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Abstract. This research examines why and how consumers switch their mobile phones. 
We propose a framework that is grounded on decision-making and motivational the-
ories and draws on the findings from a multinational qualitative survey on consumers’ 
mobile phone switching process.   We show that consumers’ pre-switching decisions 
are affected by push and pull factors, their mobile phone selections are based on utili-
tarian or hedonic values, and their justifications for switching are based on cognition 
or affect. Furthermore, we identify two archetypical routes (i.e., cognitive and affec-
tive routes) and three conjoint routes that explain the dichotomic switching process-
es in pre-switch, switch, and post-switch stages in which consumers rationalize their 
choices differently. Our study contributes to IS research by  demonstrating how con-
sumers’ reasons for initiating a switching process and selecting a replacement may 
differ based on an interplay of  cognitive and affective elements within the process. 
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1	 Introduction
During the last two decades, we have witnessed a paradigmatic shift from simple and 
basic mobile phones to Internet-enabled feature phones, and finally, to complex, mul-
tipurpose smartphones that are utilized for work and leisure (Tarasewich et al. 2008). 
The multipurpose nature of mobile devices has redefined how consumers view and use 
personal mobile technologies (Jung 2014). Empowered by the variety of features, cus-
tomizability, and ubiquity, mobile phones have become so deeply entangled with their 
users that in addition to the utilitarian value derived from their usage, we are creating 
increasingly affective connections with these devices. 

Affect- or emotion-based behaviors, as well as transitional behaviors, such as acqui-
sition decisions and loyalty (Hibbeln et al. 2017), have been established as influencing 
information systems (IS) usage (Stein et al. 2015). In other words, consumers draw 
from multiple value sources to make consumption decisions based on information tech-
nology. A mobile phone’s global average lifespan is estimated to be 21 months1. Thus, 
the average consumer rarely keeps his or her mobile phone longer than two years and 
tends to switch to a new phone within an average of 1.5 to 2.0 years. Switching to a new 
phone refers to the process of replacing or changing one’s mobile device, which involves 
transferring data and information (e.g., contacts and calendar) from the old device to 
the new one.

We recognize that although switching behavior has been examined in IS literature, 
most of the previous research was conducted primarily in the context of consumers 
switching Internet services (Bhattacherjee et al. 2012; Chiu et al. 2014; Kim and Son 
2009). More specifically, consumers’ switching behavior has been examined predomi-
nantly in the context of online services (e.g., see Bhattacherjee et al. 2012; Bhattacherjee 
and Park 2014; Chiu et al. 2014; Hsieh et al. 2012; Kim and Son 2009) and rarely in 
the mobile phone context (Fan and Suh 2014; Hsu 2014; Ranganathan et al. 2006; 
Sääksjärvi et al. 2014) that combines a physical product and a host of different services. 
A common characteristic of the earlier studies is their focus on antecedents of switch-
ing rather than the decision-making process involved in switching. For example, Fan 
and Suh (2014) examined three exogenous antecedents: disconfirmation (of incum-
bent information technology), expectation (of disruptive information technology), and 
switching costs. Hsu (2014), in turn, examined switching smartphone software plat-
forms rather than mobile phone hardware. Ranganathan et al.’s (2006) study was about 
switching mobile service providers, and Sääksjärvi et al. (2014) focused on factors influ-
encing upgrade frequencies. Marketing scholars have also been interested in consumers’ 
mobile phone switching behavior, but mostly from the perspective of brands and users’ 
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brand personalities (e.g., see Nikhashemi et al. 2017), where brand personality refers to 
“the set of human characteristics associated with a brand” (Aaker, 1997, p. 347).

However, the extant literature on mobile phone switching remains scarce. We ad-
ditionally argue that for mobile phone companies operating in the consumer market 
to remain competitive in this multi-billion-dollar industry, they must understand con-
sumers’ switching behaviors and determine how consumers go about choosing their 
new phones (Christensen et al. 2016). Accordingly, the objective of this study is to 
understand this switching process from the consumer perspective. Thus, we formulate 
the following research question: Why do consumers switch mobile phones, and how do 
they make decisions at different stages of the mobile phone switching process?

To answer the research question, we conducted a qualitative survey with 218 young 
adult mobile phone users in Finland, India, and the United States of America (US) 
to identify the reasons users switched mobile phones. From the interpretive content 
analysis emerged a framework depicting consumers’ mobile phone switching behav-
iors and their corresponding decision-making process. The theoretical foundation for 
the framework is grounded on decision-making and motivation theories (Bansal et al. 
2005; Kahneman 2011; Kotler 2002; Petty and Cacioppo 1986; Ryan and Deci 2000). 
This study contributes to the literature by proposing a framework that depicts the mul-
ti-stage dichotomies in consumers’ mobile phone switching process. The framework 
identifies different decision-making routes that consumers take when switching mobile 
phones.

