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Liquid, solid and in-between: service relationships in global
mobility
Alisa Mininaa and Jonas Holmqvistb

aIpag Business School, Department of Marketing and Communication, Paris, France; bKEDGE Business School,
Marketing Department, Talence, France

ABSTRACT
This study adds to the growing body of research on consumption in
global mobility, illustrating how mobile consumers navigate their
economic reality by managing relationships with banks in different
countries. Previous research argues that global mobility enables the
liquid consumption logic that is access based, ephemeral and
dematerialised. Drawing upon insights from 31 in-depth interviews with
globally mobile professionals, we discuss how the flexibility of globally
mobile consumption combined with the rigid and regulated nature of
the financial services industry enable liquid, solid, and hybrid
consumption logics. We argue that multiple relationship logics
manifesting in global mobility represent a case of solidification of liquid
consumption, showing that managing the flows of economic capital
across multiple countries requires not only extreme flexibility but also
structure. This allows mobile consumers to manage the uncertainties of
liquid modernity by combining their flexible mobile existence with solid
anchoring points in chosen localities.
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Introduction

Rapid processes of transnationalisation, international mobility and global flows of culture and
labour have become a part of our lives (Field 1971; Appadurai 1988; Hannerz 1990; Bauman
2000; Sheller and Urry 2006). The increasing number of globally mobile consumers has fuelled
interest in processes of adaptation and integration to new cultural environments in a variety of
social disciplines. Over the years an emerging stream of consumer research has focused on unco-
vering the structuring influence of mobility on consumption practices of serially relocating consu-
mers who come in contact with multiple cultures over the course of their lifetime (Bardhi, Eckhardt,
and Arnould 2012; Demangeot et al. 2015; Figueiredo and Uncles 2015), highlighting flexibility,
detachment, instrumentality and extreme adaptability as the defining traits of a globally mobile
existence.

Existing studies have focused on how global mobility shapes consumer relationships to posses-
sions (Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012), consumption patterns (Bardhi, Östberg, and Bengts-
son 2010), relationships to space and time (Nowicka 2007; Figueiredo and Uncles 2015), identity
construction processes and well-being (Thompson and Tambyah 1999; Kipnis 2014; Demangeot
et al. 2015). Consumer research has emphasised the importance of economic capital in enabling
consumer movement and relocation (Thompson and Tambyah 1999; Bardhi, Östberg, and Bengts-
son 2010; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012), acknowledging that economic resources and the
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institutional structures through which these resources flow facilitate consumer movement by rais-
ing interest in exploring underlying mechanisms of how consumers manage their economic capital
across borders.

We draw upon insights from structuration theory (Giddens 1990, 2003; Stones 2005) and service
marketing (Roos, Edvardsson, and Gustafsson 2004) to expand our understanding of the role of
economic capital in globally mobile consumption. Economic capital facilitates the processes of
moving from country to country (Thompson and Tambyah 1999; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould
2012) and protects us from the uncertainties of the future. Money is the ultimate disembedding
mechanism (Giddens 1990) to lift social relations out of their immediate social contexts as it can
be used by anyone anywhere. Enabling the flow of money across borders, financial service providers
serve as expert systems that provide technical knowledge and organise the material environments in
which consumers access their financial resources.

To expand our understanding of the relationship between economic capital, expert systems and
global mobility, we examine how consumers build and maintain multiple relationships with finan-
cial service providers across borders. We focus on financial services in line with previous service
research identifying financial and medical services as contexts in which consumers find it particu-
larly important to be able to have good communication (Holmqvist and Van Vaerenbergh 2013).
We further draw upon financial consumption experiences of globally mobile professionals: highly
skilled and well-educated people who repeatedly move from country to country. Existing studies on
commercial relationships take a localised perspective assuming sedentary consumers staying in the
same location for the relationship life cycle, Figueiredo and Uncles (2015) argue that mobile con-
sumers, while forming new relationships during relocation, also maintain residual relationships
with people, places, and cultures from countries in which they have previously lived. We address
how service relationships are structured on a transnational level, what happens to relationships
that are left behind and how new relationships evolve.

We contribute to the extant literature on consumption in global mobility by illustrating how the
international movement of globally mobile consumers is facilitated by the flow of economic capital
through expert systems in multiple localities. We show how consumers navigate the tensions
between liquid and solid consumption logics, manifesting as the interplay between the disembedd-
edness of their globally mobile existence and the attachment required by local service environments.
These observations further let us show how consumers apply different rules and norms to their
relationships with financial service providers. We also challenge the existing link between global
mobility and liquid consumption (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2017) by showing how consumers simul-
taneously manage attached and non-attached service relationships in different countries, solidifying
part of their consumption as a way to manage uncertainties of liquid modernity.

The paper is structured as follows. We first revisit the main insights from extant research on con-
sumption in global mobility before discussing the role of economic capital in enabling a globally
mobile existence. We further introduce the analytical framework of the study, discussing the
anthropomorphic approach to commercial relationships and the notion of relationships as a con-
tract. The method section introduces the design of the study before proceeding to the findings and
concluding discussion highlighting our contributions to existing theories.

Flexibility and structure in global mobility

Social theorists of late modernity and the global mobilities paradigm argue that moving across bor-
ders destabilises our lives, lifting people out of their local contexts (Giddens 1990), weakening
relationship ties with people and possessions (Bauman 2000; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould
2012), and requiring flexibility, adaptability, and instant transformation (Elliott and Urry 2010; Fig-
ueiredo and Uncles 2015). With the emergence of short-term employment contracts, more and
more people do not have an opportunity to stay in one place or to settle for life. Quite the contrary,
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many need to relocate several times, chasing a job security that was more available for previous gen-
erations (Bauman 2000; Urry 2000).

In the last decade, issues of consumption in mobility have attracted the attention of consumer
researchers (Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012; Figueiredo and Uncles 2015). Consumer mobility
scholars have focused on movement across borders as a consumption context that unifies large
groups of people independent of their national background or current country of residence. A
re-emerging theme in global mobility research is the sense of uncertainty and unpredictability of
a globally mobile existence, fuelled by the short-term nature of working engagements (Thompson
and Tambyah 1999; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012; Figueiredo and Uncles 2015) which
manifests itself as tension between the freedom of movement and the inability to know for sure
where they will end up in a few years (Bauman 2000, 2003).

The logic of flexibility underpins most research accounts of life in the interconnected globalised
world, be it theoretical concepts of instantaneous time (Urry 2000), time–space distantiation (Gid-
dens 1990), and liquid modernity (Bauman 2000) or the empirical accounts of mobile consumers’
relationships to possessions (Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012) or deterritorialisation of their
identity projects (Hannerz 1990; Thompson and Tambyah 1999; Bardhi 2004). The uncertainty
of a globally mobile lifestyle requires flexibility and the need for flexibility influences their social
relations as well as their consumption activities under the guise of the idealised image of a free cos-
mopolitan lifestyle (Thompson and Tambyah 1999). According to Giddens (1990), this obsession
with the future is a key characteristic of modernity, when who we want to be and what we want to
do is more important than who we are here and now.

From research on consumer mobility, we know that serially relocating consumer groups con-
sume differently from both local consumers and consumers who have relocated permanently
(Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012; Figueiredo and Uncles 2015). These consumers are more
instrumental in their consumption, preferring immateriality and convenience over the nostalgic
value of their possessions. They perceive long-term relationship commitments as a liability, and
they think about their lives in terms of their cycles of movement, organising their present consump-
tion while simultaneously thinking about their future relocations (Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould
2012; Figueiredo and Uncles 2015). They rely heavily on money in navigating their globally mobile
lives, but how do they manage their relationships with financial service providers.

