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Abstract: 

The aim of this research was to examine the parallel mediating effect of social media and 

relationship quality between relationship marketing and customer loyalty. A series of 

regression analysis provided the statistical result that tested the hypothesis proposed in 

this research. The total population of the travel and tourism firms registered with the 

Ministry of Tourism, Arts and Culture was 4746. The results of this study were obtained 

from data collected through 361 out of 600 self-administered questionnaires. A series of 

regression analysis assessed the impact of relationship marketing on customer loyalty in 

the tour and tourism companies in Malaysia. The results indicated that social media 

platforms utilised and the application of relationship quality are statistically significant 

and mediates the relationship between relationship marketing and customer loyalty. It 

can be concluded accurately from the literature and the statistical analysis conducted that 

there is concrete evidence that relationship marketing impacts customer loyalty. The 

intervening variables tested were social media use and relationship quality. The 

outcomes verified that social media and relationship quality are crucial factors that 

induces customer loyalty. Both social media and relationship quality defines how the 

effects between relationship marketing and customer loyalty occur. The mediating effects 

of social media and relationship quality between relationship marketing and customer 

loyalty are the actual factors that generate customer loyalty which then leads to customer 

retention and repeat purchase in the travel and tourism sector in Malaysia. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The third-largest contributor to the Malaysian Gross Domestic Product is the Tourism 

industry (MOTAC, 2021). Regarding the performance of tourism in Malaysia, only an 

insignificant increase of 1.0% or (26.1 million) was recorded in international tourist 

arrivals in the year 2019 compared to 2018 at (25.8 million). However, in terms of tourist 

expenditure, there was an increase of 2.4 per cent from RM84.1 billion in 2018 to RM86.1 

billion in 2019 (MOTAC, 2021).  

 In early 2019, the region of Southeast Asia has experienced significant growth in 

the travel and tourism industry. Therefore, Malaysia was also eager to capitalise on this 

development and launched the "Visit Truly Asia Malaysia 2020" campaign. As a result, 

Malaysia anticipated a staggering 30 million visitors and revenue of RM100 billion in 

travel and tourism receipts in 2020.  

 However, the well thought out tourism campaign had to be cancelled due to the 

spread of the silent killer (COVID-19) pandemic, which ravaged the country and put the 

travel and tourism industry at a standstill. However, in certain regions of Malaysia, the 

unrestricted movements intensified knowledge of new tourism locations, and the 

increased use of social media as a medium of communication and trade heightened the 

travel and tourism industry.  

 On the other hand, public concern has increased about the industry's effect on the 

environment. This has led to consumer demand for more viable travel preferences. As 

such, the travel and tourism industry's environmental impact significantly deteriorated 

when the Covid-19 pandemic started its rampage throughout the whole country. As a 

result, travel bans and physical detachments were enforced, causing an overwhelmingly 

negative impact on Malaysia's travel and tourism industry, just as the rest of the world. 

When it comes to the future of the travel and tourism industry, relationship marketing 

through increased utilisation of social media and relationship quality may be the solution 

for the industry to recover its momentum when the travel restriction is uplifted. 

 

1.1 Overview of Past, Present and Future Tourism Development in Malaysia 

Tourism and leisure have been a favoured activity in Malaysia even before Malaysia’s 

independence in 1957. The government’s participation in tourism development began in 

1953 during the era of British colonialization in Malaysia. Since then, the tourism 

industry, just as other industries, has flourished tremendously until the onslaught of the 

Covid-19 pandemic in late 2019. 

 Malaysia has been a favourite destination for many tourists worldwide, and it is 

the second most visited destination after Thailand (Sakolnakorn, 2020). Table 1.1 

illustrates the tourism development plan in Malaysia from 1991 to 2030, which is a 

portion of the national economic plan. 
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1.2 Research Problem 

Threatened by intense competition within the tourism industry and the onslaught of the 

silent killer, Covid-19 pandemic, travel and tourism companies have been implementing 

various marketing strategies to sustain in an economic environment that has come to a 

standstill (Kanapathipillai, 2020; Abbruzzese et al., 2020). Tourism consumers are also 

being troubled by various marketing initiatives undertaken by travel and tourism 

agencies who have resorted to customer loyalty programs, the internet and online social 

media (Bilgin, 2018; Godey et al., 2016) to promote their tour packages. There are also 

indications that consumers are switching (Keaveney, 1995) to competitors’ travel and 

tour agencies when they cannot be satiated by the relationship quality (Ma et al., 2020; 

Ruswanti and Lestari (2016); Bojei and Alwie (2010); Basalamah et al., 2018; Marina, 2016; 

Parasuraman, 1985) provided by some of the travel and tourism companies. 

 Numerous travel and tourism companies have contemplated relationship 

marketing as an ultimate strategy to retain customers and develop customer loyalty 
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(Basalamah et al., 2018; Holley, 2011; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 2000). Furthermore, several 

previous research has provided substantiations that relationship marketing strategies 

(Khoa, 2019; Aldaihani & Azman, 2019; Abdolaziz & Mostafa, 2016; Husnain & Akhtar, 

2015; Nauroozi & Moghadam, 2015; Menteiro & Afonso, 2010) have a significant positive 

impact on creating customer loyalty. Consequently, the challenges faced by the travel 

and tourism companies during the Covid-19 pandemic is creating awareness of their 

services. As such, the travel and tourism companies could use online social media (Bilgin, 

2018) and provide optimum relationship quality (Samudro et al., 2019; Bajs et al., 2015; 

Abdullah et al., 2013; Basalamah et al., 2018; Njuguna & Mirugi, 2017; Marina, 2016, 

Parasuraman, 1985). This way, the travel and tourism companies may have an excellent 

chance to build an excellent relationship with consumers and ultimately create customer 

loyalty (Ma et al., 2020; Ruswanti and Lestari (2016); Shaimaa & Doma, 2013; 

Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002). 

