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Abstract
Purpose- This paper aims to explore the moderating impact of four moderators, namely, retailer brand strength, customer’s perceived purchase regularity, gender, and purchase channel (online and offline) on the relationship between (a) relationship marketing investments (RMIs) and customer gratitude, and (b) customer gratitude and customer loyalty. The context of research is the purchase of a high-involvement product by Indian customers.
[bookmark: _Hlk105327997]Design/methodology/approach – This study adapts Huang (2015) RMIs-Gratitude -Loyalty model and empirically validates the associated hypotheses using Structural Equation Modeling. Data is collected through the survey method.
Findings – The study (N=385) results suggest a significant impact of preferential treatment and interpersonal communication investments on customer’s feeling of gratitude towards the retailer and consequently, on loyalty. Purchase channel, gender, and to a lesser extent, customer perceived regularity each moderates the relationships between marketing investment and gratitude, and that between gratitude and loyalty; surprisingly, retailer brand is not a significant moderator.
Research limitations/implications – Future research can factor in the impact of loyalty programme on the proposed relationships. 
Practical implications – This research offers helpful guidelines for retailers, especially for those who currently have a multichannel presence and invest or plan to invest in relationship marketing to obtain benefits from customer loyalty.
Originality/value – This investigation explores not only the relevance of relationship marketing investments-gratitude-loyalty model in the Indian retail context but also the influence of moderating variables on the retailers’ efforts of gaining consumer loyalty. 
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1. Introduction
Sellers often use relationship investment resources such as pricing and social incentives to develop and nurture customer loyalty (De Wulf et al., 2001). Customers’ favorable recognition of sellers’ relationship marketing investments (RMIs) lead to an affective response towards the seller (Palmatier et al., 2009) and may generate behavioral elements of gratitude (Huang, 2015). Overall, gratitude positions itself as a significant relationship mediator between seller’s relationship marketing investments and customer loyalty (Palmatier et al., 2009). 
[bookmark: _Hlk104841474]Relational investments help retailers to navigate the challenges in a highly competitive retail market (Adjei et al., 2009). While offline retailers have exploited the benefits of RMIs (e.g., Palmatier et al., 2006), RMIs have steadily found acceptance in online retailing as well. Over the last decade, online retailing has seen the focus of marketing efforts shifting towards relationship building and maintenance (Verma et al., 2016). Many e-tailers are undertaking intense efforts to reap the benefits of relationship marketing. For example, television advertisements of the e-tailer Amazon in India uses words that include “Amazon wale” (translated as “those that belong to the Amazon tribe”), and “Apni Dukan” (translated as “own store”); such instances demonstrate attempts to create something more than just a price advantage, or a service delivery, or a product assortment advantage. As customers buy more and more and gain experience, the seller’s reputation increases; customers keep track of such ‘leading sellers’ and ‘reward’ them by coming back and purchasing more from these sellers, indicating relational behavior (Kozlenkova et al., 2017). While relationship marketing researchers acknowledge the differences between online and offline settings (Steinhoff et al., 2019), a specific examination of the effectiveness of RMIs commonly used across these two settings, is missing. Further, researchers suggest that due to cultural and individual factors, the applicability of relationship marketing is not universal (Wei et al., 2015). Also, exploring segmenting variables other than age and income offers marketers an opportunity to enhance their understanding of the markets they operate in (Wei et al., 2015). In fact, researchers suggest that cultural impact, the impact of gender, and technological impact as some of the issues relationship marketing researchers need to address (Agariya and Singh, 2011).  
	In the context of the above discussion, the objectives of this research are threefold. First, to address the call by Toufaily et al. (2013), this study aims to compare the phenomenon of relationship marketing across the offline (traditional brick and mortar setup) and online contexts. Retailers stand to benefit from this comparative information on the channel-wise effectiveness of various relational tactics (Walsh et al., 2010). Second, according to the reciprocity norms delineated by social exchange theory (Gouldner, 1960), the impact of relational resources is driven both by context and individual characteristics/perceptions. Customer’s reception to relationship marketing depends on the retailer and individual factors (Ashley et al., 2011). A better understanding of such factors should help marketers fine-tune their relationship marketing offerings and justify their investments. 

[bookmark: _Hlk104841625]Third, this study aims to examine the extent of gratitude-induced consumer loyalty within the relationship marketing paradigm (Palmatier et al., 2009) by empirically validating the relationship marketing investments-gratitude-customer loyalty model adapted from Huang (2015) in an emerging economy context. Cultural differences such as long-term orientation (LTO) and individualism tend to affect the impact of relational benefits in promoting customer trust and satisfaction (Wei et al., 2015). With India high on individualism and low on LTO compared to Taiwan (Hofstede et al., 2001), where Huang (2015) validated the RMI-gratitude-customer loyalty linkage, we expect that the differential effect of various RMIs would vary in a different cultural context like India. For example, compared to cultures low on individualism, high individualistic cultures prefer more differentiation and uniqueness (Gong et al., 2007). Thus, the expectation is that Indian customers may have a higher appreciation for unique and differentiating RMIs than their Taiwanese counterparts. A gratitude driven framework is chosen as gratitude predicts favorable business outcomes in the B2C relationship marketing paradigm better than traditional marketing constructs like trust and commitment (Mishra, 2016). 
	This study contributes to the relationship marketing literature in several ways. This research empirically validates the relationship marketing investments-gratitude-customer loyalty linkage, and identifies the set of relevant relationship marketing tactics that work in an emerging marketing context. Specifically, this research finds that preferential treatment and interpersonal communication are significant contributors to customer gratitude, which aligns with Huang (2015) study done in an economically well-developed market. This study also contributes to the extant literature by examining the role of various moderating conditions - retailer brand strength, perceived regularity of purchase, the channel of shopping (online/offline), and gender, for a high involvement product. The results show that not all moderators affect the association between relationship marketing investments, customer gratitude, and customer loyalty. Overall, the results suggest ways to help marketing managers realign and fine-tune their customer offerings to get higher customer loyalty.
