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Abstract 

 

Research has shown that some products and brands have ‘fanatical’ followers who remain 

highly enthusiastic, devoted, and whose loyalty remains unwavering despite counter-

supportive facts / information, or persuasive arguments to switch. While many organisations 

would benefit from having such devoted ‘fans’ within its customer base, some authors have 

pointed to the detriments associated with such rigidity, inflexibility, and dogmatism. This 

paper explores this ‘darker’ side of consumer fanaticism and its potential negative 

consequences. Data was collected via long in-depth interviews with six highly loyal 

consumers and their significant others. The findings revealed potential personal and social 

detriments, most notably in relation to negative feelings associated with struggles of self-

control, financial issues, and negative impact on relationships with others. 
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The Dark Side of Consumer Fanaticism 

 

Introduction 

 

Fanaticism has been described as an extreme form of ‘enthusiasm’ and ‘devotion’ (Hill and 

Robinson, 1991; Trefalt, 2005); where ‘enthusiasm’ implies high levels of ‘involvement’, i.e. 

amount of interest or concern (Bloch, 1981; Bloch, 1986), and ‘devotion’ implies high levels 

of emotional bonding and attachment (similar to the feelings of love), commitment, and 

accompanied by ‘proactive sustaining behaviours’ (Pichler and Hemetsberger, 2007; Pimentel 

and Reynolds, 2004). ‘Fans’ of sports teams, music groups, celebrities, and brands have often 

been used as examples of ‘consumer devotees’ demonstrating ‘ultimate loyalty’ and 

‘unfailing commitment’ (Pichler and Hemetsberger, 2007, p.194; Pimentel and Reynolds, 

2004, p.2; Oliver, 1999, p.35 & p.39), as they often engage in behaviours beneficial to the 

product or brand, and they do so sometimes despite poor brand performances (Hunt, Bristol, 

and Bashaw, 1999; Rifkin, 1999) and counter-supportive facts and information (Funk and 

James, 2001; Oliver, 1999).  

 

The extant literature however, also reveals a darker side associated with such intense levels of 

loyalty. For example, Rozanski, Baum, and Wolfsen (1999) warn that “fanatical followers” 

can be so attached to the existing brand or product(s) and can be so highly ‘resistant to 

change’ that they can retaliate against new product launches and/or brand repositioning (e.g. 

Coca-Cola Company’s 1985 launch of New Coke); leading to its demise. In the sports 

context, fanaticism has been associated with hooliganism and other anti-social, disruptive, and 

sometimes violent behaviours that also cause damage to sport organisations (Hunt, Bristol, 

and Bashaw, 1999). While the ‘dark side’ for firms have been documented, the consequences 

for consumers (of such intense enthusiasm and devotion to a product, brand, or activity) 

remains unexplored. In particular, the downside for consumers is worth researching, 

especially with calls for transformative consumer research (Mick, 2006), and current concerns 

about materialism and issues of over-consumption negatively impacting on consumers’ 

quality of life (Shankar, Cherrier, and Canniford, 2006; Shankar, Whittaker, and Fitchett, 

2006). 

 

 

Method 

 
This paper explores the dark side of consumer fanaticism via in-depth interviews with six 

‘fans’ of various products, brands, and consumption activities. These interviews were 

conducted as part of a larger in-depth study exploring the characteristics and development of 

consumer fanaticism (where detailed life history information was also collected). Each 

consumer ‘fan’ was interviewed for up to five hours. The fan’s ‘significant other(s)’ (i.e. 

parent, partner, and close friend(s)) were also interviewed to gain other perspectives into the 

phenomenon; which lasted no more than one hour each. The interviews aimed to elicit ‘thick 

descriptions’ (Fournier, 1998) from the informants that would shed light on consumer 

fanaticism as experienced by the informants, and how it exists in the informants’ life worlds. 

The interviews yielded intricate details about consumers’ feelings, thought processes, and 

experiences that are otherwise difficult to extract or learn through other research methods 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1998). They also allowed informants to give meaning and significance to 

their actions and experiences, expressed in their own terms (McCracken, 1988). The 

interviewees were recruited via purposive sampling--refer to Table 1 for a summary of 

informants’ characteristics. All interviews and conversations were audio taped, and verbatim 
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transcripts were created on which data analysis was performed. Data analysis was conducted 

based on the qualitative manipulation operations described by Spiggle (1994), which 

included: categorisation, abstraction, comparison, dimensionalisation, integration, iteration, 

and refutation. These seven analytical operations are not discrete activities performed 

sequentially, but are utilised at various stages of the data analysis process to organise data, 

extract meanings, and generate and/or confirm ‘themes’ that formed the basis of our findings. 

For the purposes of this paper, focus was placed on themes representing the ‘dark side’ of 

consumer fanaticism revealed by the interviews, by exploring the potentially negative or 

detrimental aspects and consequences of such intense levels of enthusiasm and devotion. 

