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Emotional branding has been a popular brand strategy as it allows consumers to connect to a brand at deeper levels. While it is

tempting to take up brand partner (co-branding) to ensure larger-scale brand success, we argue that co-branding could be particularly

risky for an emotional brand. In three empirical studies, we demonstrated that loyal consumers of an emotional brand will perceive its

alliance with a new partner to be a threat to their own identity and we addressed how consumers address the threat.

 
 
[to cite]:

Na Xiao and Fang Wan (2011) ,"Co-Branding With an Emotional Brand: Identity Threat and Coping Strategies Among Loyal

Consumers", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 38, eds. Darren W. Dahl, Gita V. Johar, and Stijn M.J. van

Osselaer, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/16174/volumes/v38/NA-38

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/16174/volumes/v38/NA-38
http://www.copyright.com/


Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 38) / 901

domain), the overall self-worth will be maintained and the subsequent defensive reactions toward self improvement products will be 
mitigated. We also argue that self esteem can moderate the relationship between self affirmation and defensive consumption strategy. 
High self-esteem individuals are more likely to utilize external opportunities to replenish self worth when threatened than low self-esteem 
individuals (Vohs and Heatherton 2004). Results of a 2 (self affirmation: affirming vs. control) by 2 (measured trait self-esteem, high vs. 
low) between-subjects experiment confirmed our hypothesis, showing that the affirmation task (vs. no affirmation) reduced defensive 
consumption among high self-esteem individuals (Aproduct M=3.59 vs. 2.97; F=2.87, p<.10) but not low self-esteem individuals (F<1). 

Study 3 intends to reconcile the discrepancy between the present research and prior research on compliant consumption. We 
propose that a defensive (vs. compliant) consumption mode is activated by available (vs. absent) opportunities to affirm and blatant 
(vs. subtle) self threat. In this study, participants’ self views were threatened either blatantly (receiving bogus negative feedback) or 
subtly (performing a difficult task) in intelligence domain. Subsequently, they evaluated products with high affirmation value (products 
signaling high intelligence of the user) or products with low affirmation value (intelligence improving products signaling low intelligence 
of the user). Results revealed that defensive consumption mode emerged only in the blatant threat and low-affirmation-value product 
condition. That is, when participants were threatened blatantly, they held significantly less favorable attitude toward products with 
low (vs. high) affirmation value (M=3.38 vs. 4.21; F(1,54)=5.22, p<.05). Moreover, even if the product offers low affirmation value, 
participants receiving subtle (vs. blatant) threat held more positive attitude toward the products, signaling a compliant consumption 
strategy (M=4.13 vs. 3.38; F(1,54)=4.09, p<.05).

Taken together, our research echoes with the recent calls from consumer researchers (Dunning 2007) that we need to understand 
more about the relationship between consumers’ self views and their consumption behaviors. Whereas previous research has painted a 
rosy picture of how products and brands are empowering consumers by providing important symbolic values, this research deviates and 
presents a darker side of the story. That is, when there is a mismatch between products symbolic value and consumers’ fluid self views, 
consumers would reject these choices as a way to defend their self views. In addition, by delineating how consumers switch between 
compliant and defensive consumption on the basis of contextual factors (such as the way self is threatened, or affirmation value of 
products), this research enriches our understanding of the nature of adaptive consumer behaviors.
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Extended Abstract
Emotional branding is heralded as a key strategy to build stronger consumer-brand relationships compared to functional brand 

strategies (e.g., Thompson, Rindfleisch, and Arsel, 2006). For example, the success of Apple speaks largely to this type of brand strategy. 
That is, emotional branding strategy involves crafting brands’ visions and values in lieu of consumers’ deep-seated emotional needs, 
dreams, and goals, which allows such brands become spokesperson or substitute of consumers’ identity (e.g., Gobe, 2001). In spite its 
success, in a competitive brand world, a well-crafted emotional brand alone can hardly maintain its success without working together 
with brands with complementary strength to reach broader consumer segments (co-branding, Leuthesser et al. 2003). For example, 
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Apple aligned co-branded with HP to release its Ipod products to reach out to HP’s Window users of PCs and notebooks. As a result, 
HP Window users will have a pre-installed Apple’s iTunes jukebox software and an easy-reference desktop icon to access the iTunes 
Music Store (Mahr 2004). However, will this type of brand alliance be successful?

