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ABSTRACT 

Purpose  

The aim of this study is to provide an insight into relationship marketing from a 

strategic view in Chinese context.Meanwhile, it analyzes how empirical study such as 

self-financed overseas study consulting agency could use this relationship marketing 

as a strategic tool to help it to achieve competitive advantage. 

 

Theoretical methodology 

Theoretical methodology covers theoretical considerations that influence how the 

study is designed and conducted. 

 

Theoretical framework and literature review 

This section gives readers a general understanding with related literature. . In order to 

access this perception, this study employs a related theory as the main conceptual 

framework for examining theories and major findings. Furthermore, by studying 

empirical findings, it acts as mirror to reflect prior scholar‘s literature in order to have 

a critical and in-depth research study. 

 

Practical methodology 

Several practical techniques were chosen for this research, such as qualitative 

approach, semi-constructed interviews, samplings etc. The purpose of this study is to 

find out how relationship marketing can bring to a self-financed overseas study 

consulting agency in China sustainable competitive advantage based on customer 

satisfaction and customer retention perspective. 

 

Empirical observation and analysis 

The thesis is based on the case studies within the Chinese market, with two special 

Agencies: Hubei Education Service Center for Scholary Exchange, Hubei Jinmao 

Foreign consultants Managerial co., Ltd. The questions are addressed using 

information obtained in interview with respondents from the agencies and from 

secondary data. (Documentary secondary data) 

 

Conclusion 

The author found that by using customer retention to ‗individual clients‘ and by using 

customer satisfaction (eventually by using word of mouth) to individual clients can 

bring a self-financed overseas study consulting agency in China sustainable 

competitive advantages based on the commitment and trust mechanism. However, 

author could not find out the evidence to prove that using relationship marketing tools 

is the single solution to compete more successfully than without it. It is further argued 

by author that relationship marketing is just one aspect strengthening the generic 

strategy in order to gain sustainable competitive advantage. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Chapter one begins with the discussion of the background of focal industry followed 

by theoretical background. Furthermore, a problem discussion will be introduced to 

highlight how this study of topic enhances prior studies within the field of relationship 

marketing. Following, research purpose and limitations will be discussed. In order to 

present a clear view to the readers, a disposition of this study will be presented at the 

end of this chapter. 

1.1 Background 

1.1.1 Industry background 

Imagine yourself hanging around the study hall or library in a university and you 

would take notice of the fact that there are quite lots of international ethnicities 

including Chinese. Merely taking business school (USBE)
1
 in Sweden as an example, 

there are around 30 Chinese students who were admitted by either different master 

programs or undergraduate programs in 2009. Amongst them, according to the simple 

investigation
2

, over 50 percent of Chinese students applied USBE through 

self-financed overseas study agencies. Studying abroad is not uncommon in China 

since ancient times. It offers the ease of travelling, political changes, economic needs, 

and fascination with cultural interaction (Byram&Feng, 2006, p2).Therefore, the 

questions such as what inspires so many Chinese students to study abroad and why 

they choose self-financed agencies as their main channel have become major concerns 

leading to the industry background. In following, this paper will review the 

emergence of Studying abroad in China. 

 

The concept of studying abroad was not new for Chinese. It even can be traced back 

to 19
th

 century. On August 11, 1872, Qing imperial officials from China sent Chen 

Lanbin and Yung Wing along with the first 30 children, including Liang Guoyan and 

Zhan Tianyou, receive education in New England. A few years earlier, Yung Wing 

proposed to the Qing Dynasty to send 12 to 15-year-old students to study abroad. His 

proposal included the creation of an office and a monitoring officer in the United 

States to assist and manage the students‘ education and living arrangements (Thomas, 

1987). This practice could be the earliest study abroad program for Chinese students. 

                                                             
1 USBE stands for the Umeå School of Business in Sweden 
2Author hold meeting with Chinese students at Umeå University in order to attain the information 

regarding their studying abroad  
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Even though the whole program was funded by government at that time, this policy 

indicated development of studying abroad in the future. 

 

The official definition of studying abroad was not introduced until 1984 by the 

ChineseState Department after reform and opening-up policy. It described as the 

follows: ―Any Chinese citizen who has financial support or scholar through legitimate 

procedure can apply the University, College or higher educational institution outside 

China to conduct study or research” (Ministry of Education People‘s Republic of 

China, 2007). From students‘ personal views, there are several reasons that motivate 

them to participate in studying abroad programs. Studies reveal that students‘ reasons 

range from academic to cultural matter to persons. It includes the desire to utilize 

study abroad as a stepping stone to an international job or career (Emanoil, 1999),gain 

work experience through a host University‘s international program which will 

facilitate an international career (Malliah, 2001), mastering a foreign language, 

experience living in another country, study at another university, make new 

international friends, find excitement and enjoyment (Schroth&Mccormack, 2000), 

and to experience their last few years of college in a different environment before 

moving from university life to a full-time job in home country.  

 

Basically, there are two majorways to study abroad in China. The first channelfor 

students studying abroad is through government financing. Another is self-financed 

overseas study, which is currently the most common and popular way to study abroad. 

The reason why the majority of students would not choose the former way is because 

of the harsh academic requirements (most funding areawarded to people who already 

have higher education and wish to pursue their PhD or have excellent research 

experience. Apparently only few people can have this kind of funding) and also tight 

funding budget (insufficient fund) (Ministry of Education and Ministry of Finance 

People‘s Republic of China, 2007). Therefore, self-financing has became the major 

trend of studying abroad. According to the latest facts from Ministry of Education in 

China on March 12
th

 2010, it reveals that over 229,300 Chinese students studied 

abroad during the year of 2009. Self-financed students took the largest portion of 92% 

(210,100 students). Government financed students and enterprise sponsor students 

only accounted for minority shares of 5% and 3%, respectively (12,000 and 7,200 

students, respectively) (Report from Ministry of Education People‘s Republic of 

China, 2010). Therefore, self-financed overseas study agencies emerge to meet large 

demand from students for such service. 

 

The first legitimate self-financed overseas study agency
3
 was established in 1993 

after the reforming and opening-up policy of China, which was named as “Chinese 

overseas studying service center for students studying in Australia”. (Bo Zhang, 2009) 

Since 2001,over 90 percent of students who studied abroad had relied on 

self-financing more or less. A considerable amount of students in China (over half of 

                                                             
3 In following chapters, studying abroad agency, overseas consulting study agency or agency indicates 

same concept in the research. 
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them) thought about to hire self-financed overseas study agencies to help them to 

achieve the dream of studying overseas. (Ying Xiong, 2004) Although self-financed 

overseas study agencies have been in the Chinese market for over 15 years, they have 

never been formally defined and the definition of this profession still remained fuzzy 

by few academic literatures. According to the latest government report by the Chinese 

Ministry of Education in 2009, they only consider overseas consulting study agencyto 

be legitimate if it has two distinctive characteristics: first, it is a 

for-profit-organization which offersprofessional services including: educational 

consulting, making a scheme for individuals studying abroad, preparation of college 

or university application, accommodations etc. Second, the agency not only help 

clients to study abroad, but may also act as representative for a foreign university. It is 

their responsibility to evaluate the students‘ academic level and language proficiency. 

In the thesis, it concludes that self-financed overseas study agency is a for-profit 

educational consulting service institution which mainly offers the services to help 

clients
4
 (students) to study abroad. 

 

 

Since the saturation of accessible internet and overseas returnees are increasing,the 

whole process of studying abroad has become more transparent. Information 

asymmetry for studying abroad seems to be a history. Ordinary people have chance to 

apply a foreign university on their own (Bo Zhang, 2009).Some scholars even 

presumed that this industry (agencies that aids in foreign application submission) 

could be dwindling or entirely disappear a few years later (Ying Xiong, 2004). The 

truth is that, however, this is not the case for Chinese. There are still round about 200 

thousands students going abroad to study in 2010, which was up more than 10 percent 

comparing to what it was last year. (Ministry of Education, 2010)  

 

People may question this situation. There are three possible explanations according to 

the Chinese scholars and education experts. First of all, applying to a foreign 

university is a time-consuming project. Lots of researches show that if someone 

decides to apply to universities or colleges on their own, it takes 3 to 5 months to 

prepare. Thus, students tend to leave all this complex course and long -time process to 

the professionals to deal with. Second, language barrier could keep the students 

themselves out of the gate of foreign colleges or universities. Lastly, agencies have 

more professional experience than ordinary people (Ying Xiong, 2004). Each year, 

they have alarge number of successful cases in helping students to study abroad. This 

is why hiring agencies to study abroad could be a reliable choice for most people. 

According to the latest statistics from Ministry of Education there are 416
5
 

self-financed overseas study agencies in 2011, which makes this industry‘s future 

even more prosperous. For instance, my research focuses on the situation of Wuhan, 

which is the capital of Hubei Province. There are approximately 9 million populations 

in Wuhan along withone million college students scatter in every corner of this city in 
                                                             
4 Clients in this research refer to ultimate customer. Further, ―client‖ and ―customer‖ could be 

interchangeable. 
5 There are 416 study abroad agencies on the official list in 2011. They all have certification for 

running the study abroadconsulting services. (Ministry of Education of P.R.C,2011) 
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2010. It could be a huge overseas study market that you can‘t image. And, certainly, 

people were already aware of this gold mine in early 1990‘s. The fierce competition 

among agencies never ends and it turns out to be more intense than ever t in China at 

present. Therefore agencies need to develop their competitive advantage in order to 

survive in the increasing growth market. Which tools or strategy they decide to use? 

How can we comprehend the factsin-depth from an academic perspective? Thus it 

will lead readers to theoretical background.  

1.1.2 Theoretical background 

Looking back over what has happened in the study of business organization over the 

last 20 years, it can be seen that a major trends emerged quite clearly. A shift can be 

noticed in the focus of information age towards the relationship age(Galbreath, 

2002).The business of relationship age is leveraging knowledge about their network 

of relationships, including customers, employees, partners, suppliers and even 

investors, to covert the their products and services-in fact the entire lifecycle of 

customer events-into memorable experiences that create unique value (Galbreath, 

2002).Within the relationship age, the topic of relationship marketing continues to 

receive a great deal of attention (e.g., Christopher, Payne, Guenzi 2002; Palmer, 

Lindgreen, &Vanhamme 2005).Instead of focusing on exchange in single transactions, 

the importance of building long-term, value-laden, and interactive relational exchange 

between buyers and sellers has been examined extensively in literature (Berry, 1993; 

Gummesson, 1994; Morgan & Hunt, 1994). 

 

Although past studies have made significant progress towards understanding of 

relationship marketing, two fundamental questions remain: What precisely is 

relationship marketing? And how can it as concept be implemented? The concept of 

relationship marketing was formally introduced by Berry (1983), who defined 

relationship marketing, as ―attracting, maintaining, and enhancing customer 

relationship‖ (Berry, 1983.p25).Later, a more comprehensive definition was proposed 

byGrönroos (1991) to further include ―establishing relationships with customers and 

other parties at a profit by mutual exchange and fulfillment of promises‖ (p. 8). 

Recently, Harker (1999) proposed the following definition: ―An organization engaged 

in proactively creating, developing and maintaining committed, interactive and 

profitable exchanges with selected customers (partners) over time is engaged in 

relationship marketing‖ (p. 16). 

 

Although the above three definitions differ somewhat, they all indicate that 

relationship marketing focuses on individual buyer-seller relationships, that these 

relationships are longitudinal in nature, and that both parties in each individual 

buyer-seller relationship benefit. In short, from a firm‘s perspective, the relationship 

marketing concept can be viewed as a philosophy of doing business or as a distinct 

organizational culture/value that puts the buyer-seller relationship at the center of the 

firm‘s strategic or operational thinking. (Sin, et al., 2006) 
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It has been proposed that a company that adopts a relationship marketing (RM) will 

improve its business performance. Despite the importance of RM to business success, 

systematic inquiries for a deeper understanding of the construct have only recently 

begun, following the pioneering works of Morgan and Hunt (1994); Yau, Lee,Chow, 

Sin, and Tse (2000); and Sin et al. (2005). There is general agreement that a relational 

approach to marketing may result in more positive outcomes for an organization than 

a traditional marketing approach. However, recent research has indicated that the 

importance of this relationship varies across industries (Coviello et al., 2006a). Given 

this, and as was noted earlier, the present study was undertaken to improve our 

understanding of the relational marketing practices of professional services firms. It is 

also widely recognized that many successful firms have gained a competitive 

advantage in the marketplace by implementing a relationship marketing strategy 

(Kumar, 2009). The success of this strategy has been built upon the constant advances 

in information and communication technology that allows firms to gather large 

amounts of information about their own customers (database marketing) and about 

customers in the general marketplace (marketing research) (Nikolaos& Michael, 

2004). 

 

Today, the relationship age is the pathway of economic success. The relationship age 

is truly about the value of the relationships a firm maintains and manages. Customers, 

employees, suppliers and partners all contribute synergistically to the economic (and 

experience) output of the firms. A firm‘s products, services, or even its brand or other 

tangible assets can no longer guarantee success in the market. The goal of the 

relationship age for firm is to maximize its value through productive utilization of its 

relationship network, comprising that the firm is to maximize its value through the 

productive utilization of its relationship network, comprising the firm‘s relationships 

with its customers, employees, suppliers, and partners (Tadajewski&Saren , 

2009).The literature review part will make further in-depth elaboration for theoretical 

background. 

 

1.2 Problem statement and knowledge gap 

If there is gap between theory and practice in relationship marketing, it could be 

worth to notice that most of the past studies regarding relationship marketing have 

been conducted in Western countries, especially in the United States (Sin, 2006). A 

key question still to be answered by marketing scholars concerns the transferability of 

the findings to Eastern countries (Sin, et al., 2006). Furthermore, the relationship 

marketing literature focuses on mainly industrial organizations, whereas few 

empirical studies have been done to investigate the adopting of relationship marketing 

orientation by service organizations in particular professional service industry(Jillian 

& Geoffrey, 2011). Relationship marketing is logically appropriate for PSFs, given 

their close interaction with customer. The purpose of study is to examine the current 
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state of relationship marketing in Hubei abroad study industry and to contribute to the 

emerging body of empirical literature on the association between relationship 

marketing and competitive advantage. More specifically three contributions I would 

like to present after thesis had been done which are: 

 

 Making contribution to the existing body of literature of relationship 

marketing theory based on the Chinese context 

 Making contribution to relationship marketing based on the professional 

services firms 

 Making contribution to relationship marketing from strategic view 

 

1.3 Research question 

How can professional service industry achieve sustainable competitive advantage 

through relationship marketing strategy? 

1.4 Research Purpose 

The aim of this study is to provide an insight into relationship marketing from a 

strategic view in Chinese context. Meanwhile, it analyzes how PSFs could use this 

relationship marketing as a strategic tool to help them to achieve competitive 

advantage. In order to access this perception, this study employs a related theory as 

the main conceptual framework for examining theories and major findings. 

Furthermore, by studying empirical findings, it acts as mirror to reflect prior scholar‘s 

literature in order to have a critical and in-depth research discussion. Although 

independent studies of relationship marketing and sustainable competitive advantage 

have been discussed and developed for many years, cross-subjects between these two 

major theories on public application still remain rare. The literature pointed that 

sustainable competitive advantage can be achieved through relationship marketing 

strategy. However, there are less empirical records or any similar literature can be 

found from qualitative view. Therefore, this thesis will emphasize on answering the 

stated research question in order to make a contribution to the reality. 
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1.5 For whom 

The outcome of the research starts to benefit agencies. It is also to be considered as a 

valuable report to the top managers when they decide to make strategy. Firm‘s 

strategies reflect the decision maker‘s view to the company. There is always problem 

that managers will make decisions from their own perspective instead of the interest 

of the whole company, which is called agency problem. This situation is also 

prevailing in China. The author hopesthe research could give mangers some 

perspective to see the relationship marketing in the strategy marking even some 

mangers already implement some relationship marketing techniques to attract and 

maintain their customers. 

 

On the other side, this article could be helpful for those scholars who have interest in 

both relationship marketing and sustained competitive advantage field.  Even though 

some of scholars (e.g. Rowe &Barbes, 1998; Berry, 1983) in their articles mentioned 

that ―Relationship marketing is being addressed as an effective strategy to provide 

companies with the competitive edge they need to succeed in the future." Few articles 

witnessed the empirical view on PSFs. To some extent, therefore, this research brings 

a new angle and new industry to the scholar. This research could add inputs to more 

knowledge and information in the lack of research for this field. 

1.6 Limitation 

There are still several limitations within the research. First of all from industry 

perspective, this study only investigated in specific area in China, Hubei province. 

Secondly, the research only examined the more from customer relationship from 

academically angle. Due to fact that some of scholars considered that relationship 

marketing was not only apply to managers to customers ‗perspective, but beyond that. 

(Mogan& Hunt, 1999; Galbreath, 2002) Any organization or individuals could affect 

relationship marketing to a company, such as suppliers, governments, etc. In this 

research study, author tried to put other factors aside such as conducting research 

exclusively on customers. Furthermore, a qualitative research method was employee 

in this article. In other words,research method is based on the interviews‘ own feeling 

and perception instead of statistical calculation. Meanwhile, one limitation need to be 

mention is that previous about the related topic was few. It is difficult to find some 

relevant evidence which is about how to apply relationship marketing into agencies. 

In addition, by applying case study approach is also a limitation, because the case 

study can reflect the findings to a limited degree, and the representative of the case 

study depends on many elements. Besides, some limitations could be raised in the 

interviews in terms of the effect of interviewees, way of interviewing, time 

management, and so forth. Last but not least, time frame could be another limitation 

for my research. 
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1.7 Disposition of the Thesis 

 

 

 

 

 

•This chapter introduces the topic and discusses
background of the research

Chapter 1

Introduction

•This chapter includes the description of the
method adopted in analysis

Chapter 2 

Theoretical 
Methodology

•This chapter introduces the topic and discusses
the importance of the research and the previous
studies

Chapter 3

Theoretical 
Framework and 

Literature Review

•In this chapter, pratical methodology will be
presented

Chapter4 

Practical 
Methodology

•This chapter firsr presenst the findings through
observations .Further, comparison of what has
been mentioned in literature review has been
compared with what has been found received
during empirical cases studies. It is an overall
discussion of findings and analysis of research
problem and purpose of study

Chapter 5

Empirical 
Observation and 

Analysis

• This part finishe thesis work with overall
conclusion, answers on research question
asked in introductory and literature review
part, and some implications and ideas for
further research.

