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Abstract

This study examines the impact of relationship marketing on customer retention in the
telecommunications industry with a focus on customer care, communication, trust-building, and
service quality. Data was collected from 198 MTN Nigeria Plc and Globacom Nigeria Plc customers
in Calabar using a structured questionnaire and analyzed using multiple linear regression. The
findings indicate that customer care, communication, trust-building, and service quality significantly
and positively influence customer retention in the telecommunications industry. The study
recommends that telecommunications companies improve their customer care capabilities,
communication channels, and consolidate customer trust in their service delivery capabilities. The
literature review highlights relationship marketing, customer retention, customer care,
communication, and trust-building. The study concludes that Nigerian telecommunications
companies need to address issues of low quality of network services, high service charges, and
insufficient personnel and technology while implementing relationship marketing strategies to
improve customer retention. The study recommends that companies focus on improving their
customer care -capabilities, offering reward and loyalty programs, maintaining seamless
communication flows, and building trust with their customers.

Keywords: Relationship Marketing, Customer Retention, Telecommunications Industry, Customer
Care, Communication, Trust-building, Service Quality.

INTRODUCTION

The telecommunications industry is highly competitive, with various companies vying for the attention
of customers. In light of this, it has become increasingly important for telecommunications companies
to adopt strategies that will promote customer retention [13]. Relationship marketing is a strategic
approach that can be employed to enhance customer retention in the industry [14]. This study examines
the impact of relationship marketing on customer retention in the Nigerian telecommunications
industry, with a focus on customer care, communication, trust-building, and service quality [1].

The study is motivated by the need to understand the factors that influence customer retention in the
telecommunications industry [14]. Prior studies have established that relationship marketing practices
can significantly improve customer retention [14]. Nonetheless, there is a need to examine the specific
dimensions of relationship marketing that are most potent in enhancing customer retention [13]. This
study posits that customer care, communication, trust-building, and service quality are critical
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dimensions of relationship marketing that influence customer retention in the telecommunications
industry [11].

The study will provide practical insights for telecommunications companies on how to enhance
customer retention by adopting relationship marketing strategies [14]. The study is also expected to
contribute to the existing literature on relationship marketing and customer retention in the
telecommunications industry [11].

LITERATURE REVIEW Relationship marketing

Relationship marketing is an effort that intends to cultivate and nurture long-term, cost-efficient
relationships between the company and its customers for the mutual benefit of both parties (Lovelock,
2005). Zeithaml and Bitner (2003) defined relationship marketing as a philosophy of doing business, a
strategic orientation that focuses on keeping and improving current customers rather than on acquiring
new customers. In the view of Chakiso (2015), relationship marketing is viewed as the activities carried
out by business organizations for the purpose of attracting, interacting with and retaining more
profitable or high net-worth customers. Relationship marketing basically entails establishing long-term
relationships with customers. Instead of attempting to achieve a single one-time purchase by
customers, relationship marketing promotes customer retention by offering high quality and valuable
products and services (Shirley, 2017). Relationship marketing primarily involves the improvement of a
company’s internal operations, because customers may be lost not due to a dislike of the company’s
products or services; but because they were frustrated with the quality of its customer service. Rouse,
Shaio and Aberle (2019) observe that relationship marketing is an aspect of customer relationship
management (CRM) that focuses on promoting customer loyalty and long-term customer engagement
instead of shorter-term goals like customer acquisition and individual sales. The purpose of relationship
marketing is to create strong, even emotional, customer connections to a brand capable of guaranteeing
ongoing business interactions, free word-of-mouth promotion and information from customers that
can generate future leads for a company (Rouse, Shaio & Aberle, 2019). In the telecommunications
industry, relationship marketing entails attracting, developing and sustaining long-term customer
relations that will enable telecom companies to gain a competitive edge over their competitors. The
practice of relationship marketing is particularly important in the telecommunications industry because
of the intangible nature of telecom services and the high level of customer trust required to maintain
sustainable business relations (Chatterjee & Kamesh, 2019).