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: First, the following section briefly discusses the literature. The next section describes the hypotheses developed, followed by the methodology section. The fifth section describes the results; the sixth section presents the discussion and conclusion. The seventh section discusses the theoretical and managerial implications. The final section discusses the limitations of this study and presents future research directions. 
2. Literature Review
2.1 Gratitude
Gratitude is defined as ‘a customer's purchasing behaviors being motivated by a felt obligation to reciprocate seller-provided benefits’ (Huang, 2015, p. 1319). Relationship marketing investments, if done non-contractually, demonstrate higher levels of gratitude in the recipients/customers (Palmatier et al., 2009). Based on the affect theory of social exchange, Lawler (2001) suggests that when a customer is the recipient of unspoken or apparent benefits in a social exchange, the nature of these benefits define the amount and type of emotional response received from the customer. Analogously, when the customer perceives a successful social exchange with the retailer, she/he is likely to develop positive emotions such as gratitude. This construct positively affects the customer’s overall satisfaction, which is suggestive of the ability of gratitude to trigger some cognitive mechanism in a customer, which eventually leads to the development of a long-term relationship with the benefactor (Fazal et al., 2017). The emotion of gratitude positively influences individuals' willingness to reciprocate (Mpinganjira, 2019). Gratitude act as a bridge between transactional and relational exchange paradigms (e.g., Anderson and Narus, 1990). Because of its significant behavioral implications on business profit growths, customer gratitude is suggested as a “more important bright-side mediator” than some of the other relational variables (Wetzel et al., 2014, p. 16). 
2.2 Relationship marketing investments (RMIs)
[bookmark: _Hlk88344365]Relationship marketing refers to the seller’s activities involving time, effort, and resources to initiate, nurture and foster a resilient relationship with the customer (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Palmatier et al., 2006). Strong perceptions about a firm’s RMIs to build and maintain relationships positively affect the feeling of reciprocity and help reduce the feeling of cynicism (Fazal et al., 2017). RMIs' impact on favorable marketing outcomes like customer loyalty and customer WoMs is mediated by customer-focused relational mediators like trust, commitment, relationship quality, and relationship satisfaction (Palmatier et al., 2006). Palmatier et al. (2006) propose three broad categories of antecedents to various relational mediators in offline retail context. First, customer-focused antecedents comprise the relationship benefits and dependence on the seller. Second, seller-focused antecedents comprise the relationship investment and seller expertise. Third, dyadic antecedents include communication, similarity, relationship duration, interaction frequency, and conflict (Palmatier et al., 2006, p. 137). Similarly, in an online retail context, relationship investment (a seller-focused antecedent) and communication (a dyadic antecedent) act as antecedents to relational mediators (Verma et al., 2016). Consistent with the works of De Wulf et al. (2001) and Huang (2015), this current research adopts the RMIs of tangible rewards, direct mail, preferential treatment, and interpersonal communication as antecedents to customer gratitude. As per the reciprocity norms suggested by social exchange theory (Gouldner, 1960), when a customer perceives a seller’s deliberate relationship marketing efforts, he/she tries to gauge the giver’s motives, which leads to the engagement of his/her emotional state, generation of the feeling of gratitude, and an increase in the desire to repay those efforts, which is eventually a gratitude-based reciprocal behavior (Palmatier et al., 2009).
Although the impact of perceived relationship marketing investments (RMIs) on customer gratitude has been examined at the aggregate level (e.g., Fazal et al., 2014), extant literature lacks examination of the differential impact of specific RMIs in an emerging economy context. As developed markets have matured, firms operating in developed markets have a better understanding and management of customer knowledge than emerging market and offer greater adjustments in their service levels, resulting in higher customer-perceived relational investments and relationship quality (Olavarría-Jaraba et al., 2018). Firms in emerging markets are investing heavily to attract and retain customers; however, with nearly 70 percent of Indians perceiving little differentiation among providers[footnoteRef:1], it is imperative to understand the role and differential impact of the existing relational practices in an emerging economy like India. Even though relational reciprocity is deemed a universal norm, cultural and individual differences influence reciprocity levels (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Cultural differences influence the relationship between the relational mediator such as commitment and relationship investments such as - communication, relationship duration, seller expertise, and dependence on the seller (Samaha et al., 2014). As the context varies depending upon the country or economy, one fit model of relationship marketing may not be suitable, and research must explore which business strategies may work in which context (Flambard-Ruaud, 2005). Consumer behaviors differ in developing nations as customers perceive differently and have different shopping orientations and store loyalty; specifically, in the Indian context, relationship inclination has emerged as an important factor that impacts store loyalty (Khare, 2012). [1:  https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/catalyst/decoding-customer-loyalty-today/article64576496.ece] 

Due to the relational complexities between various variables, researchers often advocate including moderation analysis while examining existing research models (Henseler and Fassott, 2010, p. 716). Moderating variables play a crucial role in decoding customer behavior (Baron and Kenny, 1986). Extant research highlights the importance of various customer, relational, and marketplace-related moderators on customer experience evaluations (e.g., satisfaction) and future intentions/actual behaviors (Seiders et al., 2005). Within the reciprocity literature, while the relationship between customer gratitude and customer loyalty has been extensively examined (Fazal et al., 2017; Huang, 2015), a specific examination of the impact of potential moderators is lacking. Therefore, similar to Seiders et al. (2005), we examine the moderating effect of some of the untested customer related and marketplace related factors on RMIs-customer gratitude-customer loyalty linkage. 
