Insult me and get my attention

By Paul A. Herbig

In some cases offending a customer can actually reinvigorate flagging consumer interest and loyalty. A Harvard team of researchers  held  a two-month field experiment allowing consumers to form relationships with an online photographic service brand called Captura Photography Services. Two personalities were created for the brand: One that was "sincere." Think classic and sincere in terms of a Hallmark, Ford, or Coca-Cola. The other was "exciting." Think energetic, irreverent and cool in terms of a YAHOO!, Virgin, or MTV.

The 48 "customers" interacted with the branded service one to three times each week over two months. Then, the academics pulled a rather nasty trick on half of the participants in each group. The "customers" were told that an employee had accidentally erased their on-line pictures. Apologies were sent out two days later when online photo albums were restored.

The findings: The "sincere" brand forged stronger bonds with consumers than the "exciting" brand--until the photos were lost. "The transgression did remarkable damage to the sincere brand," say the researchers. And even after the apology and the recovery, the sincere brand failed to show significant signs of recovery.

But here's the counterintuitive surprise: After the apology and recovery, consumers who used the "exciting" brand saw their relationship take an upturn. The relationship became more permanent in the participants' mind And, the event allowed trust, accountability, and responsibility to be established for the first time. In this sense, the transgression operated as a mains of reinvigorating the exciting brand relationship.

Trust is much heralded in marketing, but it has a downside. When trust is violated--as it often is in long-standing relationships--particularly those established with a sincere, warm and honest partner--it can be devastating. So be aware of the type of brand partner you are, the type of relationship you are helping to create, and the expectations that are being set in the consumer's mind.
Phishing, hacking, spamming, hijacking -- the vocabulary of cyber fraud

is expanding by the minute. And especially in light of the recent

high-profile security breaches at LexisNexus, Retail Ventures, and

ChoicePoint Services, it's little wonder that consumer mistrust is

growing. "A person with a five- to six-year online tenure today has a

lower level of confidence in the Internet as a trusted channel than a

person with three to four years' tenure had in 2001," Forrester

Researchanalyst Jonathan Penn writes in a recent report.

Marketers have a lot to do to restore consumers' trust, beginning with

understanding what they expect in terms of security. (By the way,

security itself is a big marketing opportunity -- you stand to gain a

competitive advantage by marketing your site's security the same way

that cars, for example, are marketed for safety features like anti-lock

brakes and side airbags, according to the report.) Penn notes that

consumers don't call specifically for security but for assurances

regarding their identity, use of their personal information, service,

and privacy. 

Lack of proper authentication is a serious weakness that hackers pounce

on gleefully. Most merchants approve key events such as a change of

address or the opening of a new account without stringent

authentication. Passwords are no longer sufficient protection against

cyber crime. The preferred authentication methods that Forrester

suggests include validation services supplied by credit reporting

firms,one-time password tokens, and "smart" cards.

Customers that trust you will return time and again. Trust must be earned.