Customer retention

Customer retention or loyalty indicates the extent to which customers are devoted to a company’s
products or services and how strong their tendency to select one brand over the competitors. Customer
loyalty is positively related to customer satisfaction as happy customers consistently favor the brands
that meet their needs (Alhassan & Yousuf, 2012). Customers who are loyal are dedicated to patronizing
a particular brand or company over others and do not display visible willingness to begin business
relations with alternative brands. A firm’s steady commitment to consistently produce high-quality
products and deliver good service to customers is what fuels customer retention. As such, it is
imperative for companies to be consistent in the quality of products or services offered to customers if
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they are to make customers loyal to their brands (Umar & Jinaidi, 2012). Another practical way of
enhancing customer retention is offering reward and loyalty programmes to repeat customers as a
display of gratitude for their continued patronage amidst competing alternatives. In the view of Lewis
and Maurice (2018), customer loyalty is the continued and regular patronage of a business in the face
of alternative economic activities and competitive attempts to disrupt the relationship. Robert, Muller
and Purcell (2018) assert that customer loyalty can be said to have occurred if people choose to use a
particular shop or buy one particular product, rather than use other shops or buy products made by
other companies. Customers exhibit customer loyalty when they consistently purchase a certain product
or brand over an extended period of time.

Customer care and customer retention

Customer care is how customers are treated when they interact with a brand. It includes all experiences
with the company and its employees before, during and after a purchase. Fontanella (2019) argued that
customer care remains a critical part of customer service given that it encourages the development of
harmonious emotional interrelationships between a brand and its target customers. It is the process of
building an emotional connection with customers by offering support, advice and assistance to them at
every point of service encounter. Eyonam and Kofi (2018) view customer care as the provision of
support services to customers before, during and after their needs have been met. It is how a firm’s
personnel treat customers from the moment they walk into the shop until they leave. Politeness, respect,
courtesy and empathy are the most attractive customer care attributes sought by customers. The quality
of customer care service received by a subscriber determines their future purchase tendencies and
loyalty. Taskus (2020) believes that customer care involves offering support services to customers to
make certain that they enjoy satisfactory and exciting experiences with the company's products, services
or brands. The delivery of fast-paced and supportive customer care services to customers has the
capacity to boost customer satisfaction and encourage customer retention. This premise is supported
by the study of Adefarasin and Toludare (2018), which revealed that customer care had a significant
positive effect on customer loyalty of Mobile Telecommunications Network (MTN) in Lagos, Nigeria.
The premise is also bolstered by the study of Husnain and Akhtar (2016), which revealed that customer
care had a significant positive correlation and effect on customer loyalty towards Pakistani banks.
Communication and customer retention

In the context of relationship marketing, communication is the back-and-forth transmission of
information between a business organization and its customers in order to achieve established business
objectives (Rajah & Al-Islami, 2014). Communication is defined as the formal as well as informal
exchanging and sharing of meaningful and timely information between buyers and sellers (Anabila,
Narteh & Tweneboah, 2012). Communication, in relationship marketing, involves keeping in touch with
valued customers; providing timely and trustworthy information on service and service changes; and
responding proactively if a delivery problem occurs (Ndubisi & Madu, 2009). The seamless flow of
communication between a service provider and service consumers provides the mechanism for the
service provider to understand customers’ needs and to satisfy them effectively, thereby improving
customer retention. This assertion is corroborated by the study of Ibrahim, Jubril and Al-mustapha
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(2015), which revealed that communication had a significant positive impact on customer loyalty to
privately-owned hospitals in Kaduna. The assertion above is also supported by the study of Ndubisi,
Anyanwu and Cosmas (2016), which revealed that communication had a significant positive
relationship and effect on consumer loyalty of Mobile Telecommunications Network (MTN) in Lagos.
Trust-building and customer retention

In the marketing context, trust is customers' confidence in the capacity of a firm to effectively and
satisfactorily meet their needs and requirements. A customer trusts a firm when he believes and is
assured that the firm has the expertise and competency to effectively serve his needs and wants
(Bradley, 2018). In the view of Olayinka and Odunlami (2018), trust entails customers' expression of
confidence or reliance in the ability of firms to provide products and services that are accurate, reliable,
appropriate, valuable and capable of satisfying their needs and expectations. An organization can build
trust with customers by being honest in all its operations; providing truthful and unadulterated
information about the real performance or quality of its products and services; taking responsibility and
apologizing to customers in the event of product or service defects; consistently delivering high quality
products/services and ensuring to satisfactorily fulfill promises made to customers. Just as trust is a
vital prerequisite for long term relationships among groups of people to survive, trust is also very
consequential for the establishment and maintenance of relationships between a firm and its customers
(Jackie, Robinson, Stuart & Weller, 2017). Furthermore, Olayinka and Odunlami (2018) assert that the
issue of building trust with customers is even more important and critical when it has to do with service
marketing, due to the unique challenges of marketing services. Services are intangible, meaning the
customer cannot see the quality of the service before paying for it, which makes customers more critical
when it has to do with patronizing serviceproviders. Existing studies by previous researchers indicate
that trust building significantly enhances customer satisfaction and retention. This position is backed
by the study of Odili, Frederick and Nonye (2020), which found that trust building had a significant
positive association with customer retention to telecom networks in Enugu. Similarly, the
abovepresented position is reinforced by the study of Adefarasin and Toludare (2018), which revealed
that trust building had a significant positive effect on customer loyalty of Mobile Telecommunications
Network (MTN) in Lagos, Nigeria.