One marketplace factor considered in this study is the retailer brand strength, known for positively influencing customer attitude and behavior (Koll and von Wallpach, 2009). With a higher positive attitude towards a strong brand (Casidy and Wymer, 2015), customers are likely to demonstrate a higher reception and acknowledgment of the retailer’s relationship efforts (Kumar et al., 2003). Although extant marketing research considers brand strength as an important element in relationship marketing (Christy et al., 1996), there is a paucity of literature on the specific examination of the influence of retailer brand strength on relationship marketing investments.
Regarding customer related factors, as per identity theory (Oyserman, 2009), broader identities such as gender are prominent across multiple decision-making contexts and influence decision-making. By examining the moderating role of gender, this study addresses the extant literature's call to understand better gender’s role in reciprocity research (Kolyesnikova et al., 2009). These authors suggest that since females are driven more by a “sense of responsibility to and for others” than males, a sense of obligation often prompts them to purchase even when they do not feel grateful (p. 204), which may influence their affective response to various RMIs. Further, one individual-level characteristic studied to a lesser extent in relationship marketing literature is customer perceived regularity of purchase. Highly competitive retailing environment calls for a better understanding of the role played by customer regularity (Calvo-Porral and Levy-Mangin, 2016). Customer regularity has a higher impact on customer’s receptiveness to relationship programs than satisfaction (Ashley et al., 2011). Despite influencing customer reception, extant literature lacks examination of the differential impact of perceived regularity on the association between relationship marketing investments and customers’ reciprocal behaviors (De Wulf et al., 2001; Yoon et al., 2008). 
Further, while the role of customer gratitude as a relational mediator between RMIs and customer experience evaluations has been explored for offline context (e.g., Fazal et al., 2017), very few studies have attempted to investigate the role of customer gratitude in the online context (e.g., Huggins et al., 2020). Thus, by comparing the impact on relational constructs in online and offline retail contexts, we attempt to extend the research line of comparing and contrasting existing relational constructs in different contexts (online versus offline) and examine their efficacy (Walsh et al., 2010). (refer to Figure 1 for the proposed model).
"Inset Figure 1 about here"
3. Hypotheses development
[bookmark: _Hlk104929924]3.1 Direct mail - Direct mail refers to the personalized direct mail/e-mail/ SMS communication sent to the customer for information, utilizing the online tool of personalized e-mails (and not bulk) and the offline tool of direct mails sent to customers. Both online/offline retailers can use either tool to send information to the customer. Perceived relationship quality (which positively influences loyalty) increases because of the personalization of communication between buyers and sellers (De Wulf et al., 2001). Direct mail positively influences customer’s perceptions of the retailer’s relational investment highlighting the retailer’s wilful effort to establish and maintain a relationship (Yoon et al., 2008). Stream of personalized communication between buyer and seller such as mailing and informing customers about offers that either indicate substantial retailer’s sacrifice or which informs the customer about the availability of some out-of-stock items, which the customer has wished for a long time, may, as per social exchange theory’s reciprocity norms (Gouldner, 1960), induce a sense of gratitude. There have been mixed results of the impact of direct mail in relationship marketing (Huang, 2015; Yoon et al., 2008). While Huang (2015) found no support for a positive impact of direct mail RMI tactic on customers gratitude, Yoon et al. (2008) reported that direct mail positively impacts customer’s perception of retailer’s RMIs. Thus, to further empirically investigate the role of direct mail (i.e., to establish the distinction between the impact of information sent by an online or offline retailer) in relationship marketing, this study includes this variable, and presents the following hypothesis:
H1: A higher perceived level of direct mail will lead to a higher level of customer gratitude.
3.2 Tangible rewards- Tangible rewards refer to customer’s perception about the redeemable coupons, reward points, and gifts obtained by the customer from the firm. In this study, online tangible rewards are conceptualized to include gifts and exclusive coupons for availing discounts at e-commerce websites. Offline tangible rewards include gifts and discount coupons offered for offline transactions. As stated above, the recipient is more likely to have the feeling of gratitude if the benefit received is favoured by the recipient (Graham, 1988), perceives that the retailer is making an investment in the relationship, and is driven by altruistic motives (Kim et al., 2018) hence, this study presents the following hypothesis:
H2: A higher perceived level of tangible rewards will lead to a higher level of customer gratitude.
3.3 Preferential treatment - This construct refers to the customer’s perception of receiving treatment and services better than others. Preferential treatment is “…. above and beyond standard firm value propositions and customer service practice.” (Lacey et al., 2007, p. 242). This study conceptualizes preferential treatment in an online context to incorporate free delivery, faster delivery, early access to special sales like – ‘Festival Dhamaka’ from Flipkart (an Indian e-tailer owned by Walmart, USA), and pay later options (to name a few); preferential treatment in the offline context includes either economic or customization benefits, or both (Gwinner et al., 1998). When controlled for individual-level differences, preferential treatment positively influences relational outcomes (Lacey et al., 2007). When receiving such benefits, a customer may develop a sense of gratitude (Gouldner, 1960). Thus, this study presents the following hypothesis:
H3: Higher the perceived level of preferential treatment, higher will be the customer gratitude.
3.4 Interpersonal communication - The customer’s perception of the nature of interactions with the retailer is referred to as interpersonal communication, which is often warm and presents a personal touch in the communication with the customer (De Wulf et al., 2001). Online tools for interpersonal communication include the customer relationship management team’s efforts, such as online chat and the personal and warm disposition of the customer-care workforce’s. Offline tools for interpersonal communication include the warm and personal communication approach of the sales staff. Offline/online retailers can use either of the above tools. Interpersonal relationship with the salesperson at an offline retail store enhances the store’s impression (Majumdar, 2005). Supportive employee-customer encounters encourage the incubation of gratitude and positive relational behaviors (Bock et al., 2016b). Thus, this study hypothesizes that:
H4: Higher the perceived level of interpersonal communication, higher will be the customer gratitude.
