
Vol.:(0123456789)

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11002-021-09590-8

1 3

Strengthening the satisfaction loyalty link: the role 
of relational switching costs

Heiner Evanschitzky1   · Valentina Stan2 · Liane Nagengast3

Accepted: 20 July 2021 / 
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract
The extant retail research has placed much emphasis on understanding customer 
switching and the concept of switching costs (SCs). However, the empirical evi-
dence is inconclusive with respect to the moderating role of SCs in general and 
relational switching costs (RSCs) in particular. Therefore, this research focuses on 
the moderating role played by SCs on the satisfaction-loyalty link. Specifically, our 
study attempts to clarify the nonlinear moderating effect of RSCs. Furthermore, we 
investigate RSCs in greater depth, considering their two dimensions, brand relation-
ship loss costs (BRLCs), and personal relationship loss costs (PRLCs). We find that 
there is an optimal level of BRLC whereas increasing PRLCs decreases the impact 
of satisfaction on loyalty in a linear manner, calling for a more nuanced assessment 
of this type of SC in future studies. Our findings contribute to a deeper understand-
ing of the effectiveness of SCs as a retention strategy.
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1  Introduction

As the acceptance of information and communication technologies creates dis-
ruption in purchase behavior, the building and sustaining of customer loyalty 
remains an ongoing challenge for retailers (e.g., Evanschitzky et al., 2020). Loy-
alty has been shown to affect important downstream outcomes (e.g., Evanschitzky 
et al., 2012; Love et al., 2016; Mende et al., 2015), and it has been suggested that 
finding new customers is costlier than retaining existing customers (e.g., Davis-
Sramek et al., 2009). Therefore, research has placed much emphasis on assessing 
customer switching in general (e.g., Jones et  al., 2000, 2002, 2007; Popkowski 
Leszczyc & Timmermans, 1997) and the impact of switching costs (SCs) on loy-
alty in particular (e.g., Blut et  al., 2014, 2016; Nagengast et  al., 2014; Pick & 
Eisend, 2014).

Switching costs are the (monetary and nonmonetary) costs a customer faces 
when switching to a new provider (Nagengast et al., 2014; Pick & Eisend, 2014). 
Considering different industries, one meta-analysis (Pick & Eisend, 2014) dem-
onstrated that SCs reduce switching and play a key role in explaining customer 
repurchase behaviors. Nagengast et  al. (2014) further developed these findings 
by examining not only the direct effect of SCs on repurchase behavior but also 
their moderating effect. In a more nuanced assessment, the above authors found 
evidence of an inverted U-shaped moderating effect of overall SCs (OSCs) on 
the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty. The above study was conducted 
in three industries and suggested the existence of an optimal level of SCs. Fur-
thermore, Nagengast et  al. (2014) distinguished between different types of SCs 
and showed that the moderating effects are different for financial, procedural, and 
relational SCs. Specifically, the inverted U-shaped moderating effect is significant 
and most prevalent for financial SCs. Conversely, procedural SCs exert a linear 
(i.e., negative) moderating effect on the relationship between satisfaction and loy-
alty, which is in line with combined meta-analytical evidence (Blut et al., 2015).

Regarding the moderating effect of relational switching costs (RSCs), the 
existing results are less clear. Nagengast et al. (2014) found a marginally signifi-
cant inverted U-shaped moderating effect on the satisfaction-loyalty link. In con-
trast, meta-analytic evidence has shown that higher RSCs weaken the association 
between satisfaction and loyalty (Blut et al., 2015), suggesting a negative linear 
moderating effect. Thus, a considerable lack of clarity still exists as to how to 
best specify the nature of this functional form.

The lack of empirical clarity on the role of RSCs is noteworthy, in particular 
because of the growing importance of RSCs in marketing practice (e.g., Sashi, 
2012). Many examples, such as personalized product offers, individual consulta-
tion through digital platforms, and communication through social networks, are 
already widely used. Given the evolution of innovative technologies such as, for 
instance, the Internet of Things and augmented reality applications, relationship 
marketing will become even more essential in the near future.