Service quality and customer retention

Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1988) defined service quality as “the global evaluation or attitude
of overall excellence of services. Service quality is the difference between customer’s perceptions and
perceptions of service satisfaction or dissatisfaction formed by their experience of purchase and use of
the service (Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry, 1988). Offering consistently high-quality services is
fundamental to growth, survival and competitiveness in the service industry because service in itself is
intangible and can only be assessed after it is experienced. Hence, service consumers expect certain
features and conditions which indicate the quality of services they would receive. That is where service
quality has an indispensable role to play. It is incontrovertible that one of the major determinants of
customer retention in the service industry is the quality of service delivery, which is why organizations
in this industry are focusing more resources and attention to the quality of their services and how it can
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be improved sustainably (Umar & Jinaidi, 2012). Service quality is indispensable in the marketing of
services, because it has a direct effect on customer satisfaction, which in turn, influences customers’
loyalty intentions and repeat patronage. This presumption is corroborated by the study of Husnain and
Akhtar (2016), which found that service quality had a significant positive correlation and effect on
customer loyalty towards Pakistani banks. Similarly, the assertion above is also supported by the study
of Ndubisi, Anyanwu and Cosmas (2016), which revealed that service quality had a significant positive
relationship and effect on consumer loyalty of Mobile Telecommunications Network (MTN) in Lagos.
Empirical review

Adefarasin and Toludare (2018) conducted a study on the “Impact of customer relationship marketing
on customer loyalty of Mobile Telecommunications Network (MTN) in Lagos, Nigeria". The study
adopted a quantitative research method to obtain primary data from 185 subscribers of Mobile
Telecommunications Network (MTN) in Lagos with the aid of a structured questionnaire. Data analysis
was done using descriptive statistics and multiple regression analysis in the Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences (SPSS 22). The study found that customer care, commitment, communication, trust
building and service quality had significant positive effects on customer loyalty of Mobile
Telecommunications Network (MTN) in Lagos, Nigeria. Hence, the study reached the conclusion that
customer relationship marketing had a significant positive impact on customer loyalty of
telecommunications companies in Nigeria. Husnain and Akhtar (2016) examined “Relationship
marketing and customer loyalty: Evidence from banking sector in Pakistan ". The study used a
selfadministered structured questionnaire to obtain primary data from 200 customers of commercial
banks in Islamabad, Pakistan. The data obtained were analyzed using inferential statistics (multiple
regression and Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation Coefficient). Consequently, the findings of the
study revealed that promise fulfillment, customer care, communication, service quality and trust had
significant positive correlations and effects on customer loyalty towards Pakistani banks. On the basis
of these findings, the study concluded that relationship marketing significantly improves customer
loyalty in the banking sector of Pakistan.

Similarly, Ibrahim, Jubril and Al-mustapha (2015) conducted a study on the “Impact of relationship
marketing on customer loyalty to privately-owned hospitals in Kaduna”. The study drew a sample of
168 customers of privately-owned hospitals in Kaduna from whom primary data were obtained using a
research questionnaire. Data analysis was done for the study using simple regression in the Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS 21). The findings of the study revealed that all independent
variables tested (communication, customer care, service quality and building trust) had significant
positive impacts on customer loyalty to privatelyowned hospitals in Kaduna. Therefore, the study
concluded that there is a significant positive impact of relationship marketing on customer loyalty to
privately-owned hospitals in Nigeria. Furthermore, Ndubisi, Anyanwu and Cosmas (2016) conducted a
quantitative study on the “Effect of relationship marketing strategies on consumer loyalty: a study of
Mobile Telecommunications Network (MTN) Nigeria”. The study used a semi-structured research
questionnaire to obtain primary data from 158 subscribers of Mobile Telecommunications Network
(MTN) in Lagos. Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation Coefficient and multiple regression were used
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for testing the hypotheses of the study. The findings of the study revealed that communication, trust
building, customer care, and service quality had significant positive relationships and effects on
consumer loyalty of Mobile Telecommunications Network (MTN), while commitment had a negative
insignificant relationship and effect on consumer loyalty in this regard. Hence, the study reached the
conclusion that to a very large extent, relationship marketing significantly improves consumer loyalty
in the Nigerian telecommunications sector.

