
17Relationship Marketing as a Path to Sustainable Development of Enterprises...

   Zeszyty Naukowe 
Akademii Górnośląskiej
Nr 5/2024 (17), s. 17 - 27
DOI: 10.53259/2024.05.02

ISSN 2956-6673
e-ISSN 2956-6681  

Marzena Góralczyk
Uniwersytet Zielonogórski
Zielona Góra, Polska
e-mail: m.goralczyk@wez.uz.zgora.pl
ORCID 0000-0003-2048-5386

RELATIONSHIP MARKETING AS A PATH TO SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT OF ENTERPRISES (PERSPECTIVES OF THE 

YOUNG GENERATION)

MARKETING RELACYJNY JAKO DROGA DO ZRÓWNOWAŻONEGO ROZWOJU 
PRZEDSIĘBIORSTW (PERSPEKTYWA MŁODEGO POKOLENIA)

Keywords: relationship marketing, sustainable development, empirical research, enterprise, employees, young generation
Słowa kluczowe: marketing relacji, zrównoważony rozwój, badania empiryczne, przedsiębiorstwo, pracownicy, młode pokolenie

Abstract
The aim of the study is to answer the following questions: how do employees of enterprises – representatives 
of the young generation assess the care in building proper relations with business partners with whom 
the enterprise/organization cooperates and what activities contribute to building good relations? The 
background for the research was a literature review in the fi eld of relationship marketing and the concept 
of sustainable development of enterprises.

The theoretical part shows the essence of relationship marketing, its areas of application and its 
importance in practice. Moreover, the idea of sustainable development of the enterprise and its importance 
for the development of the company and the environment was presented. Empirical research conducted 
among respondents from enterprises and organizations in the Lubuskie voivodship. Employees of 
enterprises show a high sense of the importance of their actions for shaping relationships with business 
partners. This is based on: communication, building a good image, meeting the needs and expectations 
of external entities and joint activities for the local community. An original, author’s approach to the 
assessment of relationship marketing was presented, which may constitute a set of guidelines for 
further diagnosis and modifi cation of the development paths of a business entity, also in the perspective 
dimension. Its application can be universal, and the research results obtained on its basis can support 
programs aimed at improving the management of various types of economic entities, also in the context 
of shaping their sustainable development.

Streszczenie
Celem opracowania jest odpowiedź na następujące pytania: jak pracownicy przedsiębiorstw – przedstawicie-
le młodego pokolenia oceniają dbałość o budowanie właściwych relacji z partnerami biznesowymi, z którymi 
współpracuje przedsiębiorstwo/organizacja oraz jakie działania przyczyniają się do budowania dobrych relacji? 
Tłem dla badań był przegląd literatury z zakresu marketingu relacyjnego i koncepcja zrównoważonego rozwoju 
przedsiębiorstw. Część teoretyczna ukazuje istotę marketingu relacyjnego, jego obszary zastosowań i znaczenie 
w praktyce. Ponadto, przedstawiono ideę zrównoważonego rozwoju przedsiębiorstwa i jej znaczenie dla rozwoju 
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firmy i otoczenia. Badania empiryczne przeprowadzono wśród respondentów z przedsiębiorstw i organizacji 
z województwa lubuskiego. Pracownicy przedsiębiorstw wykazują wysokie poczucie znaczenia swoich działań 
dla kształtowania relacji z partnerami biznesowymi. Opiera się ono na: komunikacji, budowaniu dobrego wize-
runku, zaspokajaniu potrzeb i oczekiwań podmiotów zewnętrznych oraz wspólnych działaniach na rzecz lokal-
nej społeczności. Przedstawiono oryginalne, autorskie podejście do oceny marketingu relacyjnego, które może 
stanowić zbiór wytycznych do dalszej diagnozy i modyfikacji ścieżek rozwoju podmiotu gospodarczego, także 
w wymiarze perspektywicznym. Jej zastosowanie może mieć charakter uniwersalny, a uzyskane na jej podstawie 
wyniki badań mogą być wsparciem programów mających na celu doskonalenie zarządzania różnymi typami pod-
miotów gospodarczych, także w kontekście kształtowania ich zrównoważonego rozwoju.