As RSCs gain importance, it is necessary for marketing theory and practice 
to understand their role in the formation of customer loyalty. Therefore, we will 
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investigate the moderating effect of RSCs in greater depth by considering their 
two dimensions: brand relationship loss costs (BRLCs) and personal relation-
ship loss costs (PRLCs). While BRLCs are perceived as affective losses caused 
by breaking up the customer-brand relationship, PRLCs are perceived as losses 
caused by breaking up the personal relationship (friendship) with people (i.e., 
employees) of a specific company (Burnham et al., 2003; Jones et al., 2007).

By providing insights into how to manage RSCs, this in-depth study has major 
implications for retention strategies. Companies that previously had not been inter-
ested in RSCs are now re-examining their strategies. For example, Free, a major 
French telecommunications service provider, is making considerable efforts toward 
building RSCs. Initially, the company competed mainly in terms of price and did not 
engage with customers beyond simple transactions such as renewing a contract. Free 
decided to open physical stores, train sales staff, and improve customer services, 
thereby increasing its RSCs. An important question, however, is how to manage 
RSCs in a retention strategy. Specifically, how can Free consider the role of BRLCs 
and PRLCs to strengthen the satisfaction-loyalty relationship?

In addition, we re-examine the nonlinear moderating effect of OSCs. A large 
number of empirical studies have considered that OSCs moderate the relationship 
between satisfaction and loyalty in a positive or negative manner. Bringing together 
conflicting theories, Nagengast et al. (2014) found an inverted U-shaped moderating 
effect, and while their theoretical argument is crucial for academics and practition-
ers, related empirical evidence remains scarce.

In sum, our study offers the following contributions for marketing theory and 
practice. First, and in line with Nagengast et al. (2014), we show that the moderating 
effect of OSCs is nonlinear. This insight is important since the studies reported by 
Nagengast et al. (2014) were conducted in a European context, and thus, the find-
ings may not be readily transferable to other important national contexts such as the 
USA. Thus, our study enhances the generalizability of this seminal work. Satisfac-
tion is an even more important predictor of loyalty in situations characterized by an 
optimal level of OSCs. This substantiation is important since knowledge about non-
linear effects contributes to the effectiveness of SCs as a retention strategy.

Second, we clarify the inconsistent previous results concerning the moderat-
ing effect of RSCs. Specifically, this research provides a deeper understanding of 
RSCs, considering their two dimensions. We theoretically derive that BRLCs are 
classified as positive SCs, while PRLCs are classified as negative SCs. The findings 
presented here suggest that there is an optimal level of BRLC whereas increasing 
PRLCs decreases the impact of satisfaction on loyalty in a linear manner. The dis-
tinction between the two dimensions allows for the efficient allocation of resources 
when seeking to enhance loyalty. It is worth noting that our study represents the first 
attempt to examine the nonlinear moderating effect of BRLCs and PRLCs.

This paper starts by considering the moderating role of OSCs, followed by an 
assessment of RSCs (studies 1 and 2) and an investigation of the moderating role of 
the two dimensions of RSCs (study 3). We continue by outlining the theoretical and 
managerial implications of our findings. The last sections summarize the paper and 
provide an agenda for further research.
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2 � The moderating effect of switching costs

In their assessment of the role of SCs on the satisfaction-loyalty link, Nagen-
gast et  al. (2014) synthesized two opposing moderating effects. The first is an 
“amplifying effect” (positive moderating effect), suggesting that increasing SCs 
reinforce the effect of satisfaction on loyalty, mainly because of increased “stay-
ing costs” such as boredom or lack of variety (Chang & Chen, 2009; Lee et al., 
2001; Yang & Peterson, 2004). The second effect is the “lock-in effect” (negative 
moderating effect), whereby decreasing satisfaction levels will not automatically 
result in decreased loyalty if SCs are high because customers will face additional 
costs if they change their provider (Bell et al., 2005; Dick & Basu, 1994).

Nagengast et al. (2014) argued that if SCs are low, then the amplifying effect is 
stronger than the lock-in effect, and thus, increasing SCs strengthens the satisfac-
tion-loyalty link. In contrast, when SCs are high, the amplifying effect becomes 
less important, and the lock-in effect is prevalent; thus, further increases in SCs 
weaken the satisfaction-loyalty link. Hence, the combined effect has an inverted 
U-shape, which implies that the relationship between satisfaction and repurchase 
behavior will be strongest when SCs reach an optimal level. Nagengast et  al. 
(2014) found robust empirical evidence for such an inverted U-shaped moderat-
ing effect of OSCs.

