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ABSTRACT 

 

While marketing firms, and the related marketing literature, have devoted a great deal of attention 

to the cultivation of relationships between companies or organizations and their 

consumers/supporters, the issue of relationship dissolution has been largely neglected by 

comparison.  The present study is an attempt to address this neglect by bringing into focus certain 

factors that may contribute to the dissolution of strong relationships between organizations and 

their supporters.  In particular, this study will examine gender differences in the dissolution of 

such relationships. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

hile marketing firms, and the attendant marketing literature, have devoted a great deal of attention 

to the cultivation of relationships between companies or organizations and their 

consumers/supporters, the issue of relationship dissolution has been largely neglected by 

comparison (Perrin-Martinenq, 2004; Rees and Gardner, 2003; Rowley and Dawes, 2000).  The present study is an 

attempt to address this neglect by bringing into focus certain factors that may contribute to the dissolution of strong 

relationships between organizations and their supporters.  In particular, this study will examine gender differences 

and their role in the dissolution of such relationships. 

 

The notion that women are more likely than men to view certain questionable business practices as 

unethical has received considerable support both in the popular press and in academic circles.  Indeed, many studies, 

as well as a review of 66 studies (Franke et al, 1997), have found evidence for the claim that women are more likely 

to make ethical decisions than men (Bendall-Lyon and Powers, 2002; Glover, 2002; Kelly, 1990; Petty and Hill, 

1994; Sankaran and Bui, 2003).   However, such differences as a function of gender have not been uniformly 

supported by the literature.   Specifically, in a recent cross-cultural study involving six countries, gender did not 

prove to be a significant predictor of consumers’ reactions to various unethical consumer behavior scenarios 

(Babakus et al, 2004).  Similarly, gender was not found to have an impact on the moral reasoning process that 

predicted intention to act in an ethical dilemma (Izraeli and Jaffe, 2000).  The present study attempts to reexamine 

the controversial issue of gender differences within the context of business ethics and relationship dissolution by 

comparing the intended relationship behavior of males versus females as a function of changes in an organization’s 

purported values and ethical behavior.  

 

In order to understand the threats that can unravel a strong relationship between and organization and its 

supporters, we will draw upon theories of social identity and organizational identification as described in a recently 

proposed conceptual framework (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2003). The authors argue that strong identification with a 

company or organization derives from the relationship’s ability to help satisfy some of the consumers’ or supporters’ 

vital self-definitional needs. In the process of constructing their identities, people self-categorize themselves in part 

by identifying with a company or organization that provides a good match with their own defining characteristics 

such as personality, values, and demographics (Ashford and Mael, 1989; Dutton, Dukerich and Harquail, 1994; 

Pratt, 1998). People’s self-definitional needs, which include the need for self-enhancement (satisfied in part by 
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identifying with prestigious companies or organizations); the need for self-distinctiveness (satisfied in part by 

identifying with companies or organizations that are distinctive and unique on dimensions that the consumer values), 

and the need for self-continuity (the need to express more completely their particular traits and values), are satisfied 

to some degree through this relationship with the company. 

 

Based on this model of identification with an organization, and with particular reference to relationship 

dissolution, we designed a study to test the reactions of consumers/supporters when confronted with certain 

situations that we expected to have a destabilizing effect on their strong identification with an organization. In 

particular, we examined the role of gender in these circumstances. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

To ensure that the sample used for this study consisted of consumers who were highly identified with the 

company, we selected study participants from the population of members of a nonprofit organization, in this case, a 

public radio station in a large metropolitan area. These radio station members can be considered strongly identified 

with the organization by virtue of their behavior; that is, they had voluntarily chosen to pay the station membership 

fee when, in fact, they could have received access to the radio station’s broadcasts for free. Similarly, it has been 

argued elsewhere that membership in nonprofit organizations (such as museums, theatres, and universities) is an 

appropriate basis for studying company or organization identification (Bhattacharya, Rao, and Glynn, 1995).   

 

We selected the sample based on a probabilistic sampling technique known as systematic sampling, using 

the list of current station members provided by the radio station as our sampling frame. The radio station members 

were interviewed by telephone.  

 

We took two separate measures of the members’ satisfaction levels with the station. In addition, we 

measured station members’ likelihood to renew their membership a) under current conditions, b) when shared values 

were diminished, and c) when the ethical integrity of the radio station had been compromised, as described below. 

 

Demographic information was collected for the entire sample, covering the gender, education, income, and age of 

respondents, as well as other background information. There was a nearly even break in the number of male and 

female respondents, and the sample proved to be a highly educated one. 

