
The relationship metaphor is no longer merely the pro p e rty of
a d ve rtising copy w ri t e rs .Companies are serious about bu i l d i n g
relationships with customers and are investing millions of dollars

to do so. M a r keting textbooks are even getting into the act:Ko t l e r ’s ubiq-
uitous P rinciples of Marketing text essentially redefines marketing as re l a-
tionship building (Arm s t rong and Kotler 2003).

All the customer relationship talk does beg an important question, h ow-
eve r:A re customer connections real relationships like the ones we have
with other people? Or, do relationship terms like trust and commitment
just restate the traditional marketing goals of satisfying customers and pro-
viding them with value for the money? 

The real reason customer relationships are emerging as a competitive
i m p e r a t ive and the dominant paradigm of marketing is that re l a t i o n s h i p s
a re pro f i t a bl e, and customers who form relationships with brands prov i d e
companies some bottom-line benefits not offered by customers who par-
ticipate in random transactions (Gummesson, 2 0 0 2 ) .

Most companies define customer relationships as habitual re p u rc h a s e, o r
intent to stick with the brand.But that definition just scratches the surfa c e
of what consumer-brand relationships can be. C u s t o m e rs actually form
relationships with brands that are similar to their relationships with people
( Fo u rnier 1998; Hess 1995). In many cases, relationships even have a per-
sonal character, and that idea has profound implications for how brands
t reat customers and for the financial benefits firms accru e.

The secret to understanding mar-
keting relationships is that it is not
only good business sense for brands
to build relationships with cus-
t o m e rs , but also that customers enjoy
being in relationships with brands.
Brands miss a big opportunity when
t h ey view customer re l a t i o n s h i p s
f rom a purely functional pers p e c t ive,

or as merely a euphemism for traditional concepts like satisfaction or loy-
alty that are intended to measure an intent to re p u rc h a s e. In other wo rd s ,
real relationships do not just promote sales vo l u m e, t h ey also stimu l a t e
b e h av i o rs that are pro f i t a ble to brands, especially if connections have a
p e rsonal character.

For instance, a customer in a personal relationship with a brand is more
l i kely to:

• be willing to pay more for the brand’s pro d u c t s ;
• ove rcome purchase barri e rs like inconve n i e n c e ;
• forgive minor fa i l u res by the brand;
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• try the brand’s new pro d u c t s .
Consider a fast-food customer who

will drive 45 minutes only to wait in
line for another 45 minutes for a
c h e e s e bu r g e r. Or a car bu yer who is
completely devoted to a re l a t ive l y
u n re l i a bl e, moderately perform i n g ,
p re m i u m - p riced auto brand.C e rt a i n
retail stores rely on the fact that cus-
t o m e rs will drive past their more con-
venient competitors to pay a pre m i u m
at their own less convenient locations.
These are all phenomena indicative of
relational bonds not described by stan-
d a rd satisfaction and loyalty measure s .

The missing link between transac-
tions and re l a t i o n s h i p s , and the key to
u n d e rstanding customer re l a t i o n s h i p s
that have a personal character, is tru s t
( G a r b a rino and Jo h n s o n , 1 9 9 9 ; H e s s
1 9 9 5 ) . C u s t o m e rs who trust a brand
b e l i eve the brand has their best intere s t
in mind; that they are motivated to
m a ke customers happy.And if yo u
think a brand is motivated to make
you happy, and is also competent
enough to do so, you no longer have
to wo rry about getting taken adva n-
tage of when your guard is dow n .
C o n s e q u e n t l y, as in human re l a t i o n-
s h i p s , t rust is the gateway to deeper
relationship commitment.

Gained momentum
U n l i ke customer satisfa c t i o n , w h i c h
dominated the marketing re s e a rc h
landscape for over 25 ye a rs , the ideas
behind customer relationships gained
momentum among marke t e rs before
m a r keting academics took a seri o u s
i n t e re s t .But both marketing scholars
and marketing practitioners have been
s l ow to describe ri g o rously tested cus-
tomer relationship constru c t s .As a
re s u l t , a formal framework to quantify,
diagnose and describe the nature of
such relationships has thus far eluded
the marke t e rs . S o, t h ey continue to re l y
on transactional satisfaction and loya l-
ty-based concepts for planning and
a s s e s s m e n t .