Figueiredo and Uncles (2015) observed that globally mobile professionals organise their con-
sumption around recurring mobility cycles of moving, arrival, staying and departure, tend to per-
ceive their lives in part through the lens of these recurrent cycles. These mobile professionals
constantly negotiate structure and flexibility by generating specific temporal frameworks that
allow them to obtain stability in their lives and plan their consumption activities along the course
of their mobility. Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould (2012) argued that continuous movement and
serial relocation result in consumers exhibiting a liquid or detached and flexible way of relating
to possessions that is guided by possessions’ situational value, instrumental use value and immateri-
ality. The future orientation of globally mobile professionals who organise their present consump-
tion to satisfy the needs of their imagined globally mobile future selves has been highlighted as one
of the particularities of a globally mobile existence (Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012; Figueiredo
and Uncles 2015). The paradox of global mobility is that it simultaneously triggers processes of
liquidification and solidification, making consumers more flexible but at the same time more
organised.

One aspect of life and consumption in global mobility, however, remains significantly underre-
searched. The importance of economic capital in facilitating, managing and maintaining global
mobility has been acknowledged by many researchers (Hannerz 1990; Thompson and Tambyah
1999; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012; Figueiredo and Uncles 2015), yet most studies assume
the existence and proper functioning of economic capital in the lives of globally mobile pro-
fessionals. In this article, we argue that a proper understanding of how economic capital is managed
across borders through relationships with multiple financial institutions can be an interesting
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opportunity to investigate the interplay between liquid and solid consumption logics as well as to
expand our current understanding of boundary conditions of liquidity. We define the concept of
consumption logic as the mode of thought and action (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2017) inherent to con-
sumption activities that encompasses certain contractual relationships and norms underlining mar-
ket transactions (Eckhardt and Bardhi 2016).

In their conceptualisation of liquid and solid consumption, Bardhi and Eckhardt (2017) defined
liquid consumption as ephemeral, access based and dematerialised as opposed to ownership-based,
enduring and material solid consumption. They discussed relevance to the self, access to mobility
networks, the nature of social relationships and experienced precarity as boundary conditions of
liquidity. They further argued that in the contexts where consumers avoid identification with the
item, social relationships are instrumental, access to mobility networks is easy and experienced inse-
curity and instability are high, consumption will be more liquid. Global mobility thus can be ima-
gined as an ideally liquid context as consumers are constantly on the move; they do not possess solid
social networks upon arrival in their new countries of residence, and they often do not know where
their work will bring them in future (Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012; Figueiredo and Uncles
2015). However, the embedding regulative nature of financial institutions and the necessity to
maintain legally binding relationships with financial providers in their countries of residence (Bea-
verstock 2002) makes financial consumption an interesting context that defies the ephemerality and
immateriality of a purely liquid consumption logic. Although few empirical accounts provide an in-
depth investigation of the ways in which globally mobile consumers deal with their finances, the
next section discusses the role of economic capital in global mobility in further detail.

Economic capital and commercial relationships in global mobility

In this uncertain world that flows and changes, the need for money is constant. Money enables us to
move from country to country (Thompson and Tambyah 1999; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould
2012) and protects us from the uncertainties of the future even when we do not know what our
future needs might be (Simmel 2004; Esposito 2011). The world of finance is so intertwined with
our day-to-day existence that some researchers refer to the financialisation of daily life (Martin
2002; Cook, Smith, and Searle 2009; Beaverstock, Hall, and Wainwright 2013) as our society
becomes more obsessed with building personal wealth.

Previous research exploring the financial lives of consumers moving to a second country focused
on the embedded cultural meanings particular to the home and host country environments and on
interactions between immigrants and locals (Jain and Joy 1997; Chai, Deans, and Biggemann 2012;
Chai and Dibb 2014), examining how different cultural backgrounds play out in the financial
domain. In the end, the empirical focus on populations that have chosen to relocate permanently
resulted in theories that, while dealing with consumers who have relocated at a certain point of their
lives, assumed that these consumers would not move again. A similar picture arises in the financial
consumption research that analyses consumption of financial services from the perspective of
sedentary consumers (Bernthal, Crockett, and Rose 2005; Henry 2005, 2010; Aspara 2009; Cook,
Smith, and Searle 2009; Peñaloza and Barnhart 2011).

These insights provide us with a basic understanding of the flexibility and detachment charac-
terising globally mobile consumption, yet do not adequately explain the situation when consumers
keep their consumption ties with the previous country of residence after departure. They also do not
provide a sufficient understanding of what happens when consumers have long-term engagements
with their financial service providers, as their relationship with the bank is not necessarily as easily
disposable as situational possessions or shorter-term commercial friendships (Price and Arnould
1999). While financial service providers can serve as expert systems, lifting transactions out of
the immediacy of local contexts (Giddens 1990), we cannot solely focus on flexibility and deterri-
torialisation in our empirical investigations. Local institutional requirements still bind consumers
to physical places through a combination of rules, norms and requirements. This interplay between
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the embedding pull of solid local financial institutions and the disembeddedness of globally mobile
lifestyles of relocating professionals represents an area of interest in our investigation of the ways in
which globally mobile consumers structure their relationships with financial institutions across
borders.

In this study, we start with the premise that while economic capital enables consumer movement
between countries, it is not “just there” and involves active interactions between consumers and
their banks. To understand how economic capital is managed in conditions of global mobility,
we, as researchers, should pay more attention to how exactly globally mobile consumers organise
their relationships with financial service providers. While previous studies on global mobility
have not explicitly focused on financial consumption, they provide knowledge about the overarch-
ing logic of globally mobile consumption. This article examines the transferability of globally
mobile consumption logic to the context of consumption of financial service relationships. In
sum, common characteristics of globally mobile consumers emerging from the research are the fol-
lowing: (1) exposure to a variety of different cultural contexts; (2) pragmatic “liquid” approach to
consumption manifesting in emphasising the situational value, use value and immateriality of con-
sumption objects; (3) the desire to structure and organise their mobile existence by means of devel-
oping coordinating mechanisms; (4) the recurring cyclical nature of the movement that is
accompanied by experiential learning; and (5) an all-consuming need for flexibility that emerges
from the uncertainty about the future.

Commercial relationships as a contract

In order to understand the multidimensionality of how globally mobile professionals structure their
relationships with financial service providers, we adopt an anthropomorphic framework to study
commercial relationships, following the stream of research drawing inspiration from interpersonal
relationships theory. This stream of research outlines a number of basic properties of relationships,
showing the complexity of relational phenomena. Researchers argue that relationships are central to
people’s lives and exist for the benefit of parties involved (Hinde 1995; Fournier 1998; Keeling, Keel-
ing, and McGoldrick 2013). They differ from a number of one-time transactions as they evolve over
time and have a history and a future (Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh 1987; Fournier 2009). They consist of
repeated interactions to provide consumers with value in some form, where previous interactions
influence subsequent ones. They exist in a social context and include behaviours and subjective
experiences of the parties involved (Ravald and Grönroos 1996). According to Fournier (1998),
the temporality and interdependence between relationship partners are the key elements dis-
tinguishing relationships from isolated transactions. As relationships are process phenomena,
they evolve over time, going through stages of initiation, growth, maintenance, deterioration and
dissolution.

