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Abstract
Purpose – To examine an atypical member of the brand family, “difficult” brands, defined as brands that have intermittent availability, and have
inherent performance risks, that, contrary to traditional marketing teachings, may have a positive influence on consumer evaluation and brand loyalty.
Findings – Through an examination of the underlying social and psychological reasons that consumers might be attracted to difficult brands, an
alternative approach to the marketing of these types of brands might be warranted.
Practical implications – The conceptualisation of difficult brands provides marketers with a means to identify potential antecedents to brand bonding
under atypical marketing conditions.
Originality/value – Suggests how researchers, and marketing practitioners might go about understanding the nature of the bond that consumers form
with these types of brands, and therefore, how they can take advantage of consumers’ desire to develop a relationship with a difficult brand.
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There is an underlying assumption in marketing that brand
loyalty is established and maintained through repetitive and
frequent usage. However, some contexts, by their very nature,
may not lend themselves to this level of repeat patronage, yet a
bond is still formed with consumers.
In an annual music festival, such as the Glastonbury

Festival in the UK, consumers might attend the festival and
be highly satisfied with their experience, yet, despite their
desire to re-attend, they are not able to do so until the festival
is held again in a years time. Similarly, an eco-tourism event
such as whale watching may result in high levels of
satisfaction, despite the difficulty in getting to the site and
the risk of only seeing a few, or perhaps not actually seeing
any, whales. Despite the consumer’s inability to return to the
festival, and the high risk of product failure, brand
commitment, and loyalty, may not necessarily be negated.
In fact, in many instances, loyalty might be increased by the
anticipation of repurchase (Sigman, 1991).
From a traditional marketing perspective, brands that are

associated with high uncertainty and are intermittently
available, might best be called “difficult brands”, defined by
two contextual dimensions.
First, they are of a constrained availability in that the

branded products are available only at particular times –
usually determined by the organisation – and are subject to

seasonality. For example, in the case of a football brand, the
customer is only able to watch their team play at a time, and a
place, determined by the organising body. Similarly, in the
case of an annual festival, such as the Bayreuth Festival,
customers are only able to participate in the exchange at a
particular time of the year, and only at that time, or they
“miss out”. In the case of Bayreuth, one could even argue that
the nature of the Wagner experience could also be called
difficult.
Second, because they provide uncertain outcomes for

consumers, difficult brands require an involvement with the
brand beyond the use of the product as a pure commodity.
For example, the consumers evaluate the activity differently
than more typical products. They are willing to take a risk
because they have some psychological or sociological
investment in the difficult brand. This particular defining
attribute of high uncertainty should also be of interest to
researchers because the majority of research is conducted in
fields where there are often elements of risk, but in general,
the approach of marketers is to reduce the customers’
perceptions of risk (Christopher et al., 2002), whereas with
this type of product or experience, risk is inherent and
unavoidable.
For some difficult brands the element of risk might be a key

component of the product portfolio. In other words, this high
uncertainty means that consumers seek out risk willingly as a
means of experiencing something unique and exciting. In
these circumstances, customers are aware of the risks
associated with the uncertainty of outcomes, as when
attendance at a new artist’s art exhibition could perhaps
result in an overall dissatisfying experience due to low quality
artwork). And the risks could also involve in making a social
investment in the experience, such as attendance at a football
game invariably involves interactions with others, with both
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the supporters of “your” team, and with supporters of the
opposition. This interaction increases commitment to the
team brand because of the contact with their in-group, even if
their team loses (Tajfel, 1982).
In every instance, consumers make an emotional

investment in the brand, and in return, receive a social
benefit from that investment (Batson, 1994). From a
marketing perspective, then, the nature of these difficult
brands means that the organisation has fewer opportunities to
satisfy the consumer. It is therefore important for these
organisations to identify other factors, beyond transactional
satisfaction, which might contribute to customer loyalty.
In the end, the type of relational bonds that consumers

form with difficult brands influence the way that they evaluate
that type of product. For instance, in particular brand
environments such as sporting clubs, charities, museums, arts
festivals, individuals who develop strong bonds, and have a
sense of affinity or community associated with the brand, and
with the people who use the brand, may be more willing to act
in support of the brand and organisation. They may wait to
use the brand, forgive the brand for product failures, and even
make sacrifices for it.
Although the term “difficult” inherently describes brands

that are challenging to get to, and have high uncertainty, the
fact that the brands have these properties actually can make
them even the more appealing and increase their desirability.
Consumers are seeking more than just transactional
satisfaction from their consumption choices.
While concepts of value, component evaluation, and

satisfaction may be relevant when the consumer approaches
a product as a commodity, issues of relevance, authenticity,
and connections with others, may be more applicable among
consumers who approach their brands as an extension of
themselves (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001). The simple bottom
line is that consumers often consume for reasons other than
the direct, rational, immediate, or concrete rewards. The

exchange that occurs in a difficult brand relationship may not
be simply the product, the customer service, or the location.
It may also be the social interaction, the connection with the
values of the offering or organisation, and the desire to be part
of something that is authentic and “good” (Goulding et al.,
2002).
The opportunity for researchers is to move beyond

transactional, and simplistic self-interest, notions of
relationships with brands focussed on customer service,
product performance, or value, and examine the underlying
human need to belong, whether it manifests itself around
traditional groups such as families and friends, or, in this
world of consumption as part of culture, around a brand.
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