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Abstract 
In this paper, we investigate the effect of affective and calculative commitment on 
customer loyalty. More specifically, we examine whether these different types of 
commitment provide a stronger or weaker protection against critical incidents caused 
by the favourite company and positive switching incentives offered by competitive 
companies. We find that the difference in effect crucially depends on the seriousness of 
the event and the length of the planning horizon. Differences become more pronounced 
when the event has more far-reaching or long term consequences. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Over the past few years, attracting and maintaining loyal customers may have become more 
difficult and easier at the same time. On the one hand, there is the intensified competition 
(globalization and liberalization) and changing buying behaviour (for instance, increased price 
and promotion sensitivity). For many companies and industries, this has led to a general 
decline in customer loyalty. On the other hand, there is the evolution in information 
technology which has enabled companies to collect individual level purchase data, track down 
customers’ purchase histories and get a better insight into buying behaviour patterns and their 
underlying factors (Buckinx & Van den Poel, 2005). In combination with the wide variety of 
instruments that have become available to target customers on a more direct and personal 
basis, this has opened up new opportunities to develop marketing programs that are aimed at 
stimulating customer loyalty. 
 
These loyalty incentives are often bundled in comprehensive loyalty reward programs. The 
best-known examples include frequent-flier programs offered by airlines, frequent-guest 
programs offered by hotels, and frequent-shopper programs offered by supermarkets (Kim, 
Shi & Srinivasan, 1997). The aim of these loyalty reward programs is to increase relationship 
durations and usage levels by providing several types of rewards for loyal purchase behaviour 
(Anderson, Claes, & Lehmann, 1994; Reichheld & Sasser, 1990). These rewards can be of a 
financial (e.g. points redeemable for prizes or discounts) or more service related nature 
(Byung-Do, Mengze, & Kannan, 2001). Frequent-flyer programs of airline companies, for 
instance, reward their loyal customers by offering extra miles which can be used for a free 
ticket or ticket discount. In addition, loyal customers may obtain preferential treatment in the 
form of booking assistance, separate check-in points and lounge access. 
 
While the use of these loyalty incentives and more comprehensive loyalty reward programs 
has become widespread, several authors have questioned their effectiveness (see e.g. Nunes, 
& Dreze, 2006; Lal & Bell 2003; Bolton, Kannan, & Bramlett, 2000; O’Brien & Jones, 1995; 
Sharp & Sharp, 1997). For one, as a result of a kind of self-selection process, customers who 
are already loyal to the product/service are more likely to become a member of loyalty 
programs and/or to receive loyalty rewards. These loyalty incentives may therefore more 
easily lead to subsidization of current buyers than that they convince new customers to 
become loyal buyers of the product or service (Leenheer, van Heerde, Bijmolt, & Smidts, 
2004). Secondly, even for less loyal or new buyers, the question remains whether these 
loyalty incentives and reward programs really contribute to customer loyalty or only stimulate 
repeat purchasing. As indicated by Dowling and Uncles (1997), loyalty incentives and reward 
programs may only encourage customers to spend more or bribe them to buy again. 
 
The distinction between true loyalty and mere repeat purchasing is especially important when 
customers are confronted with incentives to switch to another alternative (see e.g. Gustafsson, 
Johnson, & Roos, 2005). Besides changes in customer related situational variables, these 
incentives or ‘triggers’ may consist of a service failure caused by the own company (negative 
incentive or critical incident, see Gustafsson et al.; Van Doorn & Verhoef, 2007) or an 
attractive offer from a competitive company (positive switching incentive). The major reason 
why true loyalty and repeat purchasing may lead to different types of reactions is that the 
tendency to repurchase the product or service is based on different types of commitment. True 
loyalty is usually based on affective commitment, resulting from a high degree of satisfaction 
with and a prominent positive attitude towards the product or service. It may for this reason 
create a kind of goodwill to accept company failures and to resist competitive offers. 
Calculative commitment on the other hand is mainly based on expected rewards. As explained 



in more detail below, this may lead to a more rational decision process, where a trade-off is 
made between the advantages of staying with the company (the value of expected rewards) 
and the advantages of switching to another product/service (immediate rewards, such as 
promotional price reductions offered by a competitive firm). 
 