Commercial relationships can be understood as a contract guided by rules and norms (Aggarwal
2004; Fournier 2009; Avery, Fournier, and Wittenbraker 2014). According to this perspective,
relationships stay strong as long as the contract terms are fulfilled and both parties stay true to
the explicit or implicit rules that guide the relationship’s development. The deterioration of
relationships can thus be triggered when one of the parties acts in a way that transgresses the
norms, putting the relationship at risk (Gustafsson, Johnson, and Roos 2005; Wan, Hui, and
Wyer 2011). According to Aggarwal (2004, 2009), consumers import the norms of behaviour
from interpersonal relationships to a commercial space and then use them as guidelines for their
own behaviour as well as for judging the behaviour of their relationship partners. However, com-
mercial relationships are not identical to interpersonal relationships, as they always involve a degree
of monetary exchange. Aggarwal (2004) argued that although relationships with brands imply nor-
mative behaviour rules which, although similar, are not the same as personal relationships. While
different norms are applied to transaction-oriented exchange relationships as opposed to social-
oriented communal relationships, communal relationships in the commercial context always
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contain a degree of exchange norms (Price and Arnould 1999; Aggarwal 2004; Keeling, Keeling, and
McGoldrick 2013).

In the financial services industry, commercial relationships are characterised by their utilitarian
and functional orientation (Berry, Wall, and Carbone 2006; Elsharnouby and Parsons 2010; Petruz-
zellis, Romanazzi, and Tassiello 2010). In contrast to relationships that perform hedonic, value-
expressive or social-adjustive functions (Ashworth, Dacin, and Thomson 2009), utilitarian relation-
ships are based on the ability of a commercial relationship partner to repeatedly and reliably help
consumers attain their goals. When Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould (2012) developed a concept of
liquid relationship for possessions characteristic of nomadic consumers, they pointed out that these
relationships are also characterised by emphasising the situational value, use value and immateri-
ality of the objects possessed. In further elaborations of the concept (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2017),
liquid consumption is characterised as ephemeral, access based and dematerialised, while solid con-
sumption is defined as enduring, ownership based and tangible. We posit that characteristics of
liquidity can be transferred to relationships with financial service providers as mobile consumers
move between countries, continuously starting new relationships with new banks and ending old
ones that they no longer need. However, unlike possessions that can be left behind, managing a
bank account involves a degree of ownership as well as multiple ongoing interactions between a
consumer and a financial service provider. Hence it requires the consumer to follow the adminis-
trational rules and norms and presents certain exit barriers (Panther and Farquhar 2004), adding a
degree of solidity to a supposedly liquid relationship logic.

Our review suggests the need for a deeper investigation into how consumers manage their econ-
omic capital in global mobility and, in particular, how they organise their relationships with banks
internationally. In the next section, we outline our methodological approach before proceeding to
the discussion of the findings and finally our contributions to the existing theories of consumption
in global mobility and liquid consumption.

Method

This study is organised according to the principles of the extended case method or ECM (Burawoy
1998; Holt 2002; Kates 2006). One important application of the ECM is finding the connection
between the micro-level of the individual experiences of study participants and the macro forces
structuring their consumption experiences. Rather than viewing context effects as a “noise that dis-
guises reality,” the ECM approach allows researchers to engage in a dialogue between objectivity
and reflexivity, taking context as a point of departure that is a part of reality itself (Burawoy
2009, 20).

The first principle of the ECM, the extension of the participant to the observer, allowed the first
author to be actively immersed in the research context while identifying as a member of the studied
research group. The first author thus joined the participants in their space and time rather than
adopting a position of a distant observer. The second principle of the ECM involves the extension
of observations over space and time. By meeting participants at different points in time in many
different places, researchers were thus able to refine theoretical insights until they were able to
appropriately reflect the studied world. This way research becomes a process of successive approxi-
mation, in which the researcher continuously rethinks emerging theories. The third dimension of
the dialogue occurred at later stages of research and refers to the extension of microprocesses that
occur at the site of research to the macro forces at play. Finally, as the “ultimate goal and foun-
dation” (Burawoy 2009, 17) of the ECM, there is an extension of theory where existing theories
are being either refuted or extended and reconstructed. Here the researchers start from analysing
previous theories and then by demonstrating the anomality of the studied context, they are able
to restructure, reformulate or extend these theories through an analysis of interviews and observa-
tional data (Kates 2006). (Table 1).
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The study was based on 31 in-depth interviews (McCracken 1988) conducted with globally
mobile highly skilled professionals residing in different countries at the time of the interview
(see Table 2). The sample consisted of 14 male and 17 female professionals aged from 24 to 60
years old. The choice of informants from different countries was motivated by the aim to under-
stand the participants in terms of their shared experience of serial relocation rather than nationality
(Davies and Fitchett 2004). We adopted a multisited approach to data collection (Marcus 1995;
Hannerz 2003) with the purpose of “grasping the global” (Kjeldgaard, Csaba, and Ger 2006) or
studying the experiences of mobile professionals on a global scale.

Table 1. Applying the principles of the Extended Case Method to the research design.

ECM principle Applicability to this study

Extension of the observer to the participant Active immersion into the context of the study as the first author is also a
member of the studied group of globally mobile professionals, and her
experiences of financial consumption are not unlike those of the
informants

Extension of observations over space and time Multi-sited data collection, ongoing interviewing over several years
Extension of microprocesses that occur at the
research site to the macro forces at play

Going back and forth between the literature and the data focusing on the
dialogue between the micro level of everyday financial consumption
and service relationships and the macrofoundations of the culture of
mobility and transnationalism that shapes the international experiences
of globally mobile professionals.

Extension of theory Explaining the phenonenon in place in the light of existing theories of
global mobility and service relationships, elaborating existing theory
and seeking reconstructions that offer novel angles of vision, while
leaving the core postulates of existing theory intact

Table 2. Participants of the study.

# Name Age Sex Status Degree Occupation Home country Current res.

1 Anna 27F Single MSc PhD Student Ukraine Australia
2 Michael 29M Single MSc Product manager Netherlands Sweden
3 Richard 36M Single MA Marketing professional Canada Sweden
4 Elina NA F Single N/A Procurement executive UK Austria
5 Victoria 29F Single MA Operations executive Sweden UK
6 Audrie 26F Single MBA Sales China Italy
7 James 24M Single MA Banking Bosnia, Croatia Germany
8 Alexandra 24F Single BA MA Student Bulgaria Sweden
9 Daniel 31M Single MSc, MD MBA student, entrepreneur Russia, US Spain
10 Alanna 27F Married MBA Unemployed US India
11 Anastasia 32F Single MBA Bank HR Austria Italy
12 Heather NA F Single BA Freelancer Sweden Canada
13 Ratheesh 30M Single MBA Consultant India UK Sweden
14 Fiona 29F Single MA Consultant Albania Italy
15 Karen 29F Single BA Student Germany Italy
16 Snezana 28F Single MA Bank HR Serbia Italy
17 Alina 30F Single MA Banking Kazakhstan Italy
18 Svetlana 27F Single MA Banking Russia Italy
19 Albert 27F Single MBA Consultant Poland Italy
20 Jean 29M Single MSc Consultant France, M. Italy
21 Stephen 30M Single BA Teacher UK Italy
22 Aurora 29F Single MA Banking Romania Italy
23 Gianni 32M Single MA Banking Italy Italy Romania
24 Janet 50F Married MBA Entrepreneur Colombia Italy
25 Mohit 32M Single MSc Sales manager Entrepreneur India Sweden
26 John 60M Single PhD Academic Singapore Sweden
27 Alex 42M Married MA Advertising executive UK Russia
28 Guillermo 36M Single PhD Academic Mexico France
29 Dean 32M Single N/A Musician Australia UK
30 Ursula 27F Single MA PhD Student Latvia Sweden
31 Federica 32F Single PhD Banking Italy USA
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Mobile consumers maintain multiple service relationships at the same time (Higie, Price, and
Fitzmaurice 1993; Beaverstock 2002, 2005; Beaverstock, Hall, and Wainwright 2013), their inter-
national mobility is facilitated by their economic capital (Thompson and Tambyah 1999; Bardhi,
Östberg, and Bengtsson 2010), and they are able to interact with service providers in several
languages (Holmqvist and Grönroos 2012). They use innovative financial services with global out-
reach (Figueiredo and Cayla 2011; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012), and they continuously
face a variety of financial choices, starting from the first day of settling in a new country (Beaver-
stock 2005). This involves them in active interaction with financial institutions, often on a transna-
tional level, hence this is an appropriate source of information.

