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Abstract
Firms struggle to manage touchpoints in their customer journey that consumers perceive as dissatisfying. Based on attribution
theory and associative learning we examine branded outsourcing as a strategic means to reduce such touchpoints’ negative
impact on brand evaluations. We find in the field and in a series of experimental studies that brands can reduce the detrimental
impact of dissatisfying touchpoints. This effect is reversed for satisfying touchpoints. Importantly, we find that the
explanation for the effect of branded outsourcing goes beyond consumers’ responsibility attributions. Rather, we find
evidence that branded outsourcing reduces the extent to which consumers mentally associate the focal brand with the
outsourced touchpoint, which results in a shift in brand evaluations. In an additional study we show that a strong third-
party brand is not always more beneficial than a weak third-party brand, which further enhances the managerial relevance
of our findings.
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Introduction

Improving customer experience has been cited the top priority
of 72% of businesses (Forrester 2016). To achieve this, firms
often analyze all of their potential interactions with customers
(i.e., firm–customer touchpoints) in the customer journey
(Edelman and Singer 2015; Kranzbühler et al. 2018; Lemon
and Verhoef 2016; Maechler et al. 2016). A customer journey
consists of a series of firm–customer touchpoints that con-
sumers perceive as satisfying or dissatisfying (or neutral)
based on their execution or inherent nature. Those
dissatisfying and satisfying touchpoints are often referred to

as pain and pleasure moments. In general, the straightforward
recommendation to firms is to avoid or improve dissatisfying
touchpoints (e.g., Maechler et al. 2016).

However, improving dissatisfying touchpoints is often diffi-
cult or costly. Here, we examine an alternative strategic option:
outsourcing these touchpoints to another party. Firms that out-
source a touchpoint can employ either a branded or unbranded
outsourcing strategy. With branded outsourcing, the firm uses
the third-party brand for a touchpoint, so that the outsourcing is
made explicit to consumers. In unbranded outsourcing, the third
party is managing the touchpoint without being explicitly visi-
ble to the consumer. Many potential outsourcing partners offer
both options to firms: for instance, payment services PaySquare
andWirecard, as well as flight comparison website Skyscanner,
offer cobranded solutions as well as fully customizable Bwhite
label^ options. Another example is Mastercard, who states on
its website that firms can Bchoose whether [they] want to brand
[e-Commerce value added services] as [their] own or leverage
the MasterCard Payment Gateway Services brand.^

Objectively, the use of branded or unbranded outsourcing
should not influence the impact of a touchpoint on the cus-
tomer’s evaluation of their customer journey, nor their overall
evaluation of the focal brand. Whether outsourced or not,
touchpoints within the customer journey remain the responsi-
bility of the focal brand. After all, it is the focal brand that
makes the decision whether to outsource or not and selects the
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outsourcing partner. However, we argue that the use of brand-
ed (versus unbranded) outsourcing may alter the impact of
touchpoints on customer evaluations of the focal brand.
Specifically, we propose that branded outsourcing benefits
focal brand evaluations when used for dissatisfying
touchpoints and lowers evaluations when used for satisfying
touchpoints—even if the service level provided is exactly the
same in both cases. We build on attribution theory (e.g.,
Folkes 1988) and associative learning (Hofmann et al. 2010)
to provide a consumer research-informed approach to this
strategic outsourcing decision, and empirically examine this
approach using field data and three experimental studies. Our
research identifies (1) the underlying mechanism for this ef-
fect, showing that the impact of branded outsourcing goes
beyond a mere attribution effect, and (2) theoretically and
managerially relevant boundary conditions for this effect, in-
cluding the strength of the third-party brand.

This study addresses recent calls for research on the impor-
tance of service network collaborations (Ostrom et al. 2015),
seamless and integrated customer experiences or the lack thereof
(MSI 2016), and the role of (different) brands in the customer
journey (Lemon and Verhoef 2016). It offers three primary con-
tributions. First, we contribute to the emerging literature on
consumer-based strategy (Hamilton 2016) and specifically on
consumer-level consequences of strategic business decisions.
While scholars have begun to assess consumer reactions to firms’
downsizing (Habel and Klarmann 2014), offshoring (Grappi et
al. 2013; Thelen et al. 2011), and reshoring decisions (Grappi et
al. 2015), research on outsourcing has largely ignored the con-
sumer perspective. We show that consumer-level consequences
of firms’ outsourcing partner choices are not fully aligned with
insights derived from research on internal considerations on
brand alliances (e.g., Desai and Keller 2002). Our findings shed
light on the potential impact of outsourcing decisions on brand
evaluations.Managerswould dowell to integrate this perspective
into their outsourcing decisions. In doing so, we also contribute
to theory on outsourcing, by introducing consumer touchpoint
perceptions as a new type of hidden cost or benefit of outsourcing
(Reitzig and Wagner 2010), that should be considered in the
outsourcing decision (Kotabe and Mol 2009).

Second, we contribute to understanding the consequences
of satisfying and dissatisfying touchpoints (Bitner 1990;
Bitner et al. 1990; De Matos et al. 2007; Van Vaerenbergh et
al. 2014) by showing that next to causal attributions, brand
associations with a touchpoint play an important role in
explaining effects on focal brand evaluations. Specifically,
we find in our multi-brand context that the effect of branded
outsourcing can be better explained by a shift in brand asso-
ciations than by a shift in responsibility attributions. This does
not only add a novel psychological perspective to the literature
on firm–customer touchpoints, but also has important conse-
quences for the way in which managers communicate about
touchpoints that are outsourced to third parties.

Third, our findings provide initial guidance on the selection
of outsourcing partners. Together, our findings provide impor-
tant managerial implications regarding firms’ outsourcing
strategies, and provide insights into the impact of outsourcing
on brand evaluations, and how this is dependent on the type of
touchpoint (satisfiers versus dissatisfiers), the branding of the
outsourcing (branded versus unbranded), and the outsourcing
partner (weak versus strong brands).

Conceptual background and hypotheses

The outsourcing decision

To date, outsourcing decisions are mainly based on cost, ex-
pertise, or resource-based considerations (see Table 1). In this
study, we suggest that consumer perceptions of a touchpoint
are also an important factor to consider. Thus, outsourcing a
touchpoint might not only be beneficial in situations where
third parties can deliver the service cheaper, better, and/or the
focal brand wants to focus on its core competencies, but also
when consumers perceive the touchpoint as dissatisfying and
the brand seeks to avoid an association with that specific
touchpoint. Building on this notion, we investigate when firms
should use branded outsourcing and when they should rather
use their own brand name.

Customer journey: Satisfier and dissatisfier
touchpoints1

Drawing on Bitner et al.’s (1990) differentiation between fa-
vorable and unfavorable touchpoints and Herzberg’s
motivation-hygiene theory (Herzberg 1987; Herzberg et al.
1959), we distinguish between satisfier and dissatisfier2

touchpoints. Dissatisfier touchpoints are similar to
Herzberg’s hygiene factors in that they relate to the core fea-
tures of a product or service and to consumers’ extrinsic needs
(Swan and Combs 1976; Zhang and Von Dran 2000). The
performance of such touchpoints needs to adhere to a certain
threshold to avoid consumers having a negative experience
but have limited upside potential even if consumers have a
positive (above expectations) experience (Vargo et al. 2007).
For example, consumers presume the installation of a thermo-
stat to be successful and are not delighted when it is. Thus,
dissatisfiers decrease consumers’ satisfaction when they are

1 The labels Bsatisfier^ and Bdissatisfier^ refer to the types of touchpoints,
while the labels Bsatisfying^ and Bdissatisfying^ refer to the valence of the
touchpoints: satisfiers can be satisfying (when executed well) or neutral (when
not), and dissatisfiers can be neutral (when executed well) or dissatisfying
(when not).
2 Some authors include a third type of touchpoints: criticals. These touchpoints
can elicit both satisfaction and dissatisfaction. Here, we focus on satisfier and
dissatisfier touchpoints only as critical touchpoints are difficult to unambigu-
ously identify (see our pretest results in Appendix 4).
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not executed well, but do not contribute to customer evalua-
tions beyond the level of mere satisfaction (Cadotte and
Turgeon 1988; Johnston 1995). Thus, their overall effect is
either negative (when not executed well) or neutral (when
executed well).