Concerning RSCs, the expectation is that under low levels of RSCs, satisfied 
customers will still behave in a disloyal manner to a certain extent. Therefore, 
high satisfaction will not fully compensate for low RSCs. On the other hand, 
high RSCs will be unnecessary and lead to an inefficient allocation of marketing 
resources if satisfaction levels are high. However, if RSCs exert a linear nega-
tive moderating effect (as suggested by some studies), satisfaction and switching 
costs will compensate for each other to such an extent that high RSCs will buffer 
low levels of satisfaction, and vice versa. If RSCs are low, then high satisfaction 
levels will still lead to loyal customers, so higher investments in RSCs will not 
be absolutely essential. Hence, depending on the level of customer satisfaction, 
lower or higher RSCs can be most efficient. If customers are satisfied, then it may 
not be advantageous to make further investments in RSCs from a cost–benefit 
perspective. In contrast, if satisfaction is low, then high RSCs will still ensure 
strong customer loyalty.

Similarly, Nagengast et al. (2014) justified their nonlinear moderating effect by 
analyzing negative vs. positive SCs. This classification (negative vs. positive SCs) 
is based on “the underlying nature of constraint involved” (Jones et al., 2007, p. 
337). Specifically, SCs are considered positive when any benefit or reward from 
a current relationship is given up. Negative SCs refer to an actual loss in terms of 
time and effort, which arises if a customer switches (e.g., Nagengast et al., 2014).

In line with Nagengast et al. (2014), we consider that “positive SCs are foregone 
benefits from the current relationship when switching to a new provider, whereas 
negative SCs represent actual losses associated with the switching process” (p. 409).

The above authors argued that these types of SCs exert different moderating 
effects on the satisfaction-loyalty link. Procedural SCs are negative SCs, as they 
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denote actual losses and arise from negative sources of constraint (Jones et  al., 
2007). According to prospect theory, customers perceive even small losses as 
being substantial and painful. Hence, even low, negative SCs will prevent cus-
tomers from switching; they do not moderate the relationship between satisfac-
tion and loyalty in an inverted U-shaped manner but in a negative way.

In contrast, relational and financial SCs emerge from positive sources of con-
straints and denote forgone gains1 (Jones et al., 2007). While even small losses pre-
vent customers from switching, small forgone gains may not do so. Nagengast et al. 
(2014) therefore expected an inverted U-shaped moderating effect of positive SCs. 
However, the findings of their study showed only some directional evidence for this 
moderating effect of RSCs, thus warranting closer investigation. Clarifying the role 
of the moderating effect of RSCs will then allow us to investigate them in greater 
depth by considering their two dimensions.

2.1 � Study 1: Testing the inverted U‑shaped moderating effect of OSCs2

2.1.1 � Sample and methodology

The data for study 1 comes from a survey administered to members of a repre-
sentative panel of the US population. In order to be considered for participation, an 
individual must regularly shop at the focal retailer (“Retailer 1”). Using quota sam-
pling (Deville, 1991) a total of n = 6674 individuals were recruited. After removing 
incomplete surveys, a total of 6458 valid questionnaires remained (sample statistics 
are provided in Appendix 1).

The scales employed were adapted from prior research (see Appendix 2). In 
particular, we borrowed a two-item loyalty measure from Vogel et al. (2008) and a 
two-item overall satisfaction measure proposed by Fornell et al. (1996). The meas-
urement model was tested by assessing construct reliability and convergent and dis-
criminant validity. Appendix 3 shows that all constructs meet the generally accepted 
criteria (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). In line with Nagengast et al. (2014), the variables 
were mean-centered to improve the interpretability of the findings (Aiken & West, 
1991); and then, each latent variable was summarized by its mean score.

The distributions of the satisfaction and loyalty data were negatively skewed. 
This phenomenon is common with satisfaction surveys in competitive markets since 
existing customers often rate their focal provider favorably (Nagengast et al., 2014; 
Vogel et al., 2008). The findings reported in Appendix 1 indicate that the skewness 
(SK) values for satisfaction and loyalty are approximately − 1, which is in line with 
the acceptable levels (Darren & Mallery, 2019; Muthen & Kaplan, 1985).

