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1 A CONSUMER-CENTRIC PERSPECTIVE ON CUSTOMER 
RELATIONSHIPS

Customer relationships have remained at the forefront of marketing interests for 
decades. Yet, marketers continue to be puzzled when it comes to building relationships 
with customers. What do the customers want? What motivates them?

Previous studies have noted that different customers have different relationship needs 
(McMullan and Gilmore, 2008) and require different kinds of relationship strategies 
(Knox and Walker, 2001; Rowley, 2005). Companies have also noticed that customers
desire more personalized relationships (Czepiel, 1990; Parasuraman, Berry and 
Zeithaml, 1991) that are meaningful and relevant to them. Latest research points to the 
direction of understanding customer empowerment (Morrongielly, N’Goala and Kreziak; 
2017) and consumers’ identification with brands (Fournier and Alvarez, 2012; Park, 
Eisingerich and Park, 2013a; Eldbedweihy, Jayawardhena, Elsharnouby and 
Elsharnouby, 2016) for gaining in-depth insights to customer relationships. Although a
more customer-centered conceptualization of customer relationships is clearly on its
way, the developments seem to be centralized around what companies do (e.g. Storbacka, 
Strandvik and Grönroos, 1994; Reinartz, Krafft and Hoyer, 2004; Kim, Park, Dubinsky 
and Chaiy, 2012) instead of what customers are thinking. In fact, much more is known
today about why companies form customer relationships rather than why customers 
would want to have them.

To explore this gap, the present study assumes a consumer-centric perspective. From 
this viewpoint, a customer is never “only a customer” but an individual with subjective 
motivations in life. Accordingly, the study draws elucidation from self-based theories. 
Self-based theories are commonly applied for understanding consumers’ behavior and 
motivations (e.g. Belk, 1988; Lee, Motion and Conroy, 2009; Carter and Gilovich, 2012)
yet remain scarcely utilized in customer relationship research. In principle, the self-
concept is a mental image a person has of herself. Consequently, various self-concepts 
can and do exist simultaneously. An individual is never only one representation of 
herself, but many different ones at once: a mother, a daughter, a fun person and an avid 
athlete, for example. Self-concepts are sensed by individuals in varying ways and are 
linked perceptually to particular points or periods in time. Therefore, they are habitually
referred to as memories, dreams, aspirations, fears or wishes. As such, they are relevant 
to all individuals and provide a fruitful platform for exploring motivation, also in
customer relationships.

To make sense of the many self-concepts a person has, this study advances a map of 
multiple selves. Drawing grounding from self-congruity theory (Sirgy, 1982), the study 
suggests that the subjective meaning of and motivation for a customer relationship can
be derived from how it links to a consumer’s sense of self. This is conceptualized as self-
relationship (S-R) congruence: a perceptual connection between a consumer’s self-
concept and a customer relationship. This view differs from the traditional view centered
on understanding connections between customers and companies and shifts the focus to 
a consumer - customer relationship perspective. From this viewpoint, we may begin to 
understand the intrinsic meaning and relevance of customer relationships in a
consumer’s life, irrespective of the companies these relationships have been, currently 
are, or will be associated with in the future.
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According to the S-R congruence conceptualization, a customer relationship that is 
congruent with a positive sense of self is more likely motivational than a customer 
relationship that is congruent with a negative self. As the empirical findings will 
demonstrate, this logic contributes to a deeper understanding of why any person on any 
normal day in life would have motivation to sustain a sense of being a customer and being 
in a customer relationship. 

Overall, the present study brings to light an in-depth understanding of customer 
relationships from the consumers’ viewpoint. The methodology utilized in the study
elucidates various facets that have thus far been neglected by contemporary customer 
relationship studies. The findings confirm the need for more methods and studies that 
seek to see customer relationships through the consumers’ eyes. The S-R congruence
conceptualization is offered as one possible pathway. It contributes to a more profound 
understanding of customer relationships in the consumers’ lives and challenges the 
prevailing theories of what motivates consumers in customer relationships.

1.1 Perspectives on customer relationships

In marketing, the term customer relationship is commonly utilized to describe a 
connection between a company and its customer. Yet, the specifics of this definition vary
depending on the perspective it is examined from. A review of the existing research 
reveals three central perspectives: a company-centric, a customer-centric and a 
consumer-centric one. The view adopted in this thesis, compared to these views, is 
visualized in Figure 1.

On the left side of Figure 1 is the consumer’s world - his or her subjective perspective. 
This worldview affects how the individual perceives and makes sense of customer 
relationships. On the right side of the figure are the respective worldviews of the many
companies. Each company has their own viewpoint that affects how they see customer 
relationships. Naturally, companies tend to have more than one customer, and
consumers are inclined to have customer relationships with more than three companies. 
Figure 1 is a simplified exemplification visualizing the ideas relevant to the present study.

Although all of the three perspectives visualized in Figure 1 are focused on customer 
relationships between a consumer and multiple companies, their aims are distinctively 
different. The underlying objective of the company-centric perspective on customer 
relationships is to drive financial value for the company. Thus, the customer relationship 
is approached from the viewpoint of the company, for the benefit of the company (e.g. 
Reichheld and Sasser, 1990). Conversely, by adopting a customer-centric perspective, 
the focus is shifted to customer relationship mutuality and reciprocity. This view seeks 
to recognize both parties’ viewpoints through analyzing relationship quality and trust
(Morgan and Hunt, 1994) and fulfillment of promises (Bitner, 1995), for example.
Finally, the third perspective – consumer-centric – moves the emphasis to the 
consumer’s standpoint where customer relationships are assessed through the eyes of an
individual, subjective consumer (e.g. Fournier, 1994, 1998). The relevance of this 
viewpoint and the importance of understanding the customer’s ‘logic’ have been stressed 
recently in the customer-dominant logic research stream (Strandvik and Heinonen, 
2013; Heinonen, Strandvik and Voima, 2013; Heinonen and Strandvik, 2015). The
present study contributes to and extends this development in customer relationship 
research.
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Figure 1 Perspectives on customer relationships

Contrary to other similar visualizations (e.g. Heinonen and Strandvik, 2015), Figure 1 
does not portray any overlap between the consumer’s world and that of any of the 
companies. While it could be argued that such an overlap depicts a situation where the 
two worlds provisionally merge – in service interactions for example – the view adopted 
in this study maintains that inherently these worlds are disjointed and governed by 
different assumptions. Therefore, the present study posits that no single reality of 
customer relationships can be grasped, merely diverse perspectives of the phenomenon. 
This study focuses on a consumer-centric perspective as will next be discussed.
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1.1.1 The consumer’s perspective

Previous studies have suggested that a shift to a more customer-centric perspective on 
customer relationships, taking into account the individual needs of customers, is under 
way and increasing in the 21st century (e.g. Sheth, Sisodia and Sharma, 2000; Beetles and 
Harris, 2010; Baron, Warnaby and Hunter-Jones, 2014). Recent studies have
highlighted the benefits of understanding the customers’ contexts in service design (e.g. 
Patrício, Fisk, Falcao e Cunha and Constantine, 2011; Andreassen, Kristensson, Lervik-
Olsen, Parasuraman, McColl-Kennedy, Edvardsson and Colurcio, 2016). Such studies 
have begun to shift the focus from a customer-centric perspective towards a more 
consumer-centric perspective of customer relationships. A perspective centered on the 
consumer is believed to contribute to offerings that also enhance consumers’ well-being 
in customer relationships.

The present study seeks to contribute to the focus transference by approaching customer 
relationships from the individual, subjective consumer’s viewpoint. Accordingly, the
term customer is utilized in this thesis merely to depict the consumer’s role as a customer 
in a customer relationship. Conversely, the term consumer is applied in its broadest 
possible sense, reflecting an individual in a contemporary society where consumption is 
ever-present. Previous studies adopting a similar viewpoint are, for example, Fournier’s
(1998) study of consumers and their brands and Danaher, Conroy and McColl-Kennedy’s
(2008) study on consumers’ willingness to engage in customer relationships.

While the individuality and subjectivity of consumers' customer relationships has been 
addressed earlier in branding (e.g. Fournier, 1998) and the importance of understanding 
the consumers’ logic has been denoted recently (e.g. Heinonen and Strandvik, 2015), the 
means by which consumers make sense of their customer relationships have not been
addressed. When does a consumer see herself as a customer? When does she perceive a
customer relationship exists? In what context and why? What are the underlying 
understandings that contribute to this rationale? This study explores these questions in 
detail through approaching the customer relationship as a perception – a sense of being 
a customer that exists in the consumer’s mind.

Accordingly, consumers experience customer relationships in varying ways1 across the 
changing situations of their lives. This follows, generally, how customer relationships are
commonly referred to in relationship marketing literature, for example:

“only customers can decide whether they have, or want to have, a relationship with a firm, in other 
words, whether a customer relationship exists or not” (Grönroos, 2006, p. 402)

and yet, the view presented in this thesis is distinctively different in a few ways. 

First, it focuses on the consumer’s connection to a customer relationship, rather than to
a company. It accepts – and assumes - that consumers change service providers,
purchase different products and in general seek new things in life. It proposes that 
perhaps companies’ salience in consumers’ lives is not what current customer 
relationship theories prescribe.

1 For an early discussion, see Liljander and Strandvik, 1995. They argued that the nature of 
customer relationships needs to be defined from the customer’s viewpoint and introduced 
accordingly a customer-centric typology of ‘valued’, ‘indifferent’ and ‘forced’ relations.
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Second, it encompasses all the customer relationships2 in the consumer’s life. This view 
is significantly wider than typically adopted in relationship marketing studies. Usually,
the focus is on a consumer’s perceptions of one or a few customer relationships within 
an industry, not several customer relationships across various industries. Yet, consumers 
are in their daily lives connected to many companies across various industries, not just 
one or a few. Earlier studies addressing many customer relationships from the 
consumer's perspective have mainly been conducted in the context of consumer-brands
relationships (e.g. Fournier and Yao, 1997). The present study draws influence from 
those studies.

Third, this wide view enables observing customer relationships in aggregate – not only 
in isolation of each other. This view, the study asserts, is a more truthful perspective on
customer relationships from the consumers’ standpoint. Similar recommendations have 
been made previously by e.g. Baron and Harris (2010) who have proposed that a 
‘collective gaze’ to consumers’ narratives can yield insights to consumers’ customer 
relationships. This study adds to this understanding in the existing body of consumer-
centric customer relationship research.

1.2 Positioning the study

The present study is deeply grounded in an appreciation of the significance of customer 
relationships in marketing research and practice. The aim of this study is to contribute 
towards the development of a more consumer-centric theory of customer relationships. 

The core positioning of the study lies within the relationship marketing (RM) research 
domain. Within relationship marketing, the gap identified in the existing literature is the
individual consumer’s subjective perception of and connection to many simultaneous 
customer relationships across various industries. 

In order to understand a consumer’s motivation in commercial relationships, this study
has drawn inspiration from existing literature pertaining to consumers’ relationships 
with brands (Fournier and Alvarez, 2012; Park, Eisingerich and Park, 2013a). The
consumer-brand relationship research stream is focused on seeking to provide a more 
holistic view of customer relationships from the consumers’ perspective and thus 
corresponds to the aim of this thesis.

Furthermore, to lay emphasis and focus on the subjective individual consumer’s 
viewpoint, explanatory theories are drawn from consumer behavior research. These 
theories contribute to the understanding of how consumers perceive customer 
relationships in the contexts of their lives. To illustrate, Figure 2 summarizes the
positioning of the study.

2 Some empirical limitations apply: see Chapter 4 for details.
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Figure 2 Positioning of the study

1.2.1 Relationship marketing

The core positioning of this study lies within the relationship marketing (RM) research 
stream. The term ‘relationship marketing’ was first introduced and defined in 1983 by 
Berry as “attracting, maintaining, and – in multi-service organizations – enhancing 
customer relationships” (p. 25). In 1997, Grönroos re-defined RM as “establishing, 
maintaining and enhancing relationships with customers and other partners, at a profit, 
so that the objectives of the parties involved are met” (Grönroos, 1997, p. 327). This study 
follows more closely a later definition by Morgan and Hunt, where RM is perceived as an 
overall concept for all “activities directed towards establishing, developing, and 
maintaining successful relational exchanges” (Morgan and Hunt, 1994, p. 22). With 
respect to these perspectives, this study views relationship marketing as a perspective on 
understanding customer relationships.

Traditional RM emphasizes the mutuality of relationships (Gummesson 1999; Sheth and 
Parvatiyar, 2000). A common assumption is that those buying products or services are 
customers, and by reaching out to them, companies create favorable conditions for 
customer relationships. This study agrees with this notion but focuses on a subjective 
individual’s perspective and approaches the consumer as an equal, empowered 
counterpart. In fact, the study provisionally abandons the notion of mutuality in a
customer relationship in order to discover new ways of understanding how to cultivate
successful relationships. This approach concurs with the ideas proposed by Sheth and 
Parvatiyar in their 1995 article: “Relationship marketing in consumer markets: 
antecedents and consequences.” In this article, Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995) argue that 
consumers have “natural” motives and preference for long-lasting connections with 
companies. In the investigation of consumers’ motives, this study follows in the footsteps 
of Bagozzi:

“I believe the most common and determinative motive for entering a marketing relationship is that 
consumers see the relationship as a means for fulfillment of a goal to which one had earlier, and 
perhaps tentatively, committed. That is, people have goals to acquire a product or use a service, 
and a relationship then becomes instrumental in goal achievement. One chooses to enter a new 
relationship, or to maintain an ongoing one, because it is seen as facilitating, and perhaps even 
necessary to, goal attainment. Of course, another motive for entering a marketing relationship in 
other (rare?) instances might be to be part of the relationship, sui generis, and not necessarily for 
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what the relationship might lead to in an instrumental sense. In other words, a marketing 
relationship may be an end in and of itself for some consumers.” (Bagozzi, 1995, p. 273)

Similarly, the study explores consumers’ customer relationships accepting both 
possibilities may exist: the customer relationship may serve an instrumental goal as well 
as be an end in and of itself.

1.2.2 Consumer-brand relationships

To understand customer relationships from a consumer-centric perspective, this study 
draws influence from existing research pertaining to consumers’ relationships with 
brands. Within the consumer-brand relationship literature, this study follows in the 
footsteps of Fournier. Her early publications on consumers’ relationships with brands 
(1991, 1994, 1998; also: Fournier and Yao, 1997) have inspired the approach adopted in 
this study. According to this research stream, customer relationships are a much more 
intricate phenomena compared to how marketing research and practice traditionally 
portrays them. In this domain, empirical investigations are typically carried out from a
consumer’s self–based positioning, with an aim to understand customer relationships 
through understanding brands’ integration to the consumers’ lives. In line with this 
thinking, the overall objective in this thesis is to understand customer relationships, as
they are perceived by consumers in the contexts of their everyday lives.

1.2.3 Consumer behavior

This study is positioned in the individual, subjective consumer’s point of view. To 
understand and draw understanding from this view, theories from Consumer Behavior 
(CB) are employed. This approach differs from the more conventional ways of studying 
customer relationships and therefore, as the findings will confirm, offers a deeper view 
of the consumer’s perspective.

Commonly, CB encompasses various types of marketing research concentrated on what 
consumers do and why. Central concepts to the study of CB are identity and meaning
(Arnould and Thompson, 2005). Within CB, this study is positioned within the consumer 
culture theory (CCT) research stream. In their well-known article “Consumer Culture 
Theory (CCT): Twenty Years of Research,” Arnould and Thompson (2005) confirm how 
the works of Belk (e.g. 1988) and Fournier (e.g. 1998) have contributed to and partly 
form the core of this research domain, justifying the self and brand-based approaches
adopted in this study.

Furthermore, CCT research is focused on studying consumption and consumers’ 
practices related to possessions across various contexts (Arnould and Thompson, 2005).
Thereby, the present study also explores the possibility that consumers may liken 
customer relationships to possessions. This adds to the understanding of the intricate 
ways in which consumers’ motivations in customer relationships differ from those of 
companies’.

1.3 Aims and objectives of the study

The overall aim of this study is to contribute to the development of a more consumer-
centric theory of customer relationships. The view applied in this study is from the 
individual consumer’s subjective perspective.
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The objectives of the study are

1. to contribute to an increased understanding of how consumers perceive 
customer relationships by introducing

- a map of multiple selves, which leads to

- a self-relationship (S-R) congruence concept, and

2. to contribute to an increased understanding of how consumers make sense of 
their customer relationships by presenting

- a process view on how consumers make sense of customer relationships.

To achieve these objectives, the study will present the following analyses.

1st analysis The study begins without preconceptions from the individual consumer’s 
point of view. Who is she? Who was she? Who would she like to become 
in life? Through these and other similar questions, the study seeks to 
establish an understanding of the consumer’s sense of self in life as the 
subjective context in which customer relationships are perceived and 
understood. To facilitate this understanding, the multiple selves concept 
(Belk, 1988) will be employed and a map of multiple selves will be 
constructed.

2nd analysis Subsequently, from this viewpoint, the study proceeds to investigate: 
does the customer relationship contribute towards who the consumer 
wants to be or wants to become? This exploration provides insights into 
how consumers perceive customer relationships; it also provides 
intrinsic insights into the meaning of and motivation for customer 
relationships in the consumers’ lives. The key to facilitating this 
understanding is the self-relationship congruence concept, which will be
derived from the self-congruity theory (Sirgy, 1982).

3rd analysis Next, the study seeks to explore all of the customer relationships in the 
consumer’s life in aggregate. This view reveals various complexities that 
the consumers are faced with when trying to make sense of their 
customer relationships.  

4th analysis Finally, utilizing ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967), the study seeks to 
lift the veil on the consumers’ abilities to navigate the complexity of 
multiple customer relationships across various industries. How do 
consumers make sense of the multitude of customer relationships in their 
daily lives? Some of the findings are unexpected and contradict existing 
customer relationship theories. These findings are depicted as a process 
that adds to the understanding of how consumers make sense of their 
customer relationships.

1.4 Delimitations of the study

The study is focused on understanding customer relationships from the individual, 
subjective consumer’s perspective. Therefore, the company’s perspective is not 
addressed apart from what is needed for understanding the topic of research and its 
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findings in general. This delimitation is aligned with the purpose of the study:
understanding consumers’ - not companies’ – perceptions of customer relationships.

In particular, the empirical study concentrates on ten female consumers who were
between ages 22 and 30 at the time when the empirical data collection took place. This 
delimitation is connected to the screening survey and the purposeful process through 
which the candidates were chosen, as will be explained later in this report. Thus, the
discoveries are contextually tied to and limited to this gender and generation. The aim of 
the study is aligned with this delimitation: to investigate in detail a few unique cases in 
order to discover insights that can contribute to the development of customer 
relationship theory.

The empirical exploration is centered on customer relationships in connection to 
customer programs. In terms of customer programs, the study focuses on card-based 
customer programs. In practice, this means that the consumer had some kind of a ‘card’
as a token from the company. Typically, customer cards are made of plastic or cardboard 
and are equivalent in size to a credit card. Other types of customer relationships and 
cards - irrespective of the existence of a customer program - were included in the study 
if the consumer perceived them as representations of customer relationships (e.g. online 
memberships, certain associations’ membership cards and bank cards).

The empirical data collection was carried out in three metropolitan areas in Finland in
the spring of 2010. Thus, the customer relationships included in the study are 
geographically and temporally tied to these locations and point in time. It is worthwhile 
to note that in 2009, the GDP in Finland had dropped 8.3% and the unemployment had 
begun to increase. The details are listed in Table 1. Although these may have had no 
impact on a subjective individual’s thinking, the overall economic atmosphere was 
nevertheless characterized by negativity: decreasing European interest rates as well as
debates over Greece’s escalating crisis and their potential withdrawal from the euro.

Table 1 Finnish economy 2008-2010

Year GDP € billion 
at current 
prices

GDP € / 
inhabitant at 
current prices

GDP € 
billion at 
2010 prices

Annual change 
in volume %

Unemployed, 
1000 persons

2008 193.7 36 457 198.0 0.7 172

2009 181.0 33 908 181.7 -8.3 221

2010 187.1 34 885 187.1 3.0 224

Source: Statistics Finland, Annual national accounts

As the findings will show, the theory development takes these delimitations into account 
through examining a consumer’s life as it is, in the time and place the consumer 
experiences it in. Therefore, any other locations, periods in time and persons could have 
served equally well.

1.5 Philosophical stance

In this section, the philosophical stance that has been applied in this study is explained. 
The explanation is divided into two layers: the ontological layer and the epistemological 
layer. Together these two layers lay grounds for corresponding methodological choices.
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First, the ontological layer determines what is considered as the reality of things. The
chosen ontological stance in this study is constructivism. Constructivists agree that an 
objective world exists, but acknowledge that humans' knowledge of it is bounded by their 
sense-making abilities. Hence, in constructivism, truth and meaning are approached as 
subjective creations of one's interactions with the world (Gray, 2013, p. 20).

Second, the epistemological layer defines what is believed possible to be acquired as 
knowledge of this reality. In line with the constructivist worldview, this thesis follows an 
interpretative epistemological stance (also sometimes referred to as “contemporary 
antipositivism”, see e.g. Hunt, 1991, p. 37). Interpretivists believe an objective, real world 
exists ‘out there’, but it can never be seen or comprehended in its entirety. People are 
simply trying to make sense of it through applying various kinds of sense-making 
practices in their everyday lives. 

The interpretative research logic is ideographic, i.e. it seeks to understand subjective 
individuals' point of view (Arndt, 1985; Gray, 2013) and is therefore suited for this study. 
Through interpreting consumers' sense-making processes and seeking to understand the 
world through their eyes (Bryman and Bell, 2003), we can begin to understand what their 
truth or reality is.

The interpretivist logic can be divided roughly into five approaches: 1) symbolic 
interactionism, 2) phenomenology, 3) realism, 4) hermeneutics and 5) naturalistic 
enquiry (according to Gray, 2013). In this study, understanding has been borrowed from 
three of these, namely symbolic interactionism, phenomenology and hermeneutics3.
Next sections will explain why and how.

Central to the notion of symbolic interactionism is the study of self, or who we are from 
the perspective of the person experiencing the phenomenon. The self-concept is a central
idea in this study. In particular, the study focuses on understanding consumers’ 
perceptions of customer relationships through applying self-based theories. 
Additionally, the study explores the possibility that consumers may perceive customer 
relationships as possessions. This approach is linked to symbolic interactionism. 

Hermeneutics refers to an approach in which the researcher seeks to find meaning and
understanding through interpretation in order to make tacit knowledge visible
(Gummesson, 2005). The quest for meaning labels hermeneutic research especially in 
consumer research. A commonly recurring concept in hermeneutics is the hermeneutic 
circle, which refers to the circularity of interpretation and understanding between a part 
of a whole and the whole. According to hermeneutic thinking, an analysis of a part needs 
to be contextualized, contributing to the interpretation of the whole, which in turn adds 
to understanding of the whole. Gummesson has proposed this circularity could even be 
called a hermeneutic helix:

“We move from pre-understanding to understanding on a higher level; we move from parts to the 
whole and to parts again, but now with greater understanding; and we move back and forth 
between the substantive, specific level to the abstract and general level, each time stretching 
ourselves along the helix. There is thus interaction between what we knew and what we have just 
learned, between slices of data and a systemic whole, and the concrete and the abstract. We can 

3In realism, science is believed to accurately reflect what is out there, and in naturalistic inquiry, 
multiple variations of constructed realities are studied and explained (Gray, 2013). As 
neither of these approaches is aligned with the aims of this study, they are excluded from the 
discussion presented here. However, detailed accounts of these can, for example, be found in 
Guba and Lincoln (1982) and Psillos (2005), respectively.
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only give meaning to parts if we can put them in a context, a theory.” (Gummesson, 2005, p. 314-
5)

The manner in which the research reported in this study progressed fits this description. 

In addition to borrowing understanding from symbolic interactionism and 
hermeneutics, the focal paradigm applied in this study is phenomenology. 
Phenomenology is explained as follows:

“any attempt to understand social reality has to be grounded in people's experiences of that social 
reality. Hence, phenomenology insists that we must lay aside our prevailing understanding of 
phenomena and revisit our immediate experience of them in order that new meanings may 
emerge. Current understandings have to be 'bracketed' to the best of our ability to allow 
phenomena to 'speak for themselves', unadulterated by our preconceptions. The result will be new 
meaning, fuller meaning or renewed meaning. (…) The key is gaining the subjective experience of 
the subject, sometimes by trying to put oneself in the place of the subject. (…) Far from using a 
theoretical model that imposes an external logic on a phenomenon, this inductive approach seeks 
to find the internal logic of the subject.” (Gray, 2013, p. 24)

Indeed, phenomenology is concerned with studying “the individual's phenomenal, or 
perceptual, world” and how people perceive, interpret and organize the external reality
(Rosenberg, 1989, p. 37) based on their subjective understanding of the world. A 
summary of the phenomenological paradigm is provided in Table 2.

Table 2 Phenomenological paradigm

Basic beliefs - The world is socially constructed and subjective
- The observer is a party to what is being observed
- Science is driven by human interests

The researcher 
should

- Focus on meanings
- Try to understand what is happening
- Construct theories and models from the data (inductive approach)

Methods include - Using multiple methods to establish different views of a phenomenon
- Using small samples researched in depth or over time
- Using qualitative methods

(adopted from Gray, 2013, p. 25)

Phenomenology is appropriate for a study that seeks to approach customer relationships 
from an individual, subjective consumer’s viewpoint, such as the present study. Many 
articles have been published connecting the in-depth consumer perspective and 
phenomenology: some well-known ones are by Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982; and
Thompson, Locander and Pollio, 1989. Some academics have even chosen to combine
both hermeneutics and phenomenology into hermeneutic phenomenology (e.g. Wilson, 
2012). Instead of a research philosophy, phenomenology has also been approached as a 
research methodology in marketing (Goulding, 2005). This study follows the traditional 
view in line with Table 2, but also draws from phenomenology as a method, as will later 
on be explained.

1.6 Research process and reporting structure

This thesis reports a study based on a rich set of data collected utilizing various 
techniques ranging from visual elicitation to breaching experiments. Details on four 
subsequent analyses - conducted on the same empirical data but from different angles –
are provided in order to illuminate the path to discovery.
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The findings from the first analysis reveal that identifying and mapping consumers’ self-
concepts provides not only a snapshot of their lives but a rich context for understanding
consumers’ subjective motivations. 

Building on the findings from the first analysis, the second analysis provides an 
examination of the consumers’ S-R congruencies. The findings confirm that customer 
relationships connect with, support and even amplify consumers’ self-concepts. Yet, 
inconsistencies that challenge existing theories of customer relationships emerge. For 
example, many of the active, everyday customer relationships that are loyal according to 
traditional theories (c.f. Dick and Basu, 1994) are found congruent with neutral - not 
positive – self-concepts.

The third analysis reveals that the S-R congruence conceptualization, in comparison to 
concepts frequently utilized in customer relationship research - such as relational activity 
or loyalty - succeeds in revealing customer relationships’ intrinsic relevance from the 
consumers’ viewpoint. This adds to the current understandings of consumers’ 
motivations in customer relationships.

Finally, the fourth analysis proposes a process that explains how consumers perceive and 
make sense of customer relationships. The process adds to the understanding of the 
elements that future studies of customer relationships should take into account.

Before moving to the details of the empirical study, a clarification of the research process 
is presented. The steps are in chronological order:

1. Conducting a literature review to understand existing research

2. Preparing for the empirical study 

3. Reviewing and selecting methods and data collection techniques

4. Conducting the screening survey

5. Conducting the interviews

6. Preparing the transcriptions 

7. Starting the analysis and theory development

8. Refocusing and restructuring the study

9. Literature review (2nd)

10. Analysis (continued)

11. Literature review (3rd), analysis (continued)

12. Obtaining 1st round of feedback

13. Theory development (continued)

14. Refocusing and restructuring the study (2nd attempt)

15. Feedback (2nd)

16. Finalizing and restructuring the analyses
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17. Feedback (3rd)

18. Finalizing the findings

19. Feedback (4th, 5th, 6th)

20. Finalizing 

Table 3 details these steps and explains how each step links to the structure of this thesis. 
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2 SELF-BASED MOTIVATION IN CUSTOMER 
RELATIONSHIPS

Two concepts form the theoretical foundation of this study: the customer relationship
and the consumer experiencing the customer relationship. This chapter utilizes self-
based theories from consumer behavior for building a frame of reference for
understanding customer relationships from the consumer’s perspective, and for 
collecting and analyzing the empirical data.

The discussion in this chapter is divided into three parts:

Part I:      Customer relationships

Part II:    Consumer’s self

Part III:    Self-relationship congruence

Part I explains the conceptual groundings of the customer relationship concept. The 
discussion is rooted in the relationship marketing literature stream, where an individual, 
subjective consumer’s point of view is currently missing.

Part II introduces the consumer’s self-concept as the key conceptual platform for 
discoveries. Similar to the above, the discussion provided in this part is grounded in the 
already existing literature, in this case: the consumer behavior research stream. 

Part III ties the above two parts together by explaining how the self-concept and a
customer relationship can be explored together through applying a self-relationship 
congruence (S-R) conceptualization. This conceptualization is based on existing theories 
of human motivation and is central to understanding the empirical study. However, the
S-R congruence concept does not readily exist in the current literature. The idea of a 
plausible connection between the consumer’s self and customer relationships was 
inspired by Belk’s theory of the extended self (1988). The validity and relevance of this
conceptualization were confirmed through the analyses and the empirical findings.

2.1 Customer relationships

During the last three decades, there has been an ever growing emphasis on and attention 
to the relational aspects of marketing. In specific, a substantial body of research has 
concentrated on understanding how companies can build long-lasting relationships with 
customers (e.g. Jackson, 1985; Grönroos, 1994; Bitner, 1995; Bendapudi and Berry, 1997; 
Egan, 2000, more recently also e.g. Giovanis, 2016). This study follows and seeks to 
contribute to this development.

In the English language, a customer is “someone who buys goods or services from a 
business.”4 This definition exists across contemporary marketing literature (e.g. Li, Sun, 
and Montgomery, 2011; Valentini, Montaguti, and Neslin, 2011; Garnefeld, Eggert, 
Helm, and Tax, 2013; Mark, Lemon, Vandenbosch, Bulla, and Maruotti, 2013). However, 
assuming a consumer-centric approach, the present study finds this definition too 
narrow and suggests a broader view: a customer is someone who has made a transaction 

4 www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/customer, accessed 11.3.2017
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or a purchase or equivalent in the past and continues to consider herself a customer. This 
thinking follows the proposition made by Liljander and Strandvik (1995)5 by postulating
that there is a reciprocal beginning where one becomes a customer but from thereon, the 
state of being a customer continues in the customer’s mind. Any instance where one’s 
status of being a customer is addressed is an instance that may strengthen, weaken, or 
cause no difference in one’s sense of being a customer. In fact, an in-depth understanding 
of the mechanisms leading to these outcomes has lately been in the focus of consumer-
brand relationship research (Fournier and Alvarez, 2012; Park, Eisingerich and Park, 
2013a; Schmitt, 2013; Fournier and Alvarez, 2013; Alba and Lutz, 2013; Park, Eisingerich 
and Park, 2013b). 

Moreover, the term customer implies a connection or a relationship between two parties, 
since a customer is a customer to someone or something. Accordingly, in relationship 
marketing, the term customer relationship is commonly utilized to describe the 
connection between a company and its customer, i.e. a reciprocal, two-way relationship. 
However, Grönroos (2006), for example, has advanced concerns that research on 
customer relationships is predominantly centralized around a business perspective
assuming that the company can decide if a customer relationship exists or not. As a 
possible customer-centric definition of relationships, Grönroos has suggested

“only customers can decide whether they have, or want to have, a relationship with a firm, in other 
words, whether a customer relationship exists or not.” (Grönroos, 2006, p. 402).

Consequently, assuming a consumer-centric positioning, the study addresses a customer 
relationship as a sense of connection that exists in the consumer’s mind. Yet, why would 
anyone be motivated to perceiving such a connection? This question is explored through 
self-based theories.

2.2 Consumer’s self

A key source of inspiration and a central component of this study is the self-concept. This 
section explains the theoretical groundings of the self-concept and describes how it
contributes to the exploration of customer relationships from an individual, subjective 
consumer’s perspective.

In consumer studies, the self is a centrally utilized concept (e.g. Grubb and Grathwohl, 
1967; Sirgy and Samli, 1985; Kleine, Schultz Kleine and Kernan, 1993; Hogg, Cox and 
Keeling, 2000; Schembri, Merrilees and Kristiansen, 2010; Wu, Cutright and 
Fitzsimons, 2011). Commonly, several different terms are used to depict the self across 
research paradigms, e.g. ego, psyche, mind, identity, and agency. However, the term self 
is seen to “refer more specifically to how the person thinks or believes him or herself to 
be” (Markus & Kitayama, 2010, p. 421). Therefore, this term is adopted in this study. 
Other variations are depicted in Table 4.

5 Liljander and Strandvik (1995) proposed that when a customer has purchased twice from the 
company, a customer relationship exists. This study adopts a view where one purchase or an 
equivalent act – such as contract signing, store visit, etc. (or in the present study: the 
acquisition of a customer card) – is enough to warrant studying if a customer relationship 
exists or not. 
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Table 4 The self-concept across research paradigms

Self-concept Main research paradigm 
utilizing the term

Examples of studies in the 
research paradigm

Agency Social psychology, sociology Elder, 1994; Snibbe and 
Markus, 2005; Hitlin and 
Elder, 2007

Ego (the ”I”) Freudian psychoanalysis Friedman, 2000; Ormay, 2011

Identity Symbolic interactionism Schlosser, 2002; Hansen, 2013

Mind Psychology Skinner, 1990; Buss, 2016

Psyche Psychoanalysis Brennan, 1997; Gargiulo, 2006

Self-image Psychology, sociology Simmons, Rosenberg and 
Rosenberg, 1973; Dittmar and 
Drury, 2000

The conceptual roots of the self-concept lie within studies of human psychology but have 
later also crossed into sociology and psychoanalysis, and somewhat overlap with the 
Freudian paradigm (Rosenberg, 1989). One of the earliest references dates back to 1890 
and William James' The Principles of Psychology, where a substantial chapter was titled 
and dedicated to describing “The Consciousness of Self.” However, the self-concept did 
not gain more interest until the 1950s (Rosenberg, 1989).

In terms of research paradigms, the self-concept is central to phenomenology as it offers 
a window for viewing the world as a subjective experience. The self is seen to reflect an 
individual's engagement with a particular sociocultural context: the self is the “me” at the 
center of an individual's experience - “a continually developing sense of awareness” and 
reality, a link between the biological, psychological, and sociocultural (Markus & 
Kitayama, 2010). However, despite its obvious usefulness for gaining insights into the 
consumer’s world, the self-concept has not gained mainstream interest in customer 
relationship research. References to the self are nonetheless present across many 
marketing studies (e.g. Grubb and Grathwohl, 1967; Sirgy; 1985; Onkvisit and Shaw, 
1987; Fournier and Yao, 1997; Bhattacharya and Sen, 2003).

2.2.1 Multiple selves

According to the postmodernist view, the consumer's self is not a simple, static construct, 
instead it has many dimensions (Kleine, Schultz Kleine and Kernan, 1993). In fact, earlier 
research has discovered that humans have not just one, but multiple senses of self that 
exist simultaneously. In other words, the self is always “fragmented” (Firat and 
Venkatesh, 1995; Ahuvia, 2005). Markus and Nurius wrote:

“Possible selves are the ideal selves that we would very much like to become. They are also the 
selves we could become, and the selves we are afraid of becoming. The possible selves that are 
hoped for might include the successful self, the creative self, the rich self, the thin self, or the loved 
and admired self, whereas the dreaded possible selves could be the alone self, the depressed self, 
the incompetent self, the alcoholic self, the unemployed self, or the bag lady self.” (Markus and 
Nurius, 1986, p. 954)
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To simplify the many representations, three basic domains are commonly utilized to 
depict the multiple possibilities of the self:

A) the actual self - who the consumer actually is, i.e. the attributes the consumer actually 
believes she possesses,

B) the ideal self - who the consumer ideally could be, i.e. the attributes the consumer would 
like to possess according to her hopes, aspirations or wishes, and

C) the ought self - who the consumer ought to be, i.e. the attributes that the consumer thinks 
she should possess according to obligations or responsibilities (domains adopted from 
Higgins, 1987).

In addition to these three domains, prior studies have looked into various different types 
of positive and negative self-states, such as hoped-for or desired selves and feared-for or 
dreaded selves (e.g. Morgan, 1993; Norman and Aron, 2002; Sobh and Martin, 2008). 
Consumers have been found to rely on these polar representations of possible selves 
when making decisions in life (Bartels and Urminsky, 2011). 

To explore consumers’ multiple selves, this study combines and summarizes the three 
basic domains of multiple selves and the polar representations of possible selves:

1) the positive self - who the consumer would like to be,

2) the neutral self - who the consumer actually thinks she is and

3) the negative self - who the consumer does not want to be.

This classification is also in line with the original “Possible Selves” article by Markus and 
Nurius (1986).

In addition to these three self-states, multiple selves have also temporalities, i.e. the 
selves can exist in the present, in the future or in the past. This yields nine combinations 
of self-states and temporalities as visualized in Table 5.

Table 5 summarizes some of the self-concepts that occur frequently in literature by 
grouping them into positive, neutral and negative selves that can exist in the future, past 
or present time. Since additional possibilities of the self are likewise plausible, Table 5 is 
offered merely as a summary of the existing studies in order to illuminate the density of 
conceptualizations of consumers’ multiple selves in literature.
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Table 5 Multiple selves

PAST SELF PRESENT SELF FUTURE SELF

POSITIVE 
SELF

(no direct references found 
in the existing literature)

Ideal self (Sirgy, 1982; 
Higgings, 1987; Ogilvie, 
1987; Boyatzis and 
Akrivou, 2006; Hollenbeck 
and Kaikati, 2012)

Best possible self
(Sheldon and
Lyubomirsky, 2006)

Desired self (Sirgy, 1982)

Hoped-for self
(Oyserman and Markus, 
1990; Sobh and Martin, 
2008)

NEUTRAL 
SELF

Remembered self*
(Pasupathi, 2007)

Actual self (Sirgy, 1982; 
Higgins, 1987; Hollenbeck 
and Kaikati, 2012)

Basic self (Sirgy, 1982)

Real self (Sirgy, 1982;
Ogilvie, 1987)

Now self (Markus and 
Nurius, 1986)

True self (Bargh, 
McKenna and Fitzsimons, 
2002)

Possible self* (Markus 
and Nurius, 1986; 
Oyserman, Bybee, Terry 
and Hart-Johnson, 2004)

NEGATIVE 
SELF

(no direct references found 
in the existing literature)

Ought self (Higgins, 1987)

Undesired self (Ogilvie, 
1987)

Dreaded self (Markus 
and Nurius, 1986)

Feared-for self (Norman 
and Aron, 2002; Sobh and 
Martin, 2008)

*or meaning depends on the context

In this study, reference will be made to the categories presented in Table 5: the positive, 
negative, and neutral, and the past, present, and future states of self. These nine 
categories of possible selves are depicted in Figure 3. As depicted in Figure 3, by 
exploring the polarization of temporalities and tonalities of a person’s accounts of the 
self, we are able to begin to map the person’s multiple selves. Figure 3 is therefore called
a map of multiple selves6.

6 The map of multiple selves emerged from the pre-analysis but is presented in this chapter for 
two reasons. First, it is theoretically grounded in existing research. Second, it is pivotal for 
understanding the analyses that follow. 
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Figure 3 Map of multiple selves

2.2.2 Values in life

One of the basic assumptions in studies of the self is that one’s sense of self is connected 
to one’s values in life (e.g. Markus and Kitayama, 2010). These values give guidance in 
terms of what can be accepted or not accepted as part of the self and build a sense of self 
that is positive and meaningful. Schwartz and Bilsky define values as concepts or beliefs 
about desirable states that guide behavior (1987, p. 551). They state that values are, in 
fact, “cognitive representations” of desirable situations (Schwartz and Bilsky 1987, p. 
551). Therefore, exploring a person’s values should give guidance to what the person 
considers as a ‘positive self’. Conversely, it may give an indication of what a person’s 
negative sense of self is.

Schwartz (1992; see also Schwartz and Boehnke, 2004) has conceptualized the value 
domains into ten universal values. These are detailed in Table 6. This conceptualization 
of the ten universal values is a commonly used one in studies of human motivation (e.g.  
Parks and Guay, 2009; Kajonius, Persson and Jonason, 2015); therefore it has been
adopted in this study in order to gain an understanding of consumers’ selves. The process 
by which these values were elicited and investigated in connection to consumers’ selves 
will be explained in Chapter 4. 
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Table 6 The 10 universal values 

Value Sub-items

1. Universalism a. Equality
b. World at peace
c. Unity with nature
d. Wisdom
e. World of beauty
f. Social justice
g. Broadminded
h. Protecting the environment

2. Benevolence a. Loyal
b. Honest
c. Helpful
d. Responsible
e. Forgiving

3. Tradition a. Respectful
b. Moderate
c. Humble
d. Accepting one's portion in life
e. Devout

4. Conformity a. Politeness
b. Self-discipline
c. Honoring parents and elders
d. Obedient

5. Security a. Social order
b. National security
c. Reciprocation of favors
d. Family security
e. Clean

6. Power a. Social power
b. Wealth
c. Authority
d. Preserving public image

7. Achievement a. Ambitious
b. Influential
c. Capable
d. Successful

8. Hedonism a. Pleasure
b. Enjoying life
c. Self-indulgent

9. Stimulation a. Exciting life
b. Varied life
c. Daring

10. Self-direction a. Freedom
b. Creativity
c. Independent
d. Choosing own goals
e. Curious

(as in Perrinjaquet, Furrer, Usunier, Cestre and Valette-Florence, 2007, p. 821; adapted from Schwartz, 
1992; sub-items from Schwartz and Boehnke, 2004)
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2.2.3 Coherence and well-being

Previous research has suggested that a sense of self is not something that we are born 
with (Askegaard, Gertsen and Langer, 2002); rather it develops as individuals attune to 
different contexts in their lives (Markus and Kitayama, 2010, p. 421). Earlier studies have
found that a person is physically healthier when she maintains a positive sense of self, 
compared to a negative one (Taylor, Lerner, Sherman, Sage and McDowell, 2003). 
Furthermore, scholars have argued that despite the multiple representations of the self 
– or perhaps because of them - consumers seek to build a coherent sense of self 
(Thompson and Hirschman, 1995). Consequently, as multiple possibilities of the self can 
exist simultaneously and the consumer’s sense of self is continuously changing and 
evolving, the process of maintaining a coherent, positive sense of self is omnipresent in 
life.

Thus, this study concludes that

A. A consumer is likely to prefer a positive sense of self over a neutral or a negative
sense of self.

B. Consumers aim for coherency of self.

C. An overall coherent, positive sense of self contributes to well-being in life.

D. Furthermore, in line with earlier research (Hitlin, 2003), this study posits that 
the process of building a positive, coherent sense of self is guided by a person's 
values in life.

Figure 4 combines these assumptions into a process view.

Figure 4 Process of achieving well-being in life

2.2.4 Extended self

In addition to values in life, consumers are known to utilize possessions in building and 
maintaining a positive, coherent sense of self in life. Belk (1988) has coined this in his 
article “Possessions and the Extended Self”:
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“We cannot hope to understand consumer behavior without first gaining some understanding of 
the meanings that consumers attach to possessions. A key to understanding what possessions 
mean is recognizing that, knowingly or unknowingly, intentionally or unintentionally, we regard 
our possessions as parts of ourselves. As Tuan argues, “Our fragile sense of self needs support, and 
this we get by having and possessing things because, to a large degree, we are what we have and 
possess” (1980, p. 472). That we are what we have (e.g. Van Esterick 1986; Feirstein 1986; 
Rosenbaum 1972) is perhaps the most basic and powerful fact of consumer behavior.” (Belk, 1988, 
p. 139)

According to Belk (1988), the self is “extended,” i.e. a person's possessions constitute a 
part of who the person is, or who she could be:

“Objects in our possession literally can extend self, as when a tool or weapon allows us to do things 
of which we would otherwise be incapable. Possessions can also symbolically extend self, as when 
a uniform or trophy allows us to convince ourselves (and perhaps others) that we can be a different 
person than we would be without them.” (Belk, 1988, p. 145)

In developing the extended self concept, Belk drew from a wide variety of literature 
including consumer research, psychology, psychoanalysis, sociology, and anthropology, 
but also material and popular culture studies, feminist studies, history and even 
medicine (Belk, 1988, p. 145). Today, the theory of the extended self is well known and 
commonly utilized for understanding consumer behavior (e.g. Lisjak, Lee and Gardner, 
2012; Sciarrino, 2014; Presi, Maehle and Kleppe, 2016).

Specifically, the extended self theory postulates that consumers use possessions for 
managing a sense of self, achieving a sense of continuity, and creating or maintaining a 
sense of one's past (Belk, 1988). For example, in the case of stolen possessions, a person’s
sense of self may diminish (Belk, 1988). Therefore, the extended self is not just another 
self-concept; it is a concept that explains multiple selves. This is illustrated in Figure 5
by visualizing how a person’s sense of self might extend from a core sense of one’s self 
across temporalities and tonalities.

Figure 5 Extended self in the context of this study
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Besides providing an explanation of the existence of multiple selves in the consumers’ 
lives, the extended self theory lends itself to exploring customer relationships as 
possessions that may contribute to an extended sense of self. In fact, Belk noted already 
in 1988 that the initial focus on brand images as possessions is too limited (p. 140) and 
that other possessions that may be ”incorporated into a sense of self” could be
“collections, money, pets, other people, and body parts” (Belk, 1988, p. 140), for example. 
Since then, later studies in the field of psychology have, in fact, established a connection 
between the self and a person's relationships (Agnew, Van Lange, Rusbult and Langston, 
1998), although such examinations have concentrated on human-to-human 
relationships and not business or commercial relationships. 

Yet, a connection between a commercial relationship and a person’s sense of self is not 
entirely novel; previous research has indicated it exists at least in the case of consumers 
and brands (Dolich, 1969; Belk, 1988; Fournier, 1998; Escalas and Bettman, 2005; 
Schembri, Merrilees and Kristiansen, 2010). Earlier studies have also suggested that 
consumers use relationships with companies to satisfy their self-definitional needs 
(Bhattacharya and Sen, 2003). Additionally, it is worth noting that Belk's original 1988 
article maintains a very broad perspective regarding what can be considered as a
possession contributing to an extended sense of self. For example, contradicting the 
theories concerning consumers’ relationships with brands, according to Belk, there does 
not need to be a correspondence between the perceived characteristics of the possession
and the self (1988, p. 140):

“...one can hold an object like the Statue of Liberty to be a part of one's identity without having to 
hold a self-concept composed of characteristics attributed to this statue.” (Belk, 1988, p. 140)

Therefore, the question is not “Can a customer relationship be viewed as a possession?”
but rather “What can be revealed through examining if a consumer perceives a customer
relationship as a possession or not?”

Besides being suitable for a non-dyadic exploration where the company's perspective will
not be investigated, the relationship as a possession metaphor has another useful 
implication: it enables exploring the consumer's connection to the relationship, rather 
than to the company. In the next section, this idea is elaborated further.

2.3 Self-relationship congruence

To conceptualize the link between customer relationships and self-based theories, self-
relationship (S-R) congruence is introduced. It is a concept that describes the connection 
between the consumers’ self and a customer relationship. This conceptualization is based 
on the self-congruity theory.

2.3.1 Self-congruity theory

Sirgy (1982) has provided perhaps the most cited discussion of the use of self-concept in 
consumer behavior research, including one of the early discussions of self-congruity, 
which he titled “self-image/product-image congruity theory”:

“Product cues involving images usually activate a self-schema involving the same images. For 
example, a product having an image of “high status” may activate both a self-schema involving the 
self-concept “I” and a corresponding linkage between that self-concept and the image attribute 
(self-image) involving “status”. This linkage connects the self-concept “I” with the “status” self-
image and is referred to as self-image belief. The self-image belief may be either “I am a high status 
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person” or “I am not a high status person”. …For instance, if the product is a luxury automobile 
and its foremost image is a “high status” one, it can be argued that the value inferred for the 
automobile’s “high status” image depends on the precise nature of the evoked self-image 
dimension involving “status”. If “high status” has a positive value on the evoked self-image 
dimension, then this positive value will be projected to the product; if “high status” has a negative 
value, then a negative value will be projected to the product image. What is being argued here is 
that the value or “meaning” of a product image is not independently derived but is, rather, inferred 
from evoked self-image dimensions.” (Sirgy, 1982, p. 289)

In essence, the self-image dimensions mentioned are equivalent to the multiple or 
extended selves dimensions portrayed earlier in Figure 5. Sirgy (1982) argues that the 
self-product congruity impacts motivation because consumers want to maintain a 
positive self-image and to avoid negative self-images. Hence, self-concepts are an 
integral part of consumers’ motivation and explain, as well as assist, in predicting
outcomes across situations.