Satisfier touchpoints relate to the value enhancing features
of a product or service (Vargo et al. 2007). Much like
Herzberg’s motivation factors, satisfiers contribute to con-
sumers’ satisfaction when executed well but do not have neg-
ative effects when not (Cadotte and Turgeon 1988; Johnston
1995). Thus, the overall effect is either positive (when execut-
ed well) or neutral (when not executed well). For example,
consumers do not presume that an installation technician will
call them afterwards to check if everything works well but are
delighted if they receive such a call.

In line with recent literature examining factors that influ-
ence the effect of positive and negative (and neutral)
touchpoints on customers’ firm evaluations (e.g., Harmeling
et al. 2015; Sivakumar et al. 2014), we examine how brand
evaluations are influenced by branded (versus unbranded)
outsourcing of satisfier (i.e., satisfying touchpoint when exe-
cuted well, neutral when not) and dissatisfier (i.e., neutral
touchpoint when executed well, dissatisfying when not)
touchpoints. Before formulating our hypotheses, we will
briefly discuss the psychological mechanisms that may under-
lie these effects. Specifically, we argue and test for two alter-
native explanations: (1) a reduced deliberate attribution of
responsibility of the outsourced touchpoint to the focal brand,
and (2) a reduced automatic mental association of the
outsourced touchpoint with the focal brand. We conceptualize
these explanations in the next two sections.

Causal attributions in the case of branded
outsourcing

Attribution is a conscious process triggered especially by neg-
ative (but also positive) experiences that leads to emotions and
subsequent behavior (Hindriks 2008; Weiner 1995). Most at-
tribution research focuses on self- or other-blame (Cowley
2005; Heidenreich et al. 2015; Hess et al. 2003), but only a
limited number of studies has examined the attribution of
blame among multiple third parties (such as in our present
multi-brand context of branded outsourcing). Perhaps the
most relevant paper is the recent work by Carvalho et al.
(2015), who find that consumers hold an attribution bias in
favor of the brand company and against the (less visible) man-
ufacturer of hybrid products in product harm crises. Based on
their findings, it may be expected that branded outsourcing of
the management of a particular customer touchpoint may lead
to a shift of blame (or positive) attribution from the focal brand
to the (more visible) third party. As a result of this attribution,
the focal brand should be held less responsible for positive or
negative feelings triggered by a touchpoint (Oliver 1993).

This prediction is in line with psychological research showing
a bias on the overemphasis of salience (Heider 1958; Pryor
and Kriss 1977). Thus, the focal brand should be held less
responsible for the outsourced touchpoint when the
touchpoint is branded with the third party (branded
outsourcing) instead of the focal brand itself (unbranded
outsourcing). Because responsibility attributions for
dissatisfying (satisfying) events lead to negative (positive)
evaluations and actions toward the service provider (Van
Vaerenbergh et al. 2014; Weiner 1995, 2000), one can expect
that holding the third party instead of the focal brand respon-
sible for a dissatisfying (satisfying) outsourced touchpoint will
result in a more positive (negative) evaluation of the focal
brand.

In addition to the rather conscious and deliberate process
discussed above, branded outsourcing of touchpoints may al-
so affect consumers’ evaluations at a more automatic level.
This process is described by the literature on brand associa-
tions which we will discuss next.

Brand associations in the case of branded outsourcing

The literature on brand associations argues that consumers
form brand attitudes and evaluations by combining and inte-
grating different pieces of information that they deem relevant
about a brand (Roedder et al. 2006; Schmitt 2012). Such brand
associations are informational nodes stored in consumers’
memory with a link to the brand in general or a brand’s spe-
cific product or service (Keller 1993; Ng and Houston 2006).
Brand associations can link brands to attributes that are
product-related or non-product-related such as places, users,
or situations (Keller 1993). One way of triggering the forma-
tion of brand associations is through associative learning, in
which a valenced association with one stimulus is transferred
to another, either via direct affect transfer or via linking both
stimuli in memory (e.g., Gawronski et al. 2015; Hofmann et
al. 2010; Sweldens et al. 2010). Such learning is commonly
used for example in advertising, where brands are repeatedly
paired with positive stimuli (Shimp et al. 1991).

From this perspective, each touchpoint in a customer jour-
ney can be seen as a valenced stimulus that can create or alter
brand associations. When performed under the brand name of
a third party, a touchpoint is no longer paired with the focal
brand but rather with the third party. As a result, the
outsourced touchpoint experienced by a consumer might alter
brand associations and evaluations of the focal brand to a
lower extent. Instead, the outsourced touchpoint might be as-
sociated with the more salient third party. Related research on
brand alliances and ingredient branding suggests that spillover
effects of brand collaborations are greater for the more salient
brand as consumers tend to form stronger brand associations
with the respective product or service (Desai and Keller 2002;
Simonin and Ruth 1998). Applied to our context of branded
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outsourcing, this suggests that the third party in branded
outsourcing may absorb part of the negative (positive) effects
of dissatisfying (satisfying) touchpoints on focal brand
evaluations.

Thus, both attribution theory and the brand associations
literature suggest that branded outsourcing should weaken
the effect of a touchpoint experienced by a consumer on focal
brand evaluations. The direction of this attenuating effect de-
pends on the type of touchpoint:

H1a: The evaluation of a focal brand is more positive when
branded outsourcing is used for a dissatisfying
touchpoint compared to when it is performed under the
focal brand.

H1b: The evaluation of a focal brand is less positive when
branded outsourcing is used for a satisfying touchpoint
compared to when it is performed under the focal brand.

As outlined above, attribution theory and brand associa-
tions literature suggest different but potentially simultaneous
underlying processes. Attribution theory describes a more de-
liberate process in which consumers blame or praise the brand
that is deemed responsible for the satisfying or dissatisfying
touchpoint. On the other hand, the brand associations litera-
ture describes a simpler and perhaps even automatic process,
in which the touchpoint is associated with the brand that is
most salient at the time of delivery. This distinction may have
important implications for the way in which brands should
communicate about (outsourced) touchpoints. Based on attri-
bution theory, it may for example be valuable to communicate
and explain why an outsourced party performed poorly on a
dissatisfying touchpoint. Based on the brand associations lit-
erature, it might instead be better to simply avoid any commu-
nication, because this would prevent consumers from forming
an association between the focal brand and the dissatisfying
touchpoint.

H2a: These effects are mediated by weaker attributions of
responsibility for the outsourced touchpoint to the focal
brand.

H2b: These effects are mediated by weaker associations of the
focal brand with the outsourced touchpoint.

The moderating role of third-party brand strength

When using branded outsourcing for a touchpoint, focal
brands can often choose between several alternative third
parties. There are different theoretical perspectives on whether
it is more beneficial to partner with a strong or weak third-
party brand. First, ingredient branding and brand alliance re-
search suggests that one important reason for visibly collabo-
rating with another brand is to achieve differentiation by

leveraging a partner firm’s brand strength (e.g., Desai and
Keller 2002; Park et al. 1996). Park and colleagues (1996),
for instance, found that header brands benefit from associa-
tions with strong modifier brands in composite brand exten-
sions (e.g., Slim-Fast chocolate cake mix by Godiva). This
suggests that in branded outsourcing it may be beneficial to
outsource to partners with strong brands. However, informa-
tion integration theory (Anderson 1974) suggests an alterna-
tive perspective. If consumers receive a new piece of informa-
tion on a brand, they integrate it with their existing associa-
tions. If these prior associations are already very strong (e.g.,
for a strong brand), the new information has a smaller effect
on post-associations. Literature on brand alliances concurs
and finds that the direct effect of pre-alliance on post-
alliance associations and attitudes is much smaller for weak
compared to strong brands (Simonin and Ruth 1998).