This paper is structured as follows. First, we introduce the theoretical background 
for the study and review previous switching behavior research. Then, we describe the 
research methodology and data analysis, and present the findings. We discuss the im-
plications of this research and conclude by providing the limitations of the study and 
suggestions for future research.

2	 Background on switching and related literature 
Switching has been conceptualized as the change from one product to another similar 
product (Bansal et al. 2005). Switching differs from adopting (or accepting) a new 
technology that has been the traditional focus in IS research. Instead of involving only 
one product or service, switching is a process that involves two products, that is, one 
that is switched from and a replacement that is switched to, including the consumer’s 
perceptions of the two products during this process (cf. Fan and Suh 2014). Despite 
the difference between adoption and switching, studies that examined consumer transi-
tions between personal mobile phones often utilized technology adoption frameworks 
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(Venkatesh et al. 2012) and post-adoption continuance frameworks (Bhattacherjee 
2001) as theoretical foundations (Hew et al. 2017; Joo and Sang 2013; Lin et al. 2017).

Because the decision-making process involved in mobile phone switching is not 
well understood, we take a different perspective in this study by specifically examining 
mobile phone switching and the often-overlooked decision-making process involved. 
Kotler’s (2002) seminal model of purchasing decision-making process consisting of 
problem recognition, information searching, evaluation of alternatives, purchase de-
cision, and post-purchase behavior serves as the basis for understanding the process of 
switching. However, this model has not been widely applied in the IS literature and 
more specifically, in understanding consumers’ mobile phone switching process. The 
literature on the purchasing decision-making process is rich and offers more elaborate 
models to consider, such as Engel et al.’s (1978, 1986) models of consumer behavior 
and decision making. Similarly, we build on Kotler’s (2002) purchasing decision-mak-
ing process and focus on the three process stages during which key decisions are made: 
Problem recognition marks the initiation of a switching process, the purchase decision 
marks the selection of a replacement, and post-purchase behavior marks the user’s con-
tinuance decision to lock in the selected replacement.

Motivation theories have been applied to understand the basis of a consumer’s de-
cision to select a certain substitute over both an incumbent product and other alter-
natives. More specifically, self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci 2000) recognizes 
a dichotomy of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations; intrinsic motivation stems from 
actions being inherently enjoyable and interesting (i.e., hedonic), whereas extrinsic mo-
tivation is connected to external outcomes (i.e., utilitarian). This distinction has also 
been widely utilized in IS research (e.g., van der Heijden 2004; Wu and Lu 2013; Low-
ry et al. 2015; Klesel et al. 2018).

Earlier literature also recognizes a dichotomous stimulus (i.e., push and pull) that 
initiates the switching or migration process at the problem recognition stage (e.g., 
Bogue 1969, 1977; Bruner 2010; Clemes et al. 2010).  In the context of mobile phone 
switching, push factors refer to negative factors of the current product that encourage 
switching, and pull factors refer to positive influences in a prospective replacement that 
attracts switching. The push-pull framework was later extended to include person-spe-
cific or “mooring” factors, such as switching costs and subjective norms, that facilitate 
or inhibit the switching process (Moon 1995), resulting in the “push-pull-mooring” 
(PPM) framework (Bansal et al. 2005; Bhattecherjee and Park 2014; Hsieh et al. 2012). 

Finally, dual-process theory and the elaboration likelihood model of persuasion 
(Petty and Cacioppo 1986) describe consumers’ heuristic decision-making and the 
distinct differences associated with handling different types of decisions. Kahneman 
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(2011), for example, identifies two distinct modes of decision-making: System 1 (i.e., 
the automatic reactive system) and System 2 (i.e., the conscious cognitive system). 
System 1 uses fast, unconscious, and associative reasoning that may be neither logical 
nor explainable but involves recognition, perception, and orientation (i.e., affect-based). 
System 2 is slow, conscious, and rule-based, thus requiring high-effort reasoning (i.e., 
cognition-based). Recent IS literature recognizes this role of affect in consumer deci-
sion-making (Hibbeln et al. 2017; Sääksjärvi et al. 2014; Stein et al. 2015) and in 
explaining consumer behavior.

In this qualitative survey study and analysis of the collected data, we draw on and 
utilize the PPM framework as well as the motivation and dual-process theories to depict 
consumers’ mobile phone switching behaviors and to understand consumers’ underly-
ing decision-making processes associated with switching.