Earlier research has found consumers to associate well to brands that enable them to 
express their hoped-for, or ideal sense of self (Malhotra, 1981). Subsequent studies have 
shown that the greater the similarities between a person's hoped-for self and the 
characteristics of a brand, the greater the possibility that the person will choose that 
brand (Sirgy, 1982; Malhotra, 1988; Kim, 2015). The same has been found of consumers’ 
self-congruity in the case of a shopping experience (Haj-Salem, Chebat, Michon and 
Oliveira, 2016). Furthermore, previous studies have observed that “when possessions are 
recognized as inconsistent with our images of self, we gladly neglect or dispose of them” 
(La Branche, 1973 in Belk, 1988, p. 143).

Hence, the connection between a person’s positive sense of self and brands has been 
employed for understanding consumers’ motivation in previous studies. Yet, self-based 
theories have not been applied to understand how consumers perceive and are connected
to customer relationships. The latter will be explored in this study.

2.3.2 Conceptualization

In this section, the implications of the previously presented theories are reviewed in the 
light of the current study.

First, in line with the previously explained theories, the present study conceptualizes that 
the meaning of and motivation for a customer relationship may be inferred from its 
connection with the consumer’s self. The study postulates that

a. a customer relationship that connects to a positive sense of self should be
meaningful to have,

b. a customer relationship that connects to a negative sense of self should be 
meaningless to have, and

c. a customer relationship that connects to a neutral core sense of self should 
be meaningful to have.

Drawing influence from the self-congruity theory, the perceptual connection in the 
consumer’s mind is conceptualized as a self-relationship (S-R) congruence. This will be 
explored empirically in the present study.
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Figure 6 depicts the S-R congruence as a process. The process is to be interpreted from 
left to right and downwards as follows

1. A consumer’s sense of self is connected to her values in life.

2. A consumer has multiple selves. Possessions, such as customer 
relationships, may contribute to (i.e. ‘extend’) a person’s sense of self.

3. Consumer’s perception of a connection between a sense of self and a 
customer relationship is conceptualized as self-relationship (S-R)
congruence. A customer relationship that is congruent with a positive sense of 
self should be meaningful to have and a customer relationship that is congruent 
with a negative self should be meaningless to have.

S-R congruencies can appear in any of the nine squares of the multiple 
selves map. Figure 6 illustrates merely an example where a consumer 
perceives a customer relationship congruent with a positive future self, i.e. 
the dark area in the map of multiple selves visualizes the location of the S-R
congruence in the consumer’s mind (top right corner).

4. An overall sense of a positive, coherent sense of self contributes to well-being 
in life.

Figure 6 Self-relationship congruence as a perceptual process

Although Figure 6 illustrates the process in the case of only one customer relationship, 
in reality, consumers have many simultaneous customer relationships. Hence, a person
must derive the rationale for each customer relationship separately, or to many customer 
relationships in aggregate. This will be explored empirically in the study.

Furthermore, in line with prior research where theories of the self have been found useful 
in explaining motivation in everyday life (Fournier, 1991; Oyserman, 2009), this study 
postulates that

I. because a customer relationship congruent with a positive sense of self is 
meaningful to have, the consumer is likely to experience positive relational 
motivation,
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II. because a customer relationship congruent with a negative sense of self is not 
meaningful to have, the consumer is likely to experience negative relational 
motivation,

III. because a customer relationship congruent with a neutral sense of self is 
connected to the consumer’s core sense of self, it should be meaningful to have 
and the consumer is likely to experience positive relational motivation,

and finally also;

IV. because a customer relationship incongruent with any sense of self is not 
connected to the consumer’s life, it should be meaningless to have and the 
consumer is likely to experience no relational motivation.

These propositions form the basis for investigating consumers’ self-based motivation in 
customer relationships. The two first examples of the conceptual connections between
the S-R congruence and relational motivation are visualized in Figure 7.

Figure 7 Self-based motivation in customer relationships

2.4 Summary

The aim of this chapter has been to explain the theories that form the theoretical 
foundation of the analysis. The chapter provided 

I. an overview of the deficiencies in current understandings of customer 
relationships,
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II. an explanation of the 'self' concept and

III. a theoretical examination of a connection between a consumer’s sense of self and 
a customer relationship. This connection is conceptualized as S-R congruence
and serves as the focal construct in this study.



30

3 THE METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 

This thesis follows a mixed methodology, combining aspects of the grounded theory
method (GTM) and ethnomethodology (EM).

First, this chapter provides an overview of how the grounded theory method influenced 
the first part of the analysis process. After this, ethnomethodology as a research 
approach, adopted in the second part of the analysis process, will be explained. In both 
sections, the features implemented in this study will be detailed. In the final part of the
chapter, a discussion of the considerations concerning the applied methodology will be 
provided.

3.1 Influence drawn from the grounded theory method

The grounded theory method (GTM) is an inductive sociological method for developing 
new theory from empirical data. The method was originally developed by Glaser and 
Strauss in 1967. The methodology “was labelled grounded theory to reflect, as the name 
suggests, theory that is grounded in the words and actions of those individuals under 
study” (Goulding, 2005, p. 295-6). 

True to its roots, GTM remains commonly utilized in sociology7, however it has grown 
into a commonly accepted method also in marketing (Goulding, 2005), especially in 
consumer behavior studies (e.g. Belk, Wallendorf and Sherry, 1989; Hirschman and 
Thompson, 1997). Therefore, it was deemed a suitable method for analyzing the data 
collected in this study.

The method relies on open coding of data: codes are derived from data until a point of 
saturation is reached where axial categories begin to emerge. In other words, the 
researcher must be immersed in the data to the extent that she reaches an auxiliary level 
of understanding. As a result, the codes start to get organized into categories, which are
labeled accordingly. The researcher can then develop and explore hypotheses. Through 
various rounds of verifying, falsifying and modifying, a central hypothesis will eventually 
emerge as an overall explanation of the data. In other words, the theory is grounded in 
the data.

In practice, GTM involves the following steps that are conducted nonlinearly: 

A. constant comparative method,

B. theoretical coding,

C. theoretical sampling,

D. theoretical saturation, and

E. theoretical sensitivity (O’Reilly, Paper and Marx, 2012).

First, the constant comparative method means that the coding process is not separate 
from the analysis process; instead, one is used to elaborate on the other (Glaser and 
Strauss, 1967; Locke, 2001; O’Reilly, Paper and Marx, 2012). Second, through theoretical 

7 For a comprehensive overview, see e.g. Strauss and Corbin (1990).
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coding, the researcher “makes sense” of the data by categorizing the information into 
groups (O’Reilly, Paper and Marx, 2012) that represent what the data are descriptive of. 
Third, theoretical sampling means that the findings from the coding, categorizing, and 
analysis process give guidance to subsequent data collection and that all of these are 
conducted simultaneously as the GTM process progresses towards a point of saturation
(Goulding, 2002). Theoretical saturation is then used for referring to the point where no 
additional data are found that would further explicate the categories established in the 
process (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Finally, the overarching concept of theoretical 
sensitivity is described below:

“The first step in gaining theoretical sensitivity is to enter the research setting with as few pre-
determined ideas as possible – especially logically deducted a priori hypotheses. In this posture, 
the analyst is able to remain sensitive to the data by being able to record events and detect 
happenings without first having them filtered through and squared with pre-existing hypotheses 
and biases. His mandate is to remain open to what is actually happening.” (Glaser, 1978, p. 2)

Hence, the following are in line with the grounded theory method:

1. Once an idea of what was of interest had been established, the field was entered as soon 
as possible (in line with Goulding, 2005).

2. Only a few sensitizing concepts were utilized in the design of the empirical study8.

3. The cases chosen for a closer exploration were purposefully selected (in line with 
Goulding, 2005).

4. Wide arrays of data were utilized in the analysis, including in-depth interviews, 
experiments, observation, and personal research memos (in line with Goulding, 2005).

5. Each interview transcript was analyzed carefully, noting any themes that emerged. The 
analyses were then compared across cases in order to ensure consistency of ideas (in line 
with Goulding, 2005).

6. Various types and lengths of research memos were utilized throughout the analysis 
process to elaborate on the data (in line with Bryman and Burgess, 2002). These included,
for example, digital documents and hand-written field notes.

7. The coding was conducted rigorously and meticulously. 

8. The findings were compared continuously with the data (in line with Glaser and Strauss, 
1967).

9. The analyses were conducted and continued over an extensive period of time - many years 
- until an ultimate point of saturation was reached.

However, the approach deviated from GTM in the following ways:

- The thematic arrangement of data began already at an early stage of the analysis process. 
This thematic arrangement was based on the sensitizing concepts. Open coding was also 
utilized, especially for ad hoc emergent ideas.

- Data collection was not carried on until a point of saturation had been reached (cf. 
Goulding, 2005). In other words additional data collection was not included in the 
constant comparative method applied in this study (c.f. Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p. 43).
However, during the months of data collection, each audiotape was listened to and notes

8 The sensitizing concepts are detailed in Chapter 4.
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were made. Hence, the process of gaining an overall understanding of the data began at 
an early stage and modifications to the data collection process were made along the way.

- No one core category emerged as a result of the coding and categorization (c.f. Glaser and 
Strauss, 1967): rather various pieces of information and inconsistencies emerged that 
warranted auxiliary analyses.

While many of the core elements of GTM are visible in this report of the study and the 
interpretation it provides, the approach does not strictly adhere to GTM.

3.1.1 Critical view of the method

One of the core criticisms towards GTM results from the confusion that its various 
versions such as “the original Glaser and Strauss 1967 version”, “the Strauss and Corbin 
1990 rendition”, or “Glaser’s later interpretations” (1978, 1992) (in Goulding, 1998)
yield. Still, the original piece of work by Glaser and Strauss (1967) is unquestionably the 
most cited to date. All of these versions differ somewhat in terms of their terminology 
and approach, yet share many similarities. They all aim to “lift” ideas from the data and 
explain them theoretically in order to give meaning to human behavior (Goulding, 1998, 
p. 55). 

Prior research has noted that the process whereby a grounded theory analysis is applied
is often imprecise (Bryman and Burgess, 2002, p. 6). Therefore, this study provides a
very detailed explanation on the various steps of the analysis process in Chapters 4 and 
5. However, the process applied in this study is not aligned with any one guide regarding
the practical application of GTM, rather the process was developed and adapted as it
progressed. In fact, although the textbooks that explain GTM provide very detailed 
explanation on the reasons why the method is advantageous, they often provide only
limited instructions on how to implement the method in practice.

For example, some scholars have noted that by utilizing GTM, it can be difficult for the 
researcher “to anticipate an accurate time scale for the research” at hand (Goulding, 
2005, p. 298). Indeed, as explained, the findings that are presented in this report have 
taken many years to develop. Whether this was a direct result from the utilization of GTM 
or simply a coincidence remains uncertain. However, on many occasions the coding task
seemed to be leading nowhere. In line with Bryman and Burgess’ (2002) remark that 
writing research memos is a vital part of the process, it assisted in organizing the data 
into meaningful ideas at times when the coding felt overwhelming.

In the light of these impediments, the grounded theory method has often been criticized 
as idealistic and impractical for everyday research purposes - although according to some 
scholars, this is due to its wide misuse (e.g. Goulding, 2005). O’Reilly, Paper and Marx 
have noted this in their work:

“When the reported findings are very similar to the initial research inquiry, this is often a clue that 
data collection and coding were not well informed by data analysis – in essence, the researcher did 
not travel the path of the data’s story and instead may have become locked onto data categories 
that formed too early and were never subsequently challenged” (O’Reilly et al., 2012, p. 258).

Indeed, researchers seem to agree that the in vivo or open coding process is heavy and 
time consuming: one can easily get “lost” in the data. Yet, it seems almost inevitable that 
confusion occurs at some point when applying GTM. It may take years for a researcher 
to surface with a clear understanding of the phenomenon.
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Having travelled the journey of GTM, it is safe to conclude that the final findings of this 
study do not resemble what the exploration was set out to find in the beginning. In fact, 
the complexity that emerged was unimaginable. Therefore, in order to further analyze
and comprehend the idiosyncrasies, a supplementary method was applied in this study. 
This method is next explained.

3.2 Ethnomethodology as a research approach

In the second part of the analysis, ethnomethodology was applied for inspecting the 
idiosyncrasies that emerged from the GTM analysis process. Despite its name, 
ethnomethodology is not a precise method but rather an approach to sociological inquiry. 
It is located at the subjective end of the social science methodologies and is based on the 
ontology of “reality as a social construction” (Morgan and Smircich, 1980, p. 492). This 
is illustrated in Table 7.

In Table 7, the approaches to social inquiry are generalized into six categories, each
represented by a column. Ethnomethodology is located at the subjectivist end of the 
continuum of social approaches, as highlighted in the table. It assumes reality as socially 
constructed by humans and aims to understand the ways in which reality is created and 
maintained. 

The precise focus of ethnomethodology is on the “organized activities of everyday life”
(Garfinkel, 1967, p. vii), i.e. mundane activities in everyday circumstances. By 
investigating practical reasoning in the context of people’s everyday lives, 
ethnomethodologists believe they can discover something of interest, which in turn can 
then be inspected in more detail (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 1). In fact, ethnomethodology is 
inclined to examine deviant situations and subject them to meticulous examination 
undermining the seeming “naturalness” of the phenomenon (Prasad, 2005, p. 72).

Similar to the GTM, the origins of EM date back to the 1960s. The approach was 
developed by Harold Garfinkel (Lynch, 2011). For developing the ethnomethodological 
approach, Garfinkel drew influence from Talcott Parson's work (Lynch, 2011). To date, 
Garfinkel’s most well-known piece of work is his collection of essays titled “Studies in 
Ethnomethodology,” published in 1967, which was also the key source of inspiration for 
the second part of the analysis of this study. It has lately been noted that Garfinkel’s
“contributions are far more extensive than is often recognized” (Lynch, 2011, p. 928). 

The etymology of ethnomethodology refers to people (ethno) and methodology; the 
systematic performance of scientific and non-scientific practices (Lynch, 2011, p. 930). 
The following excerpt describes the background and original uses of ethnomethodology:

“Ethnomethodology became both a name for the research program and for the substantive ‘things’ 
that ethnomethodologists studied. It was nominally inspired by ‘ethnosciences’ (for example, 
ethnobotany, the anthropological study of native plant classifications and uses) and the 
‘ethnography of language’ (the observational and analytical study of language use in specific 
cultural situations). However, the scope of ethnomethodology’s observational and analytical 
approach was exceptionally broad, as it included the circumstantial use of methods of all kinds. 
Language use, such as in conversational exchanges at a dinner table or deliberations among 
members of a jury, remained a crucially important research topic, but the methods studied also 
included embodied and technologically mediated practices, such as navigating through traffic 
situations and recognizing what is happening in social and technical environments.” (Lynch, 2011, 
p. 930).
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Precisely due to this flexibility of studying day-to-day mundane activities of the ‘natives’, 
ethnomethodology is well suited for various types of research studies where underlying 
meanings and patterns are to be discovered.

The documentary method of interpretation commonly used in ethnomethodological 
research is borrowed from Mannheim (1982, see also Bohnsack, 2008). Garfinkel
described the documentary method of interpretation as follows:

“The method consists of treating an actual appearance as 'the document of,' as 'pointing to,' as 
'standing on behalf of' a presupposed underlying pattern. Not only is the underlying pattern 
derived from its individual documentary evidences, but the individual documentary evidences, in 
their turn, are interpreted on the basis of 'what is known' about the underlying pattern. Each is 
used to elaborate the other. The method is recognizable for the everyday necessities of recognizing 
what a person is “talking about” given that he does not say exactly what he means” (Garfinkel, 
1967, p. 78)

In addition to the documentary method, two other extensions are present in subsequent 
literature utilizing the ethnomethodological approach: conversation analysis (CA) and 
membership categorization analysis (MCA)9. However, this study follows classical 
ethnomethodology, i.e. the design of the study is based on Garfinkel's Studies in 
Ethnomethodology (1967) and therefore follows most closely the documentary method 
of interpretation. Accordingly, the research interest of this study is directed towards 
understanding the underlying patterns of discussions, rather than conducting textual or 
conversational analyses.  

3.2.1 Self-concept in ethnomethodology

As a subjective social inquiry approach, ethnomethodology takes into account that 
consumers' selves affect their sense-making process. However, the interest of 
ethnomethodology is not on the self-concept as such. Rather, the self is assumed to be
one of the fundamental constituents of a person's sense-making process.

9 The most notable extension of ethnomethodology is conversation analysis (CA), which 
emerged from the works of Sacks (1992a, 1992b). CA focuses on the sequential organization 
of spoken interaction in order to understand the methods used by the conversationalists 
(Bolander and Sandberg, 2013, p. 288). Despite being often utilized synonymously with 
ethnomethodology, CA and ethnomethodology remain two distinctively different 
methodologies.

Membership categorization analysis (MCA) is likewise connected to the works of Sacks (1972, 
1992a, 1992b). MCA approaches people as members of society, belonging to a certain 
“category” in everyday spoken language. These categories contain within them certain rules 
of action to which the members must adhere to. In many ways, MCA remains true to the 
original tenets of ethnomethodology, yet its interest is centered on the specificities of the 
linguistic turns and conversational flow. This renders it better suited for focused situational 
examinations (see e.g. Whittle, Housley, Gilchrist, Mueller and Lenney, 2015).
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Belk's theory of the extended self specifies that the relationships between “having, doing, 
and being” are strong (1988, p. 145). Accordingly, ethnomethodology lends itself for the 
study of 

how consumers make sense of “doing” (i.e. sense-making)

customer relationships “having” (i.e. possessions)

in the context of their everyday lives. “being” (i.e. the self)

In fact, as a research method, ethnomethodology is concerned with studying precisely
how people make sense of things in life (Baker, 2002). By being concerned with practical 
reasoning, ethnomethodology is not primarily focused on what is being said, i.e. the 
content, but rather what is being talked about and how it is being talked about (Garfinkel, 
1967, p. 29). For example, in spoken language, one has a customer relationship – but it 
is unknown if consumers in their perceptual processes liken customer relationships to 
possessions. According to Belk (1988, p. 146), possessions as well as observations and 
uses of those possessions contribute to the knowledge of who we are (Belk, 1988, p. 146). 
Therefore, by understanding if customer relationships are perceived by consumers as 
possessions and by studying how consumers make sense of them we may begin to 
understand if customer relationships have a role in the consumers’ construction of a
coherent, positive sense of self.

3.2.2 Terminology used in the study

Ethnomethodology encompasses various terms that hold specific meanings. The exact 
meanings of the terminology adopted in the study are clarified in this section. Many of 
the references date back to Garfinkel’s Studies in Ethnomethodology (1967), which 
explain the ethnomethodological terminology in great – and perhaps also cumbersome -
detail. To increase clarity, references are also drawn from later works of other academics.

The terminology adopted in this study is divided under five main discussion points:

1. consumers’ narratives,

2. contextual sense-making,

3. underlying understandings,

4. routinized activities, and

5. breaching experiments.

Next, the origins and details of these terms will be explained.

3.2.2.1 Consumers’ narratives

Garfinkel (1967) refers to people as “members” sharing the same understanding of the 
practical activities and circumstances within a phenomenon. This understanding enables 
members to comprehend practical reasoning through using the same frame of reference. 
He embeds the researcher into this term: ethnomethodology as a social inquiry method 
requires the researched and the researcher both to be knowledgeable about the 
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phenomenon being studied. According to Garfinkel, members' “accounts” are all the 
methods - including but not restricted to talk - in which members make visible the 
features of what is being discussed (1967). Thus, the label member does not only refer to 
shared linguistic methods, but also to other ways in which meanings are created and 
understood. To the extent that the term member is useful, it is utilized in this thesis; 
however, generally in this study members are referred to as consumers, subjective
individuals or interviewees.

According to Garfinkel, “accounting practices” refer to the ways in which members' 
accounts are described and explained (1967). Hence, “accountable” is utilized for 
describing any ethnomethodological phenomenon that is observed and reportable 
(Garfinkel, 1967). Consequently, accountability is used in ethnomethodology for 
explaining “how we present and organize our actions while anticipating their reception 
by unknown, as well as specifiable, ‘auditors’” (Lynch, 2011, p. 928). Later on in the 
thesis, these terms will be utilized on a few rare occasions where they add value to the 
discussion via the descriptive nature of the practice they explain. In all other instances, 
members’ accounts will be referred to as consumers’ narratives, which originates from 
the consumer behavior research stream and is therefore better suited for the 
investigation at hand.

According to Garfinkel, members' accounts are often vague and connected to other 
events and possibilities in the past or future (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 39-42). In fact, Garfinkel 
explicitly connects accounts and their determinations to members' personal biographies.
He states that due to this connection, despite the shared knowledge, a disparity remains 
between the publicly acknowledged determinations and a person's private knowledge.
The latter is held in reserve; things often have more meaning for a person than she is able 
to communicate. (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 56) This study has attempted to tap into this hidden 
knowledge.

3.2.2.2 Contextual sense-making

In ethnomethodology, the expressions and actions by members are indexical meaning 
that what is meant by them is tied to the context in which they appear (Garfinkel, 1967). 
Therefore, expressions do not have a sense that remains identical through the changing 
occasions of their use. In fact, many expressions are such that their sense cannot be 
decided by an external party unless additional details are known or assumed. (Garfinkel, 
1967, p. 39-42) An example of an indexical expression is this; on its own, its meaning 
cannot be interpreted, yet through understanding the context in which it appears it can 
be understood.

As the findings will show in this study, the notion of indexicality was especially useful in 
the investigation of the sensitizing concepts: customer and customer relationship. An 
examination of indexicality revealed and explained the meanings that the consumers 
were appropriating to these words.

Furthermore, ethnomethodologists believe that when an expression is used, by waiting 
to see what will still be said, the present significance of what had been said will be 
clarified. Thus, many expressions have “the property of being progressively realized and 
realizable through the further course of the conversation”. (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 39-42) 
Consequently, the meaning of an expression depends upon where it occurs in serial 
order, the expressive character of the terms that are used, and the importance of the 
account to the conversationalists (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 39-42). In this study, it was often
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fruitful to wait for the interviewee to clarify the meaning of what had just been said. The
method of waiting to see what will still be said produced rich empirical data and 
contributed towards the discovery of consumers’ underlying meanings.

Moreover, according to the ethnomethodological view, it is common for the interviewee 
to assume that when mundane matters are being discussed, the interviewer has whatever 
unstated understanding is required regarding the matter (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 3). An 
ethnomethodological examination can reveal that many matters are being talked about 
with utterances or without being explicitly stated or mentioned (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 39-
42). In fact, it is normal for a person to ‘assume’, ‘assume that the other party assumes’
as well, and ‘assume that as she assumes it of the other’, the other ‘assumes the same for 
her’ (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 55). Matters are therefore understood by establishing a 
“common scheme of interpretation and expression” in the interaction (Garfinkel, 1967, 
p. 39-42).

In ethnomethodology, members' conversational practices such as usage of et cetera are 
known as “ad hocing” (Garfinkel, 1967). Ad hocing practices are used by members 
whenever sufficient knowledge of competence is assumed among members of the 
conversation (Garfinkel, 1967). Factum valet is an ethnomethodological term depicting
this. It belongs to the ethnomethodological category of ad hocing and is used for 
describing a practice where something otherwise prohibited is counted correct once it is
done (Garfinkel, 1967). In fact, factum valet depicts members shared understanding of 
what rationally can be done. Although the terms ad hocing and factum valet will not be 
utilized in the remaining part of this study as such, the findings will reveal that 
consumers were utilizing these practices in their narratives. Therefore, a general 
understanding of these terms is necessary for understanding the advantage of the 
ethnomethodological approach in generating the findings presented in this thesis.

3.2.2.3 Underlying understandings

Despite the complexity of matters and terminology, an ethnomethodologist researcher's 
scrutiny of practical actions, circumstances, and reasoning is not aimed at adding
complexity to the lives of the members being studied. In fact, for members themselves, 
accounts should remain unproblematic, rational, and ordinary (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 9). 
Nevertheless, the researcher must treat the properties of members' accounts as 
somewhat “anthropologically strange” in order to make visible the ways in which the 
members make sense of the situation (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 9). This curiosity is referred to 
in ethnomethodology as reflexivity. It is also sometimes called ethnomethodological 
indifference, or analytic bracketing, the latter especially in phenomenology (Tufford and 
Newman, 2010).

Through employing reflexivity, a researcher can begin to access the understandings that 
underlie member's accounts and their sense-making. These underlying understandings 
are also referred to as “background expectancies” (Garfinkel, 1967) as they provide a
frame for shared understandings among members. However, in the remaining parts of 
this thesis, underlying understandings will be utilized to reflect these notions.

3.2.2.4 Routinized activities

According to ethnomethodology, people implement various coping strategies and 
methods in order to deal with conflicts that occur in their everyday lives. These coping 
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strategies are “a range of practices and procedures that assign structure, sense, 
rationality, and order” to our lives (Baker, 2002, p. 790). In other words, the methods 
are aimed at ensuring clarity, coherency, and consistency of sense-making (Garfinkel, 
1967, p. 34). In this view, routines, or routinized activities, are seen as a “necessary 
condition of rational action” and depend “upon the person being able to take for granted, 
to take under trust, a vast array of features of the social order” (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 172-
3). Accordingly, ethnomethodologists are interested in revealing the rationale behind the 
application of methods in situations where people make sense of things and strive to 
understand the rules that govern their use (Bolander and Sandberg, 2013, p. 278). The 
present study encompasses analyses for understanding these methods and activities, i.e. 
is focused on consumers’ routinized activities.

3.2.2.5 Breaching experiments

In ethnomethodology, the term breaching is used for describing the ways in which
members' order of normality is disrupted in an attempt to discover what it, in essence,
is. As Garfinkel explains:

“Procedurally it is my preference to start with familiar scenes and ask what can be done to make 
trouble. The operations that one would have to perform in order to multiply the senseless features 
of perceived environments; to produce and sustain bewilderment, consternation, and confusion; 
to produce the socially structured affects of anxiety, shame, guilt, and indignation; and to produce 
disorganized interaction should tell us something about how the structures of everyday activities 
are ordinarily and routinely produced and maintained.” (Garfinkel, 1967, pp. 37-38)

Indeed, “to make trouble” was an original idea developed by Garfinkel in the 1960s and 
became a central style applied in ethnomethodology in the years to come (Lynch, 2011).  
Garfinkel suggested that the firmer the person's grasp of the “natural facts of life”, the 
more severe his disturbance when those facts are criticized or challenged (1967, p. 54). 
Consequently, when breaching, members are likely to quickly attempt to restore the 
situation to normal appearances (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 47), which is what the 
ethnomethodologists are precisely interested in studying. 

The breaching occurrences observed10 in this study did not reach the level of confusion 
or anxiety of Garfinkel’s experiments – nor was it the intention; on the other hand, as 
mentioned by Garfinkel, a researcher can settle for less if the results of the breach are “at 
all encouraging” (1967, p. 55). This was the key idea that catalyzed the identification and
analysis of breaching experiments in this thesis.

3.2.3 Critical view of the approach

During the last 50 years, Garfinkel's ethnomethodology has failed to gain substantial
foothold outside of software and organizational studies, and even vaguely in those (see 
e.g. Bolander and Sandberg, 2013). Studies applying ethnomethodology in consumer
behavior or relationships studies are non-existent. Yet, in order to gain a fresh
perspective on customer relationships, a new approach should be welcomed. This study 
exemplifies the usefulness of ethnomethodology in the context of studying how 
consumers make sense of customer relationships in their everyday lives.

However, in order to successfully claim the use of ethnomethodology, one needs to be 
aware of the criticism ethnomethodologists have been subjected to throughout the years. 

10 Indeed ’observed’, as breaching experiments were not intentionally conducted.
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Ethnomethodology has been criticized mainly for its complex vocabulary (Lynch, 2011), 
which renders it difficult to apply in its original sense. As a result, it has been noted that 
“ethnomethodology remains one of the least-well-understood orientations” in the social 
sciences today (Lynch, 2011, p. 939).

Additionally, although Garfinkel's original breaching experiments could be criticized for 
potentially causing discomfort and anxiety in the members subject to the study, such 
outcomes can be avoided – to some extent – by carefully designing the experiment in 
advance. For example, a researcher can attempt to anticipate members' reactions and
prepare to alleviate any emerging concerns. Naturally, a social experiment cannot be 
completely pre-planned or its consequences pre-avoided.

In this study, the analyses uncovered certain occurrences that corresponded to
breaching. Although not originally designed as breaching experiments, they fulfil the
ethnomethodological criteria. Their original purpose was to create limited confusion in 
the interviewees in order to discover how they dealt with and resolved situations. Care 
was taken not to create any substantial discomfort among the participants. The ‘breaches’
were very subtle and hence it seems like any adverse effects were successfully avoided. 
The details will be presented for evaluation later in this thesis.

3.3 Phenomenology

Finally, a third methodology can also be considered to have affected the design of this
study, namely; phenomenology. In the first chapter of this thesis, phenomenology was 
introduced as one of the philosophical perspectives applied in the study. Yet, as 
mentioned, it can also be approached as a research method. 

Goulding summarizes phenomenology as a method in which

“…individuals approach the life world with a stock of knowledge made up of common sense 
constructs and categories (…) These stocks of knowledge produce familiarity, but they are always 
incomplete and open ended. Naming requires the interpretative application of a category to the 
concrete particulars of a situation (Holstein and Gubrium, 1994). Language is the central medium 
for transmitting meaning (…) The meaning of a word is taken to be what it references, corresponds 
with, or stands for in the real world. This is based on the premise that the essential task of language 
is to convey information and describe “reality”. It is also assumed that there is a degree of 
commonalty in that others experience the world in fundamentally the same way, intersubjectively 
sharing the same meaning. The basic assumption is that a person’s life is a socially constructed 
totality in which experiences interrelate coherently and meaningfully. With regard to the process 
of enquiry, the phenomenologist has only one legitimate source of data, and that is the views and 
experiences of the participants themselves. This in itself assumes that the participant’s view is 
taken as “fact”... Sampling is therefore purposive and prescribed from the start and the main
instrument of data collection is the interview.” (Goulding, 2005, p. 302).

In fact, ethnomethodology is often compared with phenomenology as the two share the 
same ontological background. Moreover, ethnomethodology has partially evolved from 
the phenomenological thinking (Lynch, 2011).

Thus far, the chapter has explained how a combination of two methods were used in this 
study: ethnomethodology (EM) and grounded theory method (GTM). Due to the 
exploratory nature of the study, the analysis began with the grounded theory method and 
only further along in the process, as interesting discoveries began to emerge, 
ethnomethodology was employed in order to inspect those findings in more detail. This 
procedure brought additional depth to the findings. However, as the 
ethnomethodological approach of data analysis is not very rigorously explained by the 
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existing literature pertaining to the topic, the following steps were adopted from 
phenomenology, in line with Colaizzi (1978):

The textual analysis began by reading the transcripts, i.e. consumers’ narratives, in 
order to get a sense of who the consumers are and how they see the world.

Extracting significant statements i.e. identifying key sources for ideas, was done at an 
early stage. These statements were used for constructing the conceptualizations at later 
stages of the research.

Various themes were discovered, collected and reduced into conceptualizations that 
provided a description of and explained the phenomenon under study.

The ways in which the adoption of these steps supported the process is explained in more 
detail in the next section.

3.4 Overview of the applied methodology

The empirical study was exploratory. Although it was informed by the existence of the 
three methodologies – GTM, EM and phenomenology - no one methodological approach 
alone was strictly adhered to in the empirical investigation. Instead, the objective was to 
grasp the phenomenon from an open-minded perspective, without limiting 
preconceptions, through the adaptation of these methods. Table 8 provides an overview 
of the three methodologies used in this study and the ten steps corresponding to these 
methods.

Once all the data had been collected, the analysis began by utilizing a combination of 
GTM and phenomenology. Ultimately, it was this combination that led to the extraction 
of significant elements that formed the basis of the findings presented in this study. 
Probably, by following open coding or relying on emerging themes only, this point of 
saturation could not have been reached. GTM assisted in reducing the amount of 
interesting data and contributed to the development of the initial ideas presented in this 
thesis. However, the coding process was time consuming. Considering the amount of 
materials collected, open coding could have been extremely difficult to do without the 
help of the guiding themes.

Consequently, in the analysis phase, these three methodologies were combined and 
implemented flexibly yet rigorously. This meant that the analysis began by utilizing GTM 
supported by phenomenology, and when interesting discoveries emerged, they were 
explored through applying EM. Such discoveries and explorations gave new ideas and 
direction to the study. Based on the findings from these explorations, GTM categories 
were accepted, rejected, or amended and relabeled and data within those categories 
inspected to ensure the early assumptions could be held true. This interplay between 
GTM and EM continued until a point of saturation was reached: all data had been 
inspected, coded, categorized and interpreted.
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Table 8 Methodological influences on the study

Phase Step Grounded Theory 
Method

Ethnomethodology Phenomenological 
influence

Designing the 
empirical 
study

1 Choosing sensitizing 
concepts

Conducting 
the empirical 
study

2 Conducting in-depth 
interviews and 
observation

Writing field memos

Including (breaching)
experiments

1st wave of 
analyses 
(Analyses 1-3)

3 Writing research 
memos

Reading consumers’ 
narratives

4 Organizing the data 
into themes

5 Coding Identifying peculiar 
findings

Extracting significant 
statements

6 Writing research 
memos

Identifying themes

7 Coding axially Conceptualizing

2nd wave of 
analyses 
(Analysis 4)

8 Reading consumers’ 
narratives

9 Interpreting 
underlying 
understandings

Analyzing routinized 
activities

Identifying themes

10 Conceptualizing

To conclude, although GTM and EM are two distinctively different approaches, they
share enough similarities to make them compatible - and enough differences to produce 
a fruitful combination. Fundamentally, they both link to phenomenology through 
sociology. GTM is concerned with rigorous coding and hypotheses that emerge from data 
and are tested and modified in comparison to the data, in a process that ultimately leads 
to the development of a 'grounded' theory. EM is useful for understanding invisible 
patterns in human sense-making, accessed by questioning the naturalness of a 
phenomenon. Therefore, by combining these two methods with phenomenological 
thinking, it was possible to achieve a consistent process of building theory from data. The 
resulting theory is informed by understandings that cannot be grasped with any one 
approach alone.
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4 THE EMPIRICAL STUDY OF CONSUMERS AND THEIR 
CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIPS

This chapter discusses the planning, organization and execution of the empirical study.

First, a discussion of the empirical setting in which the study was conducted is offered. 
Next, an overview of the empirical design of the study is presented. This is followed by
an explanation of the case study approach, including a discussion of the sensitizing 
concepts adopted in the design of the empirical study.

The discussion of the details of the empirical study is divided into two phases:

I. Phase I discusses the screening survey that was deployed in order to find 
suitable candidates for the interviews. 

II. Phase II explains the details of the 3-stage interview process, including
the language used and the ethical considerations made during this
process.

These two phases combined elucidate how the empirical data were collected. The chapter 
closes with an explanation of how the data were prepared for the analyses and a 
discussion of the iterative-inductive nature of the analysis process.

4.1 Card-based customer programs as the empirical setting

Customer programs are one example of the practical implementation of RM strategy 
within companies (e.g. Beck, Chapman and Palmatier, 2015). Accordingly, this study 
utilized them as the contextual setting for the empirical study. 

Today in Europe, customer programs are a common practice after growing at a rate of 
nearly 30 percent each year during the 1990s (Ziliani and Bellini, 2004). Yet, the effect 
of customer programs remains unclear and the knowledge of how customers view them 
continues to be incomplete (Kivetz and Simonson, 2002; Kang, Alejandro and Groza, 
2014; Sayman and Hoch, 2014). In fact, studies have suggested that there is no difference 
in customer behavior within or outside relationship programs (Sharp and Sharp, 1997;
Wright and Sparks, 1999) and that customers within the programs are more different in 
their tendencies than what is commonly understood or accepted (Storbacka, Strandvik 
and Grönroos, 1994; Jones and Sasser, 1995; Jai and King, 2016). Earlier studies also 
indicate that customers might not change their purchase behavior after joining a 
customer program (Gómez, Arranz and Cillán, 2006) and that many businesses believe 
they have loyal customers although it is perhaps not the case (Bowen and Kurey, 2006). 
Suggestions such as adapting relationship programs to match the concrete needs of each 
individual participant (Gómez, Arranz and Cillán, 2006; Arbore and Estes, 2013) and 
investigating them more comprehensively from the customer's perspective (Bagdoniené 
and Jakštaité, 2007) have been made. 

Overall, it seems that companies find it difficult to understand what motivates their 
customers (Oliver, Rust and Varki, 1998; White, 2015). Yet, a review of the existing 
customer relationship management (CRM) research stream suggests that most studies 
are conducted from a company-centric perspective (e.g. Verhoef, 2003; Jayachandran, 
Sharma, Kaufman and Raman, 2005; Payne and Frow, 2005; Kumar and Reinartz, 2012; 
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Buttle and Maklan, 2015). Consequently, CRM and customer programs often remain as 
company-centric initiatives aimed at maximizing profits. 

To contribute to the development of a consumer-centric perspective in customer 
relationship research, this study approaches CRM more broadly as a strategy of 
managing customer relationships successfully. The expression ‘successful management 
of customer relationships’ therefore encompasses also consumer well-being, not only 
company profitability.

Recognizing the diversity of CRM initiatives that exist, this study will refer to them 
generically as customer programs, irrespective of the type of incentives offered or criteria 
for joining. There are other related terms utilized in research: reward programs, rebate 
programs, benefit programs, discount programs, relationship and membership 
programs (Arantola, 2002). However, such terms as these do not coincide with the aims 
of this study and were considered unsuitable for its purposes11.

In terms of type of customer programs, this study focuses on card-based programs. In 
card-based customer programs, the accumulation or collection of incentives is connected 
to the customer card, either a scanner-readable card that is swiped (Allaway, Gooner, 
Berkowitz and Davis, 2006, p. 1318) at the cashier, or a card that is shown or otherwise 
registered at the point of purchase. Utilization of the card may then yield benefits for the 
customer, such as cost savings, special deals, rebates, or redeemable points (Allaway, 
Gooner, Berkowitz and Davis, 2006, p. 1318). In return, the company gets very detailed 
information concerning the customer's purchases (Allaway, Gooner, Berkowitz and 
Davis, 2006). 

Wright and Sparks (1999) have generalized the various card types into three high-level 
categories:

1. “Point cards. (…) the simplest of the card-based (…) schemes. Points are awarded 
to customers depending on how much they spend in a particular store. These points 
can then be redeemed for a discount on future purchases at the store in which they 
were earned or claim other rewards. 

2. Multi-retailer cards. (…) are similar to point cards in that points are earned 
depending on how much the customer spends. Points can be redeemed for discounts 
on future purchases or other free gifts. Points, however, can be earned in a number
of retailing outlets, rather than in just one store.

3. Store cards. A credit or charge card launched by a retailer (…) – the interest rate, 
however, tends to be higher than traditional credit cards. Free magazines and 
invitations to discount evenings at the store are additional benefits of store cards. One 
card is usually confined to purchasing within one chain of outlets, but there are some 
multi-store cards as well.” (Wright and Sparks, 1999, p. 432)

All these card types were included in this study. Additionally, any customer relationships 
that the consumers considered equivalent to card-based ones, even without the existence 
of a customer card, were included in the study, where possible.

11 The terms ‘reward’, ‘rebate’, ‘benefit’, and ‘discount’ suggest that the consumer perceives 
benefits from the program, which was uncertain prior to the empirical study. The term 
‘relationship’ suggests that a relationship exists, which was likewise uncertain. ‘Membership’ 
as a term illuminates the social aspects of the program. This term was also rejected, as social 
aspects were not in focus in this study.
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4.2 Overview of the empirical study

Before moving to the details of the empirical study, Figure 8 is presented as an overview 
of the empirical data collection process. The process took six months – from January to 
June 2010 - and consisted of two phases: the screening survey and the in-depth 
interviews. There were 832 respondents in the screening survey, out of which ten 
individuals were selected as cases for the second phase. 

The second data collection phase consisted of three consecutive stages where each of the 
ten individuals was interviewed three times. In other words, a total of 30 interviews were 
carried out. Planning of the interviews was done in two parts, the first part before the 
interview process started, and the second part before the third interview stage. This 
enabled utilization of the insights from the first two interviews for building individual 
interview guides for each case for the last round of interviews. These steps will be detailed
in this chapter.

Figure 8 The data collection process

4.3 Case study approach

A case study approach was adopted in this study in order to build theory from the data.
The case study approach adds rigor to the discoveries as the exploration is conducted and 
findings validated through ten distinct and separate cases. This process is explained in 
Table 9.

The application of the case study method in this study differs in only one significant way 
from the list depicted in Table 9: a combination of qualitative and quantitative data was 
not utilized. In all other ways, the study concurred with the listed case study approach. 
Steps 1 to 5 in Table 9 will be elaborated on in this chapter. Steps 5 to 8 relate to the data 
analyses and will thus be explained in the subsequent chapters.
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Table 9 The process of building theory in case research

Step Activity Reason Applied in 
this study

Explained in
chapter / section

1. Getting 
started

Definition of research 
question

Focuses efforts Yes Chapter 1

Possibly a priori 
constructs

Provides better grounding of 
construct measures

Yes 4.3.1 Sensitizing
concepts

Neither theory nor 
hypotheses

Retains theoretical flexibility Yes Chapter 1

2. Selecting 
cases

Specified population Constraints extraneous variation 
and sharpens external validity

Yes 4.4 Phase I: 
Screening survey

Theoretical, not random, 
sampling

Focuses efforts on theoretically 
useful cases – i.e. those that 
replicate or extend theory by 
filling conceptual categories

Yes 4.4.1 Purposeful 
selection of cases

3. Crafting 
instruments 
and 
protocols

Multiple data collection 
methods

Strengthens grounding of theory 
by triangulation of evidence

Yes 4.5.1 The 3-stage 
interview process

Qualitative and 
quantitative data 
combined

Synergistic view of evidence No -

Multiple investigations Fosters divergent perspectives 
and strengthens grounding

Yes 4.5.1 The 3-stage 
interview process

4. Entering 
the field

Overlap data collection 
and analysis, including 
field notes

Speeds analyses and reveals 
helpful adjustments to data 
collection

Yes 4.6 Basic 
preparations and 
pre-analysis

Flexible and 
opportunistic data 
collection methods

Allows investigators to take 
advantage of emergent themes 
and unique case features.

Yes 4.5 Phase II: In-
depth interviews

5. Analyzing 
data

Within-case analysis Gains familiarity with data and 
preliminary theory generation

Yes 4.7 The iterative-
inductive analysis
process

Cross-case pattern 
search using divergent 
techniques

Forces investigators to look 
beyond initial impressions and 
see evidence thru multiple lenses

Yes Chapters 5 and 6

6. Sharping 
hypotheses

Iterative tabulation of 
evidence for each 
construct

Sharpens construct definition, 
validity, and measurability

Yes Analyses 2-4 in 
Chapters 5 and 6

Replication, not 
sampling, logic across 
cases

Confirms, extends, and sharpens 
theory

Yes Chapter 5

Search evidence for 
“why” behind 
relationships

Builds internal validity Yes Chapter 6

7. Enfolding 
literature

Comparison with 
conflicting literature

Builds internal validity, raises 
theoretical level, and sharpens 
construct definitions

Yes During analyses 1-4
in Chapters 5 and 6

Comparison with similar 
literature

Sharpens generalizability, 
improves construct definition, 
and raises theoretical level

Yes During analyses 1-4
in Chapters 5 and 6

8. Reaching 
closure

Theoretical saturation 
when possible

Ends process when marginal 
improvement becomes small

Yes Chapters 5 and 6

(first 3 columns adopted from Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 533)
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4.3.1 Sensitizing concepts

In this section, the following nine sensitizing concepts that were used in the design of the 
empirical study will be explained:

1. consumer,

2. customer,

3. customer relationship,

4. customer program,

5. customer card,

6. loyalty,

7. relational motivation,

8. self, and

9. complexity.

These nine constructs present areas of interest chosen at the exploratory phase of this 
research. They were utilized in the design of the empirical study. They guided the design 
of the screening survey and the purposeful selection of interviewees. Additionally, they
acted as the theoretical underpinnings in the construction of the interview guides.

From the beginning, these sensitizing concepts were assumed as unstable. In other 
words, the interpretation of the concepts was expected to change depending on each
subjective individual. This meant that no overarching explanation was sought while 
conducting the empirical study. Ultimately, generalizations were made from the patterns 
that emerged from the data. 

Next, each of these nine concepts will be briefly explained. The focus is on their meanings 
prior to and during the empirical study – not on the discoveries from the data analyses.

4.3.1.1 Consumer

The present study approaches each consumer as an individual and a subjective empirical 
case. This approach is in line with the philosophical stance of the study.

The term consumer is approached in its broadest possible sense. In other words, the 
perspective applied in the present study is that in a modern western society we all are 
consumers regardless of what it is that we consume; goods, services, information or 
experiences.

4.3.1.2 Customer

The perspective applied in the empirical study was from the viewpoint that

1. each person was regarded first and foremost as an subjective individual,

2. second as a consumer, and 
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3. third as a potential customer.

The definition of a customer was not predefined prior to the empirical study, rather its
meaning was approached as each individuals’ subjective perception.

4.3.1.3 Customer relationship

The study focused on examining consumer-to-company relationships. The term 
company was defined following the definition proposed by Bhattacharya and Sen:

“We use the term company in its broadest sense to refer to any organization (both for-profit and 
nonprofit) that operates in the marketplace and makes product offerings (e.g. goods, services, 
experiences, information, ideas) to satisfy consumers’ needs and wants.” (2003, p. 76)

Throughout the study, a broad perspective was maintained whereby the term company 
allowed inclusion of a wide variety of concepts such as brands and service personnel. No 
specific restrictions were enforced in terms of what the term comprised of, nor was such
a need noted prior to or during the empirical data collection process.

Furthermore, in order to avoid assuming that a customer relationship existed where it 
possibly did not, the term “customership”12 was utilized in the interviews. This term 
permitted the existence of a customer relationship - but did not necessitate one. This
term was discovered to be well suited for its purpose and, as the findings will show,
enabled an unbiased examination of consumers’ perceptions.

4.3.1.4 Customer program

The empirical context in which the study was conducted was customer programs. This
term was employed throughout the empirical study instead of other likewise plausible 
terms such as loyalty or frequency program, for example. This phrasing did not 
presuppose the existence of loyalty, frequency of purchases or any other similar explicit 
relationship conditions and was thereby fundamental in enabling the discoveries.

In terms of customer programs, the study focused on card-based customer programs.
Other types of customer programs as well as customer relationships outside of customer 
programs were included in the study if the individuals perceived them as equivalent to
the customer relationships they had in connection to card-based customer programs.

4.3.1.5 Customer card

The physical, tangible customer card was a key element in the empirical study. The study 
approached customer relationships through a practical operationalization of “a card in 
the wallet” (Arantola, 2002), i.e. the customer card enabled the examination of a 
plausible customer relationship. Still, consumers were allowed freedom and flexibility in
defining what constituted a customer card for them. For example, the existence of a 
customer program was not a prerequisite for the existence of a customer card. Thus, in 
some cases, the definition of a customer card extended beyond the traditional view of

12 ‘Asiakkuus’ in Finnish (as the interviews were conducted in Finnish).
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what is considered a customer card13. This approach was in line with the individual, 
subjective perspective applied in the study.

4.3.1.6 Loyalty

The concept of loyalty was addressed in the empirical study due to an initial focal interest 
in customer loyalty although, as the study evolved, the primary focus turned towards 
understanding customer relationships in general. Overall, care was taken not to assume 
loyalty or to explicitly address its conceptual definition. Instead, the individuals were
asked:

Do you consider yourself to be a loyal customer? Why / Why not?14

What does customer loyalty mean to you?15

Do you consider these companies to be loyal to you?16

This approach, centered on consumers’ perceptions, was aligned with the aim of this 
study.

4.3.1.7 Relational motivation

In line with the discussion presented in Chapter 2, the study approached consumers’ 
motivations in customer relationships as conceptualized through the self-concept (in line 
with Fournier, 1991; Oyserman, 2009):

A customer relationship congruent with a positive sense of self should be meaningful to 
have, i.e. the consumer is likely to experience positive relational motivation.