 

1.3 Research Objectives 

 RO1: To examine the significant relationship between relationship marketing and 

customer loyalty in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia. 

 RO2: To scrutinize the significant relationship between relationship marketing 

and social media in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia. 

 RO3: To investigate the significant relationship between social media and 

customer loyalty in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia. 

 RO4: To analyse the significant relationship between relationship marketing and 

relationship quality in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia. 

 RO5: To explore the significant relationship between relationship quality and 

customer loyalty in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia. 

 RO6: To study the mediating effect of social media between relationship 

marketing and customer loyalty in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia. 

 RO7: To investigate the mediating effect of relationship quality between 

relationship marketing and customer loyalty in the travel and tourism companies in 

Malaysia. 

 

1.4 Research Questions 

 RQ1: Is there a significant relationship between relationship marketing and 

customer loyalty in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia? 

 RQ2: Is there a significant relationship between relationship marketing and social 

media in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia? 

 RQ3: Is there a significant relationship between social media and customer loyalty 

in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia? 

 RQ4: Is there a significant relationship between relationship marketing and 

relationship quality in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia? 

 RQ5: Is there a significant relationship between relationship quality and customer 

loyalty in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia? 
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 RQ6: How does social media mediates the relationship between relationship 

marketing and customer loyalty in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia? 

 RQ7: How does relationship quality mediates the relationship between 

relationship marketing and customer loyalty in the travel and tourism companies in 

Malaysia? 

 

2. Literature Review  

 

The following section provides a theoretical background with regards to the association 

between relationship marketing, social media, relationship quality and customer loyalty. 

 

2.1 Relationship Marketing and Customer Loyalty 

The primary purpose of all businesses is to create excellent brand equity by formulating 

relationships with their customers, stimulating heightened purchase intention, retention 

and loyalty towards the products or services. To continuously exceed customer 

expectations and ensure unceasing customer loyalty, marketers must constantly find new 

ways to build relationships with existing and prospects. Building relationships is even 

more crucial now to retain and create loyal customers as the whole world is experiencing 

an economic meltdown due to the outbreak of the SARS-CoV-2, commonly known as 

Covid-19, which has ravaged many nations worldwide. 

 Through relationship marketing, businesses create trust in customers, which 

induces customer loyalty. As elucidated by (Shalabaya, 2012; Too et al., 2001; Cottrell, 

1995), relationship marketing stimulates trust in the form of product or relationship 

quality (Al-Hawary, 2013), business commitment and competent employees will enable 

businesses to attain loyalty of their customers and gain competitive advantage in the 

marketplace. Additionally, (Ndubisi, 2007; Ndubisi & Chan, 2005) claimed that customer 

loyalty could be increased through appropriate relationship marketing plans which 

focuses on initiating trust (Al-Hadid et al., 2014), presenting dedicated services (Abu al-

Naja, 2008), having continuous communication to answer consumer doubts and queries. 

This can be supported by (Al-Hawary & Aldaihani, 2016; Abtin & Pouramiri, 2016; Bolton 

et al., 2000; De Wulf et al., 2001; Verhoef, 2003), who mentions that businesses attain 

victory when customer loyalty is crafted through strategic relationship marketing which 

will generate lasting and steady affiliation with customers that enables the business to 

obtain feedback from customers in term of their expectations and loyalty towards the 

product or services. Furthermore, recent research (Aldaihani & Azman, 2019) found that 

the relationship marketing components such as interaction, collaboration, proficiency, 

obligation, and trust in customers’ loyalty are statistically significant. 

 Therefore, from the literature provided, it can be concluded that there is a 

significant correlation between relationship marketing and customer loyalty. 

Relationship marketing is a crucial component for all businesses, which helps create trust, 

commitment, and dedication that eventually leads to better customer loyalty. Based on 

this theoretical literature, the following hypothesis is formulated: 
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 H1: There is a statistically significant relationship between relationship marketing 

and customer loyalty in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia. 

 

2.2 Relationship Marketing and Social Media 

The current economic turmoil caused by the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic faced by many 

businesses, including the tourism industry, has compelled marketers to use social media 

in creating relationships (Kanapathipillai, 2021). Therefore, incorporating social media 

strategy into relationship marketing has become the next frontier for all businesses to 

improve communication and build a more robust and stable relationship with customers.  

The advent of social media has allowed customers to share their opinions and experiences 

with marketers and build mutually beneficial relationships (Jiaqi et al., 2021; Kotler et al., 

2010). Furthermore, based on (Albeza et al., 2013; Constantinides & Fountain, 2008; 

Mangold & Faulds, 2009), online social media shapes an atmosphere where customers 

can develop stable and rapid relationships in which both marketers and consumers can 

enthuse each other's ideas, feelings and understanding of the products or services.  

 Kotler et al. (2010) further explain that relationship marketing formed via 

contemporary social media platforms have significantly influenced the marketplace 

power grids, bringing about a substantial shift in market power to consumers. 

Subsequently, (Jiaqi et al., 2021; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2016; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010) 

mention that the social media phenomenon has given marketers an upper hand to ensure 

that the relationship marketing strategy implemented yields more significant returns. In 

support of this, (Miller & Lammas, 2010) has found that online social media inspires 

businesses to maintain direct communication with customers without any intermediaries 

to build superior marketing relationships. 

