
     

150  Rutgers Business Review  Spring 2017  
  
 

Social Exclusion Stimulates Product and 
Brand Switching 
 
 
 
Lei Su 
Hong Kong Baptist University 
 
Yuwei Jiang  
Hong Kong Polytechnic University 
 
Zhansheng Chen 
University of Hong Kong 
 
C. Nathan DeWall  
University of Kentucky 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
The days of complete customer loyalty are over, and understanding consumer 
switching behavior is a new horizon in retailing and branding. In our recent 
work, we examine whether social exclusion—being ignored or rejected in social 
interactions—has a significant effect on consumers’ switching behavior.1 

Specifically, we demonstrate that consumers exhibit an increased tendency to 
switch brands and product choices after experiencing social exclusion. 
 
 
 

Understanding consumer switching behavior is becoming increasingly 
important in retailing and branding.2 Brand loyalty has hit new depths, which 
presents risks and opportunities for those managing consumer products.3 
According to a recent survey of 23,665 consumers in 34 countries, the 
“switching economy,” characterized by the revenue companies have lost due 
to increased switching rates, has swollen to $5.9 trillion for companies 
globally (i.e., a 29% increase since 2010), with $1.3 trillion in the U.S. alone.4 
Our recent research examines whether consumers who feel socially excluded 
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are more likely to switch to a different product or brand, given the 
opportunity to do so.5  

Social exclusion is something all people have felt during their lives, and it 
is part of human nature to want to belong to a group.6-8 However, does this 
strong and meaningful human desire affect brand loyalty? For example, 
would a person who has just experienced a divorce be more likely to switch 
to a different restaurant than the one he or she normally frequents? We 
conducted five studies, and the results demonstrated that individuals who 
experienced social exclusion engaged in more switching behavior. This effect 
diminished, however, if the original product was a source of social 
connectedness. 

In our first study, we uncovered the relationship between social exclusion 
and switching behavior by linking survey and archival data. We had a group 
of university students complete a survey about their social media use. We 
then retrieved information about their daily lunch routines. The data 
consisted of contactless electronic payment records, the primary method of 
payment at this university, and details on which canteen or restaurant the 
student visited on campus each day for the previous three months. We found 
that the students who had fewer social media friends or joined fewer chat 
groups were more likely to switch to a different canteen or restaurant from 
the one they had visited the day before.  

In another study conducted in a lab setting, the participants experienced 
social exclusion through a computer ball-tossing game (dubbed “Cyberball” 
by psychologists). Afterwards, they were given the opportunity to switch to a 
different free gift than the one they had chosen earlier (a refrigerator 
magnet). We observed that the socially excluded participants were more 
likely than their included counterparts to switch to a different gift when 
presented with the option. 

Why does this happen? Our third and fourth studies have indicated that 
social exclusion results in the loss of an individual’s control, that is, the sense 
one has of his or her ability to exert influence on or master his or her 
environment. This is quite understandable, as being rejected or ostracized by 
others leads to an inability to influence others in social activities, which 
impairs perceptions of control. From an evolutionary perspective, control is 
an important factor associated with survival. Subsequently, people are 
motivated to find ways to boost their sense of control after being socially 
excluded, a journey we refer to as “control restoration.” Meanwhile, we argue 
that a sense of control can be restored by the decision to switch when faced 
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with a choice between “staying with the status quo” or “switching to another 
brand/company.” Switching to a different brand provides apparent and 
salient evidence of the consumer’s mastery of his or her environment. It also 
provides the consumer with a different option, such that he or she has an 
alternative and thus is not constrained by his or her environment. Both of 
these factors boost the consumer’s sense of control. Taken together, we 
conclude that social exclusion results in a decreased sense of control, which 
motivates people to use switching to restore their sense of control. The 
results of studies 3 and 4 perfectly explain such “control restoration” 
mechanism for the observed effect in our studies 1 and 2.  

Our last study indicated that the switching behavior among excluded 
people was weakened or disappeared when their previous choices allowed 
them to fit into a certain group. For example, people are less likely to switch 
to another gym, even after being socially excluded, if their peers go to the 
same gym. This indicates the importance of the effect of social connectedness 
on brand and product switching.  