Applied to our context of branded outsourcing, one could
assume that when a dissatisfying touchpoint is outsourced to a
weak third-party brand, it is less likely to contradict prior
associations. Thus, it is more likely to be associated with the
third party instead of the focal brand compared to when it is
outsourced to a strong third-party brand for which strong pos-
itive prior attitudes exist. As consumers’ strong attitudes are
rather stable and difficult to change (Simonin and Ruth 1998),
such an inconsistent experience might instead resonate nega-
tively on the focal (outsourcing) firm. On the other hand,
when outsourcing a satisfying touchpoint, it is more likely to
be associated with the focal brand and not the third party when
the third party is a weak (compared to a strong) brand. Based
on this rationale, it would thus be more beneficial for a firm to
collaborate with a weak rather than a strong third-party brand.
In light of these opposing theoretical views, we develop two
opposing hypotheses regarding the role of brand strength of
the third-party brand in outsourcing.

We thus hypothesize:

H3a: The evaluation of a focal brand is more positive when
branded outsourcing is used in collaboration with a weak
compared to a strong third-party brand.

H3b: The evaluation of a focal brand is more positive when
branded outsourcing is used in collaboration with a strong
compared to a weak third-party brand.

We test these hypotheses in three experimental studies and
one field study (for an overview of our studies see Table 2).
Study 1 assesses the effect of branded outsourcing for a
dissatisfying touchpoint (H1a) using field data, while Study
2 replicates this effect in an experimental setting. Study 3 tests
the effect of branded outsourcing for both satisfying and
dissatisfying touchpoints (H1a and H1b) as well as the medi-
ation hypotheses (H2a and H2b). Lastly, Study 4 analyzes the
role of the third party’s brand strength in branded outsourcing
(H3a and H3b).

312 J. of the Acad. Mark. Sci. (2019) 47:308–327



Study 1

Study 1 investigates the effect of branded outsourcing for a
dissatisfying touchpoint (H1a) in the field. We used the con-
text of a dissatisfier touchpoint (installation of a thermostat) as
it can be expected to be perceived either as dissatisfying (when
not executed well) or neutral (when executed well).

Data and sample

We obtained data for a natural experiment from an energy
provider about the installation of a thermostat at their cus-
tomers’ homes (i.e., a dissatisfier touchpoint that is part of
the focal brand’s core service and consumers expect to go
smoothly). The installation was performed and branded either
by a subcontractor (i.e., branded outsourcing) or by the energy
provider itself (i.e., no branded outsourcing). The energy pro-
vider’s own technicians only operated in certain regions. All
installations in those regions that could not be handled by one
of the focal brand’s technicians and all installations in other
regions were outsourced to a subcontractor. In case branded
outsourcing was employed, it was openly communicated to
customers that a subcontractor will get in touch with them for
an appointment and execute the installation. Appointments
were either made via the subcontractor website or via tele-
phone and in both cases consumers received a confirmation
email that was branded by the subcontractor. After the sched-
uled installation appointment, all customers received an email
from the focal brand with an invitation to fill in a survey. We
obtained the survey results from all customers that participated
in 2016 (n = 20,334). 19,025 of those installations featured
branded outsourcing, while 1309 installations were branded
by the focal brand itself.

Measures

In the survey, customers were first asked whether the recent
installation led to the desired result (yes vs. no). We used this
measure as an indication of customers’ valence perception of
the touchpoint (no = dissatisfying; yes = neutral). Then,

customers were asked about their general satisfaction with
the energy provider (the focal brand) on a 10-point scale
(M = 7.79), followed by an open question on their suggestions
for improvement.

Results

We conducted an ANOVA with branded outsourcing (vs. no
branded outsourcing) and valence of the touchpoint
(dissatisfying/desired result not accomplished vs. neutral/
desired result accomplished) as independent variables and sat-
isfaction with the focal brand as dependent variable. We fur-
ther included the timing of the installation (quarter of the
year), the region, and the channel that was used by the con-
sumer to make the appointment (website vs. telephone) as
control variables. To ensure comparability, we analyzed only
the survey results from regions in which there were both in-
stallations branded by the subcontractor (branded
outsourcing) and the focal brand (no branded outsourcing;
nbranded outsourcing = 8042; nno branded outsourcing = 1141). In our
sample, most installations were successful (nneutral = 7438;
ndissatisfying = 1745). We estimated our model using a random
case bootstrap approach (Chernick 2008; Efron and Tibshirani
1986) with 1000 samples (drawn with replacement from our
original sample (n = 9183); each case had a 1/n probability to
be selected).3 We find a significant main effect of the valence

3 To account for the impact of the unequal cell sizes and check the robustness
of our findings, we repeated the analyses with two stratified bootstrapping
approaches. First, we sampled with replacement from the four sub-groups
(no branded outsourcing neutral, no branded outsourcing dissatisfying, brand-
ed outsourcing neutral, branded outsourcing dissatisfying; 1000 samples)
while preserving the original proportion of each sub-sample in the bootstrap
samples. Second, we resampled from the sub-groups (1000 samples) to boot-
strap samples that have an equal proportion of each sub-sample. Both ap-
proaches led to the same results pattern as our original bootstrapping approach
(significant negative difference between no branded outsourcing and branded
outsourcing for dissatisfying condition: approach 1 95% bootstrap CI: [−.54,
−.11], approach 2 95% bootstrap CI: [−.57, −.12]; no significant difference for
neutral condition: approach 1 95% bootstrap CI: [−.09, .14], approach 2 95%
bootstrap CI: [−.11, .10]). We further find the same results pattern when ana-
lyzing the full sample (for all regions) with the original bootstrapping approach
(dissatisfying: 95% bootstrap CI: [−.49, −.09]; neutral: 95% bootstrap CI:
[−.11, .11]).

Table 2 Overview studies

Design Context Touchpoint Valences Hypotheses tested

Study 1 Field data Energy provider Dissatisfier Dissatisfying vs. neutral H1a Confirmed

Study 2 Experiment Energy provider Dissatisfier Dissatisfying vs. neutral H1a Confirmed

Study 3 Experiment Energy provider Dissatisfier and satisfier Dissatisfying vs. satisfying H1a Confirmed

H1b Confirmed

H2a Partially confirmed

H2b Confirmed

Study 4 Experiment Tailor service Dissatisfier and satisfier Dissatisfying vs. neutral vs. satisfying H3a
H3b

Not confirmed
Partially confirmed

J. of the Acad. Mark. Sci. (2019) 47:308–327 313



of the touchpoint (F(1, 9166) = 2178.57, p < .001), as well as
branded outsourcing (F(1, 9166) = 5.68, p = .017), and, as ex-
pected, a significant interaction effect between the two vari-
ables (F(1, 9166) = 8.27, p = .004). We further find significant
effects of the timing of the installation (F(1, 9166) = 8.62, p
< .001; Mquarter1 = 7.60, SD = 1.95; Mquarter2 = 7.70, SD =
2.07; Mquarter3 = 7.81, SD = 1.92; Mquarter4 = 7.90, SD =
1.99), the channel (F(1, 9166) = 12.77, p < .001; Mwebsite =
7.88, SD = 1.79; Mtelephone = 7.74, SD = 1.92), but not of the
region (F(1, 9166) = .54, p = .849). Spotlight analyses demon-
strated that when the installation touchpoint was dissatisfying
and branded outsourcing was used, consumers’ evaluations of
the focal brand were more positive compared to when the
dissatisfying touchpoint was branded by the energy provider
itself (Mbranded outsourcing = 5.45, SD = 2.68; Mno branded

outsourcing = 5.12, SD = 2.67; F(1, 9166) = 8.81, p = .003;
d = .123). However, we do not find a significant difference
in focal brand evaluations when the desired result was obtain-
ed during the installation (Mbranded outsourcing = 8.29, SD =
1.21; Mno branded outsourcing = 8.28, SD = 1.22; F(1,
9166) = .18, p = .668; d = .008).

