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1.0 Abstract

Consumers increasingly control their relationships with brands, including how and with whom
they choose to communicate. Bringing together elements of relationship marketing and brand
theory, this research examines the process by which consumers form brand relationships.
Results highlight the influence of advertising and social networking upon relationships, and
confirm that a consumer’s connection with a brand impacts brand performance. In doing so
the manner in which customer relationships are developed and maintained from a consumer

perspective is identified, as well as the benefits of relationships for brand owners.

1.1 Overview

This thesis focuses on customer relationships from a consumer perspective. Specifically, it
examines the process by which individual consumers build and maintain relationships with
brands through communication. Bringing together elements of relationship marketing and
branding theory, the underlying purpose is to identify key factors influencing a consumer’s
perceived relationship with a brand and determine their measurement. The literature suggests
that individual consumers form a connection with brands, seeing them as relationship
partners (Fournier, 1998). They do so to varying extents, depending on the brand. The
relevance of a brand to a consumer, therefore, extends further than brand image or the
signals associated with a brand. Relationships between consumers and brands involve an
emotional connection. A consumer’s perceived connection with a brand then influences the

manner in which they behave regarding that brand.

Authors mention the likes of Harley-Davidson (Ballantyne, 2006; Day, 2000) and Nestle
(Arnott & Bridgewater, 2002) as brands with which consumers form an emotional connection.
Yet how an emotional connection can be measured, as well as the antecedents and
consequences of such a connection, remain largely unexplored. While consumer participation
is recognised as central to customer relationships (Gruen, Summers, & Acito, 2000), current
theory falls short of properly understanding the formation of relationships from a consumer
perspective. The present research focuses on relationship marketing within a branding
domain. Such a focus is an application of relationship and branding theory, combining two
distinct areas of research that are fundamental to marketing. Although important work has
been done in this area (Aaker, Fournier, & Brasel, 2004; Fournier, 1998), a complete
understanding of how consumers form relationships with brands has not yet been gained. The
present research attends to this by examining the process by which consumers form
relationships with brands through communication, including the consequences of such

relationships for brand owners.



Consumer relationships with brands are complex, with consumers perceiving relationships
with brands that they view as possessing human-like characteristics (Aggarwal, 2004;
Patterson & O'Malley, 2006). Although it is accepted that the extent to which a brand
expresses a significant aspect of the self is a dimension of relationship quality (Fournier,
1998), how consumers choose to connect with brands has not been explicitly examined. Self
congruity is used to describe an alignment between a consumer’s self-image and perceived
product image (M. Sirgy, 1982). It is well-known that marketers consider this concept when
promoting products to individual consumers, as congruity results in self-enhancement
regarding the product (Grubb & Hupp, 1968). This notion is further extended to consider
congruity amongst self-image and the perceived image of a brand (Aaker, et al., 2004).
Brands have a symbolic image beyond the physical attributes and characteristics of a product
or service (Graeff, 1996). It is recognised that brands perceived as similar to the self concept
enhance the self (Dolich, 1969). The alignment of a consumer’s self-image with perceived
brand image is, consequently, of interest to marketers. The degree of congruence between a
brand’s image and the set of knowledge and beliefs about one’s self is noted as influencing
consumer brand evaluations and purchase intention (Graeff, 1996). The present research
determines connection with a brand according to an alignment between a consumer’'s
perceived brand personality and their ideal brand personality for the product or service
category. Ideal brand personality addresses the issue that consumers may be unwilling or

unable to articulate category specific self-image (Aaker, 1999).

Communication is identified as a critical element in the formation of a relationship (Duncan &
Moriarty, 1998). Marketing practitioners communicate with consumers, often with the intention
of establishing and maintaining customer relationships. From an organisational perspective
actively engaging in the development and maintenance of a customer relationship through
communication involves sending planned messages to, as well as receiving and replying to
messages from, individual consumers. The nature of a relationship, however, implies
participation by both a brand owner and consumer. Therefore, consumers need to participate
in the communication process for a customer relationship to develop and be maintained. It is
acknowledged that a brand is any feature, such as a name, term, design, or symbol,
identifying one seller's goods or services as distinct from those of others (American Marketing
Association, 2007). Consequently, although consumers can perceive relationships with
brands, a brand is not capable of sending and receiving communication in a literal sense. This
is done by representatives of the brand. As such, branding is noted as particularly important
in the context of services, in which brand encounters are highly experiential (Brodie, Glynn, &
Little, 2006). For simplicity, this research refers to consumer communication with brand
representatives as being sent and received by the brand. Consumers engage in numerous
forms of communication regarding a brand that may influence a customer relationship. This
includes interactive communication with the brand and consumer communities, as well as the
receiving of advertising. The Marketing Science Institute (2007) has highlighted the fact that



consumers are increasingly connected in the modern marketplace. Consumers are connected
with organisations and third party information providers, as well as each other. They are also
increasingly in control of many marketing processes, choosing with whom they communicate
and how they forge relationships. As such consumer communication regarding a brand, with
parties other than the brand owners, becomes increasingly important. The present research
suggests that a consumer’s connection with a brand will be influenced by the various forms of
communication that they engage in regarding the brand. Additionally, the research

recommends that such consumer brand connection directly influences relationship quality.

There is also a call to connect the development and maintenance of customer relationships
with the financial performance of a brand (Keller & Lehmann, 2006; Marketing Science
Institute, 2007). In addressing the outcomes of relationship marketing, the research further
addresses the consequences of customer relationships for brand owners. This is of interest to
marketing practitioners as relationship quality is directly linked to brand performance. In
summary, consumers are acknowledged to be increasingly active co-producers of value
(Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 1995; Veloutsou, et al., 2002), making a
consumer perspective on customer relationships particularly important. The present research
considers customer relationships from a consumer point of view. More specifically, it
examines from a consumer perspective the development and maintenance of customer
relationships between an individual consumer and a brand through communication. This
builds upon research in the fields of both branding and relationship marketing, explicitly
examining a consumer’s connection with a brand as well as the antecedents and

consequences of brand relationships.

1.2 Research Gap

Although theory regarding relationship marketing acknowledges the importance of developing
and maintaining relationships with end consumers (O'Malley & Tynan, 2000; Sheth &
Parvatiyar, 1995), the extant literature largely reflects an organisational perspective. Authors
discuss the benefits to an organisation of customer relationship management (Day &
Montgomery, 1999; Gronroos, 1994; Kotler, 1992; Webster, 1992), as well as the manner in
which organisations can strive to develop relationships with customers (Morgan & Hunt, 1994).
It is suggested, for example, that relationships are built through commitment and trust
between parties (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Interestingly, commitment and trust in turn are
recognised as being influenced by communication (Li & Dant, 1997; Mohr & Nevin, 1990;
Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Further practitioner focussed research has examined the
organisational implementation of customer relationship management (Coviello, Brodie,

Danaher, & Johnston, 2002). The nature of a customer relationship in a business-to-
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consumer context, however, implies and in fact requires mutual involvement of both an

organisation and consumer.

As co-producers of value (Gruen, et al.,, 2000; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004; Sheth &
Parvatiyar, 1995; Veloutsou, Saren, & Tzokas, 2002) consumers necessarily must be active
participants in customer relationships. Accordingly, the manner in which consumers choose to
form customer relationships becomes a significant consideration. The importance of a
consumer perspective on relationship marketing is acknowledged within the extant literature
(Fournier, 1998; Garbarino & Johnson, 1999). Research in this area needs to be advanced so
that marketers can better understand how consumers participate in the development and
maintenance of customer relationships, as well as the outcomes of such relationships.
Customer relationships are formed between individual consumers and brands, with certain
brands perceived as being active relationship partners (Aggarwal, 2004; Fournier, 1998). The
sending and receiving of messages between an organisation and end consumers in a
process of communication, therefore, represents an essential element in the formation of
customer relationships (Duncan & Moriarty, 1998; Gronroos, 2004; V Liljander & Roos, 2002).
Consequently, brand representatives engage in the development and maintenance of a
customer relationship by sending messages to consumers, as well as receiving and
responding to consumer messages. Consumers correspondingly engage in the development
and maintenance of a customer relationship by receiving such messages and sending
messages of their own. Consumers can be noted as actively participating in customer
relationships by responding to and initiating communication regarding a brand. Such
communication response and initiation by a consumer is referred to as interactive
communication (Ballantyne, 2004; Gronroos, 2004), and typically occurs between a consumer

and a brand.

Accordingly, the development and maintenance of customer relationships in a business-to-
consumer context will involve the flow of communication between an end consumer and
brand. In addition to communication with a brand, interactive communication regarding a
brand also occurs amongst consumer communities. Consumer communities comprise other
consumers and third party commentators, such as brand review and comparison services
(Marketing Science Institute, 2007). As consumers increasingly become co-creators of value
(Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004), the communication they participate in regarding a brand
with consumer communities is likely to influence the formation of customer relationships
between themselves and a brand. The communication flows regarding a brand between a
consumer and brand, as well as amongst consumer communities, are illustrated in Figure 1

below.
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Figure 1. Communication Flows Regarding a Brand
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Interactive communication, acknowledged as improving the quality of customer relationships
(Gronroos, 2004), can be facilitated by both Internet based and non-Internet based media.
Internet based media include all media enabled via the common protocol of the Internet. Non-
Internet based media comprise interpersonal communications, either face-to-face, paper
based, or via telephone. The facilitation of marketing activity intended to develop and maintain
relationships by Internet based media has received considerable attention within the
marketing literature (O'Leary, Rao, & Perry, 2004; Rowley, 2001). This may be attributed to
an increase in the number of Internet based marketing media, as well as growth in spending.
For example, in New Zealand online advertising expenditure was $53 million during the first
guarter of 2010; an increase of 12 per cent 2009 (Interactive Advertising Bureau New Zealand,
2010). It has been suggested that organisations can develop and maintain customer
relationships through such media (Day & Montgomery, 1999; Peterson, Balasubramanian, &
Bronnenberg, 1997). However, a formal examination of a consumer perspective regarding the
development and maintenance of customer relationships through Internet based media is
needed. It is foreseen that the interactive communication facilitated by Internet based and
non-Internet based media that a consumer engages in, will in aggregate increasingly affect
the development and maintenance of customer relationships. Furthermore, advertising
regarding a brand, sent from a brand and received by a consumer, must continue to be
considered. Although advertising is not in itself interactive, given that a consumer receives but
cannot respond directly to such communication, their evaluation of advertising is nevertheless
likely to influence the brand relationship. Consequently, it is of interest to consider how all the
forms of communication that a consumer engages in regarding a brand influence a customer

relationship.

In examining the process by which consumers develop and maintain customer relationships,
the consumer’s emotional connection with a brand is a significant consideration. While it is
acknowledged that consumers form relationships with brands (Fournier, 1998) and that

brands strive to achieve connection with consumers (Marketing Science Institute, 2007), there
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are uncertainties regarding how a consumer’s connection with a brand can be measured. A
consumer’s self-image is maintained or enhanced by brands with an image perceived as
similar to their own (Dolich, 1969). As such, self congruence may help determine connection
with a brand. However, although consumer self-image has been successfully determined
within the extant literature (Dolich, 1969; M. J. Sirgy, Grewal, Mangleburg, Park, Chon,
Claiborne, Johar, & Berkman, 1997) consumers may be unable or unwilling to articulate their
self-image for a specific product or service category (Aaker, 1999). A consumer’s connection
with a brand may, therefore, be determined by the extent to which the consumer perceives
that a brand’s personality aligns with their ideal brand personality for a category. Furthermore,
it is plausible that the communication a consumer engages in regarding a brand influences

this connection with the brand. This is a research area that requires further investigation.

A consumer’s connection with a brand is likely to influence relationship quality; relationship
quality reflecting a consumer’s evaluative judgement regarding the excellence or otherwise of
a relationship. The link between a consumer’'s connection with a brand and relationship
quality may be influenced by the extent to which the consumer favours being involved in
customer relationships in the product or service category. It is recognised that consumers
vary in the extent to which they favour being involved in customer relationships with brands
depending on their ‘relational orientation’ (Garbarino & Johnson, 1999). The literature implies
that organisations can benefit from a transactional or relational focussed approach to
consumer exchanges depending on their target consumers’ favourability towards having a
customer relationship (Coviello, et al., 2002; Garbarino & Johnson, 1999; Pels, Coviello, &
Brodie, 2000). It is, therefore, of value to establish the extent to which an organisation’s target
consumers favour and engage in customer relationships. There is also a call to link the
development and maintenance of customer relationships to financial outcomes (Keller &
Lehmann, 2006). It would, accordingly, be worthwhile to determine the consequences of
customer relationships for brand owners. The literature recognises a consumer perspective
regarding relationship marketing (Fournier, 1998), but not explicitly the process through which
consumers participate in relationships. This research addresses the gap by examining how
various forms of communication consumers participate in regarding a brand influence their
connection with the brand, as well as the consequences of customer relationships for brand

owners.

1.3 Research Value

The following paragraphs discuss the specific value of the research. Given the importance of

a consumer perspective towards customer relationships with brands (Keller & Lehmann, 2006)

the examination of the process by which consumers participate in the development and

maintenance of relationships provides an invaluable research opportunity. This research
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considers the role of communication in customer relationships by providing insight into how
consumers form relationships with brands through communication. In addition to offering
findings concerning the process by which consumers form relationships with brands, this
study acknowledges the consequences of customer relationships for brand owners. A
consistent and tested instrument to measure the communication that consumers engage in
regarding a brand is created. The research also investigates the influence of a consumer’s
connection with a brand upon the overall relationship quality between the consumer and
brand, as well as the effect of a consumer’s relational orientation. In doing so, this study
assists researchers and marketing practitioners in developing knowledge of customer

relationships from a consumer perspective.

