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Abstract. External relationships are required for running businesses. While rooting on Western 
management theories to run their businesses, Taiwanese business managers are also affected by 
Chinese culture, such as giving gift to maintain other’s face during business negotiation. Hence, it is 
interesting to know and compare the effects of these two conducts on business partners’ reciprocity 
likelihood(RL). A structural model was tested with data collected from 125 questionnaires. The 
results show that both relational investment(RI) and gifting behavior have positive impacts on RL; 
yet, giving gift, through the mediation of Mianzi(face), exert a stronger affection on RL than RI. 

Introduction 
Business can hardly survive without external relationships. Cultivate external relationships with 
suppliers or partners are required for successfully doing business. Many researches have focused on 
how to effectively invest in mutual relationship to increase the possibility of reciprocity 
likelihood(RL)in the future [4;11].In oriental society, it is not an un-common practice to improve the 
relationship and RL by giving gift to business partners; yet, in western society, giving gift is often 
considered as bribery. Hence, the effect of giving gift on RL was rarely being examined[e.g., see 
18].This study intends to mitigate this gap, and compare the effects of relational investment (RI) 
and giving gift on RL, in a context of small and medium enterprises in Taiwan.  

For some decades, Taiwan’s business systems are deeply influenced by and rooted on Western 
thoughts and knowledge. Yet, their initiatives are also impacted by Chinese cultural values at the 
same time. Specifically, this study will focus on the roles of Mianzi or face, the perception of one’s 
social status, prestige, or pride [13; 18]and gifting behavior. In social interactione, it is important for 
Chinese people to conduct face work, like giving someone expensive gifts, to maintain one’s own, 
or other’s Mianzi.The objective of this study, hence, is to explore the answer of the question: 
whether or not gifting and Mianzi should be considered to extend the RI theories to fit in the 
specific context of Taiwan businesses. 

Literature Review and Model Development 
The Antecedents and Consequences of Relational Investment 
Blau [3]defined RI as "an investment of time, effort, and other irrecoverable resources in a 
relationship creates psychological ties that motivate parties to continue the relationship and sets an 
expectation of reciprocation." Generally, customers may highly likely be favorably impressed, once 
a seller makes a relationship investment using bonding tactics of any kind. As Kang andRidgway 
[14] contend, the recipients may feel a need to reward the marketer’s or seller’s “friendliness.” 
Moreover, Bagozzi [2]found that customers illustrated loyalty to certain sales representatives in 
reciprocation of these sales representatives’ investments in the relationship. By devoting resources 
and efforts to relationship investment, sellers, hence, can have strong connections with their 
customers, which in turn can improve sellers’ performance such as increased sales growth, market 
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share and profitability [8; 21]. Therefore, hypothesis 1 (H1) is proposed: A higher perceived 
relationship investment leads to a higher degree of reciprocation likelihood. 

De Wulf et al. [10] identified four relationship efforts, including  direct mail, preferential 
treatment, interpersonal communication, and tangible rewards, as determinants of perceived 
relationship investment. Among those efforts, direct mail and tangible rewards are not deemed 
appropriate in the business-to-business (B2B) context in which enterprise procurement is different 
with personal shopping. The remaining two efforts are considered to be appropriate as the 
antecedents of relationship investment in the B2B context. The effects of the above two variables 
can be explained by the concept of reciprocity in social exchange behavior. Normally, people feel 
an ingrained psychological pressure to reciprocate after they received a benefit; Once people fail to 
repay obligations, it can lead to a feeling of guilt [12; 23]. People should repay good for good, in 
proportion to what they receive to create stable exchange relationship [2]. Hence, the following 
hypotheses are proposed: Perceived interpersonal communication and preferential treatment will be 
positively related with perceived relationship investment (H2, H3). 

However, people measure the kindness of action not only by its consequences but also by the 
intention underlying this action [12]. While giving gifts to customers, businesses may express their 
intent of future reciprocation, either explicitly or implicitly. While perceiving such intent, people 
may feel they were being enforced to reciprocate, and the choice of reciprocation is limited to the 
ways preferred by the businesses, which may cause adverse effects on the perception of RI, or even 
hurt buyers’ intent to reciprocate[4].Accordingly, hypothesis 4 (H4) is proposed: A higher level of 
perceived gift manipulation leads to a lower level of perceived relationship investment. 

