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This research explores factors that influence consumers’ propensity to revive relationship with a previously abandoned brand. Eleven

determinants of consumer-brand reunion occurring before, during and after a consumer-brand break-up are tested with a regression

model using financial services data.
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Determinants of Consumer-Brand Reunion After a Break-up
Svetlana Bogomolova, University of South Australia, Australia

Extended Abstract
This research uses a framework of consumer-brand relationships (Fournier 1998) and extends the work into consumer-brand 

‘break-ups’ (Fajer and Schouten 1995; Mai and Canti 2008) by examining which factors influence consumers to restore relationships 
with previously abandoned brands. 

Breaking up with a brand could be a significant event in consumers’ lives (Fajer and Schouten 1995; Mai and Canti 2008). Terminating 
brand relationships can take a lot of consumers’ time, resources and emotions (Keaveney 1995). Therefore, the break-up experience 
might have a strong impact on consumers’ future decisions, in particular, whether to deal with the same brand again (Stauss and Friege 
1999). Consequently, it is important to understand the effects circumstances prior, during and following a consumer-brand break-up 
have on consumers’ future propensities to revive those relationships.

Only a few academic studies have directly examined the notion of lost customers’ reunion with their former brands (Homburg, 
Hoyer, and Stock 2007; Stauss and Friege 1999; Thomas, Blattberg, and Fox 2004; Tokman, Davis, and Lemon 2007). Stauss and 
Friedge (1999) presented a conceptual base for profitable regain management and segmentation of lost customers. Thomas et al. 
(2004) proposed an optimal pricing strategy for winback offers. Homburg et al (2007) focused on factors during a revival process that 
increase the winback propensity. Finally, Tokman et al. (2007) proposed a model of the perceived value of winback offer. Principally, 
these studies examined the issue from the brand’s perspective, assessing what managers can do to lure lost customers back. However, 
there is a need for a study that looks into the focal issue from the consumers’ perspective, taking into account the dynamic nature of the 
consumer-brand break-up process.

Firstly, it is important to understand the relationship consumers held with a brand before the break-up (Fajer and Schouten 1995). 
Focusing on more objective determinants (such as facts of prior behaviour) avoids potential bias in consumers’ post-termination responses 
(as per Cognitive Dissonance Theory (Festinger 1957)), The first determinant of prior relationship is its length before termination (Thomas 
et al. 2004). Another determinant is consumer loyalty or disloyalty to the brand, in a form of variety-seeking behaviour (Givon 1984) 
that results in sole or multiple brand usage (Bird, Channon, and Ehrenberg 1970). 

The next set of items describes the process of relationship termination. Attribution Theory (Weiner 2000) suggests that depending 
on whom consumers hold responsible for the break-up (the brand itself, attraction of competition or themselves-in case of changes in 
personal circumstances), it will affect how consumers evaluate the experience. Indeed, the reasons for defection were found to have a 
strong impact on the likelihood of winning back lost customers (Stauss and Friege 1999; Tokman et al. 2007). In a multi-product financial 
relationship, complete or partial termination could also describe the nature of a break-up.

Finally, factors occurring after the break-up include consumers’ post-defection opinions of the former brand, in the form of positive 
or negative associations and overall evaluations (Bogomolova and Romaniuk 2009). The time lapsed since the event has also been 
described as an important moderator of consumers’ opinions (for example, due to the Cognitive Dissonance Adjustment (Festinger 
1957)). Additionally, consumers’ demographic characteristics are also believed to have an impact on consumer decisions (Homburg et 
al. 2007; Tokman et al. 2007). 

This research used the context of financial service relationships, which is typically characterised with high involvement (both financial 
and emotional), long-term (due to its subscription nature) and multi-product relationships, with personal interaction components (Berry 
2000). Customers who have terminated relationships with a financial service provider were identified using the provider’s records. They 
were approached by phone for a 15-minute interview, achieving a 30% response rate. The demographic profile of the final sample (141 
respondents) was similar to the profile of all provider’s lost customers. A hierarchical regression model estimated the relative impact of 
each factor on the propensity of consumers who have previously terminated relationships to return to their former provider (measured 
by an 11-point Juster probability scale (Juster 1966)). The factors were inputted in four consecutive models, starting with demographic 
characteristics, followed by groups of factors occurring before, during and after the termination.

The results showed that the following five (out of eleven) factors significantly contributed to the propensity of lost customers’ reunion 
with the former brand. First, the higher was the number of positive attributes associated with the former brand (ß=0.26, p<.01) and the 
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higher was the overall evaluation (ß=0.47, p<.01), the higher was the propensity for consumers to return. This suggests that consumers 
who feel positive about their former provider (even after defection) are more likely to consider returning. Furthermore, the number of 
different brands respondents had used, had a significant negative impact on the propensity to return (ß=-0.18, p<.01), suggesting that 
consumers who have other providers or are experienced in switching providers are less likely to return. Next, the longer the time lapse 
since defection (but still within a year), the higher was the propensity of winback (ß=0.15, p<.05). This suggests that consumers are 
more likely to return after they had some time to reflect on the decision (‘to cool their heads off’), but not so long that they could forget 
about those relationships. Finally, an increase in household income had a negative relationship with the propensity of return (ß=-0.11, 
p<.01). This suggests that consumers who have more money (who are perhaps, more savvy at managing finances) are less likely to 
return to their former brand.

In summary, this study offers a contribution to consumer research in the area of consumer-brand reunion after break-up, by identifying 
factors that moderate the likelihood of future reunion. 
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Consumers’ Investments in Brand Relationships:   
An Explorative Investigation of Specific Investments in Consumer-Brand Relationships 

Tarje Gaustad, Norwegian School of Management, Norway

Extended Abstract
The literature on consumer-brand relationships is heavily influenced by research on inter-personal relationships from social 

psychology (Fournier 2009). One factor known to influence persistence in an inter-personal relationship is the size of relational specific 
investments (Rusbult, Martz & Agnew 1998). Such investments are defined as resources that are invested in the relationship and that lose 
a significant part of their value if the relationship is ended (Rusbult 1980). Invested resources enhance commitment to the relationship 
because the act of investment serves as a powerful psychological inducement to persist and it increases the costs of termination (Cox, 
Wexler, Rusbult & Gaines 1997). 

In a similar vein, the concept of asset specificity and specific investments is common in the literature on inter-organizational 
relationships (Heide & Stump 1995). In the transaction cost perspective, specific assets create dependence on the transaction partner 
and, if not balanced, create a potential threat of opportunism (Wathne & Heide 2000). 

Despite the focus on specific investments in both inter-personal and inter-organizational relationships, there have been a few attempts 
to understand the nature of such investments in consumer-brand relationships. The lack of learning from the inter-organizational literature 
is addressed as a shortcoming in the research on brand relationships (Fournier 2009). 

30 semi structured in-dept interviews on consumers’ investments in brand relationships related to three different contexts (Apple Inc., 
a national soccer team, and the mobile phone brands the participants had at the time, with 10 interviews in each context) were conducted. 