The first significant investments in
relationships surfaced as emerging cus-
tomer database technology promised a
rich and quantifiable understanding of
i n d ividual customers and the ability to
customize marketing activity to target-
ed customer segments. In re a l i t y, c u s-

tomer relationship management
(CRM) has nearly become a surrog a t e
for the technology applied to data
management techniques (Pa rva t i ya r
and Sheth, 2 0 0 1 ) .

It is important to know that a re l a-
tionship view of the world does not
look to replace classic marketing ideas
l i ke satisfa c t i o n , value and loyalty with
relationship nomenclature to mere l y
f reshen up traditional marketing mod-
e l s . H a rris Interactive ’s Tru s t - B a s e d
Commitment model situates satisfa c-
t i o n , and related concepts,within a
p rocess that results in real re l a t i o n s h i p s
and relationship-specific benefits for
c u s t o m e rs and brands.The Tru s t - B a s e d
Commitment model is a constellation
of traditional and newer marke t i n g
concepts revolving around the idea
that customers and brands are in re a l
relationships that have significant
financial implications.

Redefining customer loya l t y
S t rong brands have deep re p o s i t o ri e s
of loyal customers (Aake r, 1 9 9 2 ) . B u t ,
f rom a customer’s pers p e c t ive, l oyalty is
m o re than just a propensity to re p u r-
chase a brand’s pro d u c t s . It is also a way
for customers to improve their ability
to win the utility/cost game (re d u c i n g
ri s k , i n c reasing information pro c e s s i n g
e f f e c t ive n e s s , gaining tangi ble “ f re-
quent user” b e n e f i t s ) . E ven more revo-
l u t i o n a ry, h oweve r, is the idea that re l a-
tionships allow customers to enjoy
relationship benefits not norm a l l y
associated with rational behavior (e. g . ,
a f f i l i a t i o n , a s s o c i a t i o n , value matching).

T h e rein is the fundamental discre p-
ancy between the kinds of outcomes
typically associated with traditional
l oyalty measures and those re s u l t i n g
f rom customer-brand re l a t i o n s h i p s .A s
m a r ket re s e a rc h e rs we are often aske d
to justify our existence by the impact
our work has on the bottom line. I n
lieu of a relationship unders t a n d i n g , i t
is efficient to simply assess re p u rc h a s e
intent or overall satisfaction and fore-
cast performance as an extension of
these basic attitudes.This effort often
p roves to be an exe rcise in futility as
the promise of satisfied customers
r a rely yields accurate financial pre d i c-
t i o n s .As a re s u l t , decision make rs are
left to ponder the value of marke t i n g

re s e a rch data.
At the core of the dilemma is the

simple fact that standard marke t i n g
re s e a rch measures are often we l l
re m oved from ultimate market behav-
ior or are ill-suited to describe a cus-
t o m e r ’s disposition and resilience in
the marke t p l a c e. M o re import a n t l y,
such assessments can mislead strategi c
p l a n n i n g , p a rticularly if market share,
volume superi o ri t y, or both mask
underlying relational we a k n e s s e s .

We can use an industry like fast food
to illustrate the advantage of under-
standing re l a t i o n s h i p s . Brand A has
nearly twice as many locations as
Brand B, with associated superi o rity in
reve nu e. On a transaction basis, B ’s
c u s t o m e rs are slightly more satisfied;
h owever its customers are much more
c o m m i t t e d . C o n s e q u e n t l y, t h ey are
m o re willing to spend more and try
the re s t a u r a n t s ’ n ew pro d u c t s . In this
c a s e, an assessment of relationship ve r-
sus transactional constructs will be
much more revealing re g a rding the
potential emergence of Brand B in the
m a r ke t p l a c e. Brand B can use this
i n f o rmation to capitalize on a potential
c o m p e t i t ive opport u n i t y, while Brand
A is alerted to an emerging competi-
t ive thre a t .

