Marketing Orientation (RMO). Service oriented organizations, such as
Orientation, banks, increasingly apply RMO to enhance their brand management practices, such as
Brand Equity, brand loyalty and brand image. The main purpose of this study is to investigate the influence

Saderat Bank of relationship marketing orientation and its dimensions (trust, bonding, communication,

Perceived Quality, shared values, empathy and reciprocity) on the Brand Equity in Saderat Bank. Data were

collected from 339 customers across various branches of Saderat Bank in Ardabil, Iran.

Confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling were used to analyze the
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In recent years, as digital technologies and social media have advanced, banks have adopted
various marketing strategies to gain a competitive edge. Aligning with environmental shifts, they
aim to enhance their brand positioning by fostering stronger relationships with their customers.
These environmental transformations have propelled service-oriented institutions toward
virtualization, resulting in a continuous decline in direct, face-to-face interactions between
customers and service providers. Banks are no exception to this trend; they strive to leverage
customer connections by any possible means to establish sustainable interactions. The aggressive
competitive strategies of various banks make long-term customer retention exceedingly
challenging. Consequently, within this highly volatile and competitive landscape, banks find it
imperative to develop diverse methodologies for long-term customer retention, going beyond mere
service provision aimed at customer acquisition (Jang et al., 2021; Wongsansukcharoen, 2022).
To sustain such bilateral relationships, mechanisms must be implemented that ensure mutual
benefit, encouraging both parties to maintain the long-term relationship (Alrubaiee & Al-Nazer,
2010; Yoganathan et al., 2015) and ultimately yielding a competitive advantage. Given its strategic
role within an organization and its capacity to generate a competitive advantage, brand equity is
of paramount importance. This role becomes even more valuable in the service sector, where
unique characteristics emerge as a direct result of employee-customer interactions. Consequently,
organizations such as banks can utilize brand equity as a powerful tool to build a sustainable
competitive advantage.

Almost all employees and customers have prior experience interacting with one another,
providing banks with a critical opportunity to focus on establishing mutually beneficial, reciprocal
relationships. Contemporary customers have unprecedented access to information; by easily
comparing the services of various banks and financial institutions, they can readily switch to
competitors. Therefore, while rival banks may employ other marketing strategies linked to their
brand equity, relationship marketing can be applied directly to individual customers. This provides
a distinct opportunity for banks to create and continuously enhance value by exerting a direct,
personalized influence on each customer (So & Speece, 2000; Yoganathan et al., 2015).

In light of the aforementioned points, a primary challenge currently facing most financial
institutions is identifying strategies to enhance customer brand loyalty, understand perceived
service quality, and retain existing customers. The present study investigates the relationship
between brand equity and relationship marketing in the banking sector, aiming to assist banks and
financial institutions in establishing long-term relationships with their clientele. Furthermore, the
proliferation of financial institutions and escalating competition highlight the critical importance
of developing relationship marketing, alongside other strategic initiatives, within an environment
that is continuously transitioning toward virtual service delivery.

Literature Review

Relationship marketing encompasses a set of activities aimed at forging long-term, mutually
beneficial bonds between an organization and its customers (Rosario & Casaca, 2023).
Fundamentally, it represents a paradigm shift from a traditional marketing approach toward a
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relationship-centric one (Ferrell et al., 2010), where focuses is on the creation and maintenance of
the relationship between the two parties to an exchange, i.e., supplier and consumer, through
developing the desire to be mutually empathic, reciprocal, and to trust and form bonds (Hau &
Ngo, 2012).

Following its introduction by Berry (1983), relationship marketing quickly attracted the
attention of marketing researchers. Its conceptual foundation, built upon the three constructs of
attracting, maintaining, and enhancing, has been widely incorporated into the service marketing
strategies of numerous service providers (Colgate & Danaher, 2000; Sayil et al., 2019). Banks, in
particular, recognizing the critical impact of customer satisfaction on repeat service patronage,
adopted the relationship marketing approach to survive in the competitive financial market
(Ogbechi et al., 2018) and to improve brand equity through the establishment of long-term
customer relationships (Fatema et al., 2013; Razavi et al., 2025).

