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Impacts of COSER Strength 
on Service Loyalty: 
Case of Automobile Repair Service in Tunisia
Manel Ben Ayed, LRM-FSEG, University of Sfax, Sfax, Tunisia.

ABSTRACT

Thispaperinvestigatestheeffectsofcustomer-oneserviceemployeerelationship(COSER)strength
onpersonalloyaltyandorganizationalloyaltywithintheTunisianautomobilerepairservicecontext.
ThestudyisbasedonautomotiverepairdealersinTunisiaanddrawsonquantitativedata.Acausal
modelwastestedviastructuralequationsmodeling.Datawerecollectedfromarandomlysampleof
332customers.TheresultsconfirmthattheCOSERstrengthhasaconsiderableimpactonservice
loyalty.However,andcontrarytotheliterature,itisanindirecteffectthroughpersonalloyalty.The
resultshavemajorimplicationsformarketingpracticesofservicefirmsthatgeneratecustomerloyalty
throughpersonalloyaltytobenefitfromitsimpactwhileavoidingitsrisks.
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INTROdUCTION

Therelationshipmarketingapproachhasattractedintensiveattentionintheservicemarketingliterature
asthatleadstofostercustomerloyalty(Czepiel1990;Gremler&Brown,1996;Genzi&Pelloni,
2004;Bove&Johnson,2006).Companieshave increasinglyrealized the importanceofcreating
andmaintainingastrongcustomerloyalty,sincethecostofacquiringnewcustomersisfivetimes
thecostofsatisfyingandretainingcurrentcustomers(Reichheld,1996).Consequently,paststudies
havefocusedonvariousfactors(e.g.servicequality,satisfaction,trust,commitment)todevelopand
maintaineffectivecustomer-serviceemployeerelationships(CSER)(e.g.Morgan&Hunt,1994;Driver
&Johnston,2001),asantecedentsexpectedtoincreaseserviceloyalty.However,itmaydifficultto
generalizestudies’resultstootherpersonal,professionalorindustrialservicescontexts,whichhave
differentcharacteristics,andcultures(Patterson&Smith,2001).

Sothat,thisresearchfocusesoncustomerrelationshipwithone-serviceemployee(orapersonal
relationshipwithanappointedservicerepresentative)intheautomobileserviceindustry,particularly,
inafter-salesserviceofdealershipcompanieswithintheNorthAfricacontext,particularlyinTunisia.

Worldwide,thecustomerrelationshipwiththeautomotivemechanicischaracterizedbyagreat
needfor trustandcommitment (Shemwelletal.,1994;Liljander&Roos,2002).Especially, the
Tunisianautomotiverepairserviceischaracterizedbyahighriskandlowleveloftrustbetweenthe
customerandtheserviceemployee(BenAyed,2017).
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The automotive sector in Tunisia remains dynamic and provides business opportunities for
productionofautomotivecomponentsandforexport(Trapeetal.,2014;CEDARE,2015).Despite
itssmallsize,TunisiaisrankedsecondproducerofautomotivecomponentsinAfrica(IHK,2011).
Besides,Tunisiaisanattractivesiteforlargeinternationalgroups(e.g.Renault,Peugeot,Volkswagen,
Citroën)tocreatespecificsubsidiariesanddealeractivityfortheautomotiveindustry(CEDARE,
2015).

Althoughtheinternationalautomotivesector,particularlyinAfrica,sharessimilaritiesinmany
aspects,itisalsocharacterizedbydomesticattributessuchasitsstructuringandgovernancebythe
state(policies,strategies,)thatinfluenceitsperformance(Black&McLennan,2016).Indeed,the
dynamicof theTunisianautomobilesector isensuredby theopeningof thecompetition tonew
actors,whicharenotfullycontrolledandregulated.Thus,theTunisianautomobilemarketis,on
theonehand,astructuredmarketgovernedbydealerquotas,evenifthereisnolegalorregulatory
provisiononthissubject,andontheotherhand,acompletelyfreeanduncontrolledparallelmarket
(DGTresor,2018).

Inaddition,automotivetechnologyhasevolvedtremendouslyandiscurrentlybasedonelectronics
and computers. Today, the sector is characterized by a lack of after-sales technicians trained in
repairandmaintenance,whichmayaffecttheservicequality,customersatisfaction,trustintheauto
mechanic,andtheviabilityofcustomerrelationshipwiththeserviceemployee(Lemanager,2016;
BenAyed,2017).

Forexample,inresponsetothesecircumstancesoftheautomotivesector,anetworklabeled
EuroReparCarServiceMaintenanceandRepairofallbrands,hasrecentlysettledforthefirsttime
ontheAfricancontinentandmorespecificallyinTunisia(Challenges,2017).Thiswidenetworkis
animatedbyteamsofexperiencedprofessionalstorepairtheautomobileinrespectofthebuilders’
recommendations.Therefore,itsinvitestheTunisianmulti-brandrepairerstojoinEuroReparCar
Serviceinordertoincreasequalityofserviceandcustomersatisfaction.Itmaybeanopportunityfor
Tunisiandealershipcompaniestobenefitfromthesupportofaninternationalbrandwhilepreserving
theirindependenceandflexibility(Challenges,2017).

ThislandscapeoftheTunisianautomobilesectorgivesagreatinteresttostudythecustomer-
servicerelationshipinthisspecificcontext.

Inmarketingstudies,thepositiveeffectofrelationshipmarketingonserviceloyaltyhasbeen
widelyacceptedandisbelievedtobeanevidenceforservicesbecauseofthebenefitsgeneratedfrom
thepersonnelcontactbetweencustomersandserviceproviders.Thisservice relationshipcanbe
described,accordingtoLiljanderandRoos(2002),asrangingfromspurioustotrue,dependingon
customerperceivedrelationshipbenefits,trustandcommitment.Inthisresearch,wesuggeststudying
thetrueservicerelationshipwhenthepersonnelcontactisbetweencustomersandone-serviceprovider.
Therefore,totreattheloyaltyserviceinitstwo-dimensionalmodelversion,ratherawholeconcept,
thathighlightsthepersonalloyaltyaswellastheorganizationalloyalty(Bove&Johnson,2006).

Past research has focused mainly on the simple and direct effect between two constructs
(relationshipmarketingandserviceloyalty),whilelessattentionhasbeenpaidtoeffectsofatrue
servicerelationshiponserviceloyaltygiventheweightofthepersonalloyaltyconcept.

BoveandJohnson(2000,2006)supportedthatastrongCSERleadtotruecustomerloyaltyto
theservicefirm,aspositiveattitudetowardsserviceemployeeistransferreddirectlytotheservice
firm.Theymentionedthatpersonalloyaltycanberiskytotheservicefirmcharacterizedbyalimited
number(oneortwo)ofserviceemployees,asloyaltytothefirmwillbedependentonthecontinual
presenceoftheemployeeinthefirm(Bove&Johnson,2006).ThisstudycanbeanextensionofBove
andJohnson’sworksincitingresearcherstoempiricallytesttheimpactsofservicerelationshipstrength
onserviceloyalty:(1)inthecaseofarelationshipofcustomerswithone-serviceemployee,(2)in
anindustrialservicesettingsuchautomotiverepairserviceand(3)outsidetheWesterncontext:the
Tunisiancontext.Therefore,thisstudytriestoanswerthethreefollowingquestions:Doesthestrong
CSERconstantlygenerateasignificantpositiveeffectonserviceloyalty?Whataretheimpactsof
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