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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Conceptualization 
Social cognition research has paid considerable attention to 

the influence of two characteristics of social groups on how they are 
perceived (e.g., Crawford, Sherman, and Hamilton 2002; Lickel, 
Hamilton, Wieczorkowska, Lewis, Sherman and Uhles 2000), 
namely variability and entitativity. As the cognitive processes un-
derlying the evaluations of objects and subjects are common ( Loken 
2006), it is expected that at least some influences on the perception 
of social groups apply also to the perception of family brands, which 
suggests that the feedback effects of brand extensions on high- and 
low-entitative family brands may also be disproportionate. However, 
relatively little empirical research has investigated this important 
issue. Therefore, in addition to categorical similarity and perceived 
variability, this study moves a further step to examine how family 
brand entitativity mediates feedback extension effects on its sub-
sequent family brand evaluations. Crawford and colleagues (2002) 
proposes the model of group-level trait transference (GLTT; Figure 
1) to discuss the influence of individual members on the group and 
other group members. In the GLTT model, perceived entitativity 
serves as a pre-determinant of a three-stage information processing: 
trait abstraction (or trait inference), stereotyping (or group impression 
formation), and trait generalization (or trait transference). As with 
social groups, the attribute transference across brand extensions is 
more likely to occur for high-entitative family brands and induces 
asymmetric effects on family brand evaluations. Given the same 
quality of brand extensions, high-entitative family brands shall 
be more favorably evaluated than low-entitative family brands 
because perceivers make more extreme judgments and form more 
disproportional polarized impressions on high-entitative groups 
(Hamilton and Sherman 1996; Sherman et al. 1999). Therefore, a 
high- (vs. low-) entitative family brand is more favorably evaluated 
(Hypothesis 1). Based on the cue-diagnosticity model (Skowron-
ski and Carlston 1987), as extreme cues receive more weight on 
impression formation (e.g., Anderson 1981), the diagnostic cue of 
positive extension information is perceived as more extreme to, and 
will have more positive impacts on, a low-entitative family brand, 
which yields extremity and positivity biases (e.g., Skowronski and 
Carlston 1987). In contrast, the diagnostic cue of negative extension 
information is perceived as more extreme to, and will have more 
negative impacts on, a high-entitative family brand, which yields 
extremity and negativity biases. In other words, a low-entitative 
(or moderate-quality) family brand is expected to be more sig-
nificantly enhanced by positive extension information, whereas 
a high-entitative (or high-quality) family brand is expected to be 
more significantly diluted by negative extension information. This 
result yields asymmetric (or disproportionate) impacts of positive 
and negative extension information on family brand evaluations, 
which is likely mediated by the prior perceived entitativity of family 
brands. Hence, low- (vs. high-) entitative family brands are more 
significantly enhanced by positive extension information (hypothesis 
2), whereas high- (vs. low-) entitative family brands are more sig-
nificantly diluted by negative extension information (hypothesis 3).

Method 
Two studies were conducted to examine the hypotheses under 

highly and lowly accessible conditions respectively. For the first 

study (the high accessibility condition), following previous research 
(e.g., Loken and John 1993), two fictitious XXX (high-entitative) and 
YYY (low-entitative) family brands in Consumer Reports’ format 
were portrayed representing high- and low-entitative family brands 
respectively. Anti-cavity toothpastes and pain relievers were selected 
as similar and dissimilar brand extensions respectively based on a 
pre-test which requested respondents to list possible similar and 
dissimilar brand extensions of the hypothesized family brands. The 
research design of the second study was similar to the first study, 
except intervening tasks were added to manipulate the low accessi-
bility of brand extension information. The accessibility of extension 
information was manipulated by varying the intervening material 
between the experimental treatment of extension information and 
family brand evaluations.  The intervening materials were confus-
ing tasks designed to decrease the accessibility of experimental 
treatments (e.g., Feldman and Lynch 1988) including a filler task 
and a confusing task.

Major findings
The study’s results indicated that, when extension information 

was highly accessible, family brand images were enhanced and 
diluted by positive and negative extension information respectively, 
regardless of the categorical similarity of brand extension and 
the perceived entitativity of family brand. However, while both 
high- and low-entitative family brands were enhanced and diluted 
by positive and negative extension information respectively, the 
dilution and enhancement effects on high-entitative family brands 
were different from those on low-entitative family brands. High- 
(vs. low-) entitative family brands were more significantly diluted 
by negative extension information (H2), whereas low- (vs. high-) 
entitative family brands were more significantly enhanced by posi-
tive extension information (H3). The asymmetric result was caused 
by the polarization effect of perceived entitativity on family brand 
evaluations. Based on the GLTT model, attribute transference should 
be more significant for high-entitative family brands. The abstracted 
attributes of high-entitative family brands transferred across brand 
extensions and, eventually, associated with each individual brand 
extension. The strongly associated attributes across brand extensions 
amplified consumers’ impressions about the attributes of high-
entitative family brands and led to the result that high-entitative 
family brands were more favorably evaluated (H1). The research 
results of the second study paralleled the first study. However, by 
comparisons, highly accessible positive extension information was 
more diagnostic and, thus, more enhancive than lowly accessible 
extension information on family brand evaluations, while highly 
and lowly accessible negative extension information yielded similar 
dilution effects on family brand evaluations. In conclusion, except 
the factor of categorical similarity, the determination about the 
dilution and enhancement of brand extension information on family 
brands pretty much depended on the cue-diagnosticity of extension 
information, rather than the accessibility.
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