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Abstract

Purpose — Recent scholarship has highlighted the complexity of buyer-seller relationships in emerging markets and called for a better understanding
of the cultural norms shaping such relationships. This paper aims to draw on social capital theory to explore the role of networks and relational
norms, such as wasta, in Arab culture on consumer relational behaviors. The Arab market constitutes a significant economy and social networks and
relational norms are of significant value in Arab culture.

Design/methodology/approach — A qualitative approach was used to address the research questions. In-depth semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 19 male and female consumers across Lebanon over a four-month period.

Findings — Social networks are heavily used in relational behaviors to achieve four types of goals, namely, self-serving goals, unity goals and
equality goals and relationship maintenance goals. In fulfilling these goals consumers create economies of favors that aim at the using and
maintenance of communal bonds.

Research limitations/implications — This study was conducted in one geographical context. While Lebanon shares many of its characteristics with
other Arab countries, future research should aim at exploring the influence of social networks in other Arab and emerging market contexts.
Practical implications — Consumers have different motivations between formal and informal markets. The research suggests that small sellers in
highly embedded markets need to use their social networks and to make their stories authentic and known within their communities to facilitate
emotional connections with consumers.

Originality/value — Emerging markets offer opportunities to extend our understanding of marketing theory and practice. This research provides a
richer understanding of Arab consumers and suggests that wasta relationships play a role in consumptive decisions and not just in business
negotiations. Wasta, as a cultural form of cultural capital, is heavily used in consumption as a coping mechanism to overcome market inefficiencies.
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Introduction approaches to relationship marketing management in varying
contexts (ElSharnouby and Parsons, 2010). This research joins
these debates and examines how social networks and cultural
norms influence consumer motivation to engage in relational
behaviors, which are defined as volitional behaviors towards a
seller like repurchase behavior, willingness to pay higher price
and seller preference (Agrawal and Gaur, 2007), within an Arab
market context.

Emerging markets, as a context of study, allow for the
advancement of marketing as a discipline and the maintenance of
the managerial relevance of marketing in non-Western contexts.
Emerging markets present “significant socioeconomic,
demographic, cultural and regulative departures from the
assumptions of theories developed in the Western world and
challlengi our conventional understanding of constructs sjlnq their The Arab market is an emerging market with a significant
relations” (Burgess and Steenkamp, 2006, p. 338). Within the economy, constituting 23 per cent of global trade with almost

cont‘ext of an emerging mark(_et, a broader conceptu'ahzatlon of 350 million consumers (Mahajan, 2013). Yet, with the
relationship marketing (RM) is needed due to the richness and

complexity of buyer-seller relationships, which necessitates a
deeper understanding of the cultural norms shaping such
relationships and interactions (ElSharnouby and Parsons, 2010).
The RM literature also overlooks consumer motivations to
engage in market-based relationships (O’Malley, 2014),
necessitating a better understanding of social networks on
consumer motivation to engage in relational behaviors,
particularly that recent debates have challenged standardized

exception of some recent scholarship (ElSharnouby and
Parsons, 2010), limited attention has been paid to
understanding how the cultural context, values and norms
shape consumer motivation to engage relational behaviors in an
Arab market context. The understanding of how cultural
norms shape relational behaviors in the Arab world is an area
worthy of enquiry given the highly embedded nature of Arab
society where both social and business life revolve around social
networks (Hutchings and Weir, 2006). Furthermore, the Arab
world is characterized by the prevalence of wasza, a relational
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gain favors (Cunningham and Sarayrah, 1993). While wasza

has been extensively studied in the management literature, its

role in shaping consumption behaviors has been overlooked.
This research aims to answer the following questions:

RQ1. How do social relationships and networks shape
consumer motivation to engage in relational behaviors
in an emerging Arab market context?

RQ2. What role does Wasta play in shaping consumer

relational behaviors?

In answering these questions, this research makes several
contributions to the literatures on relationship marketing and
emerging markets. First, this research responds to recent calls to
gain a better understanding of consumer motivations to engage
in relational behaviors in an emerging markets context. Second,
this research explores consumer motivations to engage in
relational behaviors in a non-western emerging market context
by investigating how Arab cultural and relational norms get
played out in the marketplace. Such insights can provide
valuable understanding on how to cultivate market relationships
in an Arab market context. Third, this paper examines the role
of wasta in shaping relational behaviors. While wasza has been
extensively researched in the management literature, it has
escaped the attention of marketing scholars. Given wasta’s
pervasive influence in Arab social life, an understanding of its
influence on consumer relational behaviors can aid in the
development of better marketing strategies.

The findings reveal that social networks and social capital
influence relational behaviors through the creation of
economies of favors where consumption, social networks and
social capital are intertwined. Specifically, Lebanese consumers
seek to satisfy different motivations between formal and
informal markets by drawing on different sources of social
capital. The research highlights the highly embedded nature of
Arab markets and that different relational marketing
approaches are needed in formal vs informal markets.

The article is structured as follows: first, the relevant
literature on emerging markets and relationship marketing is
presented, highlighting recent debates and research directions
on the topic. The subsequent section introduces briefly the
literature on embeddedness, defines social capital and identifies
some of its different sources. Then, the context of the study and
details of the methodology are outlined, followed by the
findings and emergent themes. The article concludes with a
discussion of the findings and avenues for future research.