Previous research mainly focused on the effect of negative events caused by the own 
company, the question whether strong commitment also provides the same protection against 
competitors’  switching incentives received much less attention (Gustafsson et al., 2005; Van 
Doorn & Verhoef, 2007). In addition, most studies which examined customer reactions to 
switching incentives did not explicitly make a distinction between the effect of affective and 
calculative commitment. The objective of this paper is to provide a better insight into these 
issues by (i) investigating the impact of different types of critical incidents (CI) ànd 
competitive switching incentives (SI), (ii) examining to what extent different types of 
commitment provide a real switching barrier by reducing the sensitivity towards CI as well as 
competitive SI, (iii) investigating to what extent the different types of commitment can 
provide ‘protection’  against weaker as well as more stronger switching triggers. 
 
 
2. Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses 
 
In line with the general literature on customer loyalty, we start from the assumption that loyal 
buying behaviour crucially depends on the customer’ s degree of commitment to the product 
or service. Moorman, Desphande and Zaltman (1993) define commitment as an enduring 
desire to maintain the relationship. Commitment is therefore an important construct in the 
long-term direction of a relationship. Like Gundlach, Achrol, and Mentzer (1995) and 
Gustafsson et al. (2005), we make a distinction between affective and calculative 
commitment. Affective commitment is a more emotional factor that is based on a positive 
attitude towards the company and the development of a feeling of reciprocity and personal 
involvement with the company (Gustafsson et al.; Garbarino & Johnson, 1999; Morgan & 
Hunt, 1994). Calculative commitment is a more rational, economic-based dependence on 
product benefits and financial rewards (Gustafsson et al.; Anderson & Weitz, 1992; Dwyer, 
Schurr, & Oh, 1987; Heide & John, 1992). While one type of commitment does not exclude 
the other, previous research has demonstrated that there is no clear overlap either (see 
Geyskens, Steenkamp, Scheer, & Kumar, 1996). In other words, while some customers may 
be committed to the product or service based on affective ànd calculative motivations, only 
one of both motives may play a predominant role for other customers. 
Yet, in general, we expect that both types of commitment will have a positive effect on 
behavioural loyalty. In the case of affective commitment this is based on satisfaction with the 
product or service and a general positive attitude, in the case of calculative commitment the 
tendency to repurchase the same product or service is based on the expected reward and, 
hence, the loss that a switch to another product or service would entail. In both cases, there 
are clear switching barriers or costs, be it of a different nature (loss in product or service 
utility, loss of reward) (Klemperer, 1987; Gustafsson et al., 2005). 
 
Changes in the product offer and reward schemes may affect these switching costs, and hence, 
the probability that customers will remain loyal to the product or service. In what follows, we 
focus on changes that may weaken existing switching barriers and in this way, have a 
negative effect on customer loyalty. A distinction is made between different types of events 
based on the following three dimensions or characteristics: (i) the initiator of the event, where 
a distinction is made between the current company (service failure or critical incidents) and 
competitive companies (positive switching incentives), (ii) the relationship to the product or 



service, where a distinction is made between intrinsic product/service characteristics and 
extrinsic characteristics such as price changes, and (iii) the consequences for the customer, 
where a distinction is made between minor and major events (see next section for examples). 
While each of these events may have a negative effect on customer loyalty in general, we 
expect that the strength of the effect may depend on the type of commitment for the following 
reasons. 
 
First, as indicated in previous research on the effect of loyalty programs, calculative 
commitment does not really create loyalty towards the company and its products/services but 
rather loyalty to the program (Dowling & Uncles, 1997). A major reason for this is that the 
received advantages are often extrinsic to the product/service and easy to exchange for similar 
advantages offered by competitive firms. For these reasons, we expect that calculative 
commitment will provide a weaker switching barrier against positive competitive incentives, 
especially when they are based on similar extrinsic rewards (rather than product/service 
advantages) that attempt to bind customers to the company.  
 