Finally, Odili, Frederick and Nonye (2020) conducted a study on “Relationship marketing and customer
retention among telecom networks in Enugu”. The study elicited primary data from a sample of 203
telecom subscribers in Enugu Metropolis using a structured questionnaire. The study hypotheses were
tested using multiple correlation analysis. Consequently, the findings revealed that relationship
marketing (service quality, trust building, customer care and promise fulfillment) had a significant
positive association with customer retention to telecom networks in Enugu. Taking these findings into
consideration, the study concluded that relationship marketing is significantly and positively related to
customer retention in the telecom sector in Nigeria.

From a review of existing related studies, a conceptual model has been built for this study to visually
depict the hypothesized association between relationship marketing dimensions and customer
retention in the specific context of this study. From the conceptual model in Fig. 1, it can be seen that
the predictor variable (relationship marketing) was disintegrated into specific measurement
parameters (namely: customer care, communication, trust-building and service quality) and measured
against the outcome variable, customer retention, which was also disintegrated into customer repeat
patronage, customer satisfaction and positive word-ofmouth as indicators. Consequently, the model
presumed that the dimensions of relationship marketing (customer care, communication, trust-
building and service quality) were statistically related to customer retention in the telecommunications
firms.
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Fig. 1: Conceptual model of the study

METHODOLOGY

The study adopted cross-sectional survey research design, which enabled the collection of necessary
primary data from target respondents at a single period of time for analysis and generation of findings.
The study targeted a sample size of 207 customers of MTN Nigeria Plc and Globacom Nigeria Plc in
Calabar, determined using the Topman sample size determination procedure. Potential respondents
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were sampled and included in the study by adopting convenience sampling technique. The instrument
for data collection was a 15-item structured questionnaire confirmed for reliability through Cronbach's
alpha reliability method. The Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients for each of the study’s variables
are presented succinctly in Table 1. Having verified the instrument to be internally consistent, the
researchers administered copies of the questionnaire to customers of telecommunications networks
with the aid of a 2-member team of research assistants. The data obtained were analyzed and
interpreted using descriptive statistics, whereas hypothesis testing was done using multiple linear
regression in the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS 23). The regression model specified
for the study stated thus:

Y=a + B1X1 + f2X2 + $3X3 + f4X4 + € Where:

Y= Dependent variable (customer retention) a = The intercept

B1, B2, B3, B4 = Coefficients of the independent variable

X = Independent variable (relationship marketing)

e= Error margin (5 percent)

Hence,

Xi: Customer care

X2: Communication

X3:  Trust building

X4 Service quality

Table 1: Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of the instrument

Variables No. of items Cronbach’s  alpha
coefficients
Customer care 3 .8o1
Communication 3 744
Trust-building 3 725
Service quality 3 .793
Customer retention 3 799
15

Source: Authors’ computation via SPSS software (2021)

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION Hypothesis one

Ho: Customer care has no significant effect on customer retention in the telecommunications industry.
Hypothesis two

Ho: Communication has no significant effect on customer retention in the telecommunications
industry.

Hypothesis three

Ho: Trust building has no significant effect on customer retention in the telecommunications industry.
Hypothesis four

Ho: Service quality has no significant effect on customer retention in the telecommunications industry.
Independent variables: Customer care, Communication, Trust-building, Service quality
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Dependent variable: Customer retention

Test statistic: Multiple linear regression

Decision criteria: Accept the alternative hypothesis if (P < .05) and reject the null hypothesis, if
otherwise.

Table 2: Model summary of the effect of relationship marketing on customer retention
in the telecommunications industry

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square  Std. Error of the Estimate

1 .6642 441 430 .54848

a. Predictors: (Constant), Customer care, Communication, Trust-building, Service quality

Source: Authors’ computation via SPSS software (2021)

Table 3: ANOVA=2 of the effect of relationship marketing on customer retention in the
telecommunications industry

Model Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F Sig.

1 Regression 45.870 4 11.468 38.120 .0o00P
Residual 58.060 193 .301

Total 103.930 197

a. Dependent Variable: Customer retention

b. Predictors: (Constant), Customer care, Communication, Trust-building, Service quality

Source: Authors’ computation via SPSS software (2021)
Table 4: Coefficients of the effect of relationship marketing on customer retention in the
telecommunications industry

Unstandardized Standardized

Coefficients Coefficients
Model B Std. Error  Beta t Sig.
1 (Constant) 6.522 414 15.748 .000
Customer care 427 .156 .491 7.581 .000
Communication .160 .275 .348 4.795 .007
Trust-building .315 184 .409 3.729 .000
Service quality 272 167 .325 4.057  .000

a. Dependent Variable: Customer retention

Source: Authors’ computation via SPSS software (2021)

