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While previous literature has agreed that friendships work well in mitigating consumer dissatisfaction in failures, this paper argues

that a friendship may not always work. Drawing from the communal-exchange relationship framework (Clark and Mills 1979) and the

psychological contract theory (Rousseau 1989), this paper suggests that communal (vs. exchange) consumers would be less

dissatisfied in an implicit promise breach, but a reverse pattern would occur in an explicit promise breach. In addition, self-construal

would moderate the interactive relationship between relationship type and promise breach type on consumer dissatisfaction. Two

experiments with different consumption contexts provide convergent evidence of the hypotheses.

 
 
[to cite]:

Lisa C. Wan and Michael K.  Hui (2010) ,"Be Tolerable Or Be Angry? a Situation of Relationship Norm Conflict in Failure", in

NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 37, eds. Margaret C. Campbell, Jeff Inman, and Rik Pieters, Duluth, MN :

Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 451-451 .

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/15331/volumes/v37/NA-37

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/15331/volumes/v37/NA-37
http://www.copyright.com/


451 Advances in Consumer Research
Volume 37, © 2010

Be Tolerable or Be Angry? A Situation of Relationship Norm Conflict in Failure
Lisa C. Wan, Lingnan University, Hong Kong, China

Michael K. Hui, Chinese University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong, China

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Prior research has generally agreed that establishing friend-

ships with consumers work well in mitigating consumer dissatis-
faction in failures. However, this paper argues that a friendship may
not always work and sometimes it may even magnify consumer
dissatisfaction in failures. Drawing from the communal-exchange
relationship framework (Clark and Mills 1979), this paper proposes
two conflicting norms may have been activated simultaneously in
communal relationships when a failure happens. The first norm
focuses on self-obligation, that is, because s/he is my good friend,
I have to tolerate his/her mistakes. The second norm focuses on
other-obligation, that is, because s/he is my good friend, s/he has to
provide me with good services. The relative salience of these two
conflicting norms may influence communal consumers’ dissatis-
faction level to be different from exchange consumers. Building on
the psychological contract theory (Rousseau 1989), it is suggested
that promise breach type is a moderator that influences the relative
salience of the two norms in governing communal consumer
responses. Specifically, communal (vs. exchange) consumers would
be less dissatisfied in an implicit promise breach, but the reverse
pattern would occur in an explicit promise breach.

In addition, this paper demonstrates that self-construal further
moderate the interactive effect of relationship type and promise
breach type on consumer dissatisfaction. Note that people reactions
to social norms and obligations have been demonstrated to vary
significantly according to their independent and interdependent
self-construals (Markus and Kitayama 1991; Singelis 1994). Given
that relationship norms are the key in driving the different dissatis-
faction levels across communal and exchange relationships in
failures, it is possible that the interactive relationship between
relationship type and promise breach type on consumer dissatisfac-
tion would also differ across independent and interdependent self-
construals. Two experiments with different consumption contexts
provide convergent evidence of the proposed hypotheses.

Research Hypotheses
H1: When there is an implicit promise breach in a failure,

communal consumers will be less dissatisfied than ex-
change consumers.

H2: When there is an explicit promise breach in a failure,
communal consumers will be more dissatisfied than
exchange consumers.

H3: When there is an implicit promise breach in a failure: (a)
The pattern of communal consumers are less dissatisfied
than exchange consumers would be more pronounced for
interdependents than for independents, and (b) this pat-
tern is mediated by the tendency of self-obligation thought.

H4: When there is an explicit promise breach in a failure: (a)
The pattern of communal consumers are more dissatis-
fied than exchange consumers would be more pronounced
for interdependents than for independents, and (b) this
pattern is mediated by betrayal feeling.

Method and Results
In experiment 1, a 2 (relationship type: communal vs. ex-

change) x 3 (promise breach: no promise vs. implicit promise vs.
explicit promise) between-subjects design was used. Results con-
firm that the impact of relationship type on consumer dissatisfac-

tion is contingent on promise breach type. Specifically, communal
(vs. exchange) consumers are less dissatisfied in an implicit prom-
ise breach, but the reverse pattern occurs in an explicit promise
breach. In addition, self-obligation thought is the mediator of an
implicit promise breach and betrayal feeling is the mediator of an
explicit promise breach.

In experiment 2, a 2 (self-construal prime: independent versus
interdependent) × 2 (relationship type: communal versus exchange)
× 2 (promise breach type: implicit promise breach versus explicit
promise breach) between subject design was used. It demonstrates
that self-construal moderates the interactive effect of relationship
type and promise breach type on consumer dissatisfaction. More
specifically, communal participants were less dissatisfied than
exchange participants in an implicit promise breach, and this
pattern was more pronounced in the interdependent self-construal
condition than in the independent self-construal condition. In
contrast, communal participants were more dissatisfied than ex-
change participants in an explicit promise breach, and this pattern,
again, was more pronounced for participants who primed with an
interdependent (vs. independent) self-construal. In addition, con-
vergent evidences were found for the underlying mechanism be-
tween an implicit and an explicit promise breach. In brief, the self-
obligation thought (betrayal feeling) tendency mediates the interac-
tive effect of relationship type and promise breach type on con-
sumer dissatisfaction in an implicit (explicit) promise breach.
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