3	 Research Methodology 
In this study, we adopted an interpretive qualitative research approach recommended 
by Klein and Myers (1999) and Walsham (1995). The research design utilized an ap-
proach to collecting qualitative data similar to many critical incident technique stud-
ies in service research (Bitner et al. 1990; Meuter et al. 2000). Consequently, study 
participants were asked about positive or negative experiences with the use of a given 
service or product. One advantage of this type of qualitative data collection is that re-
spondents self-report only events that are particularly relevant and important for them. 
These events are easy to remember and describe in detail (Salo and Frank 2015). We 
applied a similar approach to understand mobile phone switching and its associated 
decision-making process from the perspective of consumers. We developed a qualitative 
survey questionnaire that included mostly open-ended questions that asked respond-
ents to retrospectively explain their decisions and the decision-making process. We also 
asked the respondents to elaborate on the reasons for their most recent switch, as well as 
their perceptions and opinions (both positive and negative) about their previous device 
and the replacement. An excerpt of the survey is included in the Appendix.

The survey instrument was first pilot-tested with a group of IS scholars and Ph.D. 
students in a business school in Finland. After some minor adjustments to wordings, 
the survey was administered to participating business school students in Finland, the 
US, and India. The Finnish and US samples were collected electronically as a course 
assignment for which the students received extra credit. The Indian sample was col-
lected manually at a college campus through random selection. Of the total sample of 
249 surveys returned, 218 responses (81 from Finland, 78 from the US, and 59 from 
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India) were considered valid. Incomplete questionnaires and respondents who had not 
experienced switching, and thus, could not contribute meaningful and relevant data 
(information) to the survey, were deemed invalid. The sample comprised young adults 
(median age of 25 years), slightly more of whom were men (59%). The majority (91%) 
of respondents had switched mobile phones within the last 18 months of completing 
the survey.

4	 Data Analysis
We analyzed the qualitative survey data using an interpretive content analysis technique 
(Krippendorff 1980). In this study, we focused on one open-ended survey question: 
“explain in your own words, what were the reasons for the switch?” This question was 
explained to the respondents as referring to the most recent mobile phone switch that 
they had conducted. Two dichotomies emerged inductively from axial coding. The first 
dichotomy concerns the respondents’ reasons for engaging in the switching process, 
and whether these reasons were based on factors leading to a push (actual needs) or pull 
(personal desires or wants). The second dichotomy is related to how the logic for the 
overall switching process was justified; whether the respondents justified their switching 
using cognitive reasoning or affective (emotional) arguments. 

A further examination of the data revealed that the respondents articulated two as-
pects for reasons for their switch. In other words, they not only reported on whether the 
switch was triggered by push or pull factors but also justified their choice of a particular 
mobile phone brand and/or model as a replacement. Hence, we identified a third di-
chotomy addressing the reasoning for selecting a particular phone as the replacement: 
utilitarian or hedonic value.

Accordingly, the final coding consisted of the following: Push, Pull, Utilitarian Val-
ue, Hedonic Value, Cognition, Affect, Pre-switch, Switch, and Post-switch. Next, we 
developed a codebook to facilitate validation for the coding. The validation was con-
ducted in two iterations. In the first iteration, we recoded all 218 responses using the 
three-stage dichotomy structure. We then further clarified the codebook. Two external 
researchers were invited to reinterpret the data according to the data analysis instruc-
tions. The reliability and validity of the coding of the data were assessed with the Krip-
pendorff’s alpha coefficient—that is, the agreement level between different researchers 
interpreting the data—and yielded a value of 0.79, which is acceptable for qualitative 
research (Krippendorff 1980).
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5	 Findings 
In this section, we elaborate upon the content of each stage of the switching process, 
report the dichotomous categories in each stage, and depict how the respondents ex-
plained their mobile phone switching processes. To expand upon the findings and the 
data analysis, we also provide quotes from the survey and indicate the gender, age, and 
country of residence of the participants.

During the analysis, it became evident that the switching process involved three 
consecutive stages: pre-switch, switch, and post-switch. The pre-switch stage depicts 
push and pull factors that initiate a consumer’s switching process. The switch stage 
describes a consumer’s justifications for selecting a replacement for his or her current 
mobile phone. The post-switch stage provides the retrospective justifications for the 
switching process. These stages are reviewed in detail in the following sections.

5.1	 Pre-switch stage
During the pre-switch stage, an ex-ante recognition of reason(s) for seeking alternatives 
for one’s current mobile phone initiates the switching process. This recognition may 
originate from identifying alternatives for a possible replacement (i.e., a pull factor), 
such as new model phones that are introduced in the market, or from realizing that 
one’s current phone no longer meets one’s requirements or expectations (i.e., a push 
factor). 

The respondents framed their initial switching decisions and device choices based 
on either what they believed they required (factors pushing toward the switch) or what 
they simply desired or wanted (factors pulling toward the switch). For argumentation 
based on push factors, the switching process was often initiated by a consumer’s recog-
nition that his or her previous (current) mobile phone was not functioning adequately; 
for example, 

After 3 years: software problem, unlock problem (female, 25, India).