Literature review

A basic tenet of relationship marketing is that consumers prefer
to reduce their buying choices by engaging in loyal behaviors
and repeated purchases from a small set of providers because
they seek to achieve efficiencies in buying tasks, information
search and processing, and to reduce risk and maintain
psychological comfort (Parvatiyar and Sheth, 2000). This
orientation to relationship marketing assumes consumers to be
atomized rational economic actors, solely motivated by self-
interest and individual gain and minimally influenced by social
relations (Granovetter, 1985). However, consumer economic
actions and market behaviors are embedded in social structures
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and interactions (Granovetter, 1985; Varman and Costa,
2008).

Embeddedness, relational norms and relational
behaviors

Relationships and social structures are central to the study of
consumer behavior (Chung and Fischer, 1999), as consumers
live in social formations and structures that “constrain, support
or derail individual goal-seeking behaviors” (Portes and
Sensenbrenner, 1993, p. 1321). This view is central in the
embeddedness literature, which proposes that market behavior
is embedded in social relationships. “Social embeddedness”
refers to the extent to which economic action is linked to non-
economic institutions (Granovetter, 1985). According to
Granovetter (1985), it is the structure of our social
relationships, and not simply a transaction-specific
maximization rule that determines our choices of economic
transaction partners and the ways in which we interact with
them.

Granovetter’s sociological perspective to economic action
has been reinforced by the concept of social capital (Bourdieu,
1979; Portes and Vickstrom, 2011). Social capital may be
defined as “a resource of individuals and families inherent in
their network of relationships and capable of being transformed
into other forms of capital — economic and cultural” (Portes
and Vickstrom, 2011, p. 462). Portes and Sensenbrenner
(1993) identify four main sources of social capital: value
introjection, reciprocity transactions, bounded solidarity and
enforceable trust. Value introjection emphasizes the moral
aspects of economic transactions. Reciprocity transactions are
backed by the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960). Bounded
solidarity consists of group-oriented behavior that aims at
protecting the in-group. Enforceable trust is where group
expectations govern economic transactions such that
individuals subordinate their own goals to collective
expectations to gain good standing and long term benefits.

Wasta as a cultural form of social Capital

The use of personal networks and the acceptance and provision
of personal favors to avoid formal procedures have long existed
in non-Western cultures. This is referred to as wasza in the Arab
World (Smith ez al., 2012), guanxi in China (Chen ez al., 2013),
jeitinho in Brazil (Ferreira et al., 2012) and blar in post-Soviet
Russia (Ledeneva, 2009). These cultural forms of social capital
are essentially culturally determined and centered on similar
interpersonal motives and implicate the exercise of power,
influence and information sharing through social networks
(Abosagand Lee, 2013).

Wasta, literally meaning “a connection”, refers to the use of
interpersonal connections, based on kinship, family ties, tribal
relationships or close friendships, that implicate the use of power
and/or influence through social and/or politico-business networks
(Hutchings and Weir, 2006). Wasza is a strong force in most
significant decisions in Arab life and relying on one’s networks
and connections to secure favorable outcomes is common
practice in Arab culture, in business, as well as in daily life
(Hutchings and Weir, 2006). Wasta is a concept that summarizes
the personal and collective nature of the Arab society and is often
used in mediation and to solve everyday problems, local disputes,
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facilitate management of daily affairs, and to intercede in dealings
with public institutions (El-Said and Harrigan, 2009).

While the use of social capital is not unique to the Arab world,
the contribution of this research does not lie in the uniqueness or
lack thereof, of wasta, but rather in studying its effects in shaping
relational behaviors in consumer markets. The study of cultural
forms of social capital have been extensively studied in business
markets (Badi e al., 2017; Hutchings and Weir, 2006; Yen ez al.,
2017), yet their influence in shaping consumer relational
behaviors have yet to be explored.

Research context

The Arab region consists of Arabic speaking countries in
Middle East and North Africa (MENA). Arab markets exhibit
economic, political and social diversity, yet they maintain high
cultural homogeneity (Hutchings and Weir, 2006). This study
is contextualized in Lebanon, an Arab market context that
possesses the characteristics outlined by Sheth (2011) and
consists of informal and formal economies with advanced
marketing institutions, the epitome of an emerging market.
Like other countries in the Arab region, Lebanon is embedded
in social relations where wasta is prevalent in social and
business life (Egan and Tabar, 2016). Furthermore, Lebanon
has a relatively advanced and vibrant consumer culture and
multiplicity of global brands and retail outlets (Khalaf, 2012).
Lebanon is a culturally plural society, with many confessional
groups (27 per cent Sunni, 27 per cent Shia, Christian 40.5 per
cent, Druze 5.5 per cent). While, Lebanon’s religio-ethnic mix
has always been assumed to be unique in the region, recent
regional conflicts have demonstrated the religio-ethnic diversity
of the region as a whole.