Chapter 6

Conclusion
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL METHODOLOGY 

This chapter covers theoretical considerations that influence how the study is 

designed and conducted, such as preconception of research, research philosophies, 

research approaches. After that a research design and research process will be 

presented. 

2.1 Preconceptions and Research Topic 

The definition of preconception: An opinion or conception formed in advance of 

adequate knowledge or experience, especially a prejudice or bias. (The American 

Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 2008 p) 

2.1.1 Preconception about this research 

When this research was decided to conductat very first beginning, there is one 

pre-knowledge that author keeping in the mind, which is: there isn‘t isolate business. 

And this belief leads author to think more about the interaction between the 

companies‘ businesses. A friend of mine considered that network could be a major 

source to bring the sustained competitive advantage for companies. But from my 

point of view, network could be really a broad research area for this topic. By reading 

academic articles and journals, it tells me that relationship marketing could be a 

critical factor affecting the performance of a company. But how can concept of 

relationship marketing related to a company‘s performance?My management 

knowledge tells me that one company wishes to compete or have superior 

performance than other competitors, it definitely has some resources that other 

companies don‘t have or hard to imitate.This idea inspires me to formulate my 

research topic. Meanwhile more scientific literatures and journals to support my idea 

should be read as guidance in order to avoid bias to my research topic. 

2.1.2 Research topic 

Formulating and clarifying the research topic is the starting point of the research 

project according to scholars Ghauri and Gronhaug in 2005. Without being clear 

about what I am going to do in mind it is difficult to conduct research on it. Therefore, 

it is necessary to build an explicit perception of research topic for this study. But 

before starting to generate research topic it needs to have at least come up with some 

of ideas of my research. From academical perspective, the idea of choosing 

relationship marketing as my research area originally came from a business research 

article: ‗Relationship-Based Competitive Advantage: The Role of Relationship 

Marketing in Marketing Strategy‘ by two American scholars: Morgan and Hunt in 
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1999. In the article, they believed that relationship marketing should only be adopted 

when it offers, or contributes to, a firm‘s competitive advantage that, it is hoped, 

proves sustainable. Further, they hold the opinion that relational resources (e.g. firms 

having long-standing relationships with customers by implementing trust, 

commitment and loyalty mechanism) could be one major factor to achieve sustained 

competitive advantage (Morgan & Hunt, 1999). By standing on these two giants 

shoulders, I began to follow their track from customers‘ perspective. 

 

From personal view, the formation of this research topic not only needs to thank to 

two authors (Morgan and Hun, respectively) that I mentioned above. Meanwhile, 

several constructive recommendations come from my supervisor Catherine Lions; she 

offered great ideas and suggestions to help me to accomplish my research topic. After 

brainstorming, we both decided that the relationship marketing could be the best 

strategy to describe my research area, which I mainly focus on the customer 

perspective. Further, my supervisor and I show great interest in Chinese students 

studying abroad. The fact shows that each year there are tens of thousands of Chinese 

students who went to abroad to study, which already became a big issue for China or 

even for the whole world (Minutes Economics, 2010). People even took a joke for 

that. They said that Chinese students‘ consumption save economy of United Kingdom 

during their recession years. It is joke but evidence shows that Chinese students really 

make significant contribution to UK‘s economy and year of 2008 witnessed this tide 

of studying abroad. 200 thousands of Chinese students went overseas to study this 

year, which ranked the top overseas studying students‘ rate in the world Minutes 

Economics, 2010; report from Ministry of Education, 2007). In view of the foregoing 

factors, therefore, it leads to us a very interest area to find out the reasons behind this. 

My supervisor and I considered that China could be the best filed to fit our research 

area.  

 

Speaking of professional service industry, it is surprised to notice that there is rarely 

relationship marketing research digging into level of service consultancy industry 

(Das, 2008). So I decided to brainstorm some of consultancy service industries that I 

want to focus. Finally, after reviewing some of literatures, my supervisor and I reach 

the consensus that self-financed study abroad agencies could be my focus industry. 

One reason is that we can witness more than half of Chinese students have the 

experiences of hiring self-financed studying abroad agencies to help them to achieve 

the dream of study abroad, which makes us eager to know the reason. Another reason 

that we select this special service industry is because we found a curiosity for the 

subject. The advantage for me to choose this industry is that I just happen to have 

some of working experiences in these particular agencies. We can almost say that this 

is the largest contributor to the choice of subject. Because I feel that if I succeed in 

delivering a good answer to our problem formulation and purpose of the study really 

can add up to the research in the area and be useful for the practitioners. We will be 

able to design the right research philosophy, research approaches, most appropriate 

research strategy right after the research topic is clear. 
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2.2 Research Philosophy 

Due to the fact that most philosophies are sophisticated and complex for the readers, it 

could be better demonstrated them somehow by quoting the figure from my research 

methodology course in order to present a clear view to the readers. Figure 1 show as 

follows. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1Summary of methodology assumption 

Source from my research methodology course in Umeå University in 2009 

 

Some writers, such as Guba and Lincoln (1994) argued that research methods are of 

secondary importance to question comparing with research philosophies. Because 

research philosophy that we adopt contains important assumption about the way in 

which we view the world. These assumptions will underpin our research strategy and 

the methods we choose for our research study. (Sauders et. al. 2009) Different 

paradigm of how researcher views and perceives the world, have been described by a 

series of authors (Alvesson&Sköldberg, 2009). Therefore, in order not to confuse the 

readers, I choose Business Research Methods (by Bryman and Bell, 2007) and 

Research Methods for Business Students (by Saunders. et al, 2009) these two books as 

my major guidance. Certainly, there are some academic articles concerned with 

business research which will be used to support the research as well. 

 

What is reality 

How to study it 

Which method 

mememethod 
How to collect the 

datadata 

Ontology  

Epistemology 

Qualitative or 

quantitative 
Data collecting 

tools 
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Methodological assumption also refers to research philosophy. (Bryman& Bell, 2007; 

Saunders. et al, 2009) It indicates that the way that we think about the development of 

knowledge. This seems rather profound, but the whole point is that this is exactly 

what we are doing when embarking on research-developing knowledge in a particular 

field). Basically there are three types of methodological assumptions which are 

ontological consideration, epistemological consideration and methodological 

assumption respectively. 

 

On one hand, ontological considerations are concerned with the nature of social 

entities. The central point of orientation here is the question of whether social entities 

can and should be considered objective entities that have a reality external to social 

actors, or whether they can and should be considered social constructions built up 

from the perceptions and actions of social actors (Bryman& Bell, 2007p). Put it into a 

simple way, it implies that what the real world is. Moreover, in Bryman‘s 

methodology book, he classified ontology into two positions which are objectivism 

and constructivism. Objectivism is an ontological position that asserts social 

phenomena and their meanings have an existence that is independent of social actors. 

It implies that social phenomena and the categories that we use in everyday discourse 

have an existence that is independent or separate. While constructivism is another 

ontological position which asserts that social phenomena and their meanings are 

continually being accomplished by social actors (Individuals or collectives). It implies 

that social phenomena and categories are not only produced through social interaction 

but that they are in a constant state of revision.  

 

On the other hand, an epistemological issue concerns the question of what is (or 

should be) regarded as acceptable knowledge in a discipline (Bryman& Bell, 2007).  

A particular central issue in this context is the question of whether or not social world 

and should be studied according to the same principles, procedures, and ethos as the 

natural sciences. Simply speaking, it explains how to study (know) the real world. In 

other words, what kind of methods or approaches can help to explore the existing 

world? Similarly, based on the Bryman‘s book, he categorizes epistemology into two 

positions which are positivism and interpretivism. Positivism means that authentic 

knowledge is built on actual experience and relied on experiments that the theory used 

as a framework test hypothesis in order to discover the truth and study of social reality 

and beyond (Sauders et. al. 2009). However, from interpretivism perspective, it means 

that the belief in the truth through understanding, emotional and sympathetic empathy 

of human behavior influenced by the observer and relied on interviews and 

observation to describe perceived truth.  

 

2.2.1 My viewson research philosophy 

 

As for my research study, I stand on the constructivism position for ontological 

considerations and interpretivism for epistemological considerations. There are some 

of reasons which make me to take these positions to conduct the research. For one 
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thing, author tries to continue to construct the theory in order to make better 

understanding. For example, from scholar Das (2008) there was poorly understanding 

in PSFs such asAdvertising (Halinen, 1996), Financial services, Consultancy industry 

but there are really less research in education service industry. So this paper aims to 

make constructivism position. Previous research outcome have been followed in order 

to build up new perspective. As previous chapter (chapter 1) had already discussed, 

the aim of the present study is to explore sustained competitive advantage through the 

relationship marketing regarding professional service firms. Exploring implies that the 

aim of the study is to increase the understanding of these concepts within strategic 

marketing research. This is, however, one of the characteristics of interpretivism, 

which is the epistemological position dominating social science and focuses, 

according to Andersson (1979), ―not on explanations, but on 

understanding‖.Moreover, interpretivism focuses on understanding human behaviors 

and argues that social phenomena are contextually bound, implying that behaviors can 

only be understood in a certain context and there is no universal truth so to speak 

(Bryman& Bell 2007). Therefore, interpretivism is exactly in line with the research, 

which is trying to comprehend the nature of relationship marketing from strategic 

view. 

 

In addition, Bryman and Bell (2007) stated that interpretivistic research emphasizes 

that the social world can only be understood ―through an examination of the 

interpretation of that world by its participants‖, which implies that the meaning or role 

of a social phenomena can only be understood through the views and experiences of 

the individuals taking part of that particular context. This is also implied by the 

purpose of which states that the aim is to explore the sustained competitive advantage 

through relationship marketing by the perceptions and interpretations from interviews 

 

The interpretivistic focus on contexts is also closely related to ontology and the social 

constructionism which views social phenomena as social constructions created or 

influenced by social actors rather than external factors that are independent of social 

actors (Alvesson&Sköldberg 2008; Bryman& Bell 2007).As presented in the 

introduction,  sustained competitive advantage through relationship marketing in this 

study, viewed as phenomena embedded and created within social interactions, i.e. that 

these concepts are influenced by and influence managers and clients‘ thinking and 

action. This is consistent with the social constructionism, which views people as 

having an active role in creating social phenomena (Johansson&Lindfors 1993, p42) 

and that they are ―outcomes of the interactions between individuals, rather than 

phenomena ‗out there‘ and separate from those involved in its 

construction‖(Bryman& Bell 2007,p 402). 

2.3 Literature Selection 

In the next chapter, a literature review (chapter 3) will be presented. The theories 
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involved literature review were selected from the literature review made on previous 

relationship marketing theory, professional service industry, sustained competitive 

advantage theory and the literature among these three. Further, the correlations among 

these three major theories and findings will be elaborated as well in order to 

understand how professional service industry can achieve sustained competitive 

advantage through relationship marketing. Even though the relevant literatures 

amongthese three are still few, some of findings which are related to my research 

study will be presented. These theories and previous studies constitute the framework 

which will be discussed in chapter 3, section 1. 

 

The secondary sources used for the literature review were collected from Google 

Scholar, Umeå University library database, Wuhan University library database, China 

Knowledge Resource Integrated Database (CKRID) and Wang fang Database. There 

is one thing should to be clarified first before introducing the keywords in my 

research. Normally, when I was searching overseas study agency industry from 

Google, ―Abroad study agency‖ and ―Overseas study agency‖ could be most frequent 

phrases in your eyes. But why I wrote ―self-financed
6
‖ from very first beginning 

mainly because ―Self-financed‖ could be more precise and accurate fitting in the 

Chinese context. In part 1.1.1, it already mentioned that most of Chinese students 

studying abroad by using their parents or their own money. A few students can have 

government fund or other financial support to study abroad. And also there was a 

Chinese Doctoral thesis (Bo Zhang, 2009) where the abstract called this agency with 

―self-sponsor‖, which will support the name of that. The articles and journals will be 

searched based on some of keywords such as: relationship marketing, professional 

service industry, sustained competitive advantage, customer retention, customer 

satisfaction, overseas study agency, study abroad agency,自费出国留学中心
7
(self-financed overseas study agencies), 关系营销 (relationship marketing)，特

殊服务性行业 (professional service industry) among others. Other articles or 

journals were indirectly found in order to enrich the research study. The reason by 

mostly using scientific articles is because these types of literatures have a greater 

credibility to the researchers and readers and will enhance the study presented in the 

thesis. Further, other research sources such as books, websites and media (news) were 

also utilized for this thesis. Consequently, the following articles were searched to 

provide a comprehensive bibliography of the academic literature. 

 

2.3.1 Criteria for literature selection 

 

The selection of literature review was done critically in order to provide 

trustworthiness and reliability to support my research. This section presents my 

method while search of literature review and some of my criteria that were applied 

                                                             
6 Self-financed in this research indicated fee-paying students who study abroad, typically take place in 

China 
7 The purpose of choosing Chinese words for my literature selection is mainly because this industry is  

more active in China, and several Chinese scholars had written the academic articles concerning with 

industry. 
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during this research. The selection of scientific articles and journals is based on the 

principals of lasted publication priority and how many times it has been quoted, if it is 

a peer-reviewed article scientific articles were used in cases when more contemporary 

information was required. However, there were some of scientific articles which are 

not latest, for example, ―Morgan and Hunt: ―Relationship-based competitive 

advantage: the role off relationship marketing in marketing strategy‖ (1999)and 

―Ravald and Grönroos the Value concept and relationship marketing‖(1996)and 

―Rowe and Barnes (1997) Relationship marketing and sustained competitive 

advantage‖ but they have possed some classic theories which are really helpful and 

beneficial to conduct the research. Books and other secondary resources also are 

followed by the standard above. It mostly used when comprehensive information was 

required.  

 

2.3.2 Method selection 

 

Many writers on methodological part find it helpful to distinguish between qualitative 

and quantitative research (Bryman& Bell, 2007). So do I. Since the purpose of this 

study is to understand how sustained competitive advantage can be achieved through 

relationship marketing by understanding the fact, rather than how to calculate the 

above-average value from relationship marketing. This character researches the 

qualitative attribute that are more appreciate understanding than rigidly examining. In 

other words, it makes me more flexible to understand managers and customers‘ 

behaviors. Additionally, semi-constructed interviews will be used as assistance to help 

collect the data in this research. The figure 3 below, it shows the major steps of the 

qualitative research in general. 
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Figure 2 An outline of main steps of qualitative research 

Source: Bryman& Bell, 2007 p 406 

 

Finally, the differences between quantitative and qualitative research run deeper than 

the presence and absence of numbers. In general, quantitative research focuses on 

answering the questions ―what?‖ ―how much‖ and ―why‖,whereas qualitative research 

focuses on answering the questions ―why?‖ And ―how‖.Qualitative research also 

allows for the generation of rich data and the exploration of real (Kuper, et al., 2008). 

Therefore, a qualitative study was a better fit for gathering the information. It allows 

me to perceive the view of the participants and study ―how‖ and ―why‖. In this study, 

multiple cases with interviews will be described further in sections in order to have 

deeper perception. And the literature from Bryman and Bell (2007) indicated: 

―qualitative research usually emphasizes words rather than quantification in the 

collection and analysis of data”. Therefore, to answer the research questions 

proposed in chapter 1, section 1.3 and to achieve the aim of this thesis, a qualitative 

method rather than a quantitative method has been adopted. 

 

2.4 Research Design and Process 

Usually, the extent to which you are clear about at beginning of your research raises 

an important question concerning the design of your research project (Saunders et al. 

2007). 

 



   A Qualitative Study on Self-financed Overseas Study Agencies in Hubei, China 

17 
 

Research design provides the glue that holds together research structure to show the 

major part of research project and to address the research question. A choice of 

research design will reflect the decision ofdifferent dimension research process and 

methodological procedure. My choice of research design will be guided by research 

questions and objectives, the extent of existing knowledge, the amount of time and 

other resources that I have at present. According to the Saunders (2009) this section 

highlighted the way the research question is asked which results in descriptive, 

descriptive and explanatory, or explanatory answer (Saunder et.al, 2009) Research 

design can be generally classified as exploratory, descriptive and explanatory research 

(Yin, 2003)  

 

Academically speaking, an exploratory study is a valuable means of findings out what 

is happening, to seek new insights to ask questions and to assess phenomena in a new 

light (Robson, 2002). Descriptive research is to provide further insight into the 

previous research problem by describing the variables of the characteristics of the 

topic of interest in the research. Explanatory research design provides information on 

the potential cause and effect relationship (Bryman& Bell, 2007). Literally, 

exploratory study is trying to discover the things that people never find out yet. And 

this could be in line with my study. Therefore, an exploratory research design was 

chosen to develop my research through whole research process. Through this kind of 

design the researcher is able to gain new information that leads to a more clear view 

of the subject which is from very special information to find an answer towards the 

research questions. However, exploratory research is supposed to require key skills 

like the researchers ability to search for the get adequate information as well as use 

this information to construct explanations on the theoretical level. (Ghauri et.al, 2005) 

For this study, exploratory research seems more adequate for the study. 

2.4.1 Case study design 

The concept of case study is defined as a “Strategy for doing research which involves 

an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its 

real-life context, using multiple sources of evidence” (Robson, 2002). Case study 

strategy will be of particular interest to me because I want to gain a rich 

understanding of the context of the research and processes being established. Case 

studies are preferred strategy, especially when ―how‖ or ―why‖ questions are being 

posed, when the researcher has little control over events and when the focus is on a 

contemporary phenomenon in its real-life context.  

 

Case study allows an investigation to retain the holistic and meaningful characteristics 

of real-life events, such as individual life cycles, organizational and managerial 

processes, and international relations (Yin, 1989). My research question is more 

concentrated on ―how‖ and ―what‖, and the case study strategy has considerable 

ability to generate answers to the question ‗why‘ as well as the ‗what‘ and ‗how‘ 

questions, which really helps me to solve the research questions. Furthermore,it is 
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certainly true that exponents of the case study design often favor qualitative methods 

such as participant observation and unstructured interviewing, because these methods 

are viewed as particularly helpful in the generation of an intensive, detailed 

examination of a case (Bryman, 2007) And for this reasons, the case study strategy is 

more often used in the exploratory and explanatory research. Case studies can be used 

to accomplish various aims: to provide description (Kider, 1982), test theory (Pinfield, 

1986; Anderson, 1983), or generate theory (e.g., Gersick, 1988; Harris & Sutton, 

1986).As for this research, the purpose of case studies are more inclined to generate 

theory.  