Whereas previous research on co-branding tend to focus on issues such as the perceived fit of brand partners (Taylor and Bearden 
2002), we take the perspectives of loyal consumers of an emotional brand and investigate whether or not they perceive co-branding to be 
an identity threat and how they defend for their identity and reconcile with the incongruence between brand partners. We propose that a 
co-branding strategy can pose an identity threat to loyal consumers of an emotional brand when the co-brand is perceived to provide an 
incongruent value. Specifically, loyal consumers would view the co-brand to be a transgressor of their brand’s culture, value, promises 
and a threat to their own identity. We employ qualitative depth interviews to uncover the whether loyal consumers of an emotional brand 
perceive co-branding as an identity threat and how they cope with such threat (Pretest), and test how two coping strategies affect their 
evaluation of the brand alliance (Study 1) and how co-branding with different partners can affect consumers attitude and loyalty toward 
the original brand (Study 2). 

Pretest. The goal of Study 1 is to understand whether loyal consumers of an emotional brand perceive its alliance with an incongruent 
brand to be an identity threat and how they cope with such threat. To do this, we conducted depth interviews with six loyal Apple Mac 
users. We asked the informants about their views on the release of new Mac computers (i.e., emotional brand, Belk and Tumbat 2002) 
which uses Intel hardware (a functional brand, Ritson 2006). 

Results revealed that informants felt humiliated by the brand alliance between Apple and Intel and were concerned that Apple users’ 
identity was impaired by Intel, strongly associated with PCs. In addition, we discovered two coping strategies informants employed to 
buttress their support of Apple brand vis-à-vis the incongruent co-branding efforts: 1)“decoupling”, the efforts of some informants to single 
out Intel and dismissing its impact on Apple brand (e.g., “Intel is just an ingredient and will not affect the myth, easiness, and openness 
that Apple represents” (Informant G)) and 2) “biased assimilation,” intending to boost the evaluation of Intel so that it can be assimilated 
into positive associations of Apple brand. For example, “Apple and Intel are both to make money and to create passion” (Informant F). 

Study 1. The goal of Study 1 is to uncover in an experiment setting which coping strategy is more effective in what context. We 
propose that the perceived fit between brand partners is low, decoupling is more effective than biased assimilation because the latter 
requires relatively positive associations with the co-brand to be activated. When the perceived fit is high, this perceived congruence 
between brand partners itself can trigger positive evaluations of the brand alliance, which makes coping strategies unnecessary and 
ineffective. We test this argument in Study 2. 

A 2 (coping strategy: decoupling vs. biased assimilation) by 2 (fit: low vs. high, measured factor) between-subject design was 
adopted. Eighty six Apple users (based on screening questions) participated in the study. Coping strategies were manipulated by 
exposing subjects to difference versions of consumers reviews (elaborating on either decoupling or biased assimilation) preceding brand 
evaluations. Perceived fit between Apple and Intel (Taylor and Bearden 2002) was measured, split based on its median value and used 
as a between-subject factor. 

ANOVA yielded a significant interaction between coping strategies and fit on attitude towards the brand alliance (F(1, 82)=8.94, 
p<.05). Specifically, when the perceived fit was low, attitude towards brand alliance was more positive when a decoupling strategy (vs. 
biased assimilation) is activated (M=5.08 v.s. 4.22; F(1, 81)=3.64, p=.05). However, when the perceived fit was high, coping strategy 
has no impact (Mdecoupling=5.19 vs. Mbiased=5.47, F<1, p>.05). The results supported our hypothesis. 

Study 2. Study 2 addresses two issues. First, it addresses the fit between brand partners by manipulating the types of co-branding 
partners (emotional and emotional vs. emotional and functional). Two, it investigates consumers with varying degrees of identification 
with the original brand can respond to co-brand differently. For loyal consumers with high identification with an emotional brand, they 
are motivated to buttress their support for their brand, and the brand alliance regardless of the types of brand alliance (e.g., Einwiller et 
al., 2006). However, for consumers with low identification with an emotional brand, they would evaluate emotional brand-functional 
brand alliance more positively because the functional benefits (vs. cultural meanings) of resulting co-brand are more intuitive to them. 