In further examining the process by which consumers develop and maintain relationships
through communication, the research provides a measure of a consumer’s connection with a
brand, as well as the quality of a customer relationship. According to the Marketing Science
Institute (2007) customers have increasing opportunity to switch brands, therefore,
practitioners are interested in creating and sustaining emotional connections with their brands.
Although congruity between a consumer’s self-image and the perceived image of a brand is
recognised as influencing consumer behaviour (Dolich, 1969; Graeff, 1996), image congruity
and connection with a brand have not been specifically examined in the context of consumer
relationships. The research anticipates that connection with a brand is an important part of the
process by which relationships are developed and maintained. Research regarding the
outcomes of customer relationships for brand owners is also acknowledged as being
important (Keller & Lehmann, 2006). An instrument was therefore developed to assess a
consumer’s favourability towards being involved in customer relationships in a product or

service category, in addition to the outcomes of relationship quality for the owners of brands.

Although some significant work in this area is acknowledged (Aaker, et al., 2004; Fournier,
1998), this research intends to provide a more complete understanding of how consumers
form relationships with brands. Two research strands pertinent to relationship marketing from
a consumer perspective are extended. From an examination of the literature a new
conceptual model with well defined and measurable variables, as well as empirically testable
propositions (Varadarajan, 1996), is presented. New constructs capturing the various forms of
communication that consumers engage in regarding a brand are conceptually defined,
including; Brand Advertising, Communication with the Brand, and Communication with
Consumer Communities. A consumer’s Relational Orientation is also conceptually defined.
Similarly, the variable of Relationship Quality is defined from a consumer perspective in a
branding context. Secondly, the research tests theoretical linkages between constructs
(Summers, 2001). The linkage between a consumer’s connection with a brand and the quality
of a relationship had, prior to this study, not been established. This is also true of the linkage

between the quality of a relationship and consumer determined loyalty. Accordingly, value is
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provided by determining the linkage between Relationship Quality and the constructs of Brand

Personality Connection and Customer Brand Loyalty.

1.4 Research Objectives

This research seeks to examine the manner in which consumers form relationships with
brands. In doing so, it considers the process by which consumers connect with a brand.
Specifically, it is anticipated that the communication a consumer participates in concerning a
brand affects the consumer’s connection with the brand. Such a connection with a brand, as
perceived by the consumer, is further expected to directly influence the quality of a
relationship and ultimately customer brand loyalty. The following section identifies two key

objectives of the research.

1.4.1 Primary Research Objective

Consumers engage in various types of communication regarding a brand. Communication
sourced from a consumer, in response to communication received or otherwise, is identified
as interactive communication (Ballantyne, 2004; Gronroos, 2004). Interactive communication
between parties is believed to improve the quality of customer relationships (Gronroos, 2004).
The interactive communication between consumers and brands, as well as consumer
communities, is examined from a consumer perspective. Interactive communication can be
both positive and negative. Therefore, a consumer may engage in interactive communication
with another party that is positive and/or negative in nature. It is expected that positive
interactive communication will improve a consumer’s connection with a brand, but that
interactive communication that is negative in nature will have a contrary influence. A
consumer can also engage in interactive communication regarding a brand through both
Internet based and non-Internet based media. It is recognised that organisations can improve
the quality of customer relationships through media that is Internet based (Day & Montgomery,
1999; Peterson, et al., 1997). This is because Internet based media is well suited to the
development and maintenance of customer relationships. It is not well known, however, how
the interactive communication that a consumer participates in regarding a brand, facilitated by
different media channels, affects a customer relationship. In addition, it is expected that a
consumer’s evaluation of a brand’s advertising, will affect a consumer’s sense of connection
with the brand. Accordingly, the type, frequency, nature, and channel of communication that a
consumer participates in regarding a brand are anticipated to influence a customer
relationship. The primary objective of the present research is, therefore, to investigate how
consumers participate in the development and maintenance of a customer relationship

through communication, in all of its forms.
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A research question follows regarding how consumers participate in the development and
maintenance of customer relationships through communication. It is foreseen that the process
by which a relationship is formed requires a consumer to be emotionally connected to a brand.
In this instance, a connection between a consumer and a brand occurs when the perceived
personality of the brand aligns with a consumer’s ideal brand personality for a product or
service category. This connection between consumer and brand is likely to be affected by the
communication that a consumer engages in regarding a brand. Furthermore, it is
acknowledged that the communication that consumers engage in regarding a brand varies in
type, frequency, nature, and channel. Thus, the principal research question addresses how
the communication a consumer participates in regarding a brand influences consumer
connection with the brand. Do certain forms of communication that a consumer participates in

regarding a brand have more or less influence on their brand connection?

1.4.2 Secondary Research Objective

The research also looks to link the benefits of consumer determined relationship quality to a
brand. This makes the research results pertinent for brand owners. It is, ultimately, foreseen
that the quality of a customer relationship impacts upon the performance of a brand. Brand
performance, in this study, is determined by customer brand loyalty. A consumer’s connection
with a brand is expected to directly influence relationship quality. Therefore, relationship
quality is indirectly influenced by the communication that a consumer participates in regarding
a brand. A consumer’s favourability towards being involved in customer relationships with
brands in a product or service category, or relational orientation (Garbarino & Johnson, 1999),
may also moderate the linkage between brand personality connection and relationship quality.
Accordingly, all research constructs are anticipated to either directly or indirectly influence
customer brand loyalty. A secondary research objective is, therefore, to examine the
consequences of customer relationships for the owner of a brand. This ensures that the
research is of relevance to brand owners and fulfils the need for strategy to be associated
with marketing metrics (Marketing Science Institute, 2007). In addressing the objectives
discussed the research recognises a consumer perspective regarding the process by which
customer relationships are developed and maintained, while also acknowledging the

outcomes of relationships for brand owners.

Communication is expected to directly influence the consumer’'s connection with the brand.
The extent to which engaging in communication regarding a brand is conscious and
intentional consumer behaviour is not well understood. Deliberate or not, such communication
is almost certainly significant in the development and maintenance of customer relationships.

It is expected that a consumer’s connection with a brand subsequently influences the quality
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of a customer relationship. Relationship quality reflects a consumer’s evaluation regarding the
excellence of a relationship and is comprised of several dimensions. Furthermore, the linkage
between a consumer’s connection with a brand and relationship quality may be moderated by
the extent to which a consumer favours being involved in customer relationships in a product
or service category. This is referred to as a consumer’s relational orientation (Garbarino &
Johnson, 1999). Accordingly, a second research question addresses how connection with a
brand influences relationship quality. To what extent does a consumer’'s connection with a
brand influence perceived relationship quality, and what is the impact of a consumer’s

relational orientation on the process by which brand relationships are formed?

Although the present research focuses upon the process by which consumers participate in
the development and maintenance of customer relationships, it is important to acknowledge
the consequences of relationships for brand owners. It is intended that the significance of
consumer participation in customer relationships will be emphasised through the association
of relationship quality with brand performance. In this way marketing strategy will be aligned
with quantifiable outcomes. Brand performance can be measured by a number of marketing
metrics. In this research brand performance is determined by customer brand loyalty. A third
research question, therefore, addresses how customer relationship quality influences the
performance of a brand. Ultimately, how does a consumer’s perceived relationship with a

brand impact upon customer brand loyalty?

15 Introduction Summary

Chapter one has introduced the central research area, clearly identifying that it is a fusion of
relationship marketing and branding theory. The significance of the research has also been
discussed, highlighting its impact on marketing theory and practice. Varying aspects of the
process by which consumers form relationships with brands have been discussed and,
ultimately, it has been shown that consumer involvement in customer relationships with
brands through a process of communication is worthy of consideration. In addressing the
identified research objectives and successive questions, this thesis takes the following
structure. A review of current literature concerning the key concepts addressed by the
research is conducted in chapter two. This review thoroughly examines the specific areas of
literature brought together in the study, as well as important author perspectives. Chapter
three then identifies the conceptual model and construct definitions. Subsequently, an
appropriate research methodology is reviewed in chapter four, as well as data analysis
techniques in chapter five. Finally, results are considered and the findings are discussed in

chapter six.
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2.0 Literature Review

The following chapter comprises a review of current literature regarding the key concepts
addressed by the research. While this is a thorough examination of the literature, its scope is
limited to work relevant to the research objectives and questions. Consequently, literature at
the interface of relationship marketing (RM), customer relationship management (CRM), and
branding theory is discussed. The diagram in Figure 2 below provides a visual representation

of the structure of the literature review for this study.

Figure 2. Literature Review

/)

Branding

The intention is to identify key theory and concepts relevant to the research. With an
overarching relationship marketing focus, sections 2.1 to 2.3 of the review intitally explore the
origins of RM theory as well as its domain. Section 2.4 then examines customer relationship
management between organisations and consumers; highlighting that extant CRM literature
predominantly adopts an organisational approach to relationships. Subsequently, sections 2.5
and 2.6 explore a consumer perspective of relationships, as well as how consumers evaluate
relationships with brands. The manner in which consumers participate in relationships with
brands through various forms of communication is then discussed in sections 2.7 and 2.8.
Once the development and maintenance of customer relationships through communication is
discussed, attention is placed on the Internet. As a relatively recent and evolving media by
which consumers can communicate regarding brands, sections 2.9 to 2.13 of the literature
review identify consumer communication via the Internet and new opportunites for forging

relationships. Finally, a summary of findings from the literature is provided in section 2.14.
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2.1 Relationship Marketing

Relationship marketing involves the development and maintenance of relationships between
an organisation and other marketplace parties in an attempt to support ongoing exchanges.
Although its definition and origins are debated the establishment and strengthening of
relationships is regarded as beneficial to the success of many organisations (Day &
Montgomery, 1999; Gronroos, 1994; Gummesson, 1997; McKenna, 1992; Morgan & Hunt,
1994; Webster, 1992). This includes the development and maintenance of relationships
between an organisation and end consumer in a business-to-consumer context (Garbarino &
Johnson, 1999; O'Malley & Tynan, 2000; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 1995). It is suggested that a
process of communication between parties is critical to relationship building (Duncan &
Moriarty, 1998). Accordingly, relationships between organisations and consumers may be
fostered through the sending and receiving of messages. The sending and receiving of
communication with the intention of developing and maintaining a customer relationship is
one, arguably salient, relationship marketing activity. Other examples of relationship
marketing activities include customer profiling (O'Leary, et al., 2004), database management
(Day & Montgomery, 1999), and product or service customisation (Bardakci & Whitelock,
2003). The nature of a relationship implies that both consumers and organisations will identify
value in any customer relationship (Ravald & Gronroos, 1996). The literature examines a
consumer perspective of relationship marketing (Fournier, 1998; Garbarino & Johnson, 1999;
V Liljander & Roos, 2002), if not explicitly through a process of communication. Consumers
vary regarding their involvement in customer relationships (Day, 2000). Therefore, it is likely
that they differ in the extent to which they engage in communication intended to develop and
maintain a customer relationship. In accordance with a mid-range perspective of relationship
marketing (Coviello, et al., 2002), organisations may need to adopt a more relationship or
transaction focussed approach to marketing depending on the communication that their target

consumers engage in.

Two viewpoints regarding the development of relationship marketing are evident within the
literature. What could be referred to as ‘the European perspective’ suggests that a
relationship approach to marketing interactions has existed for as long as trade and
commerce have taken place (Gronroos, 2004). However, what has been described as ‘the
North American perspective’ suggests that relationship marketing was introduced during the
early 1980s in response to changing market conditions. Some European authors recognise
that before the term ‘relationship marketing’ was used within the literature a relationship
marketing perspective existed in what is acknowledged as the Nordic School of Thought
(Gronroos, 1980, 1983; Gummesson, 1983, 1987). The Nordic School is renowned for its
predominant focus on relationships within a services context and appeared in the late 1970s
in response to perceived limitations with a transactional approach to marketing (Palmer,

Lindgreen, & Vanhamme, 2005). The notion of relationship marketing is also identified as an
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integral component of industrial marketing thought originating from the European based IMP,
Industrial or International Marketing and Purchasing Group (Hakansson, 1982; Hakansson &
Snehota, 1995). The IMP Group also emerged in the 1970's and is acknowledged for
focussing on marketplace relationships based on continual engagement, rather than isolated
transactions (Palmer, et al., 2005). Gronroos (1994) indicates that industrial marketers have
long recognised the benefit of ongoing relationships, as time spent on each sale is made
worthwhile due to the potential size of business-to-business exchanges. Service marketers
have similarly acknowledged the need for an organisational culture built on customer
relationships due to a high customer interface level. Notable European scholars are in
agreement that relationship marketing is a gradual extension of the Nordic School approach
to services marketing and the network approach to industrial marketing as developed by the
IMP Group (Gummesson, 1997; V Liljander & Roos, 2002).

The North American School of Thought has a differing view regarding the evolution of
relationship marketing. Whereas European academics formally acknowledge the advance of
the concept in the 1970’s, through the Nordic School and IMP Group, North American
academics recognised relationships in the literature over a decade later. Scholars from North
America are noted as focussing on consumer transactions up until the early 1980s (Palmer, et
al., 2005). Webster (1992) notes that the marketing literature from North America throughout
the 1970s identified transactions as a central construct and basic unit of analysis used in
assessing marketing activity. This transactional view of marketing, or micro-economic
perspective, sees firms connected to customers through isolated transactions rather than
ongoing relationships (Webster, 1992). During the 1980’s, however, North American scholars
deemed the perception that marketing is a series of profit maximising transactions to be
narrow and out of touch with a focus on long-term customer relationships (Webster, 1992). It
was realised that most transactions take place in the context of ongoing relationships and the
term ‘relationship marketing’ was introduced in a 1983 conference paper, regarding the
marketing of services (Berry, Shostack, & Upah, 1983). Consequently, the large, vertically
integrated corporate structures, that were the dominant organisational form in North America

at the time, dissolved in favour of smaller firms with a relationship focus (Webster, 1992).

