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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Extensive psychological research suggests that the quality and 

quantity of interpersonal relationships are linked with increased life 
satisfaction (Argyle 1999).  For example, a meta-analysis of almost 
300 empirical studies shows that elderly people who enjoy exten-
sive or high quality social contacts report elevated well-being (Pin-
quart and Sorensen 2000). What is absent, though, is a simultane-
ous consideration of well-being in light of a person’s consumption 
relationships (i.e., service and brand relationships). To explore this 
opportunity, we contemplate consumers’ more broadly-construed re-
lationship portfolios.

Relationships are dyadic enterprises with different types of 
interaction that may confer a variety of benefits and costs.  Inter-
personal relationships have myriad possible forms and features, in-
cluding emotional support (e.g., providing reassurance of self-worth 
and concern), appraisal support (e.g., feedback and confirmation), 
information support (e.g., advice and information) and instrumental 
support (e.g., money or resources) (Wills 1991).  These interpersonal 
relationships “have a powerful effect on happiness and other aspects 
of well-being, and are perhaps its greatest single cause (Argyle 2001, 
p. 71).  

Likewise, research suggests service relationships have many of 
these same features and play a non-trivial role in consumer’s lives. 
Indeed, “many services are almost exclusively based upon person-
to-person interactions” (Gremler and Brown, p. 174) and service re-
lationships may provide many of the same benefits as interpersonal 
relationships (Wellman and Gulia 1999). 

They typically include the servicing of important human needs 
such as autonomy, security and belonging (McKenna and Bargh 
1999; Wellman and Gulia 1999) that leads to higher life satisfaction 
both directly and through enhanced self-esteem (Diener and Diener 
1995; Kwan, Bond and Singelis 1997).  

Here, we explore that possibility that not all relationships are 
beneficial: Specifically, we investigate whether the number and 
strength of brand relationships has a negative impact on a person’s 
well-being (e.g. life satisfaction and self-esteem).  Consumers form 
meaningful relationships with brands – this has been amply demon-
strated by decades of research (Belk 1988; Fournier 1998). We pro-
pose several reasons to believe brand relationships can be detrimen-
tal to consumers’ well-being. First, brands cannot act on their own 
behalf. Compared to relationships that involve humans (e.g. interper-
sonal and service), consumer-brand relationships are less interactive: 
“Brands do not experience emotions and therefore [do] not return a 
person’s love…” (Batra et al. 2011, p. 3). Since brands are unable to 
reciprocate in a similar fashion to the consumers who hold them dear, 
there will be ever-increasing chasm between partners representing a 
lack of social exchange that over time will erode self-esteem. More-
over, brands’ relational ‘toolkits’ are barren.  They are less capable 
of reassuring communications such as pledges of commitment, en-
couragement or intimate self-disclosure that are common in and form 
the foundation of interpersonal and service relationships (Price and 
Arnould 1999).  There is consistent evidence that physical proximity 
affects the likelihood of communication between actors (Krackhardt 
1994), presumably by increasing the probability of positive, seren-
dipitous interactions (Monge et al. 1995). These qualities are lacking 

in brand relationships.  Finally, having many strong brand relation-
ships may be associated with devaluing importance of interpersonal 
relationships (Thomson, Whelan, and Johnson, in press).  Such con-
sumers may prefer to gain comfort and psychological support from 
their possessions rather than with actual people (Kasser and Ryan 
1993). Thus, this may cause individuals to become socially lethargic, 
as brand relationships become central to their lifestyle (Kasser and 
Ryan 2001). In consequence, people who value brand-relationships 
may become less socially productive and exhibit greater numbers of 
antisocial behaviors (Burroughs and Rindfleisch 2002; Cohen and 
Cohen 1996; Kasser and Ryan 1993), thus contributing to their lower 
self-esteem and well-being. 

We examine the effect of people’s relationship portfolio on their 
general well-being (i.e. “life satisfaction’; see Table 1) both directly 
and through self-esteem. We recruited 323 respondents using a pri-
vate research panel composed of adults. We collected the follow-
ing variables: Life Satisfaction (Diener et al. 1985), Rosenberg’s 
Self-Esteem scale (1965), people’s current state of health, financial 
strength, and a trait-measure of worry (Stober and Joormann 2001), 
as well as gender and age. We then asked in random order for indi-
viduals to list relationships that “mean a lot to you” in the context of 
other people (i.e. interpersonal), service providers (i.e. service) and 
brands (i.e. brand). For each relationship, respondents answered a 
two-item metric of ‘relationship strength’ (e.g. ‘This brand [person] 
is important to me’). Once all this information was provided, we cal-
culated respondents’ number and average strength of each respective 
type of relationship.  Upon centering each variable, we also calcu-
lated the interaction terms.

Using structural equation modeling, we conducted and replicat-
ed the basic result that interpersonal relationships improve a person’s 
well-being.  We also show that while person-service provider rela-
tionships have a similar effect, person-brand relationships are associ-
ated with significantly diminished self-esteem and well-being, even 
after accounting for a person’s tendency to worry, age, gender and 
financial and physical health.  In model 1, we find that stronger inter-
personal relationship predict life satisfaction and self-esteem. With 
respect to service relationships, neither the number of the strength 
matters, but the interaction is a positive predictor. However, more 
and stronger brand relationships are related to significantly lower life 
satisfaction and self-esteem.  

Understanding how this portfolio behaves is a worthwhile ex-
ercise not only because integrating across domains has theoretical 
value, but also because relationships are centrally implicated in pre-
dicting people’s general well-being.  Thus, there are considerable 
managerial and public-policy implications of understanding what 
patterns of portfolios are most beneficial for people. It also allows us 
to address the issue of whether the variety of target objects involved 
in the portfolio are complementary or competing with respect to an 
individual’s well-being.
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Table 1: structural Equation Model results
Model 1*

From To γ p<
Numberperson

Life Satisfaction

0.16 0.01
Strengthp 0.07 0.17
Interactionp 0.01 0.90
Numberservice -0.10 0.13
Strengths 0.05 0.40
Interactions 0.10 0.09
Numberbrand -0.03 0.70
Strengthb -0.04 0.50
Interactionb -0.10 0.10
Numberp

Health

-0.07 0.37
Strengthp 0.20 0.01
Interactionp 0.16 0.01
Numbers 0.00 0.96
Strengths 0.18 0.01
Interactions 0.14 0.05
Numberb -0.07 0.43
Strengthb -0.08 0.28
Interactionb -0.08 0.32
Numberp

Financial 
Weakness

0.28 0.01
Strengthp 0.09 0.13
Interactionp 0.00 0.97
Numbers -0.09 0.28
Strengths -0.02 0.82
Interactions -0.15 0.05
Numberb -0.05 0.64
Strengthb 0.06 0.43
Interactionb 0.06 0.47
Numberp

Self Esteem

0.01 0.93
Strengthp 0.19 0.01
Interactionp 0.07 0.28
Numbers 0.05 0.53
Strengths -0.11 0.11
Interactions 0.27 0.01
Numberb -0.03 0.73
Strengthb -0.10 0.17
Interactionb -0.20 0.01
Financial Weakness

Life Satisfaction
-0.21 0.01

Health 0.18 0.01
Self Esteem 0.43 0.01

DF 25
Chi-Sq. 42.01

CMIN/DF 1.68
RMSEA 0.05

*note: gender was not a significant covariate (p> .10) but increas-
ing age (γ= .09, p< .05) and decreasing worry (γ= -.29, p< .05) 

significantly predicted higher life satisfaction. 
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Figure 1: General Theoretical Model