Studying consumers’ motivations in customer relationships that are congruent with
other senses of selves (i.e. negative or neutral self) was not part of the preliminary focus 
of this study. However, as the thesis will explicate, such congruencies emerged from the 
data and contributed to a more in-depth understanding of consumers’ relational 
motivation.

4.3.1.8 Self

The self is a focal concept in this study. It serves to understand customer relationships 
from the consumer’s perspective. The study approaches the self as a perception of how
an individual sees him- or herself.

As discussed, previous studies have discovered that multiple possibilities of the self exist. 
Consequently, consumers’ selves are approached in this study through a three-by-three 
grid – a map of multiple selves - as illustrated earlier in Figure 3. The map summarizes
the many variations of selves that may exist in an individual’s mind. Consequently, each 

13 For a comprehensive list of customer relationships included in the study, please see Appendix
10.

14 Question 11, Appendix 6 - Interview guide: stages 1-2
15 Question 59, Appendix 6 - Interview guide: stages 1-2
16 Question 60, Appendix 6 - Interview guide: stages 1-2
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of the nine selves in the map remains a subjective perception, understood only through 
an in-depth understanding of the individual in question.

In connection to the multiple selves, two additional concepts warrant clarification: the
time and the tone of the narratives. Although these were not among the original 
sensitizing concepts, to understand how the selves were mapped, an understanding of 
these constructs is required. 

Time The concept of time was approached as a subjective concept in order to 
interpret a person’s selves. This not only meant that a short duration was 
perceived to have a subjective meaning but also that this meaning could
change depending on the context in which it was examined. For example,
when talking about “last year” in connection to something that happened 
“yesterday”, the two could seem far apart: “last year” would commonly be 
perceived as the ‘past’ and “yesterday” as the ‘present’. On another hand, 
when talking about “childhood” in connection to “last year”, last year could
be perceived by the individual as ‘present’ time.

In practice, in the examination of consumers’ multiple selves, three 
categories of temporalities were utilized: 1) past, 2) present and 3) future. 
Consequently, in order to map a consumer’s selves, the complete array of 
an individual’s narratives had to first be interpreted in order to define what
in general constituted the present time for that individual. This was done 
by first examining the narratives for accounts that were clearly perceived 
by the individual as past or future – anything that fell into neither category,
was concluded as present. This produced a subjective view on the 
consumer’s selves across temporalities.

Tone Although this study is a not a linguistic study, the tonality of the 
consumers’ narratives needed to be assessed in order to understand their
subjective senses of selves: the positive, neutral and negative selves. In 
order to assess the tone of an individual’s narrative, the full breadth of
tones had to first be grasped. Then, the consumer’s narratives were 
examined for any accounts that were clearly negative or positive.
Subsequently, accounts that fell into neither of these categories, were
labeled as neutral.

4.3.1.9 Complexity

The study focused on consumers’ many simultaneous customer relationships across 
various industries. Consequently, the empirical exploration was directed to examining if
the consumers experienced any complexity when making sense of the many customer 
relationships they had. In this exploration, complexity was approached as an interplay of 
mental and bodily movements, accessible through the consumers’ narratives and by 
observing their behavior.

In undertaking an investigation of complexity, the study was first directed at identifying
any conflicts or inconsistencies in the consumers’ narratives. This investigation was 
focused mainly on the card-sorting exercises and the breaching experiments - during and 
after they had been conducted. The study utilized open-ended questions for gaining 
insights to consumers’ private mental processes. Additionally, observation was utilized 



51

for understanding the physical and tangible level – i.e. how the understandings were 
enacted during the card-sorting tasks, for example. These two techniques provided rich 
data, which were then inspected through applying ethnomethodological analysis.

Specifically, the focus of the ethnomethodological analysis was on understanding how
the consumers navigated the various tasks they were subjected to and how this
understanding can inform theories of customer relationships from a consumer-centric 
perspective. In other words, how a consumer succeeded – or failed - to maintain a
coherent, positive sense of self across multiple simultaneous customer relationships.

4.4 Phase I: Screening survey

This section reviews the details of the first phase of the empirical study, the screening 
survey.

To begin with the exploration, potential interview candidates needed first to be 
discovered. As the approach was exploratory, no specific representation of consumers
was targeted. Moreover, at the point of designing the screening survey, the details of the 
interview phase were still elusive. Therefore, the screening survey was directed at a large 
number of consumers with as many relationships as possible in order to have a rich set 
of preliminary information before making any final decision.

This was accomplished through deploying an online screening survey. In short, the
research idea was presented to one of the major media companies in Finland. They
became interested in the topic of this research and discussions regarding the co-
operation were subsequently initiated. The co-operation agreement was established in 
January 2010, after which the screening survey was built and tested to ensure its clarity 
and functioning. In the middle of February 2010, the company posted an invitation to 
the survey on one of their consumer websites. The link remained open for three weeks
and was visible to all website visitors. The accumulation of responses was reviewed at 
steady intervals during those three weeks to monitor that a sufficient number of potential 
interview candidates was reached.

The purpose of the screening survey was not to collect any particular set of data to be 
used in the empirical analysis, rather to simply identify potential interview candidates. 
The screening survey was thus focused on collecting limited background information on
the respondents’ demographics, such as gender, age and profession. No particular 
restrictions were put in place in terms of companies, brands, products or services to be 
included in the study. In fact, the only constraint was that a person was a member in a 
card-based customer program. All possible card-based customer programs, including 
credit card programs, were included. The details of the screening survey are presented in 
Appendix 1 – Screening survey, inclusive of an explanation of the content of the website.

4.4.1 Purposeful selection of cases

The screening survey was closed in the beginning of March 2010 after a sufficiently large
number of respondents had been reached17. Due to the website platform chosen in 

17 832 respondents of which 8 respondents had mainly empty answers and were thus omitted.
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collaboration with the partner company, the survey attracted mainly young women. This 
was accepted as a delimitation18.

During the rest of the month of March, the inspection of the data was concentrated on
selecting cases for the interview phase. The objective of the purposeful selection was to 
identify customers who

1. had multiple customer cards, i.e. many potential customer relationships, as one 
of the sensitizing concepts of the study was complexity. Furthermore, the 
decision to choose individuals with as many customer cards as possible was 
driven not only by an interest in complexity but also an interest in examining any 
possible connections between the selves and customer relationships. The more 
customer relationships the consumer had, the more plausible it was to discover 
such connections;

2. portrayed positive relational motivation for the purpose of exploring customer 
loyalty. Both concepts were preliminary areas of interest in the study. 
Consumers’ motivations were operationalized through investigating an 
individual’s overall satisfaction regarding her customer cards19; and

3. expressed sincere interest in taking part in the study. This was assessed through 
the open field comments.

Indeed, candidates were required to be genuinely interested in taking part in the 
interviews. As the interviews were planned to be carried out in three parts, the process 
was expected to be longer than just a few weeks. Hence, an individual’s motivation to 
participate was crucial for securing participation for the entire duration of the empirical 
study. Therefore, specific emphasis was placed on the open comments that were provided 
at the end of the online survey. The following are open comments from two selected 
candidates:

Example 1 At first, I was interested in the possible interview reward – before I even 
understood what this study was about. Fortunately, the research topic is 
interesting!

Example 2 I have a lot of customer cards because almost all the stores offer them. Yet, I do not
feel that my purchasing behavior has changed due to these cards. Or has it? As a 
loyal customer I receive many e-mails every week. And I do sometimes go to those 
store chains because of their advertising.

Several other considerations guided the screening of the interview candidates:

- City of residence. The in-depth interview method required face-to-face meetings. Due to
the time constraints, candidates were chosen from three main metropolitan cities in 
Finland: Helsinki, Turku and Tampere;

- Point or benefit accumulation. Respondents who answered in the screening survey that 
they “never”, “seldom”, or “do not know” if they accumulate points or benefits from card-
based customer programs were excluded. Understanding if customer loyalty is driven by 
point or benefit accumulation was one of the initial interests in this study; and

18 Some studies have suggested that men and women may experience relationships dissimilarly 
(Bhagat and Williams, 2008), have different decision-making styles (Bakewell and Mitchell, 
2006), and vary in tendencies of loyalty (Melnyk, van Osselaer and Bijmolt, 2009). 

19 Question 12 in the screening survey, see Appendix 1.
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- Age. The platform of the screening survey was directed towards young women, hence 
candidates were chosen accordingly. Therefore, men and elderly women were considered 
as outliers in the accumulated set of respondents and were thus discarded.

An overview of the screening survey is depicted in Table 10 along with summary
information of the demographics of the ten cases chosen. In the table, the details 
concerning the screening survey are reported only on 286 screening survey participants. 
This is because all survey respondents who gave any incomplete answers20 in the survey 
were excluded in the screening process: a total of 546 respondents. The screening survey 
was relatively short and therefore any missing detail was considered a sufficient criterion 
for elimination. In fact, a focal condition for eligibility in the subsequent interview 
process was the candidate’s willingness to share personal details. As only ten candidates 
were to be chosen for the interview process, the exclusion of constrained cases was 
necessary to minimize the risk of failure to collect data in the later stages of the process.

Table 10 The screening survey and case selection

Screening survey Purposefully selected cases
Total no.

(complete answers given)
286 participants (of 832) 10 cases

Gender division 100 % women 10 women

Occupation division
(a multi-choice was 

possible)

66% employed
26 % student
7 % maternity / parental leave
5 % unemployed
10% other

9 employed / student

1 parental leave

Age range 18-70 years 23-30 years

Geographic areas 
covered

36% Helsinki metropolitan area
7% Tampere
4% Turku
54% Other cities in Finland

7 in Helsinki metropolitan area
1 in Tampere
2 in Turku

Number of customer 
cards per respondent

Range between 1 and “over 20”
Median 4-10

7-29

As illustrated in Table 10, the final number of cases was restricted to ten individuals. 
Based on the screening survey, ten cases allowed the inclusion of different types of 
individuals, while keeping the amount within manageable limits so as to gain in-depth 
knowledge of each case. Furthermore, this number was concluded to be sufficient and 
applicable in terms of time schedule and financing21 available for this particular study. 
As a reference, similar types of consumer studies have traditionally utilized between 3

20 Such as: no name, no phone number, no e-mail address, or choosing “I do not want to be part 
of this study in the future”.

21 The financial compensation was given to the interviewees in the form of gift certificates. The 
interviewees could choose from several different alternatives (mainly major department store 
/ grocery store / clothing store chains) the number and amount of gift certificates, for a total 
worth of 100 euros.
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and 10 participants (e.g. Mick and Buhl, 1992; Fournier, 1998; Coupland, 2005). 
Moreover, Eisenhardt has noted that

“while there is no ideal number of cases, a number between 4 and 10 cases usually works well. 
With fewer than 4 cases, it is often difficult to generate theory with much complexity, and its 
empirical grounding is likely to be unconvincing (…). With more than 10 cases, it quickly becomes 
difficult to cope with the complexity and volume of the data.” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 545)

The analyses presented in the next two chapters will illustrate that the data collected 
from the ten cases were adequate for gaining an in-depth understanding and for
developing theoretical argumentation regarding the phenomenon at hand.

Table 11 presents the details of each of the ten cases. The group is a purposefully selected 
set of ten metropolitan women representing various socio-demographic backgrounds 
among the 286 consumers who gave complete answers in the screening survey. As the 
table indicates, each case was assigned a code number ranging from 01 to 10, as well as 
a code name for securing their anonymity. In the remainder of this thesis these ten cases 
will be referred to by both the case number as well as the code name assigned to them.

Table 11 Details of the 10 cases

Case 
no.

Code 
name

Age Marital status Education Occupation

01 Emma 29 Married, 1 child Polytechnic On parental leave
02 Julia 24 Cohabitation University, ongoing 

studies
Working part-time

03 Maria 23 Cohabitation University, ongoing 
studies

Working part-time

04 Linda 28 Cohabitation Polytechnic Working (fixed term)
05 Jessica 27 Engaged University Working
06 Paula 28 Single High-school Working part-time*
07 Anna 22 Cohabitation Polytechnic, ongoing 

studies
Working part-time

08 Stella 30 Married Polytechnic, ongoing 
studies

Working (fixed term)

09 Olivia 28 Cohabitation University Working occasionally
10 Krista 30 Divorced, 1 child University Working (fixed term)

*unemployed at the time of the screening survey

As can be seen from the table, the case ages range between 22 and 30 and various life 
situations are represented. Except for one case (01), all interviewees were working full or 
part-time at the time of conducting the interviews.

4.5 Phase II: In-depth interviews

The second phase of the empirical data collection consisted of face-to-face interviews. An 
interview approach was implemented as it is a commonly used technique for studying 
consumers' selves in various contexts, especially when approaching the self as a schema 
(Packard and Conway, 2006). The interviews were approached as conversational 
interactions where the production of meaning and selves could be found (Baker, 2002).

The interpretative stance postulates that reality is contextually bound (Tadajewski, 
2006), meaning that what is “real” is an individual’s subjective interpretation, not 
existing in isolation of its context. It was difficult to locate a natural setting or context for 
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investigating multiple relationships simultaneously. Hence, an interview setting was 
deemed appropriate for the purpose of building theory pertaining to this phenomenon. 
In fact, according to ethnomethodology, an interview situation can be regarded as a social 
setting, comparable to any other real setting where sense-making processes appear 
naturally and can be observed (Baker, 2002; see also Garfinkel, 1967).

4.5.1 The 3-stage interview process

The purposefully selected ten cases were contacted for interviews right after the 
screening process was completed. In cases where a person was not reachable by phone 
the first time, a message was left to voice mail, or they were called a second time. 
Eventually, after some discussion and explanations regarding the research process, all 
ten pre-selected cases agreed to take part in the interviews. Therefore, it was not 
necessary to return to the screening survey data to select more interview candidates, 
which had been kept as an option in case the pre-selected candidates would not have 
agreed to take part in the study.

The interview process was conducted in three stages in order to have enough time to
build trust with the individuals and to become an “insider” (Arnould and Wallendorf, 
1994, p. 486). Additionally, it can happen that the researcher does not and even cannot 
know what is happening prior to or while he is doing it (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 78). Hence,
the three interview stages enabled obtaining proper insights to the cases and the
emerging themes before the data collection process was closed. As the inquiry process 
was exploratory and various techniques were implemented, it was meaningful to have 
three shorter interviews instead of one long one. This enabled a review of the data before 
proceeding to the next stage interviews. In between the stages, it was possible to look 
back and prepare for areas that still needed clarification. Such preparation included 
listening to the audiotapes from the interviews and, if needed, listing supplementary 
questions to be asked in the next round of interviews.

Each individual was interviewed three times during a three month time period: a total of 
30 interviews were conducted between April and June 2010. Each interview lasted 
between 1-2 hours at a time. All interviews progressed in the same pace: all interviews in 
stage 1 and 2 were completed before moving to the third interview stage, with one 
exception where the individual cancelled and the interview was postponed (see Appendix 
2 for chronological details of the interviews).

The interviews were conducted face-to-face in three metropolitan areas in Finland: 
Helsinki, Turku, and Tampere. This decision related not only to the division of the 
demographics of the respondents of the screening survey, but to the necessity of 
conducting the interviews time efficiently. The interviews were conducted at various 
locations, however the physical setting of the interviews was downplayed as each 
interview shared a similar structure and atmosphere. Where possible, the interviews 
were conducted in the individuals’ homes or at the university premises. A few 
interviewees preferred to meet at cafés or other similar places at their convenience. 

When the interviews took place at the university, an effort was made to keep the setting 
as natural and social as any other. For example, extra time was allocated at the start of 
the interview for discussing mundane issues. In public locations, care was taken to make 
sure that the conversation could not be overheard by external parties. This ensured
confidentiality of the discussions and comfort of the interviewee.
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All interviews begun with the interviewee or the author-researcher or both 
simultaneously walking into the space (e.g. conference room, café, living room) and 
sitting down. In all but one occasion (interview 25, see Appendix 2), there was a table 
and two or more chairs, or a sofa. The interview would commence by having a cup of 
coffee or tea and engaging in reciprocal discussions of mundane, everyday topics. These 
initial discussions were not recorded but carried out to ensure amicable grounds for the 
interview.

To conclude, before moving to particularizing the techniques deployed in the interviews, 
an overview of the three stages of interviews is provided in Table 12. In addition to the 
main techniques of visual elicitation, card-sorting, and semi-structured, open-ended 
questions, each stage included an elicitation of narratives concerning the themes and 
issues that were in focus or had emerged during the interviews. 

Table 12 The 3-stage interview process

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3

Techniques  Semi-structured interview

Visual elicitation, open-
ended questions, 
narratives (“tell me what 
happened...”)

Semi-structured interview

Observation (card-
sorting),  open-ended 
questions

Semi-structured interview

Open-ended questions, the 
twenty statements test

Main 
theme

Multiple selves Customer relationships Auxiliary understanding

Aim Understanding the 
subjective individual

Understanding each 
customer relationship in 
isolation as well as among 
other relationships (i.e. in 
aggregate)

Understanding complexity 
and idiosyncrasies

As the interviews were set up to last a maximum of two hours, some pre-defined 
questions were occasionally omitted due to time constraints. This flexibility allowed the 
interviews to flow more naturally than if every question would have needed to be covered
during the two hour time period. The purpose of the last round of interviews was then to 
cover such themes that had risen from the first and second rounds of interviews but had 
been overlooked on those occasions.

Next, the techniques used in the interviews will be covered in more detail: the open-
ended questions, narratives, visual elicitation, card-sorting, and the twenty statements 
test. The semi-structured interview approach will be explained later in this chapter.

4.5.1.1 Open-ended questions

The objective of the first interview was to begin to understand the individual, subjective 
consumer and her multiple possible selves. In order to elicit an individual’s selves, open-
ended questions were used.

In order to address the consumer's selves, the study approached the self as a “collection 
of schemas” (Markus and Wurf, 1987), i.e. the possible selves that exist in the consumers'
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minds are not recreated or co-created if investigated. Interviewees were asked to “tell 
about themselves” and to “tell about what they are not,” in line with self-elicitation 
techniques adopted from Arnould, Price and Zinkhan (2004; see also McGuire and 
Padawe-Singer, 1976). Following these techniques, various aspects of the consumers’ 
selves were elicited, for example, by asking them to describe themselves from the 
perspective of others, such as family and friends. As the temporality of selves was also of 
interest, individuals were elicited to “tell something about” their past, where they were 
from and how they were “now different than before.” Hence, these open-ended questions 
were revolving around issues relating to the self-concept, from various angles.

Open-ended questions were also utilized in the second round of interviews. The third 
stage of the interview process was left open to more exploratory questions that were 
individually built for each respondent based on the preliminary findings from the two 
earlier stages.

4.5.1.2 Narratives

In addition to the open-ended questions, a narrative approach was adopted in order to 
elicit the individuals' selves in connection to their customer relationships. The narrative 
approach is a common elicitation technique in consumer research (e.g. Fournier, 1998; 
Thompson and Tambyah, 1999; Escalas, 2004; Ahuvia, 2005). It is, in essence, a story 
that portrays the importance of something in the consumer’s life:

“A narrative is a story that tells a sequence of events that is significant for the narrator or her or 
his audience. (…), when narratives are looked on within the framework of sociocultural theory, we 
have to remember the interlinking between the individual and her or his context. As individuals 
are telling their stories, they are not isolated and independent of their context.” (Moen, 2006, p. 
60)

Following Ahuvia (2005), consumers’ narratives were approached as stories portraying 
their multiple possible selves:

“This means that in addition to seeing one's identity as a list of attributes (e.g., I am tall, I value 
achievement), these attributes are linked in memory to key episodes in one's life, which in turn are 
strung together to form a story. This story line allows people to make sense of who they are and 
provides a connected identity from past, to present, and into possible imagined futures.” (Ahuvia, 
2005, p. 172)

Besides being useful for investigating consumers’ selves, the narrative approach has been
found useful in investigating consumers’ sense-making processes (Schembri, Merrilees 
and Kristiansen, 2010; see also ‘accounts’ in Garfinkel, 1967) and addressing consumers' 
experiences (Shankar, Elliott and Goulding, 2001). Thus, this approach was deemed 
suitable for the exploration at hand.

4.5.1.3 Visual elicitation

Participants' multiple selves were elicited visually by using Schwartz's (1992) universal 
value domains as listed in Table 6 earlier. As explained, each of these domains consists 
of several subcategories. These subcategories acted as the basis for choosing the visuals 
that were employed in the elicitation of consumers’ selves. Appendix 3 details these
subcategories and explains the visuals. 
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The visuals were shown to the participants in the same order, on approximately ½ A4 
paper and in black and white to avoid color-inflicted interpretations. The discussions
were allowed to run freely and the value domains or subcategories were not imposed in 
any way. Each individual was simply asked to “Tell what is happening in the photo.” and 
to explain if the photo related “to your future” or alternatively, “Do you see yourself in 
this?”

By utilizing this technique, the subjective interpretations of the photos had to be 
accepted. For example, the values prompted by the photos did not always match the pre-
defined categories and some narratives covered various categories simultaneously. 
Ultimately, whether the photos succeeded to cover the pre-defined categories was 
insignificant. More importantly, the technique produced rich data concerning the 
individuals’ selves, which was the definitive purpose of the task22.

4.5.1.4 Card-sorting and observation

The second stage shifted the focus from the foundation of each individual’s motivation 
formation, i.e. their sense of selves, towards the customer relationships they had. Card-
sorting was chosen as an exploratory elicitation technique in order to gain insights to
customer relationships on an aggregate level. This approach is in line with earlier studies
where consumers have been found to use, for example, brands collectively in 
constructing a sense of self (Schembri, Merrilees, and Kristiansen 2010). Specifically, 
Packard and Conway (2006) have proposed card-sorting as a technique for eliciting how 
individuals perceive their multiple selves. However, the technique as described by them 
refers to individuals writing down their possible selves on cards. In this study, the actual 
customer cards were employed as devices.

As all of the individuals had received the preliminary instructions before the first 
interview (see Appendix 4), they had had the opportunity to decide beforehand which 
customer cards to take along to the interview. In a few cases, the individual asked
whether a card should be included in the study or not, to which the author-researcher
always responded “What do you think?” This encouraged the individual to explain her 
thoughts and to make a decision.

By holding the customer card in their hands, consumers were able to focus on one
customer relationship at a time. Furthermore, asking the consumers to lay out all the
customer cards on the table and to structure them into constellations in the various card-
sorting tasks, offered an opportunity to witness how they made sense of and assigned 
structure to their customer relationships in aggregate, as well as how they coped with the 
conflicts that arose during those processes. 

Accordingly, an observational approach was adopted for the card-sorting phase. The 
observation was overt, i.e. participants were aware of the fact that they were being 
observed during the task. However, the observer-expectancy effect was minimized by not 
explicitly stating what in particular was of interest in each card-sorting task. 
Additionally, in order to understand customers' sense making already at this stage, a few 

22 The visual elicitation’s primary focus was on the future – and current – selves. In fact, 
consumers’ past selves were not in focus in the empirical study at the time of its design. 
Subsequently, other data - such as narratives - were utilized for drawing an understanding of 
the consumers’ past selves in the analysis phase. Eventually, it was noted that all of the selves 
coexisted across all narratives and apart from the specific tasks where only certain senses of 
selves were elicited: all senses of selves could be grasped throughout the interviews.
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limitedly obtrusive questions were included in order to explore how the participants 
would react to having to defend their stance or logic of argumentation. These kinds of 
occurrences were ultimately recognized as breaching experiments (see Appendix 5 for an 
example).

4.5.1.5 The twenty statements test

Although the consumers' selves had already been elicited during the first stage of 
interviews, they were elicited once more in the third round of interviews. This was for 
two reasons: first, to compare the researcher's understanding of what the individuals' 
selves were, and second, to probe for any major variations that had occurred during the 
nearly three month long interview process. A third contributing element to re-eliciting 
the selves was the accumulation of trust and reciprocity during the interview process.
Hence, it seemed more likely for them to reveal more of themselves at the end of the 
process compared to the very beginning.

Therefore, at the beginning of the third stage interviews, a short, so-called “Twenty 
Statements Test” (TST) was administered. It is a commonly used non-contextualized 
psychological test for eliciting the self (see, e.g. Cousins, 1989; Markus and Kitayama, 
2010; Joshi and Fast, 2013). The TST asks the individual to answer 20 times the 
question: “Who are you?” and the answer must start with “I am...”.

The TST was administered on paper (two A4s long) in the beginning of the third stage 
interview. Each person was given 10 minutes for completing the task. The time was flexed 
up if the individual requested more time. All individuals completed the TST in a relatively 
short time frame; the maximum was 15 minutes. The answers from the TST were 
subsequently coded and utilized as data in the analysis phase for adding to the
understanding of the individuals’ multiple selves. 

4.5.2 Interview language and vocabulary

Similar to the screening survey, all interviews were conducted in Finnish, as it was the 
mother tongue of all of the participants. In one case, the participant had two mother 
tongues, Finnish and Swedish, but Finnish was still her primary language.

The design of the interview guides needed to take into account that the interviewees 
probably had somewhat differing levels of understanding regarding the sensitizing 
constructs and terminology. Hence, the following points were decided:

• Instead of using the term customer relationship, the interview guides referred to
a customership23. This ensured that the existence of a relationship between the 
consumer and the company in question was not presumed.

• Instead of using the term loyalty program, the interview guides were designed
to refer to a customer program24. This ensured that the existence of loyalty was 
not presumed.

23In Finnish: 'asiakkuus' instead of 'asiakassuhde'
24In Finnish: 'asiakkuusohjelma' instead of 'kanta-asiakasohjelma' or 

'asiakasuskollisuusohjelma'
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• Instead of using the term loyalty card, the interview guides were designed to 
refer to customer cards25. Similar to the above, this ensured that the existence of 
loyalty was not presumed.

Although it is impossible to verify since the same terminology was applied in all
interviews, these choices seemed to allow more room for the consumers to voice their 
subjective perceptions.

4.5.3 The interview guides

The construction of the interview guides proceeded in two steps: one interview guide was 
used for interview stages 1-2; and 10 individual interview guides - one for each case –
used for the stage 3 interviews. This section explains the details.

The interview guide for the interview stages 1 and 2 was constructed before the interview 
process began and remained the same for each case through both interview stages (see 
Appendix 6) - with the exception of a few questions that were added to the guide after 
the first stage interviews had been conducted26. The total number of questions covered 
in each of the first stage interviews varied depending on how much could be covered 
during the two-hour time limit, which was set as the maximum length of each interview. 
This time limit had been agreed with the participants prior to the start of the interview 
process and was strictly adhered to. Questions that had not been covered in the first 
interview were covered in the second one.

When preparing the interview guides, a semi-structured interview approach was chosen. 
A semi-structured interview approach works better for exploratory research than 
structured interviews, as the latter may inhibit flexibility (cf. Oyserman and Markus, 
1990). In reality, the first interview stage was quite structured, as there was only limited 
information about the cases. However, as the interview stages progressed, and as more 
in-depth understanding developed, it became more comfortable to navigate temporarily
off the guide.

The interview guide for interview stages 1 and 2 was structured into 10 areas to be 
covered, containing altogether 70 questions:

1. General - e.g. “How do you feel coming to the interview?” – general questions followed 
by a short discussion to set a relaxed mood for the interview.

2. Background – to map out each individual's demographics and background. Although 
some questions pertaining to this had already been asked in the screening survey, this 
was an opportunity to confirm the data and ask more detailed questions.

3. Customer cards (general) – to identify the customer cards the individual had and to 
grasp how she related to customer programs in general.

4. Personal details – to understand the individual on a more subjective level; i.e. to 
begin to understand the possible 'multiple selves'. These questions were asked 
purposefully towards the end of the first interview in order to create an atmosphere 
where the individual would feel comfortable answering such questions.

25In Finnish: 'asiakkuuskortti' instead of 'kanta-asiakaskortti' or 'asiakasuskollisuuskortti'
26The added questions are detailed in Appendix 6 – Interview guide: stages 1-2.
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5. Visual elicitation – to understand the individual's possible future selves, as explained 
earlier in this chapter.

6. Customer cards (detailed) – to understand how the individual related to each 
customer card / customer relationship.

7. Additional questions – these questions were added to the interview guide after the
first stage interviews. Their order of appearance varied depending on where the first 
interview ended.

8. Card-sorting – to understand the customer relationships on an aggregate level, among
or in comparison to the other customer relationships the individual had.

9. Intangible benefits – to understand what the individual experienced within a customer 
program or a customer relationship.

10. Additional questions – these questions were asked at the end of the second interview 
as they related to overall issues that had been discussed during both interviews.

The stage 3 interview guides were developed separately for each case (see Appendix 7), 
based on what was learned from the earlier stages. Thus, one interview guide was utilized 
in stages 1-2, and 10 individual interview guides, one for each case, in stage 3. In order 
to construct the individual interview guides for the stage 3, all audiotapes from the first 
two stages were listened to and notes were made regarding themes that had been
insufficiently covered, issues that had not been sufficiently probed, or even sentences 
that had potentially been misunderstood. This noted the beginning of the analysis
process as further insights into the data were gained.

During the first two rounds of interviews, some sensitive themes had already been 
discovered; attempts to probe more on those were made in the third round, if appropriate 
and if they seemed meaningful for the participants in question. The interview guides in 
the third round therefore each represented a unique set of concerns pertaining to each
subjective individual. In effect, the interview guides in stage 3 were shorter than the ones
in stages 1 and 2, ranging between only 16 and 25 questions per guide. This was due to 
the more open and exploratory nature of the interviews where the aim was to gain
insights to the phenomena through each individual’s subjective eyes.

4.5.4 Recording the interviews

All individuals received an information letter before the first interview (see Appendix 4
for details), stating that the interviews were going to be tape recorded. Nevertheless, the
participants' acceptance regarding the recording of the interviews was further elicited in 
the beginning of the first interview, before turning on the tape recorder. They were also 
advised that the interview could be stopped or paused at any point, if needed.

The interview began by indicating that it was time to start and by turning on the audio 
recorder. Care was taken to ensure that there was no "artificial" start for the interview;
hence, turning on of the recorder was approached as a natural continuation of the 
ongoing discussion. The recorder remained on the table throughout the interview and 
the tape was paused only for the short duration of the card-sorting tasks as well as for
any necessary breaks (getting a cup of coffee or other similar short breaks).
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Overall, the interviewees did not seem overly conscious about the fact that the interviews 
were being recorded on audiotape. Even on occasions where an interviewee was 
explaining something she had not explicitly named (e.g. she was holding a customer card
in her hands and stating “this”) and had to be interrupted briefly to name the discussion 
item (in order for it to be identified from the tape later on), the effect of the interruption
seemed minimal and passing. These types of interruptions happened on numerous 
occasions. The occasions had to be caught on the spot and the explicit naming of the card 
had to be done immediately during the conversation to ensure that all discussion items 
could be identified later on from the audiotapes. Yet, no inconvenience due to this was 
noted.

A total of 69 audiotapes were recorded with altogether over 35 hours of interviews. In 
order to manage all of the audiotapes, Express Scribe from NCH Software27 was 
employed. It would have been possible to handle and transcribe the audiotapes in 
NVivo28 but importing large amounts of external data could have slowed the software 
down. 

In practice, each interview was uploaded to Express Scribe after it had been recorded and 
the software was used for managing the details of the interviews, such as time, place, and 
other key details. These details are available in Appendix 8.

4.5.5 Ethical remarks

Throughout the study, ethical considerations and decisions were made on two levels: on 
a collective level and on an individual case level. The collective considerations and 
decisions were applied to all 10 cases, whereas the individual ones were only valid on a 
single case level. All of these decisions were noted in the research diary in NVivo in order 
to keep track of them.

The next few sections will cover the key ethical considerations, both collective and 
individual, that relate to this study: 1) the disclosure of personal information concerning 
the participants, 2) the monetary compensation the participants received, 3) the author’s
role as a researcher-interviewer, and 4) the treatment of how delicate questions and 
information were handled during the research process.

4.5.5.1 Disclosure of personal information

For obvious reasons, the participants' anonymity before, during, and after the interviews 
had to be secured. The co-operation agreement with the company at the screening survey 
phase stipulated that no data would to be handed over to them or to any other external 
party. However, the company was entitled to request a summary report of the results of 
this study. They did not interfere in any way with the design of the study or in the 
collection or analysis of the empirical data, nor have they requested any summary reports
during these years. In practice, they merely placed the advertisement of the survey on 
their website, with a link to an external online questionnaire (Webropol).

Everyone entering the screening survey was given instructions on the first page
(Appendix 1). These instructions included an explanation of the guaranteed 

27 Version 5.03, http://www.nch.com.au/scribe (accessed 13.3.2017). Express Scribe is a 
transcription software assisting in handling digital audiotapes.
28 NVivo is the software which was utilized for the qualitative data analysis in this study.
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confidentiality and concealment of personal details. After the ten cases had been 
purposefully selected, they were contacted by telephone and these discussions were
followed up by e-mail. During the phone calls and in the e-mails, the individuals received 
general instructions on how their personal details were to be kept. This was further 
confirmed in an information letter, which was sent to the participants approximately two
weeks prior to the first interview (see Appendix 4). Additionally, at the end of the last of 
the three interviews, participants received a use of information agreement, which gave 
further details concerning the usage of data (see Appendix 9). At this stage, it felt
important to allow the participants to still have the right to withdraw from the study after 
knowing the specifics of the data they had given. However, none of the participants 
expressed any concerns and they all signed the use of information agreement. In fact, 
they expressed satisfaction in the way the study had been carried out. Some of them 
reported afterwards that they had found the process useful, even on a personal level.

Subsequently, when the transcriptions were imported to NVivo for analysis, all data were 
treated to ensure participants’ anonymity. Hence, the data that were used in the analyses
contained no personal identification details that could be linked to any of the individuals. 
In practice, as explained, all ten cases were assigned case numbers ranging from 1 to 10 
and code names. Additionally, all of the names of family or friends were coded to ensure 
full anonymity. However, the names of the companies that the individuals had customer 
relationships with were left as they were to avoid confusion in the subsequent analyses.
Company names were coded only for reporting purposes after all the analyses were 
ready.

4.5.5.2 Compensation for participation

The participants were informed in the screening survey that they could expect to receive 
gift vouchers worth 100 euros at the end of the process should they be chosen to 
participate in the interviews. As the interviews were expected to last for a total maximum 
of 6 hours, an hourly rate of approximately 17 euros was deemed an encouraging - but 
not an excessive - incentive. 

Further along in the process, specifically at the beginning of the first interview, each 
participant was offered the possibility to choose from an array of gift vouchers for a total 
worth of 100 euros, which they received at the end of the last interview after signing the 
‘use of information agreement’ (Appendix 9). They were each given the opportunity to 
select their own gift vouchers in order to ensure meaningful incentives and to secure their 
commitment in the process. 

4.5.5.3 The author’s role as a researcher-interviewer

Prior to the interviews, some data regarding the participants had already been 
accumulated. First, their demographics and open answers had been collected in the 
screening survey. Second, phone calls had occurred in order to engage them to the study. 
Additionally, some e-mail and text message exchanges had occurred, although this
correspondence was not substantial. In such prior exchanges, the author-researcher
usually already develops some presumptions about the cases. As such presumptions are 
not always noticeable by the researcher, but can nevertheless affect the quality of the 
study, certain cautious measures should be taken. To elaborate on these measures, the
following paragraphs include explanations written in the first person.
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First, prior to beginning the interview process,

I wrote down as much information as I could think of regarding what I thought about each 
individual.

These thoughts and feelings were based on the screening survey responses, as well as on 
the phone conversations, e-mail and text message exchanges that had taken place. The 
notes varied in content, including thoughts such as “this person seems nice” or “she is 
divorced, wondering if she wants to talk about it?”

After writing the presumptions down, 

I put the notes aside and returned to them a few days later, before the start of the interview process, 
to analyze if there was something in the notes that was likely to affect the way I would approach or 
perceive a certain individual. I then archived the notes and returned to them after the first 
interviews to assess critically whether the presumptions had affected the interviews in any way.

Eventually, they had not, which could have been due to the task of writing the
presumptions down prior to the interviews.

Moreover,

I conducted all of the interviews myself. This enabled me to probe first-hand any issues that 
emerged from the discussions which were potentially of interest. Additionally, being in face-to-
face contact with the participants allowed me to observe the manner in which they coped with the 
given tasks and to take note of actions that were not captured by audiotapes.

In fact, according to the ethnomethodological view, it is common for people to assume 
that when mundane matters are being discussed, the person listening has whatever 
unstated understanding is required regarding the matter (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 3).

During the interviews, I tried to navigate between asking enough and not “too much” to ensure 
reciprocity and to avoid probing.

In effect to a certain extent, the ethnomethodological analysis and interpretation is 
always extrapolation, partly happening during the conversation, and partly afterwards. 

When the individuals uttered or used nicknames I was not familiar with, I had to always assess if 
it was worthwhile to interrupt the flow of the conversation or to wait. I persuaded myself to think 
that “not interrupting is always an option”. In some cases, if I did eventually end up interrupting 
in order to ask a clarifying question, I immediately sensed that by doing so I perhaps “lost” some 
valuable data. Hence, to the extent it was sensible, I avoided interrupting the interviewees.

Already during the second interview and in some cases latest during the third one, a 
“common scheme of interpretation and expression” (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 39-42) had been 
achieved and the flow of the discussion was significantly better compared to the first 
interview.

As the interview stages progressed, the discussions became more interesting:

The interviewees began to ask me what I thought or started filling in my sentences instead of 
waiting for the full question. At certain points during the interviews, I noted that I had to keep 
firmly in mind my role as a researcher. At some points, I noted that the interviewees were 
struggling to do the same. Overall, I believe that our similarities in terms of gender and age 
contributed positively to the study.
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In fact, earlier studies have found that interviewer-interviewee similarities can support 
self-disclosure in consumer research (Chaikin and Derlega 1974; Rohrberg and Souza-
Poza, 1976; Sirgy, 1982).

4.5.5.4 Dealing with delicate situations

First, upon two occasions, while visiting the interviewee's home, another family member 
was present in the same apartment either for part of or during the whole interview event. 
Both occasions took place during the first interview round. This seemed connected to the 
fact that the interviewee was uncomfortable letting a stranger into her home - which was,
of course, understandable. In the other case, the boyfriend left the apartment before the 
interview began. In the other case, the fiancé stayed in another room in the same 
apartment while the interview was being conducted. The same did not occur during the 
second interview stage, supporting the assumption that this was indeed the cause. This 
seemed to have no or, at the most, very little effect on the information the interviewees
gave in the interviews. It is likewise possible that the presence of a family member in the 
same apartment gave security and added comfort in an unfamiliar situation.

Second, where applicable, questions that related to intimate or delicate matters were 
preceded with a verbal note that allowed the individual to refrain from answering the 
question if she felt it was uncomfortable to do so. For example, the following prompt was 
used: “you do not have to answer this question if you do not feel comfortable…”. Delicate
questions were, for instance, questions that elicited personal financial situations or 
intimate family issues, such as a divorce or unemployment. On a few occasions, an
individual seemed to be holding back from adding details, yet answering the question on 
a general level. On such occasions, explanations or additional information were not 
sought as it would have made them feel uncomfortable. In fact, a key priority was 
ensuring that the interviewees felt comfortable answering the questions. Overall, it 
seemed that a good reciprocal atmosphere was maintained throughout all the interviews 
contributing to the trustworthiness and quality of data obtained.

4.6 Basic preparations and pre-analysis

In this section, the basic preparations that preceded the data analyses are presented: 

1. how the interview audiotapes were transcribed into textual narratives,

2. how the data were arranged thematically with the assistance of a qualitative data analysis 
software,

3. how an initial understanding of these themes was reached, and

4. how the data pertaining to the customer cards were coded in order to enable the 
subsequent analyses. 

These four points will be explained next.

4.6.1 Transcribing the interviews

Express Scribe was not only used for managing the audiotapes but also for the 
transcriptions. However, the majority of the transcription work was outsourced to an 
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external company. Employing an external company for the transcriptions allowed fast 
availability of the textual materials, allowing quick progression to the analysis stage after
the interview process. Although the transcriptions were done by a company specialized 
in such services, once they were ready, each transcription was reviewed by comparing it 
to the audiotape. Overall, the quality of the transcriptions was high and only minor 
mistakes were found. The details of the division of work between the author and the 
transcription company are detailed in Appendix 8.

All interviews were transcribed verbatim in Finnish, as this was the language in which 
the interviews had been conducted. Table 13 explains the symbols used in the 
transcriptions.

Table 13 Symbols used in the transcriptions

Symbolization Meaning

(-) Unclear material

... Omitted material

[text] Clarifying or explanatory material, for example: [laughter] 

Commas, full stops, 
question marks and 
exclamation marks

These were applied to improve readability and to convey the ‘heard’ as 
accurately as possible

All of the first and second stage interviews had already been listened to in order to build 
the discussion themes for the third stage. Furthermore, the division of the transcription 
work and the process of comparing the transcripts to the audiotapes - to ensure their 
quality - had also contributed to an auxiliary understanding of the data. Still, an in-depth 
understanding of the data needed to be gained. Thus, the process began by reading 
through all of the transcripts. This took place in August 2010. In total, there were 900 
pages of textual materials29.

While reading the transcripts, comments and remarks on issues that arose were noted. 
According to GTM, this is called memoing, as the result is a set of memos representing 
the first grasp of what may exist in the data. Accordingly, the outcome of this process was 
10 memos, one for each case. The first set of memos were treated as supplementary 
materials as the coding process began.

4.6.2 Structuring the data thematically

During the interview process, a large amount of empirical data had been accumulated.
These data consisted not only of electronic pre-survey information and digital audiotape 
recordings translated into text, but also of photos, field notes, and other similar 
documentation. All of these needed to be prepared and structured for analysis. Thus, a 
Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS), namely NVivo version 
830 by QSR International31, was employed for handling the materials. As a qualitative 
tool, NVivo assists in organizing and classifying empirical data and facilitates fast and 

29 in font size 12, single spaced. 
30Later on during the research process, this was updated to NVivo 11 for Mac.
31http://www.qsrinternational.com/products_nvivo.aspx (accessed 8.11.2010)
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systematic queries and analyses of qualitative materials. It is important to note that 
NVivo is not an automated analysis tool, it merely assists the researcher to structure and 
keep track of materials, analyses and queries as well as in establishing links between 
these.

Thus, after the transcriptions were ready, they were imported to NVivo.  Express Scribe 
remained as the archive for audio materials, whereas NVivo acted as the tool facilitating 
the data analysis. Table 14 depicts the design framework. This framework was the basis 
for setting up and structuring the data for analysis in NVivo.

Table 14 The design framework

Unit of analysis / 
observation

Each individual represents a case. 10 individuals were interviewed, i.e. there 
were 10 cases. Each case had its unique attributes such as age, occupation, and 
city of residence. 

Timeframe The empirical data were collected during a period of 3 months, thus this was a 
snapshot of a certain period of time in the individuals' lives.

Data types Preliminary data were collected using a screening survey. The data from the 
screening survey were only imported to NVivo for the ten selected cases. After 
screening, 10 individuals were selected for in-depth, face-to-face interviews. 
Various techniques were utilized during these interviews to elicit information, 
resulting in a rich set of audio, visual, and textual data. The audio data remained 
in Express Scribe throughout the study whereas the visual and textual data were 
imported to NVivo. In addition to the data collected, also the research notes and 
memos were utilized in the analysis and hence imported to NVivo.

Thematic 
framework

The study was exploratory. No specific framework was utilized. Sensitizing 
concepts were utilized in order to build the interview guides. Accordingly, 
questions covered various areas of interest. During the research process, existing 
theories and emerging ideas were confronted with the data and vice versa. This 
interplay resulted in the final findings.

After the data had been imported to NVivo, the next task was to identify and structure 
the data into themes, i.e. to code the data. Coding of data is a way of clustering the data 
in order to represent congruencies of ideas. As the data existed in Finnish, the coding 
was conducted mainly in Finnish in order to allow the resulting codes to be authentic and 
true to their origins. Hence, at the coding stage, findings were only translated to English 
when necessary for reporting or validation purposes. 

4.6.3 Gaining an initial understanding of the themes

After the memos were ready, the next step was to form an initial understanding of the 
data by broad-brush coding. In practice, this meant organizing the materials into wide 
areas of potential interest. 

In NVivo, coding is done through using nodes. The nodes are labels that assist in 
categorizing the data. Each node can then in turn contain various sub-categories called 
child nodes. The final coding structure is presented in Table 15.

As visualized in Table 15, two main themes were established in NVivo: Relationships and 
Selves. Under Selves, two sub-categories were ultimately formed to represent the various 
possibilities of consumers’ multiple selves: Tone and Time. 
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Table 15 Coding structure

Sensitizing 
concept

Node in 
NVivo

Child nodes Comment

Customer 
relationship

Relationships Created according to 
company names32

Essentially, each customer card 
represented a node. (However, at
this stage, it was unclear whether 
customer relationships existed or 
not.) 

Self Selves Tone Positive
Neutral
Negative

Consumers’ multiple selves were 
approached according to three 
high-level categories of tone: 
positive, neutral and negative.

Time Past
Present
Future

Consumers multiple selves were 
investigated across three 
temporalities: past, present and 
future.

In the first round, the transcripts were broadly categorized into two nodes: relationships 
and selves. The coding proceeded with Step 1 and Step 2:

• Step 1: all data broadly related to customer relationships were coded under the 
Relationships node. Coding proceeded from case 01 through to case 10.

• Step 2: all data broadly related to the self-concept were coded under the Selves node. 
Coding proceeded from case 01 through to case 10.

If any narrative belonged clearly into the Time node or into any of the six child nodes, it 
was already categorized accordingly during this process33. Still, the aim of the first round 
was simply to structure broad areas for further investigation, not to code exhaustively. 
Interview excerpts, where instructions were given to the participant or other mundane 
things were discussed, were not coded.

In the second round of thematic structuring, the investigation for rough overlaps in the 
Relationships and Selves nodes began. For example, if an excerpt clearly contained both 
constructs, data were also added to the other node. The coding continued with Step 3 and 
Step 4:

• Step 3: data coded under Selves were inspected for any relationship data. If such data 
were found, they were added to the Relationships' node. Review and coding proceeded 
from case 01 through to case 10.

32As they appeared in the consumers' narratives. On several coding occasions, the company 
name was substituted by the customer card or customer program name, as this was the way 
it appeared in the consumers' narratives.

33 In line with the GTM approach, various other codes were also created, but rejected later.
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• Step 4: data coded under Relationships were inspected for any self-related data. If such 
data were found, they were added into the Selves node. Review and coding proceeded 
from case 01 through to case 10.

Figure 9 illustrates steps 1 to 4 of this initial coding process. In reality, the coding process 
was far more complicated than depicted by this figure. For example, after the initial 
coding round, in Case 01 - Emma, 28 pieces of data had been coded under Relationships 
and 35 pieces of data under the Selves node34. These pieces were in fact large areas and 
various pages of discussions covering these themes.

Figure 9 The initial theme structuration process

At this stage, the extent and content of the emerging overlaps suggested that these two 
themes were somehow entwined in the consumers’ minds. Figure 10 is provided as an 
example from Case 01 in which the individual discusses her customer relationship with 
the company in the past tense in connection to her ‘self as a mother’35. Based on this and 
other similar discoveries, the coding of the data under the Relationships node proceeded 
to a more detailed level. This will be explained in the next section.

Figure 10 Connectedness of themes

4.6.4 Coding the customer relationship data

A closer examination of the data coded under the Relationships node in NVivo revealed 
that not all of the potential customer relationships could be included in the analysis. The 

34And additionally: 34 pieces of data coded under the Time node.
35The example mimicks the layout in NVivo where coding could be viewed with coding stripes. 

As the transcripts were in Finnish in NVivo, the example has been translated into English.
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participants had, for example, mentioned some customer cards during the interviews 
that they did not physically have with them in the card-sorting exercises, or they had 
mentioned other types of customer relationships briefly in passing. Nevertheless, a
decision was taken to code all customer cards and customer relationship-related data 
and to narrow down to the relevant ones at a later stage. The aim was not to lose any 
information that could potentially be of value. 

Hence, in the next stage of the preparation process, all of the consumers’ customer cards 
were coded as child nodes under the main theme node Relationships. At this stage, it was 
still unclear whether the existence of a customer card meant that a customer relationship 
also existed.