 

As stake (1995) observes, case study research is concerned with the complexity and 

particular nature of the case in question. Some of the best-known studies in business 

and management research are based on this kind of design. A case can be a single 

organization, a single location, a person and a single even (Bryman& Bell, 2007). 

 

An advantage of case study is according to Knights and McCabe (1997) that for the 

data collection different methods like observation and semi-structured interviews can 

be used combined to fulfill a great outcome. In most cases the best business research 

is based on a case-study design. The case could be considered as an object chosen by 

a researcher. The case-study design also connects with a qualitative research strategy, 

which we use (Bryman& Bell, 2007). Saunders et al. (2009) stated that data collection 

techniques of a case-study combine: interviews, findings and documentary. It consists 

of multiple sources. The purpose of a case-study is to explore factors which could 

contribute knowledge. (Creswell, 2009) 

 

Yin (1981, 1984) has described the design of case study research. He has defined the 

case study as a research strategy, developed a typology of case study designs, and 

described the replication logic with which is essential to multiple case analyses. His 

approach also stresses bringing the concerns of validity and reliability in experimental 

research design to the design of case study research. Case studies can involve either 

single or multiple cases, and numerous levels of analysis (Yin, 1984) Moreover, case 

studies can employ an embedded design, that is, multiple levels of analysis within a 

single study (Yin, 1984)  

 

2.4.2 Multiple case studies design 

A case study strategy can also incorporate multiple cases, that is, more than one case. 

The rationale for using multiple cases focuses upon the need to establish whether the 

findings of first case occur in other cases and, as a consequence, the need to 

generalize from the findings (Saunders et.al, 2009 p140). For this reason, Yin (2003) 

argues that multiple case studies may be preferable a single case study and that, where 

once choose to use a single case study, it will need to have a strong justification for 

this choice. And also, from Das (2008), Figure x, The contribution of research papers 
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across the entire time frame has been increasing with a sharp rise in the last period 

starting from year 2002 to 2006 (Das, 2008). Case study for relationship marketing 

research was accounted for 16.54 % (Yellow part), which gives more reasons that I 

choose case studies as my research design. (Figure 4) 

 

 

Figure 3Distributions of empirical research papers by research method and period 

from 1994 to 2006 (Das, 2008) 

 

Therefore, based on the above scholars, I decide to build three case studies (Figure 4) 

as my (research. Speaking of my case study, I select two-typical and 

region-representative overseas study agency as primary case study, one thing need to 

be mentioned that case 2is changed to same region as case 1 based on my opponent‘s 

constructive suggestions. She thought that it could been better if cases would had 

selected from the same cities. Because both companies are directly competing with 

each other, and it might provide the deeper insight as what strategies these firms used 

to stay ahead of completion. So the suggestions had been taken to alter my research 

focus and it enlightened me in the chapter 4 as well. 
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Figure 4multiple cases studies design 

 

The strength of case studies is very much dependent on the criteria set for the 

selection of concrete cases. Next chapter section 4.4.3 will explain more detail why 

and what standard will bechoose for cases and respondents. Case studies typically 

combine data collection methods such as archives, interviews, questionnaires, and 

observations. An advantage of case study is that for data collection different methods 

like observation and semi-structured interviews can be used combined to fulfill a 

general outcome. However, the strength of a case study is very much dependent on 

the criteria set for selection of concrete cases. Thus, criteria determined the quality of 

my case and my research at further. Theory developed from case study research is 

likely to have important strengths like novelty, testability, and empirical validity, 

which arise from the intimate linkage with empirical evidence. Second, given the 

strengths of this theory- building approach and its independence from prior literature 

or past empirical observation, it is particularly well-suited to new research areas or 

research areas for which existing theory seems inadequate. This type of work is highly 

complementary to incremental theory building from normal science research. 

(Building theories from cases study research). 

2.4.3 My research process 

It would be better to let readers know my whole structure of research in order to have 

an overview. According to the Saunders (2003), he tried to implement the research 

process ‗onion‘ to explain the how to deciding on the research approach and choosing 

a research strategy. After reviewing several researchers‘ work, I find this timeline 

model could be best describing my research. 

 

• Hubei Education Service Center For 
Scholary Exchange

• Pirmary data(semi-constructed interview) 
and secondary data (companies's website 
and other resources)

Case1

• Hubei Jimao Foreign Consultants 
Managerial co.ltd

• Pirmary data(semi-constructed interview) 
and secondary data (companies's website 
and other resources)

Case2
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Figure 5My research process 

Inspire by AinoHalinen (1996) ―The research process‖ (SFOSA is the abbreviation of 

Self-financed overseas study agency.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Searching for the research question 

Literature review 

First research proposal 

(Beginning of June) 

Defining the empirical setting 

Selecting the industry (SFOSA) 

Reviewing literature related to 

SFOSA (end of June, beginning 

of July) 

Decide the key concepts and 

theories (endof June) 

Literature review 

Studying theory and methodology 

(Mid of July, August, and 

September) 

Design the Overlap Triple round 

model for the literature 

(September) 

Design the interview guide 

(Mid of July) 

Qualitative Data collection and 

summary 

Primary data (through interviews-two 

parties, will discuss in chapter 4) 

(from July to August) 

Secondarydata (through websitefrom 

two companies and ministry of 

education and articles 

 (September) 

Design the case study 

(multiple) 

2 cases from 2 companies, 

respectively 

 (September and October) 

Findings and analysis 

(comparing with the theories) 

(October and November) 

Outcome 

(November) 
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This chapter first introduces a general knowledge of relationship marketing, 

sustainable competitive advantage and professional service setting in general. It will 

meanwhile present the current literature and studies involving the connection between 

these three major theories in order to accumulate deeper understanding. The purpose 

of this chapter is to find out the current literature concerned with how professional 

service firms achieve competitive advantage through relationship marketing from 

academic perspective. 

 

3.1 An Overview of Theoretical Framework and Literature 

Investigation 

 

Reviewing the literature critically will provide the foundation 

on which your research is built. Its main purpose is to help you to develop a good 

understanding and insight into relevant previous research. (Saunders, et al., 2009) 

 

3.1.1 Theoretical framework 

At the beginning of this section, I will 

give an explanation of my process for 

theoretical framework. One important 

component of reviewing the literature is 

to determine what theories in the past to 

be used to explore my research question 

at present. Speaking of my research 

question, it contains several major key 

concepts, which are divided into three 

parts: relationship marketing, 

professional service firms and sustained 

competitive advantage, respectively. My 

priority work is sticking three parts as 

whole. (Figure 7, left side)  

 

Figure 6 Theoretical framework 

 

Next, I will elaborate relationship marketing in general first. (In chapter 1 it already 

mentioned that customer perspective is my focus In the light of conducting my 

research study.) And then sustained competitive advantage and professional service 

firms in general will be presented as follows. 
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Lastly, the connections among these three key theories based on the prior scholar‘s 

findings will be presented. (For instance, the relationship between relationship 

marking and sustained competitive advantage) The Red triangle (overlaps part, Figure 

7) will be my final outcome of literature reviewing in the end of this chapter. There is 

one thing to be clarified at beginning of this chapter that I will discuss some of 

findings from Chinese scholars with respect to those three key theories since this 

research more focus on the Chinese Market. And one article (Yu Wei 

&LongchangGao, 2001) concerning with relationship between relationship marketing 

and competitive advantage from a quantitative angle will be discussed as well. So 

here comes to the literature review for each key theory in general perspective. 

 

3.1.2 Literature investigation 

 

There are some personal issues regarding literature investigation. First I‘m a 

management studies student currently (even though I took some of marketing courses 

at my undergraduate and graduate study, it still not enough to support my research in 

this thesis) so it takes me plentiful time to find the literature relevant to relationship 

marketing theories. Additionally there are so many prior researchers and scholars 

showing their great interest in the relationship from different perspectives, which 

make my literature findings more complex by skimming. Therefore, I was wondering 

if there are some shortcuts by rational selection. For instance, to mention some 

scholars have already summarized the literature review more or less for the 

relationship marketing. I hold that thought with me when I searched the related 

literature. This idea turned out to be a time-saving method which really lifts my 

quality of searching literature.  

 

There is one article written by India scholar Kallos Das, which especially meet needs 

of my literature selection. In fact, he conducted literature review on relationship 

marketing from 1994 to 2006, (Das, 2008). Das felt that the entire literature can be 

very well classified using this model. This model originally based on the Lindgreen 

(2001) which now is an expanded version. As shown in figure 8, the relationship 

marketing literature from 1994 to 2006 can be classified into the following five 

categories: (Das, 2008) 

 

(1) Objectives 

(2) Defining constructs 

(3) Instruments 

(4) Issues 

(5) Industry application 
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Figure 7Classification of relationship marketing literature 

Source:  Adapted from Lindgreen (2001) 

 

With regard to objectives, relationship marketing has been defined in terms of 

customer satisfaction, share of customer, customer retention, loyalty and so on so 

forth, all of which represent different objectives for going for relationship marketing. 

From the Das‘s article, it indeed enlightens me to narrow my research target 

(Lindgreen, 2001). So I was thinking why just follow the tract of prior scholar‘s 

findings in order to make research more focusing. Therefore the theoretical 

concentration will be making on Customer satisfaction and Customer retention two 

ripeness perspectives.(red) But I was wonder that only purely theoretical researches 

haven‘ enough evidence to convince readers since Doctorial thesis should be more 

scientific. So industry application (yellow), from my point of view, previous empirical 

findings will also examine in this chapter. Just because my attention is on those two 

parts, it doesn‘t mean that I will overlook other elements in the literature. I still have 

to borrow some theories if they are inter-related my research  

 

The whole point of my literature review is to find how the development of Customer 

satisfaction and Customer retention can be understood in general, and how the 

existing literature on relationship marketing has regarded and studied development in 

practice in order to answer my research question. Thus, the next step is to review the 

development of relationship marketing theories. 

 

3.2 The development of relationship marketing theories 

Berry in 1983 first addressed the relationship marketing theory but concept is still 

vague (Thorsten et al., 2001). At present Marketing is facing a new paradigm 
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(Grönroons, 1994) the focus is shifting from the activity of attracting customers to 

activities which concern having customer and taking care of them. Relationship 

marketing is an emerging marketing perspective that has been discussed in the 

marketing literature throughout 1990s (Grönroons, 1999). In marketing practice, 

relationship marketing is drawing more and more attention. According to Sheth and 

Parbatiyar (1995), they considered that relationship marketing approach is new 

paradigm that goes back to the roots of the marketing phenomenon. The core of 

relationship marketing is relations, maintenance of relations between the company 

and the actors in its micro-environment. Right from the beginning, relationship 

marketing theory has tended to focus on the supplier‘s perspective, rather than that of 

the customers. Little attention has been given to the willingness of customer to 

become or stay a relational partner. Even though there is wide consensus that 

relationships have to be ―mutually perceived and mutually beneficial‖ (Palmer, 2000) 

It is now widely accepted that the real purpose of a business is to create and sustain 

mutually beneficial relationships, especially with selected customers. Equally widely 

accepted is the view that the cement that blinds successful relationships is the 

two-way flow of value-that is, the customer derives real value from the relationship 

which converts into value for the organization in the form of enhanced profitability. 

(Christopher et.al 2002) 

 

Some people have argued that the emergence of relationship marketing in the 1990s 

was not so much a discovery but a rediscovery of an approach that had long been the 

cornerstone of many successful businesses. Relationship marketing has been 

described as a new-old concept (Berry, 1995) and modern relationship marketing has 

many historical antecedents. Given the contextual character of marketing knowledge 

(Sheth&Sisodia, 1999), there is no such thing as a ―general theory‖ of relationship 

marketing, and there probably never will be. Even though from several scholars‘ 

opinion, there is not general theory for relationship marketing, however, I will not 

confuse you at first beginning without giving some of notion from scholars about 

relationship marketing. So what exactly ―relationship marketing‖ is?   

 

According to Mogan and Hunt (1999), Relationship marketing is to identify and 

establish, maintain and enhance, and when necessary terminate relationships with 

customers (and other parties) so that the objectives regarding economic and other 

variables of all parties are met. This is achieved through a mutual making and 

fulfillment of promises. This argument was done by analyzing of 117 different sources 

from relationship marketing literature, proposes that ―an organization engaged in 

proactively creating, developing and maintaining committed, interactive and 

profitable exchanges with selected customers (partners) overtime is engaged in 

relationship marketing‖. 

 

In an effort to develop some of relationship marketing models, Coote (1994) 

identified classic three broad models to relationship marketing: the Anglo Australian 

model, the Nordic model and the North American model. The first model, according 
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to Coote, is based on the work of Christopher, Payne and Ballantyne and emphasizes 

the integrations of quality management, services marketing concepts and customer 

relationship economics. The second model derives from the work of Nordic 

academics such as Grönroons. Coote suggested that the Nordic model is founded on 

the interactive network theory of industrial marketing, services marketing concepts 

and customer relationship economics. The third model, which focused on the 

relationship between buyer and seller within the organization, is characterized by the 

work of Berry and Levitt (Coote, 1994). These models are shown in Figure 9 

 

Figure 8The domain of relationship marketing: alternative schools 

Source: Coote (1994) 

 

During the past decades, there has been widespread and growing concern about the 

development of relationship marketing and a recognition that relationship marketing 

are becoming ever more important in increasingly complex and mature markets, 

especially from customer‘ perspective(Galbreath, 2002). So what is relationship 

marketing from customer perspective, next section will presented more details. 

 

3.2.1 Relationship marketing and customer relationship management 

 

Any discussion on relationship marketing would be incomplete without referring to 

customer relationship management. (Das, 2008) Before start to discuss the customer 

relationship management, it is much better to clear the difference between the 

relationship management and customer relationship management. The study of 

literature reveals that there is still a lot of confusion as to how relationship marketing 

differs from customer relationship management. Some of the researchers have used 

both terms almost interchangeably (Sin et al., 2005). However, there do exist in 

significant differences between the two constructs. First relationship management is 

relatively more strategic in nature, whereas customer relationship management is 



   A Qualitative Study on Self-financed Overseas Study Agencies in Hubei, China 

27 
 

more tactical in its approach (Ryals& Payne, 2001). According to Ryals and Payne 

(2001), customer relationship management is all about implementing RM using 

information technology. Second, relationship management goes beyond the traditional 

customer-supplier dyad (Gummesson, 1994; Mitussis et al., 2006) and encompasses 

building of relationships with the entire range of stakeholders (Payne et al., 2000).  

 

Also from American scholar Galbreath, he considered that leading thinkers in the field 

of customer relationship management (CRM) and customer loyalty have seldom 

focused on the dynamic interplay. Isolating the customer relationship-without 

considering the effects or influences of a firm‘s management of employee, supplier 

and partner relationships leads to an incomplete picture. The relationship age is here. 

Business leaders must demonstrate a new breadth of knowledge and thought focused 

on the power of relationships and the market value of relationship assets (Galbreath, 

2002). The key relationships for a business go far beyond relationships with its 

customers to include the relationships with its employees, as well as those with 

suppliers and partners, investors and market analysis, and even government regulators, 

trade associations and other entities that influence the general business climate in 

which a given business operates. All of these relationships constitute a complex 

relationship network. See the Figure 10 below. 

 

 

Figure 9Relationship network 

(Source: By Jeremy Galbreath, 2002) 

 

However, only ultimate customer will be focus in this research paper. On the other 

hand, customer relationship marketing is more focused on building relationships with 

profitable customers (Ryals and Payne, 2001; Sin et al., 2005). Finally, relationship 

marketing is relatively more emotional and behavioral, focused on concepts such as 

bonding, empathy, reciprocity and trust (Sin et al., 2005; Yau et al., 2000). While 

customer relationship marketing is relatively more managerial angle, focused on how 
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management can make concerted efforts in attracting, maintaining and enhancing 

customer relationships (Sin et al., 2005). Relationship marketing and customer 

relationship marketing also have strong similarities: both strongly focus on individual 

buyer-seller relationships, accept that these relationships are longitudinal in nature, 

and that both parties benefit in the process (Sin et al., 2005). From the discussion so 

far, customer relationship management can be regarded as, to some extent, a subset of 

relationship marketing. 

 

Interest in customer relationship management (CRM) began to grow in 1990s (Xu et 

al., 2002). Regardless of the size of an organization, businesses are still motivated to 

adopt customer relationship management to create and manage the relationships with 

their customers more effective. Although customer relationship management has 

become widely recognized as an important business approach, there is no universally 

accepted definition of customer relationship management.  

 

Swift (2001, p. 12) defined customer relationship management as an ―enterprise 

approach to understanding and influencing customer behavior through meaningful 

communications in order to improve customer acquisition, customer retention, 

customer loyalty, and customer profitability‖. Kincaid viewed customer relationship 

management as ―the strategic use of information, processes, technology, and people to 

manage the customer‟s relationship with your company (Marketing, Sales, Services, 

and Support) across the whole customer life cycle‖ (Kincaid, 2003, p. 41). 

 

Parvatiyar and Sheth (2001, p. 5) defined customer relationship management as ―a 

comprehensive strategy and process of acquiring, retaining, and partnering with 

selective customers to create superior value for the company and the customer. It 

involves the integration of marketing, sales, customer service, and the supply-chain 

functions of the organization to achieve greater efficiencies and effectiveness in 

delivering customer value‖ 

 

There are several key elements consisting of relationship marketing. Customer 

retention, customer satisfaction, word of mouth and commitment and trust theory 

could be discussed most in the previous literature. Therefore, the next few sections 

will presented more details for those key elements. 

 

3.2.2 Customer retention and customer satisfaction 

 

Customer retention for relationship marketing success is crucial and discussed in 

various literature (e.g. Crosby and Stevens, 1987; Rust and Zahorik, 1993; Sheth and 

Parvatiyar, 1995). Retention has a behavioral and attitudinal character. The marketer 

plays an active role in retaining customers, while loyalty focuses more on 

intrapersonal aspects of customer behavior. Retention and loyalty imply an intentional 

component and differ from repeat purchasing behavior as there is a reason for 

thecustomer‘s repeats purchasing (Klee and Hennig, 1996; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2000, 



   A Qualitative Study on Self-financed Overseas Study Agencies in Hubei, China 

29 
 

p. 7).  Therefore, the relevance of customer retention for a company‘s economic 

success is important as an increase in retention leads to cost reductions and sales 

increases. The amortization of sales, marketing and set-up costs over a longer period 

of time and the reduction of service costs resulting from the growing expertise of 

customers are outcomes of cost reduction effects. It is proposed that sales growth is a 

consequence of increased expenditure over time, positive word of mouth through 

loyal customers, as well as the willingness of loyal customers to pay a price premium. 