2.2 The Relationship Marketing Paradigm

Despite their differences, significant European and North American academics agree that a
relationship perspective needs to be considered in conjunction with the marketing mix
approach advocated within traditional marketing theory (Gronroos, 1994; Gummesson, 1997;
Kotler, 1992; Webster, 1992). The marketing mix concept and the Four P’s of marketing were
recognised in the 1960’s and swiftly became treated as the unchallenged basic model of the

marketing discipline. As a result this model is now firmly entrenched within the marketing
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literature and it has been suggested that only modest acceptance is given to any theories that
stray from its path (Gronroos, 1994). In addition, it is identified that the rationale behind the
Four P (place, price, product, and promotion) categories of the marketing mix has never been
adequately articulated, other than for its convenience of use (Gronroos, 1994). Other writers
suggest that the marketing mix paradigm is theoretically based on a loose foundation (Van
Waterschoot & Van den Bulte, 1992). It is also implied that the implementation of the
marketing mix is an oversimplification that sees the marketer as an individual who should
utilise different resources in a ‘toolbox’ to complete various marketing tasks (Gronroos, 1994).
The marketing department is essentially isolated from the rest of the firm as they are viewed

as the only organisational members equipped with the tools of the marketing discipline.

Furthermore, the marketing mix sees marketers as being distanced from the consumer,
utilising their marketing mix tools as the only link between the organisation and other
marketplace contacts. The needs and importance of the customer may not be fully
acknowledged and the organisation is viewed as the primary authority of marketing
exchanges. It is suggested that according to the marketing mix paradigm the customer has no
personalised relationship with the marketer of a product (Gronroos, 1994). Day and
Montgomery (1999) agree that the one-off transactional focus of the marketing mix is dated;
identifying that marketing has shifted its emphasis from transactional to relational exchanges.
McKenna (1992) also shares this view, commenting that company-centred marketing
approaches are ineffective and that organisations should adopt what the author terms ‘a
customer-centred approach’ to marketing. The marketing mix conceptualises the marketer as
an influencer of passive consumers (Gronroos, 1994). However, in reality consumers cannot
be viewed as though they are an element open to manipulation. Although the marketing mix is
important, it is recognised that there needs to be a shift of focus more towards that of longer

term relationship marketing (Gronroos, 1994; Kotler, 1992).

Relationship marketing’s different perspective from the marketing mix has been illustrated
through what is termed ‘the marketing strategy continuum’. According to Gronroos (1994)
relationship marketing exists at one end of the marketing strategy continuum and
transactional marketing at the other. Relationship marketing concentrates on linkages,
cooperative exchanges, mutual understanding, and long-term interaction. While transactional
marketing is the polar opposite, with an emphasis on one-off exchanges, a product
orientation, and independence from others. The notion of a continuum implies that there is a
middle ground in which an organisation may demonstrate elements of both transactional and
relationship marketing. Therefore, any given organisation can potentially place itself along the
relationship marketing continuum depending on how it prioritises its marketing efforts. Kotler
(1992) describes a similar relationship continuum offering five levels of relationship marketing.
These five levels include Basic, Reactive, Accountability, Proactive, and Partnerships. At a

Basic level it is proposed that organisations do not really involve themselves with building
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relationships, however, a Partnership perspective sees the organisation existing intimately
with the customer (Kotler, 1992). At the levels in between Basic and Partnership relationships
organisations are described as starting to answer their customers’ queries, finding out from
the customer what they can do better, and beginning to solve customer problems before
customers themselves are aware of them. Webster (1992) supports the marketing strategy
continuum, providing a range of marketing relationships including singular transactions, long-
term relationships, and vertical integration. Rao and Perry (2002) note that relationship
marketing is the opposite of transaction marketing and offer a distinction between
transactional marketing: a single exchange with a beginning and ending, and a relationship
perspective: “multiple linked exchanges extending over time [that] usually involves both

economic and social bonds” (Rao & Perry, 2002, p. 598).

An alternative perspective to that of a relationship marketing continuum and the dichotomy of
relationship and transactional marketing is offered by Coviello, et al (2002). It is suggested
that in practice transactional and relational marketing are not mutually exclusive opposites
(Coviello, et al., 2002). This notion has been referred to as a ‘mid-range perspective’ of
relationship marketing. Coviello, et al (2002) empirically examined such a mid-range
perspective by identifying the relative emphasis of relational and transactional marketing
within various types of organisations. The authors established that in practice many firms
concurrently implement different aspects of relationship marketing as well as transactional
marketing. It was, therefore, concluded that both transactional and relationship marketing
approaches are important components of many firms’ business practice. Transaction
marketing may, for example, be used to attract customers, database marketing may be
incorporated to target selected customer groups, and interaction marketing can be employed
to build interpersonal relationships with customers. Palmer, et al (2005) also acknowledge a
mid-range perspective whereby relationship marketing is not as substitute for transaction
marketing. These authors agree that relationship and transaction marketing are practiced

concurrently depending on the context in which an organisation operates.

It is suggested by some academics that the notion of relationship marketing has been
extended to the point where relationship marketing is regarded as a new marketing paradigm
(Aijo, 1996; Gronroos, 1994; Kotler, 1992; Veloutsou, et al., 2002). However, it is apparent
within the relationship marketing literature that this is not a universal standpoint. Gummesson
(1997), for example, disputes that there has been a fundamental shift in marketing,
recognising that “RM is a new term but an old phenomenon” (Gummesson, 1997, p. 268). It is
suggested that relationship marketing may be increasingly appropriate, but that the concept is
only new in the fact that it has been relatively recently formally recognised within the
literature. However, the importance of relationship marketing is not dismissed. Rather, further
grounded theory in the field is called for. Brodie, et al (1997) and Rao and Perry (2002)

support the perspective that perhaps relationship marketing has not brought about a
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paradigm shift. It is agreed that an emphasis on relationships has existed for many years and
that in practice a relationship marketing approach has not replaced transactional marketing. In
accordance with the mid-level perspective of relationship marketing presented by Coviello, et
al (2002), it is recognised that many businesses simultaneously practice transactional and
relationship marketing. If not an absolute paradigm change, authors acknowledge that there
has at least been a shift in emphasis to relationships and the retention of valuable customers
(Day & Montgomery, 1999). Zineldin (2000) agrees, identifying that “marketing thought is
shifting from an emphasis on transactions and acquisition to relationships and customer
retention” (Zineldin, 2000, p. 11). It is conceded that relationship marketing may not be a new
paradigm as such, “however, there appears to have been a fairly long period of time when it
was not a top priority” (Webster, 1992, p. 6); at least from a North American perspective.
Regardless, however, of whether or not there has been an underlying paradigm shift towards
relationship marketing, it is recognised by many authors that relationship marketing is an

increasingly important organisational consideration.

2.3 Relationship Marketing Definition

Although significant attention has been given to relationship marketing within the marketing
literature there lacks a universally accepted definition of the concept. Accordingly, various
interpretations regarding relationship marketing can be identified within the extant literature. A
highly cited definition of relationship marketing is that of Morgan and Hunt (1994). These
authors acknowledge relationship marketing as “all marketing activities directed towards
establishing, developing, and maintaining successful relational exchanges” (Morgan & Hunt,
1994, p. 20). While useful this is a broad definition of relationship marketing which could be
interpreted to encompass all of an organisation’s marketing activities. It also raises a question
as to what a relational exchange refers to. Numerous authors contrast relational with
transactional exchange (Gronroos, 1994; Kotler, 1992; Rao & Perry, 2002). At its simplest
relationship marketing may therefore be regarded as ongoing, repeated exchanges rather
than independent, isolated transaction, between at least two parties within a marketplace. A
relationship is the perceived linkage between the parties which supports ongoing exchange.
Exchange between the parties within a relationship may involve the giving and receiving of
anything that the parties deem of value (Day, 2000; Ravald & Gronroos, 1996). Such
exchange does not necessarily need to be of a product or service. It is suggested that
relationships require at least two parties who interact with each other (Gummesson, 1994).
Other authors agree that “as the exchange of product is the core of transaction marketing, the
management of an interaction is the core of relationship marketing” (Gronroos, 2004, p. 100).
Thus, exchange in this context comprises the ongoing passing of value to and from the

parties involved in a relationship.

23



Relationship marketing is defined as an attempt “to establish, maintain, and enhance
relationships with customers and other parties, at a profit, so that the objectives of the parties
involved are met” (Gronroos, 1994, p. 9). Notably this author also raises the notion that each
party benefits from their involvement in the relationship. This mutually beneficial nature of a
relationship implies that the linkages formed between parties provide value to all concerned.
Following an examination of numerous relationship marketing definitions, Harker (1999)
concludes that “an organisation engaged in proactively creating, developing and maintaining
committed, interactive and profitable exchanges with selected customers (partners) overtime
is engaged in relationship marketing” (Harker, 1999, p. 16). Like Gronroos (1994) and Morgan
and Hunt (1994), Harker (1999) includes the concept of network exchange within his definition
of relationship marketing. It is believed that relationship marketing involves the maintenance
of relations between the company and the actors in its micro-environment (Ravald &
Gronroos, 1996). Relationship marketing therefore includes mutually beneficial linkages
between numerous marketplace parties, or networks. Gummesson (1997) recognises that an
organisation may be involved in some thirty marketplace relationships and suggests that
relationship marketing encompasses all possible network interactions. Relationship marketing
includes relationships with both internal and external stakeholders and therefore the
organisation itself and society are included in a network of relationships (Gummesson, 1996).
Relationship networks can be thought of as three-dimensional webs. Each point where the
web crosses represents a party within the marketplace, such as the organisation, a supplier,
customer, or other business contact. The web itself represents the relationships between
each party. It becomes apparent that the relationship web that exists within any given
marketplace will be very intricate and complex and as such organisations are charged with
the task of establishing, developing, and maintaining marketing relationships with a great
number of contacts. Morgan and Hunt (1994) present ten forms of relationships between
network parties that can be grouped to include relational exchanges that involve: suppliers,
lateral organisations, customers, an organisation’s own employees, and business units.
Webster (1992) further suggests that collaborative relationships should be formed with rivals
to stimulate innovative new product development. Coviello, et al (1997) recognise that
exchange occurs across organisations, where firms commit resources to develop relationship.
Consequently, relationship marketing may involve many parties linking together in a network

that is beneficial to all concerned.

2.4 Customer Relationship Management

The network approach to relationship marketing suggests that an organisation may develop

and maintain relationships with many parties within its market system (Gummesson, 1997;

Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Webster, 1992). However, customer relationship management refers

specifically to the development and maintenance of relationships between organisations and
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customers. Two types of customer relationship are considered within the extant literature;
those between two businesses and those between a business and end consumer. The
concept of relationship marketing has been recognised as originating in European industrial
purchasing (Gronroos, 1994; Gummesson, 1996) and is, therefore, traditionally associated
with a business-to-business context. Accordingly, customer relationship management is
examined both conceptually (Webster, 1992) and empirically (Morgan & Hunt, 1994) within
the business-to-business marketing literature. It is also recognised that relationship marketing
has foundations within the Nordic School of services marketing (Palmer, et al., 2005). It is
suggested that relationships with all customers are an essential component of such a service-
centred dominant logic (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). Relationship marketing is consequently
acknowledged in a business-to-consumer context. The development and maintenance of
relationships between organisations and end consumers has been examined more explicitly
in other literature (Garbarino & Johnson, 1999; V Liljander & Roos, 2002; O'Malley & Tynan,
2000; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 1995). Following in this tradition, the focus of the current research
is on the development and maintenance of customer relationships between businesses and
final consumers. Consumers being individual end users, rather than intermediaries, with

whom relationships are forged.

Customer relationship management, therefore, comprises the development and maintenance
of relationships between businesses and end user consumers. The mutual nature of customer
relationships implies that the consumer must be involved in such relationships in order for
them to manifest. Consumers are acknowledged as active co-producers of value throughout
numerous marketing processes (Gruen, et al., 2000; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 1995; Veloutsou, et
al., 2002). Accordingly, the concept of co-production, prevalent in industrial marketing theory
(Wikstrom, 1996), is applicable in a consumer context. Co-production is regarded as a
voluntary behaviour on behalf of a consumer (Gruen, et al., 2000) that contributes towards the
creation of value for the consumer themselves, as well as the organisation. Such co-
production may involve any number of activities (Gruen, et al., 2000) and is recognised as
occurring during the design, production, and consumption of an organisation’s offering
(Wikstrom, 1996). The concept of co-production is particularly relevant in customer
relationships. Gruen, et al (2000), for example, acknowledge that in long-term relationships
customers go beyond consuming products to become co-producers who participate in value
creation. This co-production, or co-creation, of value is noted as occurring in service settings
in which consumers participate in communication regarding a brand with various groups
(Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). Consumer co-production typically occurs in the process of
communication between a consumer and organisation. Without the consumer such
communication cannot take place. The consumer is needed to receive, respond to, and
initiate communication. Consequently, consumer participation is significant in the

development and maintenance of customer relationships through communication.
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25 Customer Relationships with Brands

Furthermore, it is acknowledged that consumers develop and maintain relationships with
brands (Aggarwal, 2004; Fournier, 1998; Jevons, Gabbott, & de Chernatony, 2005; Muniz &
O'Guinn, 2001). As consumers experience brands they recognise them as active relationship
partners (Woodside, 2004). Subsequently, it is with brands that consumers forge a
relationship. Aggarwal (2004) suggests that although relationships are generally formed
between people, consumers interact with brands in ways that closely mirrors their social
interactions. Consumers may appreciate that brands are owned and controlled by
organisations; however, they often do not make a distinction between a brand and a brand
owner. The brand and the organisation are perceived as the same. One explanation of this
refers to literature concerning animism (Aggarwal, 2004) or anthropomorphisation (Patterson
& O'Malley, 2006), which suggest that consumers treat brands as possessing human-like
characteristics. Consumers may perceive that they have social relationships with brands that
are seen as having human qualities. Consequently, individual consumers form many different
types of relationships with brands (Fournier, 1998) which influence consumer behaviour and
attitudes in response to brand actions (Aggarwal, 2004). It is recognised that the notion of
consumers developing and maintaining relationships with brands is not without criticism
(Aggarwal, 2004). Social judgments regarding people may be made differently to non-social
judgements made concerning brands. Kardes (1986), for example, provides several reasons
why non-social judgements made by consumers differ to social judgements. These include
that people often use themselves as a frame of reference when judging others, a reference
that cannot be used when assessing non-social stimuli, and that social stimuli are dynamic in
nature and therefore constantly changing (Kardes, 1986). Despite such reservations, it is
accepted that although brand relationships may not be as rich as relationships with people,

consumers behave as though they have relationships with brands (Aggarwal, 2004).