INTRODUCTION

In the face of changing conditions for the functioning of enterprises, in an unpredictable future, managers 
often ask themselves the question of how to find new sources of competitive advantage. Company 
employees at all levels can play an important role. It is important to know the opinions of employees who, 
through their actions, contribute to shaping relations with the environment. Employees – representatives 
of enterprises enter, either directly or indirectly, in continuous interactions with their business partners, 
which in terms of representatives of the closest environment include: customers, suppliers, recipients as 
well as other economic entities with which enterprises cooperate. In order for it to be fruitful, resulting 
not only in short-term success, but also translate into building a long-term cooperation platform, it is 
necessary to get to know the opinions of company employees about the conditions shaping these 
relations. It is a valuable source of information on how a particular entity – enterprise/organization 
perceives its position, what set of conditions can strengthen it in terms of relations with the environment. 
Thanks to this approach, the company will achieve measurable benefits by implementing its vision of 
development.
The aim of the study is to answer the following questions: how young employees of the enterprise 
assess the care for building proper relations with suppliers, recipients, customers and other entities with 
which the enterprise/organization cooperates, what activities, in their opinion, contribute to building 
good relations with these stakeholders.

The basis for writing the article is the challenge for companies in the face of turbulence in the environment 
and taking into account the perspective of representatives of the young generation who, adapting 
to the new realities of the functioning of the business sphere, may represent their own perspective on the 
implementation of relationship marketing in practice. Managers are now facing new challenges requiring, 
in particular, to demonstrate the skills of the so-called “soft management”, which is based on the foundation 
of a psychological sense of building appropriate relationships with the environment in crisis situations. 
How will young employees, top management and finally the enterprise as a “whole organism” cope? 
The background to the considerations undertaken is a reference to the idea of sustainable development of 
enterprises, which is an important dimension of their functioning in the times of present and future 
challenges.

The theoretical part of the article presents various approaches to relationship marketing, its determinants 
and conditions, and shows its meaning. The idea of sustainable development of the enterprise was also 
shown, as well as its application and importance for the company’s development.

Moreover, the study was prepared based on the results of empirical research conducted from April 
to September 2023 on a group of people employed in the Lubuskie voivodeship.
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SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT OF THE ENTERPRISE – IDEA, APPLICATION, AND 
IMPORTANCE FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE COMPANY

Including the issues of sustainable development in the activities of enterprises is now an important issue, 
not only from the point of view of the enterprise itself, but also, and perhaps primarily due to the functioning of 
societies on the micro and macro scale [Lis, Ptak, 2022, p. 4017]. This statement shows the importance of 
such a significant concept in today’s era. The necessity and need to integrate the company’s activities, 
including the strategic dimension, with the direction of sustainable development, results from 
environmental conditions in the form of legislation, expectations of customers, investors, and global 
and social conditions of the environment.

The process of sustainable development of an enterprise can be referred not only to internal 
relations, such as management – employees, but also to determining how relations are shaped between 
the organization and its stakeholders [Poskrobko, 2015, p. 53]. According to A. Misztal [2019, p. 36]: 
Sustainable development of enterprises means taking actions aimed at achieving their basic economic goal and 
supplementing it with issues related to taking care of the social and environmental aspects of its operation 
(in accordance with the adopted ecological standards). The phases of transforming an enterprise into 
a sustainable organization that will be able to meet the challenges of the future are presented by A. 
Pabian [2017, p. 13]. For such an undertaking to be successful, it should include the following phases:

Development and implementation in the enterprise of an educational and training program regarding global, 
national and local ecological and social problems and their solutions.

•	 Establishing a task force.
•	 Determining the scope and depth of changes.
•	 Preparation of a change plan.
•	 Carrying out changes.
•	 Control and evaluation of results.” He is of the opinion that [Pabian, p.15]: Creating sustainable enterprises 

is one of the challenges for modern societies.

W.M. Grudzewski et al. [2010, p. 27] percieve sustainable development in relation to an enterprise as 
the enterprise’s ability to continuously learn, adapt and develop, revitalize, reconstruct and reorient in 
order to maintain a lasting and distinctive position on the market. This position is possible by offering 
above-average value to buyers, creating new opportunities and goals of the company and implementing 
them while balancing the interests of various groups.