Secondly, when making a trade-off between the advantages and disadvantages of switching to 
another product/service, affective and calculative committed customers may evaluate the 
results from a different perspective. Affective commitment is based on satisfaction and a 
whole stream of positive product/service experiences in the past. As a result, it can be 
expected that negative events or positive competitive incentives will not be evaluated in 
isolation, but from a longer term perspective. In contrast, calculative commitment is more 
often based on the reward customers expect to receive at a particular future point in time. The 
trade-off that has to be made is that between losing the reward on the one hand and immediate 
returns from switching to an alternative product or service on the other hand. Compared to the 
long-term advantages leading to affective commitment, the outcome of the trade-off may for 
this reason much more depend on the importance of the event. More specifically, we expect 
that - while affective and calculative commitment may provide a similar protection for minor 
events - affective commitment will provide a much stronger protection against major events. 
 
For similar reasons, we also expect that the differences in effect of both types of commitment 
will be more pronounced in the long term than in the short term. While calculative 
commitment may be a reason to stay loyal until the reward has been received, it may also be a 
reason to re-evaluate the relationship at that point. On the contrary, when customers decide to 
remain loyal out of a high degree of affective commitment, this is based on long-term 
satisfaction and (unless the service failure or positive incentive holds on) there is no clear 
reason to re-evaluate the situation after a longer period of time.  
 
 
3. Data and Methodology 
 
For the empirical analysis, we focus on the airline industry, which comprises low as well as 
high service companies and was also one of the pioneers in offering loyalty reward programs. 
The choice process of a specific airline company can for this reason be expected to depend on 
a wide variety of factors (price as well as service related characteristics) and be driven by 
different types of commitment (affective versus calculative commitment). In addition, we 
focus attention on the B2B sector. Business travellers are more likely to fly more frequently 
and in this way have the possibility to build up a certain level of commitment. 
 
Data were collected by means of a survey, which enabled to collect purchase intention as well 
as customer characteristics and attitudinal data. Business travellers were intercepted in the 



security zones of three airports before embarking the airplane and were asked to participate in 
the survey. At this time, a total of 177 questionnaires have been filled in. Additional surveys 
will be distributed in the coming weeks. The survey contained questions on general customer 
characteristics, airline usage and company perceptions, and two scales measuring the 
customer’ s affective and calculative commitment towards the favourite airline company 
(based on the scales of Gustafsson et al., 2005; Geyskens et al., 1996; Kumar, Hibbard, & 
Stern, 1994). In addition, we included a measure of short and long term customer loyalty 
(repurchase intention for the next flight to the same destination, share-of-wallet for the 
following flights to similar destinations) (as in Verhoef, 2003). 
 
Next, to test the effect of commitment on the reaction to critical incidents caused by the own 
company or positive incentives offered by competitive companies, respondents were 
confronted with different scenarios. Each scenario described a different type of event based 
on the dimensions described above (own versus competitive company, intrinsic versus 
extrinsic changes, minor versus major event). Specific events of each type were selected 
based on a preliminary exploratory research, and were formulated in a way that guaranteed 
maximum comparability in terms of customer consequences (for example, a temporal price 
change by the own company versus a price promotion by a competitive company). To keep 
the task manageable, each respondent received four randomly selected scenarios only.  
 
After each scenario, respondents were asked to indicate their repurchase intention (loyalty in 
the short term) and intended allocation of airline ticket purchases (company share-of-wallet, 
as indicator of long term loyalty).  
 