Method

The main objective of this research is to explore how Arab
consumers use their social networks in-market relationships

Table | Participant profiles
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to expand the current understanding of how social norms and
networks influence consumer motivation to engage in
relational behaviors within an Arab market context. Given the
interpretive nature of the study (Tadajewski, 2006), a
qualitative interpretive approach was deemed most
appropriate. The use of the interpretive qualitative approach
was deemed suitable for gaining in-depth insights of the
context, particularly the how and why of marketing
phenomena (Slater and Andriopoulos, 2013). The qualitative
approach offers “an iterative constant comparison” and
recursive interplay between rich data and emerging
conceptual insights that can be related to existing theories
and allow the researcher to create new theoretical insights”
(Doz, 2011, p. 584). Data for the study was collected using
semi-structured interviews were questions aimed at
understanding the role social networks play in consumptive
relational behaviors.

In total, 19 interviews were conducted over a four-month
period with 10 females and 9 males from different regions and
cities in Lebanon. Participants were recruited using flyers at
banks and hairdressers, given that these are contexts where
consumers usually seek long term relationships (Price and
Arnould, 1999; ElSharnouby and Parsons, 2010). The
participants came from varying occupational backgrounds and
their ages ranged from 21 to 54. The effort was made to recruit
a demographically diverse sample in terms of age, marital
status, education and occupation to explore the influence of
wasta and social networks on relational behaviors among
different consumers and in different consumption contexts.
The interviews began with the collection of socio-demographic
information and proceeded with questions about participants’
market relationships in general, market relationships they had
with members of their own social networks, as well as about
instances where they preferred dealing with their social
networks, and instances where they preferred not to deal with
their social networks. The interviews were transcribed verbatim

Participant (Psuedo name) Age, Gender Occupation

Sahar 24, Female Executive Secretary, Tertiary Degree

Amira 54, Female Widow — unemployed. High School Diploma
Nariman 24, Female Accountant, Tertiary Degree

Lina 23, Female Research Assistant at a leading university Tertiary Degree
Randa 32, Female Pharmaceutical representative

Nazem 34, Male Graphic Designer

Ali 21, Male Engineering student

Rabih 31, Male Supply Chain manager — Tertiary degree

Sheikh 40, Male Accountant Tertiary degree

Maher 26, Male Engineer — Tertiary degree

Ahmad 43, Male Receptionist — High School Diploma

Sary 28, Male Nurse — Tertiary degree

Silvia 31, Female Teacher — Tertiary degree

Aline 36, Female Logistics officer — Tertiary degree

Badih 21, Male Waiter/student — Undergrad Student

Arya 21, Female Unemployed — High School Diploma

Layan 48, Female Bank employee — Tertiary degree

Sara 31, Female Receptionist and beautician — Vocational Diploma
Mazen 53, Male Taxi driver — High School Diploma
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within 48 h of the interview and each interviewee was given a
pseudonym to ensure anonymity.

We used Portes and Sensenbrenner (1993) propositions
regarding the different sources of social capital (value
introjection, reciprocity transactions, bounded solidarity and
enforceable trust) to explore the influence of social networks
and Arab relational norms on consumer relational behaviors.
Thematic analysis was used following the guidelines of Braun
and Clarke (2006). Interviews were analyzed in light of the
research questions and the analysis followed an iterative process
of coding, categorizing and abstracting (Miles ez al., 2014). The
coding focused on mapping activities, values and relationships
with a focus on the practices that guided relational behaviors in
different contexts to produce thematic segments, which were
then analyzed iteratively until thematic saturation was reached
(Braun and Clarke, 2006). We first coded the themes relating
to the use of social networks and their importance to each
participant and then compared the themes across all
participants to elicit higher-order abstractions (Spiggle, 1994).
The themes were then reconstituted to arrive at themes of unity
motivations, self-serving motivations, equality motivations and
relationship maintenance motivations (Table II).

Discussion of findings

Analysis of the data reveals a strong role for social networks in
the informants’ relational behaviors. Also, informants’
motivations varied between formal and informal markets,
which are marked by lack of market-based institutions and
resources like capital and labor. All participants spoke of using
wasta connections regularly when making consumption
decisions to gain special benefits, like discounts, or to
circumvent and transgress organizational policies and
procedures, like waiting in line, within formal markets. All
informants spoke about wasza casually and unprompted, even
though we did not specifically ask about wasza relations, neither
directly nor indirectly, in our interview questions, which
illustrates how pervasive a cultural norm wasta is. Acquiring
help through a wasza connection in bureaucratic contexts and
circumventing rules was considered acceptable behavior and
common decency expected for the sake of the social bond. The
use of wasta and social networks resulted in the creation of
moral economies of favors where participants often drew on
their wasta relationships and made heavy use of their social
networks to make better consumption choices and made
consumption decisions to maintain and support social
relationships. The participants often expected favors from
members of their networks and they themselves rendered favors
to members of their networks through exercising relational
behaviors.