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

Tables 2, 3 and 4 present the multiple regression results of relationship marketing and customer
retention in the telecommunications industry. According to the correlation coefficient (R) in Table 2, it
can be seen that the association between relationship marketing and customer retention in the
telecommunications industry is 66.4 percent, which is very high. The coefficient of determination (R2)
in the same table reveals that relationship marketing explains the variability in customer retention of
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telecommunications companies by up to 44.1 percent, when other factors remain unchanged. The
association and effect of relationship marketing on customer retention in the telecommunications
industry was considered statistically significant since the significance level (sig. 0.000) in Table 3 was
less than the error margin of 0.05. Furthermore, the following research findings could be summarized
from Table 4: customer care, communication, trust-building and service quality had significant positive
effects on customer retention in the telecommunications industry. This is because the p-values of the
predictor variables [customer care (sig. = 0.000, t = 7.581); communication (sig. = 0.007, t = 4.795);
trust-building (sig. = 0.000, t = 3.729); and service quality (sig. = 0.000, t = 4.057)] were less than the
error margin of 0.05.

Furthermore, these findings are substantiated by the scholarly studies of Adefarasin and Toludare
(2018); Husnain and Akhtar (2016); Ibrahim, Jubril and Al-mustapha (2015); Ndubisi, Anyanwu and
Cosmas (2016); Odili, Frederick and Nonye (2020), which also revealed that customer care,
communication, trust-building and service quality had significant effects and associations with
customer retention. The implication of these findings is that relationship marketing dimensions such
as customer care, communication, trust-building and service quality possess the capacity to
substantially improve customer retention; therefore, telecommunications companies could effectively
enhance customer retention to their brands by applying these relationship marketing dimensions in
their interactions with customers.

CONCLUSION AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

Over the past several years, researchers have sought to determine how business organizations could
effectively improve customer retention in order to enhance their competitive position in the
marketplace. One strategic option considered has been relationship marketing. Accordingly, scholars
across the globe have conducted various studies to determine the effect and relationship between
relationship marketing and customer retention in a number of industries including
telecommunications. The findings of these studies generally support the premise that relationship
marketing significantly enhances customer retention. To further verify the position of previous
researchers, this study examined the effect of relationship marketing on customer retention in the
telecommunications industry. The study obtained data from subscribers of telecommunications
networks in Calabar and analyzed the data using descriptive and inferential statistics. Consequently,
the study revealed that customer care, communication, trust-building and service quality had
significant positive effects on customer retention in the telecommunications industry. These findings
imply that telecommunications companies could significantly and positively improve customer
retention to their services by effectively applying relationship marketing practices such as customer
care, communication, trust-building and service quality. Consequently, the study concludes that
relationship marketing has a significant positive effect on customer retention in the Nigerian
telecommunications industry. From the findings of the study, some practical implications could be
drawn to provide insights and guide managers in the telecommunications industry. Firstly,
telecommunications companies should strengthen their customer care capability by using trained
service professionals to elicit and promptly resolve customers enquiries and complaints. Secondly,
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telecommunications companies should improve communications with customers by opening up more
channels such as phone calls, direct messaging, social media and email through which information can
be transmitted to subscribers to enhance informed patronage decisions. Thirdly, it is imperative for
telecommunications companies to consolidate customers’ trust in their delivery capabilities by
demonstrating through effective service delivery that they are capable of satisfactorily meeting the
service needs of subscribers. Finally, to enhance customer retention to their services,
telecommunications companies must consistently provide high-quality services to customers that are
reliable, dependable and delivered by highly proficient service personnel. Limitations and Future
Research
Due to time and financial constraints, the scope of this study narrowly accommodated four relationship
marketing dimensions, namely: customer care, communication, trust-building and service quality.
Therefore, the study is incapable of explaining the effects of other relationship marketing dimensions
(such as promise fulfillment, commitment, interdependence, reciprocity, value and empathy) on
customer retention. Similarly, the study was a survey of customers to determine the effect of
relationship marketing on their retention to telecommunications companies; therefore, the study is
incapable of explaining the role of relationship marketing in improving the marketing performance of
service providers. In light of the apparent limitations of this study, it is suggested that future studies
incorporate more dimensions of relationship marketing to assess their influence on customer retention
and/or overall marketing performance of service providers in the telecommunications industry or any
other service-based industry. Studies of such nature would undoubtedly bridge the gaps left by this
research, improve the generalizability of its findings and contribute to existing scholarly discussions on
the subject.
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