In the early stages of the data collection phase, the first author joined the online expatriate com-
munities InterNations (www.internations.org) and Couchsurfing (www.couchsurfing.org) and
started actively participating in community meetings. This participation allowed access to potential
informants as well as to complement the interview data with observations and insights gained in
informal conversations. These conversations were subsequently documented in reflexive journals,
allowing the author to structure and refine the research process while trying out tentative interpret-
ations (Wallendorf and Belk 1989).

Interviews lasted on average 40–90 min and were transcribed, generating 388 pages of text sub-
ject to further analysis. During the interview, participants were asked to fill in a form indicating
which financial services they have used in the banks in their countries of current or previous resi-
dence and to explain their reasoning behind this choice. Participants were further asked to tell their
story of relationships with each of the banks. Transcripts were analytically coded (Lofland et al.
2006). We further conducted analytical reduction of the data across interviews (Holt 2002; Figueir-
edo 2012), looking for emerging patterns related to consumer-bank interactions, the main dimen-
sions of relationships and the evolution of relationships over time (Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña
2014). Finally, in the third stage of analysis, related to the structuration and reconstruction of theory
(Burawoy 1998; Kates 2006), we tried to explain the phenomenon in light of existing theory and the
social forces that inform the selected research context. In our study, we have relied upon the credi-
bility evaluation criteria for interpretive consumer research by Wallendorf and Belk (1989). The
credibility of research interpretations, or the adequacy of representation of studies constructs,
was ensured by active prolonged immersion in the study context as well as by discussing emerging
interpretations within the research team and with selected participants of the study.

Findings

The first stages of analysis show that consumers maintain different relationships with different
banks. The differences were mainly expressed in terms of consumption patterns, the duration of
relationships, and the time and economic resources invested in these relationships. Four types of
consumer-bank relationships were identified based on the duration of the relationship between a
consumer and their bank and the type of services used. The duration dimension reflected the
long-term versus short-term duration of the relationship, the fact that this relationship was ongoing
versus terminated and the intention of the consumer to keep using the services of a given bank. The
consumption pattern dimension reflected whether consumption followed a solid logic through the
use of high-involvement services, such as mortgages, savings and investments, or a liquid logic
through the use of medium-involvement services, such as current accounts, debit/credit cards
and personal loans (Aldlaigan and Buttle 2001). We chose this classification, guided by a definition
of consumer involvement as a “person’s perceived relevance of the object based on inherent needs,
values and interests” (Zaichkowsky 1985, 342) to understand the relative importance that each of
these relationships represented for our participants. The documented relationship types were not
necessarily linked to the distinction between home and host countries; after years of serial reloca-
tion, our informants had difficulties in defining what was home for them anymore and which
country they could classify as their home country.
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The four types of consumer-bank relationships are represented in Table 3. We acknowledge that
these types of relationships may not represent the plurality of all possible consumer-bank relation-
ships in the financial services context. In this study, they are used as ideal types (Weber 1949) or as
abstract constructs used in empirical analysis with the goal of understanding and explaining empiri-
cal reality. In social sciences, the ideal types are used as theorising tools that function as building
blocks that allow researchers to structure the theorising process and to clarify their thinking
(Scaff 2014). The names are inspired by the repeated usage of anthropomorphic metaphors of con-
sumer–brand relationships in the marketing field (Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh 1987; Dowling and
Uncles 1997; Fournier 1998).

The four relationship types differ between each other as they possess different characteristics,
perform different functions, and are governed by a different set of rules. The rules that are common
to all relationship types relate to customer expectations concerning the instant availability of the
bank when it is needed, convenience, ease of problem-solving and the possibility of long-distance
interactions and online banking transactions. Taking into consideration the frequent cross-border
movements of globally mobile professionals, their need for quick and easy access to financial ser-
vices wherever they are is understandable, as their cross-border movement is enabled by their econ-
omic capital (Thompson and Tambyah 1999; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012). We position
the identified consumer bank on the continuum of liquid and solid consumption according to
their endurance and the usage of ownership-based (savings, investments, binding mortgage

Table 3. Consumer-bank relationships in mobility and their properties.

Relationship
type Logic Characteristics Functions Rules

Long-term
partnership

Solid:
enduring,
ownership
based

Long term, usage of high
involvement services.
Consumers express strong
commitment to the bank;
the relationship is often
supported and facilitated
by personal networks of
family and friends.

The bank serves as an
anchoring point/home
base and a hub for
financial operations.

The bank should know the
consumer, their history and
their needs. Personal
contact is appropriate
when it is initiated by the
consumer but not when it
is initiated by the bank. In
the case of very high
investments, special
treatment is expected.

Convenience
arrangement

Hybrid:
ephemeral,
ownership
based

Short term, usage of high-
involvement services
Pragmatic and impersonal,
strong focus on economic
benefits provided by the
bank

The bank is used for
business purposes or as
an offshore support for
ongoing financial
transactions.

The bank should provide
competitive interest rates
and be attractive in terms
of costs. It should be
available for long-distance
operations, and any
occurring problems should
be solved swiftly and
easily.

Local contact Hybrid:
enduring,
access based

Long term or ongoing,
medium-involvement
services
Established out of
necessity, convenience
driven

The bank serves as an
anchoring point in a
current country of
residence and provides
support for basic day-to-
day operations

The bank should enable the
consumer to perform basic
day-to-day operations. The
emphasis is on
convenience – time,
location, opening hours
and ease of use.

Hook-up Liquid:
ephemeral,
access based

Short term or terminated,
medium-involvement
services
A former local contact that
is no longer relevant

The bank serves as a
temporary entry point to
a current country of
residence, while
consumers often rely on
another bank abroad to
support day to day
operations.

The emphasis is on
convenience and easy exit
barriers. The bank should
not try to involve the
consumer in unnecessary
operations or try to sell
additional products
beyond the most basic
ones.
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agreements) or access-based (transient current accounts, debit/credit cards, small personal loans)
services. In our classification, we do not use the materiality of consumption objects as a definition
for whether a relationship with a bank follows a solid or a liquid logic, as all consumption of finan-
cial services involves possession of material objects – for instance paper copies of legal agreements,
plastic cards, and access tokens.

