Moving beyond
satisfaction

he relationship metaphor is no longer merely the property of

advertising copywriters. Companies are serious about building

relationships with customers and are investing millions of dollars
to do so. Marketing textbooks are even getting into the act: Kotler’s ubiq-
uitous P rinciples of Marketing text essentially redefines marketing as rela-
tionship building (Armstrong and Kotler 2003).

All the customer relationship talk does beg an important question, how-
ever: Are 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 satistying customers and pro-
viding them with value for the money?

The real reason customer relationships are emerging as a competitive
imperative and the dominant paradigm of marketing is that relationships
are profitable, and customers who form relationships with brands provide
companies some bottom-line benefits not offered by customers who par-
ticipate in random transactions (Gummesson, 2002).
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Most companies define customer relationships as habitual repurchase, or
intent to stick with the brand. But that definition just scratches the surface
of what consumer-brand relationships can be. Customers actually form
relationships with brands that are similar to their relationships with people
(Fournier 1998; Hess 1995). In many cases, relationships even have a per-
sonal character, and that idea has profound implications for how brands
treat customers and for the financial benefits firms accrue.

The secret to understanding mar-
keting relationships is that it is not
only good business sense for brands
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* try the brand’s new products.

Consider a fast-food customer who
will drive 45 minutes only to wait in
line for another 45 minutes for a
cheeseburger. Or a car buyer who is
completely devoted to a relatively
unreliable, moderately performing,
premium-priced auto brand. Certain
retail stores rely on the fact that cus-
tomers will drive past their more con-
venient competitors to pay a premium
at their own less convenient locations.
These are all phenomena indicative of
relational bonds not described by stan-
dard satisfaction and loyalty measures.

The missing link between transac-
tions and relationships, and the key to
undentanding customer relationships
that have a personal character, is trust
(Garbarino and Johnson, 1999; Hess
1995). Customers who trust a brand
believe the brand has their best interest
in mind; that they are motivated to
make customers happy. And if you
think a brand is motivated to make
you happy, and is also competent
enough to do so, you no longer have
to worry about getting taken advan-
tage of when your guard is down.
Consequently, as in human relation-
ships, trust is the gateway to deeper
relationship commitment.

Gained momentum

Unlike customer satisfaction, which
dominated the marketing research
landscape for over 25 years, the ideas
behind customer relationships gained
momentum among marketers before
marketing academics took a serious
interest. But both marketing scholars
and marketing practitioners have been
slow to describe rigorously tested cus-
tomer relationship constructs. As a
result, a formal framework to quantify,
diagnose and describe the nature of’
such relationships has thus far eluded
the marketes. So, they continue to rely
on transactional satisfaction and loyal-
ty-based concepts for planning and
assessment.

The first significant investments in
relationships surfaced as emerging cus-
tomer database technology promised a
rich and quantifiable understanding of
individual customers and the ability to
customize marketing activity to target-
ed customer segments. In reality, cus-

tomer relationship management
(CRM) has nearly become a surrogate
for the technology applied to data
management techniques (Pa rvatiyar
and Sheth, 2001).

It is important to know that a rela-
tionship view of the world does not
look to replace classic marketing ideas
like satisfaction, value and loyalty with
relationship nomenclature to merely
freshen up traditional marketing mod-
els. Harris Interactive’s Trust-Based
Commitment model situates satisfac-
tion, and related concepts, within a
process that results in real relationships
and relationship-specific benefits for
customers and brands. The Trust-Based
Commitment model is a constellation
of traditional and newer marketing
concepts revolving around the idea
that customers and brands are in real
relationships that have significant
financial implications.

Redefining customer loyalty
Strong brands have deep repositories
of loyal customers (Aaker, 1992). But,
from a customer’s perspective, loyalty is
more than just a propensity to repur-
chase a brand’s products. It is also a way
for customers to improve their ability
to win the utility/cost game (reducing
risk, increasing information processing
effectiveness, gaining tangj ble “fre-
quent user” benefits). Even more revo-
lutionary, however, is the idea that rela-
tionships allow customers to enjoy
relationship benefits not normally
associated with rational behavior (e.g.,
affiliation, association, value matching).
Therein is the fundamental discre p-
ancy between the kinds of outcomes
typically associated with traditional
loyalty measures and those resulting
from customer-brand relationships. As
market researcherswe are often asked
to justify our existence by the impact
our work has on the bottom line. In
lieu of a relationship understanding, it
is efficient to simply assess repurchase
intent or overall satisfaction and fore-
cast performance as an extension of
these basic attitudes. This effort often
proves to be an exercise in futility as
the promise of satisfied customers
rarely yields accurate financial predic-
tions. As a result, decision makers are
left to ponder the value of marketing

research data.

