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To attain high similarity and enhance free-riding, copycats often imitate distinct features that are uniquely associated with the leader

brand. We argue however, that blatant imitation of distinct features may backfire, and that copying the more subtle themes, may be a

wiser strategy for copycats to follow. Four studies show that the imitation of distinct features, as compared to diffuse themes, leads, as

predicted, to more negative evaluation, lower willingness to buy and lower choice rate of the copycat. It is further shown that the

results generalize over different product categories and are mediated by persuasion knowledge.
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SPECIAL SESSION SUMMARY

On Being the Same and Different: The Dynamics of Interpretation and Comparison in
Consumer Judgment

Femke van Horen, Tilburg University, The Netherlands

SESSION OVERVIEW
Symposium Objective. To comprehend an ambiguous product,

person or brand (is the product of high quality?, will she be a good
salesperson?) accessible information is used to guide evaluation
which may lead to assimilation or contrast. In the past, research on
accessible knowledge effects, both in social psychology and con-
sumer behavior, has focused on the various factors that determine
the direction of these effects, resulting in a host of moderators
predicting either assimilation or contrast. Recently however, social
cognition research has demonstrated how different types of pro-
cessing may produce assimilation and contrast effects (Förster,
Liberman and Kuschel 2008; Stapel 2007) and has shown that the
same accessible information may lead to assimilation or contrast
depending on the processing style, i.e. whether this information is
used as an interpretation frame or as a comparison standard. The
purpose of this symposium is to present research that builds on these
recent developments in social cognition research, which are bound
to have implications for our understanding of consumer behavior.

Overview. Traditionally, research on assimilation and contrast
effects in social psychology and marketing has focused on the
identification of moderating factors determining the direction of the
effect (assimilation or contrast). Such factors include the distinct-
ness of information (Stapel and Koomen 2000), extremity of
information (Herr 1989; Smeesters and Mandel 2006) and categori-
cal overlap (Mussweiler and Bodenhausen 2002). Instead of taking
this indirect route to investigate context effects, a more direct
approach has recently been taken through identification of the
specific processes that determine the effects. Fresh dual process
models in social cognition research, like the Interpretation Com-
parison Model (ICM, Stapel 2007) or the global/local processing
style model (GLOMO, Förster, Liberman and Kuschel 2008),
postulate a process distinction between assimilation and contrast.
The ICM for instance posits that when people use information as an
interpretation frame, assimilation is a likely outcome. However,
when people use information as a comparison standard, then
contrast is more likely to occur. GLOMO extends the inclusion/
exclusion model (Bless and Schwarz 1992) and demonstrates that
activating a global processing style results in assimilation, whereas
activating a local processing style results in contrast. This sympo-
sium is positioned at the forefront of these new developments by
showing how consumers use information (as a comparison standard
or interpretative frame) in product judgment. The symposium
builds on and extends the recent developments with a focus on
important issues for consumer behavior, i.e. when and how feature
characteristics of products and the consumer’s self-concept acti-
vate specific processing mindsets, which in turn guide product
evaluation and judgment.

Papers. The three papers in this set demonstrate how the type
of processing may influence the direction of context effects. The
first presentation focuses on the importance of interpretation pro-
cesses. Specifically, Reed, Forehand and Perkins reveal that con-
sumers who are high self-monitors, instead of low self-monitors,
tend to use an interpretative frame when accessible contextual
information is social but not when it is individual in nature. The
second presentation of Van Horen, Pieters and Stapel addresses the
evaluation of look-alike products. They show how a specific type
of product imitation activates comparative mindsets in consumers,

and that as a consequence the imitation of highly similar, distinct
features (e.g. the color purple of the Milka chocolate brand) is liked
less than the imitation of subtly similar, diffuse themes (e.g. the
Alps with grazing cows of the Milka chocolate brand). The third
presentation of Meyers-Levy, Zhu and Liang integrates both of the
processing modes and examines the effect of distance on bodily
sensations affecting product evaluation. They find that bodily
sensations, elicited through floor tiling (comfort of carpet versus
discomfort of tiles) are used as a comparative standard when
distance is close, resulting in a contrast effect, but as an interpreta-
tive frame when distance is moderate, resulting in assimilation. In
all, this symposium presents the findings of various novel research
streams that both connects to the extant literature, and highlights
fruitful avenues for further research on the impact of context effects
on consumer behavior.

Contribution. Recent developments in social cognition theo-
ries on accessibility effects on judgment focus on the processing
styles, foci or mindsets behind these effects, instead of exploring the
specific factors that determine the effect. In this symposium we
build on this new development and address how different types of
processes (interpretation versus comparison) influence product
evaluation (assimilation or contrast). Each of the three papers in this
symposium presents novel and interesting results on this issue.
Taken together, they constitute a new perspective on how context
or priming effects determine the direction of product judgments,
which can stimulate a host of research ideas. All three papers
include multiple completed studies, are new and have not been
submitted. None of the papers has ever been presented at ACR.