Discussion

The results of the field experiment confirm that when branded
outsourcing is used for a dissatisfying (i.e., not well executed
dissatisfier) touchpoint, focal brand evaluations are more fa-
vorable compared to when it is performed under the brand
name of the focal firm. We do not, however, find an effect
of branded outsourcing when the installation led to the desired
result (i.e., neutral condition). This result can be explained by
the installation being a dissatisfier touchpoint: customers ex-
pect it to go smoothly, and when it does so it does not increase
satisfaction levels and is perceived rather neutral (Herzberg
1987; Vargo et al. 2007). When a neutral touchpoint is expe-
rienced, it is not likely to alter existing brand associations and
thus impact focal brand evaluations (e.g., Roedder et al. 2006;
Schmitt 2012). On the other hand, when the desired result is
not obtained, it is expected to decrease satisfaction levels.
Thus, this field data supports H1a.

Study 2

While analyzing field data leads to results with a high external
validity, it can potentially contain unobserved and confound-
ing effects. We therefore conducted a controlled lab experi-
ment that mimicked the setting of Study 1.

Procedure and sample

We set up a pretest in order to determine whether the installa-
tion of a thermostat can indeed be characterized as a

dissatisfier touchpoint. We employed the Kano methodology
to identify satisfier and dissatisfier touchpoints (Kano et al.
1984). Participants were recruited via MTurk (n = 85, mean
age = 37.6, 55.0% women) and evaluated the functional (e.g.,
BThe thermostat works after the installation^) and dysfunc-
tional form (e.g., BThe thermostat does not work after the
installation^) of nine different touchpoints (see Appendix 4),
by indicating whether they liked it, disliked it, or were neutral
about it. Combining those evaluations for the functional and
dysfunctional form, it was determined whether a touchpoint
was perceived as a satisfier (functional form: like; dysfunc-
tional form: neutral), dissatisfier (functional form: neutral;
dysfunctional form: dislike), or critical (functional form: like;
dysfunctional form: dislike). The results confirmed that a
successful installation of the thermostat was qualified most
often as a dissatisfier (67.1% of respondents), while receiv-
ing a call a week after installation to check whether every-
thing works well was classified as a satisfier (55.3% of
respondents). Thus, we used the successful installation of
the thermostat as an example for a dissatisfier in the main
study.

For the main study, we employed a 2 × 2 between-subjects
design, in which we manipulated whether a third-party brand
was used for a touchpoint or the focal brand (branded vs.
unbranded outsourcing) and the dissatisfier touchpoint’s
valence (neutral vs. dissatisfying). We recruited 322 US
participants via MTurk and randomly assigned them to
one of four experimental conditions. In our sample, par-
ticipants had a mean age of 35.4 years and 40.3% were
women.

Participants were presented a scenario in which they had
ordered a new smart thermostat from their energy provider
(see Appendix 3). In order to install the thermostat at the
consumers’ homes the energy provider was described to either
send a technician from a third-party subcontractor (branded
outsourcing) or one of their own technicians. In the neutral
condition, the installation goes smoothly and the thermostat
works afterwards. In the dissatisfying condition, the thermo-
stat does not work immediately and the technician needs to
come back the following day to fix the problem. Next, partic-
ipants indicated their attitudes toward the focal brand (Becker-
Olsen 2003; α = .98) and—if applicable—to the third party
(α = .99) on five-point scales (see Appendix 1 for the exact
scales).

Results

We conducted an ANOVA with branded (vs. unbranded)
outsourcing and valence of the dissatisfier touchpoint (neutral
vs. dissatisfying) as independent variables and attitude
toward the focal brand as dependent variable. We find a
significant main effect of the valence of the touchpoint
(F(1, 318) = 394.20, p < .001), and of branded outsourcing
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(F(1, 318) = 6.09, p = .014) and, as expected, a significant
interaction effect between the two variables (F(1, 318) =
7.95, p = .005). Planned contrasts demonstrated that when
the touchpoint was dissatisfying and branded with the
third party, consumer evaluations of the focal brand were
more positive (Mbranded outsourcing = 2.73, SD = 1.03;
Munbranded outsourcing = 2.23, SD = .92; F(1, 318) = 13.98,
p < .001; d = .512). Conversely, when the dissatisfier
touchpoint was neutral, evaluations of the focal brand
did not differ between outsourcing conditions (Mbranded

outsourcing = 4.33, SD = .67; Munbranded outsourcing = 4.36,
SD = .70; F(1, 318) = .06, p = .804; d = .044).

Discussion

The results of Study 2 replicate the findings from Study 1’s
field data. First, our pretest confirms that a successful instal-
lation of a thermostat can indeed be characterized as a
dissatisfier touchpoint; it is perceived negatively when it does
not work and neutrally when it does (Cadotte and Turgeon
1988). Second and in line with the field data, branded
outsourcing leads to more positive focal brand attitudes com-
pared to unbranded outsourcing for a dissatisfying touchpoint.
The main effect of valence indicates that branded outsourcing
does not completely nullify the effect of dissatisfying
touchpoints but it does reduce the negative effect on overall
focal brand evaluations.When the dissatisfier touchpoint goes
smoothly, we again do not find a significant difference in focal
brand attitudes between branded and unbranded outsourcing.
Thus, we find support for H1a.

Study 3

So far, we have focused on a dissatisfier touchpoint. In Study
3, we extend our research to include both a dissatisfier as well
as a satisfier touchpoint (H1a and H1b). Further, Study 3 as-
sesses the processes underlying the effect of branded
outsourcing (H2a and H2b).

Procedure and sample

We employed a 2 × 2 between-subjects design, in which we
manipulated whether a third-party brand was used for a
touchpoint (branded vs. unbranded outsourcing) and the
touchpoint’s valence (dissatisfying vs. satisfying). We recruit-
ed 220 US participants via MTurk and randomly assigned
them to one of four experimental conditions. In our sample,
participants had a mean age of 37.8 years and 53.0% were
women.

Employing the same context as in Study 2, participants
again imagined that they ordered a new smart thermostat from
their energy provider (see Appendix 3). In order to install the

thermostat, the energy provider either sent a technician from a
third-party subcontractor (branded outsourcing) or one of their
own technicians (unbranded outsourcing). The stimuli for the
dissatisfying condition were the same as in Study 2. In the
satisfying condition, the installation goes smoothly and the
thermostat works afterwards. The technician furthermore calls
a week after the installation to check whether everything
works fine and whether there are any questions left (this
follow-up call has been identified as a satisfier in the pretest
conducted for Study 2).

Next, participants indicated their attitudes toward the focal
brand (Becker-Olsen 2003; α = .98) and—if applicable—to
the third party (α = .99). We also measured participants’ re-
sponsibility attributions of the described touchpoint to the fo-
cal brand (controllability and locus of control dimensions:
Hess et al. 2003; Pick et al. 2016; Tsiros et al. 2004;
α = .88). Further, to measure associations of the focal brand
with the described touchpoint, we asked participants to
indicate to what extent they associate the focal brand with
attributes that describe the touchpoint in question (based
on the stimuli we deducted the following potential associ-
ations: satisfying: successful, caring for customers, great
service; dissatisfying: unsuccessful, inconvenient, poor
quality). The items measuring the different associations
show a high internal consistency (α = .92) and are thus
averaged for further analyses. According to Keller
(1993), direct measures of brand associations often out-
perform indirect measures when capturing the strength of
associations.