3.5 Customer loyalty
Behaviorally, loyalty is marked by enduring behavioral actions towards an item despite ‘situational influences,’ while attitudinally, loyalty is a ‘deeply-held commitment’ (Oliver, 1999). This study conceptualizes customer loyalty as behavioral loyalty with a positive attitude. Extant research recommends measuring real intentions and distinguishing purchase made due to loyalty towards retailer from other forms of purchase behaviors (which may suggest inertia of purchase such as habit or convenience; Toufaily et al., 2013). The cycle of reciprocity of positive response by the recipient of a valuable and intentionally rendered benefit by a giver helps develop the relationship (Bartlet and DeSteno, 2006). If a receiver in an exchange process expresses the feeling of gratitude towards the giver, it signals future opportunities for more exchanges (McAdams and Bauer, 2004). Thus, this study hypothesizes that:
H5: Customer gratitude positively affects customer loyalty.
3.6 Moderation Hypotheses
3.6.1 The online/offline shopping context
Store environment (online/offline) play an important role in influencing the impact of service quality parameters on customer trust and satisfaction (Hung et al., 2019). While interacting with computers, individuals apply social rules and social expectations and respond to them, treating them as independent information sources (Sundar and Nass, 2000). 
As online retailers can track their customers more closely than their offline counterparts, they communicate better customized promotions, which align better with customer’s needs (Zhang and Wedel, 2009). A customer has a higher appreciation for the retailer’s effort when the benefits desired by her/him are offered (Palmatier et al., 2006). Thus, the expectation is that direct mail will be more appreciated in the online shopping context than in the offline context. Also, due to ‘data churning’ techniques, online retailing can offer more meaningful rewards to customers (Chaston and Mangles, 2003), and the recipient is more likely to experience the feeling of gratitude if the benefit received is favored by the recipient (Graham, 1988); thus, the expectation is that the influence of tangible rewards on gratitude will differ by the online/offline shopping context. 
[bookmark: _Hlk88334787]Offline shopping is characterized by higher search costs, which is due to the cost of negotiating actual physical traffic, and the time and energy a consumer spends during product and price comparisons at different stores (Chiu et al., 2019). With online retail websites, customers can access the desired information or product without any major hassles. Thus, there is an expectation that preferential treatment has a higher appreciation in the offline shopping context than online shopping context. The element of interpersonal communication is quite limited while dealing with online retailers. The interaction is mainly with self-serving technologies, and a limited opportunity exists for interaction with service personnel, that is, the last mile interaction with the firm’s delivery person or complaint resolution help desk. Extant research suggests that the higher the opportunities for face-to-face communication, the higher is the opportunity for customers to process the retailers affective cues during interaction and thus generate a higher feeling of gratitude (Mishra, 2016). Therefore, interpersonal communication may have a higher impact in the offline shopping context. Hence, this study presents the following hypotheses:

H6a[i]: The relationship between direct mail and customer gratitude is higher (lower) in online (offline) shopping context.
H6a[ii]: The relationship between tangible rewards and customer gratitude is higher (lower) in online (offline) shopping context.
H6a[iii]: The relationship between preferential treatment and customer gratitude is higher (lower) in offline (online) shopping context.
H6a[iv]: The relationship between interpersonal communication and customer gratitude is higher (lower) in offline (online) shopping context.
Offline and online shopping contexts differ due to factors such as duration of interaction, brand presentation, information availability, and personal contact (Rose et al., 2011). Further, the extent to which customer loyalty gets manifested tends to differ based on online/offline shopping contexts. For example, while customer-related factors (e.g., perceived value) are good predictors of loyalty in offline shopping, online retailers must simultaneously also take care of customer satisfaction to achieve customer loyalty (Silva and Gonçalves, 2016). Further, because of lower switching costs of the online channels (Ansari et al.,2008), we expect a weaker (stronger) gratitude-loyalty relationship in the online (offline) shopping context and offer the following hypothesis
H6b: The relationship between customer gratitude and customer loyalty is significantly moderated by the shopping context (offline versus online), such that this relationship is higher (lower) in offline (online) shopping context.
[bookmark: _Hlk87788587]3.6.2 Customer’s gender
[bookmark: _Hlk87788020]Gender socialization theory suggests that boys and girls get exposed to different socialization processes resulting in different values, preferences, and expectations (Leaper and Friedman, 2007). Extant research suggests that males are more influenced by direct mail than females (Vafainia et al., 2019). Thus, the expectation is that males will have a higher appreciation for direct mailing efforts by the retailer than females. Social role theory suggests that due to the bigger caregiver role females often play in society, females are more economically conscious and seek more economic benefits (Eagly, Wood, and Diekman, 2000). Thus, it is likely that females are more influenced by a retailer’s effort demonstrating tangible rewards and, therefore, may have a higher appreciation for such effort. Males like to demonstrate their status and are likely to appreciate retailer’s efforts that help them stand out from the rest of the customers (Melnyk et al., 2009). Thus, the expectation is that males will have a higher preference for preferential treatment than females. Several research studies suggest that females have a higher liking for interpersonal relationships than men and demonstrate a higher sensitivity when dealing with others’ emotional states (e.g., Maccoby and Jacklin, 1978). Females are driven more by social interactions (Noble et al., 2006) and personalized attention than males (Melnyk et al., 2009). Hence the expectation is that females have a higher appreciation for the interpersonal communication marketing investments tactic than males. 
Therefore, based on the above discussion, this study hypothesizes that:

H7a[i]: The relationship between direct mail and customer gratitude is higher (lower) in males (females).
H7a[ii]: The relationship between tangible rewards and customer gratitude is higher (lower) in females (males).
H7a[iii]: The relationship between preferential treatment and customer gratitude is higher (lower) in males (females).
H7a[iv]: The relationship between interpersonal communication and customer gratitude is higher (lower) in females (males).