In other examples, consumers’ previous mobile phones had been lost (e.g., misplaced)—I 
lost my phone, and we have a data plan (female, 35, US)—or stolen. In some cases, 
changes in one’s life situation, such as moving to another country, prompted the switch:

I had to change my mobile phone because the previous one could not be used in 
Finland (male, 28, Finland).
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A switch was also justified by specific functionalities that were not supported by the 
previous mobile phone, which was most commonly associated with Internet-enabled 
capability: 

I needed a phone where I could get my emails sent to me because, being in a 
sorority, you get emails constantly (female, 21, US). 

Alternatively, the switching process was justified by pull factors or the recognition that 
a replacement could provide something new and more enticing than the previous mo-
bile phone. These pull factors were expressed in terms of qualities, such as new designs 
and technological developments:

The reason for the switch is that new technological advances and fresh design 
become available, which makes me want to upgrade my previous phone (female, 
26, Finland).

In addition, trends and brands were relevant to the respondents—“iPhone is more 
user-friendly compared to other smartphones” (female, 20, USA)—as were sales offers, 
gifts, and eligibility for mobile phone bundle upgrades. At times, the reason for a user’s 
switch was expressed simply as “[be]cause I want a new phone” (female, 23, India).

5.2	 Switch stage
After reviewing alternatives, a consumer gives up the old mobile phone and adopts a 
new phone during the switch stage. In this stage, the consumer selects a replacement 
mobile phone. The participants provided their reasons for selecting particular mobile 
phones to replace their current phones in terms of either utilitarian or hedonic value.

The utilitarian value the respondents mentioned was, at the most basic level, cen-
tered on a functioning mobile phone; for example:

I needed a phone that could be a portable computer for school (male, 20, US).

Some respondents also referred to functionalities needed for fulfilling particular tasks: 

I needed a phone that can provide me faster browsing and better synchronization 
of email and calendar as well as would be easier to use and cause less frustration 
(male, 25, Finland). 
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Mobile phone selections were also justified based on reasons that could be judged as 
more hedonic than utilitarian, such as those that referred to specific brands or design 
features: “Because I want a new brand” (female, 23, India), “most people use iPhone 
today” (female, 22, US), and “I wanted to try a phone which has a touch screen” (male, 
25, Finland). Some respondents also referred to specific functionalities needed for he-
donic value: “Due to modernization, I had to change my phone to meet my music 
requirements” (male, 20, India), where music is an important part of the respondent’s 
lifestyle.

5.3	 Post-switch stage
The post-switch stage is about ex-post reasoning and justifications for the entire switch-
ing process in retrospect. These justifications are developed throughout the process but 
are finally formulated ex-post after a sufficient amount of experience with the replace-
ment was accumulated. We examine this stage in terms of cognition-based versus af-
fect-based reasoning. 

In cognition-based reasoning, the switching process and selection of the chosen 
mobile devices were justified afterward through rational arguments related to the ex-
trinsic aspects of the devices and their associated services. These selections were usually 
expressed by the respondents with reference to various features of their new phones: 

I bought the new phone so I could access the internet and email with ease while 
not at home (male, 29, US)

 I wanted a phone with a QWERTY keyboard (female, 21, US). 

Some cognitive arguments were also related to different circumstances that created a 
consumer’s need to switch; for example: 

[my] previous phone broke down, and I took a leftover phone of an ex-colleague 
as a short-time substitute. The short time has lasted for almost two years (male, 
45, Finland).

Market-based opportunities and contract rules (e.g., regular upgrades bundled with 
a service subscription) can additionally create situations in which it is rational that a 
consumer switched to another mobile phone:
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I had an upgrade, and it was time for a new phone, and this was the best one that 
they had at the time (female, 21, US). 

In affect-based reasoning, the ex-post justifications were more closely related to the 
phone’s intrinsic value or its ‘look-and-feel’. Affect-based reasoning was often related 
to a mobile phone’s image rather than its concrete features or functionalities, which is 
exemplified through respondents’ references to a phone’s design, color, or outlook:

I wanted to upgrade to a phone that had a touch screen and updated look (aes-
thetically) (female, 20, US).

In addition, mentions of brand names were typical signals of affect-based reasoning: 

I waited for Apple to release a new iPhone model (female, 25, Finland).

Affects, one way or another, were often evident in the respondents’ use of words that 
conveyed emotions, such as love, hate, ex[c]iting, or fun. For example, a respondent 
stated, 

I switched because I hated my LG Xenon (female, 21, US).

5.4	 Switching process routes
Although we identified a dichotomy for each switching stage, the data indicated that 
consumers do not necessarily operate consistently or exclusively through these stages 
on one side of the dichotomy. In addition to a consistent form of reasoning in the 
two archetypical patterns among the three stages (i.e., push factors–utilitarian value–
cognition and pull factors–hedonic value–affect), we observed three different patterns 
of routes for the three-stage switching process. They were based on the various de-
cision-making logic articulated by the participants. With these three routes that we 
deem the conjoint routes, justifications are altered between the two forms of logic during 
different stages of the switching process. Thus, the two archetypical and three conjoint 
routes are discussed next.