1  Forgone gains refer to the potential loss of special discounts and unique benefits if a consumer 
switches from her or his current service provider to another.
2  While OSCs can be seen as a crude measure of SCs compared to the more fine‑grained operationaliza-
tion, we introduce later; given their brevity, OSCs have the advantage of being easy to administer as a 
proxy for SCs so that companies can include them in their annual customer surveys.
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2.1.2 � Empirical findings

An ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analysis was performed with customer 
loyalty as the dependent variable. In the first step, the model was estimated using the 
main effects and the linear and quadratic interaction terms of OSCs (model 1).

The results for the US retailer are presented in Table  1. Our findings reveal 
that the predictor variables explain substantial amounts of variance in the endog-
enous variable (R2 = 0.483; p < 0.001). Model 1 shows that satisfaction (b = 0.321; 
p < 0.001) and OSCs (b = 0.022; p < 0.001) have positive effects on customer loyalty. 
Moreover, the linear moderating effect of OSCs is marginally significant (b = 0.004; 
p < 0.10). Importantly, as in the study by Nagengast et al. (2014), we find an inverted 
U-shaped moderating effect of OSCs on the relationship between satisfaction and 
loyalty3 (b =  − 0.002; p < 0.05).

The results strongly confirm an inverted U-shaped moderating effect of OSCs in 
the context of a US department store retailer. Furthermore, we observe that the max-
imum influence of the OSCs’ quadratic effect is obtained when OSCs = 0.96 (Fig. 1), 

Table 1   Results of regression 
analysis (study 1)

Gender-1: Male
Note: Model errors, SK =  − .787
* p < .10
** p < .05
*** p < .01

Model 1 Model 2

b t b t

Predictor variable
Constant .023 2.249** .056 2.896***
SAT .321 57.320*** .299 51.159***
OSC .022 5.267*** .011 2.521***
OSC2  − .006  − 4.006***  − .008  − 4.763***
SAT x OSC .004 1.905* .003 1.679*
SAT x OSC2  − .002  − 2.262**  − .001  − 2.069**
Co-variables
Gender-1  − .088  − 5.472***
Gender-2 .000
Age-35–54 .041 2.003**
Age-55 and more  − .020  − .939 (n.s.)
Age-under 35 .000
Location .041 11.477***
R2 .483 .496

3  Note that our study does not use the exact same measure of loyalty as Nagengast et  al. (2014). It 
thereby offers an additional robustness check for the original study.
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that is, for a value close to the mean score. Values higher or smaller than this point 
weaken the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty. To rule out potential miss-
ing variable bias, we control for gender, age, and the perceived convenience of store 
location in the second step (model 2). Our analyses confirm the previous findings 
(see Table 1).

2.2 � Study 2: Testing the inverted U‑shaped moderating effect of RSCs

2.2.1 � Sample and methodology

We examine the moderating effect of RSCs on the relationship between satisfac-
tion and loyalty with data from the same retailer (retailer 1; n = 6458). Furthermore, 
we had access to customer data from two other large US department store retailers, 
retailer 2 (n = 4254; n = 4104 after deleting incomplete surveys; retailer 3, n = 4741; 
n = 4558 after deleting incomplete surveys) (see Appendix 1 for sample statistics4). 
Data collection was identical to the process used for retailer 1. A consumer who 
mainly shopped at retailer 1 was not necessarily familiar with retailers 2 or 3.

The measurement model was the same as in study 1 for satisfaction and loyalty; 
the items for capturing RSCs were in line with those used in prior research (see 
Appendix 2). The reliability and validity of the constructs were acceptable (Appen-
dices 2 and 3). As in study 1, variables were mean-centered, and then, summarized 
by its mean score.

2.2.2 � Empirical findings

As was done in study 1, an OLS regression analysis was performed. First, we esti-
mated the model including the main effects and the linear and quadratic interaction 
terms of RSCs (model 1). Table 2 presents the regression results for all three US 
retailers. The nonlinear model explains substantial amounts of variance in loyalty 
for all retailers (retailer 1, R2 = 0.538; p < 0.001; retailer 2, R2 = 0.504; p < 0.001; 
retailer 3, R2 = 0.505; p < 0.001). As in Nagengast et al. (2014), we found positive 
main effects of satisfaction and RSCs on loyalty.