 Previously, marketers were having difficulty formulating a promising relationship 

marketing strategy that would yield optimum trust, commitment and satisfaction that 

leads to superior customer loyalty. Traditionally, marketers were heard saying that 

relationship marketing devised by their company was just an inactive one-way 

relationship and communication (Beech et al., 2000). Nevertheless, online social media 

has provided more excellent opportunities for businesses to engage with customers far 

and near, which has dynamically improved relationship marketing efforts (Drury, 2008). 

Additionally, when technologically advanced, portable and more powerful mobile 

devices were introduced, relationship marketing through online social media was made 

possible for marketers to contact more prospective customers (Suseno et al., 2018; Leidner 

and Kayworth, 2016; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010). Based on these studies, the hypothesis 

is formulated as follows: 

 H2: There is a statistically significant relationship between relationship marketing 

and social media in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia. 

 

2.3 Social Media and Customer Loyalty 

In the current unfavourable milieu, acquiring customer loyalty is crucial for all businesses 

and the travel and tourism sector. According to (Werthner & Klein, 1999), the tourism 
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sector is an information-focused industry that leads e-commerce growth. Therefore, 

social media plays a crucial role as an information resource for travelling consumers 

(Gretzel, 2018; Ladkin & Buhalis, 2016; Madera, 2012; Fotis et al., 2011; Gretzel et al., 2011; 

Kietzmann et al., 2011; Xiang & Gretzel, 2010).  

 Based on (Kanapathipillai, 2021; Munar et al., 2013), social media is a 

contemporary type of sociality that induces customer loyalty and ensures long-term 

relationships. Furthermore, (Leung et al., 2013; White & White, 2007; Foux, 2006) mention 

that when travel and tourism agencies utilise online social media, customers can stay 

connected with the agency and their loved ones during their travel increases loyalty 

towards the company. Additionally, (Chathoth et al., 2016; Dijkmans et al., 2015) 

elucidate that the consequence of effective and constant contact with travellers by tourism 

companies significantly increases the company's reputation and stimulates travellers 

loyalty behaviour. Therefore, tourism companies cannot take online social media for 

granted as it is a vital tool that cocreates long-term relationships and customer loyalty 

among travellers (Gretzel & Dinhopl, 2014). 

 Through the use of social media, customers can experience their product and 

service choices and continuously communicate with sellers, which increases brand 

loyalty (Hutter et al., 2018). According to (Ahmed & Saeed, 2020; Vollmer & Precourt, 

2008; Rashtchy et al., 2007), online social media platforms are the supreme selection to 

reach and stimulate current and probable consumers much faster and efficiently, which 

will then create customer loyalty. Furthermore, with the government's emphasis on 

physical distancing due to the ravaging Covid-19 virus, online social media technology 

is the new hymn encompassing innovation to solve customers' dilemmas and enhance 

customer loyalty (SI, 2016). 

 Research reveals that social media can also affect the customer's decision-making 

process (Baird and Parasnis, 2011; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Mangold & Faulds, 2009; 

Constantinides et al., 2008). Customers can make better brand choices through social 

media's online features, improving their buying experience and leading to repeat 

purchases because of the loyalty induced (Bhagat et al., 2009). Additionally, marketers 

are investing tremendously in social media platforms not to miss out on any prospective 

customers who could one day become loyal to the product or service offering (Baines & 

Fill 2014; Mangold & Faulds, 2009). 

 Analysis shows that online buyers are growing by the numbers, and marketers 

utilise online social platforms to build customer loyalty (Dubois & Westerhausen, 2011). 

Various methods are used to create customer loyalty through online social media, 

including brand connection, group engagement, and impression management (Laroche 

et al., 2012; Dubois & Westerhausen, 2011). 

 The above literature undoubtedly implies that social media induces customer 

loyalty. Therefore, it can conclude that when online social media is woven into the fabric 

of the travel and tourism sector, it will become a formidable sector with loyal travellers, 

which in turn helps the travel agencies to grow and sustain in a crisis environment. Based 

on these findings, the hypothesis is formulated as follows: 
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 H3: There is a statistically significant relationship between social media and 

customer loyalty in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia. 

 

2.4 Relationship Marketing and Relationship Quality 

Many organisations, large and small, have invested in relationship marketing to gain 

customers’ attention, repurchase and loyalty (Stringer, 2006). Relationship marketing 

benefits both customers and the business (Kahn, 1990; Salanova et al., 2005). According 

to (DeWitt & Brady, 2003), relationship marketing escalates repurchase intention and 

reduces negative perceptions of a product or service.  

 Relationship marketing becomes stronger and everlasting between an 

organisation and its customer when relationship quality in terms of customer satisfaction 

and confidence and organisational commitment exists (Jin, Choi, & Goh, 2011; Palmatier 

et al., 2006). 

 Additionally, (Tseng, 2007; Naude & Buttle, 2000) mentions that relationship 

quality depends on a service provider who is highly committed and can confidently serve 

the customers. This is parallel to the findings of (Shahrokh et al., 2013; Henning-Thurau 

et al., 2002; Palmatier et al., 2006) that relationship quality enhances the relationship 

between the customer and the business as a result of customer satisfaction, trust and past 

experiences.  

 Furthermore, many scholars have discovered that the greater the relationship 

quality forged between the customer and the business, the more effective relationship 

marketing (Ogungbade, 2015; Crosby et al., 1990; Smith, 1998). Based on (Ma et al., 2020; 

Ogungbade, 2015), relationship marketing is the grassroots of relationship quality. 

According to (Smith, 1998; Grosby et al., 1990), relationship quality is vital for the 

valuation of the potency of relationship marketing via customer gratification and faith in 

the service provided by the business. In addition, both marketers and customers regard 

relationship quality as a vital factor in maintaining a continuous relationship, eventually 

leading to greater loyalty (Bowen & Shoemaker, 2003). 