At the core of the dilemma is the
simple fact that standard marketing
research measures are often well
removed from ultimate market behav-
ior or are ill-suited to describe a cus-
tomer’s disposition and resilience in
the marketplace. More importantly,
such assessments can mislead strategic
planning, particularly if market share,
volume superiority, or both mask
underlying relational weaknesses.

We can use an industry like fast food
to illustrate the advantage of under-
standing relationships. Brand A has
nearly twice as many locations as
Brand B, with associated superiority in
revenue. On a transaction basis, B’s
customers are slightly more satisfied;
however its customers are much more
committed. Consequently, they are
more willing to spend more and try
the restaurants’ new products. In this
case, an assessment of relationship ve r-
sus transactional constructs will be
much more revealing regarding the
potential emergence of Brand B in the
marketplace. Brand B can use this
information to capitalize on a potential
competitive opportunity, while Brand
A is alerted to an emerging competi-
tive threat.

Undertand the nature
Commitment is customers’ ultimate
relationship disposition. It carries
beliefs and attitudes resulting in cus-
tomer actions toward the brand - a
fundamental and powerful concept
that can only be understood when
decomposed into its primary compo-
nents or “dimensions” which separate
commitment from standard
loyalty/intention. Customer relation-
ship commitment, just like its human
counterpart, is derived from a combi-
nation of personal and functional char-
acteristics which are central to the
trust-based commitment relationship
framework.

The bottom line is that, while it is
impornmt for marketers to know the
strength of the bonds they have with
customers, it is also essential to under-
stand the nature of these relationships.
Just like a one-dimensional view of
human relationships ignores the differ-
ences among friendships, acquain-
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tances and romantic attachments, mar-
ketemsignore the multiple dimensions
of customer-brand relationships to
their peril.

The idea that customers form per-
sonally- and functionally-based bonds
helps explain one of marketing’s most
notorious episodes: The Coca-Cola
Company’s decision to introduce a
new-and-improved version of the clas-
sic beverage. While blind taste tests
convinced Coke executives a new for-
mula would strengthen customer loy-
alty, the fallout of their decision to
launch New Coke revealed they had
overlooked important relationship
benefits and responses not captured in
traditional performance-attitude
frameworks. Customers felt betrayed
by Coke’s alteration of their trusted
brand, a negative customer response to
a demonstrably superior product that
can only be fully understood under a
relationship light.

Trust and satisfaction redefined
Transactions begin to transform into
relationships in response to trust. In
fact, any personal relationship, whether
real or metaphorical, is built on trust
(Delgado-Ballester and Munuera-
Aleman, 2001).

Without trust, relationship building
is stifled as relationships are suspended
in a precarious state of vulnerability to
competitive action or performance
failure. Trust tells customers that the
brand is looking out for them when
they are not looking, that it will do
whatever it takes to make them happy
and it is going to be responsive to their
needs. It is the perceived motivation of
the brand that is at trust’s core and the
catalyst behind the transformation of
transactions to relationships.

Brands express these altruistic moti-
vations by doing such things as resolv-
ing problems quickly, providing consis-
tently good food, and greeting cus-
tomerswith friendly, efficient employ-
ees. Ttust resides in the dissatisfied cus-
tomer who happily marches into a
favorite retail store fully expecting a
quick and conflict-free resolution to a
problem. Under similar circumstances,
distnst leads to raised blood pressure,
grumpy customers and inevitable con-
flict.
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In the Trust-Based Commitment
model (Figure 1), satisfaction and trust
dewvelop from a series of individual
encounters with a brand’s products and
services. The key to undestanding
how activities provide relationship
return on your investments is in differ-
entiating between the activities that
build trust and those that promote sat-
isfaction. In the retail category, for
instance, store environment, high-qual-
ity products and easy-to-find mer-
chandise all lead to satisfaction, while
resolving problems with attentive,
pleasant employees and standing
behind products lead to trust.

Together trust and satisfaction com-
bine to provide the conditions neces-
sary for enduring customer-brand rela-
tionships characterized by relationship
commitment.

