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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Even well-respected, high-reputation brands sometimes 

fail their customers. For example, the automobile market leader at the 
time, Toyota, announced three recalls from 2009 to 2010 because of 
pedal problems. How did the public, especially Toyota’s recent and 
old customers, react to the recent recalls or similar information, what 
we refer to as brand transgressions in this research? Toyota’s plight is 
not uncommon and the role that consumer-brand relationships play is 
likely to be of great interest to marketers and researchers. 

Prior research on brand transgressions suggests that positive re-
lationships buffer consumer responses to transgressions, such that 
brands with which consumers have positive relationships are less 
affected by transgressions, than brands with which consumers have 
weak or negative relationships. However, recent research identified 
many boundary conditions for this buffer effect such as emotional 
bonding with the service provider (Mattila 2001), perceived brand 
personalities (Aaker, Fournier and Brasel 2004), and relationship 
norms (Wan et al. 2011). 

While we know that some brands take a lesser hit after a trans-
gression than others do, we know little about what drives consumers 
to either react very or less negatively towards brand transgression. In 
this research, we use attribution theory (Folkes 1984) to suggest that 
the reaction to brand transgressions depends on the underlying caus-
al properties of transgressions—stability and controllability. While 
there is extensive research applying attribution theory to service fail-
ures, we believe that our paper, apart from using attribution theory 
to succinctly explain brand transgressions, extends the theory in two 
important ways. Firstly, based on construal level theory (looking at 
the global trend, the history of previous experiences with the brand, 
versus a local deviation, the current transgression; Henderson et al. 
2006), we suggest that an individual’s stability attributions depend 
on the relationship strength s/he has formed with the brand (H1). 
These attributions about stability of transgressions in turn influence 
likelihood of brand forgiveness, extent to which an individual is will-
ing to forgive a brand transgression. Secondly, we draw on an emerg-
ing doctrine in interpersonal relationship research, suggesting that an 
individual’s reaction to a personal relationship violation is dependent 
on the extent to which the individual is willing to forgive the viola-
tion and the violator (Tsarenko and Gabbott 2006). We show that in a 
brand context too brand forgiveness is a key mediator (H2). 

In order to repair their relationship with consumers after 
transgressions, in practice, companies usually make some recovery 
attempts, such as apology and compensations. The use of such re-
covery methods is fairly widespread in service failure, however, only 
recently research has focused on the effect of recovery efforts and the 
role of compensation types (brand-related vs. unrelated; Mogilner 
and Aaker 2008) in the context of brand transgressions. In this paper, 
we try to understand whether matching type of compensation with 
consumers’ self-construal explains why some brand transgression 
recovery efforts succeed while others don’t. Building on the cultural 
differences in attribution tendency (independent/interdependent peo-
ple refer to controllability/stability of a wrongdoing in deciding to 
forgive an offender; Takaku, Weiner and Ohbuchi 2001), we suggest 
that independent (interdependent) consumers will be more forgiving 
(H3) and prefer brand-unrelated (brand-related) compensations (H4) 

when transgressions are perceived controllable (they share positive 
relationship with the brand).

study 1, to examine H1, used a 2 (brand relationship: 
strong vs. weak) × 2 (transgression: controllable vs. non-controllable) 
between-participants design. We manipulated participant’s brand re-
lationship by asking them to list an airline which they have become 
attached to (strong relationship) or not attached to (weak relation-
ship), and manipulated transgression type by presenting participants 
with a transgression scenario where the airline they listed cancels a 
flight due to either flight overbooking (controllable) or weather (non-
controllable). Analyses revealed that participants were more likely 
to think the transgression as temporary when they had strong versus 
weak relationship with the airline (F (1,118) = 24.56, p<.001).

study 2, examining brand forgiveness as a mediator (H2), 
used the same design as Study 1, but replaced the dependent mea-
sures with (1) brand forgiveness (likelihood to  forgive) (2) passive 
(likelihood to stay away), and (3) active (negative WOM) behavioral 
intentions. Results showed that when controllability was low, con-
sumers with strong brand relationships were more likely to forgive 
the brand as they were relatively uninfluenced by an unintentional 
transgression and were more likely to adopt a passive than active 
strategy. Conversely, when controllability was high, consumers with 
strong and weak brand relationships were less likely to forgive the 
brand because they might feel deceived by the brand and were more 
likely to disseminate negative WOM. Mediation analyses confirmed 
that brand forgiveness explained the joint effects of brand relation-
ship and transgression type on consumers’ post-transgression behav-
ioral intentions. 

study 3, using a product failure and manipulating self-
construal by activating a “I” versus “We” construal, showed a sig-
nificant three-way interaction among brand relationship, transgres-
sion type, and self-construal (F (1,218) = 5.04, p<.03). Specifically, 
participants with interdependent self-construal were more likely to 
forgive the brand when they had strong prior brand relationship. 
However, participants with independent self-construal, irrespective 
of their brand relationships, were more likely to forgive when the 
transgression was non-controllable versus controllable. These effects 
remained significant after controlling for consumers’ tendency to 
forgive (TTF) and attitude toward forgiveness (ATF) (Brown 2003). 
Consistently with Study 2, brand forgiveness predicted the active 
versus passive behavioral intentions in circumstances involving dif-
ferent brand relationship strength and controllability of transgres-
sion. 

study 4, examining the effectiveness of brand-related (i.e., 
voucher for a future free flight on the Airline) and versus brand-unre-
lated (i.e., voucher for a free meal at an upscale restaurant) compen-
sations after brand transgressions, demonstrated that regardless of 
controllability of transgression, interdependent consumers who had 
strong brand relationships preferred brand-related compensation, and 
interdependent consumers who had weak prior brand relationships 
preferred brand-unrelated compensations.  However, independent 
consumers preferred brand related compensation only when trans-
gression was non-controllable and they had strong brand relation-
ships.  Moreover, consumers’ negative attitudes towards the com-
pany were improved by their choice of compensation.
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