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Extended Abstract
Over the past decade, the consumer-brand relationship concept has enjoyed an enormous popularity among marketing academics and practitioners (Duncan and Moriarty 1998). However, the very idea that consumers would develop a close emotional bond to their favourite brand(s) (Thomson, MacInnis and Park 2005), even when loaded with human characteristics, has also been challenged. The argument hereby is that true interpersonal relationships based on feelings of attachment and love (Fournier 1998) could only exist between people and that, subsequently, brands may serve at best as a social link between them (Cova 1997, 1999; O’Malley and Patterson 2006). After all, nobody in their right mind wants to be in a relationship with a can of coke or some breakfast cereals. But what happens when the brand in question is actually a real-living person? Does not the kind of relationship that fans perceive to experience with their favourite movie actors constitute some genuine form of consumer-brand relationship?

It is no secret that, since the early days of the Hollywood studio system (Dyer 1998; McDonald 2000), movie actors as well as any other celebrities have been viewed as human brands, whose images, identities and reflected values are positioned and managed to meet market needs of the film industry (Kerrigan and O’Reilly 2008; Thomson 2006). Also since those days, consumers have had such a keen interest in the works and lives of movie actors that these human brands have become an essential part of our everyday culture (Turner 2004; Wohlfeil and Whelan 2008a, b). However, some consumers experience a significantly more intense interest and emotional attachment to a particular movie actor and, subsequently, become what are commonly known as fans (O’Guinn 1991; Thorne and Bruner 2006). Yet, while the academic literature focused primarily on fans’ psychological well-being (McCutcheon et al. 2003, 2006) or on the interaction between fans in participatory fan communities (Jenkins 1992; Kozinets 1997, 2001; Richardson 2004), the question as to what exactly attracts an ordinary consumer to become and remain the devoted fan of a certain movie actor (Henry and Caldwell 2007) has received scant attention so far. Subsequently, little is known about the nature and meaning that those intense consumer relationships with a particular human brand have for the everyday lived experience of the individual(s) involved.

This paper is therefore aimed at providing some alternative insights into a consumer’s holistic everyday lived fan experiences with one’s favourite movie actor from a genuine insider perspective (Smith et al. 2007). By using subjective personal introspection (Holbrook 1995, 2005), the lead author examines his own private lived fan relationship with the movie actress Jena Malone, which has been observed contemporaneously over a period of 15 months. In doing so, the study investigates the nature of real-life consumer-brand relationships between fans and celebrities with reference to the parasocial interaction literature (Horton and Wohl 1956; Rubin and McHugh 1987) by paying particular attention to the consumer’s personal thoughts, feelings, fantasies and other consumer experiences with the human brand. The emerging findings contribute to our understanding of people’s relationships with human brands in their everyday lives. 
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