Long-term partnership

As mobile professionals move from country to country, they engage in multiple service relation-
ships over time; however, they retain one bank as a safety net for their financial operations. It
can be based in their country of origin or in the country that they consider suitable for potentially
settling down. In the context of this study, we call this type of relationship the long-term partner-
ship. The long-term partnership with one bank is characteristic of consumers who have been with
the same bank for many years. This relationship type has been extensively discussed in the financial
marketing literature and occurs when consumers acquire their first bank account during their uni-
versity years and their consumption pattern evolves towards subsequently obtaining more services
from the same bank (Lee and Marlowe 2003). The long-term partnership is a partnership that is
supported by the consistent and stable performance of the bank that delivers on its core services.
As a rule, consumers expect their bank to know them, their history, and their needs. Unlike
other relationship types, personal contact is appropriate in this type of relationship as long as it
is initiated by the consumer but not when it is initiated by the bank. In the case of very high invest-
ments, special treatment is expected.

Victoria is a young Swedish professional who previously lived in Sweden, Spain and the United
States yet kept her savings in Sweden as well as the mortgage on her Swedish apartment. Asked
about her motivations for keeping the Swedish bank account, she reflected on the uncertainty of
the globally mobile experience and the convenience of having a bank in Sweden.

I always have that one for whatever use I will have in Sweden; I will have that account. […] I’ve had that bank
for my whole life […] When I moved […] I’ve always known that I’m only living in a country for a certain
period of time. And even now I don’t think that I will actually stay in London for the rest of my life, so… I
don’t think that opening a bank account, and then closing, and then opening a new one somewhere else…
[…] if I still want to move my money somewhere and I have my savings, I have my Swedish account anyway,
and I can always move my money back there. […] if I need to move all my funds somewhere, I will probably
move them to my Swedish account anyways because I have a good savings account there with a good rate on
savings. Victoria

Richard opened his Canadian bank account in Vancouver when he was still a student and then
another one in Toronto when he moved there for work and has stayed with those banks ever
since. He makes a clear distinction between his home banks and his current bank in Sweden
while dealing with his financial affairs.

[The Canadian bank] caught me when I was in university, and they gave me my first credit card at the uni-
versity. So, I still keep them. And then I have another bank account in Toronto. From that, I just take my
mortgage, just different things, like just my responsibilities. And then the rest of…When it comes to my
[Swedish bank] I just have fun with it I guess. […] Going out, traveling and so on. Richard

A long-term partnership with a bank does not necessarily start in the home country. For example,
James and Jean take advantage of their second nationality while having significant savings and play-
ing on stock markets in their second-home countries. If a person has spent many years in another
country and considers it their second home, it can become the main hub of their financial oper-
ations, as in the case of Heather, a Swedish-born professional currently residing in Canada. After
years of working in Dubai, Singapore, Japan and China, she still keeps transferring her savings
to her UK account, where she spent 9 years as a student.
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As mobile professionals often form long-term partnerships with banks in their home countries
for major financial operations, participants often utilise their personal networks of family and
friends. When Richard took a mortgage through his Canadian bank for buying a property in the
Bahamas, he relied on the financial advice of his brother. When Elina was selling her house in
the UK, she followed the advice of her father and sister, who are both accountants. James uses
his second Croatian citizenship to trade stocks on the Croatian stock market. Alina kept her
bank account in Kazakhstan so that her relatives could use it to make money transfers to her Italian
bank account.

Banks that become long-term partners for consumers are the banks where consumers are most
likely to keep the majority of their money in savings and investments, and where they often hold
mortgages. In this case, the switching barriers are quite high; the hassle effect (Farquhar 2011) pre-
vents consumers from moving their assets to other financial institutions as they are already very
involved with this one. This type of relationship is characterised by strong commitment, as none
of the informants indicated their intention to terminate this relationship in the foreseeable future.
Sometimes the intention to keep money in the home country is motivated by perceived instability in
the current situation. In these situations, interviewees were either unsure of how long they would
stay in their current countries of residence or explicitly did not want to put money into the economy
of a country where they did not feel welcome or accepted.

I would not be putting my money in any investment project in any country until I’m actually… confirmed
that I have… I’m not saying citizenship, but at least if I had permanent residency, that I could live there for-
ever, maybe I would… But otherwise, I don’t think it’s intelligent to invest. You know, these people can kick
me out anytime they want, right? That’s the only reason I’m not investing yet. Ratheesh

In the “long-term partnership” relationship, consumers are more likely to express trust in their
bank and to have a personal financial advisor. In this case, the most common answers when
asked to characterise their relationship with the financial institutions included “they know my
profile” and “they know what I want.” As far as satisfaction determinants are concerned, this
was one of the relationships where consumers would put emphasis on relational aspects, using
such words as “trust,” “competence” and “understanding” – something that rarely occurred
when talking about other kinds of relationships. While a “long-term partnership” with a bank is
primarily guided by economic exchange norms, this is the only type of relationship in which con-
sumers were sometimes interested in more communal aspects, such as being known to their bank.
Although long-term partnerships occur in the context of global mobility, they defy the relationship
logic of ephemeral, access-based and dematerialised liquid consumption, representing a solid and
enduring connection between a consumer and a bank.

These findings highlight the importance of the relationship for building customer loyalty; cus-
tomer satisfaction with the relationship strengthens loyalty and hence relationship longevity (cf.
Storbacka, Strandvik, and Grönroos 1994). As our findings show, several respondents stay with
their bank even when moving abroad. We draw upon Roos, Edvardsson, and Gustafsson’s
(2004) analysis of switching behaviour divided into influential triggers (e.g. a competitor offers a
better deal), reactional triggers (a critical incident such as bad service) and situational triggers (a
change in customers’ own lives) to show how long-term partnerships can resist many triggers.
Our findings show that even a key situational trigger, such as relocating, does not need to lead
to a complete switch.

Convenience arrangement

A “convenience arrangement” occurs when consumers use secondary banks for their savings,
investments or business transactions. It can be a prestigious offshore account, or a bank in a country
where the consumer owns the property and has business relations. In this type of relationship, con-
sumers expect the bank to provide competitive interest rates and be attractive in terms of costs. It
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should be available for long-distance operations, and any occurring problems should be solved
swiftly and easily.

A convenience arrangement differs from a long-term partnership, as it is a transitory relation-
ship that inspires less commitment from consumers who are ready to close their account once it has
served its primary function. This type of relationship is usually established when a consumer sees
potential economic benefits in it or has ongoing financial transactions that should preferably be run
through this bank. Janet, a Colombian-born interviewee currently residing in Italy owns property
and has large sums of money in her savings accounts in Trinidad and Miami. She referred to these
accounts as a “bridge” for her family’s business transactions.

In Trinidad we keep one account because we have property and we need to spend money, and my husband
[has] a business, and we need to do some payments. […] It’s a bridge for whatever we need to do there. Janet

Stephen, a globetrotting English teacher who has changed countries of residence multiple times in
the past years, keeps his pension funds in an offshore account on the Isle of Man as part of a world-
wide pension system arranged for English teachers working in international schools.