The implementation of sustainable development by enterprises requires many postulates, which 
include: determining the impact of the enterprise on its environment, building an appropriate image 
that emphasizes the positive impact on the environment and society, multidimensional management.

RELATIONSHIP MARKETING – ESSENCE, APPLICATION AREAS, MEANING IN 
PRACTICE

There are a lot of different approaches to relationship marketing. As a result of a literature analysis 
covering 72 definitions along with 50 general constructs defining relationship marketing, A. K. Agariya 
and D. Singh [2011, p. 228] came to the conclusion that: the core of all definitions revolves around acquisition, 
retention, profitability enhancement, a long-term orientation, and a win– win situation for all stakeholders of the 
organization. Achieving benefits based on this approach is also emphasized by E. Gummesson [2017, p. 
16]. He adopts that going from the current fragmented approach of marketing to a holistic and theory-
based approach, „linking theory with practice”.

At this point, one should refer to showing what types of relationships can illustrate the mutual 
interactions between entities/stakeholders in the business sphere? Morgan and Hunt suggest 10 relationship 
exchanges with four partnership groups: buyer partnerships (ultimate customers, intermediate customers); supplier 
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partnerships (goods suppliers, service providers); lateral partnerships (competitors, non-profit organizations, 
governments) and internal partnerships (functional departments, employees, business units) [Gummeson, 2008, 
p. 333].

The importance of the positive effects of the business-customer relationship (B2C) is demonstrated, 
for example, by the study by M. C. Papen, T. Niemand, F. Siems and S. Kraus, 2018 (they also see the 
aspect of long-term relationships), and in the field of business-to-business relationships, e.g. S. Kelly’s 
and D. Scott’s research [Kelly, Scott, 2012]. Thanks to the use of relationship marketing in the practice 
of enterprise functioning, changes in the efficiency can be noticed [Palmatier et al., 2006; Sin et al. 
2006], the possibility of better planning in the marketing dimension also increases, which is the effect 
of obtaining valuable information [Ndubisi, 2007]. The benefits of partners in mutual relations may 
have a psychological dimension expressed in the form of support, perception of reliability. Aspects 
visible in the form of social or financial benefits, which in effect shape the quality of the relationship, 
are also important [Sweeney, Webb, 2007]. It can be defined as: overall assessment of the strength of 
a relationship, conceptualized as a composite or multidimensional construct capturing the different but related 
facets of a relationship [Palmatier et al., 2006, p. 138]. This construct is a component of various elements, 
such as, for example: cooperation, adaptation [ˇCater, ˇCater, 2010; Woo, Ennew 2004], relationship 
satisfaction, trust [Casidy, Nyadzayo, 2019; Ritter, Geersbro, 2012] and commitment [Ritter, Geersbro, 
2012; Ulaga, Eggert, 2006], or the atmosphere, which in turn translates into a positive perception of 
service quality [Woo, Ennew 2004]. Competences are also important [Casidy, Nyadzayo, 2019].

The dialogue carried out at the level of the enterprise and its customers supports the process of co-
creating additional value [Grönroos, 2012], which brings satisfaction to interested parties [Jung et al., 
2013]. Relationship marketing has led not only to a better understanding of the essence of relationships 
with customers, but also contributed to the management of these relationships [Zhang et al., 2016], it 
has also caused changes in marketing practice that have become permanent [Palmatier et al., 2006]. As 
a result, new knowledge is generated with mutual benefits for interested parties, i.e. companies and 
their customers [Gummerus et al., 2017]. These processes are favored by the use of new technological 
solutions considered as a primary relationship driver (p. 44) [Rooneya et al., 2021].

When analyzing the processes taking place in the business sphere, managers should notice a lot of 
levels on which to build relations with the environment, bearing in mind that the new reality requires 
the use of more and more improved solutions, and this process is inherently inscribed in the variability 
that companies face. Employees of enterprises who evaluate the activities undertaken in the field of ex 
post relationship marketing can play an important role in this respect. Their valuable suggestions and 
commitment to process improvement are a platform that combines the image of the company and its 
environment today with the desired ex ante image.