Discussion Host. The symposium’s discussion host, Diederik
A. Stapel (TIBER, Tilburg University, The Netherlands), is a
thought leader in judgment theories in social cognition. He will
introduce the symposium by shortly presenting the new develop-
ments in dual processing models on comparison and interpretation
(5 minutes), and will introduce each of the speakers.

Likely Audience. We believe that this symposium will draw a
large audience of researchers and PhD students interested in funda-
mental social cognition theories that provide new insights into
consumer behavior. The presenters are at the forefront of research
on the impact of interpretative or comparative effects on product
judgment. We expect lively discussions that inspire new research
ideas on the impact of dual processes in product evaluation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACTS

“The Color of the Chameleon Depends on the Prime Type”
Americus Reed II, University of Pennsylvania, USA

Mark Forehand, University of Washington, USA
Andrew Perkins, Rice University, USA

One of the most robust findings in psychology and consumer
behavior is that priming constructs can have an impact on attitudes,
judgments and behavior. For some time, a prime was just a prime.
Research was silent on the extent to which these primes were
actually relevant to a participant’s self-concept or not. For example,
in Bargh, Chen and Burrows’s (1996) classic study, it would be hard
to argue that their college student participants “had” an “elderly
identity” in walking slower in response to exposure to their subtle
cognitive primes (e.g., bingo, wrinkle).

Recent research however, has begun to more actively account
for prime to behavior effects by more explicitly considering the self.
DeMarree, Wheeler and Petty’s “Active Self Account” (2005)
argues that primes are more likely to affect behavior when the prime
temporarily alters self-perceptions. Their evidence for this relies on
the moderating role of “self monitoring” (Snyder 1974) where they
find that low-self monitors—consumers who tend to rely on their
internal stable beliefs, are more likely to assimilate to primed
constructs. They argue that this is due not to a need to “fit in” but
rather in the service of “being oneself” (DeMarree et. al 2005, page
659)—a kind of “informational influence” that drives the assimila-
tion effect.

It seems at first glance odd that low self monitors would
exhibit greater shifting of behavior as compared to high self-
monitors in reaction to a cognitive prime. It is however not the case
that low self monitors self-concepts exhibits no stability, rather, the
stability lies in whatever internal self-representation is on top of
mind. Hence, cognitive primes may be more likely to affect low
self-monitors because they are more likely to react to information
referring to the internal nature of the self. If primes subtly activate
constructs that are perceived to be “diagnostic self-information”,
then one would expect these cognitive primes to have a greater
effect on low-self monitors rather than high self-monitors (Wheeler
and Petty 2001). However, some primes are more “social” in nature.
In other words, they emanate from situational cues that have direct
relevance to linking the self-concept to its connectedness to others
in the immediate social environment (Forehand and Deshpande
1999). These kinds of social primes should be much less likely to
be “misconstrued” as internal cues to the self. Hence, we argue that
these primes will have a different effect than the work done by
Wheeler and colleagues—and our research expands the view of the
Active Self account—by demonstrating this empirically.

In three experiments we test whether the role of self monitor-
ing in response to contextual triggers depends on the nature of the
trigger. Although traditional stimulus primes are more influential
on low self-monitors, situational or social triggers appear to me
more influential on high self monitors. We demonstrate this by
assessing response to social distinctiveness within low and high

self-monitoring populations. In the first experiment, we used a
subtle but “social” prime—the relative distinctiveness of the par-
ticipants’ ethnicity and gender on self-reported identification with
the primed concept. Students who are members of an ethnic
minority were more likely to mention ethnicity in a self-description
than those who were members of an ethnic majority (19% vs. 6%)—
replicating previous work (Forehand and Deshpande 2001;
Deshpande and Stayman, 1994). However, as predicted, High Self-
Monitors were more sensitive to the gender composition of the
room in which they completed the survey. Based on a median split
on the Self-Monitoring variable: when in “gender majority,” 12%
of high self-monitors reported their gender in self-descriptions,
whereas when in “gender minority” 30% of high self-monitors
reported their gender in self-descriptions. Low self-monitors dem-
onstrated the opposite reaction to gender-minority status (22%
mentioned when in majority, 13% when in minority). In the second
experiment, we manipulated minority/majority standing on racial
and gender dimensions and assessed activation of these compo-
nents in the self-concept using an implicit measure of self-concept
activation. The results showed that those exposed to the social
prime of highlighting their minority status on gender were more
likely to shift their working self- concepts —especially if they were
high self-monitors. In the third experiment, we extend the basic
moderation effect into work-group situations and assessed whether
cooperative/ competitive mindsets influence both self-concept ac-
tivation and whether that activation mediates other outcome mea-
sures.

