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		Abstract

		Scholars apply the relationship metaphor as a default conceptual lens to understand commercial interactions. Yet whereas the relationship paradigm sheds light on how the socially embedded structure of these interactions impacts their outcomes, the relationship metaphor can also obscure scholarly understanding of business buyersâ€™ experiences. Results of an interpretive study drawing on depth interviews demonstrate that buyersâ€™ colloquial use of â€œrelationshipâ€� language is ubiquitous. However, buyersâ€™ narratives reveal instrumentally saturated emic meanings and felt tensions for the notion of expressive relationships with suppliers, which manifest deep conceptual friction with the constellation of etic relationship properties and constructs used by scholars to explain business interactions. Using Baumanâ€™s sociological commentary on liquid modernity, analyses indicate that framing these interactions as â€œconnectionsâ€� is a more theoretically congruent lens for viewing buyersâ€™ experiences. Implications for understanding buyersâ€™ desire for relational bonds and recasting ironic â€œdark sideâ€� research findings offer challenges for relationship marketing research. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: Relationship metaphor, Expressive relationships, Liquid modernity

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
		JEL Classification: M30, M31

	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	






	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Blocker,  Christopher Phillips and Houston,  Mark and Flint,  Daniel, Unpacking What a 'Relationship' Means to Commercial Buyers: How the Relationship Metaphor Creates Tension and Obscures Experience (June 28, 2011). Journal of Consumer Research, Vol. 38, No. 5, p. 886, February 2012,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2101427
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	

	

	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Christopher Phillips Blocker (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				Colorado State University  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					Fort Collins, CO  80523

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Mark Houston

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				Texas Christian University  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					Fort Worth, TX  76129
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Daniel Flint

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				affiliation not provided to SSRN  ( email )

			

			
			

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research youâ€™d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				       33

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			      730

		

		
		
	


	
		
            
            	        1 Citations
		

	

	
		
			
				       59 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    Strategy & Microeconomic Policy eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Strategy & Microeconomic Policy eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              235

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            1,147

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Managerial Marketing eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Managerial Marketing eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              141

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            5,456

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















    
        
            Recommended Papers

            	
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        Alternative Origins to Interorganizational Trust: An Interdependence Perspective on the Shadow of the Past and the Shadow of the Future

                        
                            By
                                
                                
                                    
                                    Laura Poppo, 
                                    
                                
                                    
                                    Kevin Zheng Zhou, ...
                                    
                                
                            

                        
                        
                    
	
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        Dealing with the Paradox of Embeddedness: The Role of Contracts and Trust in Facilitating Movement Out of Committed Relationships

                        
                            By
                                
                                
                                    
                                    Sergio G. Lazzarini, 
                                    
                                
                                    
                                    Gary J. Miller, ...
                                    
                                
                            

                        
                        
                    
	
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        Interorganizational Trust

                        
                            By
                                
                                
                                    
                                    Akbar Zaheer
                                     and 
                                
                                    
                                    Jared D. Harris
                                    
                                
                            

                        
                        
                    


                    
                        	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            Organizational Culture and Relationship Skills

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        Sjoerd Beugelsdijk, 
                                        
                                    
                                        
                                        Carla I. Koen, ...
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        
	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            The Hollow Corporation Revisited: Can Governance Mechanisms Substitute for Technical Expertise in Managing Buyer-Supplier Relationships?

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        Anne E. Parmigiani
                                         and 
                                    
                                        
                                        Will Mitchell
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        
	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            Goal Interdependence and Managing Opportunism in Supply Chain Partnerships in China

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        Julie Wu
                                         and 
                                    
                                        
                                        Dean Tjosvold
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        
	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            Creating and Capturing Value in Repeated Exchange Relationships: Managing a Second Paradox of Embeddedness

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        Daniel W. Elfenbein
                                         and 
                                    
                                        
                                        Todd Zenger
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        



            
            
                 
            
        

    

				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
			
				
			
			
		
	
		
			
				
			
			
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright Â© 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l200 in   0.110 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	