The consumer must perceive a higher value from being involved in the relationship with the
brand than would be achieved were the relationship not to exist (Ravald & Gronroos, 1996).
Should there be a low perceived relationship value a consumer may desire not to be in a
customer relationship with the brand. The value that a customer perceives they are receiving
from involvement in a relationship is regarded as the perceived benefits that the customer
obtains in relation to the perceived sacrifice that they must make when engaging in exchange
(Gronroos, 2004). This is developed from a definition of customer perceived value offered by
Day (1990) of customer perceived benefits relative to perceived costs. Perceived value is
attributed to both the current exchange episode and the overall relationship (Ravald &
Gronroos, 1996). Overall customer perceived relationship value may, therefore, be increased
by either enhancing the perceived benefits or decreasing the perceived sacrifice of the

consumer. The perceived benefits to the customer of a long-term relationship with an
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organisation can include safety, credibility, and security. An organisation may attempt to
increase the perceived benefits of a relationship by adding something to the core product that
the customer perceives important (Ravald & Gronroos, 1996). The perceived sacrifice to the
consumer of being involved in a relationship includes direct costs, such as financial sacrifice
and time, as well as psychological costs, acknowledged as cognitive effort such as worry that
the consumer may incur throughout an exchange (Ravald & Gronroos, 1996). A consumer
will, therefore, receive a level of perceived value from being involved in a relationship with a
brand.

Day (2000) acknowledges that some customers want nothing more than exchange with a
minimum of hassles. In accordance with the marketing strategy continuum (Gronroos, 1994),
consumers who desire not to be involved in relationships with brands could be said to desire
more transactional exchanges. Therefore, consumers may vary in their favourability towards
being involved in customer relationships with brands. Such consumer favourability towards
being involved in relationships with brands is acknowledged in the literature. Fournier (1998),
for example, recognises that consumers engage in customer relationships to various levels.
Investigating consumer relationships with brands, this author provides frameworks for the
examination of relationship marketing theory in a business-to-consumer context. Garbarino
and Johnson (1999) segment an organisation’s customer base according to customer
responsiveness to transactional or relational marketing. The authors recognise customers as
having, what is regarded as, a high or low relational orientation according to their desire to
engage in relational or transactional exchange. Liljander and Roos (2002) similarly discuss
the perceived customer benefits of being involved in a relationship with an organisation that
the customer would not be offered should exchanges be transactional. It is acknowledged,
however, that relationship marketing research from the customer's perspective has been
scarce (V Liljander & Roos, 2002). Consequently, relationship marketing theory would benefit
from further research examining consumer involvement in the formation of relationships

between themselves and brands.

2.6 Relationship Quality

A relationship between parties can be assessed by what is referred to as relationship quality
(Crosby, Evans, & Cowles, 1990; Dorsch, Swanson, & Kelley, 1998). This includes a
customer relationship in a business-to-consumer context (De Wulf, Odekerken-Schroder, &
Lacobucci, 2001), such as between a consumer and a brand. Quality is defined broadly in the
marketing literature as superiority or excellence (Zeithaml, 1988). Perceived product quality is
defined as a “consumer’s judgement about a product's overall excellence or superiority”
(Zeithaml, 1988, p. 3). Relationship quality can, therefore, be thought of as an overall

assessment regarding the superiority or excellence of a relationship involving exchange
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partners. Relationship quality between a consumer and brand, as perceived by a consumer,
is a consumer’s evaluative judgement regarding the superiority or excellence of their
relationship with a brand. Relationship quality is recognised as a higher-order construct
comprised of several first-order dimensions (Crosby, et al., 1990; Dorsch, et al., 1998; Dwyer
& Oh, 1987). Universal agreement does not exist within the extant literature concerning the
identification and conceptualisation of these dimensions. Research examining the quality of
customer relationships between individual consumers and brands suggests that relationship
quality comprises up to eight dimensions. These dimensions include commitment,
interdependence, intimacy, love and passion, partner quality, satisfaction, self-connection,
and trust (Aaker, et al., 2004; De Wulf, et al., 2001; Fournier, 1998; Garbarino & Johnson,
1999).

The relationship quality dimension of commitment is regarded as an integral component of
any relational exchange (Gundlach, Achrol, & Mentzer, 1995; Morgan & Hunt, 1994).
Relationships between parties are developed and maintained through repeated exchange
over time (Day, 2000; Gronroos, 1994; Gummesson, 1997; Rao & Perry, 2002). Without
relationship commitment, however, this temporal requirement cannot be fulfilled. Dwyer, et al
(1987) suggest that this dimension of relationship quality captures the desire to continue a
relationship. This is reflected in their definition of relationship commitment as “an implicit or
explicit pledge of relational continuity between exchange partners” (Dwyer, Schurr, & Oh,
1987, p. 19). This is further developed by authors who conceptualise relationship commitment
in a business-to-business setting as including the intention to develop and maintain the
relationship, the provision of inputs by exchange partners, as well as a temporal element
(Dorsch, et al.,, 1998; Gundlach, et al.,, 1995). Although varying conceptualisations of
relationship commitment exist within the literature (Dorsch, et al., 1998; Garbarino & Johnson,
1999; Gundlach, et al., 1995), two central components of relationship commitment are
apparent. These include a desire of those involved to continue the relationship, as well as a
willingness to make effort to maintain the relationship (De Wulf, et al., 2001; Morgan & Hunt,
1994). From a consumer perspective relationship commitment, therefore, comprises a desire
to continue a relationship with a brand, in addition to making effort with the intention of

developing and maintaining the customer relationship.

Customer relationships are also recognised as comprising a degree of interdependence
between a consumer and brand (Fournier, 1998). It is acknowledged that relationship
interdependence occurs when there is mutual dependency among parties (Kressmann, Sirgy,
Herrmann, Huber, Huber, & Lee, 2006). The consumer, therefore, depends on the brand and
the brand depends on the consumer. Consequently, both consumer and brand consider the
other to be of high importance. Fournier (1998) recognises that interdependence from a
consumer perspective involves frequent brand interactions, increased scope and diversity of

brand-related activities, as well as heightened intensity of individual interaction events. In
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research regarding online brand relationships, interdependence is referred to as the degree to
which the actions of relationship partners are intertwined (Thorbjornsen, Supphellen, Nysveen,
& Pedersen, 2002). In more recent research the relationship quality dimension of
interdependence is determined according to the extent to which a brand plays an important

role in a consumer’s life (Kressmann, et al., 2006).

Knowledge or understanding concerning a relationship partner, regarded as relationship
intimacy, is further recognised as a dimension of relationship quality (Aaker, et al., 2004;
Fournier, 1998; Kressmann, et al., 2006; Thorbjornsen, et al., 2002). For a relationship to
develop and be maintained individual consumers and brands require a level of knowledge
regarding each other. It is identified that consumers develop elaborate knowledge structures
around strongly held brands (Fournier, 1998) with the relationship quality dimension of
intimacy referring “to the degree of closeness, mutual understanding, and openness between
relationship partners” (Thorbjornsen, et al., 2002). Aaker, et al (2004) identify that relationship
intimacy is determined according to the perceived depth of consumer understanding exhibited
by the brand, consumer understanding of the brand, and consumer willingness to share
information toward the goal of more intimate relational ties. Relationship intimacy from a
consumer perspective is measured according to the extent to which a consumer thinks they
are knowledgeable or understand a brand, as well as believes a brand is knowledgeable or
understands them (Aaker, et al., 2004; Thorbjornsen, et al., 2002).

An affective grounding towards a brand is also recognised as being central to brand
relationships (Fournier, 1998). This consumer affection towards a brand is referred to in the
relationship literature as love and passion (Kressmann, et al., 2006; Thorbjornsen, et al.,
2002). As such, love and passion is acknowledged as another dimension of relationship
quality. According to Fournier (1998) feelings of love exhibited by consumers towards a brand
range from warmth to selfish, obsessive dependency (Fournier, 1998). This dimension of
relationship quality is, therefore, determined according to a consumer’'s perceived feelings

towards a brand (Kressmann, et al., 2006; Thorbjornsen, et al., 2002).

According to Fournier (1998) partner quality between a consumer and brand reflects the
consumer’s evaluation of the brand’s performance in its partnership role. Five components to
this dimension of relationship quality are identified: a felt positive orientation of the brand
toward the consumer, judgements of the brand's overall dependability, reliability, and
predictability in executing its partnership role, judgements of the brand’s adherence to the
various ‘rules’ composing the implicit relationship contract, trust or faith that the brand will
deliver what is desired versus that which is feared, and comfort in the brand’s accountability
for its actions (Fournier, 1998). The extent to which a consumer perceives a brand fulfils each

of the components listed above determines partner quality.
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Relationship satisfaction is conceptualised as an affective state resulting from an overall
appraisal of a cumulative relationship (De Wulf, et al., 2001). It is, therefore, an evaluation
concerning the extent to which an individual is satisfied with a relationship that they are
involved in. Perceived value is recognised as an important aspect of relationship satisfaction
(Dorsch, et al., 1998). The more value that an individual perceives they are receiving from
being involved in a relationship the more relationship satisfaction they will have. Authors
distinguish between transaction-specific satisfaction and cumulative satisfaction (Garbarino &
Johnson, 1999). Transaction-specific satisfaction is recognised as an immediate post-
purchase evaluation. Cumulative satisfaction, however, is an overall evaluation based on
experience with a brand over time. Consequently, cumulative satisfaction is a more
appropriate measure of relationship quality and transaction-specific satisfaction more relevant
to transaction-based exchanges. As such, an individual's overall satisfaction with a
cumulative relationship is determined by the value that the individual perceives they obtain
from being involved in the relationship over time. In a business-to-consumer context
relationship satisfaction is, therefore, determined by a consumer’s assessment of the value

that they receive from having a relationship with a brand.

A consumer’s self-connection with a brand is also recognised as a dimension of relationship
quality between a consumer and brand (Aaker, et al., 2004; Fournier, 1998). Such self-
connection with a brand is determined by a consumer’s perceived alignment between their
self-image and the image of a brand. This dimension of relationship quality reflects the extent
to which a brand delivers on significant aspects of a consumer’s identity and helps express
the consumer’s self (Aaker, et al., 2004; Fournier, 1998). A consumer’s perception regarding
whether a brand’s image is similar to how they see themselves will, therefore, contribute

towards the quality of a customer relationship between the consumer and a brand.

The literature reveals that trust is also a dimension of relationship quality. Trust is an
important and much researched component of relationship marketing. However, a number of
definitions regarding trust exist within the literature. Such definitions suggest various
determinants of relationship trust (Moorman, Deshpande, & Zaltman, 1993; Morgan & Hunt,
1994). Despite this, there exists some agreement that relationship trust involves confidence,
reliability, and integrity amongst relationship parties (De Wulf, et al., 2001; Dorsch, et al.,
1998; Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Relationship trust is accordingly regarded as “confidence in an
exchange partner’s reliability and integrity” (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 23). In addition, there
exists varying perspectives concerning the evaluation of relationship trust. Consequently, both
trust as a cognitive evaluation and behaviour are discussed within the literature (Moorman, et
al., 1993). Although relationship trust has been conceptualised as consisting of both cognitive
as well as behavioural elements, a number of authors suggest that cognitive evaluations of
relationship trust are necessary and sufficient determinants of the construct (De Wulf, et al.,
2001; Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Sirdeshmukh, Singh, & Sabol, 2002). As such, relationship trust
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between a consumer and a brand can be determined by the consumer’s cognitive evaluation

regarding confidence in the brand’s reliability and integrity.

2.7 Communication in Relationships

Communication is regarded as significantly important in the development and maintenance of
relationships (Duncan & Moriarty, 1998), including relationships between a consumer and a
brand. It could be argued that the sending and receiving of communication is a necessary
element in the exchange of value. Any product or service exchange, or indeed any
interaction, between an organisation and consumer requires a level of communication.
Therefore, the establishment, development, and maintenance of relational exchanges
(Morgan & Hunt, 1994) is reliant upon communication between parties. In the absence of
communication a relationship cannot develop or be maintained (Duncan & Moriarty, 1998). A
number of authors acknowledge that communication can contribute towards the development
of relationships amongst network parties (Duncan & Moriarty, 1998; Gronroos, 2004; V
Lillander & Roos, 2002). As such, organisations are able to develop and maintain customer

relationships through a process of communication.

Four sources of communication intended to develop and maintain a customer relationship that
can be sent by an organisation to a consumer through the communication process have been
identified (Duncan & Moriarty, 1998; Gronroos, 2004). These sources include planned,
product, service, and unplanned messages. Planned messages are sent by an organisation
to the consumer as part of a planned marketing communication process. This includes
activities such as advertising, direct marketing, and personal selling. Product messages are
conveyed through intrinsic factors such as the design/performance, features, and product
processes. Service messages are sent via factors such as service processes, delivery, claims
handling, and invoicing. Finally, unplanned messages are messages regarding the
organisation that are sent between consumers or sourced from media experts. It is also
recognised that an absence of communication may affect a customer relationship (Duncan &
Moriarty, 1998; Gronroos, 2004). According to Gronroos (2004) an organisation is able to
develop customer relationships through planned marketing communication in combination
with messages conveyed through product and service processes. Product, service, and
unplanned messages are received by consumers in conjunction with the planned
communication efforts of organisations. Although an organisation has more control over
planned messages sent to consumers, customer relationships are also affected by the other
messages received by consumers regarding a brand. The current research focuses upon the
development and maintenance of customer relationships through planned marketing
communication in the form of advertising and interactive brand communication, as well as

unplanned brand communication amongst consumer communities. Planned marketing
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communication intended to develop and maintain a customer relationship may be
unmediated, and therefore sent and received in a face-to-face context between individuals, or
sent via a number of media. A relationship can be studied in terms of episodes, as well as the
overall relationship (Gronroos, 2004; Veronica Liljander & Strandvik, 1997; Woo & Ennew,
2004). Each relationship comprises a number of relationship episodes. In the context of the
development and maintenance of customer relationships through communication, a
relationship episode may be the sending and receiving of a message between a brand and
consumer or a dialogue between the two parties. The overall relationship is any ongoing
perceived linkage. As such, an organisation may be identified as participating in the
development and maintenance of a customer relationship by sending communication to a
consumer. Correspondingly, a consumer can be regarded as participating in the development
and maintenance of a customer relationship by receiving messages from a brand, as well as
sending messages of their own concerning the brand. While it is acknowledged that other
processes are also likely to impact upon a customer relationship, the present research

addresses how consumer communication influences the formation of relationships.