When it came to consumption choices involving members of
social networks, the interviews revealed the following four main
types of motivations the respondents sought to satisfy: self-
serving motivations, unity motivations, equality motivations
and relationship maintenance motivations. Each of these
motivations drew on a different source of social capital. In
satisfying these motivations participants create economies of
favors that aimed at benefiting from, and providing benefit to
members of social networks. In the paragraphs that follow, we
present the details of our findings.
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Table Il Summary table of data analysis

Aggregate
theoretical
dimension

Theoretical

Sample first order codes categories

Favor
economies

Relational behaviors with
members of social networks
because they are more
trustworthy

Relational behaviors with
members of networks to gain
special benefits like discounts
Relational behaviors with
members of networks to
circumvent organizational
procedures and formalities
Using wasta relationships to
access nepotistic benefits
Relational behaviors with social
networks based on empathetic
attitudes towards sellers
Relational behaviors with
members of social networks out
of a sense of identification and
similarity

Relational behaviors based on
ethnocentric attitudes towards
members of social networks
Relational behaviors based on
reciprocity transactions in other
domains

Relational behaviors based on
reciprocal altruism

Relational decisions to avoid
conflicts with members of
social networks

Self-serving
goals

Unity goals

Equality
goals

Relationship
maintenance
goals

Self-serving motivations

Self-serving motivations reflected participant relational
behaviors with members of social networks that were
motivated by self-interest to obtain special benefits or
treatments that were only available through the wasta
relationship. For example, when buying electronics, Rabih
favored his friend who gives him special discounts because of
their friendship: “whatever electronics I need, I buy from his
place. I have been friends with him since we were young. He
gives me discounts because we are good friends.” As
expressed in this quote, wasza in the Arab culture permeates
all aspects of business and social life, including consumption.
Wasta relationships were mostly used by participants in high
bureaucracy sectors, as well as in decisions where participants
lacked knowledge or experience, such as banking, financial
and healthcare services. Wasta relationships were used to
secure access to accurate information, as well as to avoid
unfavorable inevitable experiences associated with certain
service industries like waiting in line for one’s turn. The
preference for wasta relationships in financial services was
expressed by Lina in the following quote about her choice of
bank.
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I will be frank, because my aunt works there and she facilitates everything for
me, so that’s why. If my aunt wasn’t working for them, I wouldn’t have dealt
with them. I don’t like them that much. But with my aunt there, I directly go
to her office without waiting in line. Sometimes I even ask her if she can
bring me the documents home. (Lina, F, 23)
Lina is willing to overlook unfavorable brand attitudes for the
sake of wasta benefits her aunt provides. As this excerpt shows,
such nepotistic benefits are expected from members of social
networks and are practiced openly. The importance of having a
wasta relationship in contexts that have a certain level of
complexity or are laborious is articulated by Sahar:
If you have two options for providers of the same service you pick the one
where there is somebody you know. if you know somebody, you’ll get the
exacts of things and they’ll make things easier for you. (Sahar, F, 24)
The role of wasta connections as a source of trust was also
evident in the interviews. Wasta relations were important in
technical industries or where participants lacked knowledge,
particularly in service-related industries. This is consistent with
Noble and Phillips (2004) findings that close bonds are
important in service-industries due to the intangible nature of
services and the need for trust on the part of the consumer. In
such cases, interpersonal relationships were key for relationship
success because they provide social and confidence benefits
(Goodwin and Gremler, 1996). For example, Silvia, a 31-year-
old teacher, expressed her preference for a family mechanic
over other mechanics because she has more trust in him:
The fact that they are relatives helps in this case. They keep their word. If
they promise to fix your car by a certain deadline, they abide by that
deadline. This is very important for me. (Silvia, F, 31)
Not only do wasta relationships allow for nepotistic benefits like
special discounts or extra benefits but also wasta relationships
help avoid marketing tricks played on the average consumer
due to the trust placed in the wasza relation. Hidden fees, fine
print conditions and marketing tricks were avoided through the
wasta connection. In other words, trust in the service provided
arose due to the trust in the wasta connection, without which
the service provider would not be trusted:
The branch manager of this bank is my relative. The director of insurance is
a lady from Mount Lebanon [region where Rabih is from], who is related to
my relative. So they create this web structure of relationships. Even though
the connection is a little bit far, they are still from the same town. With her
[the insurance director] it is easy- she will not try to do the tricks that they do
on ordinary customers. She gives me the deal in a straight forward manner.
She knows that I am not a passer-by. For a passer-by, they would advise him
to get an all-risks car insurance policy, and tell him that they would provide
him with free road side assistance. They do not tell him that in reality,
starting from the 3rd accident, it [road side assistance] will be at his own
expense. (Rabih, M, 31)
Rabih expects his wasza relationship to act in good faith and he
expects assistance from the connections of his wasta
relationships as something taken for granted. This highlights
how trust in the Arab world is rooted in kinship, family and
tribal connections, where relationship hierarchies begin with
immediate family, followed by relatives, and then by clan and
tribe affiliates. This type of trust is built on social connections
rather than credibility, integrity, accomplishment and
trustworthiness as construed in the West (Morgan and Hunt,
1994), where functional formal institutions and consumer
protection laws exist. The use of wasza is revealed as a necessary
mechanism for consumers to overcome market inefficiencies in
emerging markets. Hence, self-serving motivations are enabled
through enforceable trust as a source of social capital. A friend
or family member would not lie to just make a sale or they
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would lose face in their community; hence, for this socially
imposed obligation, they are preferred over other players in the
marketplace:
I would prefer to buy from the people I know and I trust. So, I would pick up
from my family and friends, people that are trustworthy and reliable because
in the end I benefit in the first place. Like I only buy shoes from my friend’s
place, she never lies just to sell stuff. If something I like does not look good,
she will tell me frankly. I love this about her, a stranger would have lied just
to sell the product, you see?”. (Aline, F, 36)
The above quotes highlight the prevalence of unethical market
practices by providers in ethically questionable contexts. One
such practice is the prevalence of withholding information from
customers. Such unethical practices consequently lead to the
expectation of marketplace dishonesty on the part of
consumers, who end up using their wasta connection as a
source of trust to help them avoid falling into marketing traps.
Wasta may be considered an ethically questionable practice, as
it puts those who have no access to it at a disadvantage and
leads to inequalities in the marketplace. Yet, in cultures where
marketplace dishonesty is prevalent due to weak formal
institutions and enforceable consumer protection laws, wasta
can be used as a safeguard against opportunistic marketing
practices, making wasta a coping consumer practice.