Fig. 1   Plot between SCs and effect of satisfaction on loyalty

4  The skewness (SK) values for satisfaction and loyalty are around − 1, which is an acceptable level.
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Furthermore, we observe a significant nonlinear moderating effect of RSCs 
(retailer 1, b =  − 0.005; p < 0.001; retailer 2, b =  − 0.005; p < 0.001; retailer 3, 
b =  − 0.004; p < 0.01). We conclude that RSCs moderate the relationship between 
satisfaction and loyalty in an inverted U-shaped manner for all three US department 
stores.

To gain further insights into this finding, we plot the influence of RSCs on the 
relationships between satisfaction and loyalty for retailer 1.5

We observe that the maximum influence of RSCs’ quadratic effect is obtained for 
RSC scores close to − 4.4, that is, for values smaller than the mean scores. Second, 
we include gender, age, and the perceived convenience of store location as covari-
ates. Model 2 shows that the previous findings are confirmed (Table 2).

3 � Two‑dimensional conceptualization of RSCs

Although RSCs are typically considered positive SCs (e.g., Blut et al., 2015, 2016; 
Nagengast et  al., 2014), we propose a more nuanced view, i.e., differentiating 
between their two dimensions: brand relationship loss costs (BRLCs) and personal 
relationship loss costs (PRLCs) (Burnham et al., 2003). In doing so, our study can 
help increase the understanding of the mechanism through which RSCs moderate 
the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty.

As suggested by prior research (Blut et al., 2015), both dimensions of RSCs are 
important, as both brand and personal relationships hinder customer switching. 
BRLCs and PRLCs are created by the provider to generate additional benefits for the 
consumers for the purpose of binding them to the firm (Blut et al., 2015). Both types 
of switching costs are perceived by customers as losses due to giving up a relation-
ship with a provider. However, closer scrutiny of the two dimensions shows that they 
differ conceptually since the nature of their relationship is not the same. Specifically, 
PRLCs refer to friendship. As argued by Price and Arnould (1999), “Friendship is 
portrayed as a voluntary, personal relationship, typically providing intimacy and 
assistance, in which the two parties like each other and seek each other’s company” 
(p. 39). Thus, by friendship, customers mean that they feel a sense of intimacy with 
the employees and that these employees care about them. As a result, customers feel 
comfortable sharing their true feelings (Price & Arnould, 1999).

Building friendship requires time and effort (Rusbult, 1980) not only for employ-
ees but also for customers. This is even more difficult in service settings because 
providers and clients often come from different social environments, so they need 
to overcome their differences (Price & Arnould, 1999). Giving up a friendship 
leads to stress and negative feelings (e.g., sadness and guilt), which in turn can lead 
to increased cognitive and emotional efforts. Moreover, the time spent building a 
friendship is perceived as a significant resource. When abandoning this relationship, 
individuals sacrifice their invested resources and, thus, are faced with real losses.

5  The graphs for retailers 2 and 3 are similar.
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An important point to consider, however, is that switching is often caused by service 
failures. The negative events that occur are understood as a sign of a deeper incom-
patibility, thus challenging the foundation of the relationship (Harmeling et al., 2015) 
and leading individuals to focus even more on the sacrifices they made. Accordingly, 
PRLCs are derived mainly from negative sources of constraint, acting as negative 
switching costs.

BRLCs, conversely, describe regret or loss of comfort due to not experiencing spe-
cific benefits (e.g., prestige, status, and reputation). Customers may choose a particular 
brand, for instance, to express their social status, to communicate and share with oth-
ers through self-presentation (e.g., Swaminathan et al., 2007). If a consumer were to 
change the current provider, then it might be perceived mainly as a lost benefit to no 
longer support or interact with a specific company (Burnham et al., 2003). For exam-
ple, an Apple customer who is switching to Android may still perceive the reputation of 
Apple as prestigious and, hence, consider switching to be a loss of (reputational) brand 
benefits. Therefore, these costs arise mainly from positive sources of constraints. In this 
respect, BRLCs are classified as positive SCs, representing forgone benefits.

In sum, a loss is perceived differently depending on whether it is a loss of bene-
fits (BRLCs) or a loss primarily due to sacrifices made (time and effort) by customers 
(PRLCs).