U n d e rstand the nature
Commitment is customers ’ u l t i m a t e
relationship disposition. It carri e s
beliefs and attitudes resulting in cus-
tomer actions towa rd the brand - a
fundamental and powerful concept
that can only be understood when
decomposed into its pri m a ry compo-
nents or “ d i m e n s i o n s ” which separate
commitment from standard
l oya l t y / i n t e n t i o n . Customer re l a t i o n-
ship commitment, just like its human
c o u n t e rp a rt , is derived from a combi-
nation of personal and functional char-
a c t e ristics which are central to the
t rust-based commitment re l a t i o n s h i p
f r a m ewo r k .

The bottom line is that,while it is
i m p o rtant for marke t e rs to know the
s t rength of the bonds they have with
c u s t o m e rs , it is also essential to under-
stand the nature of these re l a t i o n s h i p s .
Just like a one-dimensional view of
human relationships ignores the differ-
ences among fri e n d s h i p s , a c q u a i n-
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tances and romantic attachments, m a r-
ke t e rs ignore the multiple dimensions
of customer-brand relationships to
their peri l .

The idea that customers form per-
sonally- and functionally-based bonds
helps explain one of marke t i n g ’s most
n o t o rious episodes:The Coca-Cola
C o m p a ny ’s decision to introduce a
n ew - a n d - i m p roved ve rsion of the clas-
sic beve r a g e.While blind taste tests
c o nvinced Coke exe c u t ives a new for-
mula would strengthen customer loy-
a l t y, the fallout of their decision to
launch New Coke revealed they had
ove r l o o ked important re l a t i o n s h i p
benefits and responses not captured in
traditional perform a n c e - a t t i t u d e
f r a m ewo r k s . C u s t o m e rs felt betraye d
by Coke ’s alteration of their tru s t e d
b r a n d , a negative customer response to
a demonstrably superior product that
can only be fully understood under a
relationship light.

Trust and satisfaction re d e f i n e d
Transactions begin to transform into
relationships in response to tru s t . I n
fa c t , a ny personal re l a t i o n s h i p, w h e t h e r
real or metaphori c a l , is built on tru s t
(Delgado-Ballester and Munu e r a -
A l e m á n , 2 0 0 1 ) .

Without tru s t , relationship bu i l d i n g
is stifled as relationships are suspended
in a pre c a rious state of vulnerability to
c o m p e t i t ive action or perform a n c e
fa i l u re.Trust tells customers that the
brand is looking out for them when
t h ey are not looking, that it will do
w h a t ever it takes to make them happy
and it is going to be re s p o n s ive to their
n e e d s . It is the perc e ived motivation of
the brand that is at tru s t ’s core and the
catalyst behind the transformation of
transactions to re l a t i o n s h i p s .

Brands express these altruistic moti-
vations by doing such things as re s o l v-
ing pro blems quickly, p roviding consis-
tently good food, and greeting cus-
t o m e rs with fri e n d l y, efficient employ-
e e s .Trust resides in the dissatisfied cus-
tomer who happily marches into a
favo rite retail store fully expecting a
quick and conflict-free resolution to a
p ro bl e m .Under similar circ u m s t a n c e s ,
d i s t rust leads to raised blood pre s s u re,
gru m py customers and inev i t a ble con-
f l i c t .

In the Trust-Based Commitment
model (Figure 1), s a t i s faction and tru s t
d evelop from a series of indiv i d u a l
e n c o u n t e rs with a brand’s products and
s e rv i c e s .The key to unders t a n d i n g
h ow activities provide re l a t i o n s h i p
re t u rn on your investments is in differ-
entiating between the activities that
build trust and those that promote sat-
i s fa c t i o n . In the retail category, f o r
i n s t a n c e, s t o re env i ro n m e n t , h i g h - q u a l-
ity products and easy-to-find mer-
chandise all lead to satisfa c t i o n , w h i l e
resolving pro blems with attentive,
pleasant employees and standing
behind products lead to tru s t .

Together trust and satisfaction com-
bine to provide the conditions neces-
s a ry for enduring customer-brand re l a-
tionships characterized by re l a t i o n s h i p
c o m m i t m e n t .