Relationship dimensions: personal
and functional connections

‘We can tap into the interpersonal rela-
tionship metaphor to illuminate the
nature of customer-brand relation-
ships. Figure 2 suggests at least four
relationship types based on the relative
strength of functional and personal
connections. And, as in human rela-
tionships, differences between personal
and functional connections result in
different relationships with different
outcomes.

Customerswith strong functionally-
specific relationships may view their
brand relationships like “partneships”
formed to achieve discrete functional
outcomes, free of personal investment.

Highly personally-connected cus-
tomers invest in more emotive bonds

seeking to reap relational benefit. Such
bonds are likely more elaborately
formed and regretfully severed, like
interpersonal “romance.”’

Disconnected customers are in rela-
tionships akin to “acquaintances”
where interaction and benefit are inci-
dental and fluid.

Finally, customers who describe
strong personal and functional connec-
tions might be described as “devoted,”
offering a company many of the
attending benefits associated with
interpersonal devotion, such as immu-
nity against failure and partner gen-
erosity.

Just as relationship commitment is
comprised of functional and personal
connections, satisfaction and trust con-
tribute uniquely to each relationship
dimension. For instance, personal con-
nections are primarily a function of
high levels of trust. Customenswho
trust that a brand has their best inter-
ests in mind, is responsive, and will
quickly resolve issues will form rela-
tionship bonds with a personal charac-
ter and begin to enjoy ensuing bene-
fits. Similarly, customerswho are habit-
ually satisfied with the brand’s products
will often form functional connec-
tions.

This all may sound very irrational
from a customer’s perspective, but ben-
efits of brand attachments do provide
rational benefits and enhance visceral
direct consumption. They also provide
personal benefits not usually consid-
ered by marketess, like affiliation,
meaning and cognitive consistency
(Fournier 1998).

There are broad implications to tak-
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ing a relationship view of your interac-
tion with customers, one of the most
imporant of which is as a guide for
competitive positioning, As demon-
strated in the case studies reported
below, competitie advantage can be
gained by companies that understand
how relationships are formed and sus-
tained.The Trust-Based Commitment
relationship model formalizes the
processes by which transactions are
transformed into profitable customer
connections.

Fast-food and retail case studies
In order to test the Trust-Based
Commitment framework, we collected
and analyzed survey data from retail
and fast-food customers. These product
categories were selected to for their
broad range of combined service and
product performance characteristics
and relationship benefits.

During Wave 1, close to 4,000 cus-
tomersof 20 fast-food restaurant
brands and 21 retail brands completed
online surveys approximately 30 to 40
minutes long, answering questions on
a wide range of topics including
behavior, attitudes and demographics.

Wave II followed up with the same
respondents approximately four
months after the initial survey. The pri-
marygoal of Wave II was to test the
behavioral legitimacy of the initial

Personal Connection =—»

relationship disposition in an environ-
ment relatively 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.

Understanding the maps
The first step in the analysis was to
turn theoretical ideas into concrete
and reliable measures of key relation-
ship constructs using factor analysis
methodolagy. Brands we re then scored
on each multi-item relationship “fac-
tor.” In order to simplify brand com-
parisons, factor scores we re translated
into indices where a score of 100 re p-
resents the study average on each fac-
tor. So, for instance, a score of 125 is 25
percent higher than industry average.
On the maps in Figure 3, the
dimensions plotted on the vertical and
horizontal axes are personal connec-
tion and functional connection. The
quadrants are divided at the industry
average.A brand in the upper-left
quadrant for instance, is above average
on functional connection, but below
average on personal connection. We
call these functional relationships.
Conversely, p e onal relationships fall
in the lower-right quadrant.
Committed relationships, exhibited by
high personal and functional connec-
tion, are in the upper-right quadrant,

balanced against disconnected relation-
ships in the lower-left quadrant.

Mapping relationships in
competitive space

If a picture tells a thousand words, then
the relationship map reveals volumes
about the nature of customer relation-
ships and their competitive implica-
tions. Customer relationships take
many forms based on the primary
dimensions of personal and functional
connection. When these connections
are used to map brands against one
another, the unseen structure of com-
petitive customer-brand relationships is
revealed. And this is more than just an
interesting twist on brand mapping;
one’s position on the relationship map
has direct implications for marketing
activity.