Consistent with Nagengast et al. (2014), we argue that even low, negative SCs pre-
vent satisfied customers from switching, and thus, the amplifying effect will be under-
mined and the lock-in effect will dominate (even for low PRLCs). Therefore, we do 
not expect PRLCs to have an inverted U-shaped moderating effect on the relationship 
between satisfaction and loyalty. Instead, we expect a negative moderating effect. In 
contrast, we suppose that BRLCs have an inverted U-shaped moderating effect on the 
relationship between satisfaction and loyalty, as they constitute positive SCs.

3.1 � Study 3: Testing the moderating effect of BRLCs and PRLCs

3.1.1 � Sample and methodology

We test the above hypothesized relationships using the same retailers from our previous 
analysis (retailer 1, n = 6458; retailer 2, n = 4104; retailer 3, n = 4558). Furthermore, we 
measure BRLCs and PRLCs with established scales (see Appendix 2); all other scales 
are identical to those used previously (see Appendices 2 and 3 for details). To rule out 
potential missing variable bias, we control for gender, age, and the perceived conven-
ience of store location. We apply hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) to the pooled 
data, allowing for a random error at level 2 to account for the nested data structure.

3.1.2 � Empirical findings

The results of the multilevel model (log-likelihood =  − 11,680.994; 
AIC = 23,385.988; BIC = 23,475.723) are reported in Table  3. We find that satis-
faction, BRLCs, and PRLCs have positive effects on loyalty (b = 0.432; p < 0.01; 
b = 0.281; p < 0.01; b = 0.093; p < 0.01). Our findings further support the view that 
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BRLCs moderate the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty in an inverted 
U-shaped manner (b =  − 0.059; p < 0.01), whereas increasing PRLCs decreases the 
impact of satisfaction on loyalty in a linear manner (b =  − 0.088; p < 0.01).

Figure  1 shows that the maximum influence of the BRLCs’ quadratic effect is 
obtained when BRLCs =  − 3.5. For values higher or smaller than this optimum 
point, the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty decreases.

4 � Discussion

This study intends to shed light on the moderating effect of SCs on the satisfaction-
loyalty relationship and thereby develops genuine knowledge concerning the role of 
SCs in the customer retention process. The results of our analyses show strong evi-
dence in line with Nagengast et al. (2014) with respect to the moderating effect of 
OSCs such that an optimal level strengthens the relationship between satisfaction 
and loyalty. The robustness of these outcomes is enhanced since our measure of loy-
alty is slightly different from that used by Nagengast et al. (2014).

This statement is theoretically important and reveals that Nagengast et  al.’s 
(2014) findings are not idiosyncratic to their chosen context. Retailers often use 
switching costs as a strategy for retaining customers. However, they must be mindful 
that increasing SCs beyond an optimal level will actually weaken the satisfaction-
loyalty link.

Table 3   Results of hierarchical linear modeling (study 3)

Model 1 Model 2

B b t B b t

Satisfaction (SAT) .197 .432 35.030*** .190 .418 31.166***
Brand relationship lost 

costs (BRLC)
.170 .281 17.292*** .159 .263 14.849***

Personal relationship lost 
costs (PRLC)

.040 .093 6.987*** .035 .081 5.967***

PRLC2 .005 .031 1.907* .004 .024 1.499 (n.s.)
BRLC2 .001 .004 .276 (n.s.) .001 .002 .171 (n.s.)
SAT x BRLC  − .028  − .109  − 6.544***  − .029  − .111  − 6.964***
SAT x BRLC2  − .004  − .059  − 3.978**  − .004  − .060  − 4.077***
SAT x PRLC  − .017  − .088  − 5.554***  − .017  − .086  − 4.919***
SAT x PRLC2  − .001  − .015  − .892 (n.s.)  − .001  − .012  − .702 (n.s.)
Co-variables
Gender

.100 .058 5.631***

Age  − .017  − .014  − 1.172 (n.s.)
Location .023 .065 6.864***
Loglikelihood  − 11,680.994  − 11,601.815
AIC 23,385.988 23,233.629
BIC 23,475.723 23,345.798
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We further find that RSCs moderate the relationship between satisfaction and 
loyalty in a nonlinear way. Different from Nagengast et  al.’s (2014) findings, we 
confirm the theoretical assumption of an inverted U-shape for all three US depart-
ment stores. Thus, increasing RSCs strengthens the relationship between satisfaction 
and loyalty up to an optimal point. Beyond this point, increasing RSCs weaken this 
relationship. A balance has to be found between locking-in customers by means of 
RSCs and granting customers some freedom to choose between providers.