The amount of customer relationships in each case varied between 7 and 29. The number 
and types of customer relationships were approached as self-reported evaluations by the 
individuals. The following extract is an example explaining how the selection occurred 
during the interview:

Me: So then we could have a look at those cards of yours. (…) So you could put them 
here on the table.
Olivia: I don't now know exactly which all you account as...
Me: So...
Olivia: ...But let's see [laughter]. Here are first such...
Me: So all those which you think are somehow customer cards. Irrespective of 
what...
Olivia: Is (-)?
Me: ...What does the card say? Well, it is all up to, so what you think is.
Olivia: Well (maybe -) is, so maybe it is but... (…) [laughing] (…) I don't consider a 
library card as a customer card.
Me: Mm-m.
Olivia: So then this bus card so, it is not...[pause]
Me: Well, what do you think?
Olivia: Little bit difficult, well one can get [travel] cheaper but then I think it is not 
exactly the same [as other customer cards] because they do not have competition, 
maybe I don't consider them.
Me: OK, what else did you put aside?
Olivia: Library cards, then that membership card, (…) some copying cards, then 
this gift card, more copying cards, student card (…)

Eventually, the total number of consumers’ customer relationships consisted of various 
types of companies, associations, institutions and unions. The complete list can be found 
in Appendix 10.

As mentioned, during the broad-brushing phase, some coding had already occurred, 
however at this stage, care was taken to ensure that all references to customer cards were 
captured meticulously across all cases.

First, all of the transcripts were reviewed and all the potential customer relationships
were listed across all ten cases. Next, due to the mass of data, the coding began by using
the text search function in NVivo. The text search function permitted searches across all 
cases by using the customer card or company names. The search results were then coded 
as child nodes under the Relationships node. In this process, the child nodes were titled
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according to company names or if another name was more recognizable, then that name 
was used36.

The outcome of this process was an array of nodes: some that had emerged from the 
broad-brushing, and others that resulted from the text search. Hence, once the text 
searches had been completed, the nodes that referred to the same companies were 
combined and titled (e.g. “Company A – combined”). The final node structure is 
illustrated in Figure 11, using an example of one case. The main coding theme represents 
the broad-brushing stage and the sub-theme represents the more detailed text search 
results.

Figure 11 Structure of ‘Relationships’ coding

This process produced 102 child nodes containing altogether 3042 references 
representing pieces of data. Although the text search process produced nodes relatively 
quickly, the results were far from perfect and adjustments and recoding had to be done 
afterwards. For example, NVivo does not recognize Finnish language and therefore all 
stemmed words were excluded from the search results. Additionally, consumers were 
using nicknames or subjective abbreviations, which could not be captured by general 
word searches. Eventually, they were also talking about or mentioning other companies 
in passing. At this stage, I noted and adjusted for these discrepancies.

After a lengthy process of adjusting and cleaning the coding and nodes across all 
transcripts, the final result was 102 child nodes. Each represented a company, containing 
altogether 4904 references. In other words, a total of 1862 additional references were 
coded manually in addition to the initial coding produced by the text search. 

The coding process confirmed that many of the customer cards did in fact represent 
consumers' customer relationships with companies. For example:

Me: How about comparably, for example, these five points among ‘Insurance B’ 
and ‘Daily goods C’ and ‘Cosmetics A’, and ‘Daily goods B’?37

Olivia: Somewhat difficult to compare, they are such different instances. For 
example the yearly travel insurance, I don't even compare prices, I am completely 
‘Insurance B'’s – use their services, I don't even know what others have to offer. I 
don't actually really use that card, but the fact that I'm so their customer so maybe 
therefore I put those five points. (emphases added)

Consequently, the benefit of the pre-analysis was not only measured in terms of the 
comprehensiveness of the set of nodes that resulted from the process, but also by the in-

36 This was the case for example with most grocery store chains’ customer programs. 
37Discussion related to the card-sorting task no. 39 in the interview guide, see Appendix 6.
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depth understanding of data that the process yielded. These insights acted as the basis of 
the development of in-depth insights into how the consumers perceived their customer 
relationships. 

4.7 The iterative-inductive analysis process

In the two chapters that will follow, the details of how the analyses were conducted are 
presented alongside the findings that emerged from the analyses. This logic of presenting 
the analyses and findings is necessary, since each finding not only gave course for the 
subsequent analysis but also was utilized as a basis for the subsequent analysis. 
Accordingly, only an overall theoretical knowledge of the context and the sensitizing 
concepts were utilized in order to form the initial research plan. Eventually, patterns, 
consistencies, and meanings emerged through iteration (in line with Gray, 2013). 
‘Iteration’, in essence, means repetition (Vogt, 2005).

Overall, the analysis consists of four analyses of which the three first analyses were 
inspired by the grounded theory method. As discussed, grounded theory is an inductive 
method. In other words, there is no preconceived theory of what one sets out to find. 
Through applying inductive reasoning in this study, several fragmented findings 
ultimately led to an increased understanding of customer relationships from the 
consumers’ perspective. Therefore, each of the four analyses is important to understand 
in order to understand the complete path from fragmented data to final conclusions.

Figure 12 summarizes the research elements of this study and illustrates how they are
tied together. The two bottom layers in the figure point to the philosophical stance - the 
basis for deciding on a suitable research method. In this study, the constructivist-
interpretivist stance led to the choice of an inductive research approach; a combination 
of GTM and EM, supported by phenomenology. Accordingly, the data were collected 
through face-to-face interviews, and the analysis conducted through an iterative 
approach.  Although these discussions are distributed across this thesis, Figure 12
visualizes that together these choices form a consistent research approach.

Figure 12 Elements of the study
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Finally, before moving to discuss the four analyses in detail, the overall analysis process 
is summarized. This is depicted in Table 16. Chapter 5 explains steps 2-3 as depicted in
the table and covers also part of the discoveries made in step 4 (Analysis 3). The 
remaining part of step 4 (i.e. Analysis 4) will be explained in Chapter 6.

Table 16 The analysis process

Step Analysis Key 
construct(s) 
analyzed

Data employed in the 
analysis

Aim of the analysis

1 Preparation 
and gaining an 
understanding 
of the data

Customer 
relationships

Narratives related to 
customer cards

Understanding the 
customer cards and 
therefore also the potential 
customer relationships.

2 Analysis 1 Multiple selves Consumers’ demographics
and overall interview data 
including research memos

Understanding each
individual, her values, 
overall motivations and 
goals in life.

3 Analysis 2 Self -
relationship 
congruencies

Relational 
motivation

Output from steps 1 and 2 
combined

Understanding the
customer relationships in 
the individual's life; do they 
have a positive (or negative) 
implication for the sense of 
self or not.

4 Analyses 3-4 Inconsistencies 
and coping 
methods

Data and observations from 
consumers’ sense-making

Research memos

Understanding the 
dynamics of maintaining a 
coherent, positive sense of 
self; how the 
inconsistencies were
handled by the consumers.

Figure 13 illustrates the evolution of the analysis process. It is a simplified illustration of 
the progress within one case example visualizing only three selves and three 
relationships.
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Figure 13 Visualization of the analysis process

The following steps explain Figure 13:

1st analysis An interpretation of the self and possible selves as seen through the subjective 
individual’s eyes. 

Discovery: the consumer’s multiple selves.

2nd analysis An inductive approach using grounded theory method for understanding the 
potential connections between the consumer’s multiple selves and the many 
customer relationships she has. In other words; understanding the customer 
relationships in the consumer’s life.

Discovery: the S-R congruencies but also; some inconsistencies

3rd analysis A grounded theory analysis of the inconsistencies from an aggregate 
perspective – i.e. several simultaneous customer relationships.

Discovery: a gap in understanding how consumers perceive and make 
sense of customer relationships

4th analysis An ethnomethodological analysis of how consumers make sense of customer 
relationships.

Discovery: a process view of how consumers make sense of customer 
relationships

These procedures were repeated in each case, i.e. analyses 1-3 in case 01, then analyses 
1-3 in case 02, etc. The fourth analysis was conducted across all cases simultaneously. It 
concentrated on various findings across the ten cases and all of the three prior analyses.
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5 ANALYSES 1-3: HOW CONSUMERS PERCEIVE
CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIPS

This chapter discusses how the data were analyzed. The study consists of four analyses 
of which the three first ones are presented in this chapter:

• Analysis 1: Consumers' multiple selves,

• Analysis 2: Self-relationship (S-R) congruencies, and

• Analysis 3: Aggregate view of the S-R congruencies.

The purpose of these three analyses was to learn to understand how consumers perceive 
customer relationships in the contexts of their daily lives.

Accordingly, the first analysis presents the consumers’ maps of multiple selves and
explains the process that led to this discovery. Consumers’ multiple selves were
approached as subjective understandings, resulting in a view they had of themselves in 
their lives through their eyes.

The second analysis explored how the individuals perceived customer relationships in 
the contexts of their lives. This denotes the discovery of various types of self-relationship
(S-R) congruencies. An awareness of consumers’ S-R congruencies gives way to an 
auxiliary understanding of consumers’ motivations in customer relationships.

Third, the chapter presents an analysis based on the data resulting from the card-sorting 
and breaching experiments where consumers’ views of their customer relationships were
explored in aggregate. A number of inconsistencies appeared which were not explained 
by the existing theories of customer relationships. These findings warranted further 
examination.

Consequently, the chapter concludes with a summary leading to the fourth analysis, 
which concentrates on understanding consumers’ sense-making in customer 
relationships. The fourth analysis is discussed in Chapter 6 as it represents a distinct 
investigation apart from the three first ones.

5.1 Analysis 1: Consumers’ multiple selves

After all the customer relationship data had been coded, the process of exploring the data 
relating to consumers' multiple possible selves began. As explained in the previous 
chapter, all the data pertaining to the consumers’ selves had already been roughly 
categorized under the main theme Selves during the broad-brushing phase. At this stage
however, these data needed to be reviewed and sub-categorized in order to reach an
understanding of the multiple possibilities of each individual’s selves.

The data, which had been categorized to the Selves node during the broad-brushing 
stage, were mainly originating from:

the 1st interviews where each individuals' selves had been elicited,
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the photo elicitation phase in the 2nd interview where possible future selves had 
been elicited38, and

the 20 statements test which had been conducted in the 3rd interview.

In addition, the whole body of knowledge accumulated during all of the interviews was 
utilized for understanding each subjective individual. Recalling – and sometimes 
checking from the field notes - how an individual had behaved in a certain situation 
added depth to the understanding of the verbal data.

Two sub-theme nodes, titled Time and Tone, had already been established in NVivo
under the broad-brushed Selves main coding theme. Other child nodes had also been 
constructed but they were ultimately dropped or combined with these as a result of the 
GTM process. These two emerged as the key categories. Under the Time node, three child
nodes had been constructed: Past, Present and Future. Under the Tone node, there were 
three child nodes: Positive, Neutral and Negative, representing the rough categories of 
possible selves. These six sub-categories are visualized in Figure 14.

Figure 14 Structure of Selves coding

As the automatic text search function in NVivo could not be utilized for this type of coding 
where larger contexts needed to first be understood, all of the coding had to be done 
manually. Thus, as a first step, the data that had been categorized under the Selves node
were reviewed and coded as follows:

Step 1: all data in Selves related to the past were coded to the Past child node under the 
Time node.

Step 2: all data in Selves related to the future were coded to the Future child node under 
the Time node.

Generally, the data were easily interpreted, as consumers had been elicited to discuss
events in the past, or possible events in the future. On the other hand, the narratives were 
sometimes lengthy and contained mixed temporalities. At other times, references to the 
future or to the past were briefly mentioned simply as parts of sentences. Therefore, all 
of the materials had to be meticulously analyzed in order to complete these two steps. 

38 In fact, the preliminary focus of the study was mainly only on consumers’ positive future 
selves. A closer look revealed that such a focus produced only a partial understanding of the 
consumers’ perceptions and hence the investigation was extended to other selves as well.
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Once this was done, the coding stripes39 were utilized for reviewing all coded data. The
data coded under the Selves node were inspected for any pieces of data that had not yet 
been coded under the Time node:

Step 3: all remaining data in Selves were coded to the Present child node under the Time 
node.

After these three steps had been conducted, the coding proceeded to the tone of the 
Selves data. This was done following the same logic:

Step 4: all data in Selves containing a positive tone were coded to the Positive child node 
under the Tone node.

Step 5: all data in Selves containing a negative tone were coded to the Negative child node 
under the Tone node.

Similarly to steps 1-3, after these steps had been completed, the coding stripes were 
utilized for reviewing all the data in the Tone node to find data that had not yet been 
coded:

Step 6: all remaining data in Selves were coded to the Neutral child node under the Tone 
node.

In cases of unclear tone, the data were coded into the Neutral node.

In reality, steps 4-5 were not as straightforward as the steps 1-2 in coding of Time. For 
example, consumers expressed their negative selves in many different ways. The context 
where their expressions appeared needed to first be understood in order interpret the 
tone of their narratives. On various occasions, individual sentences could not be coded 
under a certain tone or time, as they were part of a larger narrative. Hence, the entire 
context needed to first be interpreted until its parts could be coded.

Furthermore, the personalities of the ten women and their individual differences in ways 
of communicating and had to be accounted for in the coding. A few were more animated 
than the rest, some more straightforward in their expressions than others. Two of the ten
respondents were clearly more restricted in their verbal expressions. Therefore, 
interpreting and coding the data took significantly more time in a few cases than on 
others. In all cases, the full breadth of a person’s ‘tones’ needed to first be grasped before 
the coding could start.

For these reasons, the coding proceeded through the above-mentioned steps 1 to 6 for 
each individual before moving to the next case. This was done to ensure and maintain 
the same frame of reference for all interpretations within each case, both in terms of 
‘time’ as well as in terms of ‘tone’. Although both coding procedures (steps 1-3 and 4-6) 
dealt with the same data, they were focused on different perspectives.

Once the coding was completed, the investigation proceeded to the ‘selves’ in each 
individual case. Nine queries40 were conducted across all cases in NVivo, one for each 
possible self:

39The coding stripes provide an easy way of visualizing existing coding while reviewing the data 
in NVivo. See earlier Figure 10 for an example.

40 A query in NVivo is a way of combining the data that is shared between two or more nodes. In 
other words, it is a way of systematically identifying data which are coded into both nodes.
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1st query: ‘present’ node + ‘neutral’ node present neutral self

2nd query: ‘past’ node + ‘neutral’ node past neutral self

3rd query: ‘future’ node + ‘neutral’ node future neutral self

4th query: ‘present’ node + ‘negative’ node present negative self

5th query: ‘past’ node + ‘negative’ node past negative self

6th query: ‘future’ node + ‘negative’ node future negative self

7th query: ‘present’ node + ‘positive’ node present positive self

8th query: ‘past’ node + ‘positive’ node past positive self

9th query: ‘future’ node + ‘positive’ node future positive self

The query results confirmed that all cases contained all these combinations of nodes.

Next, the results of the nine queries were interpreted in order to reach an understanding 
of each person's multiple selves. The interpretation began with writing memos from the 
query results in each case. Through reading these memos, a more general level of 
understanding of the key aspects of each individual's various selves was reached. 
Ultimately, attempts to visualize those selves began.

5.1.1 Mapping the multiple selves

The complete process of visualizing the multiple selves is depicted in Figure 15. The 
process proceeded from left to right. The numbers shown in the mapped grid on the far 
right side correspond to the query numbers (e.g. no. 1 = ‘present neutral self’, mapped in 
the center of the 3-by-3 grid). The numbers also refer to the order in which the mapping
of the grid proceeded (i.e. query no. 1 was mapped first, query no. 2 second, etc.). In 
conclusion, it felt sensible to start with the present neutral self, i.e. the ‘core self’, and 
move laterally, then to the negative, and finally to the positive aspects of each individual’s 
selves. 
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Figure 15 Process of mapping the multiple selves

Specifically, the visualization of the multiple selves was done by placing all the 
understandings of each ‘self’ into nine “windows” i.e. a set of 9 windows for each 
individual. These understandings were key ideas and excerpts from the individuals’ 
narratives as well as from the memos written, depicting the three tones and the three 
temporalities of selves in each case. Although the data and the memos were in Finnish, 
at this stage, key ideas and quotes were translated into English. A visualization of the
first attempt to map a consumer’s multiple selves is provided in Figure 16.
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(Case 10. Black areas represent details that have been omitted to ensure anonymity.)

Figure 16 Example of a first draft of a map of multiple selves

The information in each window was then carefully refined into comprehensible 
descriptions. In the end, each of the nine selves was given descriptive names
summarizing the content of the ‘window’. These descriptions represented, effectually, 
high-level labels for each ‘self’.

In the next section, a sample summary description of one case is provided. As the 
demographics of each case have already been presented, this description focuses on 
providing a more in-depth introductory understanding of the individual’s multiple 
selves. The description is titled according to the ‘core self’ (i.e. in the case of Emma: ‘the 
stay at home mother’).

A sample description:

Case 01 - Emma, the stay at home mother

Emma is approaching her 30s and lives in the suburbs of a large city with her husband and young 
child. She is currently on parental leave and enjoys time spent at home with her child. Her 
narratives depict a clear distinction between her life before she became a mother and the current 
life she now has. During the interviews, she mostly conveys positive emotions. However, some 
instances in her narratives showcase nostalgia about her past, her career, and her life before she 
became a mother. Many of her customer cards are linked to the everyday purchases she is now 
making for her family. She acknowledges that she has put aside her own needs for the time being, 
for example traveling, which she enjoys very much. She is hopeful that in the future she can resume 
such activities.

Table 17 provides an example of the final map of Emma’s multiple selves.
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Table 17 Example of a map of multiple selves 

PAST SELF PRESENT SELF FUTURE SELF

POSITIVE 
SELF

Working woman 
wanting to become a 
mother. In the past, 
Emma maintained a busy 
life with friends, including 
traveling for work and 
pleasure. She “always 
knew” she wanted to 
become a mother.

Mother. Emma enjoys her 
slower paced life as a stay-
at-home mother. She feels 
balanced and happy.

Balanced mother. In the 
near future, Emma plans to 
have more children, 
however, she also has plans 
to return to work and 
resume her traveling 
activities. Overall, she 
wants to enjoy life and have 
more financial freedom.

NEUTRAL 
SELF

Working woman 
becoming a mother.
When discussing her past, 
Emma contrasts the time 
before and after she became 
a mother. She depicts her 
life as “very hectic” before 
motherhood, including a lot 
of activities, including 
traveling.

Stay-at-home mother. 
Emma embraces her 
current life situation and 
accepts that the 
compromises she has had
to make have enabled her to 
stay at home with her child.

Working mother. When
Emma returns to work, she 
foresees maintaining a 
sensible balance between 
all aspects of her life: home, 
work, finances, expenses 
and traveling.

NEGATIVE 
SELF

Working non-mother.
Although Emma was 
working and earning a 
paycheck in her “earlier 
life”, she also acknowledges 
that her spending was 
impulsive, and at times on 
credit: she was not thinking 
ahead enough. This is 
something she now has to 
do as she has a family to 
care for.

Non-working mother.
As Emma is practically not 
earning any money during 
her parental leave, she has 
to stay careful and 
financially alert, something 
she is not quite yet used to 
doing.

Imbalanced mother. 
Emma is worried that she 
will not be able to maintain 
a healthy balance between 
her work and family if she 
returns to work too early. 
At the same time, she is 
concerned about having to 
continue balancing her 
finances.

The descriptions and maps of multiple selves of the other nine women who were 
interviewed in the study are provided in Appendix 11.

5.1.2 Conclusions on multiple selves

This section concludes the findings from the first analysis directed at understanding 
consumers’ multiple selves by providing an overview of the findings and a discussion of 
certain points of consideration.

First, in each case, the analysis of the empirical data succeeded to provide nine ‘windows’ 
or views to the consumer’s multiple selves. This finding was a result from the
comprehensive and in-depth interview process where consumers’ selves had been 
elicited from various viewpoints. Accordingly, the output was in each case a conceptual
map of multiple selves, as illustrated in Figure 17. The map of multiple selves summarizes 
the consumer’s life as the context in which customer relationships’ meanings and 
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relevance can subsequently be explored. As such, it forms the basis for Analysis 2, as will 
be presented.

Figure 17 Map of multiple selves with guiding questions

Yet, the windows to the individuals' selves are depicting only what the questions of the 
interview guide and the discussions resulting from those questions could grasp. 
Conclusively, the route of eliciting a person’s multiple selves is connected to facilitating 
the individual to answer the questions depicted in Figure 17. In the interview, these
questions need to be implicitly posed. If a researcher attempts to elicit a person’s sense 
of self explicitly, (e.g. ‘tell me about your present negative self…’) the individual will
probably not be able to understand nor answer the question. Therefore, a more vague 
approach is advocated, e.g. ‘tell me about yourself…’, as utilized in the present study. 

In particular, when conducting the analysis and ultimately, when mapping the selves, the 
windows were discovered as dependent on the interviewees’ willingness to share 
information about their lives. In turn, the researcher’s ability to comprehend what was 
not said was entirely dependent on what was being said. 

To visualize this, the circles in Figure 18 are provided as an illustrative example of an
interviewee whose narratives are extensive on her past selves but limited on her future 
selves. A large circle represents extensive narratives whereas a small circle represents
short answers. Thereby, a researcher is only able to grasp those ‘windows’ which the 
interviewee is willing to share in the interview. In reality, such visualization could be
difficult to produce, as a researcher cannot know what she does not know. However, for 
the sake of clarity, this deficiency is pointed out here.
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Figure 18 The nine “windows” to consumer’s selves

Likewise, it is possible that other interview questions or data collection techniques might 
have grasped altogether different windows or views to the individuals’ selves. For 
instance, this study did not elicit early childhood memories. However, some of the 
interviewee’s narratives contained memories from childhood. For such reasons, the 
width (temporality) and the depth (tonality) of the descriptions varied case by case. On 
the other hand, an extended understanding of the depth or tonality of the narratives 
would require a more detailed linguistic analysis, which was not the purpose in this
study. 

With regards to the temporality of the windows, it is imperative to point out one more
consideration. In fact, to understand the range of temporalities, and to account for any
temporal gaps in the map of multiple selves, the mappings were continued further. In 
each case, the multiple selves were mapped across time continuums. 

Figure 19 depicts the selves in case 02 on an estimated timeline. The timings and events 
on the timeline are approximations, as their specifics had not been elicited in the 
interviews. Therefore, the timeline is not in perfect scale. The objective of this
visualization is to illustrate the temporality of the individual's multiple selves and to show 
how the selves may occur at various points in time. In other words, the grid shown earlier
is not a “perfect” three by three, even if visualized as such. Corresponding timelines for 
all cases can be found in Appendix 12.

In summary, the map of multiple selves does not represent the complete past or all of the 
possible futures of an individual, only certain “windows”. Nevertheless, these windows 
provide a view on and an understanding of the individual, albeit constrained by what the 
individual is willing to reveal during the interview process. Most importantly, the 
windows are authentic to their origins and provide a self-based perspective, and 
therefore are in line with the objectives of this study and suitable for its purposes.
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Figure 19 Example of a timeline

5.2 Analysis 2: Self-relationship congruencies

After mapping the consumers’ selves, the subsequent objective was to obtain a subjective 
view of each customer relationship, ‘through the consumers’ eyes’.

The preliminary analysis and thematic coding of data had already revealed some overlaps 
suggesting that the self-concepts and the customer relationships were somehow 
entwined. Therefore, the second analysis began by a review of the overlaps that had
resulted from the coding of customer relationships and the mappings of consumers’ 
multiple selves. However, this examination did not succeed to add clarity to consumers’ 
motivations. Hence, the focus was turned back to the transcripts. In practice, this meant
reviewing each ‘piece’ of data coded to each customer relationship node in their original
formats and contexts. During this process, some connections began to emerge. These
emergent findings are illustrated by the following two examples:

Example 1. 

Me: Are you especially proud of any of these cards?
Anna: I guess, of this ‘Charity A’ card, and then that ‘Union B’, because the other 
one tells my profession, and the other tells (...), that I want to help basically. 
(Emphases added)

Interpretation: ‘Union B’ contributes to Anna’s sense of professionalism, and 
‘Charity A’ to a positive sense of doing something to help others. Anna considers 
both as important aspects of her life. A review of Anna’s multiple selves reveals 
that these customer relationships support Anna’s ‘present positive self’.
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Example 2.

Me: What are you thinking about when you think of 'importance'?41

Krista: Well, again the usage level, and then the, usefulness, and relatedness with 
identity, so... Mainly these. But maybe according to the usage level anyway.
Me: What does ‘Daily goods B’ card have to do with your identity, what do you 
mean?
Krista: Well I mean that, somehow I believe, I am, with this ‘Eco A’ card, for 
example, I believe I will use it, even if it may be that in reality I will not use it 
[laughter]. But, it is kind of a lifestyle card. So it is associated with these, ecological 
detergents for example, and so on, so, I believe I will use it, kind of, and then this 
‘Daily goods B’ is not as such related to identity but it has then, the highest usage 
level. And, then it is kind of generally useful so... (Emphases added)

Interpretation: ‘Eco A’ is harmonious with Krista’s ideal image of herself in the 
future. In contrast, ‘Daily goods B’ has no specific tone or temporality attached to 
it, but Krista considers it “generally useful”. In other words, ‘Daily goods B’ 
supports Krista’s ‘present neutral self’.

These and similar findings implied that it was fruitful to examine each customer 
relationship in connection to the consumer’s multiple selves42. For example, by posing 
questions to the data such as

To which self does this customer relationship contribute to?

Which self is this customer relationship harmonious with?

connections between consumers’ customer relationships and their senses of selves began
to appear. In due course, customer relationships that supported - or amplified -
consumers’ selves were concluded as congruent with those selves. This congruence was 
eventually conceptualized as self-relationship (S-R) congruence.

5.2.1 Identifying the S-R congruencies

At first, the process was circular: the analysis moved across cases in an attempt to grasp
the emerging S-R congruencies. However, after some rounds of iteration, it became clear
that a full concentration on each individual case was required. Where one individual 
perceived a customer relationship with a company in a certain way, another one 
perceived a similar customer relationship with the same company in a completely 
different way. It became apparent that the value of the S-R congruence conceptualization 
was in its ability to add understanding to how a subjective individual perceives customer 
relationships rather than how customer relationships are perceived in general by 
consumers43.

Accordingly, and finally, the process of identifying the S-R congruencies progressed 
sequentially from case 01 through to case 10 and was conducted simultaneously with the 
mapping of the multiple selves: 

41Discussion relates to the card-sorting task no. 41, see Appendix 6.
42 At this stage, the analysis was based on the memos, not the final visualized maps of multiple 

selves. In fact, the process of building understanding of consumers’ multiple selves and their 
customer relationships preceded simultaneously but are, for the sake of clarity, reported 
separately in this thesis.

43 The arrival at this latter point emerged, in fact, only at the last stages of Analysis 4.



86

Step 1 Mapping the multiple selves (Analysis 1) in Case 01

Step 2 Identifying the S-R congruencies (Analysis 2) in Case 01

Step 1 Analysis 1 repeated, focusing on Case 02 

Step 2 Analysis 2 repeated, focusing on Case 02 

…until both steps had been completed for all cases.

The concentration on and completion of both analyses in each case before moving to the 
next one marked an essential step in the process of identifying the S-R congruencies. In 
fact, remaining in the ‘individual’s subjective perspective’ for a prolonged period of time, 
usually for several weeks, eventually enabled the emergence of the congruencies. Any 
digression from one case to another in the middle of this process could have 
compromised the quality of the findings.

Ultimately, in order to identify the S-R congruencies, it seemed convenient to have a
simplified one-page version of the consumer’s multiple selves at hand. This version was 
later titled as the ‘map of multiple selves’. The data contained in each relationship node
was then evaluated in comparison to that map. Three research questions emerged to 
facilitate this process. They are detailed in Table 18.

Table 18 Identifying the S-R congruencies

Research question for      
identifying S-R congruence

Answer 
options

Outcome

1. What is the temporality
of the narrative of the 
customer relationship?*

A. Past

B. Present

C. Future 

The answer signifies the location of the 
self that the customer relationship is 
congruent with on the horizontal axis in 
the map of multiple selves. (Multiple 
choices are possible.)

2. What is the tone of the 
narrative of the customer 
relationship?* 

A. Positive

B. Neutral

C. Negative

The answer signifies the location of the 
self that the customer relationship is 
congruent with on the vertical axis in the 
map of multiple selves. (Multiple choices 
are possible.)

3. Does the data reveal a 
motivation for why the 
consumer perceives 
herself as a customer?*

A. Yes

B. No

A positive answer confirms the existence
of the S-R congruence according to points 
1 and 2 above.

A negative answer suggests that there 
perhaps is no motivation despite the S-R
congruence. The consumer perceives 
herself as a customer but does not 
experience relational motivation.**

*including an evaluation of the larger context in which the narrative appeared, where needed.
**A further investigation followed as will be presented later on in this chapter.
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Indeed, in order to confirm a S-R congruence, it was necessary to understand why such 
congruence existed. Consequently, I discovered that the last question (Question 3 in 
Table 18) had to be adjusted depending on the S-R congruence (outcome of questions 1 
and 2 combined). Therefore, the third question had to be adapted. These adaptations are
listed in Table 19.

Table 19 Confirming the S-R congruencies

Location of the 
possible S-R
congruence in 
the map of 
multiple selves

Research question for confirming S-R
congruence

(Answer options: Yes / No)

Comments

Present neutral 3.1 Does the data reveal a motivation for 
why the consumer perceives herself as a
customer? 

In general, answers 
were easily determined 
from the data and S-R
congruencies were 
confirmed accordingly. 
Some peculiarities
were encountered and 
warranted closer 
examination*.

Past neutral 3.2 Does the data reveal a motivation for 
why the consumer perceives herself
having been a customer? 

Future neutral 3.3 Does the data reveal a motivation for 
why the consumer perceives herself 
continuing to be a customer? 

Present negative 3.4 Does the data reveal a motivation for 
why the consumer perceives herself as a
customer (in a customer relationship 
that connects to a negative sense of 
self)?

On various occasions, 
consumers’ narratives 
indicated hesitation.
Although some S-R
congruencies were 
confirmed, the 
negative domain
warranted closer 
examination*. 

Past negative 3.5 Does the data reveal a motivation for 
why the consumer perceives herself 
having been a customer (in a customer 
relationship that connects to a negative
sense of self)?

Future negative 3.6 Does the data reveal a motivation for 
why the consumer perceives herself 
continuing to be a customer (in a 
customer relationship that connects to a
negative sense of self)?

Present positive (same research question as 3.1) Answers were easily 
determined from the 
data and S-R
congruencies were 
confirmed accordingly.

Past positive (same research question as 3.2)

Future positive (same research question as 3.3.) 

*A further investigation followed as will be presented later in this chapter.
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Overall, the developed technique allowed gaining a perspective on consumers’ customer 
relationships ‘through their eyes’. A visualization of this is provided in Figure 20 where 
the questions from Table 19 are inserted into the map of multiple selves according to the 
location of the S-R congruencies.

Figure 20Understanding S-R congruencies through the consumer’s eyes

Ultimately, the route of eliciting S-R congruencies is connected to enabling an individual 
to implicitly answer the questions illustrated in Figure 20, and to inferring the answers 
from the individual’s narratives. An indirect approach is advocated because despite being 
a subjective perception, consumers are not necessarily aware of their multiple selves, nor 
able to report on any “matches” between their selves and their customer relationships. 

Furthermore, similar to the narratives that acted as the basis for discovering consumer’s
multiple selves, the narratives that acted as the basis for identifying the S-R congruencies
ranged from exhaustive to short or narrow (c.f. Figure 18). Therefore, S-R congruencies
cannot be compared across cases and each 3-by-3 grid remains valid only for the 
subjective individual case in question.

To conclude, each customer relationship was congruent with at least one self in each case.
However, most customer relationships were congruent with not just one but many 
selves. The next section explicates this discovery.

5.2.2 Types of S-R congruencies 

After all of the S-R congruencies had been identified, a summary analysis elucidated that 
various types of congruencies exist. A total of 59 types were discovered. The details are 
located in Appendices 13 and 14. The types were grouped into four high-level categories 
within which certain peculiarities were noted:

1. Congruencies with a consistent tone across time

The empirical data pointed to 21 ‘consistent tone’ congruence types. In these, the 
consumers’ S-R congruencies remained consistently within one single tone category 
across temporalities. In other words, the tone of the self that the customer relationships 
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were congruent with was consistent across all occasions and temporalities (e.g. a 
customer relationship was congruent with a past positive self and a present positive 
self). Intuitively, congruencies with a present self can be expected of current customer 
relationships. However, congruencies with past and-or future selves, without any 
congruence with the present self, warranted additional investigation.

2. Congruencies with an inconsistent tone across time

The empirical data revealed 12 ‘inconsistent tone’ congruence types. In these, the tone of 
the self that the customer relationships were congruent with changed across occasions 
and temporalities (e.g. a customer relationship was congruent with a past neutral self 
and a present negative self). These tonality inconsistencies warranted additional 
investigation.

3. Congruencies with an inconsistent tone within a temporality

The empirical data revealed 19 ‘inconsistent tone within a temporality’ congruence types. 
In these, the tone of the self that the customer relationships were congruent with
changed across occasions within the same temporality (e.g. a customer relationship was 
congruent with a present positive self and a present neutral self). These tonality 
inconsistencies within temporalities warranted additional investigation.

4. Congruencies with an inconsistent counterpart

The empirical data revealed 7 ‘inconsistent counterpart’ congruence types. These types 
would have been included in the above categories, but there was an additional 
inconsistency: the company with whom the consumer perceived the customer 
relationship to be with, changed across occasions (i.e. the consumer was indeterminate 
about who the relationship counterpart will be in the future44). These counterpart 
inconsistencies warranted additional investigation.

Detailed examples are provided in Appendix 15. A meticulous analysis of the discovered 
inconsistencies revealed that 

1) according to the consumer’s point of view, a customer relationship that ‘exists’
does not need to be congruent with a present sense of self. A customer 
relationship may be congruent only with a past or future self, and still ‘exist’ 
today.  

2) the S-R congruence is not always comparable to the perception the consumer 
has of the customer relationship. For example, a consumer may portray no 
emotions or feelings towards a customer relationship across various narratives, 
although the narrative(s) where the relationship connects with a self, reveal a 
negative S-R congruence.

3) the consumer’s connection to the customer relationship seems more stable than 
the consumer’s connection to the company. In other words, the company 
counterpart may change (due to a change of service provider, for example), but
the consumer may still experience that the customer relationship “stays the 
same”. In the consumers’ minds, this thinking did not seem particularly 

44 Detailed example in the end of Appendix 15. Additionally, the data revealed congruencies 
where the customer program no longer existed or the company no longer existed in Finland 
(Case 05: ‘Mobile A’ and Case 04: ‘Sports Clothing A’, respectively). These congruencies were 
first treated as a separate category but later included in the core four categories as 
irrespective of the company’s or program’s existence, the consumers were discovered to 
perceive that customer relationships existed.
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exceptional or strange. However, the finding contradicts current theories where 
a customer relationship is seen to exist between a company and a customer – not 
irrespective of the company.

4) S-R congruencies with polar tones can exist in the same temporality. For 
example, a customer relationship can be congruent with a present positive self 
and a present negative self. The analysis of these types of congruencies suggested
that consumers might experience complexity or conflict in relational motivation 
when a customer relationship is congruent with both positive and negative senses 
of self. 

5) the fluctuation of S-R congruence tones seemed non-directional. In other words, 
the tone did not deteriorate or improve across time (e.g. from one interview to 
another) but rather seemed to vary unpredictably.

A closer analysis of the two last inconsistencies (4 and 5) revealed three main causes:

1. the functionalities embedded in the card,

2. the other customer relationships, and

3. the theoretical concepts that appeared in the interviews.

These are discussed next.

5.2.2.1 Inconsistencies evoked by card functionalities

The first cause of tone inconsistencies related to the customer cards as physical symbols
representing plausible customer relationships. In fact, some of the customer cards 
utilized in the interviews and in the card-sorting exercises were associated with multiple 
customer relationships. For example, in the case of Emma, her credit card also had a 
point based accumulation system with another company. This added to the complexity 
in the grouping tasks, as is visible from this excerpt:

Me: Can you recite the cards you have there, in your ‘own’ group?
Emma: I have here ‘Interior decoration A’, ‘Cosmetics D’, then ‘Massage A’, ‘Eco B’, 
‘Airline A’, ‘Airline B’, ‘Pharmacy C’, ‘Optician A’, ‘Beauty A’, ‘Department store A’, 
and ‘Bank B’-’Credit B’-‘Daily goods A’. Although, actually, this ‘Bank B’-‘Credit B’-
‘Daily goods A’ [card] should belong to the ‘family’ pile.
Me: Why did you originally put it in this other [‘own’] pile?
Emma: Because I did not think of the ‘Daily goods A’ in it, I just thought it is a 
‘Credit B’ I use for ‘swiping’ things for myself. (emphasis added)

Similar findings emerged when a consumer had two customer cards to the same 
company but with different functionalities. In effect, the consumer’s perception of the 
customer relationship differed depending which customer card it was assessed through. 
This is visible from the following two excerpts from Case 08 - Stella. Stella had two 
customer cards from company ‘Interior decoration B’: one with credit functionality (‘card
1’), and another without credit functionality (‘card 2’).

Excerpt A
Stella: …this ‘Interior decoration B’ card [1] so this I have not probably had for 
more than a year. They had some kind of a campaign that hey, you can have this 
card, I [was] like ‘why not’, (…) sometimes I have an acute situation that I need to 
buy something and happen to have little less money, which sometimes can happen. 
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Especially now during [the apartment] renovation, this is quite good for that, in 
case of an emergency, kind of. (emphases added)

Excerpt B
Stella: ‘Interior decoration B’ [card 2], (…) they send all kinds of jar-offers, like buy 
these plastic jars, or, [baby] feeding chairs, little bit like that.
Me: Little bit like what?
Stella: How should I put this? Not unnecessary, but (…), for families. It is somehow 
oriented towards families. So it’s not [for me]. (emphases added)

As these two excerpts illustrate, the S-R congruence varied depending on the card it was
examined through. As illustrated in excerpt A, Stella perceived the relationship through 
‘card 1’ congruent with her current life, whereas in excerpt B, it was incongruent. These 
and other similar findings suggested that the role of customer cards is not irrelevant from 
the consumer’s perspective.

5.2.2.2 Inconsistencies evoked by other customer relationships

The second cause of inconsistencies was the presence of other customer relationships in
sense-making situations. Inconsistencies were first noted in the card-sorting tasks but 
later also when the physical objects, i.e. the customer cards, were not present, but instead 
references to other customer relationships were made in the course of a discussion. 

An example of one inconsistency is depicted below.

Julia: ‘Clothing O’ card. This is maybe, this is probably already three years old. I 
acquired this at a point when I was desperate to find a nice blouse for myself and I 
had already been to every single possible store, and had become quite desperate. 
So then ‘Clothing O’ just had kind of good blouses and I bought some (…) As a 
matter of fact, this is also that kind of [a card], belongs to the same group with 
that ‘Clothing M’, I have not used this that much. But I usually always show this 
when [I’m] making purchases. So I buy blouses and those kinds of nicer tops there. 
(emphasis added to reflect the appearance of an inconsistency)

In short, the extract illustrates that the customer relationship is perceived congruent with 
a past positive self45; the customer relationship with ‘Clothing O’ has contributed to Julia
becoming fashionable46. However, in the present time, she associates the customer 
relationship ‘same’ as ‘Clothing M’, i.e. congruent with a present negative self: too 
expensive for her to buy (as revealed by other instances). Consequently, the positive 
congruence disappears momentarily when Julia associates the two customer 
relationships as ‘the same’. However, although this realization is instigated by the 
presence of ‘Clothing M’, a closer look reveals that the fading of the positive S-R
congruence is also connected to Julia’s purchasing activity. These types of findings across 
cases warranted further investigation as will be discussed next.

5.2.2.3 Inconsistencies evoked by theoretical concepts

The third cause of inconsistencies related to the use of or reference to theoretical
concepts in the interviews. If discussing a customer relationship through one concept or

45 In reality, this conclusion was based on several data, not only this extract.
46 See Appendix 11 for details of Julia’s multiple selves.
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‘lens’47 produced a particular S-R congruence, when another concept was introduced at 
another point during the interviews, another congruence appeared. This became 
especially apparent during the card-sorting tasks. An example from Case 09 – Olivia and 
her customer relationship with ‘Interior decoration A’ is presented to illustrate:

Excerpt 1 Me: …you should divide these [cards] into groups…
Olivia: …Well this group where there are the indoor swimming pools, ‘Interior 
decoration A’ and those ‘Nightclub’ cards, they are the kind of futile [cards] which 
I do not use at all, I carry them for no reason. (emphases added)

Excerpt 2 Me: Well, imagine now 20 years forward… …which companies’ customer do you 
feel you would still be, 20 years from now? 
Olivia: …’Interior decoration A’ and ‘Bookstore A’ are the kind of companies, 
which, if they still exist in the same way, I can imagine using them, even 20 years 
from now… (emphases added)

Interpretation: The S-R congruence contains a temporal gap48. Excerpt 1
illustrates Olivia perceiving her ‘groups’ through an activity perspective: how 
actively she is making purchases. In Excerpt 2, Olivia is focused on the temporal 
perspective. She perceives the relationship would continue also in the future ‘in 
the same way’ – and perceives herself making purchases. 

These findings needed further investigation and constituted the base for Analysis 3. 

5.2.3 Summary and conclusions on the S-R congruencies

The S-R congruence analyses were completed separately for each customer relationship
in order to see them through the consumer’s subjective eyes. The existence of 
connections between consumers’ customer relationships and their multiple selves was 
confirmed by the findings - all customer relationships matched to at least one “window” 
in the maps of multiple selves. 

Although the S-R congruencies were investigated through a simplified 3-by-3 grid, and 
the maximum number of customer relationships - based on the number of customer 
cards - in a single case was 29, the number of discovered congruence types was large. In 
fact, most customer relationships were found congruent with more than one self. A quick
look at the discoveries suggested that consumers’ perceptions of customer relationships 
are more complex phenomena than what current theories prescribe. This raised new 
questions and illuminated the limitations of the current theoretical perceptions of what 
customer relationships in essence ‘are’. In fact, although the existence of S-R
congruencies was confirmed, this did not succeed to add clarity to the understanding of 
customer relationships’ relevance from the consumers’ perspective.

Hence, after all of the S-R congruencies had been identified across all cases, a summary 
perspective was adopted. This summary perspective revealed various types and 
categories of S-R congruencies as will next be explained.

47 The term ‘lens’ refers to the effect of the perspective or concept that was investigated, elicited 
or otherwise discussed, on the consumer’s narrative. 

48 Type 52. The details of the typology and numbering can be found in Appendix 14.
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5.3 Analysis 3: Aggregate view of S-R congruencies

After studying each customer relationship individually and in isolation, this study turned
next to investigating customer relationships’ connections to selves in aggregate, 
following the idea of Belk: 

“...rather than a single product or brand representing all of one's self-concept, only a complete 
ensemble of consumption objects may be able to represent the diverse and possibly incongruous 
aspects of the total self.“ (Belk, 1988, p. 140)

Indeed, previous research has found consumers to use brands collectively in constructing 
a sense of self (Schembri, Merrilees and Kristiansen 2010).

Figure 21 illustrates the first attempt to map the S-R congruencies on aggregate level
within one case. In the figure, all the S-R congruencies have been placed on a map of 
multiple selves. Each white box represents a customer relationship, numbered and 
explained according to the customer cards within the figure. 

As explained, many customer relationships were found congruent with more than one 
self and therefore some of the numbers appear in the map more than once. In addition, 
some cards had various functionalities or customer relationships embedded in them –
these are represented by the letters after each number. The inconsistent counterparts are 
likewise illustrated, for example:

6a Airline A the consumer perceives the customer relationship to be 
with ‘Airline A’

6b ‘Airline’ the consumer perceives the customer relationship to be 
with “any airline”, but still it is, according to the 
consumer’s point of view, “the same” customer 
relationship

However, as can be seen from the figure, simply mapping all the S-R congruencies in this 
way did not yield any new knowledge that would help to explain why consumers have
customer relationships. Thus, the data analysis continued.

After various attempts and rounds of iteration, consumers’ naturally emergent sets from 
the card-sorting tasks were discovered to add clarity to understanding the S-R 
congruencies49. Consequently, Figure 22 presents the S-R congruencies after the 
consumer’s own, naturally emergent categories had been added. As is visible from the 
figure, the categories provide useful information that adds to understanding the 
meanings of the customer relationships in the consumers’ lives. 

First, the category labels in Figure 22 convey information about the ‘role’ or relevance of 
not only one but also many customer relationships in the consumer’s life. Second, they
add to the understanding of customer relationships’ contribution in the construction of 
a sense of self. In fact, while the customer relationships within the categories may change 
across time – from past to present or future - the categories themselves seem rather 
static.

49 The freely formed groupings in the card-sorting phase of the 2nd interview.
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The categories also add to the understanding of the polarization of S-R congruencies. For 
example, Emma’s category ‘Indulgence’ appears in all positive temporalities – but is 
likewise connected to a feeling of guilt and therefore appears also in the negative domain.

The findings also explicate the inconsistencies in relationship counterparts. For example, 
across temporalities, the customer relationships within Emma’s category of ‘Indulgence’ 
change (see Figure 22), however, the number of customer relationships within that
category stays rather static. Such findings suggest that the more customer relationships 
there are within a category, the more that part of the self is perhaps amplified.

The categories also inform of additional peculiarities. For example, a customer 
relationship congruent with a positive self in the present time (e.g. relationships no. 11 
and 12 in Figure 22) should be meaningful to have, according to current understandings.
Yet, when investigated through the consumer’s eyes, these customer relationship are
‘replaced’ in the ‘Indulgence’ category by other relationships in the future (by 
relationships 4 and 9c). In the next section, these peculiarities are examined. 

5.3.1 Views through conceptual lenses 

In the next sections, the S-R congruencies are examined through three conceptual lenses:
1) loyalty, 2) relationship’s importance and 3) activity in the relationship. These 
examinations were conducted in order to understand the peculiarities that had appeared 
in the aggregate examination.

5.3.1.1 Loyalty

In the 2nd interview, various conceptual views had been elicited through card-sorting 
exercises. Two of the exercises related to how the consumer perceived the ‘loyalty’ 
concept. 

In the first exercise, the individual was asked to distribute, any way she wanted, ‘100 
(imaginary) loyalty points’ among her customer relationships, representing how loyal 
she felt she was. In another exercise, the individual was asked to consider her own loyalty 
from the companies’ perspective50. Assessing each customer relationship, the individual 
was requested to give herself a number ranging from zero to 10, where zero represented 
“the company’s worst customer”, and 10 “the best”.

An example of the combined results from these two exercises is presented in Figure 23.
In the figure, the bottom number represents the rating the consumer gave to herself in 
the first exercise. The number above it, underlined, is the consumer’s self-rating as 
assessed from the company’s perspective. The high loyalty numbers given in the first 
exercise correlate with the high numbers given in the second exercise. Conclusively, the 
two perspectives seem to be aligned. However, when inspecting the same through the 
conceptual lenses of ‘importance’ and ‘activity’ and comparing the findings with what 
current customer relationship theories prescribe, inconsistencies began to appear. The 
next sections will explain more in detail.

50 This exercise was not conducted immediately after the previously presented one in order to 
avoid unintended correlations.
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The bottom number represents the rating the consumer gave to herself when distributing 100 imaginary 
loyalty points among her customer relationships. Since each customer relationship can appear several 
times in the figure, the points given are repeated for each appearance. Therefore, the sum of the points in 
the figure exceeds 100. The number above it, underlined, is the consumer’s self-rating on a scale of 0-10 
(where 0 is the ‘worst’ customer and 10 the ‘best’) as assessed from the “company’s perspective”. Again, the 
ratings are repeated for each appearance.51

Figure 23 Views on loyalty

5.3.1.2 Importance

Another one of the card-sorting exercises concentrated on the customer relationships’ 
importance from the consumer’s perspective. Consequently, each individual was
requested to place the customer cards in the order of importance. An example of the 
results, combined with the details from the previous exercises, is presented in Figure 24.

51 Customer relationships no. 2, 14, and 17 were not included in the card-sorting exercise, as the 
consumer did not have those customer cards with her in the interview.
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The top number, in grey italics, represents the consumer’s order of importance (i.e. 1 = most important, 2 
= second in importance, etc.). Since each customer relationship can appear several times in the figure, the 
ratings are repeated for each appearance. The circled areas represent examples of deviations from current 
understandings of customer relationships.

Figure 24 Example of a consumer’s order of importance

Figure 24 illustrates the consumer’s order of importance as the first row number on top, 
in grey italics. Here, deviations began to appear. For example (see encircled areas in 
Figure 24): 

Customer relationship no. 1 (bottom left corner, encircled) was third in the 
consumers’ order of importance although 

- the consumer did not consider herself loyal – in fact, she considered herself 
as one of the company’s “worst” customers (as represented by the underlined 
number 1) -

- and the customer relationship was congruent with a negative self.