Giving Gift and Giving Mianzi 
Gifting Behavior 

Business gift is a gift that a sales representative gives to people in buyers’ organizations who own 
decision power at certain business occasions. Through gift-giving, people show their respects and 
apologies to other people, or reinforce mutual trust in, caring with and commitment toother parties 
[9].It is a form of non-verbal and symbolic communication during personal interactions to deliver a 
variety of messages; and has become usual to a large extent [5].Business gifts are given in the hopes 
of creating a positive first impression to create an initial business relationship, or expecting a favor 
in return [1].When people get paid, they may feel obligated to reciprocate [5] and decide to pay 
back in the future [16;22]. Wolfinbarger and Yale [26]Suggest that people may be motivated to give 
gift due to a sense of obligation derived from reciprocation purpose.In B2B context, therefore, gift 
giving to the buyers may allow the opportunity to ask a favor in business deals in the future; 
suppliers can, through mutual reciprocity, establish and enhance long-term relationships with their 
customers. 

Values of Gift 
Gifts are mostly also ordinary products or services that can be consumed. Hence, a perception of 
gift value will be derived after its consumption. Consumer value, or consumption value, is defined 
as an “overall assessment of the utility of a product based on the perceptions of what is received and 
what is given” [54, p.14]. Price is the primary monetary sacrifice that people paid to get the utility 
of a product; a higher price normally indicates a higher level of value. In most occasions, gift with 
higher monetary value are, hence, evaluated more favorably [17; 4]. 

Since gift is also a medium conveying symbolic meanings, how will the recipient interpret the 
implications of a gift may have significant influences on the subjective gift consumption 
experiences. For example, sending a clock or watch may be interpreted as a curse of death and is 
deemed as inappropriate in Taiwan. A gift of relatively low monetary value can be evaluated 
advantageously if it is ideal to the recipient, or if it conveys a positive symbol [4].  
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Mianzi 
Western enterprises mostly follow the social exchange rules to establish partnership to fit the 
business purposes. In opposition, Chinese businessmen, while building partnerships, deeply 
concerned about and are influenced by traditional cultural variables. Miazi is one of the traditional 
Chinese cultural variables tied tightly with gift. Mianzi, or face, refers to "an individual's prestige in 
society, a reputation achieved through getting on in life, through achieving success, and through 
ostentation [18].” In ethnic Chinese society, mianzi is an individual’s possession of the respect, 
pride, and dignity [13], which is somewhat similar with the Western concept of reputation or dignity 
[7]. Mianzi can also be defined as one’s position in a social network, and the proper implementation 
of appropriate behaviors to get this respect status as determined by others in the social network. 

A social skill named face work was used frequently in Chinese society for people to maintain or 
improve others’ mianzi[15]. Maintaining the mianzi can be described as a protection of one's image 
in a relational situation, and practice of face work has strong impacts on business decisions [6; 25]. 
The concern of mianzi may lead to the consumption of luxury goods without necessity [27]. Mianzi 
is consistently a key factor during professional interactions in Hong Kong[27]. Fear of losing face 
forms part of the informal system of contracts or agreements in Chinese business. Giving mianzi to 
someone in a business negotiation is considered highly desirable, and vice versa [19]. Accordingly, 
hypothesis 5 (H5) is proposed: Mianziis positively associated with perceived reciprocation 
likelihood. 

Since gift can also convey important symbolic meanings highlighting the recipients’ face, an 
inappropriate gift will make the recipients’ losing mianzi. One may improve others’ mianzi by 
giving an expensive gift or one being favorably evaluated by the recipient. Conversely, Leung et al. 
[18] suggested that people can create relationship with one who just met by improving his/ her face 
through giving appropriate gifts. Hence, the following hypotheses are proposed: A higher gift 
economic value and preferable evaluation of gift leads to a higher level of mianzi(H6, H7). 

Research method 
A theoretical model and a set of hypotheses were developed according to the literature reviewed. 
The model was composed of two subsets of hypotheses. The first one depicts the role and the 
antecedents of relational investment (H1-H4); and the second one describes the role of gift and 
Mianzi(H5- H7). 