In the highly competitive financial services industry, building strong relational ties establishes
mutual trust and commitment, both of which are critical psychological antecedents to a robust
and valuable brand image (Mukerjee, 2018). Furthermore, when banks employ effective
relationship marketing tactics; such as personalized communication, customized financial
solutions, and proactive conflict resolution, they significantly elevate the customers’ perceived
quality and foster deep brand loyalty (Ranjbarian et al., 2012).

Although some studies have indicated that relationship marketing has no effect on bank
customers’ loyalty and satisfaction (Djajanto et al., 2019), in general, the relationship marketing
approach fosters repeat interactions and builds trust by engaging customers in the service delivery
process (Wongsansukcharoen, 2022). Trust and perceived quality are fundamental components
of brand equity. Consequently, sustained relational efforts ensure customers feel valued, leading
to enduring brand resonance (Monfort et al., 2025) that ultimately translates into a sustainable
competitive advantage and higher overall brand equity for the bank. Therefore, RMO provides
the strategic relational framework necessary to build this value through its six core constructs:
trust, communication, bonding, shared values, empathy, and reciprocity (Sin et al., 2005).

The foundation of robust brand equity relies heavily on trust and shared values. Trust minimizes
perceived customer risk and enhances brand credibility, which directly drives brand loyalty; a
primary dimension of brand equity (Loureiro & Sarmento, 2018; van Esterik-Plasmeijer & Van
Raaij, 2017). Similarly, when a brand and its consumers possess shared values, it fosters positive
brand associations and deepens consumer-brand identification (Rather et al., 2018; Santos et al.,
2022; Tran et al., 2024).

Furthermore, communication and empathy are critical for building a favorable brand image and
perceived quality (Monfort et al., 2025), and brand image and brand love have significat role in
relationship with customers loyalty (Turk, 2021). The results of loyal customer is the base for
creating favourable brand associations (Oyenuga & Vu, 2024). In banking, effective RMO tactics
such as personalized communication, proactive conflict resolution, and customized financial
solutions demonstrate empathy, showing that the institution understands the customer’s specific
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financial goals (Ranjbarian et al., 2012; Veloutsou, 2015). This emotional resonance easily
translates into strong brand preference.

Finally, bonding and reciprocity transform casual companies’ clients into dedicated brand
advocates. Structural and emotional bonding create psychological barriers to switching, solidifying
brand resonance and customer retention in a market flooded with alternatives (Biedenbach et al.,
2011; Mathur, 2024). Concurrently, reciprocity ensures that customers feel their ongoing loyalty
is mutually rewarded by the bank (Teichmann, 2021; Yau et al., 2000). Reciprocity is grounded in
Social Exchange Theory, which posits that social behavior is the result of an exchange process
aimed at maximizing benefits and minimizing costs (Ahmad et al., 2023).

Therefore, the research hypothesis can be stated as follows:

Hi: Relationship marketing has a direct positive effect on brand equity
Hia: Trust has a direct positive effect on brand equity

Hib: Bonding has a direct positive effect on brand equity

Hic: Communication has a direct positive effect on brand equity

Hi4: Shared values have a direct positive effect on brand equity

Hie: Empathy has a direct positive effect on brand equity

Hif: Reciprocity has a direct positive effect on brand equity

Method
Sample and Procedure
To collect research data from the target population, individuals holding an account at one of Bank

Saderat's Ardabil branches, a link to the questionnaire was randomly sent to 840 individuals via
virtual networks. Prior to the main survey items, the questionnaire included a screening question
asking respondents whether they held an account with Bank Saderat and were customers of that
bank. Only those who answered “yes” were permitted to proceed with the remaining questions.
From these individuals, who were members of various social media groups such as WhatsApp, a
total of 351 responses were received, out of which 339 questionnaires were completed correctly
and deemed valid. The first section of the questionnaire consisted of demographic questions,
including gender, age, and education level. The second section encompassed items pertaining to
relationship marketing and brand equity.