Thus, it becomes significant that retention and loyalty are closely connected to 

economic relationship marketing success (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2000, p. 7). 

 

According to Rowe and Barnes, allocating resources and capabilities to an 

all-encompassing customer retention strategy is one perspective of relationship 

marketing. Unfortunately, organizations embracing this perspective expend 

unnecessary resources in tying to be all things to all possible customers. While this 

may be commendable on one level, it suggests that an organization‘s strategists have 

not considered that some customers may require more resources from the organization 

than the benefits they generate for the organization. Try to control the market place as 

much as possible. (Rowe & Barnes, 1998) 

 

Today, most active companies in services perspectives are developing processes to 

maintain and retain their customers. These processes aim to create a strong consumer 

base before thinking to expand and contact potential customers (Payne, Christopher, 

& Peck, 1995). Keeping customers already involved in an enterprise is a concept that 

has several advantages (Berry, 1983). Firstly, it allows a company to maintain and 

build a better image. Secondly, such a procedure increases the number of customers 

because it is easier for a company to have a fixed number of clients and some 

prospects to convince rather than to lose a large number of customers in each sales 

campaign and having to bring many new ones to compensate for this loss. Finally, a 

company can save money.  As matter of fact, retain and attract a number customers 

costs less money than if a company need to start whenever a new advertising and 

promotion campaign to attract a large number of potential customers. And this 

principal has become a golden rule in many business sectors, particular in the 

professional service firms because customer or what we call client could be a major 

profit stream in that area. In fact, this decision led to an increase competition and it is 

very important for PSFs to retain as much as possible their customers. For all of these 

reasons, the concept of relationship marketing is therefore based on the attracting, 

maintaining and enhancing customer‘s relationships. 

 

Customer satisfaction is understood as the customer‘s emotional or empathic reaction 

to perceived difference between performance appraisal and expectation. Broadly 

speaking, disconfirmed expectations lead to dissatisfaction while the confirmation of 

expectations lead to satisfaction. Based from Pezeshki consideration, ―Satisfaction is 

defined as an emotional post-consumption response that may occur as the result of 

comparing expected and actual performance (disconfirmation), or it can be an 
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outcome that occurs without comparing expectations‖ (Pezeshki et. al, 2005) 

Customer satisfaction is a substantial issue in relationship marketing, particularly 

those in services industries. Keiningham et al. (2005), state that it is a significant 

affiliation between customer satisfaction, purchase intentions, and consequently 

financial performance (Keiningham et al. 2005). The value of satisfaction has been 

more high-lighted through some past studies. Researches reveal that customer could 

defect at a rate of 10-30 per cent per year and meanwhile ―a decrease of only 5 per 

cent in customer defection can increase profits up to 95 per cent, depending on the 

industry ―(Pezeshki et. al, 2005). Therefore, Satisfaction should always be a 

permanent goal for all businesses in the purchase cycle. But, it is important to realize 

that satisfaction may not necessary lead to high levels of customer retention and 

loyalty.  

 

In the relationship marketing literature, there is wide agreement on the crucial role of 

customer retention and related constructs for relationship marketing success (e.g. 

Heskett et al. 1994, Sheth, 1996). The relevance of customer retention for a firm‘s 

profitability (as a measure of economic success) has been the subject of several recent 

studies. It is argued that an increase in retention leads to cost reductions and sales 

increases (Reichheld&Sasser, 1993). Cost reduction effects include the amortization 

of sales, marketing and set-up cost over a longer period of time, and the reduction of 

service costs as a result of the growing expertise of customers.  Achieving the goal 

of ultimate customer satisfaction is viewed as an endless journey because the demand 

and expectations of the customer will continually change and increase. By viewing it 

as an endless journey, the focus remains on the customer and on constant, relentless 

change and innovation to achieve the satisfaction.  

 

3.2.3 Word of mouth 

 

Word of mouth (WOM) communication is central to the exchange process as 

consumers often rely upon others for assistance with purchases, especially for 

products high in financial or psychic risk (Gershoff&Johar 2006). Several studies 

have empirically demonstrated that WOM can be more persuasive than more 

traditional media channels (Godes&Mayzlin 2004; Herr, Kardes, & Kim 1991). 

Throughout this article, Word of mouth refers to informal communication between 

private parties concerning evaluations of goods and services rather than formal 

complaints to firm and personnel. The valence of word of mouth may be positive, 

neutral, or negative. Examples of positive word of mouth, broadly defined, include 

relating pleasant, vivid, or novel experiences, recommendations to others. And even 

conspicuous display. Negative word of mouth includes behaviors such as product 

denigration, relating unpleasant experiences, rumor, and private complaining. 

(Gershoff&Johar, 2006) 

 

3.2.4 The commitment-trust theory of relationship marketing 
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In the relationship marketing, what are the roles of commitment and trust? Is 

relationship commitment and trust just two more ―independent‖ variables that 

influence outcomes or are they somehow central to relationship marketing success. 

Commitment and trust are keys to the relationship marketing because they encourage 

company (1) work at preserving relationship investments by cooperating with 

exchange partners (2) resist attractive short-term alternatives in favor of the expected 

long-term benefits of staying with existing partners. (3) Viewed potentially high risk 

actions being prudent because of the belief that their partners will not act 

opportunistically. (Morgan & Hunt, 1994) 

 

Trust is seen as an expression of confidence between exchanging parties that will not 

be harmed or put at risk by the actions of both parties. So, trust allows companies to 

reduce or avoid dependence on costly formal monitoring mechanisms to maintain 

their partnerships, promotes mutual concern for long-term benefits by partners, 

preserves flexibility and allows for information exchange and joint learning. 

According to Morgan and Hunt (1994), relationships exist through the retention of 

trust and commitment. When both are present, outcomes promoting efficiency, 

productivity and effectiveness can be produced. Trust is central to relationships 

because the higher the level of trust, the higher the degree of relationship success 

(Morgan and Hunt, 1994, pp. 20-23; Osarenkhoe and Bennani, 2007, p. 147). 

Commitment and trust are predecessors of relationships, i.e. relationship termination 

costs, relationship benefits, shared values, communication and opportunistic behavior. 

Morgan and Hunt (1994) have empirically tested the relationship between customer 

commitment, loyalty, trust and the predecessors and observed that the relationships 

yielded positive and significant connections. A commitment and trust model has been 

developed, identifying commitment and trust as the key success factors of relationship 

management. 

3.2.5 Guanxi vs. Relationship marketing 

There is a growing research interest in guanxi, which has been considered the Chinese 

version of relationship marketing or business networking (Cheng, 2005). Although 

some relationship marketing principles are regarded as a key determinant for a 

successful business in China, the uniqueness of Chinese culture makes the direct 

transfer of Western relationship marketing principles into China or other Asian 

societies questionable. It has long been suggested that ‗‗there is . . . a need for more 

fundamental research in international marketing in order to adapt establishment 

marketing concepts to the realities of the international marketplace . . . This is 

essentially a question of external validity and research should be encouraged to 

determine which marketing principles can be universally applied and which are 

basically ethnocentric‘‘ (Cunningham & Green, 1984, p. 9). To examine the construct 

equivalence of key concepts when making cross-cultural comparisons of guanxi with 

relationship marketing, some related Chinese terms are defined here: Guanxi It is 

composed of two Chinese characters, guan (gate) and xi (connection). One must pass 
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the gate to get connected to networks. As such, guanxi generally refers to 

relationships or social connections based on mutual interests and benefits (Yang, 

1994). It is a special type of relationship that bonds the exchange partners through 

reciprocal obligations to obtain resources through a continual cooperation and 

exchange of favors (Chen, 1995; Davies, 1995). 

 

Western relationship marketing and guanxi do share some basic characteristics such as 

mutual understanding, cooperative behavior and long-term orientation. However, they 

have quite different underlying mechanisms. For instance, guiding principles of a 

relational exchange in most Western cultures are driven by legality and rules, whereas 

guiding principles of relational behaviors in guanxi are driven more by morality and 

social norms (Arias, 1998). Trust, which plays a key role in relationship marketing, 

does not have the construct equivalence with xinyong in the Chinese culture and has 

limited impact on the development and maintenance of guanxi. Instead, what guides 

relational exchange behaviors in guanxi are reciprocal obligation and mutual 

assurance, which are based on renqing, a unique concept rooted in traditional Chinese 

culture. In particular, guanxi is cultivated and maintained through the exchange of 

renqing to attain mutual benefits. (Cheng, 2005) 

3.3 Sustainable competitive advantage in general 

 

The idea of a sustainable competitive advantage surfaced in 1984, when Day 

suggested types of strategies that may help to ―sustain the competitive advantage‖ 

(Day, 1984). The actual term ―sustained competitive advantage‖ emerged in 1985, 

when porter discussed the basic types of competitive advantage strategies that firm 

can possess (low-cost or differentiation) in order to achieve a long-run sustainability. 

Interestingly, no formal conceptual definition was presented by Porter in his 

discussion. Day and Wensley (1998) admit that there exists ―no common meaning for 

competitive advantage in practice or in the marketing strategy literature. Barney (1991) 

has probably came the closet to a formal definition by offering the following ―A firm 

us said to have a sustained competitive advantage when it is implementing a value 

creating strategy not simultaneously being implemented by any current or potential 

competitors and when these other firms are unable to duplicate the benefits of this 

strategy 

 

Although lacking of a formal definition, Coyne (1986) contributed to the construct by 

proposing that in order to possess an sustained competitive advantage, consumers 

must perceive some difference between a firm‘s product offering and the competitor‘ 

offering. This difference must be due to some resource capability that the firm 

possesses and competitors do not possess. Also, this difference must be some 

product/delivery attribute that is a positive key buying criterion for the market (Coyne 

1986). The key is being able to predict the actions of others in the industry over time; 

by matching the firm‘s resources to the gaps and voids that exist in the industry, a 

competitive advantage can be created. This advantage is sustained if competitors 
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either cannot or will not take action to close the gap (Coyne 1986). 

 

In order to offer a formal conceptual definition of the term, it may be helpful to 

consider the meaning and implications of all three terms. Webster‘s Dictionary defines 

the term "advantage" as the superiority of position or condition, or a benefit resulting 

from some course of action. "Competitive" is defined in Webster‘s as relating to, 

characterized by, or based on competition (rivalry). Finally, Webster‘s shows the term 

"sustain" to mean to keep up or prolong. 

 

Therefore, the following formal conceptual definition is offered: "sustained 

competitive advantage is the prolonged benefit of implementing some unique 

value-creating strategy not simultaneously being implemented by any current or 

potential competitors along with the inability to duplicate the benefits of this 

strategy." (Hoffman, 2000) 

 

Mintzberg once said that “understanding the competitive and performance 

implication of an organization‟s realized strategies is critical to the long-term success 

of that organization.” (Mintzberg, 2003) Yes, indeed. From start to my first Business 

lecture in the University, terms such as strategy and sustained competitive advantage 

just became my part of everyday life. 

 

Maintaining a sustainable competitive advantage is becoming increasingly difficult. It 

is simply not enough to produce a product or service and sell it to your customers; 

establishing lasting relationships with customers is the key differentiator. In short, 

Porter argues that strategy is a race to one ideal position, the creation of a unique and 

valuable position, where a firm can differentiate itself for the targeted customer and 

add value by an asset of activities different than those of rivals. A firm possesses a 

sustainable competitive advantage is a position that a company occupies against its 

competitors (Porter, 1980). The three most distinctive methods for creating a 

sustainable competitive advantage are through: first cost leadership, cost advantage 

occurs when a firm delivers the same services as its competitors but at lower cost. 

Second, differentiation, differentiation advantage occurs when a firm delivers greater 

services for the same price of its competitors. They are collectively known as 

positional advantages because they denote the firm‘s position in its industry as 

positional leader in either superior or cost. Finally, focus (economics): a focused 

approach requires the firm to concentrate on narrow, exclusive competitive segment 

(market niche), hoping to achieve a local rather than industry wide competitive 

advantage. There are cost focus seekers, who aim to obtain a local cost advantage 

over completion and differentiation focuser, who are looking for a local difference. 

(Mintzberg et.al, 2003) 

 

3.4 Professional service firms and self-financed overseas study agency 

There is growing interest in professional service firms (PSFs) among organization 



   A Qualitative Study on Self-financed Overseas Study Agencies in Hubei, China 

34 
 

theorists ( Nordenflycht, 2010). Professional service firms are of interest because they 

are presumed to be distinct from other types of firms: they face a distinctive 

environment that demands distinctive theories of management (Greenwood et.al, 2006) 

so what is a professional service firms? According to Gummession (1993), the term 

‗professional services‘ covers certain types of commissions, consulting services and 

other services from so-called knowledge-based organizations‖ Gummesson 

distinguished knowledge-based organization form other service firms as they are 

sometimes described as solving complex problems, while service companies solve 

simple ones  who suggests six criteria to distinguish professional service from other 

services. Professional services are defined as organizations satisfying the following 

criteria (Gummesson, 1981; Kotler et al., 2002): 

 

 The service is provided by qualified personnel, be advisory and focus on problem 

solving. 

 The professional should have an identity, be known in the market for his or her 

specialties, and have a specific name such as an ―architect‖ or ―management 

consultant‖. 

 The service should be an assignment from the buyer to the seller, and the 

professional should. 

 The professional should be independent of supplier of other services or goods. 

 

Professional services are one of the fastest growth sectors in economies worldwide, 

achieving double-digit growth rates‖ (United Nations, 2005, p4) and are now a 

primary source of growth for both developed and developing counties (United 

Nations, 2005). So what is service that PSFs provide? The core offering (expertise) is 

difficult to acquire. In this sense, there is typically a significant asymmetry of 

knowledge between provider and client and in association a degree of power, 

authority, professional detachment and status associated with provider, along with the 

difficulty of knowledge is transfer (Webster &Sundaram, 2009) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   A Qualitative Study on Self-financed Overseas Study Agencies in Hubei, China 

35 
 

 

 

Figure 10Extract from cited examples of professional service firms 

(Source from Nordenflycht, 2010) 

 

Look the bottom of this Figure 11; there are only 2 Education/Teaching (Professional 

services firms) out of 30. It will relate to the target firms in next section. The 

individual professional has a central role as the contact between provider and client is 

almost invariably personal and face-to-face (Nordenflycht, 2010). Furthermore, 

knowledge is normally more bound to the individuals than to organization or capital 

(Axelsson&Wynstra2002). For example, in the study of technology consultant firms, 

Roberts (2004) considerd that a client may not think about a technical consultant 

firm-what matters is the individual technical consultant. This means that clients may 

have strong preferences in terms of which individual in the firm it wants to work with, 

making this single professional a natural counterpart. This professional may also rely 

rather on individuals in the client firm than on the firms they represent. At same time 

the provider often desires a firm-based relationship (Axelsson&Wynstra, 2002). The 

provider may try to counterbalance the dependence on individuals by adding more 

people to the provider-client interface. But the assignment of an individual contact 

person may also signal the firm‘s commitment to an important client ((Nordenflycht, 

2010) which makes the role of individual professional an important and problematic 

issue. However, in my thesis, my focal professional service provider is even more 

Only two 

out of 30 
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special due to several characteristics, such as region differences. And before to start to 

introduce the Chinese scholars‘ finding in the light of Self-financed overseas study 

agencies, let‘s first take peek at its emergence.  

 

3.4.1 The nature of emerging self-financed overseas study agencies 

 

The introduction already gave reasons concerning with the emergence of self-financed 

overseas study agency more from personal perspective. In this section, it will discuss 

from macroscopic angle.  In fact, from macroscopic perspective, there are two major 

reasons which brought study abroad into the surface. First of all, educational demand 

and supply imbalance leads study abroad so prevailing in China. (Zhou, 2010) 

Chinese pedagogy scholars pointed out the reasons behind this emerging phenomenon 

is mainly because China's higher education cannot meet the needs of people who 

desire to receive high education at right age t (Zhou, 2010) Before we look at some 

facts in China, it is better to introduce Trow Martin‘s theory regarding the 

transformation of higher education over 30 years ago (Trow, 1974, Trow, 2006). He 

illustrated three forms of higher education: (1) Elite- Higher education enrollment rate 

is equal or lesser than 15%, (A privilege of birth or talent or both) (2) Mass- Higher 

education enrollment rate between 16-50%, (a right for those who have certain 

qualification) (3) Universal- Higher education enrollment rate 50%, is equal or greater 

than 50%, (An obligation for the middle and upper classes) (Trow, 2006). As the 

Figure 12 shows that Chinese higher enrollment rate witnessed increasing to 23.3% 

until 2008, (Zhou, 2010), it indicated that Chinese Transformation of higher education 

systems moved toward ―mass‖. But the prospect doesn‘t show promising. Maybe the 

rate doesn‘t strike you so much, but let me put in this way. Only 23 out of each 100 

people (peopleindicated one who supposed at right age to study at college or 

university) can have higher education until 2008 in China. So what about rest of 

majority (77)? According to Chinese scholar‘s findings (Zhou, 2010),the his or her 

choices of 77 normally are to pursue technical training, or to study abroad at a foreign 

university or haven‘t chance to study after failing National Uniform Entrance Exams 

at least at this year. (Similar to American SAT test) Therefore to those families who 

can afford higher education, overseas study turn out to be a pretty much a good way 

to pursue the knowledge for young people? Last but not least, the value of a degree 

from a foreign university is much greater than the value of technical training received 

for students in China (Willis, 2004). 
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Figure 11Higher education enrollment rates in china 

Inspired by Zhou (2010) Figure 2-2, p25 

 

Second, Chinese great economic transformation also make overseas study so popular. 

Due to economic transformation, it triggers the needs from society and individuals 

toward world-class higher education.（Ying xiong, 2006）From firm‘s perspective, 

most of multinational enterprise will have priority to recruit employees who have 

overseas study experience at least.(Bo Zhang, 2009) Because Abroad studying 

experience could be one value resource for company in one way or another. From 

general personal perspective, it is human nature like British students will make 

priority to choose study University of Oxford or University of Cambridge; American 

students want to study Harvard University or Yale University; Chinese students want 

to study Tsinghua University and Peking University. (Ying xiong, 2006)  

 

Speaking of Chinese top University, let‘s look at how many World Top Institutions out 

100 in China in 2004. The answer is zero (Liu & Cheng, 2002). After 5 years late, the 

situation will be changed? And what is ranking in 2009 you may wonder? 

