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When a brand fails, whether committed consumers support the brand or evaluate it negatively depends on whether the failure violates

some psychological contract that the consumer has with the brand. When contracts are violated, the response is negative; when

contracts are not violated the response is support for the brand.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Research on brand commitment has typically focused on the 

benefits that commitment provides in protecting the brand when 
brand failures occur (e.g., Ahluwalia 2007; Ahluwalia, et al. 2000; 
Raju and Unnava 2008). However, recent research has found that 
committed consumers may pose risks for brands, especially when 
brand failures occur. Researchers have found that when a brand 
fails to live up to some expected standard, committed consumers 
under certain circumstances are likely to retaliate, seek revenge, and 
change from loving the brand to hating it (Aaker, Fournier, and Brasel 
2004; Gregoire, Tripp, and Legoux 2009). A possible reason that 
consumers in strong relationships turn around and retaliate against 
something they love might have to do with the belief that in such 
relationships the other partner (in our case, the brand) is obligated 
to them more than in weak relationships (Ward and Ostrom 2006). 

We suggest that it is not the failure itself but the nature of the 
failure that leads consumers to support or not support the brand. 
That is, we propose that failures that violate perceived pacts or 
“psychological contracts” between the consumer and the brand 
create a greater likelihood of retaliation, while failures that do not 
violate such perceived pacts lead to support for the brand. The term 
psychological contract refers to the beliefs that a consumer has 
about the reciprocal obligations that exist between the consumer 
and the brand. These beliefs are based on perceived promises that 
the consumer deems the brand has made to them in return for their 
patronage of the brand (Rousseau 1989).

We argue that consumers committed to a brand are voluntarily 
restricting their consideration set by being psychologically tied 
to a brand and excluding other brands (Raju and Unnava 2005). 
Because committed consumers give up something, they are likely 
to believe that the brand owes them more than consumers who are 
less committed (Gregoire et al. 2009). Because committed consum-
ers saddle brands with this reciprocal obligation, we propose that 
committed consumers are likely to have many more items in their 
psychological contract with the target brand compared than less 
committed consumers. 

H1: Committed consumers will report more items in their 
psychological contracts than less committed consumers.

Further, if committed consumers believe that the brand is 
contractually obligated to perform at some level and it fails to do 
so, they will view the failure as a breach of the contract. However, 
as reviewed earlier, others have found that brand commitment also 
offers brands a buffering effect from negative information (Ahluwalia 
et al. 2000). We resolve this apparent discrepancy in the literature 
by arguing that committed consumers feel betrayed only when the 
brand failure relates to a feature that is part of the psychological 
contract (henceforth called “in-contract”). When the brand failure 
relates to a feature that is outside the psychological contract (hence-
forth called “out-of-contract”), we expect that the buffering effects 
of commitment will occur. In contrast, less committed consumers 
do not have as strong a tie to the brand as committed consumers; 
therefore, we do not anticipate any differences in their responses 

to a brand failure regardless of whether they classify the failure as 
in-contract or out-of-contract 

H2: Committed consumers will rate in-contract violations less 
favorably than out-of-contract violations. 
H3: Less committed consumers will rate both in-contract and 
out-of-contract violations unfavorably.

Study 1
The objective of this study is to demonstrate that consumers 

who are more versus less committed to a brand will exhibit dif-
ferences in the contents of their psychological contracts with a 
preferred brand. Participants either high or low in commitment to 
an existing brand in each of the two categories (online store and 
bank) participated (n=201). For each category, participants were 
asked to provide the name of their preferred brand, after which 
they were presented with the list of promise items obtained from a 
pretest. For each item on the list, respondents were asked to report 
the extent to which their preferred brand promised them each item 
using a four-point scale obtained from Conway and Briner (2005).

Consistent with the idea that psychological contracts exist and 
their contents differ for high versus low commitment consumers, the 
analysis revealed a different pattern of results for high versus low 
commitment participants for online stores and banks. Specifically, a 
larger percentage of high versus low commitment consumers indi-
cated that their preferred brand either strongly suggested the promise 
of the item or explicitly promised the item in writing or verbally. 

Study 2
This study directly tests whether a violation of an item in the 

psychological contract versus outside of the psychological contract 
results in different effects for high and low commitment consum-
ers. A 2 (commitment: high or low) x 2 (contract item violation: 
in-contract vs. out-of-contract) between-participants design was 
implemented. 

Participants were presented with a description of a barbershop/
hair salon that included a brand failure (i.e., unexpected price 
increase) and to two filler consumption descriptions. The primary 
dependent variable was their evaluation of a fictitious competitive 
barbershop/salon. 

Our expectation was that high commitment consumers would 
evaluate the competitive brand more favorably if their preferred 
brand’s failure pertained to an item in-contract versus out-of-contract. 
However, we expected low commitment consumers to evaluate the 
competitive brand equivalently, regardless of their inclusion of the 
violation item in their contract. Consistent with our expectations, 
this analysis revealed a significant interaction (F (1, 205)=4.46, 
p<.05). Low commitment participants that reported that “competi-
tive prices” was not an item in their contract (M=5.39) evaluated 
the competitive brand equivalently to participants that reported that 
the item was part of their contracts (M=5.23, t (103)=0.68, p>.1), 
supporting H3. However, high commitment participants evaluated 
the new brand more favorably when the violation item was included 
in their contract (M=5.37) versus not perceived as part of their psy-
chological contract (M=4.81, t (104)=2.30, p<.05), supporting H2. 
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The results of the two studies support the idea that the nature 
of the brand failure-whether it is in-contract or out-of-contract has 
a major role to play in determining whether committed consumers 
support or respond negatively to a brand failure. 


