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Consumers frequently face decisions about whether to repair product malfunctions. We demonstrate  that ironically, less severe

malfunctions can lead to greater losses in enjoyment. This effect is possible because consumers repair major malfunctions

immediately, but allow minor malfunctions to persist. We explore affective forecasting errors as a mechanism.
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The Big Cost of Small Problems: Ironic Effects of Malfunction Severity on Enjoyment
Neil Brigden, University of Alberta, Canada
Gerald Häubl, University of Alberta, Canada 

Consumers frequently face product malfunctions that vary in severity. One might reasonably assume that the negative impact of a 
malfunction on consumer enjoyment is proportional to the severity of the malfunction. In other words, larger malfunctions should lower 
enjoyment more than smaller malfunctions. In this paper, we propose that this is not always true and that more minor malfunctions can 
reduce enjoyment more than objectively larger malfunctions. This paradoxical result is possible because of the persistence of smaller 
malfunctions. Consumers tend to address larger malfunctions immediately while allowing smaller malfunctions to persist.

We hypothesize that smaller malfunctions are allowed to persist because of an affective forecasting error in which the long-term 
impact of the malfunction is underestimated. We also hypothesize that following an initial decision to not repair a product problem, 
inaction inertia takes over reducing the likelihood that the decision will be revisited.

The underestimation of a smaller malfunction’s long-term negative impact on enjoyment is an affective forecasting error where the 
individual inaccurately predicts how a future state will make them feel. The idea that small problems could be more harmful than larger 
ones has been suggested previously in the affective forecasting literature (e.g. Wilson & Gilbert 2003). Wilson, Gilbert and colleagues 
have also demonstrated that this effect can occur in the domain of emotional experience because psychological processes that ameliorate 
distress are only triggered when a certain threshold of distress is reached (Gilbert et al. 2004).

The affective forecasting error that we explore in the domain of product repairs is atypical in its direction. In general, research has 
found evidence of a consistent impact bias, whereby individuals overestimate the continued impact a specific event will have on their 
future emotional experience (Wilson & Gilbert 2003). Here we believe underestimation is more likely because the malfunction is a 
persistent state rather than a discrete event and because consumers may fail to account for the malfunction at all in there forecasts due 
to a perception that the malfunction is too minor to impact enjoyment.

Once a consumer has decided not to repair a malfunction, inaction inertia prolongs the malfunction. Inaction inertia refers to the 
decreased likelihood of taking an attractive course of action when a similar and superior course of action has been previously foregone 
(Tykocinski & Pittman 1998; Tykocinski, Pittman & Tuttle 1995). Therefore, even if consumers recognize that a persistent malfunction 
should be repaired, they will be unlikely to repair it because they have missed a superior opportunity to repair in a previous time period.

Two experiments tested these hypotheses. In both experiments, participants experienced a malfunction with a hedonic product, had 
the option of repairing it and then continued to use the product in its repaired or unrepaired state. The key dependent measure in both 
studies was participants’ self reports of enjoyment with the product.

Experiment 1 used a video viewing experience in which participants watched stand-up comedy on a computer screen. The 
malfunctions in this study were 2-4 second bursts of audio static. In the larger malfunction condition they occurred 8 times per minute, 
while in the smaller malfunction condition they occurred 2 times per minute. Malfunction severity was manipulated between subject. 
In both conditions, participants saw a 30 second preview clip and then watched a 10 minute clip. Participants could fix the malfunction 
at any time during the 10 minute clip by pressing a button. The cost of fixing the problem was one minute of mute (no audio at all). As 
predicted, participants in the larger malfunction condition were more likely to fix the problem, fixed the problem earlier in the clip and 
reported enjoying the video more than participants in the smaller malfunction condition.

Experiment 2 used a computer game experience in which a repair to the malfunction could only be made prior to the start of the 
experience. Participants played a game called Snake, in which they used the arrow keys to control a snake on screen and attempted to 
eat apples without crashing into the sides of the game area or the snake’s body. The malfunctions in this study were random moves that 
turned the snake without the participant’s control. These occurred 20 times per minute in the larger malfunction condition and 5 times 
per minute in the smaller malfunction condition. In line with our predictions, participants in the larger malfunction condition were more 
likely to repair the malfunction and reported enjoying the game more than participants in the smaller malfunction condition.

The decision of whether or not to fix a minor malfunction has important consequences for both the consumer and the marketer. 
The decision will directly affect the consumer’s short and long-term enjoyment of the product. The marketer will be indirectly affected 
by the consumer’s retrospective evaluation of the product experience which in turn will influence behaviors such as repeat purchase and 
word-of-mouth communications with other consumers. 