RESEARCH METHODS

In addition to the review of the literature on the subject of relationship marketing, the article also 
presents the results of own empirical research. To ensure the authenticity of the data, participants were 
informed that the study was anonymous and would be used only for scientific purposes. They were 
carried out using a survey questionnaire. Some of the surveys among respondents were conducted 
online and the rest in paper form. The selection of the research sample was not of a probabilistic nature 
but was guided by the fact that employees employed in various entities participated in the survey in 
terms of: the period of operation of the enterprise/organization on the market, the geographical scope 
of the enterprise/organization’s activity, type of activity, legal form, capital ownership. Moreover, it 
was also important to differentiate employees based on: age, gender, length of service in the enterprise/
organization, nature of work performed and type of job position.

The study uses empirical research conducted from April to September 2023 on a group of people 
employed in the Lubuskie voivodeship. Taking into account the adopted subject of the article, 117 people 
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representing the youngest age group, i.e. employees, whose age did not exceed 30 years, were selected 
from the group of respondents. A more detailed description of the discussed group of respondents is 
presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Characteristics of the studied population

Description
Number of indications as 

a percentage (in %)

Gender of respondents
women 55.6

men 44.4

Work experience in the company/organization

Less than 1 year 29.0

From 1 to 5 years 59.8

From 6 to 10 years 10.3

From 11 to 15 years   0.9

Workplace type 
executive  74.4

managerial 25.6

The nature of the work performed*
physical work 59.8

mental work 65.0

*Note: Some respondents perform both physical and mental work
Source: own study based on conducted empirical research

In the studied group of respondents, 55.6% were women and 44.4% were men. The majority of the 
surveyed respondents were people whose employment period in a particular company/organization 
ranged from 1 to 5 years (59.8% of respondents). Then 29.0% were people with a period of employment 
shorter than 1 year, and 10.3% were people working in a particular entity for 6 to 10 years. In terms of 
the position, a greater number of indications concerned employees employed in executive positions 
(74.4%) and 25.6% – people working in managerial positions. 65.0% of the respondents perform mental 
work and 59.8% physical work. It should also be added that some people perform both types of work.

Furthermore, in order to present a more illustrative picture of the respondents, as a result of the 
collected data, a summary was prepared showing the characteristics of the enterprises/organizations 
in which the respondents are employed. They are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Characteristics of enterprises/organizations in which the respondents are employed

Description
Number of indications as 

a percentage (in %)

The period of operation of the enterprise/
organization on the market

Up to 5 years 23.9

From 6 to 10 years 14.5

From 11 to 15 years 12.0

From 16 to 20 years 12.0

Over 20 years 37.6

The geographical scope  
of the enterprise/organization’s activity*

Local market 31.6

Regional market 25.6

Domestic market 39.3

International market 41.9
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Type of the enterprise/organization’s activity*

Production 35.9

Trade 42.7

Services 47.9

Others 12.0

Legal form

State-owned enterprise 18.0

Private enterprise 73.5

Other form   8.5

Capital ownership

Polish capital 68.4

Foreign capital 14.5

Mixed capital with a predominance of foreign 10.2

Mixed capital with a predominance of Polish   2.6

Equal share of Polish and foreign capital   4.3

* Note: In the case of two areas characterizing the surveyed entities in which the respondents are employed, i.e. with re-
gard to the geographic scope of the activity and the type of activity, the respondents could choose more than one 
answer.

Source: own study based on the survey research

The surveyed employees were employed in business entities whose period of operation on the 
market was varied. The most numerous group were those that existed for over 20 years – 37.6%. The 
geographic scope was also diversifi ed, some entities were active in more than one market. It was found 
that the largest group was active on the international market – 41.9%. Most of the surveyed entities 
are private enterprises (73.5% of the surveyed entities). In terms of capital ownership, Polish capital 
dominated (68.4% of the analyzed entities).

RESULTS OF EMPIRICAL RESEARCH

Representatives of the management staff  should take into account the point of view of employees at 
a lower level in taking important actions, including those that may signifi cantly contribute to building 
relationships with business partners. Due to the fact that the newly hired employees will shape the 
pillars of the company in the future and achieve its long-term goals, it is worth gett ing to know their 
opinions on the perception of relationship marketing.