The demographic characteristics of the respondents (N = 339) were analyzed based on gender,
age, education level, and the number of years holding an account with the bank. Regarding gender,
the sample was predominantly male, comprising 79.6 (n = 270) of the respondents, while females
accounted for the remaining 20.4 (n = 69). In terms of age, the largest segment of participants fell
into the 30 to 40 age range (n = 133, 39.2), followed by those younger than 30 (n = 93, 27.4).
Participants aged 40 to 50 accounted for 20.4 (n = 69) of the sample, and those aged 50 and older
represented the smallest age group at 13.0 (n = 44). The participants' educational backgrounds
showed that the highest proportion of respondents held a Master’s degree (MSc) (n =116, 34.2),
followed by those with a Diploma (n = 113, 33.3). Participants holding a Bachelor’s degree
accounted for 19.5 (n = 66), and those with a Ph.D. made up 13.0 (n = 44) of the sample.
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Finally, regarding the duration of participants’ relationship with the bank, the largest group had
held an account for less than 5 years (n = 145, 42.8). Those with an account duration of 5-10 years
comprised 31.3% (n = 106) of the sample. Long-term customers holding accounts for 10 to 15
years and for more than 15 years represented 13.9 (n = 47) and 12.1 (n = 41), respectively, of the
respondents.

Instrument
Relationship marketing . To measure relationship marketing, the instrument developed by Sin et

al. (2005) was utilized. This scale consists of 4 items measuring trust, 4 measuring commitment,
3 measuring the communication dimension, 4 assessing empathy, and 3 assessing reciprocity. This
questionnaire has been employed in various studies within Iran, and the validity and reliability of
its Persian version have been confirmed (Mohammadian & Aslani Afrashteh, 2022). The items are
provided in Appendix A.

Brand Equity. To measure brand equity, the scale developed by Kim et al. (2005) was
employed. This instrument comprises three dimensions: brand loyalty, brand image, and perceived
quality. Respondents evaluated the statements pertaining to all three dimensions using a scale
ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Specifically, 6 items were used to measure
brand loyalty, while 8 items were utilized for each of the perceived quality and brand image
dimensions (Appendix A).

Results
Preliminary Analysis
Table 1 displays the means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients of the variables.

Consistent with the literature, brand equity has a significant and positive relationship with all
constructs of relationship marketing and a negative relationship with participants' gender (r = -
.12, p <.05) and a positive relationship with years of relationship (r = .19, p <.01). In this study,
the effects of gender and years of relationship on brand equity were controlled.

Table 1
Correlation Index between Variables
Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Gender 1.20 40 —
Years of relationship 925 102 -09 —
Trust 413 75 -08 .06 —
Bonding 403 .73 -12* .16** .67** —
Communication 3.78 .85 -15** 21** | 54** .64** —
Shared values 368 .86 -09 .18** 53** .63** .64** —
Empathy 359 99 -11* .17** 55** .62** .63** J2%* —
Reciprocity 3.92 98 -10* .16** .50** B7** AT 58** .64** —
Brand Equity 3.92 67 -12* .19** .69** J1** .63** .65** J2%* .62**

To examine the constructs and the validity and reliability of each variable, a Confirmatory
Factor Analysis (CFA) was conducted. Table 2 shows the obtained factor loadings for each item.
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According to the results, all items had factor loadings higher than .5, except for one brand loyalty
item, which had a factor loading of .22 and was subsequently excluded from the analysis. The
Cronbach’s alpha and Composite Reliability results for all constructs are higher than .7, indicating
that all constructs are internally consistent. The Average Variance Extracted (AVE) results for all

constructs were also higher than .5.