Unity motivations

Unity motivates consumers to protect and support members of
their “in-groups” without expectation of later reciprocation and
to regard a threat to a member of the in-group is a threat to all
(Rai and Fiske, 2011). Unity motivations, per our findings,
draw on and build on communal sharing relationships that
focus on commonalities between individuals in a relationship
where the individuals perceive each other to belong to the same
group (e.g. kinship, friends, race, ethnicity, clubs, etc.). Unity
aims at caring for and supporting in-groups through a sense of
collective responsibility and common fate. Unity motivations
were motivated by feelings of identification, empathy and
ethnocentrism.

Identification
A few participants sought to engage in relational behaviors with
individuals they identified with based on common life
experiences. For example, Maher and Ali, both engineers,
expressed their appreciation for and identification with young
entrepreneurs. Feelings of identification motivated them to
cooperate with those whom they felt they had similar work and
life ambitions. They always made sure to deal with owners of
start-ups or to recommend them to others. Maher and Ali
dream of starting their own companies one day and always seek
to build market relationships with small entrepreneurs:
He [the entrepreneur] is a young guy like me. He studied engineering
and has recently opened a pastry shop because he likes the industry. He
makes really nice sweets. It is nice to see a person who does a job he likes,
and not because he has to do it. I like the person who starts his own
business. I dislike being an employee. I guess this is a common thing
between him and myself. We have a similar way of thinking about work.
(Ali, M, 21)
Ali’s relational behavior towards this person was not motivated
by a social bond, rather by the feelings of identification with
him. Unity motivations are enabled by what Portes and
Sensenbrenner (1993) refer to as bounded solidarity as a source
of social capital, and it is evident from the interviews that
participants used different categorizations to identify with
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“in-groups” and not just ethnicity. For example, Maher and Ali
acknowledge the challenges and institutional barriers
experienced by small entrepreneurs in the marketplace and
because they have dreams of also making it on their own one
day, they make it a point to support small entrepreneurs.
As telecom engineers graduated from the Lebanese University, we suffer to
find work in Lebanon. For example, I have a friend from university who
opened his own civil engineering firm. I usually recommend him. I don’t get
any benefit or commission from this but I like to support him first because
he’s a friend and second because big businesses kind of control the market
and I like to encourage the small businesses. He’s starting up and he’s been
through similar difficulties as me. (Maher, M, 26)
Mabher expresses a sense of solidarity with those whom he
shares similar life experiences with, and he does that through
the exercise of relational behaviors. Maher and Ali have
created a tie to the imagined community of “us small
entrepreneurs”.

Empathy
Informants favored making purchases from members of their
social circles whenever possible with the ultimate aim of
providing such members with economic support. Their
reasoning was that their relatives operated in small subsistence
communities or informal markets, and hence, relied on
business from their relatives and others residing within their
local neighborhoods. For example, in Lebanon, stocking up on
preserved foods like tomato paste, cooked meat, olives, dried
fruits and jams for winter is common practice. When buying
her winter food stock, Amira favored her relatives, Afaf and
Samira, two elderly widows:
They prepare “winter food stock”. Whenever I want to buy anything that
they can produce, like tomato paste or blueberry syrup, I go to them,
because this is how they make a living. Wouldn’t you want to help them out?
(Amira, F, 54)
This quote corroborates Viswanathan et al. (2014) argument
that informal markets are characterized by intense personal
relationships and affective and social commitments between
buyers and sellers. It further highlights the absence of “formal”
forms of support/social security in emerging markets as
afforded by functional formal institutions in the west, so
consumers in emerging markets must take care of each other.
Amira’s preference for members of her social networks was
viewed as a social obligation and a source of mutual benefit
rather than a charitable deed:
I like those who are trying to work, they have respect towards themselves.
Like there is this man who used to have a small grocery shop, but for
reasons beyond his control he got broke so now he sells local produce by
car. I like to buy from him olive oil. I like to help people like him, and in
the end, you are not doing charity, you are buying a product. (Amira,
F, 54)
This moral obligation to financially support one’s in-group was
especially important to members of minority groups, like
members of the Armenian and Druze communities in
Lebanon, as well as those who lived in the suburbs or small
towns as a form of solidarity:
Of course, especially when it comes to the relatives who are in need, in terms
of their financial conditions. They are capable of rendering high-quality
services. Like, I have a relative, he is my mom’s cousin, his financial
condition is difficult, but he renders good services, delivers spare parts of

cars and accessories, so whenever I have to fix my car, I go to him. (Badih,
M, 21)
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Such acts of solidarity to stand by those who are financially
distressed were an expected norm expressed toward and
expected from members of minority or underprivileged groups.