The data were used to estimate the following model, which includes main effects of 
affective/calculative commitment, critical incidents and competitive switching incentives, and 
interaction effects between the two types of commitment and the different types of events: 
 

b
sis

bb
sss

bb
sss

b
ss

b
ci

b
aii

b
si CCDACDDCCACLoy ,,,, εθµγββα ∑∑∑ ++++++=             (1) 

where 
b, i, s = indices referring to the respondent (business traveller b), loyalty variable (short term or long term loyalty 
measure i), and scenario (s, including a benchmark scenario where no special event takes place)  
Loyb

i,s = Loyalty of business traveller b when confronted with scenario s (separate equations for both loyalty 
measures i) 
ACb = affective commitment of respondent b towards the favourite company 
CCb = calculative commitment of respondent b towards the favourite company 
Db

s = dummy variable, equal to 1 when respondent b was confronted with scenario s and equal to 0 otherwise. 
 
The model was estimated for each loyalty variable separately. The interaction effects allow us 
to test whether the type of commitment has an impact on the strength of customers’  reactions 
(decrease in customer loyalty). When these interaction effects are not significant, this would 
imply that the strength of the reaction does not depend on the level of commitment. When 
significant - but similar - interaction effects are found, this would indicate that customers with 
affective and calculative commitment react much in the same way to critical incidents and 
competitive switching incentives. In this case, the two types of commitment provide the same 
protection against both events. Yet as indicated in the previous section, we expect that 
affective commitment will provide a stronger switching barrier than calculative commitment, 
especially for major incidents caused by the own company. We also expect that affective 
commitment will provide a longer lasting protection, which should result in different 
interaction effects for the short and long term loyalty variables (dependent variable 1 and 2 in 
equation (1)). 
 



 
4. Preliminary Results and Conclusions 
 
Based on an analysis of the initial data set, we come to the following interesting results. 
In general, all critical incidents of the own company and positive incentives of competitive 
companies have a significant negative effect on customer loyalty, in the short as well as the 
long term. As expected, major events have a stronger negative effect on loyalty than minor 
events. 
Calculative commitment does, however, seem to provide a less strong switching barrier than 
affective commitment in some cases. In line with expectations, customers with a high level of 
calculative commitment are found to be more sensitive to switching incentives of competitive 
companies than affective committed customers. They also tend to react more strongly in the 
long term: compared to customers with a high level of affective commitment, they will more 
easily adjust their future allocation of ticket orders in line with the critical incidents or 
positive incentives they have been confronted with. While this adjustment appears to depend 
on the seriousness of the event (minor versus major critical incidents/switching incentives), 
we also find that – in contrast with expectations – there is no clear difference between 
intrinsic and extrinsic changes. 
 
 
5. Conclusions, Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
 
Based on the results of the preliminary analysis, we can conclude that affective commitment 
plays a much more important role in building customer loyalty than calculative commitment. 
Not only does it have a stronger effect on customer loyalty in general, it also increases the 
‘goodwill’  to accept (temporary) service failures and provides a much stronger protection 
against competitive inroads. 
The distinction with more calculative based commitment becomes especially important when 
the effect of major events (service failures of the favourite company or switching incentives 
of competitive companies) and longer term effects (share-of-wallet) are considered. In the 
short term, and when the consequences of the event are of minor importance, calculative 
commitment may provide a similar protection as attitudinal commitment. Yet, the probability 
that the trade-off between switching advantages and costs will turn out in the advantage of 
competitive companies is substantially higher when customers are only committed to the 
product or service based on expected rewards rather than satisfaction with and a positive 
attitude towards the product or service. 
 
In addition to the fact that these results are based on survey data and self-reported behaviour, 
an important limitation of the current study is that we examine the effects but not the 
antecedents of different types of commitment. As indicated in the introduction, companies 
may take several initiatives to enhance customer commitment and loyalty, ranging from 
generally improved products and services to customized loyalty programs. An interesting area 
for future research would therefore be to examine to what extent each of these initiatives 
contributes to customer commitment and loyalty in general, and has a differential impact on 
the different types of commitment. Related to this, it would be very useful to get a better 
insight into optimal loyalty program design - which as indicated by Leenheer et al. (2007) – 
which still remains a largely unresolved issue. To the extent that different loyalty program 
characteristics stimulate different types of commitment, insight into the differential effects on 
loyal/repurchase behaviour may also be of crucial importance for optimal loyalty program 
design. 
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