A cognitive route is an archetypical justification that draws argumentation from 
that push factors are considered rational and thus follows utilitarian value-based rea-
soning throughout the switching process. This route begins with a sound, logical ar-
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gument in the pre-switch stage that initiates a switching process. One argument may 
be that an individual simply requires a properly functioning mobile phone. During 
the switch stage, the justification follows the same or similar logic with or without a 
set of additional arguments that are based on the replacement’s utilitarian value. In the 
post-switch stage, the evaluation focuses on cognition-based argumentation regarding 
rational reasons and justifications—possibly with some specific features—as the most 
common reasoning. A respondent stated, 

I needed a new phone with multiple features, Internet on a phone was a must 
and some apps I truly needed (like maps). I wasn’t that interested in games and 
funny apps…One of the main reasons was also that my former phone was a bit 
broken, so in any case I needed to buy a new one (female, 26, Finland). 

The affective route, the second archetype, builds on justifications based on pull factors 
related to non-utilitarian or hedonic functionalities. It includes abstract concepts, such 
as aesthetics, trends, brands, and social influences. This route typically begins with the 
argumentation related to pull factors (such as a desire) than more purely rational needs. 
A replacement consideration is then identified. During the post-switch stage, the main 
justification is often expressed through emotional concepts, such as brands, trends, or 
aesthetics. For example, a respondent said, 

[I] wanted to get a new phone, and at the time, the HTC Droid Incredible was 
very popular (female, 20, US). 

We also identified other switching process routes that we termed the conjoint routes 
because they are based on argumentations from different sides of the dichotomies in 
various switching stages. Given that we identified three sets of dichotomies in those 
stages (i.e., one dichotomy per stage), a total of six permutations are possible in a con-
joint route. However, we observed only three of the six possible permutations in the 
data. Two were based on push factors during the pre-switch stage and hedonic (in-
stead of utilitarian) justifications for the phone selection during the switch stage (push 
factors–hedonic value–cognition and push factors–hedonic value–affect). The third was a 
route in which pull factors influenced the switch for a hedonic selection that were ra-
tionalized with cognitive reasoning during the post-switch stage (pull factors–hedonic 
value–cognition). Although the remaining three permutations (push factors–utilitarian 
value–affect, pull factors–utilitarian value–cognition, and pull factors–utilitarian value–
affect) are certainly possible, we did not observe them in the data. 
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Hence, we observe that hedonic value is the reason for the phone selection in the 
conjoint routes. When pre-switch is triggered by push factors and the phone selection 
for the switch is based on hedonic value, the ex-post reasoning for the switch could be 
based on cognition (e.g., drawing on push factors for the switch) or affect (e.g., due 
mainly to hedonic value for the phone selection). When pre-switch is triggered by pull 
factors and the phone selection for the switch is based on hedonic value, cognitive jus-
tifications could be provided for the switching process. 

The push factors–hedonic value–cognition conjoint route is characterized by 
identifying a reason that pushes the respondent toward switching, such as experiencing 
malfunctions with the previous phone or losing a phone. However, the justification for 
selecting the replacement phone was based on the phone’s hedonic features or the user’s 
perceptions of certain brands: 

I read [a] few reviews, and I got a feeling that [the] Nokia N78 would be a good 
purchase, so I bought it while being in N.Y.…[My] main reason for switching 
was that I had been without a phone over a year because the previous one got 
broken. Good camera (at that time) had also high impact for [my] purchase 
decision (male, 25, Finland).

The main justification for this respondent’s switch was cognition-based rather than 
affect-based. His previous phone was broken, and the replacement phone’s camera was 
high quality. 

The push factors–hedonic value–affect conjoint route starts with a rational need. 
The justifications for selection and post-switch are based on emotion and affect rather 
than rational and cognition-based reasoning. A respondent stated, 

I needed to have Google Talk on my phone, and my previous phone had become 
very slow. Therefore, I selected an Android phone. From those, this one had the 
nicest design, the price was right, and it wasn’t too big to hold, either (female, 
23, Finland). 

The pull factors–hedonic value–cognition route first follows the affective route, but 
the post-switch stage is cognition-based alongside rational justifications. Examples in-
clude being persuaded (or pulled) by a friend to switch to another brand but making 
logical and cognitive-based justifications about the switch: 
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My friend suggested [the] HTC Wildfire S, which was small, smart enough, had 
the GPS (required by me), and Android [is] known as quite [a] good operating 
system, and affordable price, as well (female, 31, Finland). 