 

Table 1 Summary of Informant Characteristics 
Key 

Informant 

Name* 

Age Gender Occupation Context of Fanaticism Secondary Informant 

(i.e. Significant 

Other(s)’) Details  

Anthony 24 Male Consultant (bank) Car models Ken (friend)  

Ashley 27 Female Shop assistant (toy shop 

and warehouse) 

Toys Clara (mother), Kelly 

(friend), Mark (friend) 

Kathy 29 Female Manager (bank) Tupperware Gavin (partner) 

Lawrence 50s Male Administrative 

coordinator (university) 

Banknotes Melanie (wife) 

Warner 28 Male Consultant (computer 

software firm) 

Nike Air Jordan Lisa (partner) and Kyle 

(friend) 

Whitney 27 Female Senior manager (bank) Louis Vuitton Cameron (housemate) 

and John (partner) 

*All names are pseudonym 
 

 

Findings and Discussion 

 

Experience of Negative Feelings and Emotions 

 

Entrapment 

Consumer fanatics’ intense enthusiasm and devotion is often evident through their extreme 

consumption drives (Redden and Steiner, 2000). The interviews revealed that such intense 

consumption could result in a range of problems such as a lack of space to display purchased 

items, but more importantly, feelings of being trapped. For example: 

Ashley… “Everywhere you look, there’s a toy… I’ve got no room… it gets really 

cramped in my room and if I need head space, I can’t be in there… Sometimes I just 

feel like being in an empty space, and that never happens! … Sometimes I get a bit 

angry with myself going ‘Why do you have to collect so much?!’ and ‘You should 

chuck some stuff out’. And you just go, ‘No, no!’. And you have this internal battle.” 

Anthony… “I’ve been trying to go on a mission of 90-day-not-buying-a-car-model 

‘cause I was literally buying around two or three models a week. It was just getting 

out of hand. My room is just full of cars… I have no space in my room… I run out of 

space… Forever struggling with space… I just want to feel better that I have some 

control over it. I don’t want the obsession to rule me.” 

Interviewees struggle with the amount of space their collections take up, and as Ashley and 

Anthony’s comments show, this provokes feelings of discomfort and frustration. However, 

their comments also seem to suggest that collections oppress and make them feel as if they are 

locked in a prison and need to escape. This was evident through Ashley’s description of her 

‘battle’ and Anthony’s attempt to ‘control’ the frequency and level of his purchases.  
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Uncontrollable desire for ‘more’ 

Despite struggling with space and being frustrated with the lack of space around the home, 

some interviewees continue to feel a strong desire for ‘more’ items that will further clutter 

their space. For example: 

Ashley… “Whenever I see something that could be in my collection I get a bit crazy 

about it and I’m like ‘I gotta have that!’… and you can’t stop thinking about it until 

you’ve got it.” 

Ashley shows an uncontrollable desire for ‘more’, and her ‘crazy’ feelings do not subside 

until she succeeds. Other interviewees added: 

Kathy… “I just want to have MORE! I just want to have them all. It’s just this URGE, 

this NEED to have everything… It’s like an ADDICTION!” 

Whitney… “I just want more. It’s like a drug, like the first hit you get, it feels great. It 

feels great when I bought my bag, and so I thought ‘I want some more!!’ And there is 

just no going back. Like, if you go ‘You can never have another LV  (Louis Vuitton) 

bag the rest of your life’, I will be devastated! … You’re addicted. Completely 

addicted… [Although] I can no longer afford them…I still walk past the stores… I’ll 

still go in and look at them and long for them and then get upset that I can’t afford it.”  

Interviewees often relate their strong desires for ‘more’ to ‘addiction’ (and ‘obsession’), 

which can be associated with or can lead to darker consequences that may be harmful to the 

consumer. In Whitney’s case, she suffers negative emotions from her inability to “afford” the 

Vuitton bags that she so desires (e.g. “get upset that I can’t afford it”). Furthermore, she also 

revealed that she would sometimes forgo food (e.g. “I starve myself”) and other “essential 

stuff”, as well as put herself “in severe financial hardship” for her Vuitton purchases. 

Similarly, Anthony explained: 

Anthony… “Sometimes I feel compelled to buy… like (as) if somebody’s suffering 

from obsessive-compulsive behaviour… where you’re just buying for the sake of 

buying, not actually enjoying the model or the car, the purpose of it is totally defeated, 

you can’t control it… Then I feel really sad about spending money, then I have to pick 

myself up [by buying more car models]. So it’s a very funny cycle.” 

Like Whitney, Anthony also struggles to control his desire for ‘more’, and similarly, 

experiences negative emotions as a direct result. Anthony’s example also shows that despite 

being able to acquire more, he remains unsatisfied and even becomes unhappy about it. This 

supports recent proposals that consumers can be “trapped in a never-ending cycle of desire 

that is only temporarily satisfying and ultimately unfulfilling” (Shankar, Whittake, and 

Fitchett, 2006, p.491).  

 

The ‘Cost’ of Fanaticism 

 

A common outcome associated with consumer fanatics’ extreme consumption drive (and 

spending) is the inability to accumulate savings. For example: 

Anthony… “I think my biggest challenge these days is to save money… I’ve been 

thinking of getting a loan for a single bedroom apartment… [but] there isn’t any 

savings! It’s all used up [on buying car models]!” 