Purchase decisions in males (females) are more driven by appreciation and thankfulness (indebtness) for the benefits received (Kolyesnikova et al., 2009). Females (males) are more (less) prone to feel the obligation to respond on receipt of benefits (Kolyesnikova et al., 2009). While obligation is a short-term orientation approach where customers react immediately (e.g., buying the promotional product) and terminate the further relationship to ease the discomfort experienced, gratitude is a long-term oriented approach that results in higher customer loyalty (Dewani et al., 2016). Thuswe expect a weaker (stronger) gratitude-loyalty relationship for females (males) and offer the following hypothesis:
H7b: The relationship between customer gratitude and customer loyalty is significantly moderated by gender (female versus male) such that this relationship is higher (lower) in males(females).
3.6.3 Retailer brand strength
[bookmark: _Hlk87796527]While examining retailers as brands, Davies (1992) suggests two forms of retail brands- merchandise brands (retailer’s own brands) and process brands (the experience a retailer offers). A retail brand is a group of stores that has a “unique name, symbol, logo or combination thereof,” which helps customers recognize the goods and services at the retailer store, thus assisting in the differentiation of one retailer’s store offerings from that of another retailer (Ailawadi and Keller, 2004; Zentes et al., 2008, p. 167). This study uses the terms ‘retailer brand’ and ‘retail brand’ interchangeably.
[bookmark: _Hlk104920801]Grohs et al. (2016) conceptualize brand strength as “an evaluation or behavioral response such as commitment, trust, reputation, or recommendation that affects brand choice.” When overwhelmed with the options of comparable retailers, a customer looks to the brand information to make her/his purchase choices, highlighting the importance of brand strength (Swoboda et al., 2013). A retailer’s brand equity is established by more favorable customer responses to a retailer’s marketing actions than those of the competitors’ (Keller et al., 2011). A strong brand is characterized by exceedingly distinctive and advantageous affiliations it offers (Keller et al., 2011). Because of the unique and useful benefits offered by the retailer, customers may thus be more appreciative of such benefits compared to a weak retail brand. This study argues that the higher the favorable association with the retail brand, the higher is the influence of the firm’s relationship marketing tactic. Our assertion is supported by the extant finding, which suggests that the extent to which individual experiences a feeling of gratitude towards a benefactor is influenced by the recipient's perceived value of the benefit (Forster et al., 2017). Since strong (weak) brands offer more (less) unique associations which are valued more (less) by the customer (Keller et al., 2011), we expect the relationship between various RMIs and customer gratitude and between customer gratitude and customer loyalty to be stronger (weaker) for a strong (weak) retail brand. Thus, this study hypothesizes that:

H8a[i]: The relationship between direct mail and customer gratitude is higher (lower) when the retailer brand strength is high (low).
H8a[ii]: The relationship between tangible rewards and customer gratitude is higher (lower) when the retailer brand strength is high (low).
H8a[iii]: The relationship between preferential treatment and customer gratitude is higher (lower) when the retailer brand strength is high (low).
H8a[iv]: The relationship between interpersonal communication and customer gratitude is higher (lower) when the retailer brand strength is high (low).
Customer gratitude leads to higher customer affective commitment, which positively augments favorable customer intentions (Fazal-e-Hasan et al., 2017). Further, because of the higher perceived benefit a strong brand offers (Forster et al., 2017), brand strength is an important driver of a customer’s affective response (Dimofte et al., 2008) and is positively associated with customer loyalty (Casidy and Wymer, 2015). Thus, we anticipate that, compared to a weak retailer brand, the gratitude-induced affective commitment would be higher for a strong retailer brand, leading to higher customer loyalty. Hence, we propose the following hypothesis:
H8b: The relationship between customer gratitude and customer loyalty is significantly moderated by retailer brand strength such that this relationship is higher (lower) when retailer brand strength is high (low).
3.6.4 Customer perceived regularity
Hollmann et al. (2015) call for a better understanding of the differences in the relationship initiation process. Since gratitude is useful in converting even the non-customers to customers by influencing the effect of a firm’s communications (Bridger and Wood, 2017), a specific examination of which relationship marketing approach works may help retailers reorganize their strategies to be more productive. Even after designing relational programs, it is equally important, if not less, to investigate customer-related factors which may influence customers' relational behaviors (Ashley et al., 2011). In this regard, we look at one less studied customer-related variable- customer perceived regularity of purchase. Extant research uses the term ‘regularity’ to a store as a concept that contributes to consumer relationship (see De Wulf et al., 2001). Customer perceived regularity towards a store reflects the customer’s perception of regular purchases of a particular product category from that particular store. While customer perceived regularity reflects consistency in buying, which may be due to inertia, customer loyalty in this study considers both elements of behavior and positive attitude. Thus, this study considers customer loyalty and customer perceived regularity as related but distinct consumer variables. This study considers a high customer regularity in situations where “the customer regularly buys the electronic/ electrical item in a store and not simply visits the store to look around.” (De Wulf et al., 2001).
Social exchange theory generally assumes the rubric of a relationship’s rational economic perspective (Settoon et al., 1996), which often ignores the non-rational, that is, the emotional, spontaneous, and not well-reasoned actions to an external stimulus (Arrow, 1986). While evaluating perceived relationship value, affective elements of a relationship deserve similar importance, if not more, than the cognitive and functional elements (Sheth et al., 1991). Extant literature suggests that the occurrence of reciprocity is not bound by stage or type of relationship (Kozlenkova et al., 2017). The above discussion hints that customer reciprocity may exist even when the customer is less regular or in the initial relationship phase with the retailer. However, the magnitude of the impact of a retailer’s effort on customer gratitude may be contingent on levels of perceived regularity to the store for the following reasons - (a) higher number of visits offer buyers and sellers to have better behavioral information, thus allowing for better predictions which may lead to higher confidence (Anderson and Weitz, 1989), and (b) the higher the regularity of visits, the more opportunities for social interaction, which positively fuels customer relationship proneness (Odekerken-Schröder et al., 2003). Extant relationship marketing literature also suggests that the higher the perception of being a regular customer to a firm, the higher the customer’s receptivity to its RMIs tactics (Ashley et al., 2011). Thus, we postulate that the impact of RMIs on customer reciprocity is contingent on customer regularity. Thus, this study presents the following hypotheses:
H9a[i]: The relationship between direct mail and customer gratitude is higher (lower) when the customer perceived regularity is high(low).