It is not the case that all malfunctions should be fixed, but we find evidence suggesting that there is a class of minor malfunctions that 
consumers typically do not fix that significantly impair enjoyment. Our results suggest that consumers may not always make normative 
repair decisions and that marketers might improve consumer experience by offering decision assistance to the consumer. 
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The Abandonment of Unprofitable Customer Relationships:  
An Analysis of Emotional Reactions

Michael Haenlein, ESCP Europe, France
Andreas M. Kaplan, ESCP Europe, France

The proactive termination of customer relationships that lack profitability (“unprofitable customer abandonment”) has previously 
been discussed in academic literature and shown to be associated with substantial value (Haenlein et al. 2006). Nevertheless, there is 
only insufficient insight into its impact on existing customers the abandoning firm would like to retain. Our study therefore investigates 
(a) the emotional reactions of the abandoning firm’s current customers in response to unprofitable customer abandonment, (b) how 
the tie strength towards the abandoned customer influences these reactions, and (c) the relationship between emotional reactions and 
behavioral intentions in response to unprofitable customer abandonment.

Following the work of Clore et al. (1987) we use the term emotion to describe internal mental affective conditions. We classify 
emotions along the two dimensions valence (positive/ negative) and focus (ego-focused/other-focused) (Kitayama et al. 2000; Kitayama 
et al. 2006). Consistent with attribution theory (Mizerski et al. 1979), we assume that unprofitable customer abandonment will result in 
causal attributions that lead to emotional reactions (Weiner 1985). We furthermore assume that strong tie relationships are more consistent 
with an interdependent (vs. independent) construal of the self and therefore with other-focused (vs. ego-focused) emotions (Clark 1984; 
Clark et al. 1986; Frenzen and Nakamoto 1993):

H1: The tie strength toward the abandoned customer will have (a) a negative impact on the occurrence of ego-focused emotional 
reactions and (b) a positive impact on the occurrence of other-focused emotional reactions.

Prior research indicates that different emotions are related to different action tendencies (Roseman et al. 1994; Shaver et al. 1987). 
We assume that the valence of emotional reactions will have a relationship to the choice between positive (i.e. loyalty, positive WoM) 
and negative behavioral intentions (i.e. exit, negative WoM, boycott). In addition, we postulate that the focus of emotional reactions will 
be associated with the choice between individualistic (i.e. exit, voice, loyalty) and collective (i.e. boycott) reactions (Klein et al. 2004; 
McGraw and Tetlock 2005; Sen et al. 2001):

H2: Positive emotional reactions will have a stronger association with positive and a weaker association with negative behavioral 
intentions than negative emotional reactions.

H3: Other-focused emotional reactions will have a stronger association with collective and a weaker association with individualistic 
behavioral intentions than ego-focused emotional reactions.

Data collection was carried using an online experiment. We collaborated with a US market research firm who distributed our 
questionnaire via e-Mail to an online consumer panel. This resulted in a usable sample size of 428 respondents. Respondents were 
first asked to provide the name or initials of “a casual acquaintance” (weak tie condition) or of “one of their closest friends” (strong tie 
condition, Frenzen and Nakamoto 1993). They were then exposed to a scenario text describing an unprofitable customer abandonment 
decision implemented by a mobile phone provider. Respondents are approximately equally split by gender, on average 43 years old with 
an annual income of approximately $40,000.

Emotional reactions were measured following the work of Kitayama and Markus (2000; 2006). Behavioral intentions were measured 
building on Hibbard et al. (2001) for threatened withdrawal, constructive discussion, passive acceptance, and venting; Ping (1993) for 
exit, voice, and loyalty intentions; Bougie et al. (2003) for negative WoM; Sen et al. (2001) for boycott; and East et al. (2007) for positive 
WoM. To test for demand artifacts we asked respondents whether they could imagine an actual mobile phone provider behaving in 
the way described in the situation (M=3.11, SD=1.07) and whether they believed that the described situation could happen in real life 
(M=3.49, SD=1.01) on a scale from 1 to 5. The effectiveness of our tie strength manipulation was verified based on four items used by 
Frenzen and Nakamoto (1993).

Our analysis shows that hearing about unprofitable customer abandonment leads to emotional reactions among the abandoning firm’s 
current customers. Surprisingly, we observe a relative high occurrence of positive ego-focused emotions: 20% of respondents report to 
(very) likely feel good about themselves while 15% feel self-esteem and 11% pride. With respect to the impact of tie strength, other-
focused emotions are significantly more likely for the abandonment of strong tie than of weak tie relationships. H1 is therefore supported.