 Consequently, (Rezaei & Khajei, 2011), in their research, have found that 

relationship permanency can be measured by relationship quality between an 

organisation and its customers. High relationship quality results from the organisations' 

integrity when servicing customers and when the customer develops confidence in the 

services rendered by the organisation (Rezaei & Khajei, 2011). In the words of 

(Gummesson, 1994,1998), relationship quality is an added value provided by a business 

when relationship marketing is selected as a strategy to gain customers' attention and 

loyalty. 

 Thus, the above literature indisputably infers that relationship quality is vital for 

the permanency of relationship marketing. Maintaining high relationship quality ensures 

higher relationships are forged between the seller and buyer, which results in the survival 

of the travel and tourism agencies during adverse environmental conditions. According 

to these studies, the hypothesis is formulated as follows: 
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H4: There is a statistically significant relationship between relationship marketing and 

relationship quality in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia. 

 

2.5 Relationship Quality and Customer Loyalty 

Based on (Oliver, 1999) customer loyalty is a profoundly held obligation to repurchase a 

favoured brand regularly, regardless of environmental or personal impacts, and 

relationship quality as a marketing effort can be a probable cause for consumers to switch 

brands. 

 Researches have been carried out regarding relationship quality in the travel and 

tourism industry (Hu et al., 2009; Kim and Han, 2008; Beatson et al., 2007; Sanchez et al., 

2007; Moliner et al., 2007; Liang and Wang, 2006). Some of the studies have indicated that 

relationship quality has a significant positive impact on customer loyalty (Ma et al., 2020; 

Ruswanti & Lestari, 2016; Bojei & Alwie, 2010); Hennig-Thurau et al., 2002; Liang and 

Wang, 2006; Lin and Ding, 2009; Ben Naoui and Zaiem, 2010). Furthermore, research 

undertaken by (Mimouni & Volle, 2003; Wong & Sohal, 2006) further confirmed that 

relationship quality positively impacts customer loyalty. Additionally, the study by 

(Huang, 2012) has proven that relationship quality creates customer loyalty by high 

customer satisfaction. Furthermore, research conducted on a freight forwarding 

company by (Shaimaa & Doma, 2013) has confirmed that relationship quality has a 

significant and positive effect on customer loyalty. Another study conducted in a 

distribution setting by (Vesel & Zabkar, 2010) has also exhibited that relationship quality 

stimulates customer loyalty. 

 Therefore, it can be established that customers who perceive a high level of 

relationship quality will exhibit loyalty behaviour towards a company and will be willing 

to patronise a company’s products or services continuously. Therefore, as inferred in the 

literature above, the following hypothesis is formulated as follows: 

 H5: There is a statistically significant relationship between relationship quality 

and customer loyalty in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia. 

 

2.6 Relationship Marketing and Customer Loyalty is mediated by Social Media 

Social media plays a crucial role between relationship marketing and customer loyalty. 

This theoretical perspective presented in this section provides superior knowledge on 

how customers involvement in social media affects relationship marketing variables to 

induce loyalty. In addition, several previous research conducted provides an 

understanding of the mediating role of social media and social media marketing between 

relationship marketing and its outcomes such as customer loyalty and purchase 

intentions. 

 Nowadays, most businesses have opted to rely on online social media to create 

customer loyalty or e-loyalty (Gamboa & Goncalves, 2014). According to (Kim et al., 2009; 

Reichheld et al., 2000), the only difference between conventional customer loyalty 

creation and contemporary customer loyalty creation is the cost to establish an online 

platform which is pricey. However, the returns from contemporary loyalty creation 
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through online social media is much greater and swifter. Additionally, (Gamboa & 

Goncalves, 2014) have discovered that when businesses indulge in relationship 

marketing with customers utilising online social media, an emotional link is shaped, 

leading to stable customer loyalty. 

 According to (Mershon, 2012) social media furnishes customers with a formidable 

and effective voice in their interactions with marketers. Social media offers purchasers a 

say that marketers cannot disregard. Additionally (Mershon, 2012) also mentions that 

eighty-five per cent of organisations found that social media was the best medium to 

create a relationship with clients and stimulate customer loyalty.  

 Based on (Brodie et al., 2011; Gummerus et al., 2012), social media allows 

interactive content creation, which enables the formation of a good relationship with 

customers, stimulating enhanced customer loyalty. Furthermore, (Vivek et al., 

2012) investigated the nature and scope of relationship marketing, in which the 

involvement and contribution of prospective customers via social media triggered 

greater customer loyalty. Additionally, (Habibi and Richard, 2014; Turri et al., 

2013) proposed that using social allows marketers to participate with their clients by 

offering content that creates attention and interest in customers, leading to greater loyalty 

to the product or service.  

 From the findings of (Pongpaew et al., 2016; Balakrishnan et al., 2014; Bilgihan et 

al., 2013; Fuentes-Blasco et al., 2010), it was noted that the influence of social media 

towards customers’ loyalty is significant and implied that online social media helps form 

a formidable relationship with customers which then leads to greater customer loyalty. 

The above outcomes undoubtedly imply that social media mediates the relationship 

between relationship marketing and customer loyalty. Therefore, maintaining a social 

media platform is significant for the travel and tourism operators in this study. According 

to these studies, the hypothesis is formulated as follows: 

 H6: Social media mediates the relationship between relationship marketing and 

customer loyalty in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia. 