H9a[ii]: The relationship between tangible rewards and customer gratitude is higher (lower) when the customer perceived regularity is high(low).
H9a[iii]: The relationship between preferential treatment and customer gratitude is higher (lower) when the customer perceived regularity is high(low).
H9a[iv]: The relationship between interpersonal communication and customer gratitude is higher (lower) when the customer perceived regularity is high(low).
Customer perceived regularity refers to the consistency of buying products from a particular retailer. This regularity allows retailers to interact more with customers and vice versa. Broadly speaking, such regularity might indicate the social distance between retailer and customer as it may reflect the extent to which customers feel closer to the retailer (Ashley et al., 2011). The retailer may better understand the customer's need and offer better services with such regular interactions. This may lead to higher consumer affective state and may foster higher customer loyalty (Bock et al., 2016a). Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:
H9b: The relationship between customer gratitude and customer loyalty is significantly moderated by the customer perceived regularity of purchase (high versus low) such that this relationship is higher (lower) when customer perceived regularity is high (low).
4. Research methodology
4.1 Data collection
Data was collected using the convenience sampling technique by administering an offline structured survey to students from a business school in the northern part of India. Student samples have been used in various relationship marketing studies (e.g., Gordon et al., 1998). Out of 412 surveys that were administered, 27 were removed due to incomplete responses. Total valid surveys were 385. Respondents were asked to respond to the survey keeping in mind their recent purchase mode (i.e., online or offline) and indicating the same while responding. Relationship marketing tactics work better for high-involvement purchases (Gordon et al., 1998). Thus, to adequately capture the proposed moderation effects, this study adopts a high involvement product category: electronic/electrical items such as laptops, mobiles, speakers, music system, printers, scanners, hard drives, and similar electronic/electrical items. Out of a total of 385 valid responses, 275 (110) respondents were male (female), and 181 (204) responses were received for the offline (online) retail shopping context. Participation in the survey was completely voluntary and no incentive was given to any of the participants. Table 1A shows the frequency of responses against specific retailers in both the offline (online) retail shopping context.
4.2 Measurement
Existing literature was used to identify the source of measurement for the constructs used to test the theoretical model. The list of items (modified as required) is mentioned in Table 1B. Retailer brand strength is measured using existing measures (Grohs et al., 2016) consisting of a three-item scale (Cronbach’s α = 0.93, items modified as required). The overall retailer brand strength is the average score of multiple items. Customer perceived regularity is assessed by asking respondents to mark their purchase regularity on a seven-point Likert type scale (Yoon et al., 2008). Structural equation modeling was used to test the proposed model using AMOS (Version 18.0). Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) is used to assess the convergent and discriminant validity. Results of the CFA are given in Table 2, which report the descriptive statistics, standardized loadings, average variance extracted (AVE), and composite reliability (CR).
All coefficient alphas are more than 0.60 as recommended (Churchill, 1979), thus demonstrating the internal consistency of the constructs. AVEs are more than 0.50 demonstrating sufficient convergent validity (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Tables 3 show inter-construct correlations. The diagonal items in Tables 3 are the square root values of AVEs, which are all greater than the inter-construct correlations, suggesting the discriminant validity of the constructs (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).  
"Inset Table 1A, 1B, 2, and 3 about here"
Harman’s single factor test was performed using SPSS Version 24 to assess the extent of CMB. Exploratory factor analysis with a single factor solution (un-rotated) explained 34.95% of the total variance, which is less than the majority. The common latent factor test results did not show a difference of more than 0.20 between the standardized regression estimate for both models. These results suggest that CMB is not an issue in this study (Podsakoff et al., 2003).
5. Empirical results
In order to establish the overall fit of the measurement model, several goodness-of-fit indices are reviewed: χ2=499.549, df=174, χ2/df=2.871 (p<0.05), CFI=0.943; IFI=0.943; TLI=0.931; RMSEA=0.070. The battery of fit indices establishes a reasonably good fit between the proposed model and the data (Hair et al., 2010).
For testing the hypothesized model, the structural model gives the following fit indices: χ2=519.00, df=178, χ2/df=2.916 (p<0.05), CFI=0.940; IFI=0.941; TLI=0.929; RMSEA=0.071. 
5.1 Findings
This study finds that direct mail and tangible rewards are not significant antecedents of customer gratitude towards the retailer (no support for H1 and H2, Table 4). Huang (2015) found that tangible rewards have significant impact on customer gratitude. One possible reason for the non-significant impact of tangible rewards may be the customer perception that such rewards provide additional financial gains to the retailer (Fazal et al., 2014). Customers may perceive that such rewards are more self-serving to retailers, thus failing to generate an affective response to the retailer’s efforts. Preferential treatment (H3 is significant) and interpersonal communication (H4 is significant) emerge as influential antecedents of customer gratitude. Finally, gratitude is a significant predictor of loyalty (H5) (Table 4).
The R2 values for two endogenous variables, gratitude and loyalty, are 0.57 and 0.13, respectively. The procedure suggested by Baron and Kenny (1986) is used to test the mediation effect of the construct gratitude, which indicate that gratitude fully mediates the relationship between the two significant investments (i.e., preferential treatment, interpersonal communication) and customer loyalty (Table 5).