[…] it’s the organisation specifically for international teachers. They go around, sort of collecting clients at
schools, and because obviously I’m not working in the UK […] it makes sense to have one of these where
you can pay into wherever you are. Stephen

The choice of bank to establish this kind of relationship is usually motivated by the bank size, pres-
tige, and brand name; consumers need to trust in the competence and security of their service pro-
viders. They frequently mentioned that they went for the “top players in the industry” or for the
“biggest bank” when choosing where to put their savings or investments. While they often also
have personal advisors at these banks, the participants indicated that they would be willing to
close these accounts and probably switch banks if they found a better alternative or if their circum-
stances changed and they no longer needed these services. This kind of relationship is impersonal
and pragmatic, “money in, money out,” and consumers place strong emphasis on the economic
benefits: costs, interest rates, and technical quality of the service, expressed as instant access to
funds and speed of potential problem-solving. While this relationship type embodies the liquid
logic of emphasising situational value, use value, and immateriality in service interactions (Bardhi,
Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012), it represents a hybrid construct. The solid logic of asset ownership is
manifest in the use of high-involvement service, that is, savings, investments, and mortgages. This
differentiates the convenience arrangement from a purely liquid and access-based hook-up with a
bank in which the consumer knows in advance that the relationship will be temporary and does not
save, invest or take out a mortgage in order to keep the relationship easily dissoluble.

Local contact

A “local-contact” relationship type occurs frequently between mobile consumers and their service
providers in their current countries of residence. This type of relationship resembles the casual
friendships or marriages of convenience described by Fournier (1998), as it is low in affect and inti-
macy, is initiated under the influence of the environment and consumers usually have low expec-
tations for benefits or reciprocity. Unlike other relationship types, a particular characteristic of this
relationship is that it is often established out of necessity as consumers need to have a bank account
to establish themselves in a new country, and they need a place to keep money for their day-to-day
transactions.

The “local-contact” relationship can be characterised by a very basic consumption pattern. Con-
sumers rarely use more than a current account and a debit card, or sometimes a credit card in their
current country of residence, since their main savings and investments are usually allocated to
another bank that is either their “long-term partner” or a “convenience arrangement.” Anastasia,
an HR professional currently working in Italy did not see the need to use anything but the most
basic services, as she has all she needs in her home bank in Austria. The choice of financial

12 A. MININA AND J. HOLMQVIST



institution in this relationship is usually motivated by convenience: time, location, opening hours
and ease of use. Many interviewees mentioned that they chose their bank randomly, just walking
into the first one across the street. The bank size is another important choice determinant; the
size of the ATM network becomes another indicator of convenience as consumers need constant
access to their money and do not want to pay fees while using ATMs at a different bank. Sometimes
local contacts are established when the bank has been recommended at consumers’ current work-
place or by a local friend. When it comes to consumer expectations, in this relationship the bank
should first and foremost enable the consumer to perform basic day-to-day operations. Economic
benefits also play an important role, as consumers pay attention to potential fees and usually go for
the cheapest offer. They are satisfied with the bank as long as everything works, yet ready to close
this account if it stops providing necessary economic benefits.

My question is what’s the biggest bank. […] I want it to be the one that has most ATMs. So, those are the types
of questions I ask. Richard

This relationship with the local bank serves as the anchor grounding a mobile professional in a par-
ticular locality and enabling them to perform a range of operations. The anchoring points have been
previously discussed by researchers as identity mechanisms providing connections between globally
mobile professionals and their environment (Bardhi 2004). In our findings, we observe that the
anchoring function of a local bank account can be convenience driven and does not necessarily
need to involve identity work to facilitate consumer lives in multiple local environments. Consider
the example of Daniel, a Russian-born medical professional from the US currently studying for an
MBA in Spain:

My life in Spain is more easily facilitated by means of a Spanish account because using American accounts
involves additional fees. So I just transfer [money] to my Spanish account and do everything in Spain. This
is exactly why you need to use a local bank in every country that you live in because when you use local services
it’s cheaper. Daniel

When consumers relocate to a new country, local contacts can be maintained in some exceptional
cases, for example when a person wants to move back to a country in which they previously lived.
This is what happened to Fiona, an Albanian consultant currently living in Italy but dreaming of
returning to France, where she spent her student years. She keeps her French bank account and
refuses to close it despite rarely using it anymore. However, in most cases, casual relationships
are not maintained when consumers relocate, as the need for day-to-day operations becomes
increasingly irrelevant, and they already have a long-term partnership bank for major financial
operations. The endurance and tangibility of the “local-contact” relationship type are combined
with the access-based logic of not owning any significant assets or not using any high-involvement
services to bind the consumer to a bank in the long run. As consumers monitor their consumption
activities, calibrating their consumption patterns with the uncertain future in mind (Figueiredo
2012; Figueiredo and Uncles 2015), this relationship has the potential to either solidify and become
a long-term partnership if consumers decide to settle down and build a life in a chosen country, or
to dissolve into a purely liquid ephemeral hook-up.

Hook-up

“Hook-ups” are former “local contacts” that have become irrelevant and did not manage to grow
either into a long-term partnership or a convenience arrangement. The consumer has closed
their account and moved on; they no longer need the bank to satisfy their day-to-day needs, or
it was too costly to keep a superfluous account. While local contacts are ongoing relationships
between consumers and banks that have the potential either to evolve into a long-term partnership
or be terminated, a relationship only becomes a “hook-up” after its termination. The characteristics
of a “hook-up” overlap with those of a “local contact” as both relationship types facilitate the admin-
istrative presence of an individual in the current country of residence. However, unlike the case of
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“local-contact” relationships with the potential to evolve further if the consumer decides to stay in
the country, the “hook-up” accounts are often opened unwillingly, as consumers know in advance
the short-term nature of their stay. Nevertheless, legal requirements in the country of residence
often require having a local bank account to have an apartment, to study, or to receive a salary.
This way, the “hook-up” serves as an entry point to a country; however, consumers often keep rely-
ing on their banks abroad or even on cash transactions to facilitate day-to-day operations. This hap-
pens when they know that they will not be staying in a country for a long time and want to avoid
getting too involved with the bank. When this happens, consumers expect convenience and easy
exit barriers. The bank should not try to involve them in unnecessary operations or try to sell
additional products beyond the most basic ones.

These relationships are usually short term and characterised by a basic consumption pattern of
the most necessary services, such as a current account and debit card, with a low degree of loyalty.
Alexandra, a young Bulgarian professional, changed two banks when she travelled to work in the US
during the summer months in her student years. She did not formally close her account when she
left, but she did not maintain the relationship either. When asked about whether she kept her Amer-
ican credit cards, she admitted to keeping them just “for fun.”

I don’t think they are valid anymore. I’m not sure, but they are empty anyway. Alexandra

Alina, a banking professional from Kazakhstan residing in Italy, was advised to open a bank account
by her host family during a period of study in the US, though she knew that she would not stay for a
long time.

I wasn’t ever planning to open an account. I had cash that I kept in an envelope. But when my host parents
found out that I only kept my money in cash, they said that it was not typical for the US to keep money in cash
[…] So, we went to a bank and opened an account. Alina

In some cases when consumer relocate without fulfilling their obligations to the bank, “Hook-ups”
can cause troubles, as happened to Albert and his Swiss bank account:

I didn’t close it because I was thinking […] even if I don’t have any money there, it looks cool. I forgot all the
payments and all the passwords in my account, and two months ago they sent me a letter ‘you owe us five
hundred Swiss Francs’ […] and if you don’t pay it quick, we will start an administrative procedure to recover
the amount from you… I wanted to close the account, and I had the form ready to close the account, I cut my
credit card in half, and I wanted to send it from Poland but I never went to post office to send it, so I still have
the bank account, and I still owe the money, and I’m avoiding Switzerland not to go there and be stopped by
police. Albert

Positioning the “hook-up” relationship type on a liquid–solid continuum, we observe that it is the
relationship type that most closely follows the logic of liquidity (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2017); it is
ephemeral and access based. This type of relationship is initiated by consumers with an end date
in mind and they do not even want a relationship. What they want is easy access to their money
for a short period of time and an easy way out when the stay in the country is over and the
bank account is no longer relevant. Or, as in the case of Alina, they do not even want to get involved
with the bank in the first place.