Unfortunately, there are only two (Figure 13) in 100 World Best Universities which is 

Tsinghua University and Peking University respectively. (U.S. News & World 

Report's World's Top University ranking, 2009) The expectation to world-class 

University in China cannot satisfy the demands from Chinese students. So they try to 

find new academic environment to meet their needs in order to satisfy their all kinds 

of requirement either academic standard or career opportunities. Therefore, this is 

why college student wish to apply a master program in foreign countries after 
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graduate from their home university. Not to mention they still have test to take if they 

choose to apply mater program in China. Also this is the reason why so many high 

school students drop out to selecting home university but to choose studying abroad.  

(Ministry of Education, 2009) According to the lasted data released by the Annual 

report of Education in 2011, 800 thousand high school students quit national test in 

2009. Some experts forecast in 2010 the number people who give up the test could be 

reaching over 1 million. The study shows that among 84 million students, there were 

21.1% giving up the test because they choose study abroad as their study dream. The 

relevant statistical data also show this wave to study the impact of disposable 

examination. (Bo Zhang, 2009) 

 

 

 

Figure 12World‘s best universities: top 400 

Source: QS QuacquarelliSymonds (www.topuniversities.com) 

 

Scholar also found it quite interesting that almost all of Chinese students responded 

that they had a strong intention to study abroad from personal view. () Generally 

speaking, there is an economic rationale for study abroad, particularly where students 

from Asian and African countries study in Europe and North America. Especially for 

those students there is hope of economic benefit in the future, with the status of a 

qualification from abroad rather than their own country. Further, many students want 

to earn a diploma and language experience at the same time. As more foreign 

companies establish subsidiaries in China, they need significant numbers of skilled 

employees who not only understand management and administration, but who have 

proficiency in foreign languages. A Chinese student who wished to have a career with 

international company will see study abroad as an effective way to achieve this 

objective. (Bo Zhang, 2009) 
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Figure 13Study abroad students from 2006 to 2011 

Source: annual report from Ministry of Education in 2011 

 

Here comes to another issue, why this agency is so popular? According to the Chinese 

government decree by Ministry of Education, Ministry of Public Security and State 

Administration for Industry on Aug 24
th

 1999, they give the definition of the services 

which self- sponsor overseas study agencies provided is ―intermediary activities or 

agency activities through educational service institution which is officially approved 

by Ministry education. By cooperating with foreign colleges, universities and higher 

educational institution, self- sponsor overseas study agencies conduct a series of 

activities in order to help Chinese citizens studying abroad legally and officially.‖ 

(Ministry of Education, 2007) Therefore, in our article, self- sponsor overseas study 

agencies are educational consulting service institution which mainly offers the 

services to help clients (customers) to study abroad. In addition, there are two things 

need to be emphasized in advance. Since 2001, self-financed students study abroad 

had remains more than 90 percentage for the last five years. A considerable amount of 

students in China (Almost half of them) will hire self-sponsor overseas study agencies 

to help them to achieve the dream of overseas studying. In each year, there are over 

tens thousands of student going abroad to study. (ShuLi Zhang, 2009) 

 

3.4.2 Findings from Chinese scholars 

 

From Bo Zhang‘s literature, there ispoorly found a research study mainly concerning 

self-financed overseas study agency‘s monographs and articles specializing in the 

self-financed overseas study agency are limited as well. But he contributed to the 

study abroad agencies literature by categorizing them into three different types. 

The first category is mainly to discuss how to strengthen the management structure in 
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self-financed overseas study agency. The most typical article, such as "Studying of the 

operations for self-financed overseas study agency‖ by Liu Jianjun, ― Conducting 

research for regulating self-financed overseas study agency‘s market from legal way 

by Yan Yang,  ―Standardizing operational issues for self-financed overseas study 

agency‖ by Lifangfei and ―the ideas for self-financed overseas study agency and 

government regulation of foreign educational‖ by Zhang Wei'. These papers 

mainlyfrom operations of a self-financed overseas study agency and regulation for 

self-financed overseas study agency by Chinese government by analyzing education 

policy from Chinese education market in order to provide the constructive 

recommendations for operations and management. These articles more focused on the 

micro –perspective, however, scholars overlook the agency itself.  

 

Second type of articles mainly emphasize on case studies for self-financed overseas 

study agency. Those case studies intend to analysis the in the case of success or failure 

analysis, lessons and learned. Case studies of such articles, mainly for studying 

problems in intermediary services, so most of the properties with a warning. Such 

paper plays the guiding role of the market study: one study called for standardized 

service agency, on the one hand to guide those who study abroad at their own expense 

rational choice. Case studies of such articles, the main part of the development of 

related services for student‘s intermediary management laws and regulations provide a 

factual basis. Judging from the case studies: to study and summarize the current 

problems are mainly two types, one unscrupulous intermediaries in order to pursue 

economic interests abroad, study abroad staff to apply for the school does not have 

legal qualifications, or professional choices and language training, accommodation 

charges to earn high profits. One is the legal status of the education agents have used 

false advertising, unfair agreements and other means against the interests of 

consumers, in the service process making false material, fake certificates, planted 

security risk. To solve these problems, the researchers also proposed the 

corresponding solution, that "you build a study, study, government authorities and 

foreign schools and the community among their duties, outside of each mechanism 

and platform for good." 

 

The third types of articles describe the main intermediary in the study at their own 

expense to study the role of our problems. Who usually go abroad mainly to study 

abroad, foreign education institutions and the role of foreign educational exchanges 

start to analyze the three angles. Since this paper only in-house research itself, there is 

no more part of the third edition focuses on. 

 

3.5 Relationship marketing, sustained competitive advantages and 

professional service firms 

As Ganesan (1994) indicated that ―most firms overlook the sustainable competitive 

advantage that can be created though long-term relationships” similarly, Morgan and 
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Hunt in 1999 suggested that academics have neglected the search for explanations as 

to how to create sustained competitive advantages based on the relationships. 

Therefore, it is important that relationship marketing scholars begin to theorize how 

competitive advantage can be build through marketing relationships. 

 

Many authors have argued that competitve advantage can be obtained from 

relationships (Kanter, 1994; Morgan & Hunt, 1999; Jap, 2001). However, sustainable 

realtional competitive advantage may be difficult to achieve, and impossible in many 

types of relationship. Competitive advantage is usually demonstrated in 

higher-that-avergae performance outcomes. These performance outcomes in a 

business are eventually manifest in higher-than-average profits. From a relationship 

position this means that relationships can translate into better-than-average returns, for 

example,customer loytalty delivering higher-than-average sales. (Grönoroos, 1996) 

 

Competitive advantge can be genrated by superiority in skills or resources. 

Relationships, while often sold as a panacea, offer limited comeptitive advantage 

possibilities. Competitive advantage that is located in the unique resources tying 

companies together is where relationship advantage is to be found. For a relationship 

to offer competitive advantge must be sustainable or last into the long-term. The 

knowledge and management capability build up over time in a relationship can be 

difficult to copy and therefore argued to be sustainable. Unique assets specific to a 

relationship, for example, a bespoke service or production process, or a multilayered 

trusting social structure, can provide possibilities for competiitve advantgae in that 

realtionship. It is important to distinguish between advantage obtainable in a 

realtionship and that which is driven by enviromental forces usch as globlisation. Just 

because firms are driven to cooperate-the cooperate to compete hypothesis-may not 

yield sustained advantage. (Galbreath, 2002) 

 

Often,these sources of relational advantage are combined, which makes them even 

more difficult to copy. Day (2000) and Cousins (2005) provide many examples of 

combined source in both business-to-business and business-to-consumer markets. 

Cousins (2005) envisages cobranding and join marketing and capital expenditure as 

examples of strategic collaboration in marketing and strategy to create superior 

performance. Day (2000) argues that a relationship orientation requires organizations 

to rethink entire processes around customers so that they can be aligned to create 

complex systems of customer-seller individualiesd relationship not easily copied 

 

3.5.1Relationship marketing and sustained competitive advantages 

 

Relationship marketing is being touted as an effective strategy to provide companies 

with the competitive edge they to succeed in the future. Some authors (e.g. Barners, 

1995; Berry, 1993) suggested that establishing long-term positive relationships with 

one‘s customers provides an organization with a stream of profits in perpetuity. The 

strategy of relationship marketing has been successfully practiced by smaller firms for 
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several hundreds of years. However, the recent wave of relationship marketers are 

generally from large firms, they are drawn to the idea of cultivating relationships in a 

market environment characterized by intense completion and by core product and 

service offering which are rendered by technology to be similar, if not identical to 

those of the completion. The rush to embrace relationship marketing is reasonable, 

especially in markets where a differentiation strategy is appropriate. 

 

Morgan and Hunt (1996) examine the role of relationship building as a means of 

obtaining resources in order to create a sustained competitive advantage. They 

propose that resources can be combined in order to form higher-order resources, or 

competencies, from which the firm can eventually achieve a competitive advantage. 

For example, it is difficult for outsiders to replicate the process of building a 

long-term relationship. Resources such as loyalty, trust, and reputation are immobile 

and cannot be purchased. Therefore, Morgan and Hunt (1996) state that relationships 

formed to acquire organizational, relational, or informational resources will 

commonly result in sustainable resource-based competitive advantages 

 

According the Haline, (1998) a Finish scholar said that Relationship marketing 

benefits the customer as well as the firm. The phrase ―relationship marketing 

―appeared in the services marketing literature for the first time in a 1983 paper by 

Berry (Barnes &Grönroos, 1994). Berry defined the relationship marketing as 

―attracting, maintaining and in multi-service organizations enhancing customer 

relationships‖ (Berry, 1995). 

 

3.5.2Customer retention and sustained competitive advantages 

 

Customer retention for relationship marketing success is crucial and discussed in 

various literature (e.g. Crosby and Stevens, 1987; Rust and Zahorik, 1993; Sheth and 

Parvatiyar, 1995). Retention has a behavioral and attitudinal character. The marketer 

plays an active role in retaining customers, while loyalty focuses more on 

intrapersonal aspects of customer behavior. Retention and loyalty imply an intentional 

component and differ from repeat purchasing behavior as there is a reason for the 

customers repeats purchasing (Klee and Hennig, 1996; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2000, p. 

7). So, the relevance of customer retention for a company‟s economic success is 

important as an increase in retention leads to cost reductions and sales increases. The 

amortization of sales, marketing and set-up costs over a longer period of time and the 

reduction of service costs resulting from the growing expertise of customers are 

outcomes of cost reduction effects. It is proposed that sales growth is a consequence 

of increased expenditure over time, positive word of mouth through loyal customers, 

as well as the willingness of loyal customers to pay a price premium. Thus, it 

becomes significant that retention and loyalty are closely connected to economic 

relationship marketing success (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2000, p. 7). 

 

Retaining customers is more profitable in the long-term (Reichheld and Sasser, 1993) 
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than devoting high levels of marketing effort to replacing customers who leave. Berry 

(1983) treated relationship marketing as keeping, not just getting, customers; the 

implication being that customer retention and relationships are one and the same. 

Unfortunately, while the retention of customers is a good idea, few have discussed 

which customers should be retained or how a retention-oriented relationship should be 

established and maintained (Barnes and Cumby, 1993). Even fewer have examined 

whether a broad-based customer retention strategy can be a source of sustained 

competitive advantage. 

 

As alluded to in the previous paragraph, having a broad-based strategy of retaining 

customers is not appropriate for most organizations. It is better to retain long-term 

profitable customers and not spend money on retaining non-profitable customers such 

as those who do not pay their bills or who command an inordinate amount of staff 

time. Clearly, when more is spent on retaining customers than the revenue being 

generated, a customer retention strategy is not value creating; therefore, it will not be 

a source of sustained competitive advantage. In fact, it may be a source of competitive 

disadvantage and may lead to below normal performance. 

 

Would a selective customer retention strategy be rare? This is really an empirical 

question; but assuming that only a few organizations pursue such a strategy, we can 

argue that these firms have a source of temporary competitive advantage in that it is 

rare and valuable. Would it be imperfectly imitable to become a source of sustained 

competitive advantage? The answer is no. Obviously, once other organizations see 

one of its competitors pursuing such a strategy, they could very easily shift their 

resource allocations to pursue such a strategy. Therefore, a strategy of selective 

customer retention at best could only lead to a temporary competitive advantage in the 

short-term and a position of competitive parity in the long-term. (Rowe,1998) 

 

3.5.3 Customer satisfaction and sustained competitive advantages 

 

As mentioned above, customer satisfaction is a measure of how pleased customers are 

with their relationship with an organization. Customer satisfaction can promote 

loyalty, meaning that a customer‘s loyalty forms the basis of a valuable relationship 

with a company (Nykamp, 2001, pp. 200, 29). Highly satisfied customers make repeat 

purchases, communicating their good experiences. So, it is major to match customer 

expectations with company performance and generate customer value profitability 

(Armstrong and Kotler, 2007, pp. 14-15). Satisfaction is achieved when expectations 

are fulfilled and the customer knows that the supplier is able to deliver what is 

expected, perceiving a low level of risk. Satisfaction affects the buyers‘ decision to 

continue a relationship and reduce the likelihood of exit from the relationship and 

negative word-of-mouth. Relationships between parties develop over time as they 

gain experience and trust each other, reducing the perceived risk in a relationship 

(Selnes, 1998, pp. 306-307). Trust exists when there is confidence in reliability and 

integrity. 
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It is widely recognized that many successful firms have gained a competitive 

advantage in the marketplace by implementing a relationship marketing strategy. The 

success of this strategy has been built upon the constant advances in information and 

communication technology that allows firms to gather large amounts of information 

about their own customers (database marketing) and about customers in the general 

marketplace (marketing research). As a result, this has led to what marketers believe 

is the conventional path to profitability through relationship marketing. The 

conventional path to profitability starts with innovation being the foundation to 

acquire customers — where the better the products and services, the better the rate 

and quality of acquisition. Then, it is expected that when the newly acquired 

customers are given a richer experience, those customers will achieve a higher level 

of satisfaction. As a result, these highly satisfied customers will show stronger signs 

of loyalty, both through their behavioral loyalty (retention) and through their 

attitudinal loyalty (e.g., positive word of mouth). (Kumar et.al, 2009) 

 

3.5.4 Creating sustainable competitive advantage in service industries 

 

Summarizing, relationship marketing strategy is to create a sustainable competitive 

advantage by better understanding, communicating and delivering value to existing 

customers and as well to creating and keeping new customers. It can be said, that 

relationship marketing is a strategic instrument to attract, develop and build 

relationships with carefully targeted customers in order to maximize customer value 

and enhance company performance to benefit from sustainable competitive advantage 

(Javalgi et al., 2003, p. 185). Gaining competitive advantage through customer 

relationships is crucial for companies, as identified from the previous authors in the 

literature review. But, in order to deal with customers‟ environmental concerns and 

the changes in the environment, ecological orientation is becoming important, as well. 

The next part of the literature review deals with green marketing and concepts that 

might result in advantages for companies if they take their environmental 

responsibility seriously and are able to create satisfaction, resulting in genuine loyal 

customers. As concluded by various authors dealing with relationship marketing, a 

customer differential might result in advantages that can be used in green marketing 

activities, when managed carefully to establish trust and commitment (Landua, 2008) 
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CHAPTER 4: PRACTICAL METHODOLOGY 

This chapter describes the practical considerations of the research design applied in 

the present study. The chapter begins by discussing why a qualitative research method 

was chosen. Next, primary data and secondary data will be presented. Further, the 

research sample and the sample criteria used to identify the participants of the study 

are discussed. Finally, processing the data, reliability and validity will be described in 

end of this chapter 

 

4.1 Data collection: a qualitative approach 

Data are the collection of facts, figures and systematic records which are often used 

for the electronic processing and ……..collected material, and their conversion into 

useful information. Data can be divided into two categories, qualitative and 

quantitative data or primary and secondary data. (Bryman& Bell, 2007; Saunders, 

2009) 

 

As alluded to the previous section 2.3.3 a qualitative approach was chosen for 

conducting my empirical part of this thesis. Because qualitative approach is the best 

method to understand how sustained competitive advantage will achieved through 

relationship marketing in Self-financed overseas study agency industry. Based on the 

qualitative approach, qualitative date will be collected by interviewing the 

respondents. Quantitative data are any information dealing with numbers such as 

questionnaires, graphs, tables, or statistics than utilize the process of measurement. 

On the other hand, Qualitative data are refers to all non-numeric data or data have not 

been quantified and can be a product of all research strategies (Saunders et al, 2007). 

It can range from a short list of responses to open-ended questions in an online 

questionnaire to more complex data such as transcripts of in-depth interviews or entire 

policy documents. Qualitative data analysis procedures could assist me to develop 

theory from data by deeper understanding.  

 

4.2 Primary data 

Primary data are data that have been collected by the researcher specifically for the 

project at first hand such as field research, surveys, interviews (Kent, 2007). In this 

research, the primary data collection methods will focus on the qualitative data 

collection which typically we observe as interview. Since Primary data is needed to 

thoroughly answer the research question through interviews with marketing and 

management responsible of the companies represented and analyzed in the multiple 

case study case., interview show more appropriate image for my research. Further, 

those primary data were collected specifically for the research project being 

undertaken (Sauder et al, 2009). Primary data is needed in a master thesis to 

thoroughly answer to the research question (Bendant and Piersol, 2000). For that 
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reason, I decided to make interviews with an interviewer and an observant. The 

primary data was collected through two self-financed overseas study agencies. (Hubei 

Education Service Center for Scholary Exchange and Hubei Jinmao Foreign 

consultants Managerial co, Ltd, respectively) And those two companies were chosen 

for reasons. (It will develop more in 4.5.1) But before starting to present the reasons, 

it will be nice to introduce what type of interviews applied in my empirical study first. 

 

4.2.1 Semi-structured interviews 

 

The interview is probably the most widely employed method in qualitative research. 

