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Abstract:

This article presents a qualitative model of damage to abandoned brands, based on a study of brand image deterioration in imported luxury
automobiles to Iran. The present research is qualitative, applied in nature, and based on grounded theory. From a purpose perspective, the
study is applied, and in terms of data analysis method, it is considered descriptive. The statistical population includes automotive industry
experts and marketing professionals, particularly importers, company CEOs, and members of the Iranian Automobile Importers Association.
Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. Content validity was employed to evaluate the validity of the questions,
and inter-coder reliability was used to ensure reliability of the results. Data analysis from 10 interviews was conducted using the grounded
theory method and the Strauss and Corbin approach in three stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding, leading to the
development of the research model. The findings indicate that causal conditions include factors related to customer abandonment by the
parent company, poor performance of representatives, and characteristics of domestic luxury car customers. Contextual conditions comprise
international and country-of-origin factors, parent company performance, and representative performance. Intervening conditions consist of
luxury car customer characteristics, brand image and identity, financial and economic interventions, representative performance, and the
definition of luxury vehicles. Strategies encompass actions related to the performance of the parent company and representatives, brand image
recovery, and leveraging the characteristics of luxury car customers to encourage repeat purchases. Finally, consequences include positive
outcomes in the event of strategy implementation and negative outcomes resulting from customer abandonment and failure to implement the
proposed strategies.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In recent years, global luxury automotive brands have encountered significant disruptions in emerging markets due to
geopolitical and economic instabilities. One of the most pronounced examples of this trend can be observed in Iran, where a
combination of sanctions, currency crises, and policy shifts has triggered a widespread phenomenon known as “brand
abandonment.” This refers to the withdrawal or disengagement of global brand owners (parent companies) from providing
support, services, and presence in specific markets. Such occurrences not only compromise brand equity but also severely
damage brand image, particularly in industries where post-purchase support and trust are critical, such as the luxury automotive
sector (Wang et al., 2024; Zou & Li, 2016).

Brand image is one of the most valuable intangible assets of luxury brands and plays a pivotal role in consumer decision-
making (Agmeka et al., 2019). The notion of luxury branding often intertwines with consumer perceptions of prestige,
reliability, service quality, and social status (Alinezhad et al., 2024; Nunes, 2024). When a brand consistently fails to meet its
promises or exits a market without contingency plans, it risks eroding these perceptions, leading to long-term consequences

such as declining customer loyalty and trust (Jabeen et al., 2022; Sameeni et al., 2024).
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The Iranian luxury car market represents a unique case where international sanctions have curtailed the operational
capabilities of many well-established global car brands. As a result, customers have been left without access to original spare
parts, after-sales service, and valid brand representation. This absence not only triggers immediate functional difficulties for
consumers but also inflicts reputational harm on brands that are otherwise globally esteemed (Hashemi Salehi, 2021;
Mohaghegh et al., 2021). This phenomenon, which we define as “brand image damage due to abandonment,” has not been
thoroughly theorized or modeled in the context of emerging markets facing similar constraints.

The literature further suggests that brand crises often manifest through sudden disruptions such as data breaches or scandals
(Chan & Palmeira, 2021). However, in markets like Iran, brand damage tends to occur more gradually, as service lapses, lack
of communication, and discontinuity in supply create a slow erosion of brand credibility and consumer satisfaction (Kumar,
2024; Miles & McCamey, 2018). This incremental form of brand harm requires a grounded exploration to uncover its
mechanisms and consequences.

This study seeks to address this gap by proposing a qualitative model for brand damage resulting from brand abandonment,
specifically within the luxury automotive segment in Iran. By employing a grounded theory methodology and interviewing key
industry experts, this research provides a conceptual framework to understand the causes, conditions, and strategic responses
to such brand image damage in constrained environments.

Methods and Materials

This study utilized a qualitative, applied research design based on the grounded theory approach. The target population
consisted of marketing experts, senior executives, and import professionals in the Iranian automotive sector, particularly those
involved with luxury vehicle imports. A purposive sampling strategy was used to select participants who had significant
experience with the luxury car market under sanctions and had witnessed the dynamics of brand withdrawal and its effects on
consumer behavior.