 

2.7 Relationship Marketing and Customer Loyalty is Mediated by Relationship 

Quality 

Travel and Tourism companies operating in a highly turbulent environment which is also 

plagued by the Covid-19 pandemic, are increasingly dependent on the relationship with 

their customers. These service-oriented companies, such as the travel and tourism 

operators, must constantly interact with their prospects through relationship marketing. 

However, relationship marketing alone will not be able to induce customer loyalty. 

Relationship quality as an intervening factor needs to be significantly considered to 

induce a positive consequence of relationship marketing. Therefore, relationship quality 

can be described as a significant construct associated with customers’ evaluation of their 

overall relationship with the travel and tourism agencies at a specific time grounded on 

all previous dealings with the agencies (Crosby et al., 1990). 
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 Customer loyalty results from effective relationship marketing and relationship 

quality or service quality rendered by a firm (Chen & Myagmarsuren, 2013; Keshavarz & 

Ali, 2015). Furthermore, (Mola & Jusoh, 2011) contended that the non-existence of 

relationship quality is the main cause of customer disloyalty and dissatisfaction towards 

a product or service. 

 Previous researchers (Lin & Ding, 2006; Oliver, 1999; Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Bejou 

et al., 1996) discovered an association between relationship quality and the loyalty of 

customers. Additionally, according to the findings of (Ndubisi, 2007), relationship quality 

built through relationship marketing enables businesses to attain valuable marketing 

intelligence, which enhances customer loyalty. More recently, based on the study 

conducted by (Ma, Jang & Lai, 2020; Ruswanti & Lestari, 2016; Keshavarz et al., 

2016; Zhang et al., 2011; Keating et al., 2010) have found that relationship quality 

mediated the association between relationship marketing and customers’ loyalty.  

 According to (Tseng, 2007), research conducted in several service sectors (tourism, 

airline and banking) has proven that relationship quality creates long-term relationships 

between the firms and customers and prompts customer loyalty. This evidence can be 

further supported by the findings of (Samudro et al., 2019; Bajs et al., 2015; Abdullah et 

al., 2013; Nakhleh, 2012; Moliner, 2007; Rauyruen & Miller, 2007; Han, 2008), which 

confirmed that relationship quality mediated the association between relationship 

marketing and customer loyalty. Therefore, it can be generalised that relationship quality 

reflects the nature and intensity of any relationship between customers and businesses. 

This is parallel to (Smith, 1998), who mentioned that relationship quality demonstrates 

the positive consequence that reveals the force of relationship marketing to produce 

customer loyalty. According to these studies, the hypothesis is formulated as follows: 

 H7: Relationship quality mediates the relationship between relationship 

marketing and customer loyalty in the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia. 

 

2.8 Proposed Parallel Mediating Conceptual Model 

From the literature search, it was ascertained that relationship marketing affects customer 

loyalty. Both social media and relationship quality mediates the relationship between 

relationship marketing and customer loyalty. Moreover, based on the literature 

presented, this research was designed to examine how relationship marketing 

(independent variable) significantly influences customer loyalty (dependent variables) of 

employees through social media and relationship quality (parallel mediating variables). 

Subsequently, based on the literature assessed, Figure 1 conceptual framework illustrates 

the hypothesised relationships. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 

 

3. Methodology 

 

This study examines the relationship between relationship marketing and customer 

loyalty with social media and relationship quality as parallel mediating factors. A total 

of 420 self-administered survey questionnaires were distributed to the travel and tourism 

agencies in Malaysia. The questionnaires utilised Likert's 5-points scale varying from 

"Strongly disagree (1)" to "Strongly agree (5)". The survey instrument is comprised of five 

parts. The first part aimed to obtain data about the demographic profile of the 

respondents. The second part provided data on the relationship marketing factor 

(independent variable), the third part furnished data on social media used (intervening 

variable). The fourth part generated data on relationship quality (intervening variable). 

Finally, the fifth part contributed data on customer loyalty (dependent variable). 

 For this study, the 5-point Likert's scale was applied. To measure the relationship 

marketing factor, the questions were formed based on (Aldaihani & Azman, 2019; 

Shalabaya, 2012). It measured 6 items. Next, to attain data on social media use, the 

questions were based on (Kanapathipillai, 2021; Gretzel, 2018; Hutter et al., 2018). The 

measure contained 5 items. To analyse the relationship quality factor, questions were 

created according to (Ma, Jang & Lai, 2020; Al-Hawary, 2013). The measure comprised of 

6 items. To study the customer loyalty factor, questions were constructed grounded on 

(Aldaihani & Azman, 2019; Chen & Myagmarsuren, 2013; Keshavarz & Ali, 2015). The 

measure contained 5 items. The demographic profile contained 4 questions to identify 

the respondent's profile. 

 The reliability of the instrument used to gather data was tested. The Cronbach's 

Alpha values were all 0.7 < α < 0.9, which showed the internal consistency of the 

questionnaire is good. Table 3.1 summarises the reliability of the instrument used in this 

study. 
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Table 3.1: Reliability Analysis 

Variables Cronbach’s Alpha No of Items 

Relationship Marketing  0.811 6 

Social Media 0.768 5 

Relationship Quality  0.748 6 

Customer Loyalty 0.864 5 

 

3.1 Population, Sampling and Measurement 

The population of this study are the small and medium travel and tourism operators who 

are registered with the Ministry of Tourism, Arts and Culture Malaysian (MOTAC). 