An interview is a purposeful discussion between two or more people (Kahn &Cannell, 

1957). The use of interviews can help me to gather valid and reliable data that are 

relevant to my research questions and objectives. In the reality, the research interview 

is a general term for several types of interview such as semi-structured, in-depth and 

group interviews, etc according to (Research methods for business students Saunders, 

et.al) that could be applied in my research. Thus me, again, trying to decide most 

appropriate interview as my priority issue to consider. I repeatedly show the readers 

from last several of chapters that my goal of this research is to find how well 

relationship marketing bringing to self-financed overseas study consulting agency 

sustainable competitive advantage from Chinese context. Therefore, the term ‗how‘ 

and ‗why‘ should be my major key notes through the whole research study. Thus, in 

the interviews, it at least has a list of themes and questions to be covered in order to 

answer research question. But meanwhile researcher will add additional questions 

may be required to explore research question and objective given the nature of events 

within particular organizations (Saunders, 2009). And also interviewees which are 

managers and ultimate customers feel free to express their point of view at the same 

time while during the interviewing. Eventually, semi-structured interview was chosen 

for the purpose that mentioned above.  

 

The researcher has a list of questions on fairly specific topics to be covered, often 

referred to as an interview guide, but the interviewee had a great deal of leeway in 

how to reply. Questions may not follow on exactly in the way outlined on the 

schedule, which is all my research need: To be more flexible on conducting the 

research without missing the whole point from interviewees. This should be the first 

reason why I chose the semi-structured interview at first place.  

 

Non-standardised (semi-structured and in-depth) interviews are used to gather data, 

which are normally analyzed qualitatively, for example as part of a case study strategy. 

These data are likely to be used not only to reveal and understand ‗what‘ and the ‗how‘ 

but also to place more emphasis on exploring ‗why‘ (Saunders, 2009) Besides that, 

there is one thing need to be clarify that each chapter is not independent exist in my 

research. As matter of fact, they have really tie-connections (well connected) between 

chapters. For example, in chapter 2, section 2.4.1, it give an overview presentation of 

my purpose of research. In that section, I choose exploratory study as my research 
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study. And now, in semi-structured interview, it gives supportive argumentation to 

underpin my research selection. According to Robson (2002), he considered that 

in-depth interviews and semi-structured interview can be very helpful to find out what 

is happening and to seek new insights, which is more meet my exploratory research 

purpose. 

 

4.2.2 The interview guide 

 

A rather vague term that is used to refer to the brief list of memory prompts of areas to 

be covered that is often employed in unstructured interviewing or to the somewhat 

more structured list of issue to be addressed or question to be asked on 

semi-structured interviewing (Bryman& Bell, 2007) The formation of interview guide 

(see appendix 2) in this thesis was designed by the literature review. By using 

interviews through interview guides me to collect valid and reliable data relevant to 

the purpose of this study. The biggest advantage to apply this technique is to improved 

fit generally between necessary and collected data (Hair, 2007). There are some 

examples of my questions such as ―Why do you think…… it is important‖, ―Have 

you ever found out the connection between ………‖why do you particular choose this 

agency instead other‖ the role of sort of these questions is trying to let interviewee 

keeping in mind important issue in the whole conversation. However, Interview guide 

was just used as a guideline tool for the empirical research, and was not used in a 

strict manner because interviews guide could miss some point of the research 

somehow, so which is why I need secondary sources to be my back up data. 

 

4.3 Secondary data 

When first considering how to answer research question (s) or meet the objectives, 

few people will initially take reanalyzing data into account. This data are known as 

secondary data (Saunders, et al, 2009). Most automatically think in terms of collecting 

new (primary) data specifically for that purpose. Yet, according to Saunders, such 

secondary data could be provided as a useful source from which to answer, or 

partially to answer my research questions as well. 

 

Secondary data include both raw data and published summaries most, while 

secondary data include both quantitative and qualitative data, and they are used 

principally in both descriptive and explanatory research. Within business and 

management research such data are used most frequently as part of a case study, 

which is exactly what I am looking for (Saunders, at al, 2009) More specially, 

according to the different authors, (e.g. Bryman, 1989; Dale et al. 1988; Hakim, 1982; 

Robson, 2000, have generated a variety of classification for secondary data) 

Documentary secondary data such as websites should be my first priority choice. 

Even though this case had been analyzed by a Chinese scholar Bo Zhang 
8
in 2009, 

                                                             
8Bo Zhang, a Chinese scholar who was conducting the self-financed overseas study Agencies research 

more from General agencies‘ perspective by applying case studies. 
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such those requiring data still need to be answered in my research question. Certainty, 

previous literature and findings will always be good way to achieve the researcher‘s 

goals and objectively more effectively and efficiently. One of the advantages of 

secondary data is quite easy and inexpensive to access and verification is simple and 

quick. Therefore, secondary data could be back up my research in some of extent. And 

other secondary data such as media, previous research, literature related to my 

research will be all use for my needs. 

 

4.4 Sampling (Size) 

Sample is the segment of the population that is selected for investigation. It is a subset 

of the population. The method of selection may be based on a probability or a non 

probability approach (Bryman& Bell, 2007) 

 

The major distinction between two these methods is the fact that former method the 

chance of each unit being selected from the population is known and usually this 

chance is equal for all units. On the contrary, the probability of each unit from the 

non-probability samples is not known, so the generalization will be done by in-depth 

interpretation rather than statistical ground (Saunders, 2007). Based on the complexity 

of my research task, non-probability sampling for self-financed overseas study 

agencies could be best described as my sample technique. 

 

I chose Hubei as my research region for several reasons. First, I am local (Wuhan), 

which means that I can use my personal resources to acquire relevant my information 

than to choose other city. Second, I used to internship in study abroad agency in 

Hubei Education Service Center for Scholary Exchange. So I have kind of 

experiences for that industry. Third, See figure 15 Region (red broken line), Wuhan is 

the third largest Universities and colleges in China. And there are at least 2.5 million 

Universities students according to statistics, and that could be a huge market for Study 

abroad industry. Readers might argue that why I fail to select the two largest cities 

Beijing and Shanghai respectively. The reason is so obvious that it is difficult to 

access to Beijing and Shanghai market. Even though I sent hundreds emails and 

making dozen of phone calls, it still had few respondents. As matter of fact, the 

outcome shows totally understandable. I refer this market in chapter 1, it is highly 

completion and since there are professional services sector by knowledge-based. It 

might be imitated by their rivals. Thus, such caution should be taken in consideration 

for agencies. And that‘s why I have to concentrate on my hometown.   
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Figure 14 Geographical distributions of China‘s universities and colleges, 2003 

Sources: China‘s Ministry of Education, Mckinsey analysis 

 

4.4.1 Population 

 

Whatever your research questions and objectives you will need to consider the 

sampling (Saunders, et al, 2007) occasionally it may be possible to collect and 

analyze data from every possible case or group member. For many cases (research 

study),however, it will be impossible for me either to collect or to analyze all the data 

available to mine due the reality such as restriction of time, money and other 

factors.(Saunders, et, al, 2009) 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine how professional service industry can achieve 

sustainable competitive advantage through relationship marketing strategy, which 

means managers will have close-interactions with client. And ultimate goal is to bring 
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the company more sustainable in the long-run. Hence, the most obvious one is for the 

research sample for companies, employees and customers.  In order to answer my 

research question, sample technique should be applied in my research. Let‘s first look 

a definition of population first. Basically population, according to Bryman (2007), is 

the universe of units from which the sample is to be selected. Therefore, the 

population is all self-financed overseas study agency. However, I will choose Chinese 

self-financed overseas study agency as my population only. The reason for choosing 

Chinese market is because self-financed overseas study agency is seen as mostly 

active all over world (Bo Zhang, 2009). And also in section 1.1.1, author witnessed 

the largest of portion of Chinese students study abroad, which were 229,300 students 

during the year of 2010 (Ministry of Education). Therefore, Chinese market could be 

most suitable for this research. 

 

4.4.2 Research sample and size 

 

Based on the section 4.4.1, the population had been selected for this study. The 

specific characteristics needed from this population such as agency must have 

officially and legal certification by the Ministry of Education. Self-financed overseas 

study agency had own special attributes (more details will introduced in next chapter) 

comparing with other professional service, thus I will focus on manager‘s 

perspectives. 
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agencies 

 

No matter what self-financed overseas study agencies, they all need to be sampled 

because it is unrealistic to choose whole population. So here comes to deciding the 

sample size issue. If individuals selected sample deliberately to reflect character of the 

selected group, normally it can be defined as purposeful sampling. This type of 

sampling is characterized by having small research sample, which may vary according 

to the researchers‘ needs (Uribe, 2010). Additionally, according to Kvale and 

Brinkmann (2009), they reckoned the sample can be changed from 5 to 25 individuals. 

However, the number of subjects will eventually be decided until the achieving the 

researchers‘ goals. Therefore, 5 individuals will select which is based on my research 

needs. (More information will show in section 4.5) 

 

4.4.3 Selection of criteria 

 

As it was discussed above, Agencies (employees),are my major objectives of 

interviews. But each of unit needs to set some research criteria in order to determine 

the most appropriate respondents for the study. Therefore, three-step procedure was 

followed. 

 

The following criteria were used in the selection of the self-financed overseas study 

agencies 

 

1. Agencies must have official and legal certification or been qualified by the 

standards by the Ministry of Education and Ministry of Public Security and State 

Administration for Industry. 

 

2. Employee selection standard from Agency. They need to be familiar with the study 

abroad policies and educational consulting services. Specifically refers to personnel at 

least having a university degree or above. They should be familiar with education in 

our country and relevant foreign counties‘‘ policies. It could be better if some of 

employee had studied abroad before, or they have engaged in education, legal work 

with foreign language, law, accounting skill. Most importantly Agency staff shall not 

be less than 5; and legal representative shall be Chinese citizens with permanent 

residence  

3. Agency should have established stable cooperation with foreign educational 

institutions and university. More specifically speaking, agency and foreign 

universities or other educational institution directly signed cooperative agreement, and 

submitted to the local provincial education administrative departments for the record. 

 

4.5 Collecting the data 

4.5.1 Selection of the agencies 
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I will choose agencies following those criteria mentioned above. However, I selected 

these two agencies as my focal industry based on other of reasons. According to my 

observation, agencies were categorized into two main types.  One is have 

government background or sub-division of local government. (Hubei Education 

Service Center for Scholary Exchange) Another is purely private company, like Hubei 

Jinmao Foreign Consultants Managerial co., Ltd. Therefore, these two representative 

agencies were selected. Due to the fact that there are so many self-financed overseas 

study agencies running business without license and certification from Ministry of 

Education, Ministry of Public Security or State Administration for Industry, I only 

select 12 legal agencies listed on the latest announcement by Ministry of Education. It 

means that other agencies even exist in this city will be ruled out. Furthermore, 

personally, in Chinese societies such as Wuhan, company information is usually 

regarded as highly confidential to external parties and outsiders. Respondents may be 

reluctant to disclose their financial data comparing with Western companies. 

Therefore, author had to use personal networks to enter in this highly competitive 

market. In addition, from previous period author had working-experiences in agency 

market. Last reason is that among many agencies, HJ & HE are the one that built up 

websites. Finally, these two agencies have the reputation for running the business well. 

When author investigate these 12 agencies further, it really occurs to me that 7 

agencies which had government or University background and 5 are private agencies. 

(Figure 17) Author decides to Hubei Education Service center and Hubei Jinmao as 

research focus. 

 

Two types in Hubei region (Wuhan city): 

 

 

 

Figure 16Two representative agencies in Hubei region, Wuhan city 

Inspired by the official list on the report from Ministry of Education in 2010 

(7) Having 
(Govenment or  

University) 
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agencies 
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12 
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4.5. 2 Participants of the research 

 

As described in section 2.4.2, from interviewing guide to colleting the feedback, it has 

taken one month to collect data. And samplesincludethree females andtwomalesof the 

total of fiveinterviews.According to Kvale (1996), face to face interviews have greater 

advantages than those conducted through telephone or the VOIP (Voice over Internet 

Protocol). Because the interviewer can easily perceive non-verbal communication 

signs, such as face and hand expressions as well as body language, which can help to 

interpret answers from participants (Kvale, 1996).  

AGENCIES NAME 

(sex) 

POSITION     

IN 

AGENCIES 

INTERVIEW 

DURATION 

 

Hubei Education Service Center
9
 

 

 

Hubei Education Service Center 

 

 

Hubei Education Service Center 

 

 

Hubei Jinmao 

Foreign Consultants Managerial co, Ltd 

 

Hubei Jinmao 

Foreign Consultants Managerial co, Ltd 

 

 

Mr.Xiong 

(male) 

 

Miss.Song 

(female) 

 

Miss. Zhang 

(female) 

 

Mr. Zhu 

 (male) 

 

Miss. Zheng 

 (female) 

 

 

Vice President 

 

 

“Big client” 

Manager  

 

(France ) 

Area manager 

 

Relationship 

Manager  

 

Area Manager  

Regional 

Manager 

(Wuhan) 

 

 

1h10 min 

 

 

40 min 

 

 

30 min 

 

 

50 min 

 

 

20 min 

 

 

Figure 17Employees‘ information 

 

4.6 Reliability and validity in the research 

Without rigor, research is worthless, becomes fiction, and lost its utility. Hence, a 

great deal of attention is applied to reliability and validity in all research methods. 

Challenges to rigor in qualitative inquiry interestingly paralleled the blossoming of 

statistical packages and the development of computing systems in quantitative 

research. Simultaneously, lacking the certainty of hard numbers and p value life‖ 

behavior, enabling research participants to speak for themselves. (Saunders. et al, 

                                                             
9 Hubei Education Service Center is the abbreviation for Hubei Education Service Center for Scholary 

Exchange 
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2009) 

 

In order to evaluate the goodness of measures it is vital to establish accurate and 

trustworthy findings, therefore the study can just be qualitative and valuable through 

its measures. Special attention should be paid to the two research criteria reliability 

and validity to ensure a scientific value for the research. Bryman and Bell (2007) 

mention that validity presumes reliability but on contrary way it does not mandatory 

hold true. 

 

Reliability  

 

We noticed that reliability and validity are important criteria in establishing and 

assessing the quality of research for the qualitative researchers. Reliability refers to 

the extent to which my data collection techniques and analysis procedures will create 

consistent finding. (Saunders, et.al, 2009) In other words, other researchers will attain 

the same results by applying same data collecting methods and analyzing techniques. 

Authors believed that all the measurement was reliable. Generally, reliability 

constitutes one of the most important quality criterions for empirical research besides 

validity and objectivity (Wirtz and Caspar, 2002). Furthermore, the term reliability is 

used in the context of whether or not the measures devised for the study are consistent 

which is fundamentally concerned with the question if results are infinitely repeatable. 

The term reliability has according to Bryman and Bell (2007) and Diekmann (2007) 

three different meanings which are namely stability, internal consistency and inter 

observer consistency. The first meaning of reliability, the stability, deals with the 

question if measures are stable over the time in order to be confident with the results. 

The condition for a measure being internal consistence is that a correlation is given 

between different items included in the same test (Wirtz and Caspar, 2002).). Even 

though interviews were done in Chinese the authors are confident to ensure reliability. 

Furthermore, having interviews in the interviewees mother tongue makes it easier for 

him/her to express him/herself in the way they intend to. During each interview 

exactly notes were taken, recorded and translated by each interviewer and afterwards 

discussed by author and supervisor with regard to the key factors for the analysis. 

There is something need to add which is the criteria setting. In this research, I design 

several criteria when I choose agencies, interviewees in order to make research more 

reliable and consistent.  

 

Validity  

 

As already mentioned validity is one of the research criteria and is concerned with the 

integrity of the conclusions which was generated through the findings made in the 

research. It further determines how trustful findings are and how these findings can 

reflect the reality (Bryman and Bell, 2007). A specific kind of validity is the internal 

validity which in turn is ―concerned with the question of whether a conclusion that 

incorporates a causal relationship between two or more variables holds water‖ 
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(Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 41). Due to internal validity researcher can be sure that a 

relationship is definitely caused by the variables instead through the impact of 

independent variables. The generalization or transferability of findings is a constituent 

of the external validity which concerns the question whether empirical findings can be 

hold true across actual settings and time Diekmann (2007). In the case of the literature 

review external validity is quite complex to evaluate. Validity is further classified in 

five different types that are face, concurrent, predictive, constructive and convergent 

validity (Bryman and Bell, 2007). For instance, construct validity states to the extent 

to which the types of operationalization measure the concept that it aims to measure. 

This can be seen as an important element for the research quality due to it is a 

condition for interpretable and meaningful findings. Referring to Bryman and Bell 

(2007) neither internal nor external validity can be given without construct validity. I 

think my research is really about what I am looking for. 
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CHAPTERT 5: EMPIRICAL OBSERVATIONS AND ANALYSIS 

This chapter aims to explain the interviews and findings. In this chapter, a brief 

overview for each agency (Hubei educational service center for scholarly exchange, 

Hubei jinmao foreign consultant‟s management co., Ltd and Gaobo Education agency 

from secondary data) will be introduced first along with presentation of interview 

including employees and clients. After that some of reflections concerning with 

empirical findings will be discussed. Finally, comparison of what I have presented in 

literature review with my empirical case study during the collection. 

5.1 Introduction to the empirical findings 

If you are working on original research, you will want to identify a need for your 

research somewhere close to the beginning of your paper. Why? Because you will 

want to show the reader that you are not duplicating existing research. In other words: 

this paper is worth reading! This is best done by surveying the current research and 

then identifying a gap that you are going to fill.In introduction chapter, gap between 

recent research and reality had already identified, it is time for empirical findings to 

do the magic work. Empirical findings derive from observation, experimentation, or 

measurement. It will be more helpful because it is based on a rigorous search 

(Bryman& Bell 2007; Saunders, et al 2009). In the study the empirical part entails 

multiple case studies with interviews, an intensive investigation of Relationship 

marketing on self-financed overseas study agency and its influences. The purpose of 

case studies with interviews is to provide the empirical basis in order to be compared 

with prior research‘s finding. The case description and presentation of interview will 

be used as a reference against previous finding in order to explore new perspective 

empirically and anemically. Observation information will be displayed by using both 

primary and secondary data, such as interviews for primary, agencies‘ homepage, 

officially reports from ministry of education and previous research findings. 