Customer relationship no. 4 (top right corner, encircled) was one of the least 
important customer relationships (as represented by the grey italics number 19)
although

- it was congruent with a future positive self and should therefore be 
appealing to have.

These types of findings confirmed not only that the consumers’ understandings of 
customer loyalty and relationship’s importance were misaligned, but also that neither of 
the conceptual views alone could grasp customer relationships’ overall relevance from
the consumer’s perspective. Hence, a third conceptual view was examined.
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5.3.1.3 Activity

Although the consumers’ relational activity levels had not explicitly been investigated 
during the interview process, the emergent findings warranted an attempt to investigate 
the issue.

Figure 25 illustrates how the S-R congruencies were coloured to indicate the consumer’s
activity in each customer relationship as an effort to add yet another ‘lens’ to the view. In 
specific, consumers’ self-reported activity levels were classified into four groups as per 
the findings from their narratives:

1. Active. From the consumers’ perspective, an active customer relationship entails 
purchases, or other activity that is perceived equivalent to purchases. In active customer 
relationships, consumers perceived that the company’s actions affected them.

2. Passive. From the consumers’ perspective, a passive customer relationship means that 
there are currently no plans to make any purchases, or to engage in other equivalent 
activity. In passive customer relationships, consumers were inclined not to care what 
the companies were doing.

3. Complex. A complex customer relationship points to a consumer’s subjective sense
that the customer relationship is not in line with the ‘reality’. For example, a consumer 
perceived herself as active, while also perceiving that in ‘reality’, she was passive. When 
such customer relationships were addressed, the consumer attempted to negotiate 
between the two viewpoints – her own subjective perception versus the ‘reality’ - which 
led to complexity in sense-making.

4. Unknown. Customer relationships where the activity could not be mapped to any of 
the above three categories, were labeled as ‘unknown’. Commonly, this was due to data 
deficiencies - because the activity of each customer relationship had not been elicited 
explicitly during the interviews.

The first three groups reflect how the consumers perceived the range of their activity in 
the customer relationships. Overall, they all felt that the activity of the relationship was 
primarily dependent on their own activity, and not that of the company. Thereby, the 
groups signify the activity of the customer relationship through the consumers’ eyes. The 
fourth group contained customer relationships where not enough data was available to 
determine the grouping.

The illustrations of the other cases are located in Appendix 16. 

In fact, a view of the consumers’ activity perceptions confirmed that the S-R congruencies 
were not dependent on the activity or passivity of a customer relationship. This suggested 
that the loyalty, importance and activity concepts provide only partial understandings 
of customer relationships in the consumers’ lives. This discovery will be discussed in the 
next section.
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Figure 25 Example of a consumer’s activity

5.3.2 Consumer’s perspective vs. current theoretical understandings

The previous parts of this chapter presented findings from the analysis of three concepts 
frequently used in customer relationship research:

1. loyalty (as perceived by the consumer from her own and from the company’s 
perspective),

2. the customer relationship’s importance and

3. the consumer’s activity in the relationship.

In order to gain an in-depth understanding of the consumer’s perspective, this
information was combined into one single mapping for each case. An example of such a 
mapping is shown in Figure 26.
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Although some inconsistencies could already be noted visually from this mapping (as 
exemplified in Figure 24 earlier), inserting the data into a table enabled an easier 
examination. An example of this is shown in Table 20. In order to construct the table, the 
following simplifications were made:

Consumer’s assessment of her loyalty: the distribution of 100 loyalty points was 
first assessed in each case. For example, in case 01, the consumer had given only ‘20 
points’ or ‘10 points’ to selected relationships. Hence, 20 was coded as ‘high’, 10 was coded 
as ‘medium’ and the rest as ‘no loyalty’. In case 02, the consumer gave one relationship 
’80 points’ and a few others ‘5 points’ each, and thus the ’80 points’ were coded as ‘high’, 
the ‘5 points’ as ‘low’ and the rest as ‘no loyalty’.

Consumer’s perception of how the company sees her loyalty: points 0-3 were 
coded as ‘low’, 4-7 as ‘medium’, and 8-10 as ‘high’.

Perceived importance of the relationship: in this sorting exercise, a low number 
meant the relationship was perceived important, i.e. the relationship that received “1” was 
perceived as the most important one. Hence, the lowest 33% were coded as ‘high’, the 
highest 33% as ‘low’ and the rest as ‘medium’.

The first two columns in Table 20 represent the number (and letter, if applicable) 
assigned to the customer relationship, in line with the other illustrations presented in 
this thesis. The third column lists the company with whom the customer relationship is 
with. The fourth and fifth columns list the consumer’s perception of her loyalty from her 
own and from the company’s perspective. The sixth column lists the category of 
importance. The last column lists the consumer’s activity in the customer relationship.

The white rows in Table 20 illustrate that the concepts are theoretically aligned in the 
consumer’s interpretation. For an example, see customer relationship no. 22 where the 
consumer perceives herself as an active, loyal (i.e. ‘high’) customer – and thinks that the 
company sees her also as a loyal (i.e. ‘high’) customer. Additionally, she considers the 
relationship high in importance. These types of perceptions were in line with current 
theoretical understandings of customer relationships.

However, the black color in Table 20 visualizes the inconsistencies in the consumer’s 
logic compared to current understandings of customer relationships. For example:

Example 1

In relationship(s) no. 8, the consumer presumes that the company considers her a 
relatively loyal customer (‘medium’), when in fact she perceives herself as ‘not loyal’. Her 
assessment of her own relational activity is ‘complex’. Irrespective of these 
inconsistencies, she perceives the customer relationships ‘medium’ in importance. 

Example 2

Customer relationship no. 1 is considered high in importance, despite passiveness and 
lack of loyalty.

Example 3

In the case of ‘Airline A’, all concepts are aligned including loyalty, but the S-R
congruence revealed that the customer relationship could be replaced in the future by 
another airline relationship (“Airline”, see also earlier Figure 22).
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Table 20 Loyalty, importance and activity from the consumer’s perspective 

In cases where the customer card contained several functionalities, they are noted on separate rows. 
Likewise, if the consumer perceived that the relationship counterpart could change, this inconsistency is 
noted on a separate row and marked: “…”

Examples 1 and 2 display how the various conceptual views, when examined in aggregate,
illuminate several inconsistencies. Example 3 reveals that even in the case of consistent
overall positive evaluations, the consumer may still be open to switching service 
providers. The coding of the other cases revealed comparable inconsistencies (see 
Appendix 17). 

The findings indicate that the concepts utilized in the exploration – and possibly other, 
equally commonly utilized concepts do not provide a “correct” view of consumers’ 
perceptions of customer relationships. Consumers seem to be well adapted to navigating 
different conceptual ‘lenses’. In fact, irrespective of the ‘lens’, they are able to navigate 
the task at hand, ignoring or dismissing the contradictions that appear. Such findings 

CASE 01
Company / 
Association / 
Institution

Loyalty Loyalty Importance Activity 

1 a HIGH
1 b HIGH
3
4 MEDIUM
5 MEDIUM
6 a
6 b
7 a
7 b
8 a NO LOYALTY COMPLEX
8 b NO LOYALTY COMPLEX
9 a
9 b
9 c

10 NO LOYALTY unknown
11
12 NO LOYALTY unknown
13 ACTIVE
15 MEDIUM unknown
16 MEDIUM
18 unknown
19 unknown
20 a
20 b
20 c
21
22 a
22 b
23 MEDIUM unknown
24 NO LOYALTY COMPLEX
25
26

Customer 
card no. 
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warranted one more examination and a return to the narratives in order to understand 
how consumers navigate and make sense of their customer relationships. This 
investigation will be presented in the next chapter.

5.4 Summary

This chapter has now presented the findings that were obtained through utilizing the
grounded theory analysis method. A summary of the discoveries is presented in Figure 
27, leading up to the fourth and last analysis, which will be presented in the next chapter.

To summarize, the first analysis confirmed the usefulness of the map of multiple selves 
in providing a view to the consumers’ lives in order to understand the context in which 
customer relationships’ meanings and relevance appear.

The second analysis revealed the existence of links between consumers’ selves and their 
customer relationships. These were labeled as self-relationship (S-R) congruencies. 
Certain peculiarities also appeared, warranting additional exploration. 

Third, a detailed examination of consumers’ S-R congruencies revealed various
inconsistencies. A closer examination proposed that consumers did not see these as 
abnormal; on the contrary, the peculiarities were naturally occurring in their narratives. 

The next chapter explores these discoveries in more detail in order to advance a theory 
of how consumers make sense of their customer relationships.
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6 ANALYSIS 4: HOW CONSUMERS MAKE SENSE OF 
CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIPS

This chapter explains the ethnomethodological (EM) analysis and its findings:

- the influence of conceptual lenses on how consumers perceive customer relationships,

- the underlying understandings that guide those perceptions, and

- the everyday routinized activities that consumers use for maintaining relational 
motivation.

Subsequently, the chapter synthesizes the above with the findings from the earlier 
analyses (Analyses 1-3 presented in Chapter 5) and

- provides a process view of how consumers make sense of customer relationships.

The above listed analyses were conducted concurrently as one EM analysis but are 
separated in this chapter for reporting purposes.

6.1 How concepts frame perceptions

According to EM, consumers’ expressions and actions are indexical meaning that their 
meanings are tied to the context in which they appear (Garfinkel, 1967). Consequently, 
the EM analysis was directed at examining the influence of theoretical concepts, such as 
loyalty, on consumers’ sense-making. The objective was to understand the 
inconsistencies that had appeared in the earlier analyses. 

Table 21 details an example of the analysis of such inconsistencies by illustrating two 
short examples. These focus on two customer relationships – ‘Clothing J’ and ‘Airline B’
- in Case 01. The purpose was to understand the inconsistencies that had appeared in 
Analysis 3. As detailed in Analysis 3 and in the earlier Table 20, the consumer perceived 
both customer relationships as “somewhat important,” but herself as “disloyal.” In other 
words, the concepts importance and loyalty were not aligned from the consumer’s 
perspective. Consequently, the purpose of the EM analysis was to understand why.

The findings from the EM analysis detailed in Table 21 are depicted in Figure 28. The 
figure illustrates how the conceptual lens of importance frames the consumer’s 
perception to the present temporality. When this concept is utilized, only the S-R
congruencies that exist “now” are illuminated. Since ‘Clothing J’ was congruent with the 
consumer’s present sense of self, upon the utilization of importance, its S-R congruence 
was illuminated. Therefore, the consumer perceived ‘Clothing J’ important. Conversely,
as ‘Airline B’ was not congruent with any present sense of self, those S-R congruencies 
were not illuminated thus this customer relationship was perceived as “not so 
important”.

Similar findings were discovered across other cases where specific temporalities (e.g. 
“tell me about the future…”) or otherwise narrow conceptual concentrations were used, 
or implicitly induced in the elicitation of consumers’ perceptions of customer 
relationships. In other words, the conceptual lenses evoked limited views, which yielded 
incomplete understandings of customer relationships’ relevance in the consumers’ lives 
overall.
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Figure 28An example of how concepts frame perceptions

These findings confirmed that some of the concepts commonly utilized in the 
investigation of consumers’ perceptions of customer relationships may set a specific 
context or frame, which in turn illuminates certain S-R congruencies and hides others. 
This in turn suggested that consumers perceive concepts to have certain meanings. For 
example, as detailed in Table 21, Emma perceived “important” to mean “benefits such as 
discounts”. In line with these discoveries, the EM analysis was directed to exploring 
consumers’ understandings.

6.2 How underlying understandings guide sense-making

According to EM, consumers interpret what can or cannot be done based on certain 
expectancies. These expectancies contribute to the stability of the sense-making setting:

“In accounting for the stable features of everyday activities sociologists commonly select familiar 
settings such as familial households or work places and ask for the variables that contribute to 
their stable features. Just as commonly, one set of considerations are unexamined: the socially 
standardized and standardizing, “seen but unnoticed”, expected, background features of everyday 
scenes. The member of the society uses background expectancies as a scheme of interpretation. 
With their use actual appearances are for him recognizable and intelligible as the appearances-of-
familiar-events. Demonstrably he is responsive to this background, while at the same time he is at 
a loss to tell us specifically of what the expectancies consist. When we ask him about them he has 
little or nothing to say.” (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 36-7).

In the following sections, a discussion of consumers’ underlying understandings is 
presented. The exploration starts with an investigation of the two focal concepts 
employed in the study: customer and customer relationship. The discussion is divided 
into two parts:

1. the certainties, i.e. what consumers were found to know unquestionably, and

2. the uncertainties, i.e. what the study discovered they were unsure of.

In the first part, the concepts customer and customer relationship are explored. Based 
on the discoveries from this exploration, some uncertainties were identified. These are 
examined in the second part.
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6.2.1 Certainties or “What Any Customer Knows”

From an ethnomethodological point of view, consumers’ sense-making is connected to 
an underlying pattern of certainties. Consequently, interactions such as conversations 
are interpreted by consumers on the basis of what is known about these underlying 
patterns. Each is utilized for elaborating the other, meaning that consumers not only 
interpret the conversation based on the underlying pattern, but that the conversation 
also contributes to this pattern. (Garfinkel, 1967)

The sanctioned character of these underlying patterns is explained by the following 
citation from an account described by Garfinkel:

“The subject was telling the experimenter, a member of the subject's car pool, about having had a 
flat tire while going to work the previous day.

(S) I had a flat tire.

(E) What do you mean, you had a flat tire?

She appeared momentarily stunned. Then she answered in a hostile way: “What do you mean, 
'What do you mean?' A flat tire is a flat tire. That is what I meant. Nothing special. What a crazy 
question!”” (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 42)

As illustrated by the citation, many matters are typically common sense for the 
conversationalists and therefore not “visible” to them in the course of a conversation. 
Any attempt to address the patterns may result in confusion. On the other hand, slight 
confusion is precisely what the EM researchers hope to discover when conducting 
breaching experiments as it reveals something about the pattern of understandings that 
underlie the conversation.

In the present study, some information about such patterns of understandings had 
already emerged from the consumers’ narratives during the GTM analyses. In the EM 
analysis, all cases were inspected for similar - or contrasting - findings. As a result, more 
comprehensive patterns of understandings began to appear. The following sections will 
explain and discuss these findings under two main themes:

1. what consumers were found to know unquestionably about being a customer,
and

2. about having - or being in - a customer relationship.

6.2.1.1 Customer

The EM analysis discovered that consumers rely on certain underlying understandings 
of what it means to be a customer when making sense of customer relationships. Such 
understandings provide knowledge that assists the consumer to answer implicit 
questions such as:

“Who is a customer?”, and

“What does a customer do – or not do?”

One of the initial discoveries from this examination was that the meaning of being a 
customer appeared to be clear to all individuals:
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Olivia: …yearly travel insurance […] I don’t even ask for other offers, I am 
completely Tapiola’s, use their services, I don’t even know what others have to 
offer. […] I am so their customer […]

Such findings proposed that when consumers considered themselves as customers, they 
considered themselves as bona-fide customers (ref. to Garfinkel, 1967), i.e. they had no 
reason to believe that the company would not consider them as customers, if confronted. 
This suggested that an underlying pattern that defined who is a customer existed. 
Consumers were found to subscribe to this pattern of understanding not only in order to 
define themselves as customers but also in order to understand other customers. They 
were also discovered utilizing this knowledge in tasks where they were asked to consider
themselves from the company’s perspective. 

Yet, despite the certainty of being a customer, when consumers had to consider 
themselves as customers from the company’s perspective, they habitually hesitated. A 
closer examination of such occurrences discovered that the hesitation was sometimes 
connected to consumers perceiving themselves as customers among other customers:

Emma: That is then again little more complicated..., because I am one of many, so 
it isn't anything so personal even though a letter says “Hey Emma” (emphasis 
added)

The notion of the other customers appeared to cause uncertainty in the consumers’ sense 
of being a customer. This discovery was supported by the findings from the card sorting 
tasks where the consumers were requested to consider themselves as customers from the 
company’s perspective in order to give them a rating (task 43, Appendix 6):

Me: …Let’s talk first about the fact that you did not give any [card] ‘10’ [points] (…), 
why is that?
Linda: Well, I don’t have that much money at my disposal to make me a super 
customer to any [company], and I don’t have any loans at banks or anything else 
so that’s why, so I, even if I go a lot to a specific grocery store (…) I have no large 
family to feed or such, so I don’t leave them as much money as many others do. So 
that’s why I’m not an ideal customer. (emphases added)

As the extract illustrates, in order to navigate the task at hand, Linda attempts to perceive 
herself among the other customers. In fact, consumers were often discovered referring 
to customer ranks (e.g. “ideal” customer). This suggested that a pattern of understanding 
existed that informed the notion that among the other customers, one is never really just 
a customer but, rather a certain type of a customer. Furthermore, what the consumers 
perceived one is expected to do as a customer depended on what the other customers 
were doing. These discoveries proposed that although the underlying pattern of 
understanding of what being a customer meant was unquestioned, the sense of being a 
customer among other customers was indistinguishable.

6.2.1.2 Customer relationship

In terms of customer relationships, the EM analysis was directed towards exploring 
research questions such as

“What is a 'customer relationship'?”,

“When does a customer relationship ‘exist’?” and
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“What can one do – or not do in a customer relationship?” 

The analysis discovered consumers make a clear distinction between the customer 
relationships that were sought after or acquired by their own initiative and those that 
were somehow imposed on them:

Example 1.
Olivia: …If there were different companies [to choose from], so then maybe I would 
feel it as “I chose this company and I’m [therefore] their customer”, but [no, 
because] it is in a way compulsory to have.

Example 2.
Julia: A card that I would be proud of… Well this ‘Daily goods B’ is of course one of 
those because it is one of those where you have to pay a (…) fee, so it is a kind of, to 
acquire it is really, you have to have done something to acquire it. So in my opinion 
it is one of those cards that you can really be proud of, compared to for example 
‘Department store A’s card because it’s not, you can get it for free.

Such findings suggested that ‘just having’ a customer relationship (Example 1 and 
‘Department store A’ in Example 2) was somehow dissimilar from a sense of ‘really 
having’ one (‘Daily goods B’ in Example 2). This logic was further examined across all 
cases, for example:

Example 3.
Emma: ‘Daily goods C’ is, it’s that nearby store for me, I am loyal to that nearby 
store (…). But then [‘Daily goods B’], they have a much larger scale of companies 
that belong to it…

Interpretation (based on a larger set of narratives): Emma perceives herself as a 
customer to both companies. She makes purchases at ‘Daily goods C’ because it is 
close to her and it is convenient – she perceives herself ‘really’ being in a customer 
relationship with ‘Daily goods C’. Conversely, she feels that she is not as good a 
customer to ‘Daily goods B’ as she could be, because she is not using all the services 
they have to offer. Therefore, she feels the relationship is not what it ‘should’ be.  

The findings across cases implied that from the consumers’ perspective, there were 

1. authentic customer relationships that were perceived as somehow right (such as ‘Daily 
goods B’ in Example 2) or natural (such as ‘Daily goods C’ in Example 3),  and 

2. unauthentic ones that were experienced as somehow spurious (such as Example 1) or 
nonconforming (such as ‘Daily goods B’ in Example 3). 

Consumers perceived, for example, that the unauthentic customer relationships could be 
discontinued with less difficulty than the authentic ones:

Linda: …’Credit B’ [card], has actually come from ‘Bank A’ because, well, I don’t 
probably even belong to that [group] anymore, [it’s] one of these customerships for 
young people, and they gave it free of charge. I was discussing with a bank-person 
and he, basically just put those [cards] to me. But it could probably be discontinued
because it’s not free [anymore] and I don’t use it. (emphases added)

These findings suggested that although consumers perceived themselves as customers 
having customer relationships, different ‘rules’ applied to what could be considered as 
‘really being in a customer relationship’ or ‘an authentic customer relationship’.  Table 
22 summarizes the discoveries (see Appendix 18 for a detailed explanation of the table). 
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The table portrays the EM analyses in one single case. The other nine cases depicted the 
same configuration. 

Table 22 Findings from the EM analyses of ‘customer’ and ‘customer relationship’

As illustrated in Table 22, the data revealed that from the consumers’ perspective, the 
sense of customer relationship ‘authenticity’ was aligned with a sense of ‘really being in 
a customer relationship’ (i.e. ‘yes’ marked in the two last columns). Occasions where the 
two were not aligned were re-examined to understand why. Such were, for example, 
‘Beauty A’, ‘Fast food D’ and ‘Pharmacy C’ listed in Table 22. The discoveries suggested 
that ‘being in a customer relationship’ was different from ‘authenticity’ in terms of 
relational activity: the customer relationships where the consumers perceived 
themselves ‘being in a customer relationship’ were active. This is further visualized in 
Figure 29 where the black color indicates customer relationships that were relationally 
active (for categorization details, see Appendix 16).
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Figure 29 Having vs. being in a customer relationship

The findings suggested that consumers perceived they can be customers and have 
customer relationships irrespective of relational activity. Conversely, consumers 
perceived that in order to be in a customer relationship, the condition of relational 
activity had to be fulfilled.

Yet, despite the clarity of differences between these two states (1 and 2 as depicted in 
Figure 29), the differences between the active and non-active customer relationships 
appeared as ambiguous and obscure in the consumers’ narratives. Although consumers 
entertained the possibility of ending customer relationships that were no longer active 
or were otherwise unsatisfactory to them, how they would actually do it in practice was 
left unclear. The route was sometimes associated with a ceremonial “cutting of the card” 
procedure. However, upon considering this option, consumers either dismissed it or left 
the final resolution vague. The following excerpts depict this: 

Case 07 Anna: …then I realized that I am going to discontinue those, because they are 
useless to me (…)
Me: What do you mean when you say ‘discontinue’? Are you just going to throw 
[those cards] away, or inform the company, or what are you going to do?
Anna: These which I feel have been for long […] so that I have not used them, I 
will probably just cut them away. (emphases added)

Case 03 Me: How do you feel about the idea of throwing a card to the trash bin?
Maria: Very definitive and difficult, which is why this ‘Clothing O’ card, I have not 
used it for five years or something […], but I just carry it along. I don’t know why.

Case 09 Me: Have you ever disposed any card so that you have cut it and thrown to 
garbage?
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Olivia: I would think so but I can’t recall. But yes, I am pretty sure I have done so 
(…) I must have gotten rid of some but I can’t now recall which ones. (emphases 
added)

However, consumers considered it against the relationship ‘rules’ for the company to 
discontinue a customer relationship when at least some relational activity existed:

Me: …”the [customer] program will be discontinued”. What would you think? (…)
Emma: On one hand it would be somewhat miserable, and well, it depends on the 
card actually, I would not cry after them. But then again I would feel a bit like, 
“aren’t you ungrateful” because [I] sometimes use them, so sort of should that not 
be a positive? (…) 

In cases where the customer relationship was completely passive, consumers usually 
acted as if they did not care if the customer relationship would be discontinued:

Me: What would you think if ‘Airline A’ contacted you and told you that (…) we will 
now discontinue your customership?
Maria: I would not mind. I could acquire it again when I needed it for real. I 
wouldn’t mind. It would be OK. Actually, it would be quite fair. (emphases added)

These findings implied that the mere existence of a customer card might prohibit or 
hinder movements between the customer and non-customer statuses. The same was 
found to apply in the case of plain cardboard stamp cards, where the customer details 
had never even been recorded by the company. These findings suggested that the various 
types of customer cards could be more valuable in terms of customer retention than what 
is perhaps currently thought.

6.2.2 Uncertainties or “What a Customer Should Know”

In addition to the certainties, the EM analysis also discovered uncertainties in the 
consumers’ narratives. For example, consumers were found to sometimes improvise 
answers, whereas on other times they candidly stated that they did not know what the 
“right” answer was. At times they had to assume some understanding despite the 
uncertainties (in order to complete card-sorting tasks for example), while at other times 
they were able to express their hesitation more openly. The range of occurrences 
provided rich data for grasping the patterns of understanding beneath the uncertainties. 

Figure 30 illustrates an example of the EM analysis of uncertainties. The figure depicts 
an extract from Case 09 - Olivia, where she was discussing her customer relationship 
with ‘Daily goods A’.
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To explicate Figure 30:

The extract begins with two 
sentences where the consumer is 
certain: Olivia knows she buys groceries at ‘Daily goods A’ 

every day.

In the beginning of the third 
sentence, the consumer begins to 
express hesitation: She is unsure if she is making purchases because 

of ‘Daily goods A’s customer program, or simply 
because it is convenient to do so.

She continues the third sentence 
with certainty:

In any case, she knows that she assumed herself 
‘loyal’ in the card sorting task because of the daily 
purchases she makes.

The third sentence ends in a 
justification, due to uncertainty:

Yet, since she does not know if daily purchases 
denotes ‘loyalty’ from the company’s perspective, 
she argues for her own point of view - in case the 
company would not perceive her as ‘loyal’.

Due to uncertainty, the fourth 
sentence is a question:

Olivia tries to understand the company’s 
perspective: how would ‘Daily goods A’ perceive 
someone like her, among all the other customers? 

The last sentence is a guess:

Probably the company would see her at least as a 
“heavy user”.

In fact, in line with ethnomethodology, when the consumers referred to concepts such as 
loyalty, it was often useful to wait and see what they would say next in order to 
understand their perceptions. According to the EM approach, many day-to-day 
expressions have “the property of being progressively realized and realizable through the 
further course of the conversation” (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 39-42). Thus, what follows the 
expression also gives it meaning and allows the researcher to understand the significance
of the expression for the conversationalist (Garfinkel, 1967).

The EM analysis across cases revealed that the uncertainties appeared on occasions 
where consumers attempted to perceive themselves in a relationship with the company 
or from the company’s perspective. The same is deduced in Figure 30, on the right hand 
side. On occasions where uncertainties were denoted, some concepts consistently 
appeared: for example, company and other customers as depicted in Figure 30. The 
findings confirmed that although consumers were certain that they were customers and 
had customer relationships, uncertainties occurred when these concepts appeared:
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Olivia: ‘Department store A’, if one thinks about their clientele, so they have those 
who use a lot [of money], who focus (…) [shopping] to ‘Department store A’ and so, 
I don't then use it that much. One makes then quite small, purchases in the end...

However, some concepts, such as loyalty and relational activity, appeared on occasions 
of both certainties and uncertainties. In the next section, examples of occasions related 
to loyalty will be explained.

6.2.2.1 Loyalty 

A closer look at occasions where the concept of loyalty appeared in the consumers’ 
narratives suggested that when consumers were sure of their loyalties their perspective 
was self-based, and when they were unsure, they attempted to perceive matters from the 
companies’ perspective. The thought that the consumers seemed to be thinking was

“I know I am / I am not a loyal customer… i.e. certainty

…but perhaps the company does not see ‘loyalty’ 
the same way?”

i.e. uncertainty

The following excerpts depict this:

Case 01 Emma: But then again [one has to have] an understanding about what is then that 
company's perception about customer loyalty... [and] what... it should be.

Case 08 Stella: …my own opinion is of course that I am ‘Daily goods B’s best customer, 
because I cannot use it any more than what I already am using, but from the 
company’s perspective I probably am not [the best customer]. (emphases added)

In fact, consumers seemed to assume that from the company’s perspective the concept
of loyalty was somehow connected to relational activity:

Me: …what do you think you should do more to become a “10”?54

Anna: Probably make an effort to go to those ‘Daily goods B’-stores, even if they are 
further away.

A link to emotions was also sometimes visible:

Anna: A loyal customer is someone who […] perceives the company’s interests as 
her own and feels in a way, part of that….

Yet, the narratives revealed that what the consumers’ assumed companies would 
consider as loyalty –relational activity, for example - was not what the concept meant for 
the consumers:

Case 04 Linda: …’Bank A’-‘Credit C’ [card] got 20 [loyalty points] because it is my most 
used, probably most used card, bank card. But I don’t consider myself loyal to 

54 The narrative is related to the card sorting task where the consumer was requested to imagine 
she was in the company’s position and to give herself a number as a customer on a scale from 
0 to 10, 10 representing the company’s best customer and 0 the worst (question 43, 
Appendix 6).
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‘Bank A’ other than that I have student loan from there and that kind of… so, (…) 
basically, I could change banks…

Case 02 Julia: Then, I would like to give myself quite a high [number] still on that ‘Daily 
goods A’, but I give myself maybe a three55. This is higher than what I would 
deserve.
Me: What do you think the company would give you?
Julia: Maybe in reality it would be a one.

Case 01 Emma: …there can be many levels, one can be very loyal or then just, like I have 
found myself to be towards different companies, loyal on a different level. 
(emphases added)

In fact, the EM analysis revealed that the definition of loyalty, as consumers perceived it 
from the company’s perspective, was at times in contradiction with their own aims and 
intentions:  

Case 09 Olivia: I am somewhat loyal customer. (…) Yes. Yes I, I am quite loyal, certain, 
those [relationships] which I have found important, let's put it that way. But I 
normally try to get the best benefit, for myself.

Case 10 Me: In your own opinion, are you a loyal customer and why - or why not?
Krista: [thinking]… Well no, maybe in terms of daily purchases yes but I don’t […] 
go to a store, choose a store so that [I think:] ‘where do I have a benefit card to’ 
but so that if they are […] next to each other so then maybe I go to the one where 
I have the benefit card but […], on a general level I am not a loyal customer because 
I am probably more critical than an average consumer and […] choose quite 
carefully what I buy and so consume also probably less than average.  

In occurrences where the company’s perspective was not explicit nor imposed, 
consumers were discovered to assume an underlying pattern of loyalty that was 
advantageous for them. In other words, they were thinking of loyalty in terms of their 
own aims and motivations. This was the information they were the most comfortable 
with and therefore the information they primarily subscribed to when making sense of 
their customer relationships.

6.2.3 Summary

Previous sections have exposed some of the understandings that underlie consumers’ 
sense-making. Consumers’ narratives revealed that being a customer and having a 
customer relationship were regarded as certainties: there was very little ambiguity when 
these concepts were discussed. On the other hand, when the company’s perspective was 
incorporated into the discussions, uncertainties appeared. Table 23 summarizes these 
findings. 

55 Ibid.
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Table 23 Summary of findings regarding certainties and uncertainties
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…self as a customer from 
the company’s perspective.

Does the company perceive me 
as a customer? U U U U

D
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ic...self as a loyal customer 

from the company’s 
perspective.

Does the company perceive me 
as a loyal customer? U U U U U U

…being in a customer 
relationship.

Does the company perceive us 
in a customer relationship? U U U U U

C = certainty, U = uncertainty

As mentioned earlier, according to the ethnomethodological view, underlying 
understandings contribute to the stability of the sense-making setting. As illustrated in 
Table 23, when the perspective in the sense-making shifted from non-dyadic (i.e. self-
based) to dyadic (i.e. company’s viewpoint was included), uncertainties appeared as 
consumers did not have a comprehensive understanding of what the company “thinks”. 
Table 23 also visualizes how the shift from a non-dyadic perspective to a dyadic one 
increased the complexity of consumers’ sense-making as they had to traverse additional 
concepts.

In reality, the concepts illustrated in Table 23 are not the only ones that the consumers 
need to navigate when making sense of their customer relationships. They are likely to 
also navigate the other customer relationships they have, the other customers all those 
other companies have, and so forth. However, although Table 23 is restricted by the 
sensitizing concepts chosen for the empirical study and therefore the representation of 
concepts is not exhaustive, Table 23 demonstrates how consumers’ sense-making is a 
much more complex phenomenon than what the present-day customer relationship 
research has thus far acknowledged. These findings also explain the inconsistencies that 
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appeared in Chapter 5 as the ‘outcome’ (i.e. certain or uncertain) of an occasion of sense-
making is different depending on the perspective (i.e. dyadic or non-dyadic).

Lastly, since according to traditional definitions customer relationships are not non-
dyadic or non-reciprocal, consumers must balance between how they see customer 
relationships and how companies may perceive customer relationships. Thus, the next 
section explores how consumers manage the complexity of sense-making through the 
employment of various routinized activities. 

6.3 How routinized activities support sense-making

This part of the chapter explores the organized activities that assist and support 
consumers' sense-making.56 The interest of the analysis diverges from pure narrative or 
textual analysis and includes an investigation of how consumers enacted their 
understandings mentally and bodily. The inquiry will illuminate consumers’ underlying 
logic and the activities they engage in according to that logic. The particular devices that 
consumers use for managing the uncertainties will be explained at the end of this section.

6.3.1 Passing as a customer in a customer relationship 

This section will look closer into consumers’ routinized activities of being in a customer 
relationship: in other word, passing as a customer in a customer relationship. Passing is 
referred to in this study as consumer's activities that maintain the right to be a customer 
and to have a customer relationship despite the uncertainties. (cf. Garfinkel, 1967, p. 137) 

Garfinkel’s description of passing lends itself to the idea that being in a customer 
relationship is a “role”: consumers assume the role when needed but let go of it just as 
easily. Hence, assuming the role of a customer in a customer relationship, a consumer 
assumes that certain unwritten rules exist; however, those rules may be overlooked if and 
when needed (Garfinkel, 1967). In other words, passing as a customer in a customer 
relationship from a non-dyadic perspective has certain rules which are not the same as 
from the dyadic perspective (c.f. Garfinkel, 1967, p. 140-1). The management of this 
ambiguity is encompassed in the activity of being in a customer relationship. All of this 
happens naturally, without much effort, as was witnessed in the narratives where sense-
making flowed between certainties and uncertainties. 

Similar to Garfinkel's (1967) findings, the consumers in the present study also used 
passing devices in order to give no, vague, or plausibly incorrect information about their 
status as customers or about their customer relationships. For example, Stella painted a 
picture of her life by explaining how she travels “frequently to Japan”, dines at “Michelin 
star restaurants” and has “expensive hobbies” through utilizing expressions that 
enforced her entitlement to having those customer relationships or being a customer to 
those companies that were congruent with a positive sense of self. In cases of auxiliary 
questions, she simply answered them very shortly. Overall, she managed to produce a 
vague image of how much money she was spending or who was paying for the purchases. 
She was passing as a customer in those customer relationships.

56 Although depicted in this order in the chapter, consumers’ understandings and routinized 
activities actually emerged in the opposite order: by investigating consumers’ everyday 
mundane activities, the existence of underlying patterns of understandings emerged.



121

In certain cases and customer relationships, a clouding of time could be noticed. 
Garfinkel's (1967) findings about persons’ biographies indicated that it could be useful 
to approach time as a subjective concept. In this study, some manipulations of the time 
perception were discovered in the favor of certain relationships but not others. 
Consequently, for example, consumers lost, jumped over, or otherwise overlooked entire 
non-activity periods in their narratives. This seemed a purposeful but possibly non-
conscious effort to mask those relationships' inactivity in order to pass as a customer in 
a customer relationship. Such indicated the usefulness of passing in adding 
understanding to how consumers navigate sense-making in customer relationships. 

6.3.2 Everyday organizing 

This section reviews the activities related to everyday organizing that consumers engaged 
in their sense-making, namely

- mental categorization,

- indexical expressions, and

- activity-based hiding

These organizing activities were discovered to act as everyday means of reducing the 
complexity of sense-making especially in situations where multiple customer 
relationships were present.

6.3.2.1 Mental categorization 

The first organizing activity was that of the customer relationship categories or 
groupings. The discoveries made in Chapter 5 recognized that consumers’ naturally 
emergent categories illuminated the intrinsic meanings of S-R congruencies. Overall, the 
categories supported consumers’ sense of selves, assisted their sense-making and made 
it quicker for them to access the meanings of their customer relationships:

Me: ...Was this easy or difficult?...
Emma: Some were really easy to group because I almost had them readily grouped 
in my head but then some of the cards, especially these that are less used, there I 
had to [think] for a while but then besides this “outcast” group a connection was 
found there.
Me: Which ones were “really easy”?
Emma: Well those grocery store cards, and those associated with travel. Those 
were the easiest, without a doubt.

A closer investigation of the naturally emerging categories proposed that the categories 
were perhaps more stable than the customer relationships within them. The S-R
congruence mappings confirmed that a new customer relationship might be placed in an 
existing category either as an addition or as a replacement (see Figure 22 and Appendix 
16). Alternatively, new categories may be created. This discovery is visible in the 
following excerpt from Emma's interview where she was asked to consider which cards 
could still be part of her life 20 years from now:
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Me: Why not those other ones?57

Emma: Well, there are, well [cards] related to small children and then some, kind 
of, well stupid to say 'nonsense' cards but those that now, I think that there's a time 
for everything, so at some point they will maybe then somehow disappear. Or then 
it can be that they are still going to be in my wallet but - or they have been replaced 
by some others - but they are a little kind of, maybe, relating to life now but not 
necessarily then anymore. (emphases added)

Such findings informed of the relevance of the categories from the consumers’ 
perspective in enabling easy access to information. The categories seemed especially 
useful in cases where the consumer had many customer relationships. 

6.3.2.2 Indexical expressions

Consumers' sense-making was also characterized by the use of indexical expressions. Yet, 
the meaning of such expressions was only possible to interpret through an in-depth 
knowledge of each individual consumer’s life. The expressions were commonly – but not 
always - appropriated according to the intended purpose of the customer relationship. 
Examples are provided in Table 24. From the consumer’s perspective, these expressions 
added rationality and personal reasoning to a situation where multiple relationships 
existed.

Table 24 Examples of indexical expressions

Indexical expression Meaning In case

‘main’ regularly active 01 - Emma

‘basic’ everyday groceries 03 – Maria

‘ordinary’ everyday purchases 10 - Krista

‘back up’ in case of emergency 01 - Emma

‘best’ everyday purchases and “makes me feel special” 03 - Maria

In addition to the verbal indexical expressions, consumers’ activities were also 
discovered as indexical. In other words, even if some visibly comparable methods or 
techniques were applied, their meanings varied. The meanings of such methods were 
indexical to the actual objective of the task or action, and also depended upon how the 
task or action itself was carried out (e.g. carelessly or with care). For example, putting a 
card in the back pocket of a wallet could carry a meaning: “I do not want to see this”, “this 
is (not) important to me”, “I don't have time to sort out everything right now” or simply 
“this is where it belongs, not with the other everyday cards”. These actions supported and 
emphasized order in ambiguous sense-making situations.

57Discussion related to question no. 56 in the interview guide, see Appendix 6.
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6.3.2.3 Activity-based hiding

As a final point, consumers were found to utilize organizing activities in a very concrete 
way in order to reduce the complexity of sense-making. These activities were closely 
connected to the customer cards as customer relationship insignia:

Case 01 Emma: I have my favorite cards, or main cards in the wallet, and those are those 
that I now mainly use. But then I have a different card wallet, which is there in the 
chest of drawers and if I would sometimes happen to leave purposefully so that..., 
I'm going to ‘Interior decoration A’ to buy home some stuff, or well, leaving for a 
cruise - so yes I then go and dig out the cruise line card…

Case 07 Anna: I have a part in my wallet for daily use, and then a [part], which I don't use,  
then I have these cards which have for example expired, so I have them in a special 
[place], so that they are not in my wallet so I don't carry them along daily.

Case 09 Olivia: These [cards], because these [companies] are in Helsinki, and I now live in 
Turku, so I usually keep these at home, I do not carry them along all the time. 
Then I take them with me when I come to Helsinki. Or I don't take them but these 
are usually in a small purse where I had just for example this Helsinki bus card, 
yes and then there is exactly this ‘Movie rental C’, that is also a kind of a Helsinki 
thing, so then I usually take that purse, it is like a little purse, along when I go…

By utilizing such activity-based concealment - organizing customer relationships based 
on how active they were - consumers were not required to navigate passive relationships 
consistently on an everyday basis. This in turn meant that the complexity of their sense-
making decreased.

6.3.3 Devices for managing instabilities 

From an ethnomethodological perspective, the strategies that people apply to manage 
uncertainty in everyday life are called devices (Garfinkel, 1967). These devices are, 
essentially, coping mechanisms that can be resorted to whenever uncertainty arises. For 
example, consumers’ routines of hiding or “not seeing” a customer relationship when not 
suitable allowed them to continue being customers without disturbances: 

Emma: ...’Daily goods B’ card I used to have as just a loyalty card, but then, when 
nowadays there is a possibility for an (…) account, I went to open it so then at the 
same time they renewed the card, however it was not possible to only have it as a 
bank card, ‘Credit B’ always comes on top, but I thought that I will remove it from 
my eyes so that it is no ‘Credit B’, so that I don't basically use it for anything but 
flashing my ‘Daily goods B’ card so that I can have those discounts. (emphasis 
added)

In fact, throughout the interviews, Emma avoided referring to the customer card as a 
credit card – as that function of the card was congruent with her negative sense of self. 
The tactic seemed deliberate, yet tacit. The analysis of the breaching experiments 
revealed that should consumers be confronted, they would not be able to explain why 
they applied such a device. Hence, in order to understand this phenomenon, the 
exploration turned to investigating what in essence happens when instability occurs.

The analysis discovered that in the occurrence of instabilities, for example on an occasion 
of breaching, consumers attempted to normalize the situation (Garfinkel, 1967). 
Specifically, consumers were found to search for self-based meanings. In practice, this 
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was visible in consumers’ narratives where a shift to a self-based perspective occurred. 
The purpose of the shift seemed to be to validate the relevance of the customer 
relationship in question. In doing so, self-congruence appeared, confirming the meaning 
of the customer relationship and its relevance. 

On occasions where the consumer found no S-R congruence, she either concluded there 
was perhaps no motivation to continue the customer relationship - or continued to 
search for a meaning. In the latter case, consumers’ narratives and explanations were 
longer and included more justifications in order to warrant having the customer 
relationship. Often a shift in temporality was noted in the narratives. Consumers were 
also discovered to utilize possessive terms such as mine or my, which supported the 
relationship as a possession metaphor. Overall, the dyadic, reciprocal nature of customer 
relationships began to fade.

On some occasions, consumers were not able to connect to their multiple selves in order 
to make sense of the situation. Consumers considered themselves as customers having 
customer relationships, however they were not able to explain why. On such occasions, 
a declined motivation to continue the customer relationship was noted. Still, the 
consumer was unsure how to end a customer relationship. Although the possibility was 
entertained on occasions of instabilities, consumers ultimately chose to apply coping 
devices. The following are two examples using these devices or practices:

Example 1

Paula: I'm hoping that they would somehow just diminish from there at some 
point, or then that those companies would discontinue their customer programs, 
so that I can get rid of them, but I am not good at throwing them away, even if I 
often think about doing so but then as said, I always get that feeling that “no way, 
I can't throw it away, what if I somehow lose something doing so”. But I'm just 
somehow hoping that during the coming years they will just be forgotten and little 
by little left out of my wallet and then when they are not in the wallet, so then they 
will get lost home somewhere [laughter] and then I, at that point when I have not 
used them for a year or two so maybe I will throw them away then. (Emphases 
added)

Example 2

Krista: ...I would guess that they are in a way, discontinued then, so if you do not 
use the card so then in a certain time period or up to a certain point in time, so then 
you do not receive the mailings anymore and so on. (Emphasis added)

Consumers applied coping methods also on occasions where they had customer 
relationships with companies that no longer existed. Upon making sense of such a 
customer relationship, the consumer perceived the customer relationship still congruent 
with a sense of self and was therefore motivated to continue having it. In other words, 
the company did not exist anymore, but the consumer still perceived that she had the 
customer relationship. This finding is in line with earlier suggestions made by Belk:

“If possessions are viewed as part of self, it follows that an unintentional loss of possessions should 
be regarded as a loss or lessening of self.” (Belk, 1988, p. 142)

and

“The trauma that may attend involuntary loss of possessions normally is not present in voluntary 
disposition of possessions.” (Belk, 1988, p. 143)
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Moreover, it appeared that these devices were especially useful at times when 
instabilities occurred because the consumer was waiting to find a replacement customer 
relationship or an otherwise suitable opportunity to let go of the current one. 

Finally, the findings also suggest that the S-R congruence might explain consumers’ 
responses. A consumer is more likely to attempt to overcome instabilities in a customer 
relationship that is congruent with a positive sense of self than in a customer relationship 
that is congruent with a negative self. These and other implications will be discussed in 
the next chapter.

6.4 Conclusion: the sense-making process

In conclusion, all the analyses have now been presented. The four analyses are 
summarized in Figure 31, illustrating the process by which consumers make sense of 
their customer relationships.
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1. First, at the top of Figure 31 the consumer’s customer relationships are represented by 
the dark squares. 

2. The consumer makes sense of these customer relationships through an underlying 
pattern of understandings. These understandings inform the consumer of what a 
customer relationship is and what it means to be a customer. 

3. As a next step in the process, the consumer assesses the meaning of each customer 
relationship in the context of her own life; in other words in the light of her multiple 
selves. The multiple selves assist the consumer in answering the implicit question: “Why 
do I have this customer relationship?”

4. The consumer’s sense of selves is linked to her values in life – what she considers 
important in life. Overall, the values give an intrinsic meaning to why a customer 
relationship exists in the consumer’s life.

5. Subsequently, based on the values and the underlying understandings, the consumer 
perceives each customer relationship as 

6. either congruent with one or multiple senses of selves,

7. or not congruent with any sense of self. On such an occasion, the consumer is likely to 
experience no relational motivation. This possibility is hypothesized since in the present 
study, all the customer relationships were discovered to be congruent with at least one 
sense of self.

8. If any inconsistencies arise in the sense-making process, the consumer can choose to rely 
on her underlying understandings in order to make further sense of the situation. What 
she knows “for sure is true”, assists in making sense of the customer relationship (c.f. 
certainties and uncertainties as presented earlier).

9. The self-relationship (S-R) congruence is linked to relational motivation: a customer 
relationship that is congruent with a positive sense of self is more motivational to have 
than a customer relationship that is congruent with a negative self.

10. The routinized activities support maintaining relational motivation. The objective of 
such activities is to maintain or enable the consumer to

11. reach a coherent, positive sense of self. Thus, customer relationships that support a 
positive sense of self are retained

12. and those that cause negative incoherence in the sense of self are discarded. This is 
hypothesized based on existing theory.

13. Eventually, based on the existing theories, an overall positive, coherent sense of self 
should lead to well-being in life. However, the examination of consumer’s well-being was 
not in the scope of investigation in this study. 

The process flow depicted graphically in Figure 31 occurs in situations where consumers 
have to make sense of one or more customer relationships. However, the outcomes of the 
process differ depending on the changing occasions of everyday life: the contexts in 
which consumers are making sense change and the concepts that are applied in the 
sense-making change as well.

The next chapter provides a discussion of the significance of these findings to marketing 
research and practice.
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7 CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

This concluding chapter covers six areas of discussion. First, the main theoretical 
contributions of this study are discussed in comparison to earlier studies. Second, the 
methodological contributions of the study are presented. Third, the managerial 
implications of the findings of the study are elaborated on. Fourth, the limitations that 
have been touched upon throughout the earlier chapters are summarized. Fifth, 
considerations regarding the trustworthiness of this study are presented. Finally, the 
chapter closes by presenting some opportunities for subsequent research.

The two first areas - the theoretical and methodological contributions of this study - are 
summarized in Table 25 and explained next.

7.1 Theoretical contribution

The aim of this study has been to contribute to the development of a more consumer-
centric theory of customer relationships. The view applied in the investigation has been 
the individual consumer’s subjective perspective of multiple simultaneous customer 
relationships across various industries. This viewpoint has been useful for illuminating 
aspects of customer relationships that previous studies have overlooked.

The research perspective applied in this study was inspired by prior studies that have 
investigated customer relationships from the individual consumer’s perspective (for 
example Fournier, 1991, 1994, and 1998; Fournier and Alvarez, 2012; see also MacInnis, 
Park and Priester, 2014). Yet, instead of using the interpersonal metaphor often 
employed in consumer focused customer relationship research (e.g. Fournier, 1998; 
Fournier and Alvarez, 2012), this study has presented an investigation of the consumers’
perceptions of customer relationships centered on the consumer’s subjective context. 
Focused on this viewpoint, the study has approached a ‘customer relationship’ as a sense 
of a connection that exists in the consumer’s mind. The findings presented in this report 
provide evidence of the relevance of this perspective and contribute to earlier calls for 
views centered on the subjective contexts of customers (e.g. Heinonen, Strandvik, 
Mickelsson, Edvardsson, Sundström and Andersson, 2010; Baron and Harris, 2010). 