Based on (MOTAC, 2021) database, as of April 2021, there were 4746 travel and tour 

operators in Malaysia. To obtain an appropriate sample size for this research from the 

population, the (Krejcie and Morgan, 1970) population and sample size tabulation was 

used. Based on (Krejcie and Morgan, 1970) tabulation, the alpha value is 0.05, and the 

degree of accuracy is 0.05. Thus, no calculations were required when establishing the 

sample size for this research. As the number of travel and tourism operators in Malaysia 

is 4746 (MOSTAC, 2021), according to (Krejcie and Morgan, 1970) tabularisation, the 

sample size is approximately 357. Therefore, a sample size of 400 employees is regarded 

as a fit for this study by the researcher.  

  A simple random sampling technique was used in this study. The respondents 

voluntarily partook in the survey without any coercion. Additionally, the necessary 

approvals were obtained from the management of the travel and tourism companies to 

gather the data from the managers and owners. A total of 600 questionnaires were sent 

via google platform and e-mail to the travel and tourism companies in Malaysia based 

on the database provided by MOTAC. A total of 368 questionnaires were received, which 

is approximately a 61.3% return rate. While codification, it was disclosed that 7 out of 368 

questionnaires that were returned were only partially completed. Therefore, the data 

from 361 fully completed questionnaires were input into SPSS Version 26. Correlation 

analysis was used to determine the association between variables. Hayes Process Macro 

Version 3.5 (Model Number:4) was used to test the parallel mediation effect (Hayes & 

Rockwood, 2020; Hayes, 2013). 

 

4. Findings and Interpretations 

 

This section presents the outcomes of this study to give a comprehension of the 

demographics factors, association between variables and the relationships between the 

independent, parallel mediation and dependent variables. 

 

4.1 Demographic Profile of Respondents 

The profile of the employees studied is presented in Table 2. 
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Table 4.1: Employees’ Profile (N=361) 

Demographics Category Frequency Percentage 

Gender Male 243 67.3 

Female 118 32.7 

Position Manager 268 74.2 

 Owner 93 25.8 

Age 21 – 30 78 21.6 

31 – 40 122 33.8 

41 – 50 104 28.8 

51 – 60 57 15.8 

Academic Qualification SPM/STPM (Secondary) 176 48.8 

Undergraduate 141 39.1 

Postgraduate 44 12.1 

 

Based on Table 4.1 demographics survey of the travel and tourism companies show that 

the majority of the respondents are males (67.3%). A majority of (74.2%) of the 

respondents are managers. In terms of age, the majority are 31 – 40 years old (33.8%). 

Finally, in terms of academic qualification the majority of the employees are secondary 

school graduates (48.8%).  

 

4.2 Mean, Standard Deviation and Normality Analysis 

  
       Table 4.2: Descriptive Statistics  

Factors Mean SD Skew Kurtosis Min Max 

Relationship Marketing 2.656 0.781 0.714 0.189 1.5 5.0 

Social Media 2.701 0.765 -0.011 -0.226 1.0 4.4 

Relationship Quality 2.613 0.829 0.442 0.314 1.0 5.0 

Customer Loyalty 2.817 0.757 0.084 -0.869 1.4 4.4 

 

The descriptive statistics in Table 4.2 displays the mean, standard deviation (SD), 

skewness and kurtosis values of this study. From Table 4.2, customer loyalty shows the 

highest mean value of 2.817 ± 0.757. The lowest mean value is relationship quality, 2.613 

± 0.829. The normality test shows that the skewness and kurtosis values have a threshold 

of ±1 which means that the data are distributed normal as clarified by (Chinna & Yuen, 

2015; Gravetter & Wallnau, 2014). 

 

4.4 Correlation Analysis 

 
Table 4.3: Pearson’s Correlation Matrix (N=361) 

Variables RM SM RQ CL 

Relationship Marketing (RM) 1    

Social Media (SM) 0.859** 1   

Relationship Quality (RQ) 0.941** 0.918** 1  

Customer Loyalty (CL) 0.858** 0.961** 0.888** 1 

 ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
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To study how the variables are correlated, the correlation matrix with (N=361) is 

presented in Table 4.3. Based on the correlation matrix obtained, it was observed that 

data adequately supported the measurement model. First, Pearson’s correlation of 

relationship marketing and customer loyalty was highly positive and statistically 

significant (r = 0.858; p < 0.001. Hence, there is a positive association between relationship 

marketing and customer loyalty. Secondly, Pearson’s correlation on relationship 

marketing and social media was also highly positive and statistically significant (r = 0.859; 

p < 0.001). Therefore, there is a positive association between relationship marketing and 

social media. Thirdly, the Pearson’s correlation of social media and customer loyalty was 

discovered to be also very highly positive and statistically significant (r = 0.961; p < 0.001). 

Consequently, there is a positive association between social media and customer loyalty. 

Fourthly, Pearson’s correlation of relationship marketing and relationship quality was 

observed to be also very highly positive and statistically significant (r = 0.941; p < 0.001). 

As a result, there is a positive association between relationship marketing and 

relationship quality. Finally, the Pearson’s correlation of relationship quality and 

customer loyalty was disclosed to be highly positive and statistically significant (r = 0.888; 

p < 0.001. Thus, there is a positive association between relationship quality and customer 

loyalty. 

