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INTRODUCTION

With the emergence of high-speed wireless 
network technologies and the escalating market 
penetration of mobile phones, the need to analyze 
customer behavior is growing. The mobile com-
munication phenomenon is unique in the histories 
of both the telecommunication and the consumer 

electronics markets. In less than a decade, mil-
lions of people have begun to use mobile phones.

Ever since the mid-1990s, mobile phones have 
become ubiquitous in developed economies. While 
in 1997 only 215 million people worldwide were 
using mobile communication devices, by 2001 
this number had grown to 961 million and to 2.7 
billion by 2006 (Union, 2009).

Mobile communication was the first telecom-
munication segment to be liberalized in Portugal, 
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following the breakthrough of GSM technology. 
Due to strong competition, the market has been 
growing, reaching its present penetration rate of 
over 100%. Portugal has been a pioneer in the 
massive adoption of mobile communications; it 
was the first country to adopt pre-paid cards and 
more recently to adopt mobile Internet access 
programs for all students in elementary and sec-
ondary school (“e-escolinhas” and “e-escolas”, 
respectively).

The Autoridade Nacional de Comunicações 
(ANACOM, 2007), which supervises Portugal’s 
communications sector, has published a qual-
ity report of voice, video-telephony services 
and network coverage of GSM and WCDMA, 
concluding that there are no significant differ-
ences in the quality of services rendered by the 
various operators. For example, the Portuguese 
government negotiated identical prices and tech-
nical characteristics from all Portuguese mobile 
operators for the “e-escolinhas” and “e-escolas” 
programs.

In an intensely mutating market where the 
introduction of 3G technologies, technological 
convergence, and the emergence of news mobile 
operators permits constant offerings of innovative 
services, customers’ loyalty is very important 
for a mobile operator’s success. Thus, the de-
terminants of customer loyalty are essential for 
the commercial success, not only for traditional 
mobile operators, but also for the virtual ones. 
From a research standpoint, it raises an important 
question: what are the determinants of mobile 
customers’ loyalty?

The objective of the present work is to elabo-
rate on this understanding by distinguishing the 
different types of cost, values and quality dimen-
sions in the literature. It establishes conceptual 
frameworks which consider all these components 
and their impact on loyalty in the mobile market. 
Drawing on a detailed reading of Lim, Widdows, 
and Park (2006) and Junglas and Watson (2008), 
such a conceptual framework was established 
and several hypotheses related to the customer 

loyalty determinants were formulated: price and 
quality, social value, economic value, emotional 
value, processing costs, emotional costs and 
financial costs.

Our analysis does not attempt to “prove” a set of 
claims about consumer behavior, but to develop a 
new interpretation, one which offers fresh insights 
and understanding. With this purpose in mind, data 
was collected and the sample obtained consists of 
262 customers of Portuguese mobile operators. 
Using a structural equation analysis, we explore 
the relationship among price/quality, social value, 
economic value, emotional value, processing 
costs, emotional costs and financial costs, trying 
to identify the main drivers of customers’ loyalty.

In general, our findings support the conceptual 
framework. The results sustain our conceptual-
ization for the loyalty construct and allow us to 
conclude that Portuguese customers will remain 
with the same mobile operator primarily because 
of price/quality, followed by the emotional con-
nection to the operator staff and to its other clients. 
However, the direct determinants of customer 
loyalty are satisfaction and trust.

Despite these findings, the operators, regard-
less of their typology (non-virtual or virtual), 
should concern themselves primarily with estab-
lishing a basis of loyalty with current clients and 
secondarily with acquiring new customers, even 
in mature markets. Moreover, the perception of 
loyalty determinants change with time, so opera-
tors must constantly monitor these determinants 
and create new ways to increase loyalty.

This research and its findings will be useful 
for firms intending to emulate the application of 
virtual mobile communications or even improve 
mobile communications strategies among current 
operators.

This chapter is organized in the following man-
ner. The next section summarizes the literature 
related to customer behaviors regarding mobile 
operators. The third section of the paper formal-
izes the major points presented in the conceptual 
model and translates them into hypotheses. In the 
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