6	 Consumers’ multi-stage dichotomic switching 
process of mobile phones

From the empirical study, we identified three stages of consumer decision-making in 
switching mobile phones (including the respective dichotomies), as well as several dif-
ferent routes for the decision-making stages and their identified dichotomies in mo-
bile phone switching. Figure 1 summarizes the findings in a framework of consumers’ 
multi-stage dichotomic switching process. The stages and the routes proposed in the 
framework are well grounded in theoretical perspectives from the literature. The three 
switching stages correspond to the multiple stages of consumers’ decision-making pro-
cess (cf. Kotler 2002). The pre-switch stage triggers the switching process by pull and 
push factors. The switch stage combines a comparison of alternatives and the actual 
switch decision. The post-switch stage includes retrospective assessments of how the 
switch met the consumer’s initial expectations. We applied this three-stage framework 
to analyze the data in the study. 

The dichotomies in all stages are aligned with theory. During the pre-switch stage, 
the push factors are dissatisfaction with previous mobile phone(s). The pull factors 
are typically the replacements’ preferred features. The PPM framework (Bansal et al. 
2005) implements similar definitions to explain factors that lead to product and service 
switching: Push refers to a current product’s negative influences that encourage switch-
ing; pull refers to a prospective replacement’s positive influences that attract switching. 

During the switch stage, selecting a replacement focuses on the value of mobile 
phones. Utilitarian value is associated with extrinsic motives that achieve a desired or 
specific outcome. Hedonic value is associated with intrinsic motives that derive satisfac-
tion. This dichotomy is well in line with the dichotomy of extrinsic and intrinsic moti-
vations in self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci 2000; Stock et al. 2014), which is 
widely utilized in the IS literature to explain motivations (van der Heijden 2004). The 
theory defines intrinsic motivation as stemming from action being inherently enjoyable 
and interesting, whereas extrinsic motivation is connected to external outcomes. There-
fore, these motivation types can be viewed as dichotomous reasons for selecting a re-
placement product over an existing product when presented with possible alternatives. 
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During the post-switch stage, the dichotomy of cognition and affect distinguishes 
whether a consumer creates a rationalized justification for the switch or an affect-based 
justification by drawing on social relationships and/or feelings. Similarly, the dual-pro-
cess theory (Kahneman 2011) states that decision-making can be either instinctive and 
quick, or slow, conscious, and rule-based. In other words, humans engage in conscious 
logical reasoning (cognition) but also form perceptions and orientations based on asso-
ciative processing (affect). Furthermore, the elaboration likelihood model of persuasion 
(Petty and Cacioppo 1986) argues that two archetypical modes (central and peripheral 
routes) are described for decision-making. The central route—or cognition-based rea-
soning—is typically prioritized over the peripheral route, which relies on affect-based 
reasoning (Petty and Cacioppo 1986; Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999). 

Archetypical cognitive and affective routes are, mainly, analogous to cognitive rea-
soning and associative processing theorized in the elaboration likelihood model of per-
suasion. However, three permutations for alternating conjoint routes, which were also 
common routes across sub-samples, were observed. These routes were inclined toward 
dichotomies associated with hedonic value in the switch stage and cognition in the 
post-switch stage. Conversely, the pre-switch stage did not reveal any clear inclinations. 

Finally, Figure 1 highlights the observed routes and the inclination of each stage 
in bold type. Across the sample, using individual participants as the unit of analysis, 
the archetypical cognitive route (push factors-utilitarian value-cognition) accounted for 
29% and the archetypical affective route (pull factors-hedonic value-affect) for 20% of 
all routes taken by respondents in switching mobile phones. The conjoint routes (three 
different permutations) accounted for 51%. Among the conjoint routes, the pull fac-
tors–hedonic value–cognition was clearly the most prevalent permutation, accounting 
for approximately 70% of all conjoint routes. The push factors–hedonic value–cogni-
tion and push factors–hedonic value–affect accounted for approximately 20% and 10% 
of all conjoint routes respectively. The results suggest that those employing the conjoint 
routes selected their replacement phone based on hedonic value, even though the ma-
jority (90%) of them used cognition-based reasoning to justify their switch.

7	 Discussion
This study’s contribution involves a deeper understanding of consumers’ switching de-
cision-making process for mobile phones. The key contribution is the proposed frame-
work (Figure 1) that is grounded on decision-making and motivational theories and 
draws on the findings from a multinational qualitative survey. The framework helps us 
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develop a more thorough understanding of consumers’ mobile phone switching process 
by identifying dichotomies present in the decision-making stages (pre-switch, switch, 
and post-switch), as well as three switching process routes (cognitive, affective, and 
conjoint). 