Similar to Anthony, other interviewees (e.g. Ashley and Warner) revealed an inability to save 

for the purchase of ‘major’ assets such as a car or a house due to the spending of most of their 

incomes on their favorite product, brand, or activity. Whitney added: 
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Whitney… “I have huge credit card debts… Unbelievably huge. Ridiculously huge. 

My credit card debt is enough to pay my car off in one hit! I mean, in the last few 

years, the amount that’s been on my credit card… I’m very lucky I have an 

understanding housemate, that, sometimes when I can’t pay bills on the day, he’ll go 

‘Yeah yeah, pay me whenever!’” 

Whitney revealed accumulating large credit card debts and sometimes struggling to pay her 

bills or rent on time. Although her debt is unlikely to be made up only of her Vuitton 

purchases, her devotion to it has resulted in the mismanagement of her finances, and 

ultimately, in a level of debt that could lead to more serious problems such as a bad credit 

record or renting history.  

 

Negative Impact on Others and on Relationships with Others 
 

Another dark side to fanaticism relates to the impact it has on other people surrounding the 

‘fanatic’ and his/her relationship with others. For example, some interviewees explained: 

Ashley… “I’ve had friends who think I’m crazy because [they’d say] ‘How can you 

spend all your money on [toys] and not save up to buy a car?’ or something. I’m like 

‘Well, it makes me happy!’ … [But] mum’s just going crazy because there’s just so 

much [toys] around.” 

Kathy… “I’m very extreme… for example, if I like something then I need to have 

ALL of it… So, since I love Tupperware, I want to own the ENTIRE range…Probably 

being WAY too extreme. Probably putting a lot of stress on myself as well… Probably 

not very good for the people around me, because they get very frustrated.” 

The above examples illustrate the impact consumers’ intense devotion has on others and their 

relationship with others. For example, Ashley’s enthusiasm for toys frustrates her friends and 

her mother. Kathy’s extreme commitment to completing her Tupperware collection also 

frustrates people around her, namely her partner (who commented: “We have way too much 

Tupperware”). In the interviews, Kathy showed a ‘dark’ streak to her intense involvement by 

being boastful (i.e. “wanting to show off”) and even selfish (i.e. not wanting others to be 

“better” and have more Tupperware than her). Similarly, Whitney also made the following 

comments: 

Whitney… “When my friends get bags that I would have liked to have, I get really, 

you know (Whitney pouts; shows a disappointed / unhappy face)…  

I can spot a fake a mile away. I get really angry [at]… girls carry[ing] fake 

LV… I want to just scream at them… [My cousins] will go, ‘Why would you spend 

six hundred dollars on a bag [when you can get an imitation for ten dollars]?’ I get 

reeeally offended, and really pissed off!” 

Whitney’s comments also showed a ‘dark side’ to her intense devotion to Louis Vuitton. For 

example, it causes her to become angry with others (such as those who uses imitation-Vuitton 

goods, or those in opposition against her devotion to Vuitton adding: “I would fully argue 

with them”). She also revealed a selfish side to her devotion to Vuitton, where she would be 

jealous over her friends’ possessions of Vuitton, and like Kathy, emphasised a desire to be 

“better” than them, through owning more Vuitton items than her friends. The findings showed 

that fanaticism could be or become part of a larger, potentially unsustainable issue of over-

consumption and materialism (see Richins, McKeage, and Najjar, 1992; Shankar, Whittaker, 

and Fitchett, 2006). 

 

 

Conclusion 
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This paper identified several aspects of the dark side of consumer fanaticism; an area that has 

received limited empirical research attention. This dark side is highly relevant to this year’s 

conference theme of ‘sustainability’. For example, evidence of fanatics’ never-ending cycle of 

desire for ‘more’ (which can be associated with issues of materialism and over-consumption) 

is arguably physically, emotionally, and financially draining, and unsustainable in the long 

term. Researching the ‘dark side’ of consumer fanaticism is important, particularly due to 

recent criticisms of marketing’s inability to “deliver on its theoretical promise of making 

people happier with their lives” (Shankar, Whittaker, and Fitchett, 2006, p.485). The ‘dark 

side’ revealed by the findings raises questions of whether or not firms should encourage its 

customers to become ‘fanatical’? And, is fanaticism (i.e. having an intense interest and 

enthusiasm for a product, brand, or activity) actually rewarding for consumers? The concerns 

represented here are by no means exhaustive. Future research should continue to explore the 

consequences of consumer fanaticism, such as fanatics’ struggles of self-control (which can 

potentially result in issues of obsessive-compulsive consumption and consumer addiction) but 

also, to not neglect the positive side of fanaticism, such as the rewards consumers may derive 

from their intense involvement. Marketing theorists and practitioners could consider and 

explore the possibility of implementing policies to achieve ‘sustainable’ fanaticism – where 

consumers who are highly enthusiastic and devoted to a product or brand can continue to 

derive intensely positive rewards from their involvement without falling into the ‘dark side’.  
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