Results

We conducted an ANOVA with branded (vs. unbranded)
outsourcing and valence of the touchpoint (dissatisfying vs.
satisfying) as independent variables and attitude toward the
focal brand as dependent variable. We find a significant main
effect of the valence of the touchpoint (F(1, 216) = 366.88, p
< .001), but not of branded outsourcing (F(1, 216) = .00,
p = .947) and, as expected, a significant interaction effect be-
tween the two variables (F(1, 216) = 7.92, p = .005). Analyses
of planned contrasts demonstrated that when the dissatisfying
touchpoint was branded with the third party, consumer evalu-
ations of the focal brand were more positive compared to
when the dissatisfying touchpoint was branded with the ener-
gy provider itself (Mbranded outsourcing = 2.63, SD = 1.14;
Munbranded outsourcing = 2.30, SD = .87; F(1, 216) = 4.15,
p = .043; d = .325). Conversely, when branded outsourcing
was used for the satisfying touchpoint, evaluations of the focal
brand were less positive compared to when the touchpoint
featured the focal brand (Mbranded outsourcing = 4.46, SD = .73;
Munbranded outsourcing = 4.77, SD = .43; F(1, 216) = 3.77,
p = .053; d = .517).
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Mediating effects of responsibility attributions
and associations of the focal brand
with the outsourced touchpoint

To test whether the effect of branded outsourcing can be ex-
plained by attribution of responsibility (H2a) or brand associ-
ations (H2b), we performed a moderated mediation analysis
with the PROCESS macro (Hayes 2013, model 14), using the
responsibility attribution and the brand association measures
as parallel mediators (see Fig. 1). We find a significant differ-
ence in both the brand association and attribution measure
between the branded and unbranded outsourcing conditions.
When using branded outsourcing, the focal brand was associ-
ated less with the touchpoint compared to when unbranded
outsourcing was used (Mbranded outsourcing = 3.68, SD = 1.12;
Munbranded outsouring = 4.13, SD = .89; t(217) = 3.24, p = .001).
At the same time, the touchpoint was also attributed to the
focal brand to a lesser extent when branded outsourcing was
used compared to when the installation was performed under
the focal brand (Mbranded outsourcing = 3.39, SD = 1.11;
Munbranded outsouring = 3.75, SD = .95; t(217) = 2.53, p = .012).
We find a significant indirect effect of branded outsourcing on
the dependent variable via the association measure for both
satisfying (indirect effect = −.30, bootstrap 95% confidence
interval [CI]: [−.52, −.13]) and dissatisfying touchpoints (in-
direct effect = .17, bootstrap 95% CI: [.05, .37]). The indirect
effect via responsibility attributions is not significant for sat-
isfying touchpoints (indirect effect = −.00, bootstrap 95% CI:
[−.05, .02]) and for dissatisfying touchpoints weaker than the
effect via associations (indirect effect = .11, bootstrap 95% CI:
[.02, .27]). Thus, we find support for the hypothesized auto-
matic brand association process, and only partial support for
the responsibility attribution process. Including both variables
in the model fully mediates the effect of branded outsourcing
on the evaluation of the focal brand (direct effect = −.07,
t(217) = −.72, p = .470).4

Discussion

The results of Study 3 support both H1a and H1b. Branded
outsourcing increases focal brand evaluations (as compared to
unbranded outsourcing) when employed for dissatisfying
touchpoints. In contrast, for satisfying touchpoints using
branded outsourcing (vs. not) leads to a decrease in focal
brand evaluations.

For satisfying touchpoints, this effect cannot be explained
by consumers’ responsibility attributions. The mediation anal-
ysis instead suggests that consumers associate the focal brand
less with the touchpoint in question when branded (compared
to unbranded) outsourcing is used. This works in favor of the
focal brands’ evaluation when the touchpoint is perceived as
being dissatisfying (i.e., the focal brands’ evaluation decreases
to a smaller extent). However, it also has a similar distancing
effect when the touchpoint experienced is satisfying that leads
to less favorable evaluations of the focal brand in case of
branded outsourcing. For dissatisfying touchpoints, we find
significant indirect effects via both mediators, but the effect
via associations is stronger than the effect via attributions. The
finding that responsibility attributions only seem to play a role
for dissatisfying but not satisfying touchpoints, is in line with
attribution research (e.g., Weiner 1995) and the praise-blame
asymmetry (Hindriks 2008) stating that people are more likely
to ascribe responsibility for a negative than a positive event.
Taken together, these results indicate that shifts in brand asso-
ciations play a larger role in explaining the effects of branded
outsourcing than shifts in responsibility attributions.

While it is often expensive and difficult to influence the
valence of a touchpoint, managers do have influence over
which third party to outsource to. To account for confounding
effects, the majority of our findings is based on scenarios
involving unknown, fictitious brands. Thus, it is unclear
whether the effect of branded outsourcing depends on charac-
teristics of the third party, for instance its brand strength. To
gain insight in this effect, the following study will investigate
the role of the third party’s brand strength and as a result
provide direction on partner brand choices.

Study 4

Study 4 aims to assess whether it is more beneficial for a focal
brand to use branded outsourcing to a weak or a strong third-
party brand (H3a and H3b). We employed a dissatisfier and
satisfier touchpoint (i.e., tailor service) to test this effect.

Procedure and sample

We employed a 2 × 3 between-subjects design, in which we
manipulated whether a strong or a weak third-party brand was
used for a touchpoint (branded outsourcing to a weak vs.
strong third-party brand) and the touchpoint’s valence
(dissatisfying vs. neutral vs. satisfying). We recruited 604
US participants via MTurk and randomly assigned them to
one of six experimental conditions. In our sample, participants
had a mean age of 36.3 years, and 46.2% were women.

Participants imagined that they bought a suit at a fictional
clothing shop that they already had several good experiences
with (i.e., the focal brand was described as a strong brand; see

4 We find similar results when also allowing for a moderating effect between
valence and the direct effect of branded outsourcing (Hayes 2013, Model 15;
conditional direct effects of outsourcing: βdissatisfying = −.07, t(217) = −.51,
p = .612, βsatisfying = −.07, t(217) = −.51, p = .608; conditional indirect effects
via attribution: βdissatisfying = .11, bootstrap 95% CI: [.02, .27], βsatisfying = −.00,
bootstrap 95%CI: [−.04, .02]; via association: βdissatisfying = .17, bootstrap 95%
CI: [.05, .37], βsatisfying = −.30, bootstrap 95% CI: [−.52, −.13]).
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Appendix 3). The suit still needed to be shortened by the tailor
service that the clothing shop collaborates with (i.e., the third
party). This tailor service was either described as Bleading
tailor service in your city, it has a very strong reputation, and
you have heard many positive things about it.^ (strong brand)
or as Bnew in your city and does not have a strong reputation,
you have not heard anything positive about it from friends^
(weak brand). Following this, the experience during this
outsourced touchpoint was described as either dissatisfying,
neutral, or satisfying. Next, we employed the same measures
for responsibility attributions (Hess et al. 2003; Pick et al.
2016; Tsiros et al. 2004; α = .85) and brand associations
(α = .90) as in Study 3, and participants indicated their atti-
tudes toward the focal brand (Becker-Olsen 2003; α = .98)
and to the third party (α = .99).

Results

We conducted an ANOVA with the third party’s brand
strength (strong vs. weak) and valence of the touchpoint
(dissatisfying vs. neutral vs. satisfying) as independent vari-
ables and attitude toward the focal brand as dependent vari-
able. We find a significant main effect of the valence of the
touchpoint (F(1, 598) = 218.46, p < .001) and the brand
strength of the third party (F(1, 598) = 16.01, p < .001; see
Fig. 2) and a significant interaction effect between the two
variables (F(1, 598) = 5.40, p = .002). When branded
outsourcing to a strong third-party brand was used, con-
sumers’ evaluations of the focal brand were more positive
compared to when a weak third-party brand was used when
the touchpoint was satisfying (Mweak brand = 4.30, SD = 0.95;
Mstrong brand = 4.58, SD = 0.61; F(1, 598) = 4.54, p = .034;
d = .351) or neutral (Mweak brand = 3.73, SD = 0.90; Mstrong

brand = 4.40, SD = 0.72; F(1, 598) = 26.86, p < .001;
d = .822). However, when the touchpoint was dissatisfying,
consumer evaluations did not differ depending on whether

the third party was a strong or weak brand (Mweak brand =
2.47, SD = 1.10; Mstrong brand = 2.49, SD = 1.16; F(1, 598) =
0.35, p = .851; d = .018).