This study conducted a questionnaire survey to collect data for hypotheses testing. In order to 
ensure the content and face validity, all questionnaire items were adapted from existing 
questionnaire. Among them, scales of interpersonal communication (IC), preferential treatment (PT), 
and relational investment were adapted from the scales developed by De Wulf et al. [10]; scales of 
perceived gift manipulation (PM) and reciprocation likelihood (RL) were adapted from those 
designed by Bodur and Grohmann [4]; subjective gift evaluation (GE) was measured by the scale 
developed by Mano and Oliver [20]; finally, this study designed the scale of mianzi(MZ) and 
economic value of gift (GV). 

Eight volunteer subjects who have frequent contacts with sale representatives were invited to 
participate in the pretest. The questionnaire items were being revised according to the subjects' 
advices. A pilot test with 131informants was conducted to evaluate the quality of the measurement 
model. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used to evaluate and improve the quality of the 
measurement model. Seven factors with eigenvalues value larger than one were extracted. 
According to the results of EFA, PT1 and RL1 were dropped. Snow-ball rolling method was used to 
collect data. A free online survey platform, My Survey online, was deployed to collect data.  

Data Analysis 
A total of 152 samples were collected, and 125 valid samples are left for hypotheses testing. Data 
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will be analyzed by Partial Least Square (PLS), and Smart PLS 2.0 will be employed as the primary 
tool for data analysis (Ringle, C.M., Wende, S., and Will, S., Smart PLS 2.0 [M3] Beta, Hamburg 
2005, http://www.smartpls.de). Exploratory factor analysis and Cronbach’s α were first used to 
evaluate and improve the reliability and validity of our measurement model. A principal 
components analysis with orthogonal rotation by varimax method was conducted. Seven factors 
with eigenvalues value larger than one were extracted. According to the results of EFA, only one 
item, MZ3, was dropped, because it has a factor loading less than 0.5. The variables’ Cronbach's α 
values are all greater than 0.7, with a highest value of 0.942(RL), and a lowest value of 0.818(IC).The 
item loadings are all significant and larger than 0.5;the average variance extracted (AVE) of the 
variables are all larger than 0.5; the composite reliability of the variables are all greater than 0.7, 
indicating a satisfactory level of convergent validity. Finally, all the square roots of AVEs were 
larger than the correlations between any two variables, providing evidence of discriminate validity 
for the measurements. 

Results of the hypotheses testing, shown in table1, show that the independent variables explain 
30.2% of the variance in the reciprocity likelihood construct, and 53.9% of the variance in the 
relational investment construct, and 30.4% of the variance in the Mianzi construct. All the 
t-statistics of every path are significant. However, the direction of coefficients of the path between 
PM and RI is contradictory to the predictions of H4. Therefore, this hypothesis is rejected. 

Table 1. Summary of the results of hypotheses testing 

No Hypothesis Path (t) Support Variance explained 
H1 RIRL 0.260(4.188***) Yes 30.2% 
H2 ICRI 0.604 (9.557***) Yes 53.9% 
H3 PTRI 0.142(2.008***) Yes  
H4 PMRI 0.204(4.892***) No  
H5 MZRL 0.43(6.855***) Yes  
H6 GVMZ 0.227(4.689***) Yes 30.4% 
H7 GEMZ 0.420(9.988***) Yes  

Conclusion 
The results show that the reciprocity likelihood is influenced positively and concurrently by both 
relational investment and Mianzi. The subset of hypotheses of Western perspective (H1, H2, H3), 
and subset of hypotheses of Chinese cultural perspective (H5, H7, H8) are mostly supported. It is 
worthy and interesting to note that Mianzi exerts a stronger impact than relational investment does, 
indicating that the decisions of Taiwanese mangers are still being bound by traditional cultural 
factors. It is advised and suggested by the finding that future studies regarding the theories of 
relational investment should incorporate the concepts of gift and Mianzi to extend its scope of 
domain into Eastern society. 

Yet, our guess that perceived manipulative intent will decrease the perception of relational 
investment is not true. Hence, H4 is rejected. Ordinary consumers may have the freedoms of, and 
abundant choices. The actions of restricting consumers’ spaces of choices by sending a gift may be 
viewed as urging more for a favor in the short term, rather than concentrating on building 
relationships in the long run. Conversely, mutual benefits can be gained from the tightened 
cooperative relations between business partners. A strong and obvious manipulative intent could be 
interpreted as having an attitude towards building such relationships. 
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