Table 2
Validity of the Constructs and Factor Loadings of the Items
Construct Items Loading

Trust | trust Saderat bank .89

AVE (.77), Saderat bank is reliable 91

CR (.93), The policies and practices of Saderat bank are trustworthy and practices of .88

rho_A =.90 Saderat bank are trustworthy

a=.90 The service processes of Saderat bank ensure customers’ privacy .83

Bonding

AVE (.72), We rely on each other 79

CR (.91), We try to establish a long-term relationship .88

rho_A = .87 We work in close cooperation .86

o=.87 We keep in touch constantly .86

Communication

AVE (.75), We frequently communicate and express our opinions to each other .87

CR (.90), We can show our discontent towards each other via communication .86

rho_A = .84 We can communicate honestly .87

o=.84

Shared values

AVE (.71), We share the same worldview .89

CR (.90), We share the same opinions in many aspects .87

rho_A = .86 We share the same values .86

o=.86 I have relationship with my bank because of its good values .73

Empathy

AVE (.81), My bank always looks things from customers’ view .88

CR (.92), My bank knows how others feel .90

rho_ A =.88 My bank cares about customers’ feelings 91

o=.88

Reciprocity

AVE (.57), My bank regards “never forget a good turn” as its business slogan. .52

CR (.79), My bank keeps its promises to others in any situation .86

rho_A=.70 If customers gave assistance to the bank, bank's staff would repay their kindness .83

a=.70

Brand Loyalty

AVE (.57), I regularly go to this bank .85

CR (.85), I have the intention to stay with this bank .85

rho_ A =.88 I usually consider this bank as my first choice compared to other banks .85

a=.77 I would recommend this bank to others .82
I would prefer to switch to a next popular bank (reverse coded) n.a
The bank's staff treat me as a special and valued customer 74
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Construct Items Loading
Perceived
Quality My bank implements the up-to-date facilities .78
AVE (.61), The bank provides its services at promised times .80
CR (.92), The bank staff quickly handle customers’ complaints .80
rho A =.91 The bank gives more facilities to its customers .82
a=.91 The staff's knowledge and confidence are adequate .80
The bank services are consistent with customers’ expectations .81
The bank staff understand my special needs and serve me .78
The bank is convenient to access .66
Brand Image
AVE (.59), The bank provides a high level of service .81
CR (.92), The bank solves my problems relating to bank .78
rho_A =.90 This bank suits any class of people .79
a=.90 | feel something unique in this bank .79
The bank has enough branches to serve its customers .69
The bank has a long history .69
The image of this bank is distinctive from that of other banks .83
My bank's name is familiar to me 77

Table 3 presents the results of the Fornell-Larcker criterion. According to Table 3, all research
constructs demonstrate discriminant validity. And the square root of the average variance
extracted by a construct is greater than the correlation between the construct and any other
construct in the relevant rows and columns.

Table 3
Discriminant Validity of the Scale
Fornell-Larcker criterion

Variables Bonding  Brand  Brand Communication Empathy  Perceived Reciprocity ~ Shared ~ Trust
Image  loyalty Quality values

Bonding .85

Brand Image .64 a7

Brand Loyalty .69 .76 .82

Communication .64 .56 .61 .87

Empathy .62 .65 .64 .63 .90

Perceived 66 84 .80 61 69 78

Quality

Reciprocity .68 .64 71 .59 73 .69 .75

Shared values .63 .60 .58 .64 72 .64 .68 .84

Trust .67 .63 .64 .54 .55 .66 .59 .54 .88

According to the findings presented in Table 4 and Figure 1, Relationship Marketing had a
significant impact on BE (f =.82,t=39.12, p <.01). Similar results also achieved when analyzing
the effects of relationship marketing constructs on brand equity. Trust ( = .26, t = 5.43, p <.000),
bonding (B =.15,t=2.85, p <.004), empathy (B =.22,t = 3.41, p <.01), and reciprocity (p = .22,
t=4.01, p <.000), all demonstrated significant positive effects on brand equity.
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However, communication did not have a statistically significant effect on brand equity at the
.05 significance level (B = .08, t = 1.80, p = .07), although the coefficient indicates a positive
direction. Likewise, shared values did not show a positive significant relationship with brand

equity (B =.05,t=.88, p=.37).