To investigate whether this difference in focal brand atti-
tudes can be explained by differences in focal brand attribu-
tions or associations, we again performed a moderated medi-
ation analysis with the PROCESS macro (Hayes 2013, model
7, see Fig. 3). In the satisfying and neutral conditions, we find
significant indirect effects via brand associations (satisfying:
indirect effect = .26, bootstrap 95% CI: [.16, .38]; neutral: in-
direct effect = .14, bootstrap 95% CI: [.07, .24]), but not via
responsibility attributions (satisfying: indirect effect = .06,
bootstrap 95% CI: [−.03, .17]; neutral: indirect effect = .02,
bootstrap 95% CI: [−.04, .09]). In the dissatisfying condition,
none of the process variables can explain the difference in
focal brand evaluations (indirect effect via attributions =
−.02, bootstrap 95% CI: [−.13, .07]; indirect effect via associ-
ations = .03, bootstrap 95% CI: [−.10, .17]).
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Fig. 1 Study 3: Mediation
analysis

1

2

3

4

5

Dissatisfying Neutral Satisfying

A
tt

it
u

d
e 

fo
ca

l 
b

ra
n

d

Strong third-party brand Weak third-party brand

Fig. 2 Study 4: Effect of branded outsourcing to a weak versus strong
third-party brand (error bars depict 95% confidence intervals)
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Discussion

The results of Study 4 indicate that it is beneficial for a focal
brand to collaborate with a strong rather than a weak third-party
brand when using branded outsourcing, unless the touchpoint is
dissatisfying. For satisfying and neutral touchpoints, we find
that the focal brand is evaluated more favorably when a
touchpoint is outsourced to a strong rather than a weak third-
party brand. When the touchpoint is dissatisfying, consumer
evaluations of the focal brand are not dependent on whether
the outsourcing partner has a strong or weak brand. Thus, our
results tend to support H3b rather than H3a. Our branded
outsourcing perspective thus relativizes findings from literature
on brand alliances and ingredient branding that suggest to al-
ways partner with preferably strong brands (e.g., Desai and
Keller 2002; Park et al. 1996). We find that positive spillover
effects from a strong partner brand do not occur when con-
sumers experience a dissatisfying touchpoint. Our findings can-
not be explained by differences in responsibility attributions,
but again by brand associations. The focal brand gets associated
to a larger extent with the outsourced touchpoint when the third
party has a strong rather than a weak brand in case of a neutral
of satisfying touchpoint. This might be due to consumers ap-
preciating the focal brand’s partner choice and the assumption
that the focal brand has thought more carefully about how to
manage the touchpoint in question.

General discussion

In three lab experiments and one natural experiment in the
field we find support for our hypothesized effects of branded
outsourcing (see Table 3 for an overview of focal brand atti-
tudes across all studies). We find in two different contexts
(installation of a thermostat and tailor service) that focal brand
evaluations can indeed benefit from using branded

outsourcing for a dissatisfying touchpoint. A dissatisfying
touchpoint still leads to lower brand evaluations than a satis-
fying touchpoint, but this negative impact is reduced when
using branded outsourcing. Consequently, branded
outsourcing can constitute a viable option for firms that
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Fig. 3 Study 4: Mediation
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Table 3 Means and standard deviations of attitude measures per study

Unbranded outsourcing Branded outsourcing

Focal firm:
Mean
(SD)

Focal firm:
Mean
(SD)

Third party:
Mean
(SD)

Study 1

Neutral 8.29
(1.21)

8.28
(1.22)

n.a.

Dissatisfying 5.12
(2.67)

5.45
(2.68)

n.a.

Study 2

Neutral 4.36
(0.70)

4.33
(0.67)

4.43
(0.69)

Dissatisfying 2.23
(0.92)

2.73
(1.03)

2.27
(1.31)

Study 3

Satisfying 4.77
(0.43)

4.36
(0.73)

4.66
(0.57)

Dissatisfying 2.30
(0.87)

2.63
(1.14)

2.08
(1.10)

Weak third-party brand Strong third-party brand

Focal firm:
Mean
(SD)

Third party:
Mean
(SD)

Focal firm:
Mean
(SD)

Third party:
Mean
(SD)

Study 4

Satisfying 4.31
(0.95)

4.12
(1.16)

4.58
(0.61)

4.65
(0.65)

Neutral 3.73
(0.90)

3.15
(1.14)

4.40
(0.72)

4.36
(0.82)

Dissatisfying 2.47
(1.10)

1.15
(0.88)

2.49
(1.61)

1.68
(0.92)
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struggle with improving a touchpoint. On the contrary, we
also find that branded outsourcing lowers focal brand evalua-
tions when used for a satisfying touchpoint. For neutral
touchpoints (i.e., negative satisfier or positive dissatisfier)
branded outsourcing does not affect focal brand evaluations.

We further find that the effect of branded outsourcing is only
partly driven by consumers’ deliberate responsibility attributions
but more so by their automatic brand associations. Specifically,
even if firms can transfer the responsibility for a touchpoint in
their customer journey to a third party by using branded
outsourcing, this does not (or only to a small extent) explain
changes in focal brand evaluations as posited by attributions
literature (e.g., Van Vaerenbergh et al. 2014). At the same time,
consumers associate the outsourced touchpoint to a smaller ex-
tent with the focal brand compared to when the focal brand is
more salient (i.e., when unbranded outsourcing is used). When
associated less with a dissatisfying (satisfying) touchpoint, focal
brand evaluations, in turn, become more positive (negative).

In addition, we find that it is more beneficial for focal brand
evaluations to use branded outsourcing in collaboration with a
strong third-party brand than with a weak third-party brand,
unless the outsourced touchpoint it dissatisfying.

Theoretical implications

This study advances research in three important ways. First,
we contribute to research on consumer-based strategy (e.g.,
Hamilton 2016). Introducing the consumer viewpoint by fo-
cusing on consumer perceptions of outsourcing and related
branding decisions as posited by Kotabe et al. (2012) is novel
and relevant as our results largely contradict recommendations
derived from research centered mainly on internal consider-
ations. Brand alliance research (e.g., Desai and Keller 2002)
suggests using the brand of a partner firm when it is a strong
brand to leverage this brand strength. In contrast, by adopting
a consumer-based lens our findings add another important
perspective to this discussion and suggest using branded
outsourcing for touchpoints that are likely to be perceived as
dissatisfying by consumers, while unbranded outsourcing is
more beneficial otherwise. We likewise contribute to literature
on outsourcing. Specifically, we are the first to introduce con-
sumer touchpoint perceptions as an additional factor for assessing
the outsourceability of an activity. This allows us to consider
potential demand-side costs and benefits (i.e., consumers’ focal
brand evaluations) that have been previously neglected.

The consumer angle further leads us to establish the distinc-
tion of branded and unbranded outsourcing. Prior research has
found effects of outsourcing on demand-level consequences
such as market share (e.g., Kotabe et al. 2012) but it only pro-
vides anecdotal evidence that this effect might indeed be driven
by direct consumer reactions to outsourcing. By explicitly
distinguishing branded from unbranded outsourcing, we can
causally test whether differences in focal brand evaluations

are indeed driven by consumer perceptions of outsourcing.
Further, and relativizing research on brand collaborations
(e.g., Desai and Keller 2002; Park et al. 1996), we find that
branded outsourcing to a strong third-party brand is not more
beneficial for focal brand evaluations than branded outsourcing
to a weak third-party brand when a touchpoint is dissatisfying.

Second, we contribute to literature on the role of
dissatisfying and satisfying touchpoints (e.g., Harmeling et
al. 2015; Van Vaerenbergh et al. 2014) by investigating brand
associations as an alternative underlying process next to re-
sponsibility attributions. Specifically, our findings show that
brand associations can better explain the effect of branded
outsourcing than responsibility attributions. Although the fo-
cal brand is held less responsible for an outsourced touchpoint
in Study 3, this does not explain the effect on focal brand
evaluations (in the satisfying condition) and thus contradicts
findings from previous attribution research (e.g., Van
Vaerenbergh et al. 2014). This might result from the fact that
we investigate responsibility attributions in a (for the consum-
er) more complex situation involving more than one brand.