Primary data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews. A total of 10 interviews were conducted, recorded,
transcribed, and coded using the Strauss and Corbin method of open, axial, and selective coding. Content validity was ensured
through expert judgment, and coding reliability was verified via double-coding methods and inter-coder agreement. The
qualitative data analysis ultimately resulted in the development of a grounded theoretical model.

Findings

The analysis of interview data led to the identification of five overarching categories in the grounded theory model: causal
conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategic responses, and outcomes.

Causal Conditions:

The major causal factors included the withdrawal of the parent companies from the Iranian market, underperformance or
lack of commitment from domestic representatives, and the distinctive expectations of luxury car customers. Participants
indicated that when brands failed to support local operations, customers were forced to rely on informal or substandard service
providers, diminishing trust in the brand.

Contextual Conditions:

These conditions encompassed international sanctions, the geopolitical stance of manufacturing countries, economic
instability, and misalignment of imported car standards with Iran's climate. For example, cars designed for the Gulf climate

were being used in different Iranian regions, accelerating vehicle depreciation and compromising user experience.
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Intervening Conditions:

Several moderating factors influenced how brand abandonment translated into image damage. These included consumers’
personal loyalty to specific brands, their brand knowledge, socioeconomic status, and the cultural perception of luxury. Also
included were financial constraints and distorted definitions of luxury (e.g., engine displacement instead of brand value or
exclusivity).

Strategies:

Respondents proposed multiple strategies to mitigate damage, such as increasing the transparency of representation,
investing in informal service networks during sanctions, providing parallel imports through third-party intermediaries, and
rebuilding trust via local marketing campaigns. The role of after-sales service quality and representative accountability was
emphasized repeatedly.

Consequences:

Outcomes were bifurcated into positive and negative trajectories. When strategic interventions were implemented (e.g.,
maintaining service despite official withdrawal), customers retained brand loyalty. Conversely, prolonged abandonment
without communication or support resulted in deep psychological disengagement, even among long-term brand advocates.
This, in turn, influenced customers’ future purchasing decisions and discouraged brand advocacy.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this research demonstrate that brand image damage due to abandonment is a complex, multi-layered process
that cannot be reduced to operational failure alone. Instead, it is an outcome of structural, political, and behavioral
misalignments between the brand, its representatives, and its consumers. One of the key insights from the study is that Iranian
customers in the luxury segment maintain a strong emotional and symbolic connection to brands, which amplifies the
psychological impact of abandonment.

The study reinforces prior evidence suggesting that brand image is not solely built through tangible features such as
performance or design but is equally dependent on trust, social identity, and consistent engagement (Barakati et al., 2024). This
aligns with international studies that emphasize the need for global brands to maintain continuity even in volatile environments
(Andersen et al., 2023; Shankar et al., 2024). It also illustrates how customer perception is shaped not only by what the brand
offers but by how it responds in moments of adversity.

Moreover, the Iranian context underscores the importance of representative performance and cultural alignment. In many
cases, consumers did not differentiate between the actions of the parent brand and its local representatives. Thus, failures at the
representative level translated into broader damage to brand reputation. This implies that delegation of brand responsibilities
in politically sensitive markets requires rigorous oversight and localized resilience planning.

Another critical insight is that the power of global brands can act as a buffer in times of crisis, but only to a point. While
consumers might remain emotionally attached to a brand like Mercedes-Benz or Toyota, repeated service failures,
unavailability of spare parts, or ambiguous communication can erode this attachment over time. The study’s participants noted
that even loyal customers begin to rationalize brand-switching behavior when functional dissatisfaction is compounded by
emotional disappointment.

Finally, the grounded model developed through this research provides a novel theoretical contribution to the literature on
brand abandonment and damage. It offers a framework for understanding how internal and external variables interact to

influence brand perception, particularly in high-risk markets. Importantly, it underscores the need for proactive brand
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management strategies that extend beyond profit motives and address the full spectrum of consumer expectations during

uncertain times.
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