As we can see from the above descriptions, mobile consumers follow different relationship logics
with their banks in multiple countries. This difference is manifested in the financial resources
invested in the relationship, the duration of time that consumers spend as clients of a bank as
well as through different consumer expectations and the functions performed by the financial insti-
tutions. We can observe how this multitude of applied relationship logics can manifest in funda-
mentally different potential antecedents of consumer loyalty for each of the relationship types.
The functions reflect the main purpose of the relationship or what kind of benefits the relationship
provides to the consumer. Finally, consumer expectations provide the normative framework for the
functioning of each relationship type, enabling the continuity of the relationship for as long as the
expectations are met by the financial service provider.

14 A. MININA AND J. HOLMQVIST



Relationship progression and transitions

Mobile professionals go through repeated relationship cycles with their financial institutions along
with mobility cycles of arriving, staying and leaving the country (Figueiredo and Uncles 2015).
While financial relationship cycles may overlap with mobility cycles in the case of relationship
bonds formed in mobility, especially in the case of “local contacts” and subsequently “hook-ups,”
sometimes a relationship with a bank persists through several mobility cycles, especially in case
of “long-term partnerships” and “convenience arrangements.” This constant re-evaluation of
relationships by the mobile professional can be understood as an instance of self-monitoring (Gid-
dens 1990; Figueiredo and Uncles 2015), as consumers consider their future plans when deciding
how to organise their consumption in the present. While Figueiredo and Uncles (2015) observed
self-monitoring in the instances of postponed consumption, here we can see that ongoing consu-
mer-service provider relationships can also be coordinated, upgraded, or downgraded in status as
consumers project themselves into the future.

The literature on consumer–brand relationships suggests a relationship progression through
initiation, growth, maintenance, deterioration and dissolution (Fournier 1998), yet the develop-
ment stages are blurred for mobile professionals. The relationship progresses from exploration
(choosing a bank) to expansion (signing a contract) followed by a period of maintenance while
using the financial services needed and then directly to disengagement. Local banks are most
often used as functional tools to manage operations, and consumers close the accounts as soon
as they do not have any business there anymore. A consumer can have polygamous relationships
with banks in several different countries, where each relationship is at a different stage. The
long-term partnership with the bank in the home country often serves as an anchor through
which all major financial operations are transacted, while consumers who have recently arrived
in a country can initiate a new “local-contact” type of relationship with a new bank while also deal-
ing with one or two “hook-ups.” Audrie, a Chinese graduate of an MBA programme in Paris who
moved to Milan to live with her boyfriend, maintained a relationship with her “long-term partner”
Chinese bank. In contrast, she closed her French bank account, thus moving it from the category of
“local contact” to “hook-up” and then opened a new “local contact” bank account in Italy to be able
to receive her salary for part-time sales job in Milan.

Identified relationship types are not stable or mutually exclusive; they can evolve and change. Of
the four relationship types, the “local contacts” are the most flexible ones, as they can eventually
move in two directions, becoming either a “long-term partnership” or a “hook-up.” The “long-
term partnerships,” once the consumer decides to terminate them, move directly to dissolution
when consumers find a home in another country. One example of “long-term partnership” dissol-
ution is the case of Janet. She spent most of her personal and working life in Colombia where she
met her husband in her early forties and started a globetrotting lifestyle, developing a family
business together with him. After some years of travelling, she has decided that she no longer
needed an account in her home country.

I had my account for a while, and I had a house there, and then I noticed I am not going back to Colombia for
a while […] I said, what is the reason to have an account without moving because no income, no expenses,
nothing, [it was] only creating paper and [I needed to] pay the fees. Janet

“Local contacts” have the potential to grow into “long-term partnerships” if the consumer decides
to relocate to the new country completely. Consumers then start transferring their funds from the
main bank, usually in their home country, or they establish a savings account. This is the case for
Alina who went to Italy thinking that it would be a short-term arrangement but ended up staying
for several years, getting a good job and considering possibly building her life there. After some time
in Italy, she finally opened a savings account at her Italian bank and started transferring small
amounts of money to it every month. This transition from “local contact” to “long-term partner-
ship” was extremely rare among the informants, as we purposefully sampled a mobile group of
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people who were not planning to settle down and were open to the idea of relocating to a new
country again in the course of the next few years.

Discussion and conclusions

This study adds to the growing body of research on consumption in global mobility. Previous
research acknowledges the importance of economic capital in the lives of mobile consumers
(Thompson and Tambyah 1999; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012; Figueiredo and Uncles
2015) by showing how they navigate their economic reality by simultaneously managing relation-
ships with banks in different countries. It also broadens our understanding of the destabilising
influence of mobility on consumption by showing how consumers can have service relationships
that transcend local borders, where there is a place for both traditional long-term and “liquid”
relationships. These relationships are not mutually exclusive and can coexist in one category,
such as financial services.

We contribute to the existing literature in two principal ways. First, we illustrate how inter-
national movement of globally mobile consumers is facilitated by the flow of economic capital
through expert systems in multiple localities (Giddens 1990). Managing relationships with banks
in different countries enables consumers to fund their lives abroad and facilitate their movement
by buying airplane tickets and making hotel bookings. For this reason, it is important to understand
the complexities arising from interactions with multiple banks as different types of relationships are
simultaneously guided by values of attachment and detachment. Consumers anticipate their future
needs and their country of residence when making decisions about building, maintaining, or ter-
minating relationships with banks. Figueiredo and Uncles (2015) discuss the future orientation
of globally mobile professionals as a time-managing practice allowing consumers to postpone
the purchase of certain goods and services until they arrive at a new locality where they can have
a better deal. In our work, we observe how this future orientation also manifests itself in existing
service relationships as it guides consumer decisions of changing the relationship status from
one type into another, as seen in cases of the dissolution of long-term partnerships or the upgrade
of casual friendships that were described above.

Second, we extend the existing literature on liquid consumption (Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould
2012; Bardhi and Eckhardt 2017) and the ongoing dialogue on the significance of structure in liquid
modernity (Caldwell and Henry 2020; Eckhardt and Bardhi 2020). We add to existing research by
showing how mobile consumers navigate the tensions between liquid and solid consumption logics
as they structure their financial consumption on an international level by applying different rules
and norms of interaction to commercial relationships in different countries. These findings chal-
lenge the link between global mobility and liquid consumption (Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould
2012), illustrating how the flexibility of globally mobile consumption, combined with the rigid
and regulated nature of the financial services industry, results in hybrid consumption logics.
These logics in turn manifest in varieties of relationships between consumers and their banks
through the particularities of consumption patterns and applied rules and norms. While complex
and fluid when it comes to temporality and consumption patterns, relationships with banks are
regulated by specific consumer expectations, which provide normative frameworks for each
relationship type. Unlike consumption spheres such as leisure activities or cultural experiences
where globally mobile consumers exhibit flexibility and desire for novelty (Thompson and Tam-
byah 1999), our data show that these consumers strive for structure and coherence in organising
multiple relationships with their financial services providers. That is, consumers expect their
relationships with banks in different countries to follow certain rules appropriate for each relation-
ship type, and they expect their bank to perform the functions defined by the nature of this relation-
ship. When the bank transgresses the defined relationship rules, for instance, when a “hook-up”
bank tries to involve the consumer beyond the most basic operations or when the “long-term
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partnership” bank is not responsive to consumer needs, this may trigger frustration and dissatisfac-
tion with the service provider.