The totality of our research elaborates on previous work. Our
analysis shows that it is important to understand the nature of the
prime under consideration. Primes that are cognitive like the ones
used in prior work may trigger an assimilation effect along the lines
explained by the Active Self account. However, social primes have
a completely opposite effect. This finding is important because
marketers will attempt to prime self-identities in different ways,
and the precise effects of primes under strategic consideration must
be considered to understand the likely success of using such tactics.
Moreover, our findings attest to the power of identity and its
flexibility in driving self-expression in response to self-concept
activation that may ultimately drive consumption.
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“On Subtle Themes and Blatant Features: The Effect of
Imitation-Type on Evaluation and Choice of Copycats”

Femke van Horen, Tilburg University, The Netherlands
Rik Pieters, Tilburg University, The Netherlands

Diederik A. Stapel, Tilburg University, The Netherlands
Suppose you are in Safeway for your grocery shopping. In the

potato chips section you encounter Safeway’s private label chips,
packaged in a bright red, rectangular tube with plastic, see-through
cap; features that are also used by the Pringles brand. You walk
further, into the aisle with spreads, and see that the package of
Safeway’s spreadable butter with olive oil displays a Tuscan farm
on a hill with olive- and pine trees; a theme that is used by the
Bertolli brand as well. Which of the two types of imitation (imita-
tion of the more blatant features versus imitation of the more subtle
theme) would you evaluate more positively? Previous literature
would predict that imitation of more blatant, distinct features would
be evaluated more positively, as similarity with the leader brand is
higher when blatant features, as compared to when subtle themes,
are copied (Kapferer 1996). We argue, instead, that blatant imita-
tion of distinct features may backfire and reduce the evaluation of
copycats, whereas copying subtle themes can increase the evalua-
tion of the copycat. To date little is known about how type of
imitation (what is copied as compared to how much is copied)
affects copycat evaluation. Further, because the focus has tradition-
ally been on highly similar copycats, the effects of more subtle
degrees of copycatting are still largely unknown.

Copycats imitate aspects of the trade-dress of leading brands
to free-ride on the positive associations attached to these brands
(Zaichkowsky 2006). When copycats imitate leading brands, they
often choose to imitate the distinct, prototypical features (the
specific colors, lettering and shapes), instead of the more subtle
themes (referents to the country of origin, benefits and values).
Copying the distinct features that are uniquely associated with the
leading brand, will increase similarity more than imitating subtle
themes, which would result in a more positive evaluation (Loken,
Ross, and Hinkle 1996; Warlop and Alba 2004).

We posit however that attaining high similarity through copy-
ing the prototypical features results in contrast, as a distinct repre-
sentation of the leader brand will become accessible (Stapel and
Koomen 2000) which, in turn, will make consumers more aware of
the practices employed by the copycat (Campbell and Kirmani
2000). Copying more subtle themes on the other hand will result in
assimilation as more generic, diffuse associations will be activated,
which are more likely transferred to the representation of the
copycat. Support for these ideas would show that the type of
imitation importantly determines copycat evaluation. Further, it
would reveal that copying subtle themes is sometimes more benefi-
cial than copying blatant features. This would point out that more
subtle copycatting practices are in need of greater attention from
brand management and trademark legislation, and worthy of more
consumer behavior research.

Four studies were conducted to test the hypothesis if type of
imitation (theme versus feature-based) affects the evaluation and
choice rate of copycats. Study 1a and 1b tested the prediction that
theme-based copycats are evaluated more positively than both
feature-based copycats and products that show no similarity with
the leader brand. Participants were asked to evaluate either a
feature-based copycat in which the specific features of the Milka
brand was copied (e.g. the lilac color, a Milka-like cow), or the
theme-based copycat in which the theme communicated by the
Milka brand was imitated (cows grazing in the Alp-mountains), or
a visually differentiated product. In Study 1b a different product
category was used (“Margarine with olive oil”), in order to prove

the robustness of the effects. The results of Study 1a and 1b showed,
as predicted that theme-based copycats were evaluated more posi-
tively than feature-based copycats and visually differentiated prod-
ucts. Study 2 tested whether the feature-based copycat increased
awareness of insincere tactics of marketers more than the theme-
based copycat. In support of the predictions, participants rated the
feature-based copycat as less trustworthy, less sincere and less fair
than the theme-based copycat. In Study 3 we posited and showed
that the negative evaluation of the feature-based copycat as com-
pared to the theme-based copycat is mediated by persuasion knowl-
edge. It further showed that the effects on evaluation transferred to
willingness to buy and choice. These results show the positive
effects of subtle imitations of themes as compared to blatant
imitation of features. The present findings show that copycat
evaluation is not just determined by how much is copied, but also
by what is copied, which may contribute to a better understanding
of the effectiveness of copycatting.
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“When Bodily Sensations Elicit Context Effects: The
Moderating Role of Physical Distance”

