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marketing on customer trust, considering the mediating role of barriers to change. The
research is descriptive-survey in terms of applied purpose and in terms of method. The
statistical population of this research was the customers of Shahr Bank branches in
Mashhad. The sample size was determined based on Cochran's formula, 384 people were
selected by non-probability method. The tool of data collection was a standard
questionnaire, the validity of which was confirmed by the method of confirmatory factor
analysis and the reliability of Cronbach's alpha method and the combined reliability
coefficient. Structural equation modeling by SmartPLS3 software was used to check the
hypotheses. Research results show that relational marketing increases customer trust and
increases barriers to change. This helps in customer retention. Also, barriers to change
increase customer trust. In this research, the mediating role of change barriers has been

confirmed.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In today’s dynamic and highly competitive
business environment, customer trust plays a
central role in shaping sustainable marketing
relationships. Amid the growing complexity of
consumer behavior, especially in service-oriented
industries like banking, understanding how
relationship  marketing initiatives  influence
customer trust has become a significant area of
scholarly interest. More specifically, this study
explores how the mediating role of switching
barriers can enhance or hinder the effect of

* E-mail address: amirhoseinarman05@gmail.com

relationship  marketing on customer trust.
Relationship marketing (RM) is widely recognized
as a strategic approach aimed at developing long-
term customer engagement through mutual value
exchange, satisfaction, and loyalty. However, this
relationship is often complicated by contextual
variables, such as perceived switching costs, which
can either reinforce or distort the trust-building
process.

While prior studies have documented the
importance of trust in relationship marketing, there
remains a gap in understanding the nuanced
pathways through which relationship marketing
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impacts trust, particularly when switching barriers
are involved. Switching barriers encompass
various structural, psychological, and economic
obstacles that discourage customers from moving
to competing service providers. These barriers are
of particular relevance in the banking sector, where
customers tend to demonstrate inertia due to the
perceived inconvenience or risk associated with
switching financial institutions.

This research aims to investigate the mediating
role of switching barriers including financial,
procedural, and relational factors in the
relationship between RM practices and customer
trust. Anchored in the Push—Pull-Mooring (PPM)
model and supported by relational exchange
theory, this study seeks to provide empirical
evidence from the Iranian banking context, thereby
contributing to a growing body of international
literature that emphasizes the critical role of
switching barriers in trust formation.

Methodology

This research employs a quantitative, applied, and
correlational design using a cross-sectional survey
approach. The target population includes
customers of Bank Shahr in Mashhad, Iran,
reflecting a purposive sampling of banking clients
with diverse demographic characteristics. To
ensure statistical robustness, the Cochran formula
was used to calculate the optimal sample size,
resulting in a final sample of 384 respondents.

Data collection was conducted through a structured
questionnaire based on validated measurement
instruments adapted from prior studies. The
constructs of relationship marketing, switching
barriers, and customer trust were operationalized
using multi-item scales assessed on a 5-point
Likert scale. The questionnaire underwent content
validation by academic experts in marketing and
behavioral  sciences. To ensure internal
consistency, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were
calculated, all of which exceeded the threshold of
0.70.

For data analysis, the study utilized Structural
Equation Modeling (SEM) via Smart PLS 3
software. SEM was chosen due to its suitability for
modeling  complex relationships  involving
mediating variables and latent constructs. The
analysis process included an assessment of
measurement validity (convergent and

discriminant  validity), reliability (composite
reliability and Cronbach's alpha), and structural
model fit (e.g., R?, path coefficients, t-statistics).
Bootstrap resampling with 5000 iterations was
applied to test the significance of direct and
indirect effects.

The model examined four main hypotheses:

1. The direct effect of relationship marketing
on customer trust.

2. The effect of relationship marketing on
switching barriers.

3. The effect of switching barriers on
customer trust.

4. The mediating effect of switching barriers
between relationship marketing and trust.

Results and Discussion

The results demonstrate that all four hypotheses
were supported at the 95% confidence level. First,
the study confirms a statistically significant and
positive direct relationship between relationship
marketing and customer trust (f = 0.64, t = 18.13,
p < 0.05). This finding aligns with prior literature
emphasizing that strategic RM efforts such as
personalized communication, service quality, and
conflict resolution enhance customers' confidence
in the service provider.

Second, a significant positive relationship was
found between relationship marketing and
switching barriers (f = 0.22, t = 3.79), suggesting
that RM activities also play a role in increasing
customers’ perceived costs of switching. This
implies that effective relationship marketing not
only builds trust but also embeds customers more
deeply into the service relationship through
psychological and procedural investments.

Third, switching barriers were shown to positively
affect customer trust (B = 0.22, t = 5.26),
confirming their role as a reinforcing mechanism
that strengthens the relational bond between
customers and service providers. When customers
perceive high switching costs whether due to
perceived risk, effort, or relational continuity they
are more likely to trust and stay committed to their
current provider.

Most importantly, the study confirms the
mediating role of switching barriers in the
relationship between relationship marketing and
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customer trust (B = 0.05, t = 3.73). This indirect
effect highlights the importance of understanding
switching barriers not only as deterrents to change
but also as psychological signals of trust and
loyalty. In other words, switching barriers serve as
a "mooring factor" that stabilizes the relationship
fostered through RM practices.

The findings are consistent with the Push-Pull-
Mooring model, in which mooring factors (e.g.,
switching barriers) act as internal constraints that
shape customers’ behavioral responses to external
relational ~ stimuli. Furthermore, the results
contribute to the theoretical framework by
suggesting that customer trust is not only the
outcome of direct relational efforts but also an
emergent property of the structural conditions
created by those efforts.

From a practical perspective, the results underscore
the strategic importance for banks to design
relationship marketing programs that
simultaneously foster emotional bonds and elevate
switching barriers, thereby reinforcing trust and
customer retention. However, this should be done
ethically to avoid manipulative practices that may
backfire in the long run.

Conclusion

This study provides empirical validation for the
hypothesis that switching barriers mediate the
relationship between relationship marketing and
customer trust. The findings reinforce the
conceptualization of trust as a multifaceted
construct influenced by both relational interactions
and structural constraints. Through SEM analysis,
it was demonstrated that effective RM practices
contribute to trust not only directly but also
indirectly by increasing the psychological and
procedural difficulty of switching.

The research has several theoretical and
managerial  implications.  Theoretically, it
contributes to the evolving literature on trust
formation in service relationships by introducing
switching barriers as a critical mediating construct.
It offers a more nuanced understanding of how
customer trust can be cultivated in high-
involvement service contexts, especially banking.

From a managerial standpoint, the results suggest
that organizations should focus not only on short-

term transactional interactions but also on long-
term relationship-building strategies that reinforce
switching inertia through service personalization,
loyalty rewards, and seamless integration of
customer experience across platforms. However,
care should be taken to ensure that switching
barriers are not perceived as coercive, as this could
undermine trust rather than foster it.

Finally, the study is not without limitations. Its
cross-sectional nature limits the ability to infer
causality, and the focus on a single bank in Iran
may constrain the generalizability of the findings.
Future research could adopt a longitudinal design
or replicate the study in different cultural and
industry contexts to enhance external validity.

In summary, this study advances our understanding
of the interplay between relationship marketing,
switching barriers, and customer trust, offering
both theoretical enrichment and actionable insights
for service providers aiming to build resilient
customer relationships.
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