2.8 Consumer Participation in Relationships

Communication in a customer relationship requires participation from both a brand and a
consumer to be produced. In this way consumers are considered the co-producers of value
(Gruen, et al., 2000; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 1995; Veloutsou, et al., 2002) in the process of
communication. The literature suggests that consumers participate in the development and
maintenance of customer relationships through numerous forms of communication (Duncan &
Moriarty, 1998; Gronroos, 2004). It is identified that interactive communication is an important
aspect of a customer relationship (Ballantyne, 2004; Yadav & Varadarajan, 2005).
Fundamentally, an interactive process of communication comprises the two-way flow of
messages between parties. This is also referred to as two-way or bidirectional communication
(Andersen, 2001; Mohr, Fisher, & Nevin, 1996; Mohr & Nevin, 1990; Yadav & Varadarajan,
2005). Communication sent from an organisation focussed on the facilitation of transactions,
rather than relationships, subjects consumers to one-way messages (Duncan & Moriarty,
1998). Such one-way communication is facilitated by broadcast media, of which radio and
television are examples (Belch & Belch, 2004), as well as print media and billboards.
Marketers send communication to consumers; however, there is no consumer response or
initiation of communication. Communication response and shared understanding are
regarded as important to relationship formation (Duncan & Moriarty, 1998; Gronroos, 2004).
Therefore, if communication is intended to contribute towards a relationship it should facilitate
a response from consumers. Two-way communication has been recognised as permitting the

sharing of knowledge between parties (Ballantyne, 2004; Duncan & Moriarty, 1998). Those
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involved in communication are able to receive knowledge regarding each other, thus fostering

a customer relationship.

It is recognised that “feedback is central to two-way communication” (Duncan & Moriarty,
1998, p. 4). Organisations should therefore practice market sensing in which feedback is
received openly, knowledge from feedback is distributed throughout the business, multiple
viewpoints within the organisation are used to interpret the knowledge, and knowledge
acquired from the feedback is made available for use in future exchanges with customers
(Duncan & Moriarty, 1998). Such market sensing is exhibited in a consumer context by the
Amazon.com inference engine which recommends products to customers based on customer
profiles (Zeithaml, Parasuraman, & Malhotra, 2002). A consumer’'s set of reactions after
receiving a message is referred to as their response to the message (Belch & Belch, 2004). It
has been suggested that interaction begins when an action generates a response
(Ballantyne, 2004). From a consumer perspective feedback is a response to a message
received that is communicated back to the sender (Belch & Belch, 2004). Further to
responding to messages sent by others, consumers may initiate two-way communication by

creating and sending their own messages which require a response from another party.

Two-way or bidirectional communication may build cumulatively upon previous messages in a
process of dialogue (Ballantyne, 2004; Gronroos, 2004; Yadav & Varadarajan, 2005). A brand
can attempt to engage in dialogue with a consumer through the sending and receiving of
consecutive messages over time. Ballantyne (2004) regards communication dialogue as two-
way communication based on trust, learning, and adaptation. Communication dialogue can be
established with time through a process of reciprocal message receiving and sending. From a
consumer perspective dialogue involves both receiving messages from and sending
messages to other parties regarding a brand. Such reciprocal dialogue can occur in a delayed
manner as parties send messages to and receive messages from each other in a delayed
communication process. However, reciprocal dialogue can also be conducted in real-time
(Hoffman & Novak, 1996). Customer relationships may, therefore, be developed and

maintained through real-time dialogue regarding a brand.

The literature, therefore, indicates that interactive communication regarding a brand occurs
between consumers and brands (Ballantyne, 2004). Furthermore, it is acknowledged that
such communication also takes place amongst consumers themselves. Individual consumers
interact in, what are described as, ‘consumer communities’. Consumers receive, reply to, and
initiate communication with other consumers who are part of the community. Consumer
communities enhance customer relationships (Szmigin, Canning, & Reppel, 2005).
Discussion regarding communities of consumers and their interaction with each other is well
established within the marketing literature. Communities bring individuals together through a

common interest and are acknowledged as being instrumental to human well-being
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(McAlexander, Schouten, & Koening, 2002). They, consequently, exist throughout society and
“tend to be identified on the basis of commonality or identification among their members,
whether a neighbourhood, an occupation, a leisure pursuit, or devotion to a brand”
(McAlexander, et al., 2002, p. 38). Those comprising communities come together for various
reasons. However, it is recognised that they do so because interaction between individuals in
communities allows the creation and negotiation of meaning to be shared among community
members (McAlexander, et al., 2002). Therefore, people participate in communities due to the

value that they receive from interacting socially with others.

Examining communities within a marketing context, it is suggested that “a customer
community is a body of consumers who are involved with a company in a social relationship.
They are involved because the product represents a significant aspect of their lifestyle”
(Achrol & Kotler, 1999, p. 160). Consumers are, accordingly, brought together through a
common interest in a product. It is recognised that a key feature of a consumer community is
the ability of customers to interact among themselves (Achrol & Kotler, 1999). Therefore,
consumer community participation is focussed on interactive communication sent and
received between consumers. Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) develop this further introducing the
concept of a brand community. According to these authors “a brand community is a
specialized, non-geographically bound community, based on a structured set of social
relations among admirers of a brand” (Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001, p. 412). Such brand
communities exhibit, what the authors refer to as ‘markers of community’; including shared
consciousness, rituals and traditions, and a sense of moral responsibility (Muniz & O'Guinn,
2001). Bagozzi and Dholakia (2006) examine the behaviour and determinants of behaviour of
consumers involved in small group brand communities. According to these authors “a small
group brand community is a friendship group of consumers with a shared enthusiasm for the
brand and a well-developed social identity, whose members engage jointly in group actions to
accomplish collective goals and/or to express mutual sentiments and commitments” (Bagozzi
& Dholakia, 2006, p. 45). Group members engage in activities centred around the brand, as
well as other social activities (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2006). Therefore, a brand community is a
specific type of community in which members are brought together by a common interest in a
brand. Individuals acquire value through the sending and receiving of communication
regarding the brand. Although Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) and Bagozzi and Dholakia (2006)
focus on social relations among admirers of a brand, it is conceivable that interaction within a
consumer community may not only comprise positive communication regarding a brand.
Consumers may receive, reply to, and initiate negative communication. It is recognised that
anti-brand communities exist, particularly online, in which individuals discuss their discontents
with a brand (Maclaran & Catterall, 2002). As such, interaction within a consumer community
comprises interactive communication regarding a brand, whether it is positive or negative in

nature.
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Algesheimer, et al (2005) measure a consumer’s relationship with a brand community through
what is referred to as ‘brand community identification’. This is a shared identity determined
according to the extent to which the individual consumer perceives themselves as belonging
to a brand community. Such brand community identification is recognised as comprising both
cognitive and affective components. Cognitively “the consumer formulates and maintains a
self-awareness of his or her membership within the community” (Algesheimer, Dholakia, &
Herrmann, 2005, p. 20). Therefore, they perceive themselves as a community member.
Affectively the consumer feels an emotional connection with a group; meaning that they agree
with the community’s norms, traditions, rituals, and objectives and promote its well-being
(Algesheimer, et al., 2005). Accordingly, consumer identification with a brand community is

discussed in regards to a consumer’s sense of community belonging.

It is recognised that consumer communities require considerable maintenance (Achrol &
Kotler, 1999). As such, a party must maintain the consumer community if it is to exist. The
literature suggests that this can be done by a brand owner (McWilliam, 2000), however, as
recognised by Achrol and Kotler (1999) such corporate maintenance of consumer
communities can be expensive and hierarchical. Consumer communities can, consequently,
be managed by independent firms or by community leaders (Achrol & Kotler, 1999). Such
community leaders are consumers themselves who are rewarded in some manner by the
brand. In this way the brand may indirectly manage the consumer community. Other
consumer communities may be maintained by third party organisations, such as brand review
and comparison services (Marketing Science Institute, 2007) or independent consumers with
no linkage to the brand. This includes unofficial brand websites run by consumers (Muniz &
O'Guinn, 2001). Accordingly, a consumer community can be maintained by a brand, a third

party organisation, or by independent consumers.

According to McAlexander, et al (2002) brand communities comprise several relationships;
including those between customers and the institutions that own and manage a brand,
customers and branded possessions, customers and marketing agents, as well as amongst
customers themselves. This may be further extended to include third party organisations that
engage in communication with consumers regarding a brand. Regardless of those involved in
a community, it is noted that brand/consumer communities are customer-centric
(McAlexander, et al., 2002). The literature reveals that consumer communities exist both
online and offline (McWilliam, 2000; Szmigin, et al., 2005). Therefore, communication within a
consumer community regarding a brand is mediated by Internet based, as well as non-
Internet based, media. Communication mediated by Internet based media is ideally suited to
the facilitation of consumer communities (Szmigin, et al., 2005). Such ‘virtual communities’, as
they are referred to, “are viewed as consumer groups of varying sizes that meet and interact
online for the sake of achieving personal as well as shared goals of their members” (Dholakia,

Bagozzi, & Pearo, 2004, p. 242). Consumers, consequently, participate in consumer
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communities so that they can interact with others regarding a brand and share their collective
experience. Consumers do so by engaging in interactive communication with other
consumers and third party organisations through Internet based and non-Internet based
media. As with interactive communication regarding a brand sent and received between
consumers and brands, it is expected that interactive communication sent and received

amongst consumer communities will affect a consumer’s connection with a brand.

Customer relationships need the participation of those in control of brands, as well as
consumers. For this to occur both parties must perceive the relationship to be valuable
(Gronroos, 2004; Ravald & Gronroos, 1996). In some situations consumers will engage in
transactional exchanges rather than a relationship with an organisation (Day, 2000). A
consumer desiring one-off discrete transactions will engage in a relatively low level of
communication regarding a brand. They will prefer not to engage in communication and
communication that does occur will be intended to facilitate a transaction. Relationships
require communication to develop and be maintained (Duncan & Moriarty, 1998). However,
whether an organisation can forge a relationship with a consumer through communication will
be influenced by a consumer’'s involvement. It is, therefore, of benefit for marketers to
establish how the communication that a consumer engages in regarding a brand affects a

customer relationship.

2.9 The Internet

The Internet is reported to have been initially developed by the US government Department of
Defence’s Advance Projects Research Agency, known as ARPA or DARPA (Jackson, 2001),
during the late 1950’s as a communications system. Although originally a military and then
academic resource, the Internet became more accessible in the 1990s and has since been
integrated into much of developed society. Internet based media have become accessible to
consumers at a faster rate than any other known marketing communications media. It took
radio seven times as long as the Internet to become accessible to 50 million worldwide users
and television more than twice the time it took the Internet to reach the same milestone
(Roberts, 2003). A significant contributor to its rapid rate of access is the exponential value
provided by Internet based media. Consequently, more value is provided by Internet based
media as more people connect to it. Usage of the Internet has been accepted both within
organisations and amongst individual consumers to the point where access throughout the
world exceeded 1 billion users in 2005 (Internet World Stats, 2006). Such accessibility has
seen Internet based media become an everyday part of marketing practice and an

increasingly researched aspect of the marketing literature.
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The world wide web was created in the early 1990s as an information sharing system which
utilises the connectivity of the Internet (Jackson, 2001). However, the Internet is not restricted
to a world wide web on which information can be conveyed. Rather, it is an interconnected
multimedia resource encompassing many present and possible future communications media
capable of influencing the field of marketing. The Internet has been recognised as a “massive
global network of packet-switched computer networks” (Hoffman & Novak, 1996, p. 50). It is a
network of networks connected by common protocols that allow information to be exchanged
across numerous technological platforms. HyperText Transfer Protocol (HTTP), for example,
permits the movement of text files and the subsequent global connection of Internet based
websites. This connection of international websites, or the world wide web as it is commonly
referred to, is a part but not a complete representation of the Internet and the communications
technologies it encompasses. Any device operating a programme with Transmission Control
Protocol/Internet Protocol, or TCP/IP, can be thought of as being potentially connected to and
therefore a part of the Internet (UC Berkeley, 2004). Personal computers are capable of being
connected to the Internet through TCP/IP, as are wireless devices such as mobile telephones
and Personal Digital Assistants. In fact, given the continuous advance of technology, ever-
increasing numbers of new platforms are capable of connecting to the Internet by way of
common communication procedures. It is identified that the next generation of computers will
allow access to the Internet from almost anywhere (Jackson, 2001). Advancements identified
as generation three technologies are enhancing wireless Internet connection, permitting more
devices to be linked to the Internet and facilitating further marketing communications. As
such, the Internet should not be thought of as merely a collection of interconnected websites,
exemplified in the world wide web, but rather a dynamic network of networks in which many

communications platforms are connected through common protocols.

It is generally accepted that the Internet is a significant technological advancement of our
time. As such, its distinct capabilities and subsequent implications are of interest and concern
to marketing academics and practitioners. In a comprehensive review and classification of
Internet marketing literature, Ngai (2003) identifies that an increasing volume of Internet
marketing research has been conducted; particularly in the five years prior to the turn of the
millennium. A synthesis of the literature dating back to 1986 identified that 96 per cent of
papers investigating Internet marketing were published between 1996 and the year 2000
(Ngai, 2003). The significant growth in the literature during this time, as well as subsequent
publications following the research of Ngai (2003), illustrates the importance of Internet
marketing within modern academic theory and the impact that marketing communications

facilitated by the Internet has had upon the practice of marketing.
Communication facilitated by Internet based media has become an established component of

business practice and consumer behaviour. Consequently, Internet marketing is prominent in

recent literature and a central consideration for many practitioners. The Internet comprises a
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great number of connected communications platforms which may become increasingly more
advanced as the development of technology continues. The literature reveals that the Internet
is a part of many peoples’ lives. The effect of marketing activity facilitated by Internet based

media is, therefore, of great significance to both marketing practice and theory.