Joan Meyers-Levy, University of Minnesota, USA
Rui (Juliet) Zhu, University of British Columbia, Canada
Extending on existing research which indicates that people’s

incidental affective feelings are often assimilated with their assess-
ments of unrelated items, we demonstrate that more localized
bodily sensations, which emerge when people’s sensory receptors
come in contact with external sensory stimuli (e.g., textures), can
produce either assimilation, contrast, or no effects on assessments
of target products. Specifically, we show that the physical distance
from which a person views a product when standing on an
(un)comfortable hard tile or softly carpeted store floor can moder-
ate the direction of the resulting context effects on people’s product
assessments.

Our theorizing anticipating such outcomes draws on the con-
text effect literature. Such work indicates that the direction of
context effects critically depends on how people use contextually
activated data (e.g., a concept, sensation) during two stages: when
encoding or interpreting the target product, and when rendering a
formal judgment of it by comparing it with a standard. Further,
some research shows that the clarity of the mental representation
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people form of a target product can influence how contextually
activated data will be used at each stage, thereby determining
whether assimilation or contrast effects obtain. Specifically, when
one’s mental representation of a product is poorly (clearly) defined,
assimilation (contrast) effects should occur.

We reasoned that in most instances, the clarity of the mental
representation that one forms of a product should increase as the
distance between the person and the product decreases. Thus, if the
texture of the flooring on which a consumer stands during product
examination (i.e., the hardness of the tile or softness of the carpet-
ing) prompts the consumer to experience bodily sensations of
discomfort or comfort, the influence of these sensations on viewers’
product assessments should vary as a function of the distance that
separates the consumer from the product. Specifically, because a
product displayed at a moderate distance is apt to prompt a some-
what ill-defined product representation, viewers should assimilate
their bodily sensations with target product assessments. However,
because a product displayed at a close distance should yield a clear
product representation, these viewers’ bodily sensations may be
used as a comparison standard and prompt a contrast effect on their
assessments. Finally, a product that is displayed at an extremely far
distance may render its product features so blatantly ambiguous that
viewers may recognize that their bodily sensation of (dis)comfort
could not have emerged from the barely visible product. Thus, in
this instance, we reasoned that individuals may discount their
sensations, resulting in no context effects.

In Study 1 each participant stood in a specific location on
either carpeted or hard tile flooring and viewed a target vase placed
on the floor at a close (6 inches), moderate (5 feet), or extremely far
(10 feet) distance from them. Then, participants assessed how
comforting the target vase’s appearance was. The results supported
our predictions. When individuals viewed the product from a
moderate distance, they assimilated their bodily sensations with
their product assessments, but when the product was viewed from
a close distance a contrast effect emerged. When individuals
viewed the target product from an extreme distance no context
effects emerged. Study 2 theoretically replicated these findings by
using a different dependent variable, namely the firmness of the
product, and demonstrated that when people are made aware of the
source of their bodily sensation, these effects go away.

While these findings are encouraging, questions could arise
about whether the outcomes were truly attributable to people’s
bodily sensations per se. It is possible that they actually reflect
people’s use of semantic concepts that were primed by the contex-
tual flooring. In turn, these primed semantic concepts—not people’s
bodily sensations of (dis)comfort—could have served as contextual
cues that shaped people’s product assessments. Study 3 sought to
distinguish whether our findings reflect such cognitive priming, or,
as we propose, the influence of bodily sensations. It also explored
whether bodily sensations elicit context effects that are confined to
assessments that relate to the relevant sense, versus, overall affec-
tive assessments of the target product. To test whether our results
were driven by people’s internally experienced bodily sensations
versus widely shared semantic concepts associated with the floor-
ing, we examined whether differences in participants’ self-moni-
toring would moderate our context effects. Hence, if our findings
reflect people’s reliance on people’s internal sensations, the effects
should emerge primarily among low, not high, self-monitors, as
prior research has shown that they base their responses by attending
to their own internal states or bodily sensations. Results from this
study supported our notion that the context effects occurred because
of how people used their bodily sensations (not cognitive concepts)
aroused by the flooring. Further, no context effects emerged on

participants’ overall affect toward the target product, indicating that
context effects spawned by bodily sensations may be more limited
in scope. Study 4 provided further support for our theorizing by
experimentally focusing people’s attention on either their bodily
sensations or cognitions. As anticipated, the context effects ob-
served before only emerged when people were primed to focus on
their inner sensations.