Our results have important managerial implications. Marketers should be 
aware of and use consumers’ desire to be socially connected as a significant 
opportunity to draw them toward particular brands. Our research suggests 
that excluded participants pursue new products in an effort to re-establish 
control. Consequently, socially excluded people represent an opportunity to 
expand market share in saturated markets. For example, a recent survey 
conducted by J.D. Power and Associates revealed that consumers switch 
banks mainly due to two life circumstances: divorce and moving to another 
city.9 Given that divorce and moving prompt feelings of social exclusion and 
are both associated with significant losses in existing social connections,10,11 
the current research should provide marketers with a possible focal point for 
managing switching behavior. Our research shows that marketing efforts 
that focus on events that socially exclude consumers can be effective. 

Identifying and focusing on life events that precipitate social exclusion, 
such as moving to a different city or leaving a partner, can provide a 
marketing edge when trying to attract customers. Excluded consumers are 
seeking to assert control and mastery through consumer acts such as brand 
switching. Many of these acts have an annual cycle, with people switching 
jobs and moving around the New Year as they re-evaluate their lives. Thus, a 
marketing campaign built around switching and controlling the 
environment, implemented in this timeframe, could be a successful way to 
gain new customers.  
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Consumers’ feelings of social exclusion can also be triggered by a mix of 
marketing tools, such as being rejected as a VIP member or (un)intentionally 
ignored by a salesperson or service representative. Our research shows that 
social exclusion leads to a drive to reassert control over the environment. 
Thus, marketing tools that trigger social exclusion may increase brand 
switching. Motivation to control the environment provides companies with 
opportunities to influence customers’ temporary feelings of having a social 
connection, and to strategically manage their switching behavior. Companies 
desperately seeking new customers may want to induce feelings of loneliness 
in consumers, or tap into their past experiences of social exclusion through 
marketing communications (e.g., AT&T’s “Loneliness” campaign and the 
McDonald’s “Lonely Hearts” advertisement). Our research suggests these 
campaigns may be most successful at drawing people away from other brands 
in an effort to assert their control. 

Our findings also suggest that marketers should consider providing more 
products and services to people with lower socioeconomic statuses. People 
with fewer financial resources tend to experience more social exclusion, and 
may therefore be inclined to switch products or brands more frequently, 
making them a prime group to focus on. Furthermore, offering a wider 
variety of services and products reduces the chances of the excluded 
customer purchasing another brand. Apple followed this strategy by offering 
a low-end model of the iPhone (iPhone 5C) as an alternative to the much 
more expensive iPhone 5 and 5S, and was rewarded with booming sales 
because it gave people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds the chance to 
afford an iPhone. 

Companies who wish to keep their customers loyal and prevent them 
from switching can also work to make their products incite feelings of social 
connection. Our results suggest that a brand associated with a group is less 
susceptible to the brand switching behavior of socially excluded people. 
Products with a strong aspect of social connectedness, that is, products that 
either provide a group identity or encompass some group aspect, are less 
susceptible to the effects outlined in our results. A well-known example is 
the integration of online gaming and social media into gaming consoles such 
as the Xbox, PlayStation and Wii brands. This principle is at the core of the 
hospitality industry. These social and group aspects of a product reinforce 
consumers’ sense of social connectedness. Developing a brand as a source of 
social connectedness makes socially excluded consumers less likely to switch 
from it. 
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These efforts can be doubled for consumers facing difficulties or at risk of 
social exclusion. For example, university graduates may find themselves in a 
position where their old social connections have been broken as friends move 
away and lives change. Marketing promotions and materials could focus on 
these groups at critical periods to reduce the likelihood of switching. Product 
and brand engagement can emphasize not only the advantages or the 
message of the product/brand, but also the social connections offered. Such 
efforts may reduce the likelihood of customers switching from a particular 
brand to assert control over their environment. 

To conclude, socially excluded people are more likely to pursue new 
products or brands, unless their original product was a source of social 
connectedness. Marketers should be aware of social exclusion as a driver of 
product switching. This poses both an opportunity and a risk. Marketers can 
more easily get customers to switch by positioning their brands and products 
in ways that appeal to socially excluded people seeking to reassert their sense 
of control. Socially excluded customers are more susceptible to brand 
switching, a risk that can be managed by positioning one’s product or brand 
as a source of social connectedness.  
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