5.2 Hubei educational service center for scholary exchange 
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Hubei educational service center
10

 for scholarly exchange is located in the center of 

Wuhan city, Hubei Province. The total area of Hubei province is around 185,900 

square kilometers, which population here is 61 million. There is a reputation of 

respectable teachers especially in Hubei province, and there are 76 universities and 

colleges with approximately one million college students. Hubei Province is the 

second largest educational infrastructure around the whole nation. Therefore, Hubei 

Province is known by ―Educational province‖ in China. The service center was 

formally established in January 2000, which is subdivision of Hubei Provincial 

Department of Education. It is the first professional overseas studying agencies in 

Hubei Province which was certified by the Ministry of Education, Ministry of Public 

Security and State Administration for Industry in 2000. The service center has a well- 

professional consultant teams (high level of professionalism, excellent work ethics, 

good attitude) who ready provide their services and professional information for 

students from different ages, different expertise. (Hubei educational service center, 

2010) 

 

Since the agency was established in January 2000, it has been following the principal 

to send their employees to foreign universities or colleges for investigation and 

visiting in order to make sure foreign University or College having a long-term 

relationship with the agency by careful comparison and selection. Hubei Educational 

Service Center for scholary has exchange already built a stable cooperation with 

universities, colleges and education administration in different countries such as 

United Kingdom, Germany, France, the United States, Canada, Australia, New 

Zealand, Finland, Sweden, Norway, Netherlands, Spain, Italy, Singapore, Japan, 

Korea, Malaysia, etc. Meanwhile, this agency has established relationships with 

Chinese Universities, Colleges and High Schools too. With high-quality consulting 

service, government background and resources, and modern management systems, 

this agency had already delivered a large number of students to foreign Universities, 

Colleges and Education institutions. It makes the contribution for development of 

international cooperation and education in Hubei (Hubei educational service center, 

2010). 

 

 

Core businesses: 

                                                             
10

http://www.hblx.cn/index.asp. Unfortunately both research agencies don‘t provide English version for 

their website. So this section has to translateinto English. 

 

http://www.hblx.cn/index.asp
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Figure 18Core businesses for students 

 

Inspired by the Hubei educational service center service  

Website:  http://www.hblx.cn/index.asp. (2010) 

 

5.2.1 Interviews from Hubei educational service center 

In this section, I am going to discuss two things. At the beginning, I will give more 

information and background for the respondents (Some of them). And secondly, 

information from respondents‘ side will be presented based on my research questions 

in order to find out the answers for research question (employees and clients). 

 

The first employee that I interviewed is Mr. Xiong. He is the vice president of Hubei 

educational service center for scholary exchange. He was working at the agency for 6 

years. But he was originally worked for the Hubei Provincial Department of 

Education (civil servant) and then he was transferred into this agency. Plus he also 

had 3 years study in Australia (Hubei education service center, 2010). 

 

The second employee that I interviewed face to face is Miss. Song. She is the Area 

Manager and ―Big client‖ manager (France). She was working at the agency for 7 

years. She had 2 years study in France for master program. At present, she built 

http://www.hblx.cn/index.asp
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several partnerships with universities through contracted 2+2 degree programs
11

 

(Hubei education service center, 2010). 

 

The last person that I interviewed is Miss. Zhang. She used to be my colleague in this 

agency, after I decided to study in Sweden to pursue my High education; she has 

already been promoted to be Area manager. Her service covered by Nordic countries, 

especially for Sweden and Finland. She has 4 years experiences in this agency (Hubei 

education service center, 2010). 

 

Relationship marketing theory 

 

For Mr. Xiong, he thought that this question interesting. The concept of relationship 

marketing he heard for the first time is in financial industry and advertising industry. 

And Mr. Xiong was inspired by the relationship marketing and he trying to use this 

magic tool. Here is the opinion from Mr. Xiong.  ―Before we go through relationship 

marketing, one thing has to keep in our mind as a professional service provider which 

is making trust between clients and us. It is obvious to note that a child is the future 

for a family. Parents‟ hopes and expectations will rest on their children no matter in 

western or eastern culture. Therefore, by sending their children to foreign university 

to study could be a huge gamble for the whole family especially for our Chinese. So 

the priority for agency itself is to win their trust and fulfill our commitment in order to 

establish agency‟s reputation. There are some potential skills that our staffs should 

have. For example, keeping a good Guanxi with clients will lead our agency more 

sustainable. In China, we consider relationship is more complex than it seems. So at 

most of time, we say keeping good relationship is to keep good Guanxi. But it is 

definitely not same concept, you know what I‟m mean, right? As we all know that 

customers are key value for the service firms. But how can we keep and maintain it? 

As matter of fact, as professional services like this it is really hard keeping customers. 

Because we already conducted questionnaires after whole services had been complete. 

We made one question like: Will you take our service again while you decide to study 

abroad? The answer is quite disappointing: roughly 50% of students will admit that 

they will only take this service once. Because you know, our agency is labeled as 

professional service firm. One of distinctive characteristics is based on information 

asymmetry. For example, once high students went abroad to study undergraduate 

                                                             

11
Internationalization efforts at the Chinese University have led to significant educational cooperation 

with overseas universities. With China, this has taken the form of a 2+2 collaborative undergraduate 

program with a number of national universities in the People's Republic of China. Chinese students 

complete their first two years of university education in China followed by their third and fourth years 

of study inforeign counties. For students participating in the program, course credits are transferred 

between their home universities. Once participating students have met the degree requirements of each 

university, they earn a Bachelor degree from both their home university in China and the University of 

other Countries. 

 



   A Qualitative Study on Self-financed Overseas Study Agencies in Hubei, China 

60 
 

program they must have capacity to contact the university on their own if they try to 

pursue Higher Education. They no longer need us, because students are already 

familiar with every drill about applying university. Further, it is more easy to apply to  

other university while you study there than when you are applying in China. Thus, it 

highly encourages us to make positive relationship with our customers at beginning. 

Within such a good relationship based on trust, there will be a high probability of 

getting contracts.‖ The recruitment of staff takes time (to expand his or her network 

of relationships), when meeting a potential customer, regardless of his or her age, 

gender or preferences, our staff can quickly develop into a good relationship, even 

friendship. So relationship marketing is a very effective way for agency (Mr. Xiong, 

2011). 

 

Miss. Song thought that the relationship marketing is a built bridge between the 

customers and agencies. The agencies‘ mission is to help foreign universities to recruit 

outstanding students from Chinese universities. The agency started its business in 

2003.She takes her one project started in 2004 as an example. The project started in 

2004 to establish the connection with Clermont Ferrand in France and Hubei 

University of Economics. The initial exchange program started in 2005, when the first 

batch of students went to France for cooperative education programs. Miss. Song 

emphasized that signing rate is 100%, which means that there are 30 students to take 

part in the project. Overall response from the abroad Chinese students for the school 

or training is good. Students still had difficulties to fully adapt to teaching and living 

in France.  (Miss. Song, 2011) 

 

In Chinese universities, you will have a desire to go abroad. The chance agencies 

provide will make this relationship and cooperation possible. The application process 

can form patterns as a flow chart for us to follow. Students gain information by 

counseling, then apply for the school through an intermediary to complete the 

country's language learning (mainly in English, but many people tend to go France, 

Germany, Italy, schools, these schools are often developed in the local language, for 

example, such as Hubei University of Economics students, they all apply for the 

school, all had specific language French DALF exam results) , the intermediary 

application for the school is to help students simplify some of the procedures and 

steps (Miss. Song, 2011). 

 

Miss. Zhang considered that relationship marketing is hard to achieve. She took 

students into consideration by minimizing his or her troubles and tried to help them 

find the most appropriate way to study. Miss. Zhang gave a good example, ―why 

don‟t students apply for Universities on their own? For most of students who want to 

study abroad it‟s because of the limited capacity of the students themselves (including 

English proficiency and other aspects) to decide which schools should be selected for 

their study abroad program. Most of the students there do not collect such 

information professional, so our professional point of view can tell you the most 

complete information so as to help them to make final decisions” (Miss. Zhang, 
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2011). 

 

Sustainable Competitive Advantages 

 

Mr. Xiong said ―one of the advantages the agency had is its government background, 

and it is the first self-financed overseas study agency in Hubei Province.‖ (Qingdan 

Xiong, Hubei Educational Service Center) Then, I asked how they use relationship 

marketing into this Agency? He said, ―First of all, we are really concerned with this 

relationship, when meeting clients at beginning, we try to treat our clients as our 

friend rather than just clients. We think what clients think, and try to solve the 

problem that clients encounter‖(Mr. Xiong, 2011). 

 

Miss. Zhang, She gave more details on how Hubei Educational Service Center 

achieves sustainable competitiveness and has survived in this market for 10 years. She 

argues that strategy is quite easy to prevent some of you going further. Failures will 

occur when the case closed. 1. To maintain a sustained competitive set first from the 

customer service quality, efficiency. Educational products choose a better partner. 2. 

Core competences involve a good reputation and government‟s background, most of 

the parents and students accept the service due to the background and reputation. 

(Miss. Zhang, 2011) 

 

Relationship Marketing and Sustainable Competitive Advantage 

 

Miss. Zhang said frankly ―some of agencies promised to students that they can offer 

everything as a matter of fact it failed their promise to meet customer needs at last. 

All their trying is to attract the customers to do “one-deal”. But once customers 

realized that they already had been deceived, they already pay the commission to the 

agency. For example, the general admission requirements of English level in 

universities in Sweden are from 6 to 6.5 points. Students who get scores between that 

are most likely to be admitted. If the students do not have IELTS or TOEFL score of 

minimum admission requirements, we will generally inform the students, such as to 

enable students to take the exam again to gain higher scores, or help them to achieve 

his choice of schools required. If the intermediary simply provides students promises, 

that would bring students unpredictable risks. Good reputation to be honored is based 

on communication and negotiation. Students and their parents should talk with the 

agency”. In Miss. Zhang‘s observation, the students access to services and 

information decides whether they contract with the agencies. It‘s impossible to use 

deceptive means to enable students to enter the intermediary.(Miss. Zhang, 2011) 

 

Mr. Xiong said that relationship between customer relations and business 

development is so tight. According to Mr. Xiong, Now most customers are introduced 

by the previous clients. Former customers that obtain nice service will recommend 

referral service (this makes me think of when you want to go traveling in Europe, we 

will scan the information on websites, especially other people's comments, if the 
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comments are good, we are prompt to choose this place. If there are few comments or 

bad comments, then the places are generally seldom considered, which shows that the 

average consumer considering an important indicator of service industry). To Finland, 

Sweden, these countries seldom recruit students in Wuhan (somewhat exaggerated), 

so promotional efforts will be very small, but most people regard studying in 

Singapore particularly good. So if customers want to know more about Finland, 

Sweden and the school situation, they basically need to rely on former students to 

help them promote the education agents. (Mr. Xiong, 2011) 

 

Miss. Song also mentioned that it‟s an established way to treat customers in good 

faith. We cannot agree that we promise what we can‟t do. Some students do their own 

efforts to learn, to achieve the colleges‟ requirements. If students don‟t meet the 

requirements and have problems to apply, then the intermediary will help you to 

determine what should do to improve and what is unnecessary. (Miss. Song, 2011) 

 

Mr. Xiong added that profits would not take over the relationship. Students trust you 

because you take over the contract seriously. If you pay too much emphasis on profits, 

students will break off relations immediately (Mr. Xiong, 2011). 

5.3 Hubei Jinmao foreign consultant’s management co., ltd 

 

 

 

Hubei Iinmao
12

was founded in 1997 with 9 million original capitals Wuhan 

headquarter. Jinmano‘s mission is to fulfill their commitment to customers. Hubei 

Jinmao abroad consultants Management Limited received the dual certification of 

legal agency from Ministry of Education, and has win the honor "Unit trust" of 

Province by Wuhan Public Security Bureau Overseas Affairs in 2004. In 2006 Hubei 

Iinmao was rewarded "the best credit counseling company in Hubei Province," by 

Hubei statistics Board. 

 

Jinmao had made cooperation with well-known universities, colleges, high schools in 

order to attract customers. After years of development, Jinmao trained a group of 

professional consulting teams with the designing of practical development plan, 

depending on the application. To conduct a comprehensive assessment of their own, 

they arrange a practical learning program; design the best study abroad programs, to 

provide students from the school to apply for a visa, immigration from the study to the 

                                                             
12 shorts for Hubei Jinmao foreign consultant‘s management co., ltd 
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full consultation and follow-up service. Jinmao‘ services always maintained more 

than 98% enrollment rate and zero complaints. "The ultimate goal of Jinmao is to help 

the customer" – since Jinmao was established in 15 years, it has established a good 

reputation. Jin Mao's reputation has been recognized and approved by large number of 

parents and students. 

 

Jinmao studies each student‘s background and the requirement of visa officer in 

different period. Based on this point, Jinmao completes a lot of success cases which is 

widely perceived to be impossible to be successfully. Jinmao was so proud that they 

can help students to achieve their oversea study dream. Though more than ten years, 

Jinmao consultant agency developed their business from China to Australia, Canada, 

Japan, New Zealand, Denmark, Sweden, Belgium, Germany, France, Spain, and 

Ireland. So far, Jinmao can design the best overseas study plans for customers with 

their rich experiences and insight on the overseas universities, which is maximizing 

benefit for students no matter now or in the future (Hubei jinmao, 2010). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19Standard application procedure for students in Jinmao. 

Sources from the official website: ( http://www.jmabroad.com/, 2010) 

 

5.3.1 Interviews from Hubei jinmao 

This section has the same structure as section 5.3.2. First, more information and 

background for the respondents will be presented. And secondly, I will give some  

thoughts from interviews that related to my research. 
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As for Hubei jinmao, the first person that I interviewed is Mr. Zhu. He has been 

working with Jinmao since 2005. Before becoming the Deputy Manager of Study 

Abroad, he was the Relationship Manager and the Key Relationship Manager of 

Study Abroad in Shanghai head office, concentrated on work in between with schools 

and the parents. Mr. Zhu was educated in Europe for 8 years, studying in Ireland, 

Finland, Germany and Sweden. This extensive experience in overseas education puts 

him in an ideal position to help manage the entire Study Abroad team, advising 

students who would like to study abroad, and helping the students' applications 

suitable according to the individual (Jinmao, 2010). 

 

Miss. Zheng graduated from Amsterdam Business School, majoring in International 

Business & Management. During her time in the Netherlands, she took active role in 

projects such as Young Entrepreneurship, Foreign Direct Investment, and Strategic 

Planning with other international students. Miss. Zheng has also done an exchange 

programme with Ohio University in the USA. While there, she focused on marketing 

and international trade. Miss. Zheng joined Jinmao in 2007 as the assistant to the 

Managing Director. After having helped organized, promoted, and led the Summer 

Courses for four years, she is now primarily focused on the Summer Course Programs 

that Jinmao exclusively represents, as well as acting as a relationship manager in the 

Study Abroad team (Jinmao, 2010). 

 

Relationship marketing theory 

 

At beginning, Mr. Zhu kept emphasized that their firm‘s specialty is counseling not 

agency. I was so anxious to know the reason. Mr. Zhu considered that Customer 

relationship manager (salesman) is to sell services. ―The relationship between 

Relationship marketing and sustainable business development is critical‖ he 

considered. Mr. Zhu gave me an example. ―If you well maintain relationships with 

customers, customer will always keep forward to another customer to you. Because of 

the power of word of mouth, Guanxi in our business isn‟t simply to say 1 +1 = 2. 

Especially in the Chinese society with low-trust, Chinese prefer to conduct business 

with those who are “in” the networks rather than some who is new or an outsider. 

Five years ago, our firm was still outsider, having fewer connections with universities 

and low reputation. But now, we already built up large network from our students 

either from our country or foreign country. Relationship (Guanxi) is more important 

to us. It has become a way of doing things for the Chinese. There is a great power 

which will be compiled into a huge network.” (Mr. Zhu, 2011). 

 

Miss. Zheng, I asked the question what you think about customer satisfaction and is 

anything related to the world of mouth? She said ―Customer satisfaction is just the 

lifeline for us, without it, whole agency will be not far from the closedown. Whether 

we serve for individual client or “Big client”, we always think that keeping customer 

satisfaction is our main strategy. Yes, definitely, customer satisfaction has a positive 

influence on world of mouth. And it could be lead whole agency to a sustainable.‖ 
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(Miss. Zheng, 2011) 

 

Sustainable competitive advantage  

 

Mr. Zhu thought sustainable competitive advantage is ―connection that you just 

mention earlier is showing the more positive way in our agency. Let me put in this way, 

I run my department over 1 year, and I know that maintaining the relationship 

between customer and agency is very important. The relationship marketing concept 

occurs in every day in our agency………” (Mr. Zhu, 2011). 

 

Mr. Zhu believed it‘s important to have a strategy before beginning to build out your 

business community through networking. He thought that firms especially like this 

need to be clear on what it is you have to offer, what problem your products and 

services are the solution to. Then, everywhere you go – whether online or offline – be 

yourself. Look for ways to join an existing conversation and add value. Ask good 

questions. Read your customer‘s profiles. Get to know them. Reach out and connect 

and see how, just by being your authentic self, you can uplift people‘s spirits. Mr. 

Zhu also believed that there‟s a fine line between our personal and professional 

worlds, especially for solo-entrepreneurs. The more transparent you‟re willing to be, 

the more people will want to get to know, like and trust you — which is one of the 

cornerstones of a successful business” (Mr. Zhu, 2011) 

 

Relationship marketing and sustainable competitive advantage 

 

Miss. Zheng recommends that being active consistently with valuable and relevant 

posts. There are so many possible touch points to reach our marketplace, as well as 

entrance points into our businesses; the key is to find the right mediums for your 

business and be visible in many places. 

 

Mr. Zhu argued that Customer satisfaction (customer loyalty), and Government 

background is a powerful advantage. But we don‟t have. So he considered that they 

have to establish the reputation to keep customer to received services repeat.  To the 

students entrusted to the company, students, parents, money is not the first choice, but 

to demand a credible, reliable company. This is a common consumer habit. Many 

parents will find out, whether it is from the Internet, friends, reputation, or other 

sources added something to these messages. And special services such as industry 

experience and survival in the market, how long is the customer to take into account 

some of the problems (Mr. Zhu, 2011). 

 

Mr. Zheng thought that practitioners for very long time, have some history. High 

imitative institutions like this can survive in the market for 10 years there have still 

features that others do not (Features) experience is very service.(Mr. Zhu, 2011). 
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Miss. Zhengsaid that Customer loyalty for the enterprise is a business lifeline, 

especially for our special service industries. Whether with a single customer or with 

major clients it must maintain good relations: the strategy is to post more contact with 

customers, the relationship marketing as a business development focus, but the quality 

of service, attitude must be more perfect ( Miss. Zheng, 2011). 

 

5.6 Reflection on the empirical observation 

Reflecting on the empirical findings, it can be stated that qualitative data has been 

collected at large extent. First, a brief discussion of each agencies has been given, 

before reflecting upon the interviews. And next, more details concerning with 

interviews background and some of examples of transcript have been presented for 

both agencies. Finally, an overview of case study has been given for the purpose, 

which is collected from agencies‘ homepages, secondary data. 