The findings of this study have confirmed that life in its entirety is the primary context 
in which consumers evaluate the meaning and relevance of their customer relationships. 
Accordingly, the contribution of the subjective consumer-centric view to the existing 
perspectives on customer relationships is visualized in Figure 32. Compared to Figure 1 
presented in Chapter 1, Figure 32 illustrates the intricacies of the consumers’ multiple 
selves that the findings of this study suggest future research should take on. The map of 
multiple selves represents the consumer’s life in its entirety: the positive, the neutral and 
the negative, and the past, the present and the future. Despite its rather simple 
constructs, the map of multiple selves offers a more in-depth view to customer 
relationships from the consumer’s perspective than what recent customer-relationship 
research has presented (c.f. Fournier and Alvarez, 2013; Park, Eisingerich and Park, 
2013a) and serves as a configuration for addressing some of the issues that have recently
been raised in customer relationship research (see e.g. Heinonen, Strandvik and Voima, 
2013; Heinonen and Strandvik, 2013).



12
9

T
ab

le
 2

5
S

u
m

m
ar

y 
of

 t
h

e 
co

n
tr

ib
u

ti
on

s 
of

 t
h

is
 s

tu
d

y



13
0

F
ig

u
re

 3
2

C
on

tr
ib

u
ti

on
 t

o 
p

er
sp

ec
ti

ve
s 

on
 c

u
st

om
er

 r
el

at
io

n
sh

ip
s



131

Specifically, the findings of this study reveal that having a customer relationship and 
being in a customer relationship are not the same from the consumer’s perspective. 
Furthermore, the discoveries suggest a consumer can have a customer relationship and 
experience a sense of being a customer, without being in a customer relationship. In 
fact, consumers seem to sometimes be content merely by having customer relationships, 
without reciprocity (c.f. Heinonen, Strandvik, Mickelsson, Edvardsson, Sundström and 
Andersson, 2010). No earlier studies highlighting these differences in consumers’ 
perceptions of customer relationships were found. 

In particular, when a consumer perceives herself having a customer relationship, the 
sense-making occurs in the subjective space ([1]). Conversely, when the consumer 
perceives herself being in a customer relationship, the sense-making extends to the 
reciprocal space ([2]). The reciprocal space remains connected to the consumer’s map of 
multiple selves but is more fluid as consumers were discovered to navigate fluently across 
various types of sense-making situations.

Although Figure 32 depicts a company’s perspective, it is marked with a grey color as it 
remains beyond the grasp of this study ([5]). Nevertheless, the findings of this study 
imply that when companies approach customers ([4]), they should accept that the space 
in which they “meet” the customer is connected to the consumer’s sense of selves. Thus, 
the existence of a map of multiple selves must be acknowledged. For instance, if the 
customer relationship is congruent only with a negative sense of self in the consumer’s 
mind, this would set a negative tone on the line [3] where the company meets the 
customer, irrespective of other intentions. 

To further detail the key conceptual developments that this study offers, the next sections 
will review its theoretical contributions: the map of multiple selves, the self-relationship 
(S-R) congruence conceptualization and the process view of consumers’ sense-making in 
customer relationships. The development of these and their comprehensive empirical 
examinations provide meticulous footpaths that subsequent research can follow. 

7.1.1 Map of multiple selves

The self-concept has been a key source of inspiration for the approach adopted in this 
study. The study approached a person’s comprehensive sense of self as a context in which 
the subjectivity of motivation in customer relationships can be understood. This was 
presented through developing and conceptualizing a map of multiple selves.

The concept of multiple selves is commonly applied in consumer behavior research 
(recently e.g. by Hollenbeck and Kaikati, 2012; Ogle, Tyner and Schofield-Tomchin, 
2013; Mandel, Rucker, Levav and Galinsky, 2016). Yet, no earlier studies were found 
where multiple selves would have been utilized explicitly in order to explain consumers’ 
motivations in customer relationships. The present study has revealed and 
conceptualized this theoretical linkage.

Previous studies with a self-based focus in customer relationship research include, for 
example, Fournier’s 1994 study where a brand relationship quality scale was developed. 
The study suggested that there is an effect of the self on customer relationships. However, 
Fournier’s study was not based on the totality and complexity of a consumer’s multiple
selves. Another example is a study conducted by Johnson, Matear and Thomson (2011) 
on the adverse effects of customer relationships that end but are relevant to the 
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consumer’s self. However, Johnson et al.’s study also concentrated only on fragments of 
the self-concept, not on all of its parts.

In fact, empirical investigations of consumers’ multiple selves generally concentrate on 
only one aspect of the self, and not the totality of different aspects of the self (e.g. ‘hoped-
for-self’ and ‘feared-for-self’ in Sobh and Martin, 2008; or ‘ideal self’ in Hollenbeck and 
Kaikati, 2012). For this reason, although the theoretical significance of the concept has 
been established, the ways in which it can be applied in practice have remained obscure. 
This study argues that rather than concentrating on one or a few aspects of the self-
concept, the consumer’s complete sense of self – the positive, neutral and negative; the 
past, present and future - should be understood in order to comprehend a person’s 
motivational base. The map of multiple selves offers a configuration for addressing these 
aspects and thus contributes to the operationalization of the self-concept across research 
contexts. Future studies are called for in order to continue charting the complexity within 
the map.

Moreover, this study has provided a step-by-step method for eliciting and analyzing a 
consumer’s multiple selves and mapping them into a three-by-three matrix – or 
alternatively, visualizing them across timelines. Thereby, the map of multiple selves also 
bares relevance for consumer behavior and CCT research.

7.1.2 Self-relationship congruence

Employing the map of multiple selves, this thesis explored and validated that the 
subjective meaning of and motivation for a customer relationship can be inferred from 
its connection with the consumer’s self. This was conceptualized as self-relationship (S-
R) congruence: a perceptual connection in the consumer’s mind between a customer 
relationship and one or more self-concepts. 

The S-R congruence concept provides an understanding of each customer relationship’s 
intrinsic relevance to the consumer. It is based on and extends the self-congruity theory 
(Sirgy, 1982; Malhotra, 1988) and provides a fresh approach to exploring customer 
relationships from the consumer’s perspective. Therefore, it denotes consumers’ self-
based motivation in customer relationships. As the findings of the EM analysis depicted, 
when investigating customer relationships from a consumer-centric perspective, a 
holistic view that sets the consumer’s entire life as the contextual setting of sense-making 
is advocated. The S-R congruence concept, based on the map of multiple selves, fulfills 
this criteria. It extends beyond a consumer’s behavior and attitude in a single 
relationship towards a more holistic understanding taking into account a broader scope 
of relationships, values and goals in the consumer’s life. It acknowledges that the 
customer's relationships exist among other customer relationships, and that a 
consumer's perception of a customer relationship can change depending on the context 
it is experienced in.

Although a theoretical connection between the self-concept and customer relationships 
has been mentioned in earlier studies (e.g. Sheth and Parvatiyar, 1995), the S-R
congruence concept does not readily exist in the current literature. Similar types of 
congruencies have been found in earlier studies of selves and products, where 
consumers’ self-schemas were activated automatically and spontaneously when they 
were asked to consider a product (Markus, 1977). However, contrary to such studies, this 
study did not presuppose or explicitly study the existence of any links – they were found 
as naturally occurring in the consumers’ narratives.
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Compared to the self-relevance concept introduced by Johnson, Matear and Thomson 
(2011), which focuses on a consumer’s attachment to the brand or company, the S-R
congruence concentrates on grasping the consumer’s sense of a connection to the 
customer relationship. Consequently, it explains the existence of customer relationships 
from a consumer-centric perspective and provides a deeper understanding of why any 
person on any normal day in life would be motivated to have customer relationships. 

The study found each of the examined customer relationship congruent with at least one 
sense of self. This suggests – but does not conclusively confirm - that from a consumer-
centric perspective, in order for a customer relationship to exist, it must be congruent 
with at least one self-concept. This discovery follows recent studies, for example that of 
Elbedweihy, Jayawardhena, Elsharnouby and Elsharnouby (2016), who propose that 
customer relationships can be developed through understanding how a consumer’s sense 
of self connects to a brand. Nevertheless, this study differs from Elbedweihy et al.’s study 
in that the connections in this study were naturally occurring in the consumers’ 
narratives and not purposefully elicited through survey measures. As noted by the 
findings of the present study, a specific conceptual focus may succeed only in revealing 
part of the relevance of the relationship in the consumer’s mind. Furthermore, their 
examination was focused on brand relationships, which included only two industries, 
and did not address consumers’ multiple senses of selves. Future studies similar to theirs 
could benefit from the S-R congruence conceptualization. It offers a more holistic and 
in-depth view of various types of customer relationships, is suitable for explorations 
within or across industries and is positioned on a wider view on the consumers’ lives.

Another contribution to the stream of RM research is that the investigation of S-R
congruencies presented in this study succeeds in unveiling and illustrating the 
complexity of the various customer relationships’ connections to consumers’ lives. 
Specifically, the findings revealed that although a customer relationship that connects to 
a positive sense of self is meaningful to have, customer relationships’ connections are 
seldom simple or straightforward. The analyses presented in this study have 
demonstrated how consumers’ perceptions fluctuate, depending on the context and 
concepts utilized in the elicitation. A consumer may perceive that a customer relationship 
contributes to a positive sense of self and well-being while also perceiving that that same 
customer relationship is in contradiction to her goals in life thereby causing a sense of 
disharmony and incoherence. As a result, consumers’ perceptions may at times seem 
mixed and conflicting. These findings contribute to a more in-depth understanding of 
the intricacies of customer relationships from the consumers’ point of view.

Considering the findings, it is noteworthy to mention that customer relationships’ 
complexity from the consumer’s viewpoint has been highlighted earlier (by e.g. Fournier, 
2008). To contribute to the discourse and to explicate the complexity of the issue, a 
typology of S-R congruencies was developed in the present study. No earlier studies were 
found in which the complexity across various types of customer relationships’ 
connections to consumers’ selves was studied in such detail. The typology included in 
this study provides therefore a novel and detailed view of how customer relationships 
link to the consumers’ lives. It is not comprehensive, but provides a starting point for 
future research that seeks to understand the intricacies of the connections between 
customer relationships and consumers’ lives. It provides a deeper and wider perspective 
to understanding customer relationships through the consumers’ eyes and answers some 
of the needs that have been raised in earlier studies (e.g. Fournier, 2008). 

Additionally, with certain empirical limitations, the present study has addressed all the 
customer relationships in a consumer’s life. The viewpoint put forward in the study 
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enables one to view customer relationships in isolation as well as in aggregate groups 
across industries. This provides a more comprehensive view of customer relationships 
from the consumers’ perspective. Furthermore, it highlights the importance of 
understanding the dynamics and connections between customer relationships from the 
consumers’ perspective. This viewpoint can benefit for example service design and 
business development.

To conclude, the S-R congruence conceptualization presented in this study informs 
current customer relationship theories of the usefulness of the multiple selves concept in 
adding to the understanding of consumers’ relational motivation. Furthermore, the 
findings propose that the consumers’ extended selves – the positive and the negative, the
past and the future - are not only connected to customer relationships but also perhaps 
amplified by them (cf. Belk, 1988; Ahuvia, 2005). Further studies are called for to assess 
this possibility.

Finally, the findings imply that at least some customer relationships are essential to 
consumers’ lives simply as possessions. In particular, the study finds that some customer 
relationships that were congruent with a positive sense of self were approached merely 
as possessions (i.e. having): the reciprocal features were absent. This finding contributes 
to the developments in earlier research where it has been suggested that the power in 
customer relationships is not equally distributed among consumers and companies 
(Fischer and Bristor, 1994). The discovery has various implications also for loyalty 
studies, as will next be discussed.

7.1.2.1 Relevance for loyalty research

Previously, academics have called for a deeper contemporary understanding of what 
customers' loyalty may be (Fournier and Yao, 1997; Oliver, 1999; Knox and Walker, 
2001). The findings of this study suggest that the traditional view on consumers’ loyalty 
is too narrow.

According to the classical approach originally introduced by Dick and Basu in 1994, a 
customer’s loyalty is often assessed focusing on competition within one single industry. 
Consequently, loyalty often becomes a measure of the customer relationships’ value to 
the companies, not to the consumers. Yet, this conceptualization is traditional and 
universally utilized. Many academics have already acknowledged the shortcomings of 
this conceptualization, and various extensions to the loyalty framework have been 
attempted (e.g. Jones and Taylor, 2007). The findings from such endeavors suggest that 
the consumer’s perspective is more complex than thought. Strandvik and Heinonen 
(2013) have suggested expanding the loyalty concept to encompass neutral and even 
negative dimensions. Their view is similar to the one developed in this thesis. However, 
their study does not account for the full, in-depth context of the consumer’s life. Thus, 
its contribution remains within a customer-centric - not consumer-centric - perspective.

Overall, the present study revealed inconsistencies that challenge the classical approach 
to loyalty. This highlights a need to steer away from mainstream customer relationship 
definitions to make way for new conceptualizations that can support a consumer-centric 
perspective. In fact, many of the active, everyday customer relationships that would be 
considered “loyal” according to current theories were found congruent with neutral – not 
positive – self-concepts in this study. Moreover, some of the passive, theoretically 
“disloyal” customer relationships were congruent with positive present and future self-
concepts. Thereby, the S-R congruence conceptualization is proposed as an approach 



135

that can provide a deeper view into customer loyalty from the consumer’s perspective. It 
is applicable across industry boundaries, not temporally limited and provides a 
comprehensive view on tonalities. Moreover, its correct utilization can contribute to 
consumers’ well-being in customer relationships. 

To conclude, the view that the S-R congruence conceptualization offers is significantly 
deeper and wider than the current views on relationship loyalty. It reveals more about 
customer relationships’ relevance in the consumers’ lives than traditional loyalty theories 
do. Therefore, the findings of this thesis are applicable for and can extend theoretical 
understanding of customer loyalty from the consumers’ viewpoint. Moreover, the 
discoveries confirm a need for researchers and practitioners to continue exploring the 
concept beyond its conventional properties. Future research should develop new ways in 
which positive S-R congruencies can be developed, pursued and capitalized on for the 
benefit of consumers and companies alike. Such knowledge will benefit customer loyalty 
research and practice.

7.1.2.2 Insights to relational passiveness

The findings of this study have suggested that a customer relationship can exist in the 
consumer’s mind irrespective of how infrequent or passive the relational activity is. 
Instead of relational activity, marketing should turn to investigating the category 
fulfillment from the consumer’s perspective; does the customer relationship fulfill its 
purpose in the consumer’s life? This suggestion is in line with suggestions made in earlier 
research (e.g. Heinonen, Strandvik, Mickelsson, Edvardsson, Sundström and Andersson, 
2010). 

The findings related to relational passiveness are significant as they raise attention to an 
area that has received little attention in RM. Recent reports have highlighted a growing 
concern over the number of passive consumers enrolled in customer programs (Colloquy 
loyalty census, 2015). Furthermore, although recent research has pointed out that not all 
consumers want close relationships (Delacroix and Guillard, 2016), relationship studies 
typically focus on relationship growth or improvement (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh, 1987; 
Bowden, 1998; Bowen and Shoemaker, 2003; Divett, Crittenden and Henderson, 2003; 
Berry and Carbone, 2007; Gee, Coates and Nicholson, 2008). Even studies that focus on 
relationship deterioration implicitly suggest that customer relationships should improve, 
not remain unchanged, degrade or fade (Reichheld and Sasser, 1990; Keaveney, 1995; 
Hocutt, 1998; Coulter and Ligas, 2000; Åkerlund, 2005; Roos and Gustafsson, 2011). 

Grönroos defined passiveness in customer relationships in the following passage: 

“...in a given marketing situation the consumer (or user in a business-to-business relationship) is 
either in a relational mode or in a transactional mode. Furthermore, consumers in a relational 
mode can be either in an active or passive relational mode... Consumers or users in an active mode 
seek contact, whereas consumers in a passive mode are satisfied with the understanding that if 
needed the firm will be there for them.” (Grönroos, 1997, p. 409)

and Barnes wrote

“it is not beyond the realm of possibility that a customer may not purchase frequently or regularly 
from a firm, even though he or she may feel something of a relationship toward that firm” (Barnes, 
1997, p. 767).

Yet, the few prior studies that address relationship passiveness link it to dissatisfaction 
(White and Yanamandram, 2004) or purchasing “out of habit” (Wu, 2011). Noble and 
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Phillips’ (2004) study of why consumers do not want to engage in relationship 
development activities with companies despite being otherwise satisfied, highlights a 
view that governs much of RM research and practice - that reciprocal, active 
relationships are perceived better than non-reciprocal, passive ones. Zolkiewski states 
that

“Few academics have dared to put their heads above the parapet and define what they mean by 
relationship. Examples include Håkansson and Snehota (1995), and even they can only suggest a 
tentative definition; “a relationship is a mutually oriented interaction between two reciprocally 
committed parties” (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995, p. 25). Grönroos (2000) put this into a services 
marketing context, “a relationship has developed when a customer perceives that a mutual way of 
thinking exists between customer and supplier or service provider” (Grönroos, 2000, p.33). Note 
that mutuality is prevalent in both, and from this it can be argued that for a relationship to exist 
there must be two mutually committed partners, thus it is necessary to question whether or not 
passive customers can ever be involved in real relationships.” (Zolkiewski, 2004, p. 25)

Yet, the present study found positive S-R congruencies to exist, irrespective of the passive 
state of the relationship. The discoveries confirm that the frequency of relational activity 
does not correlate with the consumers’ perception of the significance of the customer 
relationship. These findings contribute to a deeper understanding of customer 
relationships from the consumer’s perspective. 

7.1.3 Sense-making process

Overall, the present study has sought to understand how consumers make sense of 
customer relationships. No previous studies were found that addressed the conceptual 
process in which consumers make sense of their many simultaneous customer 
relationships across various industries. 

This study analyzed consumers’ sense-making, argumentation and routines through 
employing ethnomethodological techniques. As presented, many of the findings were 
unexpected and contradict existing customer relationship theories. Eventually, the 
discoveries were summarized into a process view encompassing consumers’ multiple 
selves and several simultaneous customer relationships with various companies across 
diverse industries. This process offers a view of how consumers form perceptions of 
customer relationships, how they handle the inconsistencies that appear and how they 
succeed in maintaining relational motivation across changing occasions.

Figure 33 visualizes this process as an extension to consumer-centric understandings of 
customer relationships (see e.g. the progression from [1] to [4] in Figure 33). 

Compared to earlier visualizations (c.f. Heinonen and Strandvik, 2015), the multiplex 
view offered in Figure 33 is a significantly wider and deeper gaze into the consumer’s 
space. The sense-making process (same as in Figure 31, Chapter 6) is visualized at the 
top part of the figure for clarity, yet it can occur anywhere in the consumer’s space –
across time and tone horizons; the location depends on the location of the S-R
congruence. For example, if a customer relationship is congruent with a past negative 
self, the sense-making process occurs in the bottom left corner of Figure 33. 
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As the findings from the EM analysis revealed, consumers seem to be well adept at 
maintaining self-coherency and motivation across various sense-making situations. 
Thus, the process not only highlights the importance of understanding the ways in which 
consumers cope with the complexity but also calls for acceptance of such mechanisms.

The sense-making process presented in Figure 33 is applicable to any types of customer 
relationships, contexts and settings. In essence, it also explicates how customer 
relationships come to be as they pass the thresholds (e.g. [2-6]): why some relationships 
are more meaningful and motivational than others (depending on the location of the S-
R congruence); and why some customer relationships dissolve or are discontinued ([7] 
and [12]). Hereby, the view offers an in-depth understanding of the consumer’s 
standpoint, perceptions and processes and contributes to a more profound 
understanding of consumers’ customer relationships in RM research.

7.2 Methodological contribution

This section reviews the methodological contributions of this study: the usefulness of 
employing ethnomethodology in RM research and the comprehensive analysis 
techniques developed for studying consumers’ perceptions and motivations in customer 
relationships.

7.2.1 Ethnomethodology in customer relationship research

The ethnomethodological viewpoint revealed that consumers’ sense-making relies on 
certain underlying understandings that guide perceptions. No earlier studies addressing 
such underlying understandings in the context of customer relationships were found. In 
particular, through an ethnomethodological analysis, the study revealed that when 
making sense of customer relationships, consumers rely on their underlying 
understandings of what it means to be a customer, to have a customer relationship or to 
be in a customer relationship. Such “certainties” assist consumers in navigating various 
sense-making situations. No previous studies were found addressing these underlying 
facts directly. Hence, the findings inform RM research of the relevance of this knowledge 
and call for more research in this area.

In order to elicit the underlying understandings, this study utilized techniques that are 
comparable with Garfinkel's (1967) breaching experiments. These techniques revealed 
the patterns that the consumers relied on to make sense of their customer relationships. 
The resulting data were rich in meaning and contributed to the theoretical developments 
in the study. However, when applying ethnomethodological data collection techniques 
such as breaching, researchers need to be careful not to add complexity to the consumers’ 
lives. For example, if a person has a very firm understanding of something and it is 
breached, severe disturbance can occur (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 54). This can take the form 
of bewilderment or even anxiety (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 54-5). For these reasons, researchers 
should not question the underlying understandings while studying them. At the same 
time, they must treat consumers’ accounts as somewhat “anthropologically strange” in 
order to make visible the ways in which consumers make sense of things (Garfinkel, 1967, 
p. 9). 

Additionally, the thesis explored how consumers’ sense-making was affected by the 
concepts utilized in the elicitation of perceptions of customer relationships. The findings 
depict how some of the concepts traditionally utilized in RM – relationship’s activity, 
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loyalty and importance - succeed only in giving a partial view of a consumers’ perception 
of a customer relationship. Previous studies acknowledging the effect of concepts on 
consumers’ sense-making include, e.g. Fischer and Bristor’s (1994) study of the rhetoric 
used in depicting customer relationships and Wägar, Roos, Ravald and Edvardsson’s 
(2012) article about consumers who are in the companies’ blind spot due to incomplete 
conceptual lenses. The findings of this study extend these earlier findings and propose 
that EM can be useful in uncovering similar findings in future studies.

The EM analysis also revealed that consumers resort to various routinized activities for 
managing uncertainty in their daily lives in order to maintain a coherent positive sense 
of self. This study revealed how consumers pass as customers in their customer 
relationships and how they conduct everyday organizing. These activities took the form 
of speech in conversations (as in “passing as a customer”), or were manifested by physical 
actions (e.g. “organizing the wallet”). All such activities support consumers’ sense-
making process and the existence of the S-R congruencies thereby contributing to an 
overall positive and coherent sense of self. Therefore, if consumers’ sense of well-being 
is to be improved, future research should also seek to add to the understanding of these 
activities.

Overall, the results from the exploratory ethnomethodological investigation are 
encouraging. The study has illustrated how an ethnomethodological approach can yield 
insights into the consumers' perspective in RM. Ethnomethodology is not commonly 
utilized in marketing research. However, this study has demonstrated its usefulness in 
studying consumers’ perceptions and sense-making in everyday life. As these 
understandings are not readily accessible without using specific ethnomethodological 
data collection and analysis techniques, future studies could follow the same 
methodology, as explicated, in order to make visible what the consumers know but are 
not able to say. The novelty of the findings presented in this study confirms that EM is 
valuable for discovering new vantage points in customer relationship research. The 
discoveries should inspire more research to be conducted utilizing or testing, for 
example, experimental breaching in the context of customer relationships.

7.2.2 Developed analysis techniques

In addition to the EM approach, this study has brought forward two detailed techniques: 
creating a three-by-three map of consumer’s multiple selves from empirical data and 
identifying consumers’ self-relationship (S-R) congruencies. Previous studies have not 
succeeded in providing such detailed methods for conceptualizing multiple selves, nor 
for addressing the links between customer relationships and consumers’ lives. 

This thesis has meticulously reported on the preparations and steps that are needed to 
conduct such analyses. For example, the details of how qualitative software, such as 
NVivo, can be utilized to facilitate the analyses have been elaborated on. These 
instructions can be useful to researchers wishing to understand the consumers’ 
perspective and motivations even outside of the RM research domain.

7.3 Managerial implications

Earlier research has noted that many companies lack in-depth understanding of what is 
important for their customers (Barnes, 2003; Hult, Morgeson, Morgan, Mithas and 
Fornell, 2017). The present study has approached customer programs as a strategy of 
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managing relationships with customers successfully. In line with this view, the study has 
proposed insights from the consumer’s perspective. These insights can be utilized in the 
development of consumer-centric understanding and approaches in marketing practice.

The focal significance of the findings presented in this thesis lie in the validation of 
connections between consumers’ lives and customer relationships. If meaningful 
connections are to be built with customers, companies must seek ways of recognizing 
and understanding the complexity of consumers’ selves. Possible future extensions of the 
map of multiple selves can, for example, help companies in segmenting their customer 
base. Yet, the study acknowledges that it is probably not feasible for companies to collect 
information about their customers’ lives in the same depth as what has been done in this 
study. Therefore, the findings of the study remain transferrable to businesses mainly on 
a theoretical level. 

The view on how the findings of this thesis can support the development of a more 
customer-oriented and consumer-centric CRM is presented in Figure 34 (c.f. earlier 
Figure 33). Overall, by recognizing that consumers have multiple selves and by taking 
on the S-R congruence ‘thinking’, i.e. accepting that the customer relationships can 
connect to those selves in various ways, companies will be positioned to build more 
meaningful connections with their customers. 

Figure 34 Implications for CRM

However, companies should acknowledge that the extent to which they can build 
customer relationships depends on the consumers’ perceptions of those relationships, 
i.e. on the S-R congruencies that exist. Depending on the location of the S-R congruence, 
the company may be positioned to enhance the customer’s life (see [1] in Figure 34), 
support it ([2]), or even develop strategies to assist the consumer in avoiding thoughts 
that link to negative selves ([3]). For example, in a customer relationship that is 
congruent with a positive sense of self, an upgrade in a customer program membership 
may amplify the consumer’s sense of well-being. Likewise, an upgrade of a customer 
relationship that is congruent with a negative sense of self could result in the consumer 
assessing whether it makes sense to continue the customer relationship. Finally, an 
upgrade of a customer relationship that is congruent with a neutral self may not yield 
any effect on a consumer’s motivation. Thus, ultimately, the S-R congruence 
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understanding can also benefit companies in terms of resource and investment 
allocation.

By acknowledging that the differences in outcomes are dependent on the S-R
congruencies, companies’ focus begins to shift from managing customer relationships 
towards understanding the connections that exist in a reciprocal space. Thereby, a 
company will be able to manage the effect of relational actions on consumers’ perceptions 
of customer relationships. Evidently, since the objective of this study was to explore from 
the consumers’ perspective, not to prescribe to companies, future studies should take on 
the task of creating solutions that serve the specific needs of each industry in order to 
deliver this effect. In doing so, companies should also note that the active, everyday 
customer relationships that are traditionally believed to be loyal are not necessarily the 
most significant or meaningful customer relationships from the consumers’ perspective. 
Therefore, instead of asking how customer relationships can be enhanced, companies 
should aim to understand which of the customer relationships support or enhance 
consumers’ lives. The answer is the key to truly meaningful customer relationship 
management.

Furthermore, the findings have suggested that the consumers' motivated relational 
passiveness, i.e. their deliberate and continued lack of relational activity, should be 
accounted for in CRM strategies. Typically, companies concentrate on behavioral 
elements in their CRM tactics. They reward customers for continuous purchasing 
behavior (Roehm, Pullins and Roehm, 2002) and assess the success of relational efforts 
based on consumers’ observable behavior (Allaway, Gooner, Berkowitz and Davis, 
2006). These tendencies, as well as common practical constraints - such as the lack of 
access to customer insights -, have led to an asymmetry between the behavioral and 
psychological understandings of customers. One possible remedy is customer 
segmentation utilizing the S-R congruence conceptualization. The initial feedback and 
interest from companies regarding this has been encouraging. By employing the concept
in practice, companies are in a position to focus their activation activities only on 
customer relationships that are congruent with customers’ core selves (i.e. present 
neutral selves). These are the customer relationships that were discovered as active and 
relevant to consumers’ everyday lives in a more traditional sense. Customer relationships 
with negative or past S-R congruencies would then be excluded from activation, and a 
separate “emotional” activation strategy could be designed to address customer 
relationships with positive S-R congruencies. These are the customer relationships that 
are intrinsically meaningful to consumers. Thus, in the latter group, it is likely that 
consumers already are as active as they can be, considering their individual 
circumstances. Therefore, behavioral activation strategies directed at this group are 
likely to yield few results. A more appropriate option would be to concentrate on 
communication that can enhance consumers’ positive mental perceptions. The
developing of practical solutions that assist in defining those customer relationships that 
meet these criteria is currently being discussed with companies.

In terms of immediate and direct practical implications, the findings unequivocally 
suggest that the choice of words (i.e. concepts) utilized when addressing consumers is 
important beyond reasons earlier noted in RM research. As the discoveries of this study 
have revealed, certain concepts set specific ‘mental’ contexts, which may not reveal all of 
a consumer’s S-R congruencies. For example, when the notion of other customers 
appears58, consumers may begin to experience uncertainty. The same was discovered to 
apply to the term loyalty. Generically, companies do not acknowledge these cause-effects

58 For example in advertising: ”We offer our customers...” instead of “We offer you…”
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in their marketing actions. Therefore, the process of choosing the correct words may be 
more important than what has until now been recognized in marketing. Consequently, 
managers should pay attention to these details when developing marketing 
communication and advertising campaigns.

As a final point, the present study has approached consumers’ perceptions of customer 
relationships through the operationalization of physical, tangible customer cards. The 
inconsistencies discovered in the study reveal that the number and particulars of the card 
functionalities (such as credit) can have an effect on consumers’ perceptions of customer 
relationships. Companies should therefore consider these functionalities carefully in 
their card-based program design. Furthermore, despite the fact that the number of 
mobile and online solutions has been increasing exponentially since 2010, the findings 
of the study suggest that a physical customer card may have relevance to the consumer. 
In fact, customer cards may continue to be important to consumers merely as tangible 
proof or reminder of a customer relationship’s existence. A consumer may even need to 
physically hold a customer card in her hands in order to feel that she continues to have a
customer relationship. Based on the extent of this study, it is not possible to make 
conclusive suggestions; this remains an area that would benefit from further 
explorations. Nonetheless, the findings confirm that companies should carefully 
consider whether to keep or to discard their card-based customer programs.

To conclude, the findings of this study stress the importance of understanding how 
consumers perceive customer relationships in their everyday lives. The objective of the 
study has been to focus on the subjectivity and individuality of consumers’ perceptions 
of customer relationships and to contribute to improving consumers’ well-being, not only 
companies’ profitability. Through understanding the consumers’ viewpoint, companies 
are in a position to build more meaningful connections with their customers. In doing 
so, long-term business sustainability and profitability will surely follow.

7.4 Limitations of the study

Finally, in order to assess a study, it is pivotal not only to determine whether it has 
succeeded to deliver what it promised, but also how comprehensively it has fulfilled that 
promise. Hence, this section highlights the boundaries of the findings and their 
application in order for the reader to form a truthful overall assessment of this study.

First, in terms of customer relationship perceptions, the sensitizing concepts59 chosen 
for the interviews covered only certain areas of consumers’ perceptions. Other concepts 
could have been similarly useful or could have provided supplementary understandings.

Second, in terms of self-perceptions, the study has presented a 3-by-3 matrix, titled the 
map of multiple selves. This is a simple version utilizing only two self-dimensions: tone 
and time. Numerous other dimensions remain to be explored. For example, the social-
private dimensions and thus concepts such as “social self,” i.e. how the consumer 
presents herself to others (Sirgy, 1982, p. 287), were not addressed in this study. In terms 
of the dimensions utilized in this study, consumers’ present and future selves were 
relatively exhaustively covered. The elicitation of past selves was not part of the original 
core scope of the empirical study; it is likely that various past S-R congruencies were left 
undiscovered. In terms of tone, the negative selves were very cautiously probed in the 

59 consumer, customer, customer relationship, customer program, customer card, loyalty, 
relational motivation, self, complexity
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interviews and therefore it is possible that the resulting views are incomplete. Future 
studies are expected to add to the comprehensiveness of the S-R congruence typology.

Third, in terms of sense-making, the findings indicate that various discoveries regarding 
consumers’ routinized activities remain beyond the depth of this research. For example, 
it could be interesting to study the type of coping mechanisms that consumers apply in 
reciprocal settings, such as point of purchase, where their customer relationship 
perceptions are challenged, for example, by a salesperson. Since these issues were only 
briefly covered in the interviews, they should be explored further in future studies.

Finally, the restrictions of the empirical study present also some obvious limitations. For 
example, the empirical study presented in this thesis has concentrated on ten female
consumers. Previous research has indicated that differences in customer relationships 
between genders may exist (Ndubisi, 2006; Haj-Salem, Chebat, Michon and Oliveira, 
2016). Although there is no reason to expect that the map of multiple selves or the S-R
congruence conceptualization would not apply equally to men, the extent to which the 
findings of this study would inform, for instance, of men’s routinized activities remains 
to be explored by subsequent studies. 

The study also concentrated on a certain age category: the consumers were between ages 
of 22 and 30. Earlier research has noted that possessions that reflect future plans and 
goals are likely to be important for the young, and possessions that relate to past 
experiences for the old (Olson, 1981, 1985, as cited by Belk, 1988, p. 148). Whether this 
holds true in the case of S-R congruencies remains to be explored.

Moreover, the empirical study was conducted in the context of card-based customer 
programs. Other types of customer relationships were included in the discussions if the 
consumer perceived them equivalent to the card-based customer relationships. Yet, such 
customer relationships were not included in all the discussions, for example in the card-
sorting tasks. Additionally, most of the contractual relationships, for example with 
electricity providers, were excluded due to the insignia associated with customer 
relationships in the present study: i.e. the customer cards. Alternative data collection 
techniques should be considered if other types of customer relationships are to be 
included in future studies.

7.5 Trustworthiness of the study

In order to draw conclusions on the quality of this study, the reader must be able to trust 
that the author-researcher is presenting all the facts that may have affected it. Therefore, 
the complete path to arriving at these discoveries is recapitulated in Figure 35. The next 
sections will summarize the main issues concerning the trustworthiness of the study 
according to a set of criteria proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985), namely: the 
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability of the study.
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7.5.1 Credibility

Credibility relates to the extent to which the reader can trust that the study has been 
conducted and reported in a truthful manner and is authentic to its origins. This is also 
referred to as the “truth value” (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p. 290) meaning that the 
evaluator must be able to believe in the representation of reality that the findings depict 
(Wallendorf and Belk; 1989). Furthermore, the evaluator of a qualitative study must 
accept that the researcher, i.e. a subjective individual, has acted as “an instrument 
attempting to understand a dynamic and subjectively shaped phenomenon” (Wallendorf 
and Belk, 1989; p. 69), and that the interviewee, likewise a subjective individual, has 
acted as the informant.

The methods for ensuring credibility in this study include inserting excerpts and 
examples throughout the analyses, discussions and findings. All of the analyses have 
been meticulously explained and supporting materials provided in the appendices. 
Additionally, all steps of the data collection and analysis process have been meticulously 
described so that the reader can assess the logic of the path from the empirical data to 
the interpretations. The first chapter included a concise overview of the scope of the 
research process (Table 3), informing the reader of the step-by-step process lending 
credibility to the conclusions.

Another method for establishing credibility is related to the purposeful sampling 
conducted at early stages of the empirical study. Through including different types of 
individuals, with different life situations and varying amounts of customer relationships, 
a wide array of data was obtained for interpretation. This triangulation added to the 
quality of the findings. These procedures are in line with earlier suggestions on how to 
increase the credibility of a qualitative study (Wallendorf and Belk, 1989).

Furthermore, the three interview rounds, the in-depth discussions and the ways in which 
trust was established with the interviewees contribute to the credibility of the study. The 
depth of the findings results from these procedures.  

Finally, exceptions and peculiarities have been reported as they appeared during the data 
collection and analyses. They have been included in their entirety in this thesis. No 
details have been omitted and supporting details have been presented in the appendices. 
Overall, the results presented here represent the full essence of what was discovered. 
Some findings were more exhaustive than others; where applicable, this has been 
explained.

7.5.2 Transferability

Transferability refers to the extent to which the knowledge developed in this study can 
be transferred to subsequent studies. The context of the study is fluid, i.e. replication can 
be attempted in any other similar everyday setting where customer relationships are 
approached from a consumer-centric perspective. This can be done by utilizing the 
conceptualizations developed – the map of multiple selves, the S-R congruence, and the 
sense-making process – and by following the methods and descriptions provided in this 
thesis. 

Yet, any research attempting to follow a similar path should dedicate sufficient time for 
building rapport and trust with the interviewees. Furthermore, to ensure an adequate 
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depth in the results, the data should be analyzed with tenacity. After all, the objective is 
to understand the individuals and their lives instead of simply to report on them. The 
difference is substantial in terms of work required and affects the depth of the resulting 
findings. Thus, merely replicating the steps described in this thesis does not guarantee 
comparable results.

7.5.3 Dependability

Dependability relates to the extent to which the findings depend on the context and 
setting in which the study was conducted. 

As explained, consumers’ perceptions and sense-making were approached in mundane, 
everyday situations in which any consumer could find themselves in. The settings were 
not artificial environments, rather a table and a few chairs in a room, or in a café, or in 
the interviewee’s own living room. The ways in which consumers’ motivations were 
studied also at large remained connected to real situations of sense-making. 
Observations included how consumers handled their customer cards and how they put 
them in their wallets, for example. The discussions encompassed what they had done 
“today”, “this week”, or “lately”.

The interviews were conducted within a three-month period. The timing holds 
significance for the findings. Over those three months, various things occurred in the 
consumers’ lives and hence the individuals had new things to share about their lives, 
which gave new avenues to the discussions. A similar study conducted during a very short 
time period may not yield same level of insights and is likely to be shallower in scope.

7.5.4 Confirmability

Confirmability refers to an overall level of assessment, as others need to be able to agree 
or confirm the findings of this study. There are several ways to reach confirmability in a 
qualitative study. The results can be validated with the research participants or they can 
be peer-reviewed, for example. In this study, the results were not validated with the 
participants, due to several concerns.

First, while it would have been possible to ask the consumers to validate their S-R
congruencies, this discussion was likely not an easy one to be had. A sense of self is not 
easily accessed nor recognized by the person experiencing it. Likewise, the discussion 
might have caused the individual to feel vulnerable by the details that constitute a sense 
of self, especially a negative one.

Second, despite the early emergence of some of the key ideas, the data analysis and 
theory building was a lengthy process done over a period of several years. By the time the 
findings were ready, the participants had long ago moved on with their lives and were 
likely not able to resonate with the understandings that had affected their sense-making 
earlier. Therefore, requesting validation from them would have made little or no sense at 
that point.

Another aspect is the fact that this study was conducted at a certain point in time. The 
maps of multiple selves were “snapshots” of the consumers' lives at that moment. As 
discussed, a person’s sense of self is an evolving and changing concept. Therefore, the 
contribution of the study does not lie in the extensiveness of the descriptions of 
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individuals' selves and relationships – which could have been subjected to participant 
validation - but rather in the process developed for approaching the connections between 
consumers' selves and their relationships.

Moreover, many of the aspects of human interactions that ethnomethodology is
concerned with cannot necessarily be verified by participants themselves. For example, 
the underlying understandings, although implicitly understood by members, are not 
necessarily explicitly recognized when laid out. The understandings seem to be so 
discreetly embedded in consumers’ everyday sense-making that revealing them may 
cause discomfort or confusion. This of course should be avoided.

Hence, while not validating the detailed findings of the study with the participants, other 
means of validating the discoveries were employed during this research journey. 
Throughout the research process, but especially during 2013-2017, the study has been 
reviewed and commented on by colleagues and professors, namely at the Hanken School 
of Economics, Stockholm School of Economics, and Arizona State University. The 
theoretical developments have been presented at various workshops, seminars, and 
conferences, in Europe and in the USA. The findings have been presented for review by 
practitioners in leading roles across various companies in Finland. Additionally, 
throughout the years, the ideas have been discussed and debated with friends, family and 
numerous acquaintances in order to gain an understanding of the relevance of the 
findings and their applicability in practice. These acts have enforced confidence in the 
theoretical enlightenments this study provides.

7.6 Suggestions for further research

The findings and discussion presented in this thesis have advanced an in-depth 
understanding of customer relationships from the individual, subjective consumer’s 
perspective. Simultaneously, several propositions for future studies have emerged. The 
suggestions offered here are only some indicative avenues for future research that wishes 
to follow in these footsteps.

Overall, the findings of this thesis highlight a need to look beyond mainstream 
methodologies to deepen the knowledge of how consumers' underlying understandings 
guide their perceptions of customer relationships. The subjectivity of customer 
relationship perceptions seems to have far more room for exploration than what existing 
RM research has acknowledged. The sense-making process provided in this thesis should 
be considered as a first version visualizing a multiplex phenomenon that occurs in the 
consumer’s ‘space’. Naturally, company-centric studies are also needed in order to 
understand the disconnections that are likely to occur in the reciprocal space.

The S-R congruence conceptualization brings forward various opportunities. The 
findings of this study imply that for a customer relationship to exist, it must be congruent 
with at least one sense of self. Such inferences give new direction to any future studies 
that seek to address the conditions of a customer relationship’s existence. Furthermore, 
the S-R congruence conceptualization is useful for explorations of many types of 
customer relationships: consumer-brand relationships, service relationships, and loyal 
or disloyal relationships, for example. It also offers opportunities for understanding how 
consumers mentally categorize customer relationships into groups that are relevant and 
meaningful to them. Overall, further studies are needed to extend this understanding 
across different types of customer relationships.
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The sense-making framework can provide a novel pathway for understanding customer 
relationship development from the consumer’s perspective. It can be useful, for example, 
for studying relationship initiation, dissolution, strengthening, weakening or 
replacement. As it incorporates the S-R congruence conceptualization, it can also provide 
new thinking on how the other customer relationships in the consumers’ lives affect these 
dynamics. Likewise, it should be interesting to explore how CRM efforts such as 
communication or advertising messages diverge from their original intents as they 
“enter” into the consumer’s space. All such implications warrant further theoretical and 
empirical assessment. 

The study has also opened a discussion of how consumers manage the inconsistencies 
that appear in their sense-making processes. This exploration is by no means complete. 
How does the act of having to implement coping methods affect the relationship overall? 
These and similar inquiries await exploration. Such intrinsic knowledge from the 
consumers’ perspective is likely to be of interest to marketing research and practice.

Finally, despite the insights that this study provides, various angles to the phenomenon 
remain untouched due to the delimitations of this thesis. These by themselves provide 
routes for subsequent investigations. Overall, future studies ought to advance a 
consumer-centric perspective on this topical area of marketing.
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APPENDIX 1 SCREENING SURVEY

This appendix presents the details of the screening survey. The survey was deployed on 
February 19th and closed on March 11th 2010. A total of 832 consumers participated in 
the screening survey. 

The pop-up advertisement (including a link to the survey) was placed on a lifestyle 
website which, to this date, continues to operate within a major Finnish newspapers’ 
website. Since 2010, the name of the website has been changed but the content 
description has stayed comparable to the original one:

[Name of the website] conveys the latest fashion and beauty trends, current 
phenomena, the best skin and haircare tips and shopping ideas. [Name of the 
website] solves dress-up and make-up dilemmas and provides the best and most 
exciting shopping tips and dreams of the season. (…) And, of course, we are 
publishing stories about interesting people. (…) [Name of the website] hints, 
recommends, inspires, surprises and makes comparisons for you. We will show you 
how to look as good as possible with a small budget, but we also introduce 
newcomers to luxury fashion and cosmetics, as well as new and old classics. 
(current website, accessed and translated 26.4.2017)

Once a visitor entered the website, the following pop-up advertisement appeared in 
Finnish:

Have you ever thought about how advertising and loyal customer relationships 
affect your consumption? Participate in a Ph.D. study – you will receive 100 euros 
worth of gift certificates. Read more here!

Following is a screenshot of the landing page of the screening survey, which appeared if 
the person clicked the link on the pop-up advertisement:
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The text on the screening survey landing page, translated, was as follows:

Dear participant, 

Thank you for your interest. The aim of this study is to advance understanding of 
customer programs and offer insights and information of their impact on 
consumers. This study has no commercial objectives – the data will be used solely 
for scientific purposes. 

Answering this preliminary questionnaire will take about 5 minutes. From among 
all the respondents, 6-10 people will be selected within March for further 
interviews. They will be rewarded with 100 euros worth of gift certificates.

Your participation is completely voluntary, confidential, and your personal contact 
information will never be forwarded anywhere. The interviews will take place in 
April-May and will require you to reserve altogether maximum 6 hours (3 x 1-2h). 
The timings will be agreed individually with each interviewee. 

For inquiries, contact: Lotta Vuoristo, M.Sc., Doctoral researcher, (e-mail, phone), 
HANKEN, Department of Marketing. 

Click “Next” at the bottom of this page, when you are ready to start!

The structure and details of the screening survey were as follows:

Survey 
page

Question Multiple choices

1 (Landing page) (-)

2 Gender Male / Female

3 Age (scale 0-100)

4 Current profession. Choose all that apply. Full-time work – permanent

Full-time work – fixed term

Part-time work – permanent

Part-time work – fixed term

Maternity / parental leave

Student

Unemployed

Other, what?

5 How many credit cards do you currently have? An 
estimate is sufficient.

0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5+
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6 How often do you use your credit cards? Very often

Quite often

Sometimes

Seldom

Never

7 Are any of your credit cards connected to a 
company customership? Examples of such cards 
are [Airline A] [Credit B] card and [Daily goods 
A] [Credit C] card.

Yes

No

I do not know

I have no credit cards

8 How often do you accumulate points, bonuses, or 
other benefits from credit card companies? (This 
refers to the credit card companies’ own point / 
bonus systems, such as Diners Club Rewards, not 
for example K-Plussa points from K-Plussa 
Mastercard.)

Very often

Quite often

Sometimes

Seldom

Never

I do not know

9 How many benefit, bonus, or loyal customer 
cards do you have? An estimate is sufficient.

1-3, 4-10, 11-20, over 20

10 How actively do you use your benefit, bonus, or 
loyalty cards? This refers to, for example, 
showing the benefit card at the point of purchase.

Very often

Quite often

Sometimes

Seldom

Never

11 How often do you use discounts or benefits 
gained from loyal customer relationships? 

Very often

Quite often

Sometimes

Seldom

Never

I have never gained any loyal 
customer benefits.
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12 In general, are you satisfied with companies’ 
loyalty programs?

Yes, very satisfied

I am quite satisfied

I don’t know

I am somewhat dissatisfied

No, I am very dissatisfied

13 Explain why you want to participate in this study. 
The objective of the study is to understand 
consumers’ opinions regarding various customer 
programs.

Free comment field

14 We ask you to fill in your contact details. They will 
be treated confidentially.

First name

Last name

Mobile phone number

E-mail

Postal code

Country

15 Even if you would not be chosen to participate in 
the interviews, by clicking “yes” you can still be 
involved and receive information regarding this 
research. There will be a maximum of 2
information letters during 2010. Your contact 
information will not be shared with any external 
party.

Yes, I would like to continue 
being involved in this research.

No, thank you.

16 Would you like to include your friends in this 
study? Tell us their e-mail address and we will 
send them a link to this survey.

Add e-mail address of Friend 1

Add e-mail address of Friend 2

Add e-mail address of Friend 3

[Click if you want to send all 
your answers]
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APPENDIX 2 INTERVIEW SCHEDULE

This appendix lists the details concerning the 30 face-to-face interviews that were 
conducted in April – June 2010. The sequential number in front of each interview 
identifies the running order of the interviews (i.e. the first interview was with case 10 -
Krista). All of the interviews in each stage were completed before moving on to the next 
stage - with the exception of interview no. 21 which was originally scheduled for May 10th

but had to be postponed as requested by the individual in question.