 

4.5 Series of Regression Analysis 

A series of regression analysis were carried out to test the hypothesis in this study to 

scrutinise the direct and indirect (mediation) effects. The mediation analysis is conducted 

using Hayes Process: Model number 4 (Hayes & Rockwood, 2020). Figure 2: Parallel 

Mediation Model shows the direct (a, b, c, d, e’)and indirect (f, g) path effects between 

the variables in this study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2: Parallel Mediation Model 
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Table 4.4: Path Coefficient 

 Path  B SE p 

(a) Relationship Marketing  ------------------> Social Media 0.8419 0.0265 < 0.001 

(b) Social Media           ------------------> Customer Loyalty 0.9190 0.0352 < 0.001 

(c) Relationship Marketing  ------------------> Relationship Quality 0.9986 0.0190 < 0.001 

(d) Relationship Quality    ------------------> Customer Loyalty 0.1654 0.0489 < 0.001 

(e’) Relationship Marketing ------------------> Customer Loyalty 0.2225 0.0403 < 0.001 

(Indirect: f) Relationship Marketing--->Social Media--->Customer Loyalty 0.7737 0.0322 < 0.001 

(Indirect: g) Relationship Marketing-->Relationship Quality-->Customer 

Loyalty 

0.1652 0.0375 < 0.001 

(Total Effect) Relationship Marketing ==========➔ Customer Loyalty 0.8310 0.0263 < 0.001 

 
Table 4.5: Indirect Effect(s) of X on Y 

Effect ( X on Y) Effect BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI 

Total 0.6085 0.0352 0.5414 0.6772 

Social Media 0.7737 0.0322 0.7143 0.8402 

Relationship Quality 0.1652 0.0375 0.0945 0.2420 

 

4.5.1 Direct Effects 

Table 4.4: Path Coefficient shows that the series of regression sub-models. The first 

regression sub-model shows the direct path (a) between relationship marketing and 

social media is statistically significant (B=0.8419; p < 0.001), which reveals that 

relationship marketing turned out as a positive and statistically significant predictor of 

social media. According to this finding, there is a significant relationship between 

relationship marketing and social media in Malaysia's travel and tourism companies. 

Thus, the Hypothesis H2 is supported by data. 

 The second regression sub-model shows that the direct path (b) between social 

media and customer loyalty is statistically significant (B=0.9190; p < 0.001), which 

discloses that social media is a positive and statistically significant predictor of customer 

loyalty. According to this finding, there is a significant relationship between social media 

and customer loyalty in Malaysia's travel and tourism companies. Therefore, hypothesis 

H3 is supported by data. 

 The third regression sub-model shows that the direct path (c) between relationship 

marketing and relationship quality is statistically significant (B=0.9986; p < 0.001), which 

uncovers that relationship marketing is a positive and statistically significant predictor 

of relationship quality. Based on the outcome, there is a significant relationship between 

relationship marketing and relationship quality in Malaysia's travel and tourism 

companies. Therefore, hypothesis H4 is supported by data. 

 The fourth regression sub-model shows that the direct path (d) between 

relationship quality and customer loyalty is statistically significant (B=0.1654; p < 0.001), 

which unveils that relationship quality turned out as a positive and statistically 

significant predictor of customer loyalty. Based on the outcome, there is a significant 

relationship between relationship quality and customer loyalty in Malaysia's travel and 

tourism companies. Therefore, hypothesis H5 is supported by data. 
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 The fifth regression sub-model shows that the direct path (e') between relationship 

marketing and customer loyalty is statistically significant (B=0.2225; p < 0.001), which 

exposes that relationship marketing turned out as a positive and statistically significant 

predictor of customer loyalty. Based on the outcome, there is a significant relationship 

between relationship marketing and customer loyalty in Malaysia's travel and tourism 

companies. Therefore, hypothesis H1 is supported by data. 

 

4.5.2 Indirect Effects (Mediation Outcome) 

According to Table 4.5 Indirect Effect(s) of X on Y, it was found that the unstandardised 

coefficient of total indirect effect (B=0.6085; BootSE=0.0352). According to Table 4.4 Path 

Coefficient, the total effects (B=0.8310; SE=0.0263). Therefore, the total indirect effect is 

less than the total effects. It is, therefore, a partial mediation. Additionally, based on Table 

4.5 Indirect Effect(s) of X on Y, the zero value does not fall between the BootLLCI and 

BootULCI. Thus, the mediation is statistically significant. Based on Table 4.4, analysing 

the indirect effect path (f), the outcome reveals that social media partially and 

significantly mediates the relationship between relationship marketing and customer 

loyalty (B=0.7737; p < 0.001). Thus, hypothesis H6 is supported by data. 

 Finally, examining the indirect effect path (g), the outcome reveals that 

relationship quality partially and significantly mediates the relationship between 

relationship marketing and customer loyalty (B=0.1652; p < 0.001). Therefore, hypothesis 

H7 is supported by data. 

 

5. Discussion 

 

This study focused on the parallel mediating effects of social media and relationship 

quality between relationship marketing and customer loyalty in Malaysia's travel and 

tourism sector. A total of 361 responses from the managers and owners of the travel and 

tourism companies were collected to generate the outcome.  

 The first objective of this study was to examine the significant relationship 

between relationship marketing and customer loyalty in the travel and tourism 

companies in Malaysia. As a result, hypothesis H1 is supported by data and unveiled a 

statistically significant relationship between relationship marketing and customer 

loyalty. This outcome is parallel to the findings of (Al-Hawary & Aldaihani,2016; Abtin 

& Pouramiri, 2016; Ndubisi, 2007; Ndubisi & Chan, 2005), who found that customer 

loyalty can be enhanced through appropriate relationship marketing plans which will 

lead to a lasting connection with customers that enables the business to retain customer 

and encourage repeat purchase. 

 The second objective of this study was to scrutinise the significant relationship 

between relationship marketing and social media used in the travel and tourism 

companies in Malaysia. Hypothesis H2 is supported by data and revealed a statistically 

significant relationship between relationship marketing and social media. This result can 

be supported by previous studies conducted by (Jiaqi et al., 2021; Kotler et al., 2010; 
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Albeza et al., 2013), who identified that social media provides an opportunity for 

customers to furnish fruitful feedback to the travel and tourism firms, which the firm 

could use to improve its relationship with the customers. 