Ethnocentrism

Participants also exhibited ethnocentric attitudes by favoring
buying goods and services from their close relatives or members
of their religion or ethnic group. Ethnocentrism is a “view of
things in which one’s own group is the center of everything, and
all others are scaled and rated with reference to it” (Sumner,
1906). For example, Sana, a young professional, expressed her
strict preference for buying food stock from small farm
producers in her hometown:

We buy all our food stock products from my village [. ..] we always try to buy

the products from the people in my village first because we like the products
of our village, we think produce from our village are better than those
available in the city and we like to benefit the people from our own village in

particular. (Sana, F, 24)

Sana’s feelings of ethnocentrism towards the people from her
town reflect favoritism and a view that her town is superior to all
other towns or “groups.” Feelings of ethnocentrism based on
religious views were also expressed some participants. For
example, one participant was a Druze sheikh (religiously
committed male of the Druze faith) who worked as an
accountant. He spoke of how he preferred to buy goods from
those who not only were members of his religious faith but were
also devout sheikhs because they shared similar value systems
with him.
I would prefer to go to a sheikh, since I feel I will have more in common with
him. Let me ask you, what if there were two guys and each has a store, but
one of them is Lebanese while the other is a foreigner. Wouldn’t you go to
the Lebanese store because you would feel that you have more in common
with him? (Sheikh, M, 40)
As this extract shows, ethnocentrism implies the existence of
a group consciousness, giving rise to feelings of cooperation
and empathy in support of the “in-group” (Mihalyi, 1984;
Sumner, 1906), which, in this case, referred to Druze
sheikhs. This in-group consciousness may arise from
common lineage, daily contact, blood relations, sexual
orientation, religious affiliation, etc. (Adams, 1951). As
indicated in the above quote by Sheikh, ethnocentrism may
take a broad formulation to include not only relations
between different ethnic groups but also relations between
different social aggregates like religious sects.

Feelings of ethnocentrism were not restricted to religion or
ethnicity. For example, Rabih preferred to buy his groceries
from his sister’s fiancé, who owns a supermarket. Prior to his
sister’s engagement, Rabih used to buy his groceries from
another supermarket, but ever since his sister got engaged, he
made a commitment to only buy from her fiancé.

As the saying goes, “the close ones and not the far away”. You see, it all
starts with zones. You start by supporting people in your hometown, and
then you widen your circle to include your family, then your friends, then
people of your religion. (Rabih, M, 37)
This quote illustrates the web of favors created in Arab culture
by nature of reliance and use of social networks in social life.
Rabih’s quote expresses how ethnocentrism and its imposed
obligations work and how the effects of ethnocentrism in the
marketplace extend beyond country of origin effects.
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Equality motivations
Equality motivations are based on achieving and maintaining
balance between individuals, like taking turns or engaging in
reciprocal treatment (Rai and Fiske, 2011). Equality
motivations draw on reciprocity transactions as a source of
social capital. Participants did not merely engage in reciprocal
behaviors quid pro quo; reciprocal behaviors were motivated by
a sense of obligation, guilt or appreciation. Participants
engaged in relationships either because they wanted to
reciprocate a good deed done by the other party to the
community or because they expected the other party to behave
similarly toward them in the future. Amira spoke of a
“Moukhtar,” (public servant who provides local government
services) in her town who also owned a mini-market. She liked
to buy groceries from his minimarket because of the services he
provided to the citizens of her community:
Ever since he became Moukhtar, he has never charged a penny to the
citizens of our town for the paperwork he performs for them. He does all
the applications and doesn’t charge a cent unless there is a need for a stamp,
he takes the price of that. I like to buy stuff from his mini market, although
he doesn’t have everything, he does have good vegetables, grains and
cleaning products. Even during Eid [religious] holidays I buy from him the
ingredients to prepare “maamoul” [holiday sweets]. (Amira, F, 54)
Amira spoke similarly of an owner of a gas station who provided
free fuel to the center of the political party she was a member of.
When asked more about such relationships, Amira said she
experienced a sense of guilt whenever she bought groceries or
filled her car with fuel from other providers. To Amira, the act
of reciprocating engenders a sense of fulfilment, while the
failure to recompense obligations leads to guilt. This illustrates
how favor economies work in consumer markets, expecting
favors in consumption and rendering favors back through
exhibiting relational behaviors.