2.10 Internet Based Media

A traditional model of communication includes a source, channel, noise, receiver, and
feedback (Duncan & Moriarty, 1998). In the case of communication regarding a brand many
parties can be identified as the source or receiver of communication. The source encodes
thoughts, ideas, or information to be sent to the receiver into a message, which is then
transmitted via a communication channel and media. The channel by which the
communication is sent may be personal or non-personal. Personal communication involves
direct interpersonal message exchange between an individual message sender and receiver
(De Wulf, et al., 2001; Hulbert & Capon, 1972). Non-personal communication, however, does
not involve direct message exchange between individuals. Marketing messages are sent from
an organisation to consumers through marketing media. Non-personal marketing media
include mass communications tools such as direct mail, magazines, newspapers, outdoor,
radio, and television, as well as Internet based media (Belch & Belch, 2004). Although
personal communication is recognised as a communications channel in itself, it may be
regarded as a media in that it facilitates the sending and receiving of messages. Noise refers
to any interference concerning the processing of the communication message by the receiver,
who decodes the message and may respond by sending a message back to the originator
(Duncan & Moriarty, 1998).

Marketing messages may be sent to consumers from an organisation in the form of planned
marketing communication. Planned marketing communication is deliberate. It comprises
thoughts, ideas, or information that a marketer intentionally encodes into a message and is
sent through a media so that it may be received by target consumers. A brand may attempt to
develop and maintain a relationship by sending communication regarding the brand to a
consumer. A relationship may also be influenced through the sending and receiving of what
are referred to as product, service, and unplanned marketing messages. Customer
relationships, however, involve both brands and consumers. Given communication is
identified as a critical element in the development and maintenance of any relationship
(Duncan & Moriarty, 1998), customer relationships require consumers to engage in
communication regarding a brand. Therefore, in the establishment, development, and
maintenance of customer relationships consumers not only receive communication
concerning a brand, but also send their own communication. The consumer becomes the

communication source; deliberately encoding thoughts, ideas, and information into a
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message that is sent to others through a media. In this way customer relationships can be
developed and maintained through a process of communication in which parties send and

receive communication regarding a brand.

Relationships support the ongoing exchange between parties and, therefore, their existence
is regarded as beneficial to many organisations (Day & Montgomery, 1999; Gronroos, 1994;
Gummesson, 1997; McKenna, 1992; Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Webster, 1992). This includes
customer relationships formed between organisations and end consumers (Garbarino &
Johnson, 1999). Communication is a critical element in the development of such relationships
(Andersen, 2001; Duncan & Moriarty, 1998; V Liljander & Roos, 2002). Consequently,
customer relationships can be developed and maintained through the sending and receiving
of communication. Such communication is mediated by media that is connected to the
Internet, as well as media that is not. A distinction can be made between what have been
referred to as ‘traditional’ and ‘new’ media. According to Hoffman and Novak (1996),
traditional media include both mass media and personal communications. Mass media
include communications tools such as magazines, newspapers, radio and television that are
not connected to the Internet (Belch & Belch, 2004). Personal communications include direct
interpersonal message exchange between an individual message sender and receiver (De
Wulf, et al., 2001; Hulbert & Capon, 1972). Such interpersonal communication is regarded as
‘unmediated’ if sent and received directly between individuals in a face-to-face context (Hoey,
1998; Hoffman & Novak, 1996). New media essentially encompasses any media enabled
through the common protocol of the Internet capable of facilitating communication. This
includes what have been referred to as computer-mediated environments, or CMEs (Hoffman
& Novak, 1996). Yadav and Varadarajan (2005) imply that computer-mediated environments
permit computer-mediated communication. CMEs comprise media connected to the Internet
that facilitate the exchange of messages. The world wide web is a current example of a CME.
New media, therefore, includes such Internet based media as the world wide web, e-mail, and
short message services (SMS). New media is also noted within the literature as any resource
capable of being encoded with information in a digital form (Negroponte, 1995). Therefore, for
simplicity traditional and new media may be respectively thought of as non-Internet based and
Internet based media. In the present research non-Internet based media is regarded as
interpersonal communication only, either unmediated, paper based, or mediated by telephone
not connected to the Internet. This is because non-Internet based mass communications tools
lack interactivity (Hoffman & Novak, 1996; Shih, 1998; Stewart & Pavlou, 2002). As such,
Internet based media includes all media enabled through the common protocol of the Internet,
while non-Internet based media includes face-to-face, paper based, and non-Internet

connected telephone interpersonal communications.
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2.11 Internet Based Media and Customer Relationships

Internet based media have been recognised as being able to facilitate the development and
maintenance of customer relationships (Arnott & Bridgewater, 2002; Artis, Stewart, Berry,
Narus, & Sheth, 2001; Brady, Saren, & Tzokas, 2002; Gilbert, Powell-Perry, & Widijoso, 1999;
Srirojanant & Thirkell, 1998; Wang, Head, & Archer, 2000; Zineldin, 2000). This may in part
be due to Internet based media supporting communication between parties. It has even been
suggested that Internet based media are better at facilitating the development and
maintenance of customer relationships than non-Internet based media (Brady, et al., 2002;
Gilbert, et al, 1999; Wang, et al, 2000; Zineldin, 2000). Specifically examining
communication on the world wide web, Gilbert, et al (1999) recognise that the unique features
of the Internet offer a communication opportunity which is ideally suited to relationship
marketing. Other authors similarly acknowledge that “the web is better for facilitating
relationship-building than other conventional means” (Wang, et al, 2000, p. 376).
Furthermore, Zineldin (2000) and Brady, et al (2002) examine Information Technology,
including Internet based media, and identify that IT is important in developing marketplace

relationships.

Communication mediated by Internet based media is recognised as providing perceived value
to consumers, thus contributing to the development and maintenance of customer
relationships. Hoffman and Novak (1996) attribute this to the ‘hypermedia content’ of Internet
based media. A consumer can accordingly receive various concurrent messages regarding a
brand. Such communication can cumulate to provide consumers with experiences that are far
superior to non-Internet based mass media (Peterson, et al., 1997). Consequently,
consumers acquire perceived value from communication regarding a brand mediated by
Internet based media. Day and Montgomery (1999) recognise that Internet based media also
have a profound effect upon the reach/richness trade-off associated with non-Internet based
media. Communication mediated by Internet based media is less restricted by “the traditional
trade-off between reach (determined by the number of people who share the same
information at the same time) and richness (the amount of information that can be
communicated at one time, plus the extent of tailoring of the information and the likelihood of
two-way interaction)” (Day & Montgomery, 1999, p. 7). It is suggested that when
communication is sent through non-Internet based media the more consumers that are
reached by the communication the less information, and therefore less perceived value, is
conveyed. Internet based media, however, allow brands to improve the reach of their

communication whilst also maintaining a high level of information content.
It is identified that Internet based media can also be accessed by anyone, anywhere, at

anytime, because Internet based media are ‘always on’. Accordingly, Internet based media

are regarded as providing a facility for people to communicate directly with one another
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regardless of where or when they wish to communicate (Blattberg & Deighton, 1991). Aijo
(1996), for example, recognises that Internet based media support “close, constant, instant
and location-free communication and access between suppliers and customers” (Aijo, 1996,
p. 17). Hoffman and Novak (1996) support this perspective, acknowledging that anyone can
both access and provide content to the Internet. It is suggested that consumers can access
Internet based media regardless of where they are located (Gilbert, et al., 1999; Kiani, 1998).
Rowley (2001) agrees that Internet based media can mediate communication at any time and
in any location. As such, consumers can engage in communication mediated by Internet
based media wherever they are geographically situated and at any time. From a consumer
point of view the fact that Internet based media can be accessed regardless of time and
location implies that they can engage in communication concerning a brand whenever they
desire. This reduces the perceived sacrifice of disturbance and time associated with receiving
and sending communication, thus increasing the perceived value of the communication and

overall relationship.

It is further recognised that brands are able to send customised messages to consumers
through Internet based media. The literature acknowledges that customer data collection,
distribution, analysis, and retention permitted by Internet based media accommodates one-to-
one communication (O'Leary, et al.,, 2004; Veloutsou, et al., 2002). This includes the
individual identification of consumers and the generation of individually relevant
communication. Data regarding previous exchanges between a brand and a consumer
mediated by Internet based media can be recorded, shared, analysed, and stored by an
organisation to help profile consumers (Hammond, Pluim, & Eynde, 1995; Peterson, et al.,
1997; Wang, et al., 2000). As such, Internet based media can help support the passive
collection of consumer data; data which the consumer may not be aware they are providing.
Authors caution, however, that the collection, sharing, and storage of such passive data may
be perceived as an invasion of consumer privacy (Horne & Horne, 2002). Internet based
media can also support the active collection of consumer data through permission-based
communications, such as solicited e-mail (O'Leary, et al., 2004). Consumer data collected
passively is likely to provide organisations with behavioural information concerning consumer
communication mediated by Internet based media. Cognitive data regarding the demographic
and psychographic characteristics of consumers may be collected actively through

permission-based communications.

Consumer data collected actively or passively through Internet based media can be
distributed to various organisational members, analysed, and retained to support future
communication. Internet based media are, therefore, recognised as capable of supporting the
collection of large amounts of consumer data that need to be managed in order for
organisations to implement customised communication. Such consumer data can be

warehoused and mined to create profiles for different customers (Gilbert, et al., 1999; Wang,
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et al., 2000). Customer profiles based on passively collected behavioural data and actively
collected demographic and psychographic data may then be used to tailor communications to
individual consumers. Accordingly, consumer data can be used to produce customised
marketing communication based on consumers’ individual characteristics and behaviour
(McGoon, 1999). It is recognised that Internet based media supports increased customer
understanding and adaptation of the marketing offer to specific needs and wants (Arnott &
Bridgewater, 2002). Thus, allowing organisations to consider consumers individually (Kiani,
1998; Rowley, 2001). Consequently, consumers can not only be identified and targeted
individually, but they may also be sent personalised, individually relevant messages. Internet
based media are, therefore, acknowledged as mediating one-to-one communication regarding

a brand between organisations and consumers.

It is suggested that a relationship between two parties can develop and be maintained
through repeated exchange (Day, 2000; Gronroos, 1994; Gummesson, 1997; Morgan & Hunt,
1994). Such repeated exchange can occur through traditional or Internet based media. As
with non-Internet based media, organisations are able to send repeated communication to
consumers via media enabled through the common protocol of the Internet. It is
recommended that repeated communication sent from an organisation convey a consistent
message if it is to contribute towards the development and maintenance of a customer
relationship (Duncan & Moriarty, 1998; Gronroos, 2004). Communication may be received by
a consumer from an organisation through various Internet based media. Similarly, a
consumer may receive multiple messages regarding a brand through one Internet based
media, such as via various pages on the world wide web. Internet based media are capable of
supporting numerous marketing communications functions; such as advertising, public
relations, and sales promotions (Schultz, 1999). It is further recognised that various
organisational representatives are capable of sending communication to consumers (Day,
2000; Rao & Perry, 2002). This is true of Internet based media. Multiple organisational
members may be able to send communication to consumers through an organisation’s
website, for example. Therefore, as with communication facilitated by non-Internet based
media; an organisation may attempt to send consistent communication to consumers through
media connected to the Internet. An organisation is able to utilise, what is referred to as, a
content management system or CMS to ensure that they are sending consistent
communication to consumers through Internet based media. Content management systems
are intended to manage communication on the world wide web (McKeever, 2003) and,
therefore, may be utilised to ensure consistent communication is sent to consumers through

Internet based media.
Internet based media are also acknowledged as strongly facilitating interactive

communication. The interactive potential of Internet based media is identified as one of its

most important capabilities compared to most traditional media (Yadav & Varadarajan, 2005).
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In their research investigating the implications of the Internet upon marketing practice,
Hoffman and Novak (1996) note that the interactivity of Internet based media alters the
manner in which organisations communicate with their customers. These authors recognise
that communication between a buyer and seller facilitated by many non-Internet based mass
communications tools often “follow a passive one-to-many communication model, whereby a
firm reaches many current and potential customers, segmented or not, through marketing
efforts that allow only limited forms of feedback” (Hoffman & Novak, 1996, p. 50). Internet
based media, however, allow consumers to engage in two-way communication with
organisations relatively easily, cost effectively, and in real time; much like communication
between an organisation and customer in a personal face-to-face context (Hoffman & Novak,
1996). Kiani (1998) supports this perspective, suggesting that Internet based media facilitate
a shift from ‘one-way’ to ‘two-way’ information flows. Gronroos (2004) similarly agrees that
Internet based media facilitate two-way communication including customer response to
planned marketing messages. Other authors suggest that Internet based media support
communication dialogue whereby parties can be both message originators and recipients.
This perspective is supported by Rowley (2001), who adds that the interactive nature of the
Internet means that messages can be communicated through dialogue. Hoffman and Novak
(1996) further suggest that real-time communication between an organisation and consumer,
or ‘temporal synchronicity’, applies to interactive but not mass media. As such, real-time
dialogue is acknowledged as being facilitated by non-Internet based personal

communications, as well as Internet based media.

The literature therefore reveals that, like non-Internet based media, Internet based media can
facilitate the development and maintenance of a customer relationship through a process of
communication. Customised and consistent, as well as interactive communication is sent and
received through Internet based media. Customised and consistent communication regarding
a brand is sent by an organisation and received by a consumer. Such communication is
accordingly controlled by the brand. The current research focuses on a consumer perspective
regarding the development and maintenance of customer relationships through
communication. A consumer may passively participate in a customer relationship through the
receiving of communication from a brand and actively participate through engaging in

interactive communication regarding a brand.