Case no. and 
code name

Stage 1: 1st interview Stage 2: 2nd interview Stage 3: 3rd interview

01 - Emma 2. Conference room at the 
university premises, April 
13th 2010

17. Conference room at the 
university premises, May 
12th 2010

23. Conference room at 
the university premises, 
May 27th 2010

02 - Julia 9. Individual's home, April 
20th 2010

11. Individual's home, May 
3rd 2010

22. Individual's home, 
May 26th 2010

03 - Maria 6. Conference room at the 
university premises, April 
16th 2010

13. Conference room at the 
university premises, May 
10th 2010

28. Conference room at  
the university premises,
June 1st 2010

04 - Linda 3. Conference room at the 
university premises, April 
13th 2010

19. Conference room at the 
university premises, May 
15th 2010

25. Outside in a public 
park, May 31st 2010

05 - Jessica 8. Individual's home, April 
19th 2010

15. Individual's home, May 
11th 2010

30. Individual's home, 
June 4th 2010

06 - Paula 7. Conference room at the 
university premises, April 
16th 2010

12. Conference room at the 
university premises, May 
4th 2010

26. Conference room at 
the individual's 
workplace, May 31st 2010

07 - Anna 4. Café, April 14th 2010 16. Conference room at the 
university premises, May 
12th 2010

27. Conference room at 
the university premises,
June 1st 2010

08 - Stella 10. Conference room at the 
university premises, April 
21st 2010

18. Conference room at the 
university premises, May 
12th 2010

29. Café, June 3rd 2010

09 - Olivia 5. Conference room at the 
university premises, April 
15th 2010

14. Café, May 11th 2010 20. Café, May 24th 2010

10 - Krista 1. Conference room at the 
university premises, April 
12th 2010

21. Conference room at the 
university premises, May 
25th 2010

24. Conference room at 
the university premises, 
May 28th 2010
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APPENDIX 3 VISUAL ELICITATION OF SELVES

Consumers' selves were elicited visually utilizing Schwartz's (1992) universal value 
domains: 1) universalism (UN), 2) benevolence (BE), 3) tradition (TR), 4) conformity
(CO), 5) security (SE), 6) power (PO), 7) achievement (AC), 8) hedonism (HE), 9) 
stimulation (ST), and 10) self-direction (SD). The subcategories of each of these domains 
are listed on the left side of the table below.

The table details the link between each value domain and the visuals utilized in the 
elicitation of consumers’ selves: ‘P’ stands for ‘photo’ and the number indicates the order 
in which the visual was shown. Secondary aims are indicated in parentheses. For 
example: ‘UN: unity with nature’ was not the primary objective of P5 but it was 
hypothesized that a consumer may link them. Accordingly, the table lists the 
hypothesized links as predicted prior to the interviews. It is not a depiction 
of the actual interview data.

After the table, the visuals relating to each subcategory are explained and the links 
clarified. The visuals were shown to the interviewees in the same order, running from P1 
to P22. They were shown on approx. ½ A4 paper and in black and white color to avoid 
color-inflicted interpretation.

UN BE TR CO SE PO AC HE ST SD

Equality P2, P17
World at peace P11, 

P14, P19
Unity with 
nature

P11 (P5)

Wisdom P11
World of 
beauty

P14

Social justice P19
Broadminded P19 (P8)
Protecting the 
environment

P19, P11

Loyal P2
Honest P7
Helpful P2, P3, 

P19
Responsible P19 (P8)
Forgiving P2
Respectful P21
Moderate P8
Humble P8, P21
Accepting one's 
portion in life

P7, P21

Devout P8
Politeness P17
Self-discipline P10 

(P8)
Honoring 
parents and 
elders

P21
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UN BE TR CO SE PO AC HE ST SD

Obedient (P8)
Social order P18
National 
security

P11

Reciprocation 
of favors

P2

Family security P1, P18
Clean P18 (P1)
Social power (P3, 

P11)
Wealth P6 (P1)
Authority P3 (P11)
Preserving 
public image

P20 
(P8)

Ambitious P13 (P8, 
P10)

Influential P3
Capable P13 (P8, 

P10)
Successful P13 (P6)
Pleasure P4, P7, 

P9, P12, 
P14, P16

Enjoying life P4, P7, 
P9, P12, 
P14, P16

Self-indulgent P4, P9, 
P12, P14, 

P16
Exciting life P10, P22
Varied life P22 (P8, 

P19)
Daring P10
Freedom P5 (P8, 

P9, P12)
Creativity P12
Independent P5 (P12)
Choosing own 
goals

P5 (P8)

Curious P5, P15

P1: A house with a well-kept garden. This photo was selected as an attempt to elicit life goals and 
motivations that connect to SE, in particular to ‘Family security’, possibly also ‘Clean’, as in relating to 
structure and order. A secondary objective was to elicit PO: ‘Wealth’.

P2: Two hands holding. This photo was primarily selected in order to elicit BE: ‘Loyal’, ‘Helpful’, and 
‘Forgiving’ in particular. The second aim was UN, within which ‘Equality’ in particular as the picture does 
not define whether the two people holding hands are men or women, two adults or an adult and a child. Also, 
within SE, ‘Reciprocation of favors’ was considered a sub-theme.

P3: A woman standing and showing a memo to a woman who is sitting by a computer. This 
photo was selected in order to elicit AC, ‘Influential’ in particular, depending in which role out of these two 
in the photo the individual would see herself. BE was also targeted, within which ‘Helpful’ in particular. In 
addition, PO was elicited, within which ‘Authority’ and ‘Social power’, as secondary objectives.
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P4: Five women walking on the street with shopping bags, holding onto each other, smiling 
and laughing. This photo was selected in order to elicit HE: ‘Pleasure’, ‘Enjoying life’ and ‘Self-indulgent’ 
in particular. No secondary goals were considered.

P5: A woman with a backpack on a path leading to a high mountain. The photo was selected to 
represent SD and within it, ‘Freedom’, ‘Independent’, ‘Choosing own goals’ and ‘Curious’. The secondary 
goal was to address UN: ‘Unity with nature’.

P6: A pile of coins. This photo was selected to represent PO, ‘Wealth’ in particular. The secondary 
objective was to elicit AC: ‘Successful’.

P7: A woman’s laughing face, close-up. This photo was selected to represent TR, i.e. ‘Accepting one's 
portion in life’, and BE: ‘Honest’. Also HE: ‘Pleasure’ and ‘Enjoying life’ were considered as secondary goals.

P8: A woman sitting at a table looking at a laptop screen, speaking on the phone and holding 
a baby. There are papers, pens and a coffee mug on the table. This photo could address several 
value domains, but was selected mainly to address TR: ‘Moderate’, ‘Humble’, and ‘Devout’ in particular. 
However, it combines many elements of life (work, family, home) and therefore also addresses UN 
(‘Broadminded’), BE (‘Responsible’), CO (‘Self-discipline’ and ‘Obedient’), PO (‘Preserving public image’), 
AC (‘Ambitious’ and ‘Capable’), ST (‘Varied life’) and SD (‘Freedom’ and ‘Choosing own goals’).

P9: An elderly couple walking down the beach holding hands. This photo was chosen in order to 
address HE, i.e. ‘Pleasure’, ‘Enjoying life’ and ‘Self-indulgent’ in the long-term future. Also, SD: ‘Freedom’ 
was considered applicable.

P10: A person cliff-hanging by the ocean. This photo was an attempt to elicit ST, ‘Exciting life’ and 
‘Daring’ in particular, as well as CO: ‘Self-discipline’ but also AC, within which subcategories of ‘Ambitious’ 
and ‘Capable’.

P11: Hands holding ‘the Earth’. This manipulated photo of a person holding the Earth in his / her hands 
was chosen in order to elicit UN: ‘World at peace’, ‘Unity with nature’, ‘Wisdom’, and ‘Protecting the 
environment’ in particular, as well as SE: ‘National Security’. The secondary objective was to elicit 
discussions concerning PO, within which ‘Social power’ and ‘Authority’ in particular.

P12: A woman lying on the grass in the sunshine. This photo was chosen to elicit HE, within which 
‘Pleasure’, ‘Enjoying life’, and ‘Self-indulgent’. Secondary goal was to address SD: ‘Creativity’, ‘Freedom’ and 
‘Independent’.

P13: A woman dressed in a suit, working on a laptop. This photo of a woman, in a meeting or in the 
office, was chosen to elicit AC: ‘Ambitious’, ‘Capable’, and ‘Successful’ in particular. Secondary goals were 
not considered.

P14: A man and a woman in each other’s arms on the beach at sunset. This photo was chosen to 
elicit UN, especially ‘World at peace’ and ‘World of beauty’, but also HE; ‘Pleasure’, ‘Enjoying life’ and ‘Self-
indulgent’.

P15: Two women walking up a path filled with large rocks. This photo was chosen to elicit SD, 
especially ‘Curious’.

P16: A woman sitting on a yacht, holding a champagne glass. This photo was chosen to elicit HE, 
in particular: ‘Pleasure’, ‘Enjoying life’, and ‘Self-indulgent’.

P17: Persons of various ethnicities holding hands on top of each other’s hands. This photo was 
chosen in order to elicit UN in specific: ‘Equality’, and CO: ‘Politeness’.

P18: A woman and a man sitting on a sofa, and a boy, a girl and a dog sitting on the floor. This 
photo was chosen in order to elicit SE, i.e. ‘Social order’, ‘Family security’ and possibly also ‘Clean’.

P19: A western woman and two African girls digging the ground. There are palm trees and
clothes are hung to dry in the background. This photo was chosen in order to elicit UN, especially: 
‘World at peace’, ‘Social justice’, ‘Broadminded’, and ‘Protecting the environment’, but also BE; ‘Helpful’ and 
‘Responsible’. Secondary goal was ST: ‘Varied life’.
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P20: A woman curled up in the corner of a room, holding herself. This photo was chosen in order 
to elicit PO: ‘Preserving public image’.

P21: A large group of people of different ages standing for a photo in front of a house. This 
photo was chosen in order to elicit TR; ‘Respectful’, ‘Humble’, and ‘Accepting one's portion in life’; and CO 
– ‘Honoring parents and elders’.

P22: A boat parked in front of an exotic island. This photo was chosen in order to elicit ST: ‘Exciting 
life’ and ‘Varied life’.
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APPENDIX 4 INTERVIEW INSTRUCTIONS

After agreeing to participate in the study, the participants received an information letter 
approximately 1-2 weeks before the first interview. The letter indicated the general 
guidelines and instructions. A translation of the letter is provided below.

Instructions to the person taking part in the Ph.D. study

Dear participant, 

I want to thank you for your interest in the study and let you know that based on 
the preliminary survey, you have been selected as one out of 832 respondents to 
participate. As a reward, you will receive 100 euros worth of gift certificates.

I ask you to reserve 2 hours for each of the three interviews (total 6 hours). You do 
not have to prepare in advance in any special way, but please bring all your loyalty, 
bonus, reward and credit cards to the first interview so that we can discuss them. 
Please be reminded that all the information you give will be treated confidentially 
and your personal details will never be handed over to any third party.

If the interviews take place at your home, I kindly ask you to note that the 
interviewer will arrive in the role of an academic researcher, and you will not be 
expected to serve e.g. coffee or take any special measures for the meeting. The wish 
is however, that there would be minimum disturbance during the interview 
(children, TV, phone, dog, etc.).

In case of a sudden cancellation, I kindly ask you to inform immediately by phone 
[phone no.] in order to reschedule. (Kindly note that in case the interviewer has to 
travel to meet you, it may be difficult to reschedule with a short notice.)

With best regards,

Lotta Vuoristo
M. Sc. (Econ.), Doctoral researcher
lotta.vuoristo@hanken.fi / phone
Hanken, Department of Marketing

Note! If you are working e.g. as an academic researcher or dealing professionally 
with customer programs, you are kindly requested to inform in advance so that 
we can assess your suitability in the interviews.
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APPENDIX 5 BREACHING EXAMPLE

This appendix details an example of breaching from Case 02 - Julia. Similar occurrences 
were noted across other cases. As explained, such instances were not originally designed 
as breaching experiments, however, a closer examination revealed that they 
corresponded to the criteria (c.f. Garfinkel, 1967). Furthermore, the findings from the 
breaching experiments are in line with what has been suggested by Belk: “if involuntary 
loss of possessions causes a loss of self, one of the primary reactions following such loss 
should be an attempt at self-restoration” (Belk, 1988, p. 143).

Me: Imagine that all of these customer programs were discontinued – they would 
just be discontinued so that they no longer exist. You would receive information 
that there is no ‘Clothing L’ club anymore, and there is no- we will not accept this 
‘Fast food A’ card any longer and no-one would ask for the ‘Daily Goods A’ card 
anymore. And if you tried to show it they would just say “yeah, you don’t need to 
show it anymore, the program no longer exists”. So what would you think?
Julia: I would be quite [laughter] upset! So really, especially hey, really [this] 
‘Cosmetics A’ card? I’m supposed to have ten [euros] there inside and you tell me 
that it doesn’t work?! So really - so I would not necessarily use it anymore, I would 
just order from [another company] online. So thanks hey! Then ‘Daily goods B’ 
card, so [cussword] my 40 euro discounts, which I collect there, so you tell me that
I cannot collect [them] anymore!? Then I would at least demand for my money 
back from the customer program, what did it cost – a hundred? So, I would be 
completely upset - and I would contact the Consumer’s Union! Especially 
concerning this ‘Daily goods B’ card, where I have money inside. And in any case -
so maybe I could understand it when it comes to this ‘Restaurant B’ card… because 
then I would just change to using a ‘Daily goods B’ card restaurant… So I would 
have a compensatory thing, because otherwise I would be… 
Me: …but you would have, even if ‘Daily goods A’ and ‘Daily goods B’ were 
discontinued, then you would anyway have this ‘Daily goods C’?
Julia: But it’s not the same thing.
Me: What do you mean ‘not the same thing’?
Julia: First of all, there are, hey, no ‘Daily goods C’ stores here anywhere nearby, as 
far as I know. I am not sur- [name of a market] was discontinued so there are no 
more large stores. Isn’t this nowadays only for those [name of a grocery store 
group] stores? So no - no god, it would not work at all!!
Me: But what about ‘Cosmetics A’, because you anyway have this ‘Cosmetics G’ 
card, could you not shift back to them?
Julia: But here they have nowadays more, better scented products. And I prefer 
this quality here. Okay, they too had OK detergents, but nowadays I just like these 
more.
Me: What about that ‘Bookstore A’, because there you said that you didn’t even 
know what benefits you can get…
Julia: But - I’ve received invitations to their customer evenings.
Me: But if those customer evenings, they are all cancelled?
Julia: Well, that would be quite rude. That would be unacceptable – I am used to 
getting [invitations] three or four times a year. And always when I have looked at 
cookbooks or something, interior design books, I know that I might get them there 
cheaper. And then all of a sudden – I would not get them? Dear god - that would 
not be OK! So maybe the only one that I could understand to be discontinued would 
be this ‘Restaurant B’ card. But all other ones, I would just be so upset! Maybe 
‘Daily goods A’ would also be one, that if it was discontinued - maybe I could 
tolerate not having it anymore – and I would just use the ‘Daily goods B’ card. But 
I like having it, in order to take advantage of all their offers.
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APPENDIX 6 INTERVIEW GUIDE: STAGES 1-2

This appendix details the questions in the interview guide for stage 1 and 2 interviews. 
The interview guide remained the same for each case.  Note: this is a translated version 
as the original interview guide was in Finnish.

No. Question

General question. The purpose of this question was to set a relaxed atmosphere.

1 How do you feel about coming to the interview?

Background questions. The purpose of these questions was to map out each individual's 
general background.

2 What year were you born in?

3 What is your current marital status? (Single / married? Cohabitation? Widow? Divorced? Dating? 
Other, what?) Has this changed recently?

4 Do you live alone or with someone (parents, spouse, children)? Have your living arrangements 
changed recently?

5 If you have children, how many and what age are they?

6 So your household consists currently of __ persons (if you include yourself)?

7 What is your education level? (comprehensive school, vocational school (specify), undergraduate 
(specify), polytechnic (specify), university (specify), other – specify)

8 Are you working? What job do you have and where – or: why are you not currently working?

9 What is your average income level? Has it changed recently?

10 What is your households' combined income level? Has it changed recently?

Questions concerning customer cards. The purpose of these questions was to understand 
how the individual related to customer programs in general.

11 Do you consider yourself to be a loyal customer? Why / Why not?

12 So you use your customer cards quite a lot / a lot? Have there been any significant changes lately 
in your usage of customer cards?

13 I now ask you to place all your customer cards on the table, including credit cards. So you have __ 
credit cards? Is any of them a parallel card60? If yes, which one? Do any of your cards have a parallel 
card connected? If yes, which one(s)?

14 So you have __ customer cards? Are any of them parallel cards? If yes, which one(s)? Do any of 
your cards have a parallel card connected? If yes, which one(s)?

15 Do you have any loyal, benefit, bonus, or other corresponding customerships, which you do not 
have a card for? If yes, what are they? Do you think they differ from these where you have a card?

16 Do you have any other cards, not included here?

60In Finnish: ”rinnakkaiskortti”
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Personal questions. The purpose of these questions was to understand the individual on 
a more subjective level.

17 (In your own words / free form,) tell me about yourself. (The past, present, future)

18 What are you not?

19 What things are important to you in your life?

20 (In your own words / free form,) describe your personality. If you could change something about 
your personality, what would you change and why?

21 Who do you consider as part of your 'family'? How would they describe you? Why?

22 How would your friends describe you? Why?

23 How would your spouse / partner / best friend describe you? Why? If s/he could name one of your 
best features and one of your worst, what would s/he say? Why?

24 What plans do you have for the near future? Why?

25 What is not included in your near future plans? Why did you think of just those?

26 Tell me, how are you now different than before?

27 What about in the long-term, what would you want to accomplish in your life (professionally, 
personally, financially)? Why?

28 What would you not want to accomplish, or what do you consider not so important?

29 Ultimately, where do you see yourself when you retire? Why?

30 How are you different from other people?

Visual elicitation. See Appendix 3 for details.

Detailed questions related to customer cards. The purpose of these questions was to 
understand how the individual related to each customer card.

31 Tell me, when and how did you come to have this card?

32 How and where do you use it?

33 Describe each card with one word and explain why you chose just that word.

34 Describe an individual event related to one of these customer cards that you remember well. What 
happened and what was special about it?

35 Describe an individual event related to one of these customer cards where you were not happy. 
What happened? How did the issue get resolved? How did it affect you?

36 Are you particularly proud of any of these cards? Why?

37 Where do you usually keep these cards? Do you always have all the cards you need with you?

38 How do you find the card you need?
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Additional detailed questions (*

* What level of cards do you have? (e.g. is the ’Department store A’ card normal or exclusive? Is the 
‘Cruise line A’ card bronze, silver, or gold?)

* Have you yourself actively searched for information about these customer programs? What kind 
of information and why?

* Tell me about each card individually, who does it remind you of and why?

* Which of these cards are ‘just for yourself’?

Card sorting. The purpose of these questions was to understand how each individual 
grouped or categorized their cards. After each sorting task, the cards were shuffled into 
random order in order to minimize the effect of the last task.

39 Let us imagine that you have 100 imaginary loyalty points to distribute to these cards. I will give 
you some Post-its and a pen and you will get a moment to distribute those 100 points however you 
want. --- Tell me, why did you distribute the points like this? Was it easy or difficult?

40 You will now get some time to freely categorize your cards however you want. --- Tell me, why did 
you distribute them like this?

41 I now ask you to line up the cards in the order of importance. --- Tell me about your order of 
importance.

42 I now ask you to divide all cards into two groups. The other group would need to consist of those 
cards your friends generally know you have, and the other group of cards that your friends are not 
aware of. 

--- Now, in this group that your friends are not aware of, divide the cards again into two groups: 
the cards you do not want your friends to know about, and those that you do not care even if they 
knew. 

--- Tell me, why you would not want your friends to know about these cards? Do you have any 
other cards, besides the ones you have here, which you prefer not to talk about or your friends to 
know about?

43 I will give you again some Post-its and a pen. Please imagine you are the company. What number 
would you give yourself as a customer, on a scale of 1 to 10? 10 = the company's best customer, 0 
= the company's worst customer. 

--- Tell me, what was the basis for choosing the numbers? What type of benefits do you think other 
customers get?

44 I ask you now to divide the cards again into two groups. The other group would need to consist of 
those companies' cards that you are satisfied with, and the other group of cards that you are 
dissatisfied with. 

--- Was it easy or difficult? Now, in this group that you are satisfied with, divide the cards into two 
groups: the other group would need to consist of relationships that you have received benefits, 
utilities or rewards from, and the other of relationships that you have not received anything from. 
--- Was it easy or difficult?

--- Let us first look at the group that you were not satisfied with. Do you always show your customer 
card? Why / why not? 

--- Imagine that I was this company's Customer Relationship Director. What would you say to me 
if you could say whatever you wanted? 
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--- Now imagine that you receive e-mails from these companies saying that they are going to 
terminate their relationship with you. What would you think?

--- Next, we will look at the group you were satisfied with.

Intangible benefits. The purpose of these questions was to investigate the customer 
relationships that the individual was satisfied with in order to understand what else -
besides tangible benefits - the individual experiences. If there was no such group, the 
discussion focused on the cards that the individual was most satisfied with (out of the 
dissatisfied ones). The discussion concentrated on each customer card individually.

45 Think back to the time when you joined this customer program, what utility were you expecting to 
get? Why?

46 If you could wish for, what benefits would you want to get in the future? Why?

47 Describe your relationship with this company.

48 Has something changed since you joined the customer program?

49 Describe what it feels to be part of the customer program.

50 What is the most important to you in this customer program and why?

51 How does the company keep in touch with you? Do you receive e.g. newsletters? How are they? 
Are the personalized or not?

52 Do you know anyone in person in this company, or have you been in touch with their customer 
service? In which types of situations and why?

53 What are the other customers like? How are they similar to you? How are they different from you?

54 Imagine that this customer program did not exist. Would your attitude towards the company 
change somehow? If yes, how?

55 Have you ever recommended any of these customer programs? Give an example.

56 Imagine yourself 20 years from now. Which of these cards do you still see as part of your life then?

Additional questions. The purpose of these questions was to probe areas that were 
discussed earlier (in stage 1)

57 How happy are you?

58 What things would make you even happier?

59 What does customer loyalty mean to you?

60 Do you consider these companies to be loyal to you?

61 In your opinion, has the overall economic situation in the world affected the way you use these 
cards? Why / why not?

62 One often hears people talking about “sensible consumption”. Please describe, what do you think 
is a “sensible consumer”.

63 What do you think, do these cards make your life easier or more difficult? In what way(s)?
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64 Now you can wish for anything you want. What would the customer program of your dreams be 
like? Why?

65 Do you have other ideas on how companies could improve their customer programs?

66 Is there anything else that we have not yet discussed but you feel would be essential related to this 
topic or otherwise came to your mind during the interview(s)?

Questions marked with an asterix (*) were added to the set after the interview stage 1 was completed. Their 
appearance in the total set varies depending where interview stage 1 ended with each individual. They 
were posed to each individual at the beginning of interview stage 2, usually between questions 37 and 38.
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APPENDIX 7 INTERVIEW GUIDE: STAGE 3

This appendix details the interview guide questions in the stage 3 interviews. The table 
below explains the question types. Some questions were posed to all individuals whereas 
other questions were individually formulated after listening to the audiotapes from the 
stage 1 and 2 interviews. The questions do not appear in the same order for all individuals 
as each interview guide was built separately.

Question type Definition

A An additional question, posed to all individuals if not discussed earlier (based 
on the preliminary findings from stages 1 and 2). Note: there could be some 
type 'A' questions which were added to the guide towards the end of stage 3 
after some of the stage 3 interviews had already been completed, i.e. they were 
not necessarily posed to all individuals, but rather to all individuals who were 
interviewed after the question was added to the interview guide.

B A clarifying question, posed individually (based on an individual's answer in 
the stage 1 or 2 interviews)

C A general question from stage 2, reposed individually where seen necessary 
(i.e. not covered earlier, or the earlier answer had not been satisfactory).

Questions: case 01 - Emma Question 
type

1 Has something happened during this interview process that I should be aware of? If 
yes, what?

A

2 How would you explain the way your expectations concerning customer program 
benefits or utilities have formed?

A

3 In the loyalty point task, you gave 20 points out of 100 to both ‘Daily goods B’ and 
‘Daily goods C’. Tell me a little bit more what you were thinking: how can you be 
equally loyal to both?

B

4 You said that you feel ‘Daily goods A’ -card is more “your own” when compared to a 
competitor's customer card. Do you remember what card you were referring to? Can 
you tell me a bit more what you meant by this?

B

5 You said earlier that out of all the cards, you would be most annoyed if the ‘Daily 
goods A’ scheme was discontinued. Can you describe more in detail what it would feel 
like? Would it make some things more difficult? Or easier?

B

6 You said that you have recommended ‘Daily goods B’ to a friend. Can you explain a 
bit more why you recommended it instead of the ‘Daily goods A’ -card, although you 
said that you use ‘Daily goods A’ card more [than ‘Daily goods B’]?

B

7 You said that you foresee yourself having ‘Daily goods A’, ‘Daily goods B’ and ‘Daily 
goods C’ -cards still 20 years from now. Tell me a bit more, does this mean that you 
are not planning to concentrate your purchases more to any of these compared to 
now?

B
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8 You said in the previous interview that the big daily consumer good chains' customer 
programs are so large that it starts to be “a bit scary”. You compared them to 
‘Department store A’'s customer program and said that it is “somehow more in 
control”. Can you explain a bit more why you think like this of ‘Department store A’'s 
customer program?

B

9 What do you think of the fact that some of these companies have information about 
you through their customer programs?

A

10 Would you be willing to give more information about yourself to companies? In what 
kind of a situation or for what purpose?

A

11 Can you explain how you came to have 24 customer cards? You also mentioned that 
these cards are all very different compared to one another. Can you specify what you 
meant by that?

B

12 How would you explain that you said earlier that you have never gotten rid of any 
cards but that you nevertheless foresee that you will not have some of these cards 20 
years from now?

B

13 You mentioned some cards that you may not have any longer in the future since they 
will possibly be replaced by other cards. Can you explain a bit more what you meant 
by this? Could you possibly give an example of a situation where this could happen?

B

14 You titled some of your cards as “nonsense” cards and mentioned that you are 
unlikely to have those in the future. Explain a bit more in detail what you think is a 
“nonsense” card?

B

15 How often do you purchase on credit? A

16 Do you have any loans at the moment? If yes, what kinds of loans? A

17 You said in the earlier interview that sometimes when you are going somewhere you 
only take one card with you. Which card is that? Can you explain a bit more why you 
do so?

B

18 You mentioned earlier that you “must have some airline's card”. Can you explain a bit 
more why?

B

19 In the 'importance' (card sorting) task you placed the ‘Clothing J’ card among the 10 
most important cards but you said that you do not think much of it - but you can get 
discounts with it. Can you explain a bit more what you meant?

B

20 Please close your eyes now and imagine you had an empty wallet – no customer cards. 
Say spontaneously, without thinking too much, how would you feel?

A

21 Describe what you consider to be a good relationship between a company and a 
customer?

A

22 Who in your household ultimately makes the purchase decisions? A

23 What do you think of mass mailing? Would you like to get more personal contacting 
from the companies?

B

24 See question 65 in Appendix 6 C

25 During these interviews, have any other things come to your mind that we have not 
yet discussed but you feel would be essential related to this topic?

A
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Questions: case 02 – Julia Question 
type

1 See question 1 in Case 01 A

2 See question 59 in Appendix 6 C

3 See question 60 in Appendix 6 C

4 See question 2 in Case 01 A

5 You told me that you “switched” to ‘Daily goods B’ about a year ago. Tell me little bit 
more about what you meant by this?

B

6 In the earlier interview, you said that you do not see yourself as a loyal customer for 
‘Pharmacy C’. Please could you clarify why?

B

7 See question 62 in Appendix 6 C

8 See question 15 in Case 01 A

9 See question 16 in Case 01 A

10 See question 9 in Case 01 A

11 You mentioned a couple of times in the earlier interviews a term “weak customer”. 
Can you clarify what you meant by it?

B

12 See question 20 in Case 01 A

13 See question 63 in Appendix 6 C

12 See question 21 in Case 01 A

13 You mentioned in the previous interview that it “never” happens to you that you 
would make a purchase on impulse and not have your customer card with you. Can 
you tell me a little bit more, why is this?

B

14 See question 64 in Appendix 6 C

15 If you now think back to the time before you had your customer cards, has something 
changed in your behavior or attitude? Or has something changed on the companies' 
side?

C

16 We discussed little about some negative customer service incidents, but I would like 
to know how you rate overall e.g. ‘Department store A’'s customer loyalty program?

B

17 See question 61 in Appendix 6 C

18 See question 22 in Case 01 A

19 See question 65 in Appendix 6 C

20 See question 25 in Case 01 A
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Questions: case 03 - Maria Question 
type

1 See question 1 in Case 01 A

2 How carefully have you considered what customer cards you obtain? What things 
have you included in the consideration?

B

3 See question 2 in Case 01 A

4 See question 22 in Case 01 A

5 See question 15 in Case 01 A

6 See question 16 in Case 01 A

7 You told me that you have a lot of expensive hobbies, e.g. restaurants, wines, 
horseback riding etc. and you said that you do not purchase anything extra in order 
to afford this lifestyle. How do you see these choices affecting your everyday life?

B

8 Your family is still living in (a small rural town), but otherwise you mentioned that 
(that town) does not interest you anymore. What kind of images come to your mind 
when you think of (that town)? And what type of images when you think of (the 
metropolitan city you live in now)?

B

9 Do you remember what your first customer card was and how you got it? A

10 Do you remember if customer cards were talked about at home or did you see or know 
how your parents used them?

A

11 What period in your life has affected your use of customer cards the most? C

12 How independent are you? Is it important to you? What especially in it? B

13 You said that you use ‘Daily goods B’ more than the ‘Daily goods A’-card. Can you 
explain, why?

B

14 Tell me a bit more about your ‘Airline A’ -card. Why did you acquire it? What do you 
think of the card now?

B

15 See question 21 in Case 01 A

16 See question 9 in Case 01 A

17 Have you ever considered asking companies for the information they have of you? Do 
you know how long they keep that information?

A

18 See question 10 in Case 01 A

19 See question 20 in Case 01 A

20 See question 25 in Case 01 A
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Questions: case 04 - Linda Question 
type

1 See question 1 in Case 01 A

2 See question 57 in Appendix 6 C

3 See question 58 in Appendix 6 C

4 See question 59 in Appendix 6 C

5 See question 60 in Appendix 6 C

6 You mentioned that you previously had a ‘Daily goods A’ card which accumulated 
your parents' ‘Daily goods A’ -account. What do you remember of the time when you 
were still living at home - what type of customer cards did your parents have? Did 
you speak about them at home?

B

7 See question 62 in Appendix 6 C

8 You told me that you like shopping but that you try to rationalize it. Do you think the 
customer cards help you do that?

B

9 See question 2 in Case 01 A

10 You and your partner form a two person household and you mentioned earlier that 
you are not necessarily going to have any children - or at least not in the near future. 
Do you think you are properly taken into consideration by the customer programs?

B

11 See question 21 in Case 01 A

12 See question 9 in Case 01 A

13 See question 10 in Case 01 A

14 You mentioned that you have some web-based customerships. What are they? Do you 
consider them to be different from these where you have a card?

B

15 See question 61 in Appendix 6 C

16 See question 22 in Case 01 A

17 Do you and your partner have joint or separate finances? B

18 See question 15 in Case 01 A

19 See question 16 in Case 01 A

20 See question 12 in Case 01 B

21 You said that you always forget your ‘Multi-industry shopping A’ –card - that you do 
not remember to use it. Why do you think that is?

B

22 See question 20 in Case 01 A

23 See question 64 in Appendix 6 C

24 See question 65 in Appendix 6 C
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25 See question 25 in Case 01 A

Questions: case 05 - Jessica Question 
type

1 See question 1 in Case 01 A

2 See question 21 in Case 01 A

3 See question 9 in Case 03 A

4 See question 10 in Case 03 A

5 See question 11 in Case 03 C

6 What type of things do you like to plan? What type of things do you not like to plan? B

7 See question 2 in Case 01 A

8 See question 2 in Case 03 B

9 You said that in your opinion, you have not obtained any benefits or utilities from 
your ‘Department store A’ card. Why not?

B

10 See question 22 in Case 01 A

11 See question 17 in Case 04 B

12 See question 15 in Case 01 A

13 See question 16 in Case 01 A

14 See question 20 in Case 01 A

15 Have you ever given feedback on a customer program? If not, have you considered 
it? Why / why not?

B

16 See question 9 in Case 01 A

17 See question 17 in Case 03 A

18 See question 10 in Case 01 A

19 See question 25 in Case 01 A

Questions: case 06 - Paula Question 
type

1 See question 1 in Case 01 A

2 You mentioned in passing that you have been absent from work and that has affected 
people at your workplace. Can you explain a bit more what you meant?

B
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3 You said that you are quite satisfied, that it would be nice to have a bit more money, 
but that one has to be satisfied with what one has. Do you dream, and if so, of what 
type of things?

B

4 See question 15 in Case 01 A

5 See question 16 in Case 01 A

6 You told that you acquired ‘Interior decoration B's customer card because of a cheap 
dog gate. Why do still carry it along although you said that there was no other reason 
for acquiring it? Meaning, what other use do you see for it in the future?

B

7 See question 12 in Case 01 B

8 You mentioned in the earlier interview that when you think of ‘Clothing B’ you think 
of “style”, and that although you like to go and look around there, you think the clothes 
are somewhat different than what you yourself wear. So, can you tell me how did you 
come to have that customer card and what type of use you think you will have for it in 
the future?

B

9 See question 2 in Case 01 A

10 At least in the case of ‘Clothing B’ -card, you mentioned that you think the discount 
should come automatically at the time of the purchase without having to show the 
customer card. Do you usually then pay your purchases with (another) card, or what 
did you mean?

B

11 See question 20 in Case 01 A

12 See question 21 in Case 01 A

13 In the 'loyalty point' task you gave more points to ‘Interior decoration B’ -card (5 
points) than to ‘Dog food A’ card (2 points), although you placed the ‘Dog food A’ card 
higher in the 'importance' task. If you think about this, can you tell me why you did 
so?

B

14 In the ‘categorization’ task, you did not place the ‘Department store A’ card to the 
same group with any of the other cards. How do you perceive it? In your opinion, is it 
not e.g. a daily goods or a clothing store card?

B

15 See question 9 in Case 01 A

16 See question 10 in Case 01 A

17 See question 25 in Case 01 A

Questions: case 07 - Anna Question 
type

1 See question 1 in Case 01 A

2 See question 2 in Case 01 A

3 See question 9 in Case 03 A

4 See question 10 in Case 03 A
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5 You told me that your ‘Daily goods A’ -card is a parallel card to your mother's card. 
Have you considered acquiring your own card? Why or why not? If the card were your 
own and you were collecting points for yourself, would you use it differently?

B

6 You said that you keep your outdated cards separately somewhere else, not in your 
wallet. Where do you keep them and why?

B

7 You said that the ‘Department store A’ “cash only card” is quite rare nowadays. Why 
did you say so? Have you considered changing to a card with bank account features?

B

8 See question 15 in Case 01 A

9 See question 16 in Case 01 A

10 You also mentioned that you do not always feel like showing your ‘Department store 
A’ card. Why? In what kind of a situation?

B

11 You also mentioned that you do not know why one needs to show the ‘Clothing N / 
Interior decoration D’ card. What do you mean?

B

12 Could you name some things that others around you may be thinking about the 
future, but that are not so important to you?

C

13 See question 21 in Case 01 A

14 See question 9 in Case 01 A

15 See question 17 in Case 03 A

16 See question 10 in Case 01 A

17 See question 22 in Case 01 A

18 See question 20 in Case 01 A

19 See question 25 in Case 01 A

Questions: case 08 - Stella Question 
type

1 See question 1 in Case 01 A

2 See question 21 in Case 01 A

3 See question 9 in Case 03 A

4 See question 10 in Case 03 A

5 See question 11 in Case 03 C

6 See question 2 in Case 01 A

7 Can you explain in your own words how ‘Daily goods A’ points accumulate? How 
much is one (-) point?

B

8 See question 2 in Case 03 B
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9 You and your partner form a two person household and you mentioned earlier that 
you are not necessarily going to have any children, or at least not in the near future. 
Do you think you are properly taken into consideration by the customer programs?

B

10 See question 22 in Case 01 A

11 See question 17 in Case 04 B

12 See question 15 in Case 01 A

13 See question 16 in Case 01 A

14 You mentioned in the earlier interview that you have ‘Clothing F’ stamp card. Can 
you tell me a little bit more about how you got it? You did not include it in these 
discussions, why?

B

15 In the earlier task where you had to assign a number to portray yourself as a 
customer, you gave e.g. 9 points to ‘Daily goods B’, and 8 points both to ‘Clothing S’ 
and ‘Clothing B’. What do you think is needed in order for you to become a 10 point 
customer?

B

16 In the same task, you gave ‘Interior decoration B’ credit and non-credit -cards 
different points. How do you warrant giving a different set of points although both 
cards are from the same company?

B

17 See question 20 in Case 01 A

18 See question 9 in Case 01 A

19 See question 17 in Case 03 A

20 See question 10 in Case 01 A

21 See question 25 in Case 01 A

Questions: case 09 - Olivia Question 
type

1 See question 1 in Case 01 A

2 See question 59 in Appendix 6 C

3 See question 60 in Appendix 6 C

4 You mentioned earlier that companies need to “earn” your loyalty. Please explain a 
little bit more what you meant by that?

B

5 See question 2 in Case 01 A

6 See question 62 in Appendix 6 C

7 See question 63 in Appendix 6 C

8 You said when we looked at this photo of money (P6, see Appendix 3) that you started 
feeling distressed. Can you remember, why?

B

9 See question 15 in Case 01 A
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10 See question 16 in Case 01 A

11 See question 9 in Case 01 A

12 See question 20 in Case 01 A

13 See question 21 in Case 01 A

14 You mentioned a few times in the earlier interviews that your future is quite “open”. 
Can you tell me a bit more, why?

B

15 See question 64 in Appendix 6 C

16 Do you feel it is easy or difficult to determine if you are satisfied with a customer 
program?

C

17 See question 61 in Appendix 6 C

18 See question 22 in Case 01 A

19 See question 57 in Appendix 6 C

20 See question 58 in Appendix 6 C

21 You said that you have a customership in an online store called (an online clothing 
store). How do you think it differs from the customerships where you have a card?

B

22 You did not consider the library card, bus card, or student card as customer cards. 
Can you tell me more, why?

B

23 You mentioned in the first interview that you also have other credit cards besides 
‘Department store A’ / ‘Bank A’ ‘Credit C’ and ‘Interior decoration A’. However, you 
excluded them from the discussion. Can you explain, why?

B

24 See question 65 in Appendix 6 C

25 See question 25 in Case 01 A

Questions: case 10 - Krista Question 
type

1 See question 1 in Case 01 A

2 See question 2 in Case 01 A

3 Do you consider carefully what customer cards you acquire? Have you ever declined 
offered cards? Why or in what kind of a situation?

B

4 Have you ever considered other grocery store cards, e.g. ‘Daily goods A’ or ‘Daily 
goods C’?

B

5 Do you think that you will have more customer cards in the future compared to 
now?

B

6 See question 9 in Case 01 A

7 See question 10 in Case 01 A
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8 See question 15 in Case 01 A

9 See question 16 in Case 01 A

10 You mentioned in the last discussion that ‘Daily goods B’ is an "everyday card" for 
you. Could you clarify a bit what you meant by this?

B

11 You mentioned that you have never recommended any of these customer programs 
to anyone. Why do you think that is?

B

12 See question 21 in Case 01 A

13 Have you ever given feedback to any company concerning their customer program? 
Why / why not?

B

14 See question 20 in Case 01 A

15 See question 65 in Appendix 6 C

16 See question 25 in Case 01 A
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APPENDIX 8 AUDIOTAPES AND TRANSCRIPTIONS

This appendix lists the audiotapes that were recorded during the interviews. The list is 
presented in chronological order. The majority of the small-talk and pauses were 
deliberately left unrecorded and are thus not included in the duration of the audiotapes. 
Audiotape numbers that are missing from the sequence are empty test recordings and 
thus omitted from this list. The second interview round included practical tasks such as 
card-sorting thus at stage 2, the list entails more pauses in tapings.

Audiotape 
no.

Participant Interview stage /  date / 
sequential no.

Duration 
(min.sec)

Transcribed by

WS110005 10 Krista 1st / 12.4.2010 / 1. 9.35 Author-researcher

WS110006 10 Krista 1st / 12.4.2010 / 1. 49.57 Author-researcher

WS110007 10 Krista 1st / 12.4.2010 / 1. 15.03 Author-researcher

WS110008 01 Emma 1st / 13.4.2010 / 2. 56.33 External company

WS110009 01 Emma 1st / 13.4.2010 / 2. 27.15 External company

WS110010 04 Linda 1st / 13.4.2010 / 3. 64.4 Author-researcher

WS110011 04 Linda 1st / 13.4.2010 / 3. 25.36 External company

WS110013 07 Anna 1st / 14.4.2010 / 4. 60.2 External company

WS110014 07 Anna 1st / 14.4.2010 / 4. 17.2 External company

WS110015 09 Olivia 1st / 15.4.2010 / 5. 39.24 External company

WS110016 09 Olivia 1st / 15.4.2010 / 5. 52.58 External company

WS110017 03 Maria 1st / 16.4.2010 / 6. 58.19 External company

WS110018 03 Maria 1st / 16.4.2010 / 6. 20.11 External company

WS110019 06 Paula 1st / 16.4.2010 / 7. 51.25 External company

WS110020 06 Paula 1st / 16.4.2010 / 7. 28.58 Author-researcher

WS110021 05 Jessica 1st / 19.4.2010 / 8. 64.41 External company

WS110022 05 Jessica 1st / 19.4.2010 / 8. 28.37 External company

WS110023 02 Julia 1st / 20.4.2010 / 9. 64.46 External company

WS110024 02 Julia 1st / 20.4.2010 / 9. 28.58 External company

WS110025 08 Stella 1st / 21.4.2010 / 10. 50.49 External company

WS110026 08 Stella 1st / 21.4.2010 / 10. 30.58 External company

WS110027 02 Julia 2nd / 3.5.2010 / 11. 51.15 External company

WS110028 02 Julia 2nd / 3.5.2010 / 11. 0.35 Author-researcher



196

WS110029 02 Julia 2nd / 3.5.2010 / 11. 55.23 External company

WS110031 06 Paula 2nd / 4.5.2010 / 12. 9.04 Author-researcher

WS110032 06 Paula 2nd / 4.5.2010 / 12. 57.14 External company

WS110033 03 Maria 2nd / 10.5.2010 / 13. 30.31 External company

WS110034 03 Maria 2nd / 10.5.2010 / 13. 55.19 External company

WS110035 09 Olivia 2nd / 11.5.2010 / 14. 16.3 External company

WS110036 09 Olivia 2nd / 11.5.2010 / 14. 6.15 Author-researcher

WS110037 09 Olivia 2nd / 11.5.2010 / 14. 8.57 Author-researcher

WS110038 09 Olivia 2nd / 11.5.2010 / 14. 5.22 Author-researcher

WS110039 09 Olivia 2nd / 11.5.2010 / 14. 45.54 External company

WS110040 05 Jessica 2nd / 11.5.2010 / 15. 13.06 External company

WS110041 05 Jessica 2nd / 11.5.2010 / 15. 3.15 Author-researcher

WS110042 05 Jessica 2nd / 11.5.2010 / 15. 3.02 Author-researcher

WS110043 05 Jessica 2nd / 11.5.2010 / 15. 10.02 Author-researcher

WS110044 05 Jessica 2nd / 11.5.2010 / 15. 50.42 External company

WS110045 07 Anna 2nd / 12.5.2010 / 16. 10.3 External company

WS110046 07 Anna 2nd / 12.5.2010 / 16. 8.02 Author-researcher

WS110047 07 Anna 2nd / 12.5.2010 / 16. 4.14 Author-researcher

WS110048 07 Anna 2nd / 12.5.2010 / 16. 13.12 External company

WS110049 07 Anna 2nd / 12.5.2010 / 16. 49.1 External company

WS110050 01 Emma 2nd / 12.5.2010 / 17. 13.51 External company

WS110051 01 Emma 2nd / 12.5.2010 / 17. 4.09 Author-researcher

WS110052 01 Emma 2nd / 12.5.2010 / 17. 3.51 Author-researcher

WS110053 01 Emma 2nd / 12.5.2010 / 17. 10.35 Author-researcher

WS110054 01 Emma 2nd / 12.5.2010 / 17. 19.06 External company

WS110055 01 Emma 2nd / 12.5.2010 / 17. 43.17 External company

WS110056 08 Stella 2nd / 12.5.2010 / 18. 51.34 External company

WS110057 04 Linda 2nd / 15.5.2010 / 19. 18.15 External company

WS110058 04 Linda 2nd / 15.5.2010 / 19. 9.25 Author-researcher

WS110059 04 Linda 2nd / 15.5.2010 / 19. 3.59 Author-researcher
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WS110060 04 Linda 2nd / 15.5.2010 / 19. 7.19 Author-researcher

WS110061 04 Linda 2nd / 15.5.2010 / 19. 5.02 Author-researcher

WS110062 04 Linda 2nd / 15.5.2010 / 19. 43.27 External company

WS110063 09 Olivia 3rd / 24.5.2010 / 20. 54.55 External company

WS110064 10 Krista 2nd / 25.5.2010 / 21. 7.53 Author-researcher

WS110065 10 Krista 2nd / 25.5.2010 / 21. 33.51 External company

WS110066 10 Krista 2nd / 25.5.2010 / 21. 27.35 External company

WS110067 02 Julia 3rd / 26.5.2010 / 22. 56.11 External company

WS114305 01 Emma 3rd / 27.5.2010 / 23. 56.57 External company

WS114306 10 Krista 3rd / 28.5.2010 / 24. 36.2 External company

WS114307 04 Linda 3rd / 31.5.2010 / 25. 53.31 External company

WS114308 06 Paula 3rd / 31.5.2010 / 26. 44.04 External company

WS114309 07 Anna 3rd / 1.6.2010 / 27. 42.36 External company

WS114310 03 Maria 3rd / 1.6.2010 / 28. 46.05 External company

WS114311 08 Stella 3rd / 3.6.2010 / 29. 26.21 External company

WS114312 05 Jessica 3rd / 4.6.2010 / 30. 44.2 External company

69
audiotapes

10 
participants

30 interviews 35h 5min 
46sec
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APPENDIX 9 USE OF INFORMATION AGREEMENT

At the end of the last interview, each participant was asked to sign an agreement 
concerning the use of the collected information. After signing, they all received gift 
vouchers to selected retailers for a total worth of 100 euros. A translation of the 
agreement is provided below.

Information use

You have been interviewed three times this spring as part of a research project, 
with the objective of investigating how consumers perceive customer programs. 
You have free-willingly participated in the study and accepted that the interviews 
are tape-recorded. The total duration of the interview recordings is approximately 
6 hours (3 x 1-2h).

By signing this form you approve that the abovementioned information collected 
during the interviews can be used in publications related to this research project. 
You have obtained clarification that your name and personal identification data 
will be altered to ensure your anonymity in publications. You approve that the 
interviewer can keep the original tape-recordings and your contact information 
until the doctoral thesis is published. They are protected by confidentiality.

By signing, you also approve that the researcher can contact you in the near future 
by e-mail, if any clarifications or additional information is needed. Answering any 
supplementary questions remains voluntary and will not take significant amount 
of your time.

In return for your participation to the interviews, you will receive 100 euros worth 
of gift certificates which, by signing this form and by accepting these conditions, 
you confirm having received.

Date and place

Signature

Name clarification
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APPENDIX 10 CONSUMERS’ CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIPS

This appendix lists in alphabetical order the code names and operating industries of the 
companies, associations, institutions and unions that the ten individuals perceived they 
had customer relationships with. 

Code name Industry 



200



201

APPENDIX 11 CONSUMERS’ MULTIPLE SELVES

This appendix lists the multiple selves in each case ranging from case 02 to case 10. The 
multiple selves in case 01 were presented earlier in Chapter 5. Each description consists 
of a short narrative description of the case in question and a table detailing the nine 
‘windows’ to the individual’s multiple selves.

Case 02 - Julia, the student fashionista

Julia is a university student in her early twenties, living in a student apartment at the outskirts of a large city. 
She shares the apartment with her boyfriend of seven years. Julia holds a part-time job on the side of her 
studies. Therefore, her financial situation is stable. She is trying to write her Master’s thesis in order to 
graduate and to start looking for a full-time job. Julia maintains a concern for ecological issues and an 
expensive taste for branded clothes and cosmetics, despite her relatively modest income level. She has strong 
and motivated opinions about consumption habits in general. In fact, her narratives reveal a major change 
that happened in her life a few years earlier, when she realized that she could change the way people treat 
her just by changing her appearance; the way she dresses and the way she applies makeup. Since then, her 
appearance has become a very important part of the 'self' she wishes to maintain.

PAST SELF PRESENT SELF FUTURE SELF

POSITIVE 
SELF

Becoming a fashionista.
A few years ago, Julia 
started paying more 
attention to the way she 
dresses. By saving money, 
she was able to begin 
investing into more 
expensive clothing and 
makeup.

Smart fashionista. Being 
a student Julia needs to be 
smart with her money. 
Being smart enables her to 
spend on branded luxury 
items, such as salon quality 
hair products and 
cosmetics. She considers 
these a vital component of 
her appearance at work. 
Julia also maintains a 
concern for ecological 
issues.