 

Then the interviews have been structured according to the most essential factors 

covering the research question and findings from literature review. Accordingly, the 

reader is able to easily to follow the main theme of this chapter. An overview of 

presentation of empirical chapter has been created that is based on interesting 

viewpoints both from interviews and secondary data. This chapter is trying to reflect 

the real world as opposed to literature review. 

 

This strongly relates to the stated research questions in the beginning and all 

interviews have contribute from inductive perspective, which is trying to find new 

view both from academically and practically. Moreover, the empirical results are 

required in addition to the literature review in order to able to give enhanced answers 

to the questions in research. Thus, either interviews or secondary create a valuable 

insights. In the following analysis all issues will be resumed and questions in research 

will be thoroughly answered. 

 

5.7 Analysis and reflection 

According to Bryman and Bell (2007) qualitative data deriving from interviews or 

participant observation typically take the form of a large corpus of unstructured 

textual material, they are not straightforward to analyze. Moreover, unlike quantitative 

data analysis, clear-cut rules about how qualitative data analysis should be carried out 

have not been developed. However, there is one approach that most students will 

apply during the qualitative data analysis, which is Comparison of what I have in 

literature reviews; with I had received during our empirical case study. It is an overall 

discussion of my findings and analysis of problem and purpose of study. 
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In this section, I will first analyze the process when self-financed overseas study 

agency provides. Because self-financed overseas study agencies started to provide 

service to service at end, it contains some distinctive characteristics than other service 

providers, which are really important for investigate this study. (Some of general 

characteristics that mentioned in the literature: Knowledge intensity, low capital 

intensity and professionalized workface).  

 

From the section 5.2 and 5.3, it already presented general presentations for two 

agencies. Therefore, from my observation both from literature review and empirical 

study, a general flow process of clients that self-financed overseas study agency 

possesses will be designed as follows (take Hubei educational service center as an 

example). The reason that I only take Hubei educational service center as my example 

because both Hubei educational service center and Hubei jinmao show the same 

features and patterns when they start to provide the services to the client although they 

possess different resources. However, due to my interviewing time was just in summer 

break, I couldn't find the „big client‟ such as High Schools or Colleges. Fortunately, 

as for Hubei educational service center, they are very nice to help me to contact a ‗big 

client‘ (Hubei University of Economics). Thus, I will take Hubei educational service 

center as my example. 
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Figure 20 Business model: Hubei educational Service Center 

 

From this model, we can draw some characters that other professional services firms 

don‘t have. Usually, other professional services firms focus on either individual client 

or ‗Big client‘ according to literature. However, in the empirics, I noticed that both 

‗Big client‘ and individual client are important for the self-financed overseas study 

agency. Furthermore, as for potential individual client, it categorized to two parts. One 

part is contracted client (green part) which means those clients had sign the contract 

with the self-financed overseas study agency. Another part is client lost,(broken line), 

which means client only take consulting service  (free of charge ) without receiving 

rest of services. Lastly, based from the interviews for individual clients, they all 

express the feeling that if they want to apply foreign Universities again, they choose 

to apply the universities on their own rather than hire the agencies. So that is why I 

think that individual client could recognize as one-time deal client.  

 

After discuss the empirical observation, research question should take more attention 

since the whole research is relied on the research question. Therefore, in this section, I 

will repeat my research question as following.  

 

How can professional service industry achieve sustainable competitive advantage 

through relationship marketing strategy? 

 

From the literature, many authors have argued that competitive advantage can be 

obtained from relationships (Kanter, 1994; Morgan & Hunt, 1999; Jap, 2001).  From 

the empirical observation, managers think that relationship marketing could bring 

self-financed overseas study agency sustainable from customer satisfaction and 

customer retention by building trust and commitment. Because of applying the 

relationship marketing, ‗client client‘ have more tie relationship with agencies. Even 

though, individual clients would not to choose the service at second time which means 

that most of individual clients could be became unstained due to special character that 

agencies have. However, after student took the services from agencies, they already 

unconscious are a part of agencies. Through the interview to managers, they know 

that individual client at most time cannot capture or retain, but those student could be 

a part of living adverting for agencies. (That‘s word of mouth from the literature). As 

matter of fact, most students who are hiring agencies for themselves to prepare issues 

for studying abroad are all take advices or recommendation from their friends, 

relatives. More the clients are coming to sign the contract, more money that 

self-financed overseas study agency will earn. Therefore, customer retention and 

customer satisfaction could be major trend to bring self-financed overseas study 

agency sustained competitive advantage. 

 

From the literature, Customer retention for relationship marketing success is crucial 

and discussed in various literature (e.g. Crosby and Stevens, 1987; Rust and Zahorik, 

1993; Sheth and Parvatiyar, 1995). Retention has a behavioral and attitudinal 
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character. The marketer plays an active role in retaining customers, while loyalty 

focuses more on intrapersonal aspects of customer behavior. Retention and loyalty 

imply an intentional component and differ from repeat purchasing behavior as there is 

a reason for the customers repeats purchasing (Klee and Hennig, 1996; 

Hennig-Thurau et al., 2000, p. 7). So, the relevance of customer retention for a 

company‟s economic success is important as an increase in retention leads to cost 

reductions and sales increases. 

 

From the empirical observation, I know that most individual clients couldn't retain 

because self-financed overseas study agency doesn't like any other service providers 

or professional service firms. It has some special attributes that other firms don't have. 

Due to the fact that knowledge intensity is one of major attribute to professional 

service firms. It can fit self-financed overseas study agency as well. However, 

students come to self-finance overseas study agency to consulting and hiring them to 

apply the university more based on the information asymmetry. Once students knew 

the whole process of preparing, they would love to apply the university by themselves. 

Therefore, self-finance overseas study agency will focus to retain the customer who 

has a long-deep relationship such as client. Through investigate one big client (Hubei 

University of Economics), I know that in each year, there are about 80 to 100 students 

going to study abroad. And this number could be more than 100 in 2011 according to 

Huigang He. Therefore, keeping the ‗big client‘ can bring the superior average 

performance and more specifically sustainable competitive advantage in long-run. 

 

From the literature, as mentioned above, customer satisfaction is a measure of how 

pleased customers are with their relationship with an organization. Customer 

satisfaction can promote loyalty, meaning that a customer‟s loyalty forms the basis of 

a valuable relationship with a company (Nykamp, 2001, pp. 200, 29). Highly satisfied 

customers make repeat purchases, communicating their good experiences. So, it is 

major to match customer expectations with company performance and generate 

customer value profitability (Armstrong and Kotler, 2007, pp. 14-15). Satisfaction is 

achieved when expectations are fulfilled and the customer knows that the supplier is 

able to deliver what is expected, perceiving a low level of risk. Satisfaction affects the 

buyers‘ decision to continue a relationship and reduce the likelihood of exit from the 

relationship and negative word-of-mouth. 

 

From empirical observation, it already gave clear view that individual client can‘t 

retain. So managers have to use another way to attract customer. From several 

interview from students, they are all take advices from their relatives, friends etc 

before hiring agencies to take care their application issue, which means 

word-of-mouth show a great power for those clients can‘t retain. But it definitely can 

bring self-financed overseas study consulting agency more sustainable from invisible 

way. 

 



   A Qualitative Study on Self-financed Overseas Study Agencies in Hubei, China 

70 
 

5.8 Answering research question 

The results show that relationship marketing tools are used in a different way in 

Agencies. The author found that by using customer retention to ‗big client‘ and by 

using customer satisfaction (eventually by using word of mouth) to individual clients 

it can brings a self-financed overseas study consulting agency in China sustainable 

competitive advantage based on the commitment and trust mechanism. However, the 

author could not find out the evidence that using relationship marketing tools is the 

single solution to compete more successfully than without it. It is further argued by 

author that relationship marketing is just one aspect strengthening the generic strategy 

in order to gain sustainable competitive advantage. Government background, 

experiences, and reputation also play important role for self-financed overseas study 

agency. Further, there is a growing research interest in guanxi, which has been 

considered the Chinese version of relationship marketing or business networking. 

Although some relationship marketing principles are regarded as a key determinant 

for a successful business in China, the uniqueness of Chinese culture makes western 

relationship marketing concept needing to have a special meaning. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This part finishes my thesis work with overall conclusion, answers to main and sub 

questions asked in the introductory and literature review part, and some implications 

and ideas for further research. 

6.1 Conclusion 

The purpose of study is to examine the current state of relationship marketing in 

Hubei abroad study industry and to contribute to the emerging body of literature on 

the association between relationship marketing and competitive advantage. To fulfill 

this purpose, this thesis is based upon a sound theoretical framework and case studies, 

including interviews from various professionals focusing on measures that lend 

credibility to self-financed overseas study consulting agency, which were combined in 

thorough analysis of the empirical findings. After having analyzed the topic carefully, 

the underlying research questions can be answered. The study was triggered by 

finding the common denominator for relationship marketing and overseas study 

consulting  agency marketing, as both topics are indeed covered separately in 

literature, concerning gaining competitive advantage through both of the theories, but 

not linked together yet. Additionally, there was a difference in what was theoretically 

believed as being the correct way of responding to relationship marketing issues and 

what the literature on relationship marketing found in practice.  

 

Although the relationship marketing concept is central to the marketing literature, 

very little research has been done in terms of creating relationship from strategic view 

in Chinese context. In theory, Relationship marketing is being touted as an effective 

strategy to provide companies with the competitive edge they to succeed in the future. 

Some authors (e.g. Barners, 1995; Berry, 1993) suggest that establishing long-term 

positive relationships with one‘s customers provides an organization with a stream of 

profits in perpetuity. The strategy of relationship marketing has been successfully 

practiced by smaller firms for several hundreds of years. However, the recent wave of 

relationship marketers are generally from large firms, they are drawn to the idea of 

cultivating relationships in a market environment characterized by intense completion 

and by core product and service offering which are rendered by technology to be 

similar, if not identical to those of the completion. The rush to embrace relationship 

marketing is reasonable, especially in markets where a differentiation strategy is 

appropriate. 

 

Morgan and Hunt (1996) examine the role of relationship building as a means of 

obtaining resources in order to create a sustained competitive advantage. They 

propose that resources can be combined in order to form higher-order resources, or 

competencies, from which the firm can eventually achieve a competitive advantage. 
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For example, it is difficult for outsiders to replicate the process of building a 

long-term relationship. Resources such as loyalty, trust, and reputation are immobile 

and cannot be purchased. Therefore, Morgan and Hunt (1996) state that relationships 

formed to acquire organizational, relational, or informational resources will 

commonly result in sustainable resource-based competitive advantages 

 

It can be concluded that relationship marketing tools are used in a different way in 

Agencies. The author found that by using customer retention to ‗clientclient‘ and by 

using customer satisfaction (eventually by using word of mouth) to individual clients 

can brings a self-financed overseas study consulting agency in China sustainable 

competitive based on the commitment and trust mechanism. However, the authors 

could not find out the evidence that using relationship marketing tools is the single 

solution to compete more successfully than without it. It is further argued by authors 

that relationship marketing is just one aspect strengthening the generic strategy in 

order to gain sustainable competitive advantage. Government background, 

experiences, reputation also play important role for self-financed overseas study 

agency.Moreover, while relationship marketing has enjoyed great popularity in recent 

years, management practices may not be universally applied because culturally 

defined valued contexts (Hofsted, 1992). Companies that apply Home 

Countriespractices based on western theories withoutadaptations would suffer a 

variety of setbacks in China. By author‘s empirical research, ―Guanxi‖plays an 

important role in agency in Chinese context. 

 

Customer retention for relationship marketing success is crucial and discussed in 

various literature (e.g. Crosby and Stevens, 1987; Rust and Zahorik, 1993; Sheth and 

Parvatiyar, 1995). Retention has a behavioral and attitudinal character. The marketer 

plays an active role in retaining customers, while loyalty focuses more on 

intrapersonal aspects of customer behavior. Retention and loyalty imply an intentional 

component and differ from repeat purchasing behavior as there is a reason for the 

customers repeats purchasing (Klee and Hennig, 1996; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2000, p. 

7). So, the relevance of customer retention for a company‘s economic success is 

important as an increase in retention leads to cost reductions and sales increases. The 

amortization of sales, marketing and set-up costs over a longer period of time and the 

reduction of service costs resulting from the growing expertise of customers are 

outcomes of cost reduction effects. It is proposed that sales growth is a consequence 

of increased expenditure over time, positive word of mouth through loyal customers, 

as well as the willingness of loyal customers to pay a price premium. Thus, it 

becomes significant that retention and loyalty are closely connected to economic 

relationship marketing success (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2000, p. 7). 

 

As mentioned above, customer satisfaction is a measure of how pleased customers are 

with their relationship with an organization. Customer satisfaction can promote 

loyalty, meaning that a customer‟s loyalty forms the basis of a valuable relationship 

with a company (Nykamp, 2001, pp. 200, 29). Highly satisfied customers make repeat 
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purchases, communicating their good experiences. So, it is major to match customer 

expectations with company performance and generate customer value profitability 

(Armstrong and Kotler, 2007, pp. 14-15). Satisfaction is achieved when expectations 

are fulfilled and the customer knows that the supplier is able to deliver what is 

expected, perceiving a low level of risk. Satisfaction affects the buyer‘s decision to 

continue a relationship and reduce the likelihood of exit from the relationship and 

negative word-of-mouth. Relationships between parties develop over time as they 

gain experience and trust each other, reducing the perceived risk in a relationship 

(Selnes, 1998, pp. 306-307). Trust exists when there is confidence in reliability and 

integrity. 

6.2 Theoretical and practical implications 

The outcome of the research will be first beneficial to the agencies. It is also to be 

considered as a valuable report to the top managers when they decide to make strategy. 

Firm‘s strategies reflect the decision maker‘s view to the company, there is always 

problem that managers make decision from their own perspective instead of the 

interest of the whole company, which is called agency problem. This situation is also 

prevailing in China. We wish our research could give mangers some hints to learn the 

relationship marketing in the strategy making even mangers already implement some 

relationship marketing techniques to attract and maintain their customers. 

 

On the other side, this article could be helpful for those scholars who have interest in 

the both relationship marketing and sustained competitive advantage field.  Even 

though some of scholars (e.g. Rowe &Barbes, 1998 ; Berry, 1983) in their article 

mentioned  that "Relationship marketing is being addressed as an effective strategy 

to provide companies with the competitive edge they need to succeed in the future." 

Few articles witnessed the empirical view on this combination of two key theories. To 

some extent, therefore, this research brings a new angle and new industry to the 

scholar. I hope that this research could add to more knowledge and information in the 

lack of research in this field. 

 

6.3 Future research 

Although this study has provided relevant and interesting insights with regard to the 

effects of relationship marketing from strategic view in the studying broad agency, it 

is important to recognize limitations associated with this study. Therefore, further 

research should be carried out in order to attain more academic thinking. 

 

First, a quantitative data should be used in this study. Because all the data that 

collected from this research are more clinked that cannot be determined 

unambiguously. Thus, the results might not be interpreted as proof of a 
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usualrelationship, but rather as lending support to a prior causal scheme. Second, data 

for this study were only collected from agencies‘ side by using the key respondent 

approach. Although managers as key respondents generate reliable and valid data (Tan 

&Litschert, 1994), future studies on relationship marketing in the studying abroad 

agency industry could attempt to use multiple informants such as customers. 

Moreover, data for the business performance measures in our study were skewed to 

the left. This might be due to an overestimation by the respondents. If so, the use of 

multiple informants could reduce this problem. Last but not least, the sample used for 

analysis was drawn only from Hubei, a leading industry for studying abroad in China. 

Generalizability of the results remains to be tested. Further research, therefore, can 

expand on this study by taking samples from this industry located in countries with 

different business environments. 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix a- Figure 1 the aggregate number of Chinese students studying abroad 

 

 

 

The aggregate number of Chinese students studying abroad 

Resource: Inspired by Ministry of Education report (2009)  

 

 

 

Appendix b –Interview guide (English version) 

 

INTERVIEW THEMES AND EXAMPLES OF INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

ENGLISH VERSION 

 

The following interview guide was used as an aid while conducting the interview. The 

interview guide helped ensure that all relevant aspects of the investigation were taken 

into account. 

 

Type of interview: semi-structured interview 

The aim of this interview is try to find the insight concerning with relationship 

marketing in Self-financed overseas study agency through empirical observation. 

CLIENT we will really appreciate your help to answer them by your native language. 

(If you feel uncomfortable to answer any question, you can choose not to answer 
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them) 

 

 

Interview for employees who working at overseas study agency 

 

Basic Information: (work experience, professional skills) 

 

1. Tell me about yourself. What is your name? And what is your position in this 

agency? 

2. How long have you worked for this company? 

3. What are your duties in your job?  

4. How long have you been involved with this specific agency-client relationship? 

What have your duties and responsibilities been in this relationship? 

 

Questions concerned with relationship marketing theory 

 

5. Roughly speaking, how many clients (including individuals and universities or 

colleges) that you provide services in 2009?  

6. What is your understanding of relationship marketing? How do you use 

relationship marketing in your work? 

7. How do you think about the customer loyalty and customer retention? 

8. 6. If you agency apply RM in your strategy how do you use RM in your routine 

work when you deal with clients? 

9. What does your agency do to commit customers? If so, is this to strengthen the 

agency‘s strategy. 

10. What strategies are used by agencies undertaking to attract the customers? 

11. What are the most important aspects you consider when involving in a 

agency-client relationship? 

12. How would you describe your current investments in customer relationship? 

13. Can you illustrate how the relationships are created and maintained? 

 

Questions concerned with sustainable competitive advantage 

 

14. What is your understanding of sustainable competitive advantage? 

15. Do you use RM as one part of your strategy? If so, how do you like it? 

16. What position do you think this agency has in the education service consulting 

institution industry in Hubei Province comparing with other 10 agencies? (If in 

the good position, do you know why &what strategy you think useful) 

17. What do you think the role of the customer? And do you think maintain 

agency-client relationship is part of agency strategy? And if so, how? 

 

Relationship Marketing and Sustainable competitive advantage 

18. How do you interpret the relationship between RM and Sustainable competitive 

advantage? 
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19. Do you thinks RM could be one of major factors which make firms sustainable? 

 

20. Notice: Your privacy is very important to us. We do not share any of your 

information with unauthorized demand.  Before each interview beginning we 

need your consent to record our conversation based on the needs of accurate 

information collection. 
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