Based on theoretical grounds, we use a two-dimensional conceptualization of 
RSCs, which allows researchers and managers to examine this type of SC more 
finely. When customers must break a bond with a provider brand (BRLCs) or with 
an employee (PRLCs), it may result in emotional discomfort (Blut et  al., 2014). 
Our study is the first to distinguish between these two dimensions and provides evi-
dence as to how they produce different outcomes relative to their moderating effects. 
Table  3 shows that BRLCs and PRLCs directly affect loyalty. Furthermore, the 
results support the view that BRLCs moderate the relationship between satisfaction 
and loyalty in an inverted U-shaped manner, whereas increasing PRLCs decreases 
the impact of satisfaction on loyalty in a linear manner. Accordingly, it is more 
appropriate to distinguish between the two dimensions and consider their varying 
effects when developing strategies for satisfaction and SC management.

When BRLCs reach an optimal level, customer retention activities will be most 
effective, and satisfaction will directly translate into loyalty. Hence, retailers should 
aim at reaching an optimal level of BRLCs to build long-term relationships with 
their customers. This could, for instance, be achieved through branding activities on 
various channels, such as TV, social media, print advertising, and mobile devices. 
However, below-the-line activities, such as sponsorship or charitable engage-
ments, might be even more effective in fostering brand relationships. These activi-
ties should be used in moderation, however, since the conventional view is that high 
BRLC payoff levels are not adequate with respect to the satisfaction-loyalty link. 
While BRLCs beyond an optimal level may not necessarily harm a brand’s relation-
ship with a customer, the marketing budget could be spent in a more efficient way.

For PRLCs, we find a linear negative moderating effect, suggesting that when 
PRLCs increase, the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty diminishes. The 
higher the PRLCs are, the less important becomes satisfaction as a driver of loyalty. 
Strengthening PRLCs will support customer loyalty and make customer satisfaction 
less crucial. Retailers have various possibilities for building PRLCs. First, frontline 
employees play an important role. Having a personal relationship with salespeople 
will increase PRLCs and, thus, customer loyalty. Our results suggest that even if cus-
tomers are not fully satisfied with a retailer, their friendships with sales employees 
may prevent them from switching. It is worth noting that employees will be more 
likely to interact with customers and create friendships (Price & Arnould, 1999) if 
they are happy at work. Second, personalized product offers provide the possibility 
to communicate with customers on a personal level and strengthen PRLCs. Send-
ing personalized product suggestions or discounts (e.g., based on stated preferences 
or past purchase behaviors) can enhance relationships with customers and support 
increases in PRLCs. Third, social media offers vast possibilities for communicat-
ing with customers on a personal level. For example, retailers can provide personal 

304 Marketing Letters (2022) 33:293–310



1 3

content through social media, such as introducing new employees, providing infor-
mation about their CEO, or asking their customers for feedback on new products.

Returning to our example, as direct and regular interactions between employees 
and customers are likely to develop into relationships between the two parties, Free, 
the telecommunications service provider, decided to open physical stores and invest 
in staff training. When employees are well trained, well supported, and empow-
ered, they are able to develop genuine human contact. Doing that requires addi-
tional investments in employees, but these investments might pay off as they will 
have consequences on the satisfaction-loyalty link: Even short-term decreases in the 
customer satisfaction level (i.e., through service failure) can be buffered by PRLCs. 
Furthermore, the company has increased its investments in BRLCs (e.g., expand-
ing its brand community on Facebook and aiming at sustainable development). In 
their resource allocation decisions, managers should consider that an optimal level 
of BRLCs will provide a better payoff. Aside from focusing on SCs, it is important 
to note that high levels of customer satisfaction should still remain a key objective. 
Otherwise, dissatisfied customers will switch as soon as SCs decrease.