Reciprocal altruism (Trivers, 2006), where respondents
expressed the sentiment that they made particular choices
because they felt that the other party would act in a similar
manner towards them, was also evident:

You have to help your relative to benefit from the transaction. I feel that I
have to benefit them. They would do the same for me. There will be times
that I will need them to stand by me in certain occasions. I am doing the
same. I am helping them provide for their families. I have to, they are my
family. After all, life is about giving and taking. (Sheikh, M, 40)
Dealing with one’s social network is an expectation and the
reciprocation of that choice is also expected in return. This
implies that motivations associated with relatedness, affiliation
and community contribution are strong drivers of consumption
decisions in collectivist contexts and are supported through
reciprocity in consumption.

Relationship maintenance motivations

Relationship maintenance motivations aimed at preserving
social bonds and avoiding consumptive situations that could
result in conflicts or tensions in the social relationship with a
potential provider. Despite the heavy use of social bonds and
social networks in consumption by the participants, there
existed conditions that privileged marketplace efficiency
motivations over unity and equality motivations, echoing that
embedded markets are marked by tensions between social
forces and economic forces (Nash, 1967). Marketplace
relationships with members of social networks were sought
where products or services were relatively uniform with little
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difference between offerings in formal and informal markets or
where products in informal markets were of superior quality as
the case was for winter stock, for example, or where the
participant could gain access to special benefits. In cases where
a service failure could occur, providers from social networks
were deliberately avoided not only to avoid an unpleasant
experience but also not to harm the social relationship and to
maintain community cohesion. Conflict avoidance was a main
motivator in such cases:
With my relatives, I try easy things, like a bank loan, I am going to get it in all
cases, with or without my relatives. It is a standard product so I get it
through them. It’s the same for groceries. There is minimal chance of failure
in these types of products. But with car mechanics, I could end up upset
with them if the quality of the work was bad, so I don’t take my car to
mechanics I am related to. I wouldn’t approach my relatives for anything
that could be a pass or fail. (Rabih, M, 31)
Rabih would not want a fall out in a relationship due to service
failure, so he avoids his social network altogether. Being upset
with a stranger would not impact the cohesion of his networks
and his community. As this quote illustrates, personal life,
social life and consumptive decisions are all intertwined.
Concerns of service failure and its impact on the relationship
were particularly expressed by male participants when they
spoke of automotive-related services and other services where
performance risk is high. Fear of service failure, particularly for
services that entailed a safety component or expensive
decisions, meant that social niceties could not be afforded.
Factors related to social embeddedness did not apply to
decisions where performance risks were high. In such cases,
consumer choice was guided by expertise and service quality,
not by socio-moral emotions:
For my car, I always deal with professionals. I do not deal with just anybody
when it comes to my car because it is a matter of safety. That is why I always
go to a very good mechanic, even if it is going to cost me more. All I care is
they know what they are doing. (Ahmad, M, 43)
For Ahmad, repairing his car is a job that requires a certain level
of skill, he did not give consideration to factors other than
professionalism community-based emotions were irrelevant. In
such cases, the moral and emotional elements of relational
behaviors were unimportant in the purchase decision to protect
the social bond, avoid conflict and to maintain social cohesion.
Triandis (2001) has noted that collectivistic consumers tend to
prefer conflict resolution that does not destroy relationships.
To satisfy relationship maintenance motivations, participants
avoided conflicts by avoiding mixing the social with
consumption. In other words, conflicts are avoided by avoiding
the relationship altogether if there is a suspicion of service
failure rather than foregoing the service for the sake of the
relationship.

Discussion and conclusions

Emerging markets provide opportunities to expand our
understanding of marketing research and practice. This
research reveals that consumer relationships in an Arab context
are multi-faceted where consumers draw on different sources of
social capital to create economies of favors where social capital
and consumption are intertwined such that social capital
influences relational behaviors and relational behaviors are
made to maintain social capital. In such favor economies,
consumption practices are embedded in moral and social
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norms where reciprocity is initiated and expected in return and
consumers use their social networks or wasta relations, to get
things done, gain favors of access, circumvent procedures
and processes and facilitate access to special treatment and
privileges and to perform gestures and acts of solidarity and
compassion. While such provisions of personal favors do exist
in Western contexts (e.g. the French “piston”, and “pulling
strings” in English speaking contexts), they are practiced
discretely and generally looked down upon and sanctioned
because western societies are marked by functioning formal
institutions.

Findings show wasta and social capital have effects that
extend beyond business negotiation contexts and play a role in
shaping consumer relational behaviors. Not only do wasta
relationships facilitate certain benefits not otherwise available
to other customers but they also help offset unfavorable brand
attitudes through the wasza benefits provided. While wasza in
the management literature has been associated with the
negative connotations of corruption and nepotism, the findings
show that wasza as a form of social capital can have positive, as
well as negative effects in consumption contexts. The negative
effects are associated with nepotism, whereas the positive
effects are associated with trust, cooperation, solidarity and
community building. Wasta emerges as a form of consumer
resistance and coping mechanism in the face of non-
transparent market institutions.