"Inset Table 4and 5 about here"
In order to test an alternate model, all the relationship marketing tactic items were allowed to load on a single factor. The resulting model produces fit indices that are worse than the proposed model: χ2=1775.591, df=186, χ2/df=9.546 (p<0.05), CFI=0.721; IFI=0.722; TLI=0.685; RMSEA=0.149. This test acts as a robustness check for the empirical findings for the proposed model.
5.2 Multi-group analysis
A multi-group analysis is used to test the proposed moderation effects. The median split approach was used on the retailer brand strength for categorizing respondents into two groups: low and high brand strength. Based on responses for perceived regularity of purchase from the retailer, respondents are divided into two groups: Low- where respondents rate their regularity as being less than four on a seven-point Likert type scale and, high - where respondents rate regularity at least four on the same scale (see, De Wulf et al., 2001; Yoon et al., 2008).
"Inset Table 6 about here"
5.2.1 Moderation effect – online/offline context
Out of 385 valid responses, 181 (204) responses are received for offline (online) retail shopping context. For this pair, the chi-square difference test between the unconstrained and the fully constrained model is significant (p =0.050) (Table 6), suggesting the moderating effect of the shopping context (H6). Table 7a contains the results for each hypothesized path constrained for the moderation test, and we find that the path Gratitude  Loyalty is significant. This study finds support for H6b, but does not find any support for hypotheses H6a[i], H6a[ii], H6a[iii], and H6a[iv].
5.2.2 Moderation effect – gender
Out of 385 valid responses, 275 (110) respondents are male (female). The chi-square difference test is significant (p = 0.028) (Table 6), suggesting the moderation effect of gender on the hypothesized paths (H7). Table 7a contains the results for each hypothesized path constrained for the moderation test. This study finds support for hypotheses H7a[ii], H7a[iii], H7a[iv]. However, no support is obtained H7a[i] and only marginal support for H7b.
"Inset Table 7a about here"
5.2.3 Moderation effect- Retailer Brand Strength
Of all the responses received, 152 (233) respondents report low (high) retailer brand strength. The chi-square difference test is not significant (p = 0.142) (Table 6), thus not supporting the hypotheses H8a[i], H8a[ii], H8a[iii], H8a[iv] and H8b.
5.2.4 Moderation effect – perceived regularity
From among the responses received, 208 (177) respondents display low (high) perceived regularity of shopping with their chosen retailers. The chi-square difference test is marginally significant (p = 0.096) (Table 6), and this study finds that the path Preferential Treatment  Gratitude (H9a[iii]) is significant. Table 7b shows the results for the individual hypothesized paths. Therefore, this study finds weak support for H9a, and no support for H9a[i], H9a[ii], H9a[iv], and H9b.
"Inset Table 7b about here"
[bookmark: _Hlk64201254]6. Discussion and conclusion
This study contributes to the knowledge of customer gratitude by empirically investigating the RMIs-gratitude-loyalty model as proposed by Huang (2015) and empirically examining some of the untested moderators in an emerging economy context. This study examines the moderation effect of retailer brand strength, gender, and perceived regularity on relationship marketing tactics’ impact on customer gratitude and customer gratitude’s influence on customer loyalty in both online/offline purchase contexts of high involvement products which were lacking in past studies (De Wulf et al., 2001; Huang, 2015; Yoon et al., 2008). 
The results from the study suggest that direct mail is a non-significant predictor of customer gratitude. Possibly, customer considers direct mail as just a hygiene factor and hence customers doesn’t have any significant affective response to this effort by the retailers. This study suggests that tangible rewards fail to influence customer gratitude towards the retailer significantly. This finding is somewhat consistent with the previous study by Grosso et al. (2018), which suggest that store promotions often fail to enhance customer’s value for money perception. The charm of tangible rewards reduces as more retailers offer such benefits to a broader customer base (De Wulf et al., 2001). The results suggest that probably both RMI tactics of direct mail and tangible rewards fail the test of (a) perceived value, (b) perceived investment in the relationship, and (c) altruistic motives (Kim et al., 2018). The retailers need to relook at their relational information processes (Jayachandran et al., 2005) and refine these processes to the extent possible.
[bookmark: _Hlk103794578]One possible reason for the non-significant finding for preferential treatment impact on customer gratitude in the online shopping context could be that the customers may have become habitual of receiving such benefits. Routine reception of such benefits makes customers adjust emotionally, thus failing to acknowledge the retailer’s efforts and have any affective feelings (Watkins, 2014). Preferential treatment with high selectivity, positively influences customer behavior (Xia and Kinney, 2014). Customers are concerned with not just the preferential treatment they receive, but also with what others do not get in similar, or close to similar benefit levels (Drèze and Nunes, 2009). Regarding the significant impact of interpersonal communication on customer gratitude towards retailer, this study reinforces the importance of the employee’s extra-role behaviors and information sharing tendencies (Mangus et al., 2017). These results resonate with the finding that social benefits, in general, have a greater influence on customer perceived value and customer loyalty vis-à-vis the special treatment benefits (Gremler et al., 2020). The effect of customer gratitude on customer loyalty is lower in this study than similar study with Taiwanese sample (Huang, 2015). This finding aligns with the assertion that as individualism increases (India being higher on individualism than Taiwan; Hofstede et al., 2001), the impact of the relational mediator (customer gratitude) on performance (customer loyalty) decreases (Samaha et al., 2014).
[bookmark: _Hlk87919679][bookmark: _Hlk87919746]An examination of the moderation effect of the channel of purchase (i.e., online/offline) indicates that, in an offline context, gratitude has a higher impact on customer loyalty (β = 0.549, p<0.05) vis-à-vis the online context (β = 0.286, p<0.05). This result resonates with extant literature findings that customers show less loyalty in online shopping due to lower switching costs and less interpersonal interaction (Ansari et al.,2008). The moderation results on gender suggest that statistically speaking, men (women) are influenced more by preferential treatment (interpersonal communication) relationship marketing tactic. These findings align with assertions that while males prefer demonstrating their status (Melnyk et al., 2009), females like social interactions (Noble et al., 2006). Interestingly, the ability of gratitude to induce loyalty is higher in males (β = 0.40, p<0.05) than in females (β = 0.259, p<0.05). One possible reason for this result could be that females, upon receipt of relational benefits, may develop a sense of ‘obligation’ to revert (Kolyesnikova et al., 2009), which may have limitations in inducing customer loyalty.