The multiple relationship logics manifesting in global mobility represent a case of solidification
of liquid consumption, showing that managing the flows of economic capital across multiple
countries requires not only extreme flexibility but also structure. This solidification tendency can
be interpreted as the drive for stability through routinisation, as highlighted by Caldwell and
Henry (2020) in their recent critique of liquid consumption research. Our participants do not
always embody the cosmopolitan ideal of privileged flâneurs who happily enjoy their international
lifestyles (Thompson and Tambyah 1999; Caldwell and Henry, 2020); they are well-educated inter-
national professionals who often followed international job opportunities, and many confess to
missing their families and having a “white picket fence” dream when talking about their future pro-
jects. Following the dialogue on the role of structure in global mobility started by Figueiredo and
Uncles (2015), we show that flexibility and structure are not mutually exclusive for these mobile
consumers, but rather represent competing pulls that they need to deal with on a daily basis.

Concurring with Eckhardt and Bardhi (2020), we do not take a celebratory perspective on liquid
modernity but rather see it as a challenge with which consumers learn to deal. Solidifying part of
their consumption helps mobile consumers manage the uncertainties of liquid modernity and pro-
vides support for enacting the flexibility required of them by their globally mobile lifestyles. The
structuring of consumption into distinct relationship types in which consumers define specific
rules and norms of interaction for different service providers becomes a way of pursuing the elusive
ideal of stability in the uncertainty and precarity of a globally mobile existence, where people may
not know where they will live next year or how long their current employment will last.

Researchers have argued that global mobility contributes to the dissolution of social relation-
ships as contracts and commitments become temporary, short term and guided by the logic of
instant gratification because people are afraid that engaging in long-term relationships can become
a liability limiting their future opportunities (Bauman 2000; Urry 2000). On the consumption level,
it can manifest as a “liquid” relationship to possessions that become detached and flexible, guided
by situational value, use value, and immateriality (Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012). The invisi-
bility, impersonality and immediacy of problem-solving required from the banks are characteristic
of the logic of instant gratification guiding many consumers in the age of globalisation (Giddens
1990; Urry 2000). Unlike global nomads’ relationships to possessions described in previous research
(Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012), consumers’ relationships with banks are not completely
“liquid” as the formation of strong bonds between consumers and banks is possible. The complex
interplay of fluidity and stability in consumer relationships with their banks is reflected in the con-
trast between “long-term partnerships” that stay stable through several cycles of consumer mobility.
Similarly, the more flexible nature of “local contacts” and “hook-ups” reflect consumer movement
in their development, as their primary function is enabling the day-to-day operations in a given
country while it serves as a temporary home base.

International mobility represents a boundary condition of liquidity (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2017)
as a structural condition making consumption liquid. However, we find that despite having access
to international mobility, mobile consumers still prefer to anchor themselves in given locations by
means of financial consumption. This way, we show how the deterritorialisation of identity pre-
viously discussed in global mobility research (Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012) coexists with
the active reterritorialisation of consumer lives through financial consumption. In extending the
discussion of the interplay between liquid and solid consumption, we suggest the relative degree
of financial involvement as an additional boundary condition of liquidity in global mobility.
While it is hard to define the size of financial involvement in absolute terms, we posit that if the
lion’s share of an individual’s economic capital flows into a specific commercial relationship or if
this relationship involves binding financial agreements, it contributes to the solidification of the
relationship between a globally mobile consumer and a service provider. In the case of consumption
objects, these insights can be potentially transferred to the context of home ownership. Once a
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significant share of lifetime financial resources flows into property in a chosen country, the con-
sumption becomes more solid even if the access to this property is irregular. In contrast, a smaller
and less expensive vacation property in another country would possess more local-contact rather
than long-term partnership characteristics.

These findings also contribute to previous research on the stability of service relationships.
Ganesh, Arnold, and Reynolds (2000) addressed how customers switch banks based on satisfaction
and dissatisfaction. Their work was extended by Roos, Edvardsson, and Gustafsson (2004) to study
influential, reactional and situational triggers to further explain why customers may switch service
provider. Our respondents all experienced the situational trigger as they relocated to a new country.
However, many of them chose to keep their former bank, sometimes as their main bank, showing
that even a major situational trigger may not lead to a complete switch. Our findings shed light on
the different motives explaining what may cause customers to switch or remain, and to what extent
they keep existing relationships even when faced with major life changes as situational triggers.
While outside the scope of the current study, many expatriates also maintain service relationships
in other service sectors. Previous service research suggests that good communication and speaking
one’s first language is particularly important in medical services as well as in financial services
(Holmqvist 2009, 2011; Holmqvist and Van Vaerenbergh 2013). These findings have immediate
consequences for consumers living abroad as they may often have a different first language than
the language(s) of their country of residence. This situation may further add to their desire to main-
tain service relationships in their previous country, especially for services in which good communi-
cation is key, such as financial and medical services.

This research builds on the experiences of highly skilled and well-educated professionals who
voluntarily move from country to country in pursuit of career opportunities (Bardhi, Eckhardt,
and Arnould 2012; Figueiredo and Uncles 2015). Future research could study other groups of
mobile consumers, including consumers forced to leave their home country to reach safety and
economic security. We used interviews as the main source of data collection; our accounts represent
what consumers say they do rather than what they actually do. While prolonged participant obser-
vation could allow a deeper insight into the lives of globally mobile individuals, the participants in
the study maintain busy lifestyles; their international mobility presents a challenge to researchers, as
observation would require following them around. Future research in the form of in-depth explora-
tion of the ways in which movement across borders affects consumption experiences is encouraged.
As globalisation increases, fewer people will spend their entire lifetime in a single locality (Bauman
2000; Urry 2000). While this study has dealt with consumer-bank relationships on a transnational
level, future research is encouraged to delve more deeply into multilocal financial consumption
experiences. An interesting question is how consumers acculturate to financial services in different
countries? While acculturation literature provides us with a wealth of knowledge on acculturative
strategies of consumers that relocate for life, a study of multi-acculturation (Kipnis, Broderick, and
Demangeot 2014) in a service context would be a potentially interesting endeavour. We further
encourage future research on the emergence of hybrid consumption logics in domains beyond
the consumption of financial services. The relationship framework suggested in this study could
be applied to other consumption situations that consumers encounter in mobility, such as insur-
ance consumption, property ownership or running a business across borders. We particularly rec-
ommend future research on service relationships in other sectors that consumers are likely to
maintain, such as medical service relationships in addition to financial ones.

Finally, this research project started prior to the outbreak of COVID-19, during which many
borders were closed and travel fell drastically. For mobile consumers such as our respondents,
this situation may have lasting impacts. While it is possible to maintain many service relationships
online, we recognise that consumers who previously travelled across borders for some of their ser-
vice relationships will have initiated new and more local service relationships as a consequence of
not being able to travel. Whether these service relationships will become lasting in a post-COVID
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reality or mobile consumers will revert to their previous service relationships again would be a most
interesting research avenue.
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