Third, we contribute to literature on the customer-centric
network view of marketing by empirically assessing the im-
pact of a touchpoint performed by a third party on focal brand
evaluations. Although we find beneficial (detrimental) effects
on focal brand evaluations when using branded outsourcing
for dissatisfying (satisfying) touchpoints, we still find main
effects of the valence of the touchpoints across all our studies.
Thus, although not performed and branded by the focal brand
itself, the outsourced touchpoints still influence focal brand
evaluations. This finding supports the proposition made by
research on service ecosystems (e.g., Vargo and Lusch 2011)
which suggests that consumers’ experiences with other firms
can also impact focal brand evaluations. We further find that
focal brands cannot always transfer their responsibility as per-
ceived by consumers to other firms. Even if it is transferred, it
does not necessarily result in a change in focal brand evalua-
tions. However, by dissociating their brand from the
touchpoint in question, focal brands can still benefit from
including third parties into consumers’ ecosystems.

Managerial implications

Our results offer valuable insights for managers both involved
in outsourcing decisions and improvements of customer jour-
neys. First, firms should integrate internal and consumer-
based considerations when making strategic business deci-
sions. Instead of purely focusing on cost, process, and re-
source factors when contemplating whether or not to out-
source a touchpoint, consumer perceptions of a touchpoint
constitute an additional factor that should influence such de-
cisions. When a touchpoint is primarily perceived as
dissatisfying by consumers (i.e., it constitutes a Bpain point^
in the customer journey), branded outsourcing could be a
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means to dissociate a focal brand from this touchpoint and
thus improve firm evaluations. Conversely, managers should
likewise be aware of the hidden costs of outsourcing a
touchpoint that is perceived as satisfying by consumers, when
dissociating it from the focal brand.

Second, when firms have made a decision to outsource a
touchpoint (based on consumer perceptions or other internal
considerations), they can choose whether to do this branded
or unbranded (see Table 1). Based on our results, managers
should employ branded outsourcing for touchpoints with a high
likelihood of remaining dissatisfying in consumer perceptions.
Consequently, branded outsourcing is beneficial for focal brand
evaluations for touchpoints with a high failure probability, in-
herently dissatisfying touchpoints such as payment, but also for
touchpoints that have little upside potential (i.e., dissatisfiers).
In case a failure happens during those dissatisfier touchpoints,
the third party absorbs parts of the negative impact while we do
not find a difference in focal brand evaluations when the
touchpoint is neutral and outsourced. On the contrary, unbrand-
ed outsourcing should be employed for touchpoints that remain
or become satisfying in consumers’ perception. Thus, the focal
brand should use its own brand name for touchpoints with a low
failure rate, inherently positive touchpoints, touchpoints with
little downside potential (i.e., satisfiers), those that the third
party can perform in a for consumers satisfactory way, and for
positive touchpoints that are outsourced based on other internal
considerations.

Third, for satisfying and neutral touchpoints managers
should collaborate with a third party that has a strong, rather
than a weak brand when employing branded outsourcing. For
dissatisfying touchpoints in contrast, the brand strength of the
third party does not matter. Thus, managers can choose their
outsourcing partner based on cost and process considerations
instead. Further, when branded outsourcing is used for a
dissatisfying touchpoint, firms should refrain from communi-
cating reasons for the unsatisfactory performance or assigning
blame to the third party. As the effect of branded outsourcing
can be explained by brand associations (rather than responsi-
bility attributions only), firms should avoid any further pairing
of their own brand with the dissatisfying touchpoint. Fourth,
unbranded outsourcing and no outsourcing are perceived
equally by consumers as in both cases they are only exposed
to the focal brand during the touchpoint in question (if the
outsourcing is not communicated elsewhere). Thus, firms
can make a decision between those two options purely based
on internal considerations such as costs. Further, firms have
the opportunity to switch from one option to the other rela-
tively easy without the customer noticing if conditions change
in the future. Fifth, instead of outsourcing to a third-party
brand, firms could also create a sub-brand that is used for
certain touchpoints. By doing so, firms can combine the dis-
sociative benefits of branded outsourcing with the upside of
keeping control over the touchpoint.

Limitations and further research

Our study has several limitations that can serve as a basis for
future research. First, we cannot assess the monetary effect of
a branded outsourcing decision. Although we obtained firm
data as an important addition to our experimental studies, this
data unfortunately also only involves self-reported measures
of satisfaction. It would be a valuable path for future research
to connect the perception of outsourced touchpoints with ac-
tual future purchase data in a context where consumers can
easily substitute the focal brands’ products or services (unlike
our energy provider context). Further, in this manuscript we
purely focus on consumer-level consequences. While it is
valuable and important to introduce this angle to the
outsourcing literature, it should complement, not substitute
internal considerations from strategic and operations manage-
ment perspectives (e.g., Kakabadse and Kakabadse 2002;
Kremic et al. 2006; Prahalad and Hamel 1990). Quantifying
both consumer- and firm-level consequences would enable
the calculation of a net effect of cost and revenue effects of
branded outsourcing decisions.

Second, a touchpoint can be satisfying or dissatisfying be-
cause of its execution, or because of an inherent sentiment.
Execution-based dissatisfying touchpoints are designed or de-
livered in an unsatisfactory way: such as an employee who is
unfriendly, or a cumbersome delivery process. Inherently
dissatisfying touchpoints on the other hand are always per-
ceived negatively independent of their execution: even if it
works smoothly, consumers typically do not like to wait or
pay for their products (e.g., Prelec and Loewenstein 1998).
The touchpoints in our studies all have an execution-based
sentiment. It would thus be an interesting path for future re-
search to assess whether the same effects of branded
outsourcing apply to touchpoints with an inherent sentiment.

Third, we mainly use fictional brands in our scenario stud-
ies and analyze the impact of a for consumers largely un-
known third party in the field experiment. As we find an effect
of the third party’s brand strength in Study 4, it would be
interesting to include other characteristics and consumer per-
ceptions (such as prior experiences or brand personalities) of
the parties involved in branded outsourcing in future studies.
Further, as we did not include an unbranded outsourcing con-
dition in Study 4 we cannot be certain that unbranded
outsourcing is more beneficial for focal firm evaluations when
employed for satisfying touchpoints and the third party has a
strong brand. Future research could likewise investigate the
conditions under which the mechanisms underlying branded
outsourcing might change. Apart from brand characteristics,
these might be situational or consumer characteristics such as
consumers’ ways of processing information. One might ex-
pect that responsibility attributions play a greater role in
explaining the effect of branded outsourcing when consumers
systematically instead of heuristically process a situation.
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Appendix 1

Reliability of scales

Main constructs Items

Study
2

Study
3

Study
4

(1) Attitude toward focal
brand

My overall impression of the firm is.. α .98 .98 .98
CR .98 .98 .98
AVE1 .94 .93 .91

..(good / bad)

..(favorable / unfavorable)

..(negative / positive)

..(unsatisfactory / satisfactory)
Item source: Becker-Olsen (2003)
(2) Attitude toward third

party
My overall impression of the firm is.. α .99 .99 .99

CR .98 .99 .99
AVE1 .94 .96 .95

..(good / bad)

..(favorable / unfavorable)

..(negative / positive)

..(unsatisfactory / satisfactory)
Item source: Becker-Olsen (2003)
(3) Attributions To what extent do you agree with the following statements? (I do not agree at all. / I fully agree.) α .88 .85

CR .88 .85
AVE .72 .65

.. The energy provider is responsible for what happened with / after the installation of my
thermostat.a

..What happened with / after the installation of my thermostat was controllable by the energy
provider.b

..What happened with / after the installation of my thermostat was influenceable by the energy
provider.b

Item sources: Pick et al. (2016)a,b; Tsiros et al. (2004)a; Hess et al. (2003)b

(4) Associations To what extent do you associate the energy provider described with the following? (Not at all. /
Very much.)