2.12  Access to Internet Based Media

Media enabled through the common protocol of the Internet are recognised as facilitating the

sending and receiving of communication. However, in order to receive or respond to such

communication consumers need to be able to access Internet based media. The literature

reveals that many consumers currently do have access to Internet based media and that such
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media may become more accessible with time (Negroponte, 1995). Accordingly, a
considerable number of consumers, particularly living in developed countries, have the ability
to engage in communication through Internet based media. Consumers can also engage in
communication via media not connected to the Internet. Consequently, consumers can
receive, respond to, and initiate communication through traditional or Internet based media. In
2010, the number of networked computers worldwide reached 1.2 billion (Young and
Rubicam, 2010). New Zealanders have a relatively high level of access, with Internet based
media reaching 75 per cent of households in 2009 (Statistics New Zealand, 2010). Given
such levels of accessibility, engaging in communication through Internet based media has
become a component of everyday life for many consumers (Conrades, 1998; Hannemyr,
2003; Hoffman, Novak, & Venkatesh, 2004; Negroponte, 1995).

Negroponte (1995) suggests that we may have moved into a post-information age in which
the transfer of digital information significantly affects the daily lives of consumers. Digital
technology has evolved from large mainframe computers towards networks of significantly
smaller devices with the compatibility to connect together. Such networks are exemplified by
Internet based media. The transfer of digital information is relatively inexpensive and
instantaneous when compared to the cost and time involved in the transfer of physical items.
As such, digital devices are predicted to continue to evolve; becoming smaller, more mobile,
and increasingly compatible. Should this transpire the use of devices capable of transferring
vast amounts of digital information may become progressively more permeated into the
behaviour of consumers (Negroponte, 1995). Thus, permitting consumers to be able to
engage in further communication through Internet based media. Internet based media may
even become indistinguishable from traditional media from a consumer perspective
(Conrades, 1998).

Although it is recognised that Internet based media are able to be accessed by many
consumers it is also acknowledged that a gap exists between consumers who do and do not
engage in communication through Internet based media. Such a gap is commonly referred to
as a ‘digital divide’. Cullen (2001) advises that digital divides exist due to certain groups within
society, or throughout the world, being unable or unwilling to access Internet based media. It
is identified that Internet based media have a potentially global reach as such media can be
accessed throughout the world (Gilbert, et al., 1999; Kiani, 1998; Rowley, 2001). However, it
is also recognised that access to Internet based media is uneven across countries (Dutta &
Roy, 2003). It is suggested that there exists a digital divide internationally between developed
and non-developed nations as a result of more developed countries having considerably
advanced access to Internet based media. This divide is expected to increase as developed
countries continue to become more advanced in their access to Internet based media and
less developed nations are left behind (Cullen, 2001). Murray and Ko (2002) also

acknowledge such a digital divide. These authors suggest that the greatest numbers of
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connected individuals throughout the globe are relatively equally distributed among a
traditional triad of trading partners which includes Asian-Pacific, European, and North

American nations.

It is further noted that a digital divide is present within a significant number of nations. The
term digital divide has become an accepted reference for “the gap that exists in most
countries between those with ready access to the tools of information and communication
technologies, and the knowledge that they provide access to, and those without such access
or skills” (Cullen, 2001, p. 311). Accordingly, it is suggested that certain societal groups are
disadvantaged due to relatively limited access to Internet based media. Authors indicate that,
in general, those with restricted access to Internet based media can be identified as
individuals on lower incomes, people with lower education or literacy levels, those living in
rural locations, the unemployed, the elderly, the disabled, sole parents, and females (Cullen,
2001; Mossberger, Tolbert, & Stansbury, 2003; Prieger, 2003). Hoffman, et al (2004) agree
that there is a digital divide within many countries throughout the world, identifying that the
Internet has not touched all segments of society equally. Reports issued by Statistics New
Zealand reveal that New Zealand is not exempt from the digital divide. Although as a nation
New Zealand ranks highly within the OECD in terms of access to Internet based media
(Statistics New Zealand, 2004), there exist pockets of society who have a notably limited
amount of access compared to others (Statistics New Zealand, 2010). In support of
international trends variables identified as influencing household Internet connectivity levels in
New Zealand include household income, location of residence, and household composition
(Statistics New Zealand, 2004, 2010). It is suggested that specific barriers to access
regarding Internet based media may stimulate a digital divide. Barriers have been identified
as including physical access, user skills and support, attitude, and perceptions regarding the
relevance of content provided by Internet based media (Cullen, 2001; Mossberger, et al.,
2003). It is implied that these barriers should be addressed in order to bridge the digital divide.
Therefore, while Internet based media may be accessible to a significant number of
consumers it is also recognised that other consumers, globally and within societal segments,
have limited access.

On a global and national scale Internet based media are regarded as generally accessible in
developed countries. The scope of the current study is within a developed western economy,
focusing on customer relationships in a New Zealand context. New Zealand consumers
remain highly connected to Internet based media and their behaviour is expected to reflect
that of consumers in developed nations. As such, although limited access to Internet based

media is acknowledged, this does not detract from the relevance of the research.
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2.13 Use of Internet Based and Non-Internet Based Media

It is acknowledged that consumers engage in communication through both non-Internet
based and Internet based media. ‘Hybrid consumers’, as they have been referred to,
reportedly engage in communication via Internet based and non-Internet based media to
varying degrees (Wind & Mahajan, 2002; Wind, Mahajan, & Gunther, 2002). Accordingly,
marketers need to consider their target consumers’ behaviour regarding Internet based, as
well as non-Internet based media, when implementing marketing communication. Marketers
are cautioned that consumers may not wish to only communicate via Internet based media.
However, they are also warned that communicating exclusively through non-Internet based
media may similarly disregard the behaviour of consumers. When engaging in communication
regarding a brand a consumer may do so via different forms of media. If organisations are to
communicate effectively it is advised that they consider the behaviour of consumers
concerning receiving and responding to communication, via both Internet based and non-

Internet based media.

Although Internet based media are reported to be increasingly accessible (Pallab, 1996;
Roberts, 2003), consumers may not necessarily wish to engage in communication facilitated
only by such media (Wind & Mahajan, 2002). Rather, consumers may choose to receive and
respond to communication via Internet based and non-Internet based media. Wind, et al
(2002) recognise that some established behaviours, such as receiving and responding to
communication through non-Internet based media, are likely to endure in the presence of
advancing technology. As such, there may continue to be a consumer desire to engage in
communication through traditional media. Consumers can, and do, engage in communication
through media connected to the Internet. However, it is recognised that people typically do
not choose to exclusively engage in communication through such media (Wind, et al., 2002).
In a sociological context communication facilitated by Internet based media has not replaced
personal face-to-face communication. Research suggests that communication sent via
Internet based media does not replace traditional forms of contact, but rather complements
them (Wellman, 2004). Therefore, Internet based media are reported to actually increase the
overall volume of communication (Koku, Nazer, & Wellman, 2001; Wellman, 2004). According
to Wellman (2004), most people e-mail other individuals that they already know as a means of
keeping in touch between personal face-to-face communication or to arrange to meet
together. Similarly, telephone calls are often intermixed with e-mail contact. As a result,
people do not engage in communication facilitated by Internet based media rather than
communicating personally, but communicate via both forms of media more regularly. This
implies that access to Internet based media results in individuals communicating more both
through Internet based and non-Internet based media. Further, Wind and Mahajan (2002)
identify that consumers favour receiving communication from organisations facilitated by

traditional and Internet based media to varying degrees, according to their individual
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preferences. Consumers could therefore exist on a continuum, “coming in many shades along
the spectrum from cyber to traditional” (Wind & Mahajan, 2002, p. 78). Depending on the
consumer and organisation, individuals may wish to engage in more or less communication
through Internet based media. Should consumers choose to engage in communication via
Internet based and non-Internet based media to varying degrees then brands need to

communicate accordingly.

It is recognised that demographic variables influence the extent to which a consumer
communicates through Internet based and non-Internet based media. Authors suggest that
age, for example, influences the media which consumers communicate through (Katz &
Aspden, 1997; Katz, Rice, & Aspden, 2001; Russell, 1998). The literature implies that
consumers of different ages possess varying attitudes towards using Internet based media
(Eastman & lyer, 2004; Trocchia & Janda, 2000). Consequently, younger consumers are
thought to communicate more through Internet based media and older consumers via non-
Internet based media. Similarly, a consumer’s education level is also recognised as
influencing their use of media; with less educated consumers communicating more through
non-Internet based media and more educated consumers through media that is connected to
the Internet (DiMaggio, Hargittai, Neuman, & Robinson, 2001; Hoffman, Kalsbeek, & Novak,
1996; Katz & Aspden, 1997; Katz, et al., 2001). Additionally, geographic residence is
acknowledged as affecting consumers’ media use (Cullen, 2001). Consumers living in urban
areas are identified as communicating more via Internet based media and consumers living in

rural areas through non-Internet based media.

The extent to which consumers use Internet based and non-Internet based media is also
influenced by psychographic consumer characteristics. Psychographic characteristics are
acknowledged as providing additional information to demographic measures (Wells, 1975)
and concern the psychological attributes of people (Vyncke, 2002). Such psychological
attributes are recognised as being rich and multi-dimensional (Plummer, 1974). In a
marketing context, psychographic attributes allow organisations to uncover detailed
information concerning the personality of consumers. It is suggested that psychographic
characteristics present a link between an individual's personality and consumer behaviour
(Lastovicka, 1982). Two such psychographic characteristics that may influence a consumer’s
use of Internet based media are extroversion and innovativeness. Extroversion is a complex
consumer trait and a much researched subject in the literature regarding personality
dimensions. Everyone is acknowledged as being extroverted to some extent, with individuals
possessing lesser levels of extroversion being described as more introverted. The degree to
which people are either extrovert or introvert is regarded as a central component of
personality (Wheeler, Petty, & Bizer, 2005). Research in this area is based on the notion that
extroverts and introverts experience different levels of arousal to stimuli. Introverted

individuals experience higher levels of arousal than extroverts and therefore find social
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interaction, for example, less arousing (Stelmack, 1981; Wheeler, et al.,, 2005). This
difference in arousal levels experienced by individuals with more or less extroversion is
recognised as affecting their behaviour. A typology of extroverted and introverted individuals
is reported to have been originally devised by Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung (Mischel, 1986)
and has been developed subsequently by other personality researchers (Eysenck &
Rachman, 1965). Extroverts are energized by being with others (Shank & Langmeyer, 1994).
Among exhibiting other behaviour, a typical extrovert is profiled as being sociable and
needing people to talk to (Eysenck & Rachman, 1965). Conversely, more introverted people
favour the world of concepts and ideas (Shank & Langmeyer, 1994). Introverts are reported to
be reserved except to intimate friends and prefer to be alone, tending to avoid others
(Eysenck & Rachman, 1965; Mischel, 1986).

Due to the fundamental importance of extroversion as a personality dimension, the extent to
which individuals are extroverted is relevant to consumer behaviour. This may include
consumer behaviour regarding the use of Internet based and non-Internet based media.
Research regarding organisational online communities, for example, has suggested that more
introverted individuals take an active role in discussions facilitated by Internet based media,
whereas extroverts prefer non-Internet based interpersonal communication (Cothrel &
Williams, 1999). Considering the recognised profiles of extrovert and introvert individuals it is
apparent that sociable extroverts may prefer to communicate via non-Internet based media,
such as face-to-face and via the telephone. Distant (Eysenck & Rachman, 1965) introverts,

however, may prefer to communicate through media that is connected to the Internet.

Consumers’ use of Internet based media may also be determined by their level of
innovativeness. Innovativeness is recognised as a normally distributed personality trait
(Goldsmith, d'Hauteville, & Flynn, 1998). It is possessed, to some extent, by all consumers
(Citrin, Sprott, Silverman, & Stem Jr, 2000; Hirschman, 1980; Midgley & Dowling, 1978).
Levels of innovativeness can, therefore, be utilised as a trait by which consumers are
segmented. Innovativeness concerns individuals’ adoption of innovations; described as new
products, services, behaviours, or ideas (Rogers, 2003). It is acknowledged that members
operating within a social system adopt innovations at different rates. These different rates of
adoption have been attributed to the characteristic of innovativeness (Rogers, 1983).
Conceptually innovativeness is defined as “the degree to which an individual is receptive to
new ideas and makes innovation decisions independently of the communicated experience of
others” (Midgley & Dowling, 1978, p. 236). Goldsmith, et al (2003) propose attitude towards
change is the measure of innovativeness. As such, innovativeness captures the extent to

which individuals react positively to new products, services, behaviours, or ideas.

A distinction is made within the literature between, what are referred to as, general

innovativeness and domain-specific innovativeness (Goldsmith, et al., 1998; Goldsmith, Flynn,
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& Goldsmith, 2003). Theory regarding general innovativeness, also recognised as global,
innate, and open-processing innovativeness, implies that people are inherently more or less
innovative (Citrin, et al., 2000). Innovativeness in this context is expressed as a generalised
predisposition toward new ideas (Im, Bayus, & Mason, 2003). Consequently, this personality
trait dictates consumers’ reactions to all ideas. Such a notion of innovativeness as a general
predisposition is reported to be well supported within the literature (Goldsmith, et al., 1998; Im,
et al., 2003). Theory concerning domain-specific innovativeness suggests that people are
more or less receptive to new ideas depending on the product or service category (Goldsmith,
2001; Goldsmith, et al., 2003). Domain-specific innovativeness is determined by an alignment
between the specific innovation and the consumer’s area of interest. Although two types of
innovativeness are present within the literature, it is acknowledged that innovativeness can be
measured at both a general and category specific level (Citrin, et al., 2000; Mowen, Christia,
& Spears, 1998). As such, an individual consumer will have a general tendency to receive
new products, services, behaviours, and ideas; as well as a level of favourability towards
receiving domain specific innovations. It is suggested that consumer innovativeness may
influence the extent to which a consumer communicates through Internet based media (lyer &
Eastman, 2006; Yoh, Damhorst, Sapp, & Laczniak, 2003). Innovative consumers are
generally receptive towards new products, services, behaviours and ideas. Given the
continual development of Internet based media (Negroponte, 1995), it follows that generally
innovative consumers will react positively towards engaging in communication through media
enabled through the common protocol of the Internet. Conversely, less innovative consumers

may favour communicating via traditional non-Internet based media.

