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Although anecdotal reports of consumer response to high profile brand discontinuation exist in the popular media, there is a paucity of

scholarly research in this area.  There is little empirical evidence of the dimensions and breadth of consumer felt response to a brand’s

elimination from the marketplace. This initial, exploratory examination of consumer response to brand elimination was conducted

using consumers’ narrative accounts of their reactions to brand elimination. The text revealed three primary responses to brand

elimination – risk and regret, embarrassment and shame, abandonment and betrayal. Discussion and suggestions for future research

are provided.
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o Has used more than one brand within the product category

o Does not currently consider himself/herself to be brand loyal

The data is collected using an online survey.  For each of the groups, brand preference strength is measured using two types of conjoint 
analyses, choice-based (a decompositional, top-down approach) and self-explicated (a compositional, bottom-up approach).  Each groups’ 
level of brand preference strength is indicated by the intra-correlation and intra-variance between the two conjoint analyses.  Brand preference 
strength will have a positive relationship with the correlation and a negative relationship with the variance.  

Findings
The preliminary results suggest that experienced-first and variety-seeking customers both form preferences that are stronger than the 

preferences formed by win-back customers.  Furthermore, the brand preference strength of experienced-first and variety-seeking customers 
appear to be equally strong.  

The authors posit that: (1) win-back customers are not fully satisfied with their current brand but have decided to settle upon the best 
option; and (2) experienced-first and variety-seeking customers are both sufficiently satisfied with their brand selections.  However, further 
data is needed to support these claims.
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Until Death Do Us Part: Consumer Response to Brand Elimination
Kendra Hart, Ivey Business School, University of Western Ontario, Canada

Intuition tells us that there must be some degree of disappointment for consumers when their favourite brands are gone.  Researchers 
have demonstrated consumer relationships with brands (Fournier 1998), consumer attachment to brands (Park, Macinnis, and Priester 2006), 
and self-brand connections (Escalas and Bettman 2003, 2005).  Clearly, brands play an important part in consumers’ lives.  

Although anecdotal reports of consumer response to high profile brand discontinuation exist in the popular media, there is a paucity 
of scholarly research in this area.  There is little empirical evidence of the dimensions and breadth of consumer felt response to a brand’s 
elimination from the marketplace. Ignorance of consumer response leads to an underdeveloped sense of the consumer mindset when looking 
to fill the brand void with a competitive offering.  It also demonstrates a weaker understanding of the dimensions of consumer-brand relation-
ships.  This study seeks to begin to drill down on the dimensions of consumer emotional response in an effort to envisage potential consumer 
behavioural response.

Understanding the various dimensions, strength and causes of emotions in a consumption context can help marketers to better under-
stand and predict resulting consumer behaviour (Watson and Spence 2007).  Appraisal theories have outlined how emotions stem from cogni-
tive appraisals individuals make about situations or events relevant to their well-being (Bagozzi, Gopinath, and Nyer 1999).  Arguably, the 
loss of a favoured brand can be seen as affecting well-being for those who have strong ties to the brand.  

METHOD
This exploratory study was conducted via an online survey with 125 respondents.  Participants were asked to think about a favourite 

brand that they like to buy, followed by instructions to write about their history with the brand and what it means to them.  Subsequently, they 
read a fictitious newspaper article that mentioned that the brand was going to be pulled from the marketplace shortly.  Participants were then 
asked to write about their thoughts and feelings about this news, as well as a few open-ended questions about their relationship with the brand.
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FINDINGS
Analyzing participant response to open-ended questions, informants demonstrated a wide variety of emotional response.  Expectedly, 

a large number of consumers expressed a degree of resignation and sad acceptance.  Although many respondents expressed their sorrow at 
losing a favored brand, and their concern about finding an adequate replacement, many displayed a sense of fatalism about the event.  This 
response is not unexpected, given the inconvenience, but not impossibility, of replacing a dead brand.

However, a deeper analysis of the comments led to an emergent pattern of consumer response that showed three interesting dominant 
themes.  These three themes are interralted, and consistent with important dimensions of relationships previously unexamined in the consum-
er-brand relationship domain.

Theme #1: Risk and Regret
“I would be really bummed because I took a risk on this brand and then I got bit in the rear because it flopped and I actually enjoyed 

using it”
Relationships with any partner involve a degree of vulnerability.  Consumers not only run the risk of relationship dissatisfaction, but 

also the risk of rejection and relationship discontinuance.  Analysis of consumer responses revealed themes of risk awareness and relationship 
regret that is consistent with research in the interpersonal domain (Bartholomew 1990).

Theme #2: Abandonment and Betrayal
“Betrayed.  After all these years of devotion, they had to get rid of something that I had known and trusted and enjoyed for many years”
Trust in a relationship partner’s commitment to the relationship is another element of relationship vulnerability.  Research on inter-

personal rejection has highlighted the impact of perceptions of abandonment and betrayal across several interpersonal domains (Shackelford 
and Buss 1996).  

“I think they just give up and abandon their own brand”
It is interesting to note that the themes of abandonment and betrayal did not end with the consumer.  Rather, respondents expressed 

concerns over the firm’s duty to the brand itself, as well as to the customer.

Theme #3: Embarrassment and Shame
 “I would be embarrassed that the thing I used for years isn’t there anymore”
One last theme regards the role of shame after the end of a relationship.  As in interpersonal relationships, the unwanted end of a relation-

ship can often lead to feelings of embarrassment for the partner that is left behind, and impact the individual’s willingness to pursue a new 
relationship (Claesson and Sohlberg 2002). 

DISCUSSION
This study is a first attempt to dimensionalize and delineate consumer response to brand elimination.  The results of initial data collection 

show that consumers have deeper reactions than mere annoyance or displeasure.  Themes of relationship risk and betrayal have implications 
not only for firms looking to reduce their brand offerings, but for competitors seeking to build new relationships with consumers who have 
lost a brand.  Additional, more extensive data is currently being collected in an attempt to further this research to address not only the question 
of consumer response but also the following:  How do consumers continue on in the face of this loss and negotiate replacing the brand with a 
competitor?  Do different types of loss lead to differences in subsequent consumer search?  How do consumers continue on with other brand 
offered by the firm in the face of a singular elimination?  This knowledge would have value for surviving brands that want to capture these 
consumers, as well as brand competitors.
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