This study suggests that people who are high on regularity of making high involvement product purchase from a retailer tend to be more influenced by preferential treatment, abet marginally. One possible reason for only marginal support for the moderation effect of perceived regularity could be that many regular customers deem relational benefits contractual. The overall non-significant impact of retailer brand strength could be because customers consider all the retailer brands (that they reported) as comparable (as is suggested by the high median value of 6 on a scale of 7). This finding reaffirms the extant literature that brand strength is a relative term, and its influence is not be seen in isolation (Martin and Heinonen, 2013). Also, the measure used in the current study conceptualized retailer brand strength consisting of reputation, trust, and positive image (Grohs et al., 2016). It may be possible that this instrument used to measure retailer brand strength may not have captured adequate information about the retailer. Future studies can re-examine the results by considering a different and diverse measure[footnoteRef:2] (e.g., Jara and Cliquet, 2012). [2:  We would like to thank the reviewers for pointing this out.] 

7. Implications
7.1 Theoretical implications
This study successfully validates the relationship marketing investments – gratitude - loyalty model (Huang, 2015) in a high involvement product purchase scenario. By adapting the RMI-gratitude-loyalty model (Huang, 2015) in an emerging economy context like India, we answer the call in the extant literature to revalidate the existing results in different countries (Hallikainen and Laukkanen, 2021). The mixed results for the impact of direct mail in the literature (Huang, 2015; Yoon et al., 2008) suggest that it may be a region-specific consumer characteristic. The results that interpersonal communication emerges as the most significant influencer followed by preferential treatment are, to some extent, in line with the assertion that often, social marketing investments have a more significant influence than economic investment over perceived value (Zainol et al., 2016). Further, this study contributes to the existing RM literature by linking customer gratitude with customer loyalty, conceptualized as behavioral loyalty with a positive attitude, strengthening the argument for considering gratitude as a useful relational mediator in an emerging market context.
The study also examines the boundary conditions (gender, perceived regularity, retailer brand strength, and channel of purchase), which influences the various relationships in the model. Examining the moderating role of gender gives useful insights: even though males have a lower feeling of gratitude than females, the transfer of this feeling of gratitude into loyalty is higher for males. The non-significant impact of retailer brand strength may be attributed to the customer perception that the provided benefits are part and parcel of the basic services offered by the strong brands (Glynn, 2010). Furthermore, this study establishes the discriminant validity between gratitude and tangible rewards by a more stringent empirical measure (Huang, 2015).
7.2 Managerial implications
Business managers who prefer to focus on the traditional format of brick-and-mortar stores may focus on preferential treatment and interpersonal communication, especially in high involvement product categories. At the same time, pure online retailers can reap the benefits of interpersonal communication. Importantly, as the tangible rewards can easily be replicated, retailers are advised to focus more on social elements, which are difficult to replicate (Shetty and Basri, 2018). Our results caution retailers in emerging economies: they must avoid replicating RMIs often used in developed economies and draft more region-specific approaches. The managers need to re-examine their relational information processes (Jayachandran et al., 2005) models and come up with rewards and associations which customers actually value. Customers probably treat direct mail and tangible rewards as hygiene factors. Retailers may like to consider this aspect while mailing customers about promotional schemes. Direct mails may be suitably realigned to highlight and promote the core benefits customer can avail of at the retailer. 
The results in this study suggest that gratitude is hard to come by in males, but if it occurs, it may lead to higher loyalty. Since males (females) are more prone to being positively influenced by preferential treatment (interpersonal communication), customer relationship programs may be suitably modified. Since the perceived regularity has only a marginally significant effect, firms may benefit even from newer consumers by demonstrating higher service levels during the initial interactions (Gremler et al., 2020). Surprise rewards often positively influence customer gratitude (Steinhoff and Palmatier, 2016), and retailers may fast track customer onboarding by offering surprise benefits to even new customers (Kim et al., 2021). For regular customers, providing confidence benefits (e.g., showcasing reliability) and social benefits (e.g., training and assisting frontline employees to recognize customers) can help retailers enhance customer’s feeling of gratitude (Lee et al., 2014). As new customers experience higher anxiety, firms are advised to target them with preferential treatment and proper interpersonal communication, reducing their perceived purchase risk and thus gaining higher customer emotional appreciation (Eggert et al., 2019). Despite the non-significant impact of retailer brand strength, business managers must not undermine its importance, as it may be a significant contributor in attracting newer customers (Wang and Zhang, 2018). For increasing customer’s appreciation of the retailer’s relationship marketing effort, retailers are advised to consider business strategies that offer unique associations, especially in high involvement product categories (Mühlbacher et al., 2016).
8. Limitations and future directions
This study is bound by some limitations, which need to be noted. First, cross-sectional data collection from a student sample impacts the study’s generalizability. Second, the study reports findings based on customers’ self-declared intentions. Complementing customers’ self–declared intentions with retailer data could help address these concerns. Third, this study does not take into account the impact of customer’s enrolment in firm’s loyalty programme on proposed relationships. Future research may include this variable to further enhance understanding of the impact of various RMIs investments. The lack of support for the moderating role of retailer brand strength may be re-examined with an extensive and diverse sample size and a variety of brands. Future research may further investigate the specific role of gratitude at granular levels. Researchers may examine and contrast the magnitude of gratitude in the purchase of low-involvement products. In sum, we hope that our research contributes to new avenues of future research and impacts marketing practice.
[bookmark: _Hlk64228553]
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