 

HYPOTHESES 

 

Loss Of Shared Values 

 

We presented our study participants with two hypothetical situations, both of which were designed to 

present a challenge to our participants’ strongly held identification with the radio station. In the first scenario, 

consumers were asked for their reaction to a situation in which the radio station, with which they were known to 

identify strongly, accepted financial backing from a company said to behave ethically but support causes not in 

agreement with the radio station member’s values.  We hypothesized that this scenario, which represented a 

significant loss of shared values with the radio station and a concomitant loss of satisfaction of the station members’ 

self-definitional needs, would lead the study participants to experience a rather negative reaction and to report a 

significantly increased likelihood to dissolve their relationship with the company (as measured by likelihood to 

renew membership on a five-point scale). Furthermore, we expected this negative change in attitude toward 

membership renewal to be greater among women than men. 

 

Lapse In Ethical Integrity 

 

The second scenario was designed to represent a more extreme case of the loss of shared values in the form 

of a lapse in ethical integrity.  Study participants were asked for their reactions to a scenario in which the radio 

station, with which they were known to identify strongly, had accepted financial backing from a company that had 

engaged in some unethical practices.  We hypothesized that, in accordance with the Bhattacharya and Sen (2003) 
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framework, consumers would be even more likely than in the first scenario to report a significantly increased 

intention to dissolve their relationship with the company (as measured by their likelihood to renew their membership 

on a five-point scale). This scenario, in which the company’s ethical integrity had been compromised, can be 

considered a clear breach of the “zone of tolerance” (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2003). We also hypothesized that 

women would be more inclined than men to pull back their support for the radio station, i.e. to express a more 

sharply diminished likelihood to renew their membership. 

 

RESULTS 

 

We took a baseline measure of the respondents’ likelihood to renew their yearly membership as an 

indication of customer loyalty. The results revealed an extremely high level of likelihood to renew.  When viewed 

separately for men and women, the mean likelihood to renew was 4.20 for the men (on a five-point scale, with 5 

being Very likely to renew) and 4.56 for the women, a significant difference (p < .05). These results demonstrate 

that the women in this sample have a stronger intent to continue their relationship with the organization than the 

men, though both groups show a very strong intent on a five-point scale. We also took two different measures of 

satisfaction of members with the radio station (satisfaction with the way the radio station has treated its members, 

and the way the radio station has used its revenues from membership fees).  Both measures found the members to be 

a highly satisfied group.   

 

After establishing a baseline for likelihood to renew, we tested to see how likely respondents would be to 

renew their membership in two hypothetical scenarios.  In one scenario, designed to test reaction to a loss in shared 

values with the radio station, we asked the respondents to use a five-point scale to rate their likelihood to renew their 

membership.  Overall, when compared with their baseline likelihood to renew their membership, the respondents 

reported a significantly lower likelihood to renew their memberships if they were to experience a loss of shared 

values, and an even lower likelihood to renew if an unethical company were to provide financial backing for the 

organization.  

 

In the scenario designed to test reaction to a loss in shared values with the radio station, the women’s mean 

decline from the baseline measure in likelihood to renew was 1.35, while that of the men was .70; the difference 

between the two means was significant (p = .01). In the other scenario, in which a company that has engaged in 

some unethical practices became a financial backer of the radio station, female station members’ mean likelihood to 

renew their membership declined significantly more than that of the male station members (1.96 versus 1.23; p < 

.01).  An examination of the change scores showed important differences between the male and female station 

members with regard to the role of ethical integrity in determining customer support. That is, initial support of the 

organization was found to diminish significantly when the organization’s values changed from those of its 

supporters, and when its ethical integrity was compromised.  This effect was more pronounced among the women in 

the study.   

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Differences related to gender that emerged in the results of this study suggest a heightened reactivity 

among women both to a loss of shared values with an organization and to lapses in an organization’s ethical 

behavior. Specifically, intention to continue to support the radio station through membership renewal was found to 

erode more seriously among women than among men not only when the ethical standards of the organization were 

compromised, but even when members experienced a diminished sense of shared values.  Thus, the results call 

attention to the importance that female supporters attach to their identification with an organization in terms of that 

organization’s values and ethical integrity.  Even highly satisfied female supporters of an organization are likely to 

withdraw support (to a greater degree than their male counterparts) if their identification with the organization is 

diminished because the organization’s ethical integrity is compromised, and even if they experience a loss in shared 

values with the organization.   

 

These findings concur with many of the studies on gender differences in business ethics, which have found 

that women hold business activities to a higher ethical standard than men.  While in some studies such gender 
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differences have proven to be attenuated or not present under certain circumstances, the gender differences that 

emerged here must be seriously considered. 
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