While wasta draws on solidarity as a source of social capital,
wasta is distinct from social solidarity. Social solidarity is a form
of bonding social capital while wasta is a form of bridging social
capital (El-Said and Harrigan, 2009). Solidarity is bolstered by
emphasis on social cohesion, social justice, duty to help the
disenfranchised according to prevalent values in the region (El-
Said and Harrigan, 2009). Wasta, on the other hand, is often
used to solve everyday problems, obtain special benefits and
circumvent formalities, but it can, like social solidarity, be a
gateway to empowering religious values (Jafari and Stierdem,
2012).

Findings from previous research (Varman and Costa, 2008;
Viswanathan er al., 2014) that moral emotions such as altruism,
appreciation, guilt and reciprocity drive economic activities in
embedded communities were supported in this research;
however, not for all types of products and services. When
products and services were relatively homogenous, preference
was given to members of social networks and local
communities, specifically those operating in subsistence
markets. Social networks were used in formal markets to gain
special benefits through a wasta connection, and in informal
markets, social networks were used to satisfy unity and equality
motives. However, when consumptive decisions were related to
non-homogenous products and services, performance risks or
uncertain consumption outcomes, social networks were less
favored. In such consumptive contexts, behavior was guided by
quality level, customer service standards, performance
evaluations, brand reputation and other factors that can have
an impact on the customer experience.

The dichotomous classification of markets into formal vs
informal markets assumes formal dealings in formal markets
and informal dealings in informal markets, however, we find
that wasta enables informality in dealings in formal markets and
acts as a coping mechanism to overcome formalities and
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opportunistic marketing practices. Hence, dichotomous and
binary thinking have limitations in that they do not capture the
dynamics of a culture within a market system.

This research makes several contributions to the literature.
First, it highlights the importance of using a consumer-centric
approach to the study of relational behaviors. Findings show
that not only is social capital an important resource for
subsistence entrepreneurs (Viswanathan ez al., 2014) but also
for facilitating consumption as well. For consumers, social
capital facilitated access to valuable information, special
treatment and special offers and was used by consumer to seek
and experience socio-moral emotions through consumption.

Second, this research highlights the importance of
distinguishing relationships between formal vs informal market
systems. Findings showed that consumers seek different
relationships with providers operating in formal versus informal
markets to satisfy different motivations, especially in emerging
markets, where members in both market systems operate in
close geographical proximity. Dealings in informal
(subsistence) markets were marked by support for members of
social networks that were subsistence entrepreneurs with
acknowledgment of the institutional obstacles facing them. In
formal markets, principles of exchange applied and consumer
choice was driven by brand attributes and benefits and
members of social networks were used to obtain wasta benefits
where possible to transgress organizational policies and
procedures. Furthermore, informal markets were mainly
resorted to for homogenous products and services, and
traditional products like homemade preserves and organic
produce. This highlights the boundary conditions to the
emotional and moral imperatives of embedded markets.

Third, this extends our understanding of ethnicity in the
marketplace beyond the study of acculturation and migration
on consumption (Jamal, 2003). Specifically, the research
highlights the different ways by which consumers define their
group affiliation and how such definitions of ethnocentrism
influence consumption decisions in religio-ethnic diverse
societies. The research also highlights the role of ethnocentrism
in consumption beyond country of origin effects (Fischer and
Zeugner-Roth, 2017) and as a source of social capital given the
positive effect of ethnocentrism on community cohesion. We
find that morality and group level conceptions of self have an
influence on consumer relational behaviors such that moral
emotions serve as a source of positive identity. Given that most
contemporary societies have become multi-cultural (Penaloza,
2006), there is a need to gain a better understanding of the
relationship between ethnicity and consumer relational
behaviors.

From a practical viewpoint, this research provides insights
into consumer market relationships in an Arab market.
Specifically, it highlights how Arab consumers seek personal
relationships in navigating the marketplace. The research
highlighted the important role of identification for small
entrepreneurs and subsistence entrepreneurs, and how
important it is for them to utilize their social networks and to
make their stories authentic and known within their
communities to facilitate social bonding, feelings of
identification and emotional connection with consumers. As
for larger companies and MNCs operating in markets where
favor economies exist, they must be aware of expectations of
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nepotism and possible pressures on their employees to comply
with cultural norms of wastza. Managers should also be aware of
the interpersonal nature of trust in the Arab world, where trust
is rooted in kinship. From a managerial perspective,
understanding where trust lies is crucial for cultivating strong
brand relationships.

This study has limitations that suggest areas for future
research. This study was conducted in one geographical
context. While Lebanon shares many of its characteristics with
other Arab countries, future research should aim at exploring
the influence of social networks in other Arab and emerging
market contexts. Hence, cross-validation across different
countries could provide further insights into the cultural norm
of wasta, as well as similar nepotistic constructs and their
influence in the marketplace.

Future research should also explore the impact of wasza and
social networks in instances of service failure to understand the
impact of service failure on social networks and vice versa.
Given that wasta creates discrimination in empowering certain
consumers and disempowering others who do not have access
to wasta, future research should explore the impact of
differential treatment produced by wasta on brand image. A
comparison study that compares wasta across multiple Arab
contexts and cultural forms of social capital across Arab vs non-
Arab contexts could also be a possible research endeavor. In
conclusion, we hope that our exploratory research on the effect
of social networks and cultural norms offers a fruitful
foundation for further research on relational behaviors in
emerging markets.
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