Relationship dimensions: p e rs o n a l
and functional connections
We can tap into the interp e rsonal re l a-
tionship metaphor to illuminate the
n a t u re of customer-brand re l a t i o n-
s h i p s . F i g u re 2 suggests at least four
relationship types based on the re l a t ive
s t rength of functional and pers o n a l
c o n n e c t i o n s .A n d , as in human re l a-
t i o n s h i p s , d i f f e rences between pers o n a l
and functional connections result in
d i f f e rent relationships with differe n t
o u t c o m e s .

C u s t o m e rs with strong functionally-
specific relationships may view their
brand relationships like “ p a rt n e rs h i p s ”
f o rmed to achieve discrete functional
o u t c o m e s , f ree of personal inve s t m e n t .

Highly personally-connected cus-
t o m e rs invest in more emotive bonds

seeking to reap relational benefit. S u c h
bonds are likely more elaborately
f o rmed and re gretfully seve re d , l i ke
i n t e rp e rsonal “ ro m a n c e.”

Disconnected customers are in re l a-
tionships akin to “ a c q u a i n t a n c e s ”
w h e re interaction and benefit are inci-
dental and fluid.

F i n a l l y, c u s t o m e rs who descri b e
s t rong personal and functional connec-
tions might be described as “ d evo t e d ,”
o f f e ring a company many of the
attending benefits associated with
i n t e rp e rsonal devo t i o n , such as immu-
nity against fa i l u re and partner gen-
e ro s i t y.

Just as relationship commitment is
c o m p rised of functional and pers o n a l
c o n n e c t i o n s , s a t i s faction and trust con-
t ri bute uniquely to each re l a t i o n s h i p
d i m e n s i o n . For instance, p e rsonal con-
nections are pri m a rily a function of
high levels of tru s t .C u s t o m e rs who
t rust that a brand has their best inter-
ests in mind, is re s p o n s ive, and will
quickly re s o l ve issues will form re l a-
tionship bonds with a personal charac-
ter and begin to enjoy ensuing bene-
f i t s . S i m i l a r l y, c u s t o m e rs who are habit-
ually satisfied with the brand’s pro d u c t s
will often form functional connec-
t i o n s .

This all may sound ve ry irr a t i o n a l
f rom a customer’s pers p e c t ive, but ben-
efits of brand attachments do prov i d e
rational benefits and enhance visceral
d i rect consumption.T h ey also prov i d e
p e rsonal benefits not usually consid-
e red by marke t e rs , l i ke affiliation,
meaning and cog n i t ive consistency
( Fo u rnier 1998).

T h e re are broad implications to tak-
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ing a relationship view of your interac-
tion with customers , one of the most
i m p o rtant of which is as a guide for
c o m p e t i t ive positioning.As demon-
strated in the case studies re p o rt e d
b e l ow, c o m p e t i t ive advantage can be
gained by companies that unders t a n d
h ow relationships are formed and sus-
t a i n e d .The Trust-Based Commitment
relationship model formalizes the
p rocesses by which transactions are
t r a n s f o rmed into pro f i t a ble customer
c o n n e c t i o n s .

Fast-food and retail case studies 
In order to test the Tru s t - B a s e d
Commitment framewo r k , we collected
and analyzed survey data from re t a i l
and fast-food customers .These pro d u c t
c a t e g o ries we re selected to for their
b road range of combined service and
p roduct performance characteri s t i c s
and relationship benefits.

D u ring Wave I, close to 4,000 cus-
t o m e rs of 20 fast-food re s t a u r a n t
brands and 21 retail brands completed
online surveys approximately 30 to 40
m i nutes long, a n swe ring questions on
a wide range of topics including
b e h av i o r, attitudes and demogr a p h i c s .

Wave II followed up with the same
respondents approximately four
months after the initial survey.The pri-
m a ry goal of Wave II was to test the
b e h avioral legitimacy of the initial

relationship disposition in an env i ro n-
ment re l a t ively free of instrument bias.
Key survey topics in Wave II focused
on such things as share of spending
and frequency of visits, and total
spending at store locations.