 The third objective of this research was to investigate the significant relationship 

between social media and customer loyalty. Hypothesis H3 is supported by data and 

exposed a statistically significant relationship between social media and customer 

loyalty. The results obtained from this research can be supported by (Kanapathipillai, 

2021; Gretzel, 2018), who mention that social media is vital for travellers and a source of 

information that encourages long-term relationships and customer retention. 

 The fourth objective of this study was to analyse the significant relationship 

between relationship marketing and relationship quality. Hypothesis H4 is supported by 

data and exposed a statistically significant relationship between relationship marketing 

and relationship quality. Furthermore, the outcome of this study can be reinforced 

through previous research conducted by (Ma et al., 2020; Ogungbade, 2015), who 

highlighted that as relationship quality rises, the relationship between the customer and 

the firm increases, which eventually leads to greater trust in the part of the customer 

towards the travel agency. 

 The fifth objective of this study was to explore the significant relationship between 

relationship quality and customer loyalty. Hypothesis H5 is supported by data and 

disclosed a statistically significant relationship between relationship quality and 

customer loyalty. This discovery can be supported by (Ma et al., 2020; Ruswanti & Lestari, 

2016 who confirmed that relationship quality positively impacts customer loyalty. 

 The sixth objective of this research was to study the mediating effect of social 

media between relationship marketing and customer loyalty. Hypothesis H6 is 

supported by data and disclosed that social media mediates the relationship between 

relationship marketing and customer loyalty. Several previous researchers (Pongpaew et 

al., 2016; Gamboa & Goncalves, 2014; Gummerus et al., 2012; Mershon, 2012) corroborate 

this finding through their study showed that when social media is used, relationship 

marketing can heighten customer loyalty. 

 The seventh objective of this study was to investigate the mediating effect of 

relationship quality between relationship marketing and customer loyalty. Hypothesis 

H7 is supported by data and disclosed that relationship quality mediates the relationship 

between relationship marketing and customer loyalty. This outcome can be reinforced by 

research conducted by previous scholars (Ma, Jang & Lai, 2020; Samudro et al., 2019; 

Ruswanti & Lestari, 2016; Keshavarz et al., 2016), who established that relationship 

quality built through relationship marketing facilitates businesses to acquire valuable 

information which augments customer loyalty. 

 

6. Conclusion and Managerial Implications 

 

This research was performed to determine if a parallel mediation existed between 

relationship marketing and customer loyalty. The intervening variables tested were 
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social media use and relationship quality. The outcomes verified that social media and 

relationship quality are crucial factors that induce customer loyalty. Both social media 

and relationship quality defines how the effects between relationship marketing and 

customer loyalty occur. The mediating effects of social media and relationship quality 

between relationship marketing and customer loyalty are the actual factors that generate 

customer loyalty, leading to customer retention and repeat purchase in the travel and 

tourism sector. This can be validated by the discoveries of earlier scholars (Samudro et 

al., 2019; Pongpaew et al., 2016; Keshavarz & Ali, 2015; Bajs et al., 2015; Balakrishnan et 

al., 2014; Gamboa & Goncalves, 2014; Chen & Myagmarsuren, 2013; Abdullah et al., 2013; 

Bilgihan et al., 2013; Fuentes-Blasco et al., 2010; Mershon, 2012).  

 This study also determined that initiating relationship marketing in travel and 

tourism firms will induce trust in customers, which stimulates customer loyalty. This was 

corroborated by (Aldaihani & Azman, 2019; Al-Hawary & Aldaihani,2016; Abtin & 

Pouramiri, 2016; Shalabaya, 2012; Too et al., 2001; De Wulf et al., 2001; Ndubisi, 2007; 

Bolton et al., 2000; Verhoef, 2003; Cottrell, 1995) who mention that businesses attain 

victory when customer loyalty is crafted through strategic relationship marketing. This 

will establish a permanent and sound affiliation with customers that empowers 

businesses to respond to their expectations. 

 The managerial implication is to create a long-lasting relationship with the 

customer so that loyal customer who would continue to purchase the offerings by the 

travel and tourism firms. In order to ensure the everlasting customer relationship is 

maintained, managers and owners of the travel and tourism firms have to invest further 

or improve their social media platforms. As emphasised by (Kanapathipillai, 2021; 

Gretzel, 2018; Hutter et al., 2018; Ladkin & Buhalis, 2016), customers can experience their 

product through social media and service choices as well as continuously communicate 

with the sellers, which enhances loyalty. 

 Additionally, managers and owners of the travel and tourism firms should ensure 

consistent high quality in their services. The managers and owners must work with the 

Ministry of Tourism, Arts and Culture (MOTAC) to provide the ultimate quality services 

to the local and foreign tourists. By accentuating the best relationship quality, the travel 

and tourism firms would withstand the after-effects of the economic downturn caused 

by the Covid-19 pandemic. As elucidate by Ma et al., 2020; Ruswanti & Lestari, 2016), 

businesses that enforce excellent relationship quality procedures would be able to create 

everlasting customer loyalty. 

 Finally, the outcome of this research can be a benchmark that will irradiate that 

the utilisation of social media technology and emphasis on relationship quality will 

ensure the continued survival of all travel and tourism agencies in Malaysia. More 

specifically, the result of this research would help owners, managers and scholars as to 

why social media technology and relationship quality are vital when businesses engage 

in relationship marketing. 
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7. Limitations and Future Research 

 

The focus of this study was only on the small and medium-sized travel and tourism firms 

in Malaysia. However, to gain complete knowledge and understanding of these parallel 

mediating factors, further research can be undertaken on the larger tourism companies 

established in Malaysia 
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