Somewhat surprisingly and contrary to the extant literature (cf. Fan and Suh 2014; 
Hsu 2014), we found that different switching costs, including financial transaction 
costs, impact consumers’ mobile phone switching behaviors to a much lesser extent 
than has been expected. Consequently, we argue that it is important to more fully 
understand the alternating switching justification modes (i.e., conjoint routes) present 
in the mobile phone switching process. The literature suggests that a mobile phone’s 
aesthetic design, which is associated with its hedonic value, induces consumers’ mobile 
phone switching frequency (Sääksjärvi et al. 2014). The hedonic value and affect asso-
ciated with brands also drive switching behavior (Hew et al. 2017; Nikhashemi et al. 
2017). The present findings are consistent with those of Sääksjärvi et al. (2014), Hew 
et al. (2017) and Nikhashemi et al. (2017), especially when the selection of a replace-
ment mobile phone is considered in which hedonic value seems to take precedence 
over switching costs—a form of utilitarian value. This finding was especially evident in 
the context of the US sample, which exhibited the highest switching frequency of all 
three sub-samples. These differences, however, may also be emphasized by market struc-
tures. At the time of the study, the Finnish and Indian markets represented manufac-
turer-driven (e.g., Apple, Nokia, and Samsung) original equipment product markets. 
The US market represented an operator-driven mobile network market. Therefore, the 
findings for the US sample may portray a market that has worked to mitigate the effects 

Push
Factors

Pull
Factors

Cognition

Hedonic
Value

Utilitarian
Value

Affect

Pre-Switch
Choice

Switch
Selection

Post-Switch
Reasoning

Figure 1. The framework of consumers’ multi-stage dichotomic switching process
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of financial transaction costs and thus, induced more frequent consumer switching 
decisions.

The findings also pose implications for IS research in a broader sense. Due to the 
process perspective employed in this study, we question researchers’ use of traditional 
adoption frameworks as a theoretical foundation for understanding consumers’ switch-
ing behavior. These frameworks overlook that switching from one product to another 
contains two distinctively different decision-making processes (i.e., initiation and selec-
tion) before a replacement product is selected. As we have demonstrated, consumers’ 
reasoning for initiating a switching process and selecting a replacement may differ. In 
the adoption frameworks, these reasonings are assumed to be similar. Furthermore, al-
though many adoption frameworks acknowledge that consumer decision-making may 
contain cognitive and affective elements, the interplay of these elements within the 
switching process is not fully understood.

Finally, our findings contradict some of the arguments of the elaboration likeli-
hood model of persuasion (Petty and Cacioppo 1986). Petty and Cacioppo (1986) 
acknowledge two archetypical modes of processing (cognitive and affective routes) that 
are unidirectional between conscious reasoning and associative processing. Contrary to 
this expectation, we observed justification routes alternating between affective and cog-
nitive. More specifically, we observed this type of alternating movement between the 
switch and post-switch stages. A human’s tendency to seek rational explanations may 
further help explain how consumers approach cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1962) 
during the post-switch stage in which they try to rationalize their purchasing decisions 
(Connolly and Zeelenberg 2002).

For practice, the study contributes by depicting and explaining the reasons and 
driving factors for users’ cyclical switching processes. We argue that it has become even 
more important that the stages of the switching process be understood due to the dy-
namic nature of contemporary smartphone markets. The majority of the study partic-
ipants (91%) had switched their mobile phones within 18 months before they com-
pleted the survey. Typically, the pre-switch and switch stages are the focal points in the 
traditional ways of understanding switching behaviors via marketing surveys. Thus, we 
argue that the post-switch stage is typically overlooked. Although it might be difficult 
to determine when the post-switch stage once again becomes a pre-switch stage, we 
would be remiss if we did not acknowledge the possible influence of prevalent, post hoc 
rationalization behaviors for subsequent switches.

Practitioners may also reference this study’s findings when considering how to posi-
tion their product or service offerings. If the market segmentation of potential custom-
ers is determined by the stage of customers’ switching process, the product or service 
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can be positioned accordingly. Thus, the marketing communication can be developed 
to highlight the value proposition to a particular customer segment. Given the possible 
influence of post hoc rationalization that follows from the previous switch, consum-
ers who have yet to make up their minds about initiating a switching process may be 
persuaded by cognition-driven, rational argumentation. Consumers who are already 
inclined toward making their next switch are more receptive to affective attributes and 
emotion-laden communication.

We recommend that this study’s findings be interpreted by considering the apparent 
effects of market structures. In mobile phone markets, where up-front mobile phone 
acquisition costs are subsidized by a subscription-based model, consumers tend to be 
more inclined to use affect-based justifications for their decisions and choices. There-
fore, marketing efforts within these markets may be more finely attuned to consumer 
sentiments using affective and emotional communication.