Graduated fashionista.
Julia is looking forward to 
graduating, in order to get a 
nice job that corresponds to 
her education - and 
consequently also a better 
pay. These will enable the 
lifestyle she aspires to 
achieve.

NEUTRAL 
SELF

Non-fashionista 
student. In the past, Julia 
was not at all concerned 
with her appearance. She 
dressed casually and did 
not use much makeup.

Student fashionista.
Julia has an expensive taste 
in clothes and cosmetics 
which she finances with a 
part-time job on the side of 
her studies. Her ecological 
concerns also feed into her 
day-to-day consumption 
habits (e.g. grocery 
shopping).

Working fashionista. 
When graduating, Julia 
hopes to find a job. She may 
stay in her current part-
time job for a while, in case 
she does not find anything 
else. Her thoughts are 
realistic and grounded.

NEGATIVE 
SELF

Scrubby student. Julia 
describes herself in the past 
as someone who wore 
“cheap makeup and cheap 
clothes”, not being 
interested nor paying any 
attention to appearances. 
She held several random 
jobs until her current part-
time position.

Snobbish student. Julia 
is sometimes disconnected 
from “reality” and spending 
money without careful 
consideration. She is 
slightly concerned “some 
people” might think she is 
acting snobbish “without 
substance” because her 
income level is not aligned 
with her shopping habits.

Unemployed student.
Julia's main worry is that 
she will not be able to 
graduate. Yet, she is good at 
avoiding this discussion 
topic and counter-arguing 
against herself. Likewise, 
she is concerned she will 
not be able to find a “decent 
job” and would have to keep 
watching her finances for 
an extended period of time.  
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Case 03 - Maria, the metropolitan student

Maria is in her early twenties. She is studying to obtain an academic degree and a profession while 
maintaining a clerical part-time job on the side. Maria is originally from a small rural town. She moved to 
the metropolitan city she now resides in 5 years earlier, something which marked an important shift in her 
life and plays an important part of her current sense of self. As Maria states: “my new life began when I 
moved to [this city]”. Maria succeeds in portraying an air of confidence and maturity throughout the 
interview process, however, she candidly mentions that she “does not really have any friends” and states her 
reluctance to discuss her past openly. She explains that she eats at Michelin star restaurants with her 
boyfriend and that they travel “frequently to Japan”. She paints a picture of an expensive rental apartment 
and costly hobbies, and her aspiration to maintain a picture perfect image of herself is evident in the way she 
speaks. However, as the interviews progress, she admits that together with her boyfriend they only have a 
mediocre income and have to cut back on other expenses in order to maintain a seemingly lavish lifestyle. 
During our time together she further admits that she is “trying to be” something else than what she was 
before. This project of being and becoming a certain self is guided by the values she holds and the aims she 
has set for her “future life”.

PAST SELF PRESENT SELF FUTURE SELF

POSITIVE 
SELF

Becoming 
metropolitan. Maria’s 
calculated move to the 
metropolitan city marks the 
start of her “new life”. She 
began studying, working, 
traveling - and met her 
current boyfriend.

Posh metropolitan. The 
actions that drive the 
construction of her positive 
current self are aimed at 
achieving certain “class” in 
terms of lifestyle and 
'being'.

Successful 
cosmopolitan. Maria's 
aspirations include a 
possible move abroad. She 
aims to be well off 
financially in order to 
afford a “stylish” lifestyle. 
She wants to feel 
successful, significant, and 
happy in her life.

NEUTRAL 
SELF

Calculated 
transformation. Maria 
decided to move away from 
her hometown 5 years 
earlier, leaving behind her 
“old life”, and starting a 
“new” one as a student in a 
metropolitan city.

Metropolitan student.
Maria considers herself 
first and foremost 
metropolitan. She is 
independent and 
committed, and 
“reasonably” happy, as she 
states. She accepts that in 
order to maintain her 
current lifestyle, some 
sacrifices are required.

Metropolitan graduate. 
Maria plans to graduate 
and get an academic job, 
with a “reasonable” salary. 
She will stay in the 
metropolitan city, and 
eventually get married and 
have children with her 
boyfriend.  

NEGATIVE 
SELF

From a small town.
Maria is originally from a 
small town, but she says: “I 
don't like it a lot, so I talk 
quite little about it”. 
Overall, it is an unpleasant 
and distant memory to her 
current self.

Wannabe 
metropolitan. Maria 
acknowledges that she is 
“trying” to be something 
she authentically is not, and 
is therefore somewhat 
discontented with herself. 
Her spending habits are not 
in line with her current 
income level, and she is 
unsure if she truly has the 
perseverance to reach the 
high aims she has set for her 
future life.

Solitary metropolitan.
Despite having clear plans 
for her life in general, Maria 
struggles with a few areas. 
One of these is her 
complete lack of close 
friends. Another her 
“selfishness”. Maria says 
she has recently begun to 
reconnect with her family, 
who still live in the small 
rural town. It seems like she 
has made part of her 
‘master plan’ to overcome 
these and other 
deficiencies.
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Case 04 - Linda, the responsible visualist

Linda is approaching her 30s and resides in a large metropolitan city with her boyfriend. She is originally 
from a smaller town, and her family still lives there. Linda has a polytechnic degree and works as a graphic 
designer. She has a fixed term contract, but she really likes her job and wishes her employer would make her 
contract permanent. Linda is balancing between worrying that she might not be able to keep her job, and not 
being “too stressed” about it. On the outside, she seems calm and mellow. She says she is content in her life, 
but at times I get a sentiment that she is holding back something. (Our time together is too short to reveal 
what this could be, so the mapping of her selves is an illustration of what she was willing to disclose.)

PAST SELF PRESENT SELF FUTURE SELF

POSITIVE 
SELF

Becoming a visualist.
Linda has always wanted to 
have a career in visual arts, 
and considers the decision 
to study and become a 
graphic designer a highly 
positive one.

Visualist. Linda really 
likes her job and the life it 
enables her to live. She says 
she is happy with her 
current achievements.

Light-hearted visualist.
Ideally, Linda would want 
to have less stress and more 
enjoyment in life. She 
hopes to get a permanent 
position as a visualist and 
more capacity to be with 
and think of friends and 
family.

NEUTRAL 
SELF

From a smaller town.
Originally, Linda is from a 
smaller town. Her family 
still lives there and she 
attempts to visit them 
regularly.

Responsible visualist. 
Linda tells me she has 
become more mellow and 
responsible than what she 
was before. She makes 
sensible choices with her 
money, also considering 
various ethical aspects of 
consumption.

Rational visualist. Linda 
is interested in continuing 
her studies at some point. 
She foresees a marriage in 
the future - if it makes sense 
financially – and making 
more ethically and 
ecologically driven 
purchasing choices. This 
will all be enabled if she 
manages to achieve a better 
financial situation.

NEGATIVE 
SELF

Moody. Although Linda 
seems calm and mellow, 
she admits she used to be 
quite temperamental. She 
has not always engaged a 
sense of responsibility nor 
financial independence.

Erratic. Despite her 
seemingly calm 
appearance, Linda 
describes herself as an 
“impulsive and impatient 
pessimist”. She is stressed 
about financials due to her 
current fixed-term 
employment contract.

Strained. Linda is worried 
she will not be able to cut 
down on her stress levels, 
and that it will become a 
permanent state, ultimately 
causing depression.
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Case 05 - Jessica, the happy bride

Jessica is in her late 20s. She has recently finished her university studies and is currently working full-time. 
Jessica is talkative, has a positive outlook on life and laughs a lot. Our discussions together are easy, flowing 
and pleasant. Jessica lives in a two-room rental apartment in a metropolitan city with her fiancé. Together 
they have decided to look widely for new job opportunities, including a possible move abroad, after they get 
married, which is due to happen within the coming weeks. Although Jessica enjoys the atmosphere at her 
work, she says she must look for another job, as her wage is “insufficient” and her tasks “unchallenging”. The 
wedding is scheduled for one week after our last meeting together and is affecting her not least in terms of 
finances. For a while already, Jessica has had to pay attention to her spending in order to afford the wedding, 
the honeymoon, and other related expenses. However, she gives an impression that she manages everything 
with a positive outlook and without much concern.

PAST SELF PRESENT SELF FUTURE SELF

POSITIVE
SELF

Active and social. As a 
student, Jessica was very 
active and social. She 
obtained two degrees in two 
different metropolitan 
cities and maintains a large 
network of friends 
therefrom.

Euphoric. The upcoming 
wedding is omnipresent. 
Jessica mentions often the 
'engagement', the 'fiancé', 
'wedding', 'honeymoon' and 
'marriage'. She is in a very 
good mood throughout our 
conversations.

Happy. The wedding is 
followed by a honeymoon 
in Africa. Jessica foresees a 
happy, uneventful future 
ahead of her; a dream job 
and a more secure financial 
situation.

NEUTRAL 
SELF

Country girl. Jessica is 
originally from the 
countryside. She left her 
hometown in order to begin 
her studies, and has been 
living in metropolitan cities 
ever since.

Happy bride.  Jessica is 
planning, organizing, and 
saving money to be able to 
afford all the expenses 
related to the wedding. She 
manages to present all of it 
cheerfully.

Married & moving.
After the wedding, Jessica 
is scheduling a move 
elsewhere with her 
boyfriend in order to find 
“better jobs”. She hopes to 
have children in the near 
future.

NEGATIVE 
SELF

Timid. Prior to high-
school, Jessica describes 
herself as shy and hesitant. 
In high-school she 
“transformed” into an 
active and social person.

Planner. Jessica is aware 
that by planning everything 
carefully (including the 
wedding), she may put 
herself up for a 
disappointment. She is also 
concerned about her 
current financial situation. 
She has decided to start 
searching for a job with a 
better pay.

Financially tensed?
After the wedding, Jessica 
acknowledges she needs to 
continue watching her 
finances as she might not 
be able to find a new job 
immediately. She speaks 
very little about how all the 
bills are handled, however 
admits that she and her 
boyfriend have, in the past, 
closed their joint bank 
account due to 
disagreements.
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Case 06 - Paula, the recently single

Paula is in her late twenties. She became recently unemployed after several temporary jobs. Paula also had 
to move out of her home after her last relationship ended and borrow money in order to pay for a new rental 
deposit. Her narratives paint a grey picture of her past selves. However, Paula has finally found a new job 
and although her current employment contract is temporary, she is focused on making it last. Paula's 
customer relationships seem to be affected by the negative changes in her life, on the other hand, some of 
her relationships link to her enthusiasm for dogs, contributing to a positive sense of self. She even brings one 
of the dogs with her for the first interview. Out of all the individuals, Paula's posture changes the most during 
the interview process. The second time I meet her she seems much more relaxed and smiles more, and for 
the last interview, she invites me to visit the office where she now works at. As she comes down to meet me 
at the lobby, I notice she has a new air of confidence. At the end of the interview she tells me that the interview 
process has been useful for her as she has begun to think of her life in a different way, realizing that she 
herself is indeed holding the power over the things that affect her life. When I leave her, I have a feeling the 
snapshot of her life might have been very different if we would have met a few months later.

PAST SELF PRESENT SELF FUTURE SELF

POSITIVE 
SELF

Permanent job. Although 
Paula’s narratives of her 
past are heavily focused on 
negative aspects (e.g. her 
recent relationship ending), 
she is pleased to have 
recently obtained a 
permanent job and a new 
apartment.

Stability. Paula seeks 
stability through focusing 
on her recently acquired job 
and apartment, her dogs, 
and her involvement in dog 
related activities which all 
contribute positively to her 
life.

Stress and hassle-free.
Paula looks forward to an 
easier future with added 
financial independence, 
and a calm, steady pace of 
life. 

NEUTRAL 
SELF

Restless. Paula describes 
her past as “everything 
happening at such a speed 
and ending so quickly and 
suddenly (….), things which 
I could perhaps have 
considered better, (but) I 
guess I have learned 
something.”

Recently single. Paula’s 
recently ended relationship 
colors her narratives and I 
find it difficult to get a 
neutral sense of her current 
self. The disappointments 
seem to have become a part 
of her sense of self, on the 
other hand, she is balancing 
and attempting to lean on 
other, positive aspects, such 
as her hobbies with her 
dogs.

Simplicity. Paula implies 
she is currently unable to 
make any concrete plans 
for her future. She expects 
nothing and simply hopes 
for a steady-paced future. 
She would like to keep her 
current job and apartment, 
to continue her hobbies 
with her dogs, and to “just 
be”.

NEGATIVE 
SELF

Hasty decision-maker.
Paula acknowledges that 
not everything has gone 
well in the past. She 
remains unhappy about the 
speed at which she has 
made crucial decisions 
regarding key aspects of her 
life; relationships, places to 
live in, studies, financials, 
etc.

Drained. Paula is 
impulsive, short-tempered 
and financially strained. 
The changes in her life have 
taken a toll on her. She 
acknowledges her current 
inability to plan ahead and 
remains pessimistic and 
dubious about what lies in 
the future.

Unable to change?
Despite Paula’s 
acknowledgment of a need 
to change for the better, she 
admits that it will be very 
difficult to realize. 
Nevertheless, she hopes to 
be able to steer clear of any 
major financial setbacks 
and ill-judged decisions in 
the future.



206

Case 07 - Anna, the social student

Anna is in her early 20s. One of my first interpretations of her is that she is impatient, as she calls me a few 
minutes before our first scheduled meeting at a downtown café making sure I am coming. However, once I 
get to know her, I discover she is rather quite relaxed and amicable. She speaks to me like we would have 
been friends for years. She explains how she has recently moved into her boyfriend's rental apartment and 
that in addition to finalizing her studies, she is juggling two part-time jobs. Consequently, at the end of the 
interview process, she informs me that she has resigned from the other job in order to concentrate on 
finalizing her studies. During the discussions, I learn that Anna is an active member in various associations 
and unions, and that this activity plays an important part of her current sense of self. In terms of future, 
Anna's plans are not far-reaching and concentrate on the next few years. Overall, compared to her past, she 
sees herself shifting towards a more responsible and independent “adult life”.

PAST SELF PRESENT SELF FUTURE SELF

POSITIVE 
SELF

Starting studies. Anna 
enjoys being a student. She 
explains that coming into 
her studies, she was more 
team-oriented; recently she 
has begun considering 
herself more liberated and 
enjoys also solitary tasks.

Communal. Anna enjoys 
talk and social action. The 
various communities she 
participates in give her a 
sense of confidence and 
security that add to her self-
esteem.

Increased financial 
freedom. In the future, 
Anna hopes to have a job 
she feels happy in. She 
wishes to start saving 
money to be able to afford a 
trip to Italy, perhaps even 
an apartment or a house in 
the distant future.

NEUTRAL 
SELF

Busy. Working along her 
studies and juggling all her 
extracurricular activities 
has been a constant effort 
for Anna. However, she has 
accumulated a wide 
network of friends through 
her activities.

Social student. Anna is a 
social person – her friends 
and family are important to 
her. She is keen on 
developing herself, both 
professionally and 
personally. This 
development she maintains 
and is driving through 
participating in various 
activities, associations and 
unions.

Financially balanced. 
Part-time work on the side 
of her studies is important 
to Anna because it gives her 
a degree of financial 
stability. However, she is 
conscious not to let work or 
monetary aspects become 
the key priorities in her life. 
In fact, during the interview 
process, she even quits her 
other job in order to 
concentrate on finalizing 
her studies.

NEGATIVE 
SELF

Impulsive. Anna has been 
acting much more out of 
impulse in the past. She has 
struggled to find a balance 
between free time and 
work.

Anxious. Currently, 
Anna's financial situation is 
not what it could be, which 
is causing her to be anxious. 
She is stressed about her 
other job and finding it 
difficult to combine work 
and studies.

Avoiding. In order to 
balance her life and her 
financials, Anna will need 
to pay attention to how 
much she can work on the 
side of her studies. She also 
needs to avoid making any 
large-scale purchases.



207

Case 08 - Stella, the confident wife

Stella is in her early 30s and lives with her husband whom she recently married. Stella holds a full-time fixed-
term office job alongside her studies and is about to graduate within one month of the interview process. 
Stella is outspoken; she responds quickly to every question, almost too hastily, and voices her opinions 
clearly without hesitation. She exudes a firm atmosphere around her - not uncomfortable but not too friendly 
either. We hold a friendly yet professional interest towards each other until the very end of the last interview 
when the tape recorder is turned off. Then, Stella begins to explain the disputes in her family, which have 
caused her to act “overly confident”. Eventually, I understand why she said certain things the way she did 
during the interview process. I walk out of our last meeting with a better understanding of who she is.

PAST SELF PRESENT SELF FUTURE SELF

POSITIVE 
SELF

Family and friends up 
north. Stella is from a 
northern city and talks 
warmly about her past “up 
north”. Her family and 
most of her friends still live 
there. Although her life has 
since then taken a different 
turn, she considers it 
possible that she will one 
day return to the north.

Educated and 
ambitious. The decision 
to pursue her studies has 
played a big role in Stella's 
construction of a positive 
sense of self. She considers 
herself, together with her 
husband, to be well off 
financially and does not 
foresee any difficulties in 
the future. Overall, she is 
happy with her current life 
circumstances.

Freedom & flexibility.
Maintaining her freedom 
and financial flexibility are 
important to Stella. She 
wants to be successful in 
her career and earn more 
money in order to be able to 
travel and enjoy life.

NEUTRAL 
SELF

Settling down. Stella and 
her husband recently 
married after living 
together for 10 years. A few 
years prior to this, they 
moved to the metropolitan 
area. Recently, they took a 
mortgage to acquire an 
apartment in the suburbs.

Confident wife. Stella is 
confident and seems to 
maintain a clear sense of 
direction in life. She 
maintains a full-time job 
alongside her studies and is 
about to graduate “soon”. 
In addition, she is 
renovating the new 
apartment. In her free-
time, Stella enjoys 
shopping and occasional 
traveling.

Deserved indulgence.
Stella is looking forward to 
moving into her new 
apartment, graduating, 
traveling abroad for her 
honeymoon, and enjoying 
her summer holiday. She is 
expecting a raise in her 
salary, more responsible 
tasks, and a permanent 
contract with her employer.

NEGATIVE 
SELF

Giving up professional 
sports. Upon starting her 
studies four years ago, 
Stella had to give up her 
passion to compete 
professionally in sports. 
Combining work and 
studies was demanding 
enough and therefore she 
feels this was the right 
decision to make, however, 
she still finds herself 
thinking about resuming it 
somehow, one day.

Reprioritization. Due to 
family related hardships in 
the near past, Stella has 
chosen to reprioritize her 
current life. According to 
her, material things are not 
as important as they used to 
be. On the other hand, she 
sometimes feels discontent 
and an urge for “more”, 
leading her to feeling 
insecure about her 
priorities in life.

Stress vs. standstill. As 
Stella's aspiration is to 
move forward, she is afraid 
of ending up in a standstill 
situation, particularly in 
terms of her career. On the 
other hand, a promotion 
would mean continued 
stress and anxiety.  
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Case 09 - Olivia, the indecisive student

Olivia is in her late 20s. She lives in the downtown of a large city with her boyfriend of 5 years but does not 
invite me to her home. Instead, we meet at cafés out of respect for her privacy. I do not ask why. Olivia seems 
sympathetic, open and candid but I notice she is thinking her answers through very carefully. I get an 
impression she takes her customer relationships quite “seriously”. Eventually, towards the end of the 
interview process, I learn that this could be due to the fact that some years ago she ended up in financial 
difficulties because of credit overspend. I wonder if that is why she seems to worry, especially about money 
and even on my behalf when I offer to pay for her coffee. It seems her light and fun self is sometimes 
overpowered by her more serious, cautious self.

PAST SELF PRESENT SELF FUTURE SELF

POSITIVE 
SELF

Multicultural. Olivia's 
background is 
characterized by 
multiculturalism, both in 
terms of family and friends. 
She feels this is a strong 
point in her past that will 
contribute positively to her 
possible futures.

Active and creative.
Olivia prefers an active 
lifestyle, and wants to try 
out many new things. She 
also has a very creative side 
to her. She is happy, 
satisfied and maintains an 
overall positive outlook on 
life.

Carefree. Olivia hopes to 
be able to try many 
different things in life, but 
simultaneously, she wants 
to have more financial 
security and stability. She 
dreams of one day having a 
family and perhaps even 
starting her own small 
business.

NEUTRAL 
SELF

Naïve student. Olivia's 
background consists of a 
combination of studies and 
varied jobs in various cities 
while maintaining a long-
distance relationship with 
her boyfriend. In 
retrospect, she sees herself 
as naïve, making detailed 
plans for her future - “which 
is not how life goes in 
reality”, she acknowledges.

Indecisive student.
Olivia is a full-time student 
but she is also working part-
time. She is very organized 
- yet indecisive - about what 
her plans for the future are. 
In fact she says she is “not 
in a hurry” to decide what 
she should do with her life, 
and chooses to live in the 
moment instead. She 
considers herself a “realist”.

Ambiguity. Olivia's future 
is labeled by ambiguity. She 
says she is more than likely 
to try out many different 
jobs. Despite her wish to 
have a family, she remains 
unsure when and how this 
would happen, where and 
when she would settle 
down more permanently. 
She simply hopes to have 
enough money to be able to 
get along.

NEGATIVE 
SELF

Financial struggles. Due 
to the many transitions in 
her past, from one city, 
apartment and job to 
another, Olivia has also 
been faced with certain 
financial difficulties. This 
has included credit 
overspend and borrowing 
money to pay for e.g. rental 
deposits.

Part-time work. Six 
months prior to the 
interviews, Olivia quit her 
full-time job. While she is 
overall happy about her 
choice to do so, the income 
drop has had unexpected 
consequences on her life. In 
effect, she has to now 
consider her spending more 
carefully and make 
compromises.

Low income, Olivia's 
current part-time work 
situation affects her ability 
to make specific plans for 
the future, at least for the 
next year or so. 
Consequently, she has had 
to give up on some already 
existing plans and 
continues to maintain an 
unclear future.
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Case 10 - Krista, the critical ecologist

Krista is a single mother in her early 30s. She has been divorced for about a year and lives in a rental
apartment together with her daughter, who will start school in the autumn. Krista feels strongly about the 
ecological aspects of consumption and is concerned about the environment. On the outside, she seems calm 
and mellow, even reserved at times, but once I get to know her better, I find out she also has a spontaneous, 
artistic side to her. During the interviews, I learn about her disappointments in life; she tells me how things 
have not turned out the way she hoped they would - but also; that she has learned to accept her life as it now 
is. Out of all of the interviewees, Krista reveals the least to me about her private thoughts, and occasionally I 
feel I am only scratching the surface. At one of the interview sessions, she reveals she does not feel 
comfortable talking about personal matters with people outside of her close circle of friends. She tells me she 
does not share her thoughts even with her own family. Consequently, at the analysis stage, I finally conclude 
our time together was not enough to gain as detailed understanding about her as with the other interviewees. 
Why did she divorce her husband? How does she feel being a single mother? On the other hand, I must 
accept that she has given me the details and the impression she felt comfortable giving at the time, and I 
must appreciate that the implemented approach was respectful towards her privacy. Conclusively, I feel that 
any further probing could have compromised the integrity of the study. The information she gave me, albeit 
restricted, reveals enough details for completing the analysis.

PAST SELF PRESENT SELF FUTURE SELF

POSITIVE 
SELF

Artistic. Since childhood, 
Krista has held a strong 
preference for arts. The 
previous year, she 
graduated from a Master's 
Program in Arts. Hereby, 
she feels that she is moving 
forward towards her goals 
in life, and is pleased and 
satisfied with her 
orientation.

Creative. Krista has a 
strong creative side to her 
which she hopes will 
become an even more 
prominent part of her life in 
the future. She is laid-back, 
not goal-oriented nor 
calculative, and prefers 
investing in experiences 
over tangibles.

Meaningful life. In the 
future, Krista hopes to 
achieve a status where she 
holds a creative, 
meaningful job and 
freedom to be spontaneous 
and to be able to travel. She 
hopes for financial stability, 
but plans no increase in 
consumption. She 
considers a move abroad a 
possible future step.

NEUTRAL 
SELF

Working and studying. 
In the past, Krista has been 
working and studying 
simultaneously. She has 
been travelling a lot and 
lived in three different 
countries, something she 
says has obviously 
contributed to her 
becoming more open and 
social compared to what 
she was before.

Critical ecologist. Krista 
has a part-time job she 
manages on the side of her 
creative freelancer projects. 
Currently, her income is 
“mediocre”, and this is 
scheduled to take a turn for 
the worse when her fixed-
term contract ends. As a 
consumer, Krista is critical, 
perhaps even slightly 
unconventional. She is 
concerned over the 
ecological and 
environmental 
consequences of 
consumption in general.

Openness for changes. 
Krista does not want to 
make any long-term plans 
and remains open for any 
opportunities that may 
arise in her life. She ‘knows’ 
there will be ups and downs 
and varying levels of 
financial stability. Overall, 
she is trusting towards the 
future while maintaining a 
freedom to make choices as 
they occur. “One shouldn't 
be afraid of changes”, she 
says.
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NEGATIVE 
SELF

Divorce. Krista divorced 
last year. Although she says 
she is living her life 
according to her own 
choices, there is a strong 
sense of disappointment, as 
things have not turned out 
the way they were 
‘supposed’ to. In the past, 
she has been working a lot 
while studying, and 
although the situation has 
improved since her 
graduation, she is still 
hesitant on which dreams 
she should next pursue in 
life.

In-between stages. Due 
to the private and 
professional changes which 
have recently occurred in 
her life, Krista feels she is 
in-between two stages; not 
being married nor a student 
anymore, and unsure about 
what to do next. She wants 
to avoid having too much 
work but I sense she is 
financially somewhat 
concerned about her 
situation. She tells me she is 
lacking “meaning” in her 
current job, and that she is 
“disappointed” that she 
cannot focus only on her 
creative aspirations. On the 
other hand, she does not 
want to act too rational or 
be driven by financial 
aspects in her life.

“Standard life”. Krista 
has no ambition to acquire 
a “standard” nine-to-five 
white collar job or to 
achieve certain 
professional “status” in life. 
She feels those would 
inhibit her from being 
creative, spontaneous and 
living a meaningful life.
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APPENDIX 12 CASE TIMELINES

This appendix lists the timelines for each case. The timeline of case 02 was presented 
earlier in Chapter 5. The events on the timelines are approximations and only key events 
that mark transitions to another sense of ‘self’ are shown. The purpose of this appendix 
is to illustrate how each participant’s nine multiple selves, as grasped through the 
empirical research, are not always equally sized in temporal space.

Case 01: Emma

Case 03: Maria
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Case 04: Linda

Case 05: Jessica
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Case 06: Paula

Case 07: Anna
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Case 08: Stella

Case 09: Olivia
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Case 10: Krista
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APPENDIX 13 S-R CONGRUENCE TYPES AND CATEGORIES

This appendix visualizes the various types of S-R congruencies that were discovered in 
the data, according to the four categories presented in Chapter 5. The figures illustrate 
the congruencies utilizing small sized visualizations of the maps of multiple selves. In 
each 3-by-3 map, the x-axis represents ‘time’ and the y-axis represents ‘tone’. The dark 
areas indicate the location of the S-R congruence or congruencies found. A grey blurred 
grid indicates that the existence of this congruence type was not confirmed through the 
empirical findings. Such are congruence types 5, 16, 18, 19, and 20. The numbers of these maps 
are marked in parentheses in Figure 1 below. No customer relationships that would have 
connected to these selves were found across the 10 cases explored in this study. The lack of 
finding these types of congruencies could be because such congruencies do not exist. Yet, a more 
likely explanation is that such customer relationships were simply not captured in this 
particular study. The latter seems more likely based on the discovery of all of the other 
congruence types. For this reason, the existence of these ‘missing’ types of congruencies is 
hypothesized, as illustrated.

1. The 21 ‘consistent tone across time’ S-R congruencies

2. The 12 ‘inconsistent tone across time’ S-R congruencies. Contrary to the ‘consistent tone across 
time’ congruencies, this visualization does not hypothesize the existence of any additional congruence types 
apart from the ones discovered in this study. A multitude of possible combinations could exist. The gap 
between congruence type 29 and 30 reflects a possibility that some congruence type(s) may exist there, 
however based on the collected data, it is not possible to hypothesize any further.
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3. The 19 ‘inconsistent tone within a temporality’ S-R congruencies. The temporality in which the 
inconsistencies appeared is represented by the headings and background areas in the figure. Note: Type 41 
has an inconsistency in all temporalities, i.e. not only in the present and future, but also in the past. However, 
the main inconsistency appears between the present and the future. Type 48 also includes an inconsistency 
in the past, in addition to the inconsistency in the future.

4. The 7 ‘inconsistent counterpart’ S-R congruencies (the temporality and tone in which the 
inconsistencies appeared is represented by the diagonal pattern)
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APPENDIX 14 TYPOLOGY OF S-R CONGRUENCIES 

The table on the next page lists the details of each of the 59 S-R congruence types. The 
table is to be interpreted as follows:

Column 1 indicates the 4 high-level categories of S-R congruencies (as detailed in Appendix 13)

Column 2 lists the S-R congruence types (as detailed in Appendix 13)

Column 3 indicates the classification of the congruence type based on the existing body of 
knowledge regarding customer relationships (see table 1 below)

Columns 4-12 replicate the illustrations provided in Appendix 13. The dark areas indicate the 
location of the S-R congruence or congruencies found

Columns 13-22 detail the number of customer relationships that matched to each congruence type 
across the 10 empirical cases

Columns 23-24 summarize the discoveries

1. Explanations of the congruence classifications

Congruence 
classification

Explanation 
(an interpretation or a further research question 
based on the existing customer relationship theories)

Conclusion

Conventional The consumer perceives the customer relationship that 
she has is congruent with a positive sense of self. This 
finding is in line with the existing customer 
relationship theories that view customer relationships 
as a positive phenomenon (e.g. Sheth and Parvatiyar, 
1995). 

Since a neutral sense of self represents the consumer’s 
everyday mundane self, it is logical that a current 
customer relationship connects to it. Such findings are 
in line with the existing customer relationship and 
everyday consumption theories (e.g. Coupland, 2005).

No inconsistencies vs. 
existing theories.

Past,
Future,
Temporal gap

Why would a consumer have a customer relationship 
that does not connect to a present sense of self? 

Inconsistencies vs. 
existing theories

additional analysis 
requiredNegative Why would a consumer have a customer relationship 

that connects to a negative sense of self?

Improving tone
Deteriorating tone
Oscillating tone
Minor change61

Why does the tonality of the S-R congruence vary 
across occasions? 

Tonality gap Why are there extreme tone variations across the 
consumer’s narratives of a customer relationship –
from negative to positive or vice versa?

61 ‘Minor’ refers to a change that is to a nearby tone, e.g. from positive to neutral.
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01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 TotalType no.
1 Past X 7 2 9
2 Conventional X X 1 2 1 4
3 Conventional X 2 2 3 1 8
4 Conventional X X 2 1 1 1 5
5 Future X -
6 Temporal gap X X 1 1 2
7 Conventional X X X 1 3 2 2 1 1 10
8 Past X 3 3 1 5 1 7 5 25
9 Conventional X X 5 1 2 1 1 2 3 15

10 Conventional X 2 8 2 1 4 4 1 22
11 Conventional X X 2 1 4 1 8
12 Future X 1 1
13 Temporal gap X X 1 2 3
14 Conventional X X X 1 1 6 1 1 3 2 3 18
15 Past / Negative X 4 1 1 6
16 Negative X X -
17 Negative X 1 1 2 2 6
18 Negative X X -
19 Future / Negative X -
20 Temporal gap / Negative X X -
21 Negative X X X 1 1
22 Improving tone X X 1 1 2
23 Improving tone X X X 1 1
24 Improving tone X X 1 1 3 1 6
25 Improving tone X X X 2 1 3
26 Improving tone / Tonality gap X X 1 1
27 Deteriorating tone X X 1 1 2
28 Deteriorating tone X X 1 1 2
29 Deteriorating tone X X 2 1 3
30 Deteriorating tone / Tonality gap X X 2 2
31 Oscil lating tone X X X 1 1 2
32 Oscil lating tone X X X 1 1 2
33 Oscil lating tone X X X 1 1
34 Minor change X X 1 1
35 Minor change X X 1 1
36 Improving tone X X X X 1 1
37 Improving tone X X X X X 1 1
38 Improving tone X X X X 1 1
39 Improving tone X X X X X 1 1
40 Improving tone X X X X X 1 1
41 Improving tone X X X X X X 1 1
42 Deteriorating tone X X X 1 1
43 Deteriorating tone X X X 1 1 2
44 Deteriorating tone X X X X 1 1
45 Deteriorating tone X X X X X 1 1
46 Oscil lating tone X X X X 1 1
47 Oscil lating tone X X X X 1 1
48 Oscil lating tone X X X X X 1 1
49 Tonality gap X X X X 1 1
50 Tonality gap X X X X 1 1
51 Tonality gap X X X X 1 1
52 Temporal gap X X X 1 1
53 Conventional X X X 1 1
54 Conventional X X X 1 1
55 Temporal gap X X 1 1
56 Improving tone X X 1 1
57 Improving tone X X X X 1 1
58 Minor change / Temporal gap X X X X 1 1
59 Improving tone X X X X X X 1 1
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APPENDIX 15 EXAMPLES OF S-R CONGRUENCIES THAT WERE 
INCONSISTENT VS. EXISTING THEORIES

This appendix illustrates examples and interpretations of the inconsistencies discovered 
(see Table 1 in Appendix 14). The extracts and interpretations are short versions and 
should be considered as ‘snapshot’ examples of the congruence classifications. In reality, 
the interpretations were based on a larger set of data.

S-R congruencies with past selves (only)

Example 1. Type 1 congruence: past positive self 

Jessica (C05): …’Cosmetics B’ –loyal customer card reminds me of my friend (-), 
we were there in one of those loyal customer nights and, that kind of stuff.

Interpretation: Jessica’s past positive self is ‘active and social’. The customer 
relationship reminds her of being active and social in the past. The reason Jessica 
still has the customer relationship is that although the company does not exist 
where she currently lives, she knows it exists elsewhere. Thus, she has concluded 
that one day in the future the customer relationship may still be useful. 
Regardless, the customer relationship connects currently only with her past self, 
and not any future self. Perhaps a future self that the customer relationship could 
be congruent with, does not yet exist or was not captured in this study.

Example 2. Type 8 congruence: past neutral self 

Anna (C07): ‘Pharmacy B’ card, then when I still lived in (…), so I took it just 
because they offered it, then I thought that I will start going there, but then I met 
my boyfriend and I started going only to ‘Pharmacy C’…

Interpretation: Anna’s past neutral self is ‘busy’. She uses the pharmacy which is 
most convenient for her. Compared to ‘Pharmacy B’, ‘Pharmacy C’ is closer to 
where her boyfriend lived and where she spent the majority of her free-time. 
When assessing her customer relationship with ‘Pharmacy B’, Anna concludes 
that she probably should “resign” from it. Hence, both possibilities exist: 
relationship continuation and discontinuation. 

S-R congruencies with future selves (only)

Example 1: Type 12 congruence: future neutral self

Krista (C10): …this ‘Pharmacy C’ card, even though I have not lately used it, I still 
somehow feel it could be useful in the future.

Interpretation: Krista’s future neutral self is characterized by ‘openness for 
changes’. She perceives things may change in the future, also in terms of the 
customer relationship’s usefulness in her life. Here, it is important to note that 
although the customer relationship was initiated in the past, no congruence with 
past self was discovered. It is possible that Krista’s narratives were too narrow 
to enable discovery of such a congruence. Alternatively, her sense of selves could 
have changed so that currently in her mind, such a self does not ‘exist’ anymore. 
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S-R congruencies with a temporal gap

Example 1: Type 6 congruence: temporal gap

Emma (C01): ‘Beauty A’ –card, well, it is quite useful, I used to use it quite a lot 
back in the days.

Emma (C01): At ‘Beauty A’, it is maybe, it’s not the utility from ‘being a customer’ 
but it is the benefit of going somewhere to get some time and loveliness for one’s 
self… 

Interpretation: Emma’s past positive self is ‘working woman wanting to become 
a mother’. As a working woman, she was able to pamper herself with beauty 
treatments. Her current positive self is ‘mother’ – she is on parental leave and 
with the current lower income, she has had to cut all the extra expenses. On the 
other hand, her future positive self is ‘balanced mother’. As a ‘balanced mother’, 
Emma will have the time to work and earn money, be a mother, and have some 
time for herself, including beauty treatments. 

S-R congruencies with negative selves

Example 1: Type 15 congruence: past negative self

Emma (C01): ‘Coffee shop A’, well, that as a matter of fact reminds me of my co-
worker who was some type of a coffee addict…

Interpretation: Emma’s past negative self is ‘working non-mother’. Her customer 
relationship with ‘Coffee shop A’ connects with her “previous life” as a working 
woman, a self she senses negatively now that she is a stay-at-home mother. 
Unfortunately, Emma’s narratives of her relationship with ‘Coffee shop A’ did not 
reveal why she still had the customer relationship. On another hand, when talking 
about the time when she was still working, Emma states that “a part of me is still 
trying to live that old life”. It is plausible that Emma’s customer relationship with 
‘Coffee shop A’ supports a sense of self that “a part of her” still wishes to maintain.

S-R congruencies with an improving tone

Example 1: Type 24 congruence: improving tone

Stella (C08): …of course, I do not know how this will develop in a way, ‘Clothing S’ 
brand (…), but there are those kinds of leather jackets that even my mother has 
bought, so why not [have it in the future].

Interpretation: Stella’s present neutral self is ‘confident wife’. Shopping for 
clothes and being fashionable is part of her core sense of self and adds to her self-
confidence, however she has to pay attention to her finances. Her future positive 
self is characterized by ‘freedom & flexibility’. In the future, she will have enough 
money able to buy whatever she likes, also in terms of clothing.

S-R congruencies with a deteriorating tone / tonality gap

Example 1: Type 30 congruence: a deteriorating tone / tonality gap

Julia (C02): ‘Clothing O’ card. This is maybe, this is probably already three years 
old. I got this at a point when I was desperate to find a nice blouse and I had really 
ran to all the stores already, and I started to be quite desperate. So then ‘Clothing 
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O’ just had quite good blouses [and] I then bought a few ones and on that occasion 
the salesperson then asked me if I wanted to have their card. I was like yeah. So 
this is actually also the kind of… …I have not used it very much. But then when 
making purchases I usually always show it. So I buy blouses and those kind of 
‘better’ shirts from there.

Interpretation: Julia’s past positive self is characterized by her ‘becoming a 
fashionista’. Her current negative self is ‘snobbish student’. Her customer 
relationship with ‘Clothing O’ is connected to the process by which she became 
more fashionable. Yet, in the present time she is aware that someone may 
consider her a snob because of it.

S-R congruencies with an oscillating tone

Example 1: Type 31 congruence: an oscillating tone

Paula (C06): I used to go quite a lot to ‘Clothing B’ when I lived in [-] because it 
was on my way so I quite often stopped there to shop. …the selection at that 
‘Clothing B’ was quite different from what it is here in the capital city, so that was 
probably closer to what I wear... but here I have not then, after that I have not 
bought much of anything from there.

Interpretation: Paula’s past neutral self is ‘restless’. She has moved a lot in her 
past. Her customer relationship with ‘Clothing B’ connects to that sense self; 
moving from one location to another. Her current negative self is ‘drained’. She 
has recently been unemployed and become single. Her attention and focus has 
been on other things apart from shopping for clothes. Paula’s future neutral self 
is characterized by ‘simplicity’. She hopes to be able to maintain her job, keeping 
her life simple, and perhaps being able to resume her normal activities in life, such 
as shopping.

S-R congruencies with an inconsistent counterpart

Example: Type 58 congruence: minor change / temporal gap with an 
inconsistent counterpart

Me: Why ‘Airline A’, but not ‘Airline B’?
Emma (C01): Well it is, as a matter of fact, it was just some kind of intuition, it 
could very well be ‘Airline B’ or they could both be there, but it depends kind of 
then how [I'm] going back to working life and what [I'm] doing there. But, it could 
(-), not be ‘Airline B’, it could be a completely another, then, airline. But (-), some, 
one airline card must [one] have. (Emphasis added)

Interpretation: When Emma is asked to consider which customer relationships 
could still be part of her life “20 years from now”, she shows no hesitation. Emma 
is certain she will have a customer relationship with an airline, yet it need not be 
a continuation of her current customer relationships. (Comment: 5 out of the 7 
customer relationships in the category ‘inconsistent counterpart’ were found in case 01-
Emma. In the interview setting, Emma was very open and talkative, which could have 
contributed to these discoveries. However, as two other cases also contained these types of 
congruencies, the validity of the finding was confirmed.)
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APPENDIX 16 CONSUMERS’ ACTIVITY LEVELS

This appendix lists consumers’ relational activity levels case by case (with the exception 
of case 01 where the details were already presented in Chapter 5). The statuses are
reported according to the individuals’ self-reported activity levels. As the activity levels 
were not explicitly elicited, only customer relationships which were clearly currently 
passive or active in the narratives are reported as such, others are reported as unknown. 
If the consumer’s reports of activity were fluctuating (i.e. active-passive-active) or 
otherwise peculiar, the status is reported here as ‘complex’. 

Following color indicators are used:
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APPENDIX 17 CONSUMERS’ CONCEPTUAL UNDERSTANDINGS

This appendix lists consumers’ conceptual understandings in each case ranging from 
case 02 to case 10. The understandings in case 01 were presented in Chapter 5.

The columns are to be interpreted as follows:

Column 1 The sequential number of each consumer’s relationships. The numbers are 
distinct for each case. Same numbers have been used in the case specific 
figures presented earlier in this thesis (e.g. Appendix 16).

Column 2 In case the customer card contained more than one customer relationship, 
this column indicates this: ‘a’ for first, ‘b’ for second relationship, etc.

Column 3 The company / association / institution the consumer perceived the 
customer relationship is with.

Column 4 Consumer’s self-reported loyalty. Explanation provided earlier in the 
thesis.

Column 5 Consumer’s self-reported perception of her loyalty from the company’s 
perspective. Explanation provided earlier in the thesis.

Column 6 Consumer’s self-reported importance of the customer relationship, relative 
to the other customer relationships she had. Explanation provided earlier 
in the thesis.

Column 7 Activity in the customer relationship as interpreted from the consumer’s 
narratives. As explained in the thesis, this was not elicited directly, hence, 
in case no information was obtained, “unknown” is marked. On such 
occasions, the table assumes this concept is consistent with the other 
conceptual understandings.

Other notes:

1) Certain customer relationships have been omitted from the tables in line with 
explanations provided earlier in the thesis (e.g. the customer relationship had been 
mentioned and thus listed, but was not included in the card-sorting exercises). This will 
show as a missing number in the sequential list provided in the table.

2) The cells that have been highlighted black indicate that the concept is not aligned 
with the other concepts in the consumer’s perception. A closer examination was needed 
to understand why.
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CASE 02
Company / 
Association / 
Institution

Loyalty Loyalty Importance Activity 

1 COMPLEX
2 LOW
3 a LOW
3 b LOW
4 ACTIVE
5 NO LOYALTY
7
8 NO LOYALTY
9 COMPLEX

10 NO LOYALTY
11 COMPLEX
12 LOW
13 LOW
15 COMPLEX

16 ACTIVE

17 COMPLEX
18 COMPLEX
19
20 ACTIVE
21 HIGH ACTIVE
22
23 ACTIVE
24

Customer 
card no. 

CASE 03
Company / 
Association / 
Institution

Loyalty Loyalty Importance Activity 

1 LOW
2
3 NO LOYALTY
4 COMPLEX
5
6
7
8 HIGH
9 ACTIVE

10 LOW

11
12 LOW

13

14 ACTIVE
15 ACTIVE

Customer 
card no. 
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CASE 04
Company / 
Association / 
Institution

Loyalty Loyalty Importance Activity 

1 ACTIVE
2 ACTIVE
3 ACTIVE
4 COMPLEX
5
6 ACTIVE
7 HIGH ACTIVE
8 LOW
9 LOW

10 ACTIVE
11 a ACTIVE
11 b ACTIVE
12 ACTIVE
13
14 a LOW
14 b
14 c LOW
14 d
15 ACTIVE
16
17 LOW
18 NO LOYALTY
19
20 HIGH ACTIVE
21 ACTIVE
22 LOW
23

Customer 
card no. 
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CASE 05
Company / 
Association / 
Institution

Loyalty Loyalty Importance Activity 

1 unknown
2 MEDIUM MEDIUM
3 COMPLEX
4 COMPLEX
5 NO LOYALTY
6 NO LOYALTY COMPLEX
7 NO LOYALTY
8 NO LOYALTY
9 ACTIVE

10 NO LOYALTY
11 unknown
12
13
14
15 NO LOYALTY
16
17 ACTIVE
18 unknown
19 unknown
20 NO LOYALTY unknown
21 ACTIVE
22 MEDIUM
23 MEDIUM unknown
24 HIGH COMPLEX

Customer 
card no. 

CASE 06
Company / 
Association / 
Institution

Loyalty Loyalty Importance Activity 

1 unknown
2 unknown
3 LOW
4
5 LOW
6 LOW
7 HIGH unknown
8
9 COMPLEX

10 HIGH unknown
11 a
11 b

11 c

12 LOW unknown
13 ACTIVE

Customer 
card no. 
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CASE 07
Company / 
Association / 
Institution

Loyalty Loyalty Importance Activity 

1 NO LOYALTY
2 ACTIVE
3
4 MEDIUM COMPLEX
5
6 NO LOYALTY
7 MEDIUM COMPLEX
8 COMPLEX
9

10 a
10 b
11 NO LOYALTY
12

13

14 NO LOYALTY COMPLEX
15 ACTIVE
16
17 COMPLEX
18 NO LOYALTY COMPLEX
19 MEDIUM
20 NO LOYALTY
21 NO LOYALTY
22

Customer 
card no. 
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CASE 08
Company / 
Association / 
Institution

Loyalty Loyalty Importance Activity 

1 LOW
2
3 HIGH COMPLEX
5

6 a HIGH

6 b NO LOYALTY

7
8 ACTIVE
9

10
11 COMPLEX
12 COMPLEX
13 COMPLEX
14
15 LOW
16 NO LOYALTY
17
18 NO LOYALTY

Customer 
card no. 
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CASE 09
Company / 
Association / 
Institution

Loyalty Loyalty Importance Activity 

1 unknown
2 LOW
3 unknown
4 HIGH COMPLEX
5 NO LOYALTY unknown
6
7 unknown
8
9

10 LOW

11 COMPLEX
12
13 a NO LOYALTY
13 b ACTIVE
14 NO LOYALTY
15 COMPLEX
16 unknown
17
18 ACTIVE
19 HIGH COMPLEX
20
21 a
21 b PASSIVE
22 unknown
23 LOW COMPLEX
24
25 LOW
26
27 ACTIVE
28 HIGH COMPLEX
29 ACTIVE

Customer 
card no. 

CASE 10
Company / 
Association / 
Institution

Loyalty Loyalty Importance Activity 

1
2
3
4
5
6
7 MEDIUM MEDIUM

Customer 
card no. 
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APPENDIX 18 EXPLANATION OF TABLE 22

This appendix clarifies the Table 22 presented in Chapter 6. The table is to be interpreted 
as follows:

Column 1 The sequential number of the consumer’s relationships. The numbers are 
distinct for each case. Same numbers have been used in the case specific
figures presented earlier in this thesis (e.g. Appendices 16 and 17).

Column 2 In case the customer card contained more than one customer relationship, 
this column indicates this: ‘a’ for first, ‘b’ for second relationship, etc.

Column 3 The company / association / institution the consumer perceived the 
customer relationship is with.

Columns 4-7 Consumer’s perceptions as interpreted from the narratives - explanations 
provided earlier in the thesis. As explained in the thesis, these were not 
elicited directly, hence, in case no information was obtained, “-” is marked. 
On such occasions, the table assumes this concept is consistent with the 
other conceptual understandings.

Other notes:

1) Certain customer relationships have been omitted in line with the explanations 
provided earlier in the thesis (e.g. the customer relationship had been mentioned and 
thus listed, but was not included in the discussions or card-sorting exercises). This will 
show as a missing number in the sequential list provided in the table.

2) Rows where the last two columns (columns 6 and 7) are highlighted in black signpost 
consumers’ perceptions of customer relationship’s unauthenticity: the consumer does 
not perceive herself as ‘really’ being in a customer relationship.

3) Rows where only the last column (column 7) is highlighted in black indicate a need 
for closer examination to understand why.
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