Figure 1
Regression Analysis
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Table 4
Regression Results
Variable B Std. error t p
RMO -> Brand Equity .82 .02 39.12 .000 Hi Supported
Trust -> Brand Equity .26 .04 5.43 .000 Supported
Bonding -> Brand Equity 15 .05 2.85 .004 Supported
Communication -> Brand Equity .08 .04 1.80 071 Not Supported
Empathy -> Brand Equity 22 .06 341 .000 Supported
Shared values -> Brand Equity .05 .05 0.88 375 Not Supported
Reciprocity -> Brand Equity 22 .05 4.01 .000 Supported

Note. N = 339
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Discussion and Conclusion
The objective of this study is to investigate the impact of relationship marketing on the brand

equity of Bank Saderat, an Islamic bank operating in Iran. The findings indicate that relationship
marketing orientation exerts a positive and significant effect on brand equity. These results are
consistent with prior literature (Mohammadian & Aslani Afrashteh, 2022; Yoganathan, 2015) and
demonstrate that banks can substantially enhance their brand equity by adopting a relationship-
oriented approach.

Furthermore, the impact of the various dimensions of relationship marketing on the brand equity
of Bank Saderat was examined. Among these dimensions, trust exhibited the most substantial
positive and significant effect on brand equity (B = .26). This finding aligns with prior research
(Ogbechi et al., 2018; Sayil et al., 2019; Eskandari et al., 2017; Yoganathan et al., 2015),
underscoring the critical importance of cultivating customer trust. Consequently, banks must
formulate targeted strategies to establish, maintain, and continuously enhance trust with their
clientele. However, it should be noted that the origins of this trust within the context of the current
study may also stem from factors such as the religious nature of the bank, and are not necessarily
exclusively tied to service quality (Wahyoedi, 2021).

Similarly, empathy demonstrated an approximately equivalent effect of .22 on brand equity. This
suggests that when employees exhibit empathy, such as allocating time to genuinely comprehend
customer needs, customers develop enhanced trust and perceive lower levels of risk (Morgan &
Hunt, 1994). This trust and relational engagement subsequently fortify and elevate the bank’s
brand (Yoganathan et al., 2015). Ultimately, by observing the empathetic disposition of the bank’s
personnel, customers feel valued and perceive themselves as significant to the institution; this
dynamic leads to a heightened emotional attachment and positively reinforces the customer’s
overall perception of the bank’s brand equity (Yoganathan et al., 2015).

Reciprocity involves the mutual exchange of value, which in the bank means the customer
provides patronage, data, and loyalty, and in return the bank provides rewards, preferential rates,
or specialized services. Therefore, reciprocal actions by a bank (e.g., waiving a fee for a long-term
customer, offering loyalty-based interest rate bumps) signal fairness and relational investment to
the consumer. This behavior significantly enhances the “perceived quality” dimension of brand
equity, as customers perceive the service as of higher value than competitors' (Chen &
Myagmarsuren, 2011). This process also creates a psychological contract between the bank and
the customer. When a bank demonstrates reciprocal behavior, customers feel an intrinsic
obligation to maintain the relationship and value this relationship, which is related to brand equity.
This reciprocal loop solidifies brand loyalty, which is widely considered the core driver of brand
equity (Chen & Myagmarsuren, 2011) because it guarantees future revenue streams and reduces
marketing costs.