8	 Conclusion, limitations and future research
This research proposes a three-stage (pre-switch, switch, post-switch) framework to ex-
plain why consumers switch their mobile phones. Pre-switch decisions are triggered by 
push or pull factors. The mobile phone selection during the switch stage is based on 
utilitarian or hedonic value. Cognition- or affect-based reasoning is used in the post-
switch stage to justify the switch. Two archetypical routes (i.e., cognitive and affective 
routes comprising push factors-utilitarian value-cognition and pull factors-hedonic val-
ue-affect respectively) and three conjoint routes (i.e., push factors-hedonic value-cog-
nition, push factors-hedonic value-affect, and pull factors-hedonic value-cognition) 
explain the dichotomic switching processes of mobile phones in the pre-switch, switch, 
and post-switch stages. From a theoretical perspective, we have demonstrated the role 
of pull-push theory (pre-switch), self-determination theory (switch), and dual-process 
and elaboration likelihood theories (post-switch) in explaining and rationalizing the 
consumer decisions at each stage of the mobile phone switching process. From a prac-
tical perspective, mobile phone vendors and carriers may be interested to note the im-
portance of hedonic factors in phone selections as all conjoint routes have hedonic fac-
tors as the reason(s) for their choice of mobile phones. Hence, the ‘look-and-feel’ and 
fash-nology dimensions of mobile phones are increasing in importance, as also evident 
for wearable technology (Adapa et al. 2018). 

The sample for the study poses some limitations for the generalizability of the re-
sults. The sample comprised young adults, specifically college students, who cannot be 
regarded as a comprehensive representation of a population within a country although 
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university students are often used as a proxy for early lead users in consumer studies (Lee 
2014; Realize et al. 2019; Tanksale et al. 2014). We focused on only three markets (Fin-
land, India, and the US). Although the mobile markets are different in these countries, 
an analysis of the impact of the market characteristics on consumers’ decision-making is 
beyond the scope of the paper. Similarly, we did not consider cultural dimensions that 
might impact consumer switching behavior. However, we recognize that they are likely 
to influence such behavior. For example, Tuunanen and Kuo (2015) studied cultural 
differences from the perspective of prioritizing users’ requirements based on people’s 
culturally formed value structures, and how they impact IS design. This area of inves-
tigation is beyond the scope of this study as we did not collect data for this purpose.

These limitations open avenues for future research. For example, a more demo-
graphically comprehensive study could be conducted to validate this study’s conclu-
sions. It would also be interesting to study whether and how the user’s age might impact 
the decision-making process associated with mobile phone switching. For example, 
citing Tanksale et al. (2014), Realize et al. (2019) noted that students living in urban 
areas in India are generally more brand conscious in making purchase decisions. For 
example, future research could examine the relationships between age, demographics, 
brand consciousness, fashion consciousness, shopping avoidance, perfectionism, and 
consumer decision-making on mobile phone switching. Moreover, a longitudinal study 
may be used to assess the degree to which the findings’ effects last and remain relevant 
despite changes in mobile phone market trends. In addition, the mooring dimension in 
terms of switching costs, which is out of the scope of the current study, could be studied 
in future research. Future research can utilize the affordance theory in the context of 
expectation-confirmation theory to understand consumers’ (dis)satisfaction with the 
old phone and expected (dis)satisfaction with the new phone to assess switching costs 
in influencing consumers’ behavior (Benbunan-Fich 2020; Bhattacherjee 2001; Bhat-
tacherjee et al. 2012; Bhattacherjee and Park, 2014). Future research can also examine 
switching behavior from the perspective of user experience (Djamasbi and Strong 2019; 
Eschenbrenner and Nah 2019; Wyatt and Piggott 2019). Consequently, the findings’ 
generalizability may be tested in another consumer information technology context. 
Whether there are significant variations in the decision justification routes, the presence 
of post hoc rationalization behaviors, and a clearly identifiable shift toward the affective 
justification mode in service-oriented markets may also be assessed. Finally, further 
studies should be conducted to better understand how cultural dimensions may impact 
switching behavior, which would also answer the call by Tuunanen and Kuo (2015) for 
further studies on understanding how cultural aspects could be better accommodated 
in the design of new digital services or products.
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Notes
1.	 https://www.counterpointresearch.com/smartphone-users-replace-their-device-

every-twenty-one-months/
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Appendix. Excerpt from the Survey Questionnaire 
What is/are your current mobile/smartphone(s)? Please list in the table below 

all phones you currently have, as well as details about ownership of the devices, who 
pays the phone bill, and whether you use the given phone for business or personal 
purposes (if both, please indicate main usage):

Phone Model Owned By Pays the Bill Business/Personal Use

 

(Feel free to add lines, if needed)

Switching your mobile/smart phone

1.	 When did you last switch your mobile/smart phone (month/year)? 
2.	 What did you last switch from and switch to?

	 (a) Previous phone (i.e., the phone that you switched from): 
ß	Brand:
ß	Model:
ß	Who owns, pays for the bill:
ß	Business use or personal use (if both, please indicate which is the 

main usage):
ß	What do you like and dislike about it?

	 (b) New/current phone (i.e., the phone that you switched to): 

ß	Brand:
ß	Model:
ß	Who owns, pays for the bill:
ß	Business use or personal use (if both, please indicate which is the 

main usage):
ß	What do you like and dislike about it?

3.	 Explain in your own words, what were the reasons for the switch? (Be as complete 
and thorough as possible)
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