U n d e rstanding the maps
The first step in the analysis was to
t u rn theoretical ideas into concre t e
and re l i a ble measures of key re l a t i o n-
ship constructs using factor analysis
m e t h o d o l og y. Brands we re then score d
on each multi-item relationship “ fa c-
t o r.” In order to simplify brand com-
p a ri s o n s , factor scores we re translated
into indices where a score of 100 re p-
resents the study average on each fa c-
t o r. S o, for instance, a score of 125 is 25
p e rcent higher than industry ave r a g e.

On the maps in Figure 3, t h e
dimensions plotted on the ve rtical and
h o rizontal axes are personal connec-
tion and functional connection.T h e
quadrants are divided at the industry
ave r a g e.A brand in the upper-left
quadrant for instance, is above ave r a g e
on functional connection, but below
average on personal connection.We
call these functional re l a t i o n s h i p s .
C o nve rs e l y, p e rsonal relationships fa l l
in the lowe r - right quadrant.
Committed re l a t i o n s h i p s , exhibited by
high personal and functional connec-
t i o n , a re in the upper-right quadrant,

balanced against disconnected re l a t i o n-
ships in the lower-left quadrant.

Mapping relationships in
c o m p e t i t ive space
If a picture tells a thousand wo rd s , t h e n
the relationship map reveals vo l u m e s
about the nature of customer re l a t i o n-
ships and their competitive implica-
t i o n s . Customer relationships take
m a ny forms based on the pri m a ry
dimensions of personal and functional
c o n n e c t i o n .When these connections
a re used to map brands against one
a n o t h e r, the unseen stru c t u re of com-
p e t i t ive customer-brand relationships is
reve a l e d .And this is more than just an
i n t e resting twist on brand mapping;
o n e ’s position on the relationship map
has direct implications for marke t i n g
a c t iv i t y.

On the retail map, for instance,
brand clusters emerge that suggest
brand strengths and weaknesses as we l l
as differences in strategic options. Fo r
i n s t a n c e, the most successful depart-
ment store brands cluster into the
l owe r - right or “ p e rsonal re l a t i o n s h i p ”
q u a d r a n t .This suggests that to be com-
p e t i t ive in this space a brand must pro-
vide professional service and genero u s
re t u rn policies that support tru s t -
building and personal connections.
The rewa rd for these investments is
c u s t o m e rs who say they will pay a pre-
mium for products and will shop in
your store as a leisure activity - both
p ro f i t a ble customer attitudes. In the
same way, home improvement store s
and discount department stores are
s t rong on the functional dimension,
s u g g e s t ive of functional re q u i re m e n t s
l i ke product selection and value for the
m o n ey.Their rewa rd is high vo l u m e.

The first thing one might notice
about the fast-food map is that there
a re no brands in the lowe r - right quad-
r a n t , which is high on personal con-
nection and low on functional con-
n e c t i o n .This appears to reveal that,
while a legitimate retail store position
m ay focus pri m a rily on personal re l a-
tionship characteri s t i c s , fast-food re l a-
tionships must be built on a solid func-
tional foundation.

Functional relationships in this con-
text are essentially built on food taste,
food choices and value for money.
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S u b way, t h rough its focus on healthful
o p t i o n s , a p p e a rs to have separated itself
f rom the fast-food pack through pri-
m a rily functional re l a t i o n s h i p s .
We n d y ’s , on the other hand, has uti-
lized personal connections to carve out
its own space among national ham-
burger chains.The most re l a t i o n s h i p -
f o rm i d a ble fast-food brands are
re gionally-focused brands such as In-
N-Out Burger, Chick-Fil-A and
Panera Bre a d .

