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People’s psychological selves overlap with mental representations of close others and ingroups. We extend this finding to show that

the self also overlaps with loved brands. In a study following Aron and colleagues’ “including others in the self” paradigm, we use

response times to find that characteristics on which the self and a loved brand match are facilitated while mismatched characteristics

are inhibited, indicating self-brand overlap. Further, we find the opposite effect of disliked brands whereby matched (mismatched)

characteristics are inhibited (facilitated), indicating self-brand dissociation. This finding of dissociation is unprecedented in the

“including others in the self” paradigm.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The pioneering psychologist William James posited that the

self is comprised of many things including one’s body, family,
material possessions, and social relationships (James 1890). The
present research investigates whether brands may also be a part of
the self. Specifically, we propose that consumers go beyond con-
necting with brands (e.g., Escalas and Bettman 2003): Consumers
may actually include loved brands into their psychological selves
(self-brand overlap). Complementary to James’ notion that the self
is comprised of many things, people also define themselves in terms
of what they are not (e.g., Tajfel and Turner 1979). It follows that
people avoid brands with which they do not want to be identified
(e.g., Escalas and Bettman 2005). Therefore, we further propose
that disliked brands will be excluded from the psychological self
(self-brand dissociation).

Brands are important to consumers’ self-concepts (e.g., Escalas
and Bettman 2003). If a brand is loved by consumers, it has been
suggested that it may actually become integrated into their identi-
ties (Carroll and Ahuvia 2006; Oliver 1999). Complementarily,
beginning with Fournier’s seminal paper in 1998, a growing stream
of research views human relationships as a fruitful metaphor for
consumer-brand relationships. This may be a result of consumers
thinking of brands in human-like terms, attributing personality
traits to them (Aaker 1997) and applying norms of social interac-
tions to their relationships with brands (Aaker, Fournier, and Brasel
2004; Aggarwal 2004). At the same time, some argue that the
personification of brands, and especially the notion of human-like
relationships, stretches the anthropomorphic metaphor too far
(Bengtsson 2003; Breivik and Thorbjørnsen 2008). By adapting
theory and measurement techniques from interpersonal relation-
ship research, the present research has the opportunity to provide
credence to, or rebuff, the metaphor of consumer-brand relation-
ships.

In addition to loved brands being important to consumers,
disliked brands may have an impact on the consumer self. In fact,
the noted anthropologist Richard Wilk has argued that what con-
sumers choose not to consume is often more socially and personally
significant to them than what they choose to consume (Wilk 1997).
Empirical evidence documents that consumers may avoid brands
that represent something with which they do not want to be
associated, such as outgroups (Escalas and Bettman 2005; White
and Dahl 2007). Here we examine the impact of disliked brands on
consumers’ psychological selves.

The present research applies social cognitive measurement
techniques to examine the inclusion of the mental representations
of loved brands into the psychological self and the exclusion of
disliked brands from the psychological self. To do so, we utilize a
response time methodology introduced in interpersonal relation-
ship research, which demonstrates that people’s mental representa-
tions of self overlap with their representations of close relationship
partners (Aron et al. 1991; Aron and Fraley 1999; Smith, Coats, and
Walling 1999). Applying this methodology to the study of con-
sumer-brand bonds is appropriate since brands that are loved by
consumers may be viewed as relationship partners and brands are
inextricably linked to consumers’ self-concepts. Therefore, the
mental representations of brands may impact the mental represen-
tations of self, similarly to the impact close relationship partners
have on the psychological self.

Aron et al. (1991) pioneered the testing of the inclusion of
others in the self by finding that personality characteristics of close
others impact the self. Specifically, they find that characteristics
that are shared by the self and other are more accessible than
characteristics that distinguish the self from the other. In two
studies, we mirror that finding for loved brands. Specifically, in an
initial study, we replicated the methodology used in the interper-
sonal relationship domain and find that, just like close relationship
partners, the mental representations of loved brands overlap the
psychological self (as evidenced by the greater accessibility of
shared characteristics, compared to distinguishing characteristics).
In a second study, we adapted the methodology to apply more
directly to brand personality characteristics (Aaker 1997) and,
again, find support for self-brand overlap.

Conversely, in both studies, we find that characteristics that
are shared with disliked brands are less accessible than character-
istics that distinguish the self from the disliked brand, providing
support for self-brand dissociation. In sum, through two studies we
find support for both the notion of self-brand overlap and self-brand
dissociation. This adds to the accumulating body of evidence that
consumers view brands similarly as they do other individuals and
provides an implicit measure of the psychological relationship
between consumers and both their loved and disliked brands.

Further, our finding of self-brand dissociation is the first
evidence that we are aware of that the psychological self is disso-
ciated from the mental representation of another entity. It is worth
noting that this research investigated the extreme case of dissocia-
tion of the self and a disliked brand. It is possible that the psycho-
logical self may be dissociated from brands that are not disliked. For
example, a woman may desire to dissociate from masculine brands,
not because she dislikes the brand but, because it does not represent
her feminine self. Future research should seek to determine the
boundary conditions of both self-brand overlap and dissociation.
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