α .92 .90
CR .92 .90
AVE .79 .82

Study 3:
..Unsuccessful.a

..Inconvenient.a

..Poor quality.a

..Successful.b

..Caring for customers.b

..Great service.b

Study 4:
..Poor service.a

..Decent service.a

..Great service.b

..Caring for customers.b

..Not caring for customers.a

Study 5:
..Poor service.a

..Delayed service.a

..Great service.b

..Timely service.b

Item source: Self-generated based on dissatisfyinga and satisfying/neutralb scenarios.
α = Cronbach’s alpha
CR =Composite reliability
AVE =Average variance extracted
1Discriminant validity established based on Fornell and Larcker (1981): AVE > all squared correlations with other constructs; see

Appendix 2
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Appendix 2: Correlation tables

Study 1:

Study 2:

Study 3:

Main variables M SD N 2 3 4 5 6

1. Satisfaction focal brand 7.71 1.99 10,051 −.58** .03* .06** −.04** .00

2. Desired result 1.21 .40 10,122 −.02* −.03** .00 −.01
3. Branded outsourcing .88 .33 10,190 −.07** −.24** −.16**

4. Timing of installation 2.09 1.13 10,190 −.10** .03*

5. Channel appointment .61 .49 9183 .11**

6. Region 4.99 1.19 10,190

** p < .01

Main variables M SD N 2 3 4

1. Attitude focal brand 3.41 1.27 322 .89** .09 −.74**

2. Attitude third party 3.35 1.43 160 n.a. −.76**

3. Branded outsourcing .50 .50 322 .00

4. Valence touchpoint .50 .50 322

** p < .01

Main variables M SD N 2 3 4

1. Attitude focal brand 3.54 1.37 220 .88** −.00 −.79**

2. Attitude third party 3.36 1.57 111 n.a. −.83**

3. Branded outsourcing .50 .50 220 −.01
4. Valence touchpoint .50 .50 220

** p < .01
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Study 4:

Appendix 3: Scenarios

Study 2:

Main variables M SD N 2 3 4

1. Attitude focal brand 3.67 1.27 604 .81** .13** .63**

2. Attitude third party 3.25 1.57 604 .21** .73**

3. Third-party brand strength .50 .50 604 −.01
4. Valence touchpoint .00 .82 604

** p < .01

Branded outsourcing Unbranded outsourcing

Installation neutral

You ordered a new smart thermostat from your energy provider. For the
installation of the thermostat, your energy provider collaborates
with a subcontractor. In order to install the thermostat at your home,
you make an appointment with a technician from the subcontractor.

The subcontractor’s technician comes to your house, installs the thermostat
and it works well afterwards.

You ordered a new smart thermostat from your energy provider. In order to
install the thermostat at your home, you make an appointment with a
technician from your energy provider.

The energy provider’s technician comes to your house, installs the
thermostat and it works well afterwards.

Installation dissatisfying

You ordered a new smart thermostat from your energy provider. For the
installation of the thermostat, your energy provider collaborates
with a subcontractor. In order to install the thermostat at your home,
you make an appointment with a technician from the subcontractor.

The subcontractor’s technician comes to your house, installs the thermostat
but it does not work afterwards. The technician needs to come back
the following day to fix the problem.

You ordered a new smart thermostat from your energy provider. In order to
install the thermostat at your home, you make an appointment with a
technician from your energy provider.

The energy provider’s technician comes to your house, installs the
thermostat but it does not work afterwards. The technician needs to
come back the following day to fix the problem.
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Study 3:

Study 4:

Branded outsourcing Unbranded outsourcing

Installation satisfying (follow-up call)

You ordered a new smart thermostat from your energy provider. For the
installation of the thermostat, your energy provider collaborates
with a subcontractor. In order to install the thermostat at your home,
you make an appointment with a technician from the subcontractor.

The subcontractor’s technician comes to your house, installs the thermostat
and it works well afterwards. Aweek after the installation, the
subcontractor’s friendly technician calls you again to check whether
everything is fine and you have any questions left.

You ordered a new smart thermostat from your energy provider. In order to
install the thermostat at your home, you make an appointment with a
technician from your energy provider.

The energy provider’s technician comes to your house, installs the
thermostat and it works well afterwards. Aweek after the
installation, the energy provider’s friendly technician calls you again
to check whether everything is fine and you have any questions left.

Installation dissatisfying

You ordered a new smart thermostat from your energy provider. For the
installation of the thermostat, your energy provider collaborates
with a subcontractor. In order to install the thermostat at your home,
you make an appointment with a technician from the subcontractor.

The subcontractor’s technician comes to your house, installs the thermostat
but it does not work afterwards. The subcontractor’s technician
needs to come back the following day to fix the problem.

You ordered a new smart thermostat from your energy provider. In order to
install the thermostat at your home, you make an appointment with a
technician from your energy provider.

The energy provider’s technician comes to your house, installs the
thermostat but it does not work afterwards. The energy provider’s
technician needs to come back the following day to fix the problem.

Branded outsourcing to strong brand Branded outsourcing to weak brand

Tailor service satisfying

You bought a new suit in a clothing shop called TheFashionShop. You
already had several good experiences with the shop.

The suit looks nice but needs to be shortened. TheFashionShop
collaborates with a tailor service for all its products.

An employee of the tailor service shortens your suit and you are told
that it will take 1 week.When you come to pick it up, your suit is not
ready yet and the tailor service employee asks you to come back the
day after. When finally picking it up, the suit looks rumpled and a
little too short now.

The tailor service is the leading tailor service in your city, it has a very
strong reputation, and you have heard many positive things about it.

You bought a new suit in a clothing shop called TheFashionShop. You
already had several good experiences with the shop.

The suit looks nice but needs to be shortened. TheFashionShop
collaborates with a tailor service for all its products.

An employee of the tailor service shortens your suit within 30 min.
They further offer to deliver the suit to your home or workplace the
same day.When it is delivered, the suit is neatly ironed and comes in
a handy bag to take it home.

The tailor service is new in your city and does not have a strong
reputation, you have not heard anything positive about it from friends.

Tailor service neutral

You bought a new suit in a clothing shop called TheFashionShop. You
already had several good experiences with the shop.

The suit looks nice but needs to be shortened. TheFashionShop
collaborates with a tailor service for all its products.

An employee of the tailor service shortens your suit within 4 days.
The tailor service is the leading tailor service in your city, it has a very

strong reputation, and you have heard many positive things about it.

You bought a new suit in a clothing shop called TheFashionShop. You
already had several good experiences with the shop.

The suit looks nice but needs to be shortened. TheFashionShop
collaborates with a tailor service for all its products.

An employee of the tailor service shortens your suit within 4 days.
The tailor service is new in your city and does not have a strong

reputation, you have not heard anything positive about it from friends.

Tailor service dissatisfying

You bought a new suit in a clothing shop called TheFashionShop. You
already had several good experiences with the shop.

The suit looks nice but needs to be shortened. TheFashionShop
collaborates with a tailor service for all its products.

An employee of the tailor service shortens your suit and you are told
that it will take 1 week.When you come to pick it up, your suit is not
ready yet and the tailor service employee asks you to come back the
day after. When finally picking it up, the suit looks rumpled and a
little too short now.

The tailor service is the leading tailor service in your city, it has a very
strong reputation, and you have heard many positive things about it.

You bought a new suit in a clothing shop called TheFashionShop. You
already had several good experiences with the shop.

The suit looks nice but needs to be shortened. TheFashionShop
collaborates with a tailor service for all its products.

An employee of the tailor service shortens your suit and you are told
that it will take 1 week.When you come to pick it up, your suit is not
ready yet and the tailor service employee asks you to come back the
day after. When finally picking it up, the suit looks rumpled and a
little too short now.

The tailor service is new in your city and does not have a strong
reputation, you have not heard anything positive about it from friends.
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Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons At t r ibut ion 4 .0 In te rna t ional License (h t tp : / /
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link
to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.
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