On the retail map, for instance,
brand clusters emerge that suggest
brand strengths and weaknesses as well
as differences in strategic options. For
instance, the most successful depart-
ment store brands cluster into the
lower-right or “personal relationship”
quadrant. This suggests that to be com-
petitive in this space a brand must pro-
vide professional service and generous
return policies that support trust-
building and personal connections.
The reward for these investments is
customers who say they will pay a pre-
mium for products and will shop in
your store as a leisure activity - both
profitable customer attitudes. In the
same way, home improvement stores
and discount department stores are
strong on the functional dimension,
suggestive of functional requirements
like product selection and value for the
money. Their reward is high volume.

The first thing one might notice
about the fast-food map is that there
are no brands in the lower-right quad-
rant, which is high on personal con-
nection and low on functional con-
nection. This appears to reveal that,
while a legitimate retail store position
may focus primarily on personal rela-
tionship characteristics, fast-food rela-
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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Subway, through its focus on healthful
options, appears to have separated itself
from the fast-food pack through pri-
marily functional relationships.
Wendy’s, on the other hand, has uti-
lized personal connections to carve out
its own space among national ham-
burger chains. The most relationship-
formidable fast-food brands are
regionally-focused brands such as In-
N-Out Burger, Chick-Fil-A and
Panera Bread.

Not only do customers of different
brands aggregate in comparative map
positions, but a company’s own cus-
tomers can be segmented based on
relationship type and strength. Figure 4
illustrates the emergence of relatively
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
compared to that of specialized or
regional fast-food brands, but when it
maps its own customers it may discern
a critical mass that have strong rela-
tionships with the brand. While 40

percent of the hypothetical brand’s
customers are disconnected, almost
half are committed or, at least, have
personal relationships with the brand.
These customers are candidates for
profitability segmentation or targets of
innovation

Relationship outcomes
Relationship disposition has a direct
impact on attitudes toward behavior.
And whether customers have a per-
sonal or functional relationship indi-
cates a bias toward certain positive, one

might even say, profitable behavioral
attitudes. For instance, retail customers
in the personal relationship quadrant
are more likely to be willing to pay
more for a store’s products, use its Web
site to purchase products and shop
there as a leisure activity.

The functional dimension is more
likely to suggest recommendations and
selection of the brand as the customer’s
first choice when visiting retail stores
in general.

What is clear from Figures 5 and 6,
however, is that relationships steeped in
both functional and personal connec-
tions (or “committed” relationships)
represent customers with the strongest
attitudes toward a range of profitable
behaviors. The committed customer
objective becomes even more com-
pelling when spending behavior is
measured directly. In fact, committed
retail customers repored spending
over three times as much as other cus-
tomers and claim a greater percentage
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
required for a fully committed rela-
tionship, but niche competitive posi-
tions can take advantage of - or be
legitimized by - the type of relation-
ships customer have with brands.

Do relationships really matter?
The Trust-Based Commitment rela-
tionship framework opens the door to
undesanding previously unexplained
behavior as a function of relationship
motivations rather than just needs sat-
isfiction. For instance, it explains how
trust-based relationships may differe n-
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tiate relatively small regional brands
from more established national chains
in their local markets, and why cus-
tomers are willing to go out of their
way to visit some retail stores but will
only shop at others if convenient. It
also guides companies toward targeting
relationship motivations when build-
ing a basket of brand benefits.

It is important, therefore, for com-
panies to 1) understand what it will
take to deepen commitment among
current customers, 2) establish strong
relationships with new customers and
3) assess on whom to focus their rela-
tionship eftorts and resulting benefits.
Questions such as “Is a brand transfor-
mation required?” or “Will perfor-
mance adjustments enhance an already
strong position?” are answered only in
light of a solid relationship framework
that clearly articulates relationship
strength and its antecedents: trust and

satisfaction.

Once relationship measures are
estabished and measured, companies
can map their positions in competitive
space, and marketing prescriptions and
opportunities are then implied. For
instance, companies whose customers
have strong functional but weak per-
sonal connections will be required to
focus on performance diagnostics and
innovation, while those with strong
p e rsonal connections to the exclusion
of functional connections must be
most careful with their image (Figure
8). Also, customers with strong per-
sonal connections respond more
favorably to brand extensions and pre-
mium pricing, while disconnected
customers rely heavily on competitive
pricing and sales promotion.

Ultimately, brands which have
establshed functional connections in
the market and have earned personal

Figure 8
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connections with their customers can
have confidence that steps taken to
fortify and build their market posi-
tions will be more positively received
by their committed base. In this way,
Trust-Based Commitment not only
models a more direct connection
between customer attitudes and
behavior, but also reveals customer
motivations previously hidden under-
neath a veil of anemic customer mea-

sures.
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