5 � Limitations and future research

As with all empirical research, this study is subject to certain limitations. First, the 
research context was limited to US retail department stores. Therefore, it is unclear 
whether the patterns detected here can be generalizable to other sectors or countries. 
Future research is needed to address this gap.

Second, the present study used cross-sectional data. It would be of great interest 
for researchers and managers to use longitudinal research designs since customer 
perceptions of SCs may evolve over time. This would also address the potential bias 
of demand artifacts caused by unobservable fixed effects at the individual customer 
level.

Third, future research should revisit the original scales used by Nagengast et al. 
(2014) to measure BRLCs and PRLCs. In particular, the aspect of “potential losses” 
could be captured better. To measure customer satisfaction, we used a “short” scale, 
which is not a concern in our case given the sample size. We acknowledge that more 
comprehensive measures for this concept should be employed in future research. 
To provide a deeper understanding regarding the moderating effects of BRLCs and 
PRLCs, it would also be interesting to consider the different dimensions of customer 
loyalty.

Forth, given the limitation of our data, future research should investigate how 
various aspects of the customer experience are related directly and indirectly (via 
satisfaction) to loyalty. Examining the moderating role of customer experience on 
the satisfaction-loyalty link would also offer a more complete assessment of this 
relationship.

Furthermore, we suggest including more control variables to account for poten-
tial customer heterogeneity. Another useful extension would be to examine other 
possible nonlinear moderating effects of SCs on the satisfaction-loyalty link. The 
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empirical literature has paid very little attention to these functional forms; therefore, 
we encourage further research in this field.

6 � Conclusions

The current knowledge is scarce in providing evidence for academics and managers 
regarding the nonlinear moderating effect of SCs in general and RSCs in particular. 
Given the importance of these constructs, combined with some inconclusive results 
from prior research, further insights into their moderating effect on the satisfaction-
loyalty relationship are paramount. Our study is an important building block of 
knowledge, as it contributes to our understanding of one of the most important rela-
tionships in marketing.

Appendix 1

Summary statistics.

Retailer 1 Retailer 2 Retailer 3

Gender (%)
Male 45 49 46
Female 55 51 54
Age (%)
 < 45 43 41 40
45–64 48 49 50
 ≥ 65 9 10 10
Convenient locations
Average 7.12 7.52 6.93
SD 2.44 2.37 2.49

A note on sampling: The survey was administered to members of a representative panel of the US popu-
lation. Using quota sampling, a total of 15,669 individuals were recruited. Shopping mainly at one of the 
three retailers was considered eligibility criteria to participate in the study (retailer 1, n = 6674; retailer 2, 
n = 4254; retailer 3, n = 4741). After deleting incomplete surveys, a total of 15,120 valid questionnaires 
were obtained (retailer 1, n = 6458; retailer 2, n = 4104; retailer 3, n = 4558).
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Asymmetry.

Retailer 1 Retailer 2 Retailer 3

Loyalty  − 1.15  − 0.91
Skewness  − 0.97
Satisfaction
Skewness  − 0.74  − 0.80  − 0.68
OSCs
Skewness 0.32 - -
RSCs
Skewness  − 0.04  − 0.12  − 0.05

Appendix 2

Scale origins.

Customer satisfaction (Fornell et al., 1996)
Overall satisfaction (SAT1)
Meet expectations (SAT2)
Overall switching costs (Nagengast et al., 2014; Ping, 1993)
It would take a lot of time and effort to switch to another retailer (OSC1)
In general, it would be a hassle to change retailers (OSC2)
Customer loyalty (Mittal et al., 1998; Vogel et al., 2008)
Six months from now, how likely are you to still be shopping at (retailer)? (CL1)
How likely would you be to recommend (retailer) to friends and colleagues? (CL2)
Relational switching costs (Nagengast et al., 2014)
Brand relationship loss costs
Changing my current retailer will make me uncomfortable since…
I like my retailer’s image (BRLC1)
I support the retailer as a firm (BRLC2)
I do not care about the brand/company name of the retailer I use. (r) (BRLC3)
Personal relationship loss costs
Switching to another retailer will be painful for me since…
I have developed a personal friendship with at least one employee at this retailer (PRLC1)
I have a somewhat personal relationship with at least one employee at this retailer (PRLC2)
I am friends with at least one employee at this retailer (PRLC3)
At least one employee is familiar to me personally (PRLC4)
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