Due to the fact that relations with the enterprise’s environment can be assessed through the prism 
of young employees of enterprises – the respondents commented on how the management and other 
employees of the enterprise perceive building proper relations with suppliers. The answers of the 
respondents are presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Respondents’ opinions on building appropriate relationships with suppliers

Source: own study based on empirical research
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The conducted research shows that 71.8% of the respondents positively assess the eff orts of the company’s 
employees to build relationships with suppliers. Only 22.2% chose the answer “diffi  cult to say” and 6.0% 
“rather not” or “no”.

The respondents also expressed their opinions on building appropriate relations with recipients. 
Their answers are presented in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Respondents’ opinions on building appropriate relationships with recipients

Source: own study based on empirical research

The conducted research shows that over 83.7% of respondents positively assess the eff orts of company 
employees in building relationships with recipients. Only 11.1% chose the answer “diffi  cult to say”, 
and 5.2% “rather not” or “no”.

Another important research area was to determine how the respondents perceive building proper 
relationships with clients. The collected opinions are shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Respondents’ opinions on building appropriate relationships with customers

Source: own study based on empirical research

The research shows that 88.0% of the respondents positively assess the eff orts of the company’s 
employees to build relationships with customers. Only 6.8% chose the answer “diffi  cult to say” and 
5.2% “rather not” or “no”.

In order to obtain a more comprehensive picture of the reality seen by representatives of the young 
generation, they were to respond to the perception of activities related to building proper relations 
with other entities with which the company/organization cooperates. Their opinions are presented in 
Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Opinions of respondents regarding building appropriate relations with other entities which the 
enterprise/organization cooperates with

Source: own study based on empirical research

82.0% of respondents positively assess the eff orts of the company’s employees to build relationships 
with other entities which the company/organization cooperates with. Only 15.4% chose the answer 
“diffi  cult to say” and 2.6% “rather not” or “no”. 

The conducted analyzes show that the respondents positively assess the activities undertaken by the 
management and other employees in the fi eld of marketing relations with the analyzed entities.

The subject of the research was not only to determine how representatives of the young generation 
perceive the activity in the discussed scope, but also what factors, which can be defi ned as determinants/
dimensions of the quality of these relations, adopted in the proprietary approach, contribute to shaping 
a good level of understanding and cooperation with external stakeholders. The obtained results are 
presented in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Respondents’ opinions on the factors contributing to building appropriate relationships with business 
partners

Source: own study based on empirical research

As a result of the research, it was found that employees of enterprises believed that the factors that 
had the greatest impact on the quality of relationships and relationship building included: the process 
of continuous communication and constant fl ow of information, building a good image and ongoing 
problem solving.

The role of dialogue with business partners and consumers is evidenced by 63.2% of respondents’ 
indications. Building a good image is second (63.2% of respondents’ answers). It is a factor that can 
be associated with undertaking joint activities for the benefi t of the local community. Thus, corporate 
social responsibility is part of the sphere of activities carried out in the fi eld of relationship marketing. 
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A company open to the environment, to nurturing relationships, can quickly react to problems that 
may, to a greater or lesser extent, limit the efficient functioning of various entities and look more broadly 
at the needs of citizens living in a particular region from a multifaceted perspective. An important 
aspect of building relationships, as the research shows, are also financial issues (53.0% of respondents’ 
indications). The ability to demonstrate a high level of understanding of the partner, his needs and 
meeting them, in a way anticipating what may be important for the “other” party, a sense of the 
situational context and skills referred to as “soft management” also build good relationships, according 
to the respondents. Another factor that is worth paying attention to is the application of the just in time 
principle known in the area of logistics – delivery of components, products and raw materials on time.

Therefore, in the proposed approach to the factors shaping relations, somehow determining their 
quality, one should include those that are oriented to the following aspects related to the sphere of 
management. These are:

•	 communication of partners with each other,
•	 involvement in building a good image together,
•	 financial dimension,
•	 technical – technological – commercial dimension,
•	 social dimension in relation to the local community.