Communication and shared values had no significant impact on brand equity. Contrary to the
findings of Yoganathan et al. (2015) and Sayil et al. (2019), responses from Bank Saderat
customers did not support the impact of these two variables on brand equity. One possible reason
is the uniform application of communication methods across other banks, which leads to a lack of
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perceived differentiation among customers; consequently, they do not perceive any substantial
difference in this regard. In contrast, Sayil et al. (2019), who conducted their study in a Muslim
society, found that relationship marketing effectively influenced bank brand equity because it was
rooted in trust and communication between the bank and its customers.

Bank customers may frequently utilize banking services; if these repeated interactions extend
across various types of services, it could indicate that the foundational factors of this relationship,
such as trust and communication, have been properly established between the customer and the
bank. Therefore, in the present study, the inability of communication to serve as a significant
predictor of brand equity—despite its expected high correlation with trust—may stem from other
factors, including content-related issues. This is because the mere repetition of utilizing bank
services does not necessarily imply loyalty or the establishment of a relationship, and may be
driven by other motives (Kumar et al., 2003). In particular, the lack of impact of shared values
suggests that the bank’s intended values were not effectively communicated to customers, and
customer perceptions were not aligned with the bank’s target values. Therefore, Bank Saderat must
conduct a more rigorous assessment of the quality and content of its customer communications to
develop strategies that foster shared values and enhance communication effectiveness by
increasing customer engagement.

The significant effects of effective relationship marketing constructs on a bank’s equity brand
indicate that cognitive and emotional relationship investments are critical drivers of brand value.
Emotional, structural, and behavioral foundations shift the customer’s perception of the bank from
a mere financial utility to a trusted financial partner, thereby elevating overall customer-based
brand equity.

A comparative analysis of bank-customer communications across various Islamic countries, with
a particular focus on the content of face-to-face and online reciprocal interactions, may reveal
noteworthy distinctions across diverse societies and similar cultures. Furthermore, in Iran, higher
interest rates typically serve as the primary basis for competition among financial institutions
seeking to attract customers. Consequently, this dynamic has likely engendered a conflict in
customers’ perceptions regarding banks and the quality of services rendered; from the customers’
viewpoint, the services provided may not generate substantial value when weighed against the
prevailing bank interest rates and the financial returns offered, especially in a country where rates
are the same for all banks.

Limitations
This research was conducted among the customers of Bank Saderat Iran. Bank Saderat is a state-

owned bank that operates under the supervision of the Central Bank of Iran and provides services
within the framework of Islamic banking regulations. Due to its state-owned nature, there is no
significant differentiation between the services offered by this bank, such as interest rates, banking
profit margins, and operating hours, and those of other banks in Iran. However, it should be noted
that numerous financial institutions operate alongside traditional banks in Iran, which influences
individuals’ perceptions when comparing financial services and rates. Consequently, one
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limitation of the present study is respondents’ lack of experiential knowledge of international
banks and their services.

Furthermore, regarding the measurement items for trust in the bank, customers formulate their
responses based on past service experiences and the history of bankruptcies and liquidations
among financial institutions. Therefore, the dimension of customer trust in Iranian banks may be
tied to the inherent stability of the banks, the absence of bankruptcy risk, and the fear of losing
deposited capital. In fact, customers believe that, because Bank Saderat is a state-owned entity, the
possibility of losing their capital is non-existent compared to that of other financial institutions.
Thus, when responding to the survey, customers may base their trust in Bank Saderat on its
government backing, emphasizing service continuity and protection against dissolution.
Alternatively, in line with contexts relevant to Islamic countries, the religious orientation of these
banks and financial institutions may be of substantial importance to customers.

From a managerial perspective, this research highlights that in competitive environments
characterized by homogeneous competitor activities, creative strategies must be utilized to
establish differentiation among customers. Creating differentiation that is clearly perceived by
customers as a positive distinction from competitors can have a substantial impact on marketing
effectiveness. Additionally, managers must diligently strive to create and sustain shared values.
Routine operations and promotional campaigns do not necessarily translate into a uniform
perception of these values; therefore, the creation of shared value must be prioritized in all
customer interactions.
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