
THE NEW 
14 BRAND  RELATIONSHIPS 
AND THE OPPORTUNITY  
FOR  HUMAN BRANDS



There’s a general view that 
the relationships between 
people and brands have 
changed, particularly 
changes driven by digital, 
social media and technology.  

However, there has been little focus on what these new relationships really are, 

and we haven’t moved on that far from general statements about brands having  

to be more human. Although we have always talked about brand relationships  

in the language of human relationships this hasn’t changed to reflect the 

changing nature of human relationships. 

Our research focused on getting under the skin of what these changing 

relationships really were, what people really wanted from brands and how 

brands could react.

We carried out a six month project to understand what the 

reality of these brand relationships were today and used our 

‘real world research’ approach - recruiting people through social 

media and giving them ‘missions’ to help us understand how 

they felt about brands and their new paths to purchase.  

e also asked them to buy a smartphone, buy a coffee 

machine and buy a compact camera to get under the 

skin of their purchase behaviours. 

As a conclusion we asked them to map out their relationships 

with brands, building on previous brand relationship frameworks.

THE  
RESEARCH
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RECOGNISING A 
GENERATION TINDER 
MIND-SET ACROSS 
GENERATIONS

PEOPLE STILL BELIEVED THAT THEY HAD MEANINGFUL 

RELATIONSHIPS WITH THEIR BRANDS AND THAT BRANDS  

CAN BE PARTNERS IN AN ONGOING RELATIONSHIP,  

BUT IN A BROADER AND DEEPER WAY THAN CONVENTIONAL 

VIEWS OF THIS IN MARKETING, E.G. BRAND LOVE, BRAND 

LOYALTY AND RELATIONSHIP MARKETING.  

People’s relationship with technology and social media  

had influenced the importance of more fleeting and shallow 

relationships with brands as much as people. This led  

us to develop a framework based on recognised human 

relationships that helps brands think beyond the ubiquitous 

historical brand-imposed ‘brand love’ relationship. 

Dating apps such as Tinder epitomised how the relationships 

between people and brands have changed already, as well  

as being food for thought for brand relationships: 

•  Over 50 million Tinder users every month; more than  

1 billion profile swipes.

 

•  Over 1 billion swipes and 12 million matches, but with  

a lot of rejections, obviously.

 

•  People in the UK are exposed to an average of 3,500 

branded messages a day. How many make a match  

with brands?

 

‘Generation Tinder’ is not just a narrow age group or consumer 

segment; it’s not just people in their twenties, based on our 

research across generations. 

The simple choice to swipe left or swipe right is a mind-set  

that people love and that brands need to respond to.

THE TINDER MIND-SET PRIZES EASE,  
ACCESSIBILITY AND VALUE OVER LOYALTY.
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WE DEVELOPED A BRAND RELATIONSHIPS  

FRAMEWORK OF AT LEAST 14 RELATIONSHIPS:

 

Committed Partnership

Enemy

Best Friend

Dependency

Secret Affair

Old Pal

Fling

The key point for brands was the importance  

of shallower relationships such as flings and friends  

with benefits (FWB) and more illuminating deeper 

relationships than what was once described  

as ‘brand love’, e.g. committed partnerships.

DEFINING THE  
NEW 14 BRAND 
RELATIONSHIPS

FWB

Enslavement

Teammate

Kinship

Casual Acquaintance

Arranged Marriage

Marriage of Convenience
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Many industry commentators would describe the obsessive 

relationship a lot of people have with Apple, for example, as 

‘brand love’. We found more than 35% of respondents actually 

describe the product as a ‘best friend’; and 55% said that they 

‘couldn’t live without’ it, it’s a ‘dependency’.

APPLE AS A 
‘DEPENDENCY’ 
RELATIONSHIP

EASYJET 
AS A ‘FWB’ 
RELATIONSHIP

EasyJet was described as a ‘friend with benefits’ by more 

than 70% of respondents. Contrast this with what people 

said about their brand love for British Airways – while many 

were professing ‘love’ for the national carrier, they were 

actually off having a friends-with-benefits relationship with 

the budget airline.
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BRAND LOVE DOESN’T ALWAYS MATTER AS MUCH  

AS WE THINK. BRANDS OFTEN SEE LOYALTY AS LOVE  

WHEN IT’S REALLY SOMETHING ELSE. 

Our research showed how the decision-making process  

for buying a high-value item like a camera, coffee machine  

or mobile phone – one which we’d assumed would be based  

on rigorous research – can be cut short by giving people  

the validation they need to make the purchase from someone  

they trust. People dead-set on buying a Nespresso machine,  

the dominant, ‘loved’ category leader, were happy to walk  

out with a Tassimo machine (not even on their consideration list) 

based on the power of an in-store demonstration in John Lewis. 

To survive and thrive in this world of changing relationships, brands 

need to understand where they really sit within these relationship 

typologies and how they can leverage their difference.

WHAT ABOUT 
BRAND LOVE?

MAXIMISING 
THE NEW BRAND 
RELATIONSHIPS 
OPPORTUNITY

The opportunity for brands is to understand the  

brand relationships dynamics of their category,  

the current relationships with their brand and the  

possible relationships with their brand in the future.

For example, we discovered that almost all of the current 

relationships with financial services and utility brands  

were negative, e.g. enemies and arranged marriages,  

so brands in these sectors need to be realistic about what 

they are aiming, e.g. versus other sectors where more  

positive relationships are positive, e.g. beauty brands and  

committed partnerships.
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We used these research insights into the new brand  

relationships to develop new tools and ways of working. 

We use our 14 brand relationships at the start of our  

Relationships, Behaviours & Brains process to frame  

the current relationship status and future relationship  

opportunity for brands within their categories.

We also run this as a Relationships Workshop where  

we collaborate with brands to explore: 

What’s your dominant category relationship?

Why and how could it change?

What’s the dominant relationship for your brand and competitors?

What can we learn from brand relationships in parallel categories?

What’s relationship opportunity for your brand?

What does this mean for communications?

MAKING  
IT HAPPEN

WANT TO LEARN  
MORE ABOUT OUR  

RELATIONSHIPS  
WORKSHOP?

Get in touch with:  
 

NEIL DAVIDSON
 

07411 005 459
neil.davidson@heyhuman.com
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