This discussion illustrates that consumers engage in communication facilitated by Internet
based and non-Internet based media to varying degrees. This may be attributable to the fact
that some consumers have better access to Internet based media than others, highlighted by
the concept of a digital divide. Use of Internet based media is associated with the
demographic characteristics of consumers, such as age and geographic location. However, it
may also be linked to the psychological attributes of consumers. Two examples of such
attributes are the extent to which a consumer is extroverted and innovativeness. Depending
on the consumer and the brand, it is likely that consumers participate in different levels of

communication regarding a brand through Internet based and non-Internet based media.

2.14  Literature Summary

The preceding literature review discusses the importance of customer relationships, with a

particular focus on customer relationships with end consumers. It is revealed that consumer

participation in customer relationships is salient. A consumer perspective regarding the

process by which customer relationships are developed and maintained is, accordingly, of
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significance. Furthermore, it is often brands with which consumers form customer
relationships. As such, the process by which consumers form relationships with brands
specifically requires examination. Consumers participate in the development and
maintenance of customer relationships by receiving, responding to, and initiating
communication regarding a brand. This communication can take a variety of forms and be
facilitated by both Internet based and non-Internet based media. In being involved in
customer relationships consumers then form a connection with a brand. The literature
indicates that such a connection may depend on the extent to which the consumer feels that
the brand’'s personality aligns with their ideal brand personality for a product or service
category. Literature concerning relationship marketing, branding, and consumer
communications have accordingly been brought together in a discussion of the development
and maintenance of customer relationships from a consumer perspective.

Chapter three identifies and, subsequently, defines key constructs regarding the process by
which consumers develop and maintain relationships with a brand. These constructs are
based on the literature review. The relationship between constructs is also discussed and

presented within a conceptual model.
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3.0 Conceptual Model

Communication is regarded as a critical element in the establishment, development, and
maintenance of any relationship (Duncan & Moriarty, 1998). Customer relationships between
a brand and end consumer can, therefore, be built through a process of communication. A
brand may over time acquire a philosophical commitment to relationship marketing, leading in
turn to activities such as customer profiling and database management in an effort to forge
customer relationships (Day & Montgomery, 1999; O'Leary, et al., 2004). However, a
consumer does not directly experience these activities. They do however experience
communication regarding a brand in all its various forms, as communication in this context
implicitly requires consumer participation. Accordingly, consumers are in effect co-creators of
value in the communication process (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). From a consumer
perspective, activity contributing towards the establishment, development, and maintenance
of a customer relationship fundamentally requires communication activity to occur. The
owners of brands engage in planned communication with consumers in a bid to create a
relationship between the two parties. Due to the inherently mutual nature of a relationship,
however, both the organisation and the consumer need to engage in communications
regarding a brand in order for a customer relationship to form, be maintained, and in some
instances flourish. The primary objective of the present research is to investigate how
consumers participate in the development and maintenance of a customer relationship
through communication. This chapter discusses the conceptual model guiding this research,
and the hypothesised linkages between the research constructs.

For a customer relationship to exist a consumer must form an emotional connection with a
brand at some level (Fournier, 1998). This connection is conceptualised as the ‘Brand
Personality Connection’ construct. Consumers develop perceptions regarding brands referred
to as brand image (Faircloth, Capella, & Alford, 2001; Stern, 2006), an important part of which
comprises brand personality (Aaker, 1997). Brand Personality Connection is determined
according to the extent to which the consumer perceives that the personality of a brand aligns
with their ideal brand personality for the product or service category. This in turn is expected
to affect the relationship that they have with the brand. The literature indicates that consumers
engage in various forms of communication regarding a brand (Ballantyne, 2004; Gronroos,
2004). Brand Personality Connection, therefore, becomes dependent upon the

communication regarding a brand with which the consumer engages.

Brand representatives communicate with consumers in an attempt to develop and maintain a
relationship. While consumer reciprocity and participation in such communication is essential,
the conceptual model further suggests that advertising sourced from a brand and received by
a consumer will also affect the nature of the relationship. Although the consumer is a more

passive participant in such communication, their attitude towards a brand’s advertising

51



nevertheless influences his or her connection with the brand. Consumers actively participate
in the development and maintenance of a customer relationship by responding to and
initiating communication regarding a brand. Such communication response and initiation is
referred to as interactive communication (Ballantyne, 2004; Gronroos, 2004), which involves
two-way message sending and receiving regarding a brand. It occurs between a consumer
and brand, as well as amongst consumer communities (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2006; Cova &
Cova, 2002). Accordingly, it is anticipated that Brand Personality Connection is directly
influenced by the independent effects of Brand Advertising, Communication with the Brand,

and Communication with Consumer Communities.

A customer relationship can be evaluated according to the quality of the relationship, which is
an overall assessment regarding the strength and nature of a relationship (Crosby, et al.,
1990; Dorsch, et al., 1998). It is well-reported in the literature, acknowledged as a higher-
order construct (Dwyer & Oh, 1987) reflecting an evaluative judgement concerning
relationship excellence. In the present research Relationship Quality is comprised of five
elements and is determined by an individual consumer, in reference to a brand with which
they have some form of relationship. The five elements of Relationship Quality are
interdependence, intimacy, love and passion, satisfaction, and trust. These five elements are
drawn from literature concerning relationship quality as conceptually distinct dimensions of
the construct (Aaker, et al., 2004; De Wulf, et al., 2001; Fournier, 1998; Garbarino & Johnson,
1999; Kressmann, et al., 2006). It is proposed that the quality of a customer relationship is
directly influenced by a consumer’s connection with a brand. As such, Relationship Quality is
dependent upon Brand Personality Connection. Consumers vary in the extent to which they
favour being involved in customer relationships with brands in a product or service category.
This predisposition towards being involved in customer relationships with brands in a category
is conceptualised as a consumer’s Relational Orientation (Garbarino & Johnson, 1999). It is
further proposed that the relational orientation of a consumer will moderate the linkage

between Brand Personality Connection and Relationship Quality.

Finally, the conceptual model recognises that the quality of a customer relationship will in turn
directly affect Customer Brand Loyalty. This is because Customer Brand Loyalty reflects
repetitive same-brand or same brand-set purchasing (Oliver, 1999), likely perceived
behaviour when a relationship is evaluated highly. Overall, the conceptual model
acknowledges possible outcomes for brand owners of a customer relationship. The
conceptual model is illustrated in figure 3a. The research methodology sought to test the
proposed linkages between the main constructs. This was achieved by applying an
instrument intended to measure the research constructs to a representative sample of

consumers.
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Figure 3a. Conceptual Model
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3.1 Construct Definitions

A broad overview of the conceptual model and construct inter-relationships has been
provided in Figure 3a. This section provides a full explanation of the main constructs in the
model, as well as an operational definition of each drawn from the literature. In some
instances these are defined as new measures, where pre-existing measures could not be

found or where they had to be modified in some respects.

3.1.1 Brand Personality Connection
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In perceiving a customer relationship a consumer forms an emotional connection with a brand.
It is upon this connection, or association with the brand, that a customer relationship is based.
Such a connection may be determined by the extent to which a consumer perceives that a
brand’s personality aligns with their ideal brand personality for a product or service category.
Similarities between the consumer’s personality and the perceived personality of a brand are
part of this connection. Alignment of the self with perceived brand image is regarded in the
literature as consumer self-connection with a brand (Fournier, 1998). Grubb and Hupp (1968)
recognise that people develop perceptions, attitudes, feelings, and evaluations of themselves
as objects classified as their self. Therefore, throughout their lives all consumers possess a
self-image. According to Graeff (1996), this self-concept is developed over time, based on
how one thinks of one's self, as well as how other people think of the person and react to
them. Furthermore, the self-concept can be viewed as the sum total of an individual's ideas,
thoughts and feelings about themselves in relation to other objects (Onkvisit & Shaw, 1987,
1994). An alignment between a consumer’s self-image and the perceived image of a product
is referred to in the literature as ‘self congruity’ (M. Sirgy, 1982). Marketers should consider
the self-concept and self congruity when promoting products to individual consumers, as
congruity results in self-enhancement regarding the product (Grubb & Hupp, 1968). The
literature, therefore, suggests that the self-image of a consumer is reinforced by associations

with the product in question.
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Self-connection is described as reflecting the degree to which a brand delivers on important
identity concerns, tasks, or themes, thereby expressing a significant aspect of the consumer’s
self (Fournier, 1998). Consequently, it is implied that although congruence between the self
and product image is of importance, congruity between the self and brand image may be
more relevant. It is acknowledged that brands have a symbolic image beyond the physical
attributes and characteristics of a product or service (Graeff, 1996). As such, the notion of a
consumer's self-image and image congruity is extended to include alignment with the
perceived image of a brand. Brands take on a multitude of meaning to consumers (Stern,
2006). Additionally, different brands are associated with various signals. The literature reveals
that a brand’s image is regarded as a consumer’s perception of such brand associations
(Faircloth, et al., 2001). Accordingly, brand image is defined as perceptions about a brand as
reflected by the brand associations held in consumer memory (Keller, 1993). In developing
theory regarding self and brand image congruity, Aaker (1997) suggests that congruence
between a consumer’s personality and brand personality is important. Five dimensions of
brand personality are identified. These are sincerity, excitement, competence, sophistication,
and ruggedness (Aaker, 1997). Consumers align elements of their own perceived personality
with that of the brand; thus forming a connection with the brand. While there are other
dimensions of brand image, such as organisational association and product quality (Keller,
1998), personality comprises part of the overall image of a consumer or brand (Aaker, 1997).
In research involving case study analysis Fournier (1998) cites literature by Kleine, et al
(1995), noting that brand-self connections occur regarding a consumer’s past, current, and
future self. It is recognised that brands symbolised as similar to the self concept will maintain
or enhance the self. A consumer’s self-image will be supported by the brand and a perceived
connection forged. Therefore, the consumer associates him or herself with and is emotionally
connected to the brand (Kleine, Kleine, & Allen, 1995). Consumers evaluate the alignment of
a brand’'s image with their own self-image. The more aligned or congruent the self-image is
with the perceived brand image, the more connected the consumer will feel towards the
brand. A consumer’s self concept is recognised as influencing consumer behaviour. Graeff
(1996), for example, advises that the degree of congruence between a consumer’s self-image
and the perceived image of a brand influences consumer brand evaluations and purchase
intention. Relevant to the current research, connection between self and brand personality is
also expected to affect the development and maintenance of customer relationships from a

consumer perspective.

Self and brand personality connection is, therefore, acknowledged as an important
component of a consumer’s emotional connection with a brand. Aaker (1999) recognises that
the self is malleable and, therefore, varies according to the context in which a person is
operating. Therefore, preference for a brand, based on personality connection, will vary

across usage situations (Aaker, 1999). Aaker (1999) uses the analogy of a corporate
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businessman who does not perceive himself during the week as rugged, tough, and
outdoorsy. However he leaves for a weekend trip on his Harley-Davidson motorcycle, a brand
perceived as such. There is an apparent incongruity between the self-image of the
businessman during the week and the Harley-Davidson brand. Self-connection with a brand is
determined according to the extent to which a consumer aligns their self-image with that of a
brand. However, consumers may be unwilling or unable to articulate their self-image for a
specific product or service category. It is recognised that sometimes consumers express who
they wish to be, strive to be, or believe they should be, rather than who they consistently are
across situations (Aaker, 1999). As such, the manner in which a consumer portrays
themselves, or their expressive-self (Ataman & Ulengin, 2003), may differ from their actual-
self. Accordingly, congruity between the perceived personality of a brand and a consumer’s
ideal brand personality may be a better determinant of a consumer’s connection with a brand.
Ideal brand personality is a product or service category specific measure of a consumer’s
self-image. It reveals how the consumer would like a brand in a product or service category to
be ideally characterised. It is recognised that ideal attributes can be used to compare brands
(Chapman, 1993; Green, Wind, & Claycamp, 1975). Alignment of a consumer’s ideal brand
personality with the perceived personality of a brand is, therefore, used in the present

research to determine the consumer’s connection with the brand.

A consumer forms an emotional connection with a brand throughout the development and
maintenance of a customer relationship. This connection is conceptualised as being salient to
a relationship. Over time consumers perceive certain associations with brands, creating a
brand image for the consumer (Faircloth, et al.,, 2001; Keller, 1993). Similarly, consumers
develop a set of knowledge and beliefs about themselves, referred to as their self-image
(Graeff, 1996). This self-image represents how the consumer sees themselves in reference to
their surroundings. Brands perceived as similar to a consumer’s self-image are recognised as
maintaining or enhancing the self (Dolich, 1969). If a consumer’s self-image is supported by a

brand they will associate themselves and perceive a connection with the brand.

Although alignment between a brand’s image and the self is acknowledged as part of a
consumer’s brand connection, it does not fully capture the construct of Brand Personality
Connection. Consumers may be unwilling or unable to articulate their self-image for a specific
product or service category (Aaker, 1999). Therefore, congruity between the perceived image
of a brand and a consumer’s ideal brand image is used to determine this construct.
Personality comprises a significant part of a consumer’s overall self or brand image (Aaker,
1997). The central construct of Brand Personality Connection, therefore, captures the extent
to which a consumer perceives that a brand’s personality aligns with their ideal brand
personality for a product or service category. It is expected that the more a consumer’s ideal
brand personality for a product or service category is aligned with the perceived personality of

a brand, the more connected the consumer will feel towards the brand. Perceived alignment
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will alter due to changes in a consumer’s ideal brand personality or the perceived personality
of a brand. Although a brand may attempt to influence perceived brand personality through
communication, connection with a brand is ultimately determined by the consumer. The
conceptual model illustrates that the construct of Brand Personality Connection is influenced
by the various forms of communication that a consumer engages in regarding a brand. In turn,

Brand Personality Connection directly influences the quality of a customer relationship.

Brand Personality Connection was operationalised using items that reflected perceived brand
per