Not only do customers of differe n t
brands aggregate in comparative map
p o s i t i o n s , but a company ’s own cus-
t o m e rs can be segmented based on
relationship type and stre n g t h . F i g u re 4
illustrates the emergence of re l a t ive l y
distinct customer groups for an indi-
vidual firm . In this case, a ubiquitous
fast-food brand may look competitive-
ly weak when its average customer is
c o m p a red to that of specialized or
re gional fast-food brands, but when it
maps its own customers it may discern
a critical mass that have strong re l a-
tionships with the brand.While 40

p e rcent of the hypothetical brand’s
c u s t o m e rs are disconnected, a l m o s t
half are committed or, at least, h ave
p e rsonal relationships with the brand.
These customers are candidates for
p rofitability segmentation or targets of
i n n ova t i o n

Relationship outcomes
Relationship disposition has a dire c t
impact on attitudes towa rd behav i o r.
And whether customers have a per-
sonal or functional relationship indi-
cates a bias towa rd certain positive, o n e

might even say, p ro f i t a ble behav i o r a l
a t t i t u d e s . For instance, retail customers
in the personal relationship quadrant
a re more likely to be willing to pay
m o re for a store ’s pro d u c t s , use its We b
site to purchase products and shop
t h e re as a leisure activ i t y.

The functional dimension is more
l i kely to suggest recommendations and
selection of the brand as the customer’s
f i rst choice when visiting retail store s
in general.

What is clear from Figures 5 and 6,
h oweve r, is that relationships steeped in
both functional and personal connec-
tions (or “ c o m m i t t e d ” re l a t i o n s h i p s )
re p resent customers with the stro n g e s t
attitudes towa rd a range of pro f i t a bl e
b e h av i o rs .The committed customer
o b j e c t ive becomes even more com-
pelling when spending behavior is
m e a s u red dire c t l y. In fa c t , c o m m i t t e d
retail customers re p o rted spending
over three times as much as other cus-
t o m e rs and claim a greater perc e n t a g e
of their retail spending at stores to
which they are committed (see Figure
7 ) .

The bottom line is that both per-
sonal and functional connections are
re q u i red for a fully committed re l a-
t i o n s h i p, but niche competitive posi-
tions can take advantage of - or be
l e gitimized by - the type of re l a t i o n-
ships customer have with brands.

Do relationships really matter?
The Trust-Based Commitment re l a-
tionship framework opens the door to
u n d e rstanding previously unexplained
b e h avior as a function of re l a t i o n s h i p
m o t ivations rather than just needs sat-
i s fa c t i o n . For instance, it explains how
t rust-based relationships may differe n-
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tiate re l a t ively small re gional brands
f rom more established national chains
in their local marke t s , and why cus-
t o m e rs are willing to go out of their
way to visit some retail stores but will
only shop at others if conve n i e n t . I t
also guides companies towa rd targeting
relationship motivations when bu i l d-
ing a basket of brand benefits.

It is import a n t , t h e re f o re, for com-
panies to 1) understand what it will
t a ke to deepen commitment among
c u rrent customers , 2) establish stro n g
relationships with new customers and
3) assess on whom to focus their re l a-
tionship efforts and resulting benefits.
Questions such as “Is a brand transfor-
mation re q u i re d ? ” or “ Will perfor-
mance adjustments enhance an alre a d y
s t rong position?”a re answe red only in
light of a solid relationship framewo r k
that clearly articulates re l a t i o n s h i p
s t rength and its antecedents: t rust and

s a t i s fa c t i o n .
Once relationship measures are

e s t a blished and measure d , c o m p a n i e s
can map their positions in competitive
s p a c e, and marketing pre s c riptions and
o p p o rtunities are then implied. Fo r
i n s t a n c e, companies whose customers
h ave strong functional but weak per-
sonal connections will be re q u i red to
focus on performance diagnostics and
i n n ova t i o n , while those with stro n g
p e rsonal connections to the exclusion
of functional connections must be
most careful with their image (Figure
8 ) .A l s o, c u s t o m e rs with strong per-
sonal connections respond more
favo r a bly to brand extensions and pre-
mium pri c i n g , while disconnected
c u s t o m e rs rely heavily on competitive
p ricing and sales pro m o t i o n .

U l t i m a t e l y, brands which have
e s t a blished functional connections in
the market and have earned pers o n a l

connections with their customers can
h ave confidence that steps taken to
f o rtify and build their market posi-
tions will be more positively re c e ive d
by their committed base. In this way,
Trust-Based Commitment not only
models a more direct connection
b e t ween customer attitudes and
b e h av i o r, but also reveals customer
m o t ivations previously hidden under-
neath a veil of anemic customer mea-
s u re s . |Q
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