DISCUSSION

At this point, one could ask if and why only young employees should evaluate relations with business 
partners. It is an indisputable point that all employees are important. However, it is worth getting 
to know the perspective of this age group of employees, because due to their short internship, they 
have a new, fresh perspective on the enterprise/organization in which they are employed. Therefore, 
there is no risk of looking at the existing reality of the entity in which they work based on a schematic 
approach to various issues related to intra-organizational management and the one based on building 
relationships with the environment, which may or may not always occur in the case of other groups of 
employees. Enthusiasm and greater openness to changes may favor greater adaptation to dynamically 
changing environmental conditions.

Referring to the existing constructs of relationship quality, the proposed approach is, to some extent, 
an extension of their basic components. Cooperation is important, as it could not bring tangible benefits 
on various levels without efficient communication. Moreover, it is possible to see elements shaping 
the atmosphere and satisfaction with the relationship (feeling the partner’s needs and going further – 
anticipating them). Another component of the quality of relationships expressed in the dimension of 
practical activities is commitment, which relates not only to partners but also to activities undertaken 
in the field of social interactions. In order for companies to be able to adapt to changes in a turbulent 
environment, it is important to develop the skills of situational adaptability, which requires constant 
improvement of various competences. This applies to all employees at various levels in enterprises. 
This challenge must also be faced by employees – representatives of the young generation, because it 
is them who will “take the helm of the enterprise into their own hands” in the near future. Therefore, 
in order to ensure a competitive advantage of a particular company on the market, it is important 
to determine the direction in which it is heading and determine what it should build its value on. 
Improving processes in an organization, which requires significant involvement of both management 
and staff, is also related to determining the relationship between a given entity and its suppliers, 
customers and the strength of their mutual influence. It is postulated that this process improvement 
should not only be adapted to the company’s business model but also be sustainable [Pomykała, 
2012]. It is worth adding that by following the path of sustainable development, a company can gain 
a competitive advantage and increase its market share [Grabara, Bajdor, Mihaescu, 2015, p. 45], which, 
as in the case of shaping appropriate relationships with business partners, may be one of the basic 
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pillars of success in the future of the company. It is worth recalling the statement of I. Krawczyk-
Sokołowska [2021, p. 5] that: Implementing business activities within the concept of sustainable development 
is possible through the actual integration of the goals of all stakeholders. This applies not only to owners, but also 
to employees, managers, customers, i.e. participants of the broadly understood internal and external environment 
of the enterprise, they bear operating costs, both implicitly and explicitly.

The author’s approach to the assessment of relationship marketing meets Gummesson’s (2017) 
recommendation of a holistic way of its implementation, which is currently and will also be important 
in the future. The considerations are part of an important current of the subject, which is timeless. The 
company’s success depends not only on itself, but also on how its partners/stakeholders behave, and 
this in turn depends on what the company is able to build relationships with.

This is what sustainable development of the company requires. Implementing the idea of sustainable 
development does not mean giving up the pursuit of profit as one of the company’s basic goals. There 
are also benefits in the form of a positive image, interest from recipients, and effective cooperation with 
stakeholders.

CONCLUSIONS

The research carried out has important implications for both theory and practice. They can constitute 
a more in-depth extension of further research, taking into account psychological aspects, they can be 
placed in the framework of the “company psychology”, which has its own personality, manifesting 
itself in the field of organizational culture. This, in turn, is also an important determinant of the extent 
to which the concept of sustainable development of an enterprise will be reflected in practical terms. 
There are still many areas to be developed in terms of taking joint actions for the benefit of the local 
community and implementing such forms of enterprise management that will meet the challenges of the 
very necessary development, to which representatives of the young generation of employees should be 
encouraged. A high level of employees’ perception of their relationship with the environment not only 
influences openness to the needs of all stakeholders but can also become a driving force for positive 
changes to the benefit of sustainable development based on the integration of economic, ecological and 
social issues.

Further research may be focused on showing whether and what differences exist in the perception 
of building relationships with business partners and clients in relation to representatives of various 
age groups, which could be related to the division into generations X, Y, Z, known in the literature. It 
would be worth conducting research showing the specificity of activities undertaken with reference 
to relationship marketing by entities representing various industries, including those that have not yet 
been sufficiently well analyzed from this perspective.
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