A 2 (co-branding type: emotional-emotional versus emotional-functional) X 2 (identification with emotional brand, measured: high 
versus low) between-subject design was adopted. Eighty four current Apple users participated in the study. Co-branding types were 
manipulated as co-branding between either Apple with Intel or Apple with Nintendo based on pretest results (Nintendo was chosen 
as pretest subjects perceived it to be cool, active and trendy). Identification with Apple was measured on 5 items (Bhattacharya et al., 
1995) first and was entered as between-subject factor based on a median split. Participants read one of the two co-branding scenarios 
(Apple with Intel, or Nintendo co-launched a new product, Intel’s chip or Nintendo’s game software in Apple’s computers). They lastly 
responded to questions with regard to the fit between brands (manipulation check questions) and their attitudes toward the brand alliance. 

ANOVA analyses revealed that manipulations were successful. Results indicated that there were significant interactions between co-
branding types and identification on attitude toward the brand alliance (F(1, 80)=6.31, p<.05). Specifically, when consumers’ identification 
with Apple is low, they rated emotional-functional brand alliance (Apple+Intel) to be more positive than emotional-emotional brand 
alliance (Apple+Nintendo) (M=5.93 vs 4.72, F(1, 80)=6.86 p<.05). However, when brand identification is high, consumers prefer 
emotional and emotional brand alliance over emotional and functional one (M=5.56 vs. 5.50; F<1). 

Put together, our findings help us understand that for brand alliance such as Apple and HP (incongruent co-branding), it will be 
perceived positively among HP users who may not have a strong identification with Apple users. At the same time, Apple users with 
high identification with the brand are not sensitive to brand alliances that Apple is striking as they already have a very strong emotional 
and identity buy-in with the brand. 
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Extended Abstract
 “Familiar with sustainable developmental issues, are you? But did you actually notice the picture was upside down?” To their 

surprise, most of the readers of this humanitarian ad probably did not. We can indeed wonder what reactions will result from situations 
in which consumers are induced to feel more or less ignorant than initially believed. Will they become more attentive to subsequent 
information or, on the contrary, give up to process any related incoming information? Answers to this question may have important 
implications not only for brand marketers willing to enhance consumer brand knowledge but also for consumers who wish to optimize 
the way they select information from the marketplace. 

Subjective knowledge (SK) is consumers’ degree of confidence in their knowledge, as opposed to objective knowledge (OK) that 
refers to what an individual actually knows in a specific domain (Carlson et al. 2009). Whereas the impact of OK on information search 
(Bettman and Park 1980; Brucks 1985; Radecki and Jaccard 1995; Swasy and Rethans 1986) and processing strategies (Maheswaran, and 
Sternthal 1990; Sujan 1985) has been extensively studied, extant research on the impact of SK remains scarce and leads to inconclusive 
results (Moorman et al. 2004; Park, Gardner, and Thurkal 1988; Park and Lessig 1981; Raju, Lonia, and Mangold 1995; See 2009).

The present research focuses on a potential effect of SK manipulation that has not yet been investigated: the mechanisms through 
which SK manipulations may impact actual memory for information. Are consumers who are given the illusion that they know more 
(less) than they actually do will be able to retain more (v. less) information when exposed to a message?

We assess the extent of SK change as a result of experimental manipulation using two measurements: SK before the manipulation 
and after the manipulation. Extant research has so far typically used self-reported assessments of SK after false feedback on a task, 
showing that participants in high (vs. low) SK conditions indeed provide higher SK scores (Moorman et al. 2004). Such procedures, 
however, do not allow to evaluate the directionality and extent of SK change compared to an initial baseline. This can only be done if 
SK perceptions are assessed both before and after the critical knowledge manipulations. 

We also argue that moderating personality traits as well as mediating variables need to be to be taken into account to explain 
contradictory evidence found in the literature. Building upon the ego protection and self-esteem literatures (Baumeister 1993; Brockner 
and Chen 1996; Rosenberg 1965; Wiener 1973), we propose that a manipulation of SK may have a different impact on information 
processing depending on the initial level of consumer self-esteem. Chronic low self-esteem individuals tend to be doubtful about their 
capacities. Following self-consistency theory, a decrease in their SK may increase the negative perception they have of their capacities 
and discourage them to process any additional information. Opposed to this, positive feedback may increase their confidence in their 
capacity and motivate them to further process domain-related information. On the other hand, high self-esteem individuals are generally 
confident in their capacities. Increasing confidence in their capacity may drive them to become over-confident, rest on their laurel and 
possibly retain less information. However, decreasing their perceptions of knowledge may actually boost their motivation to search for 
additional information. 

We conducted a pilot study to gain initial insights about the feasibility of this research. After reporting their SK on different domains 
including our focal topic (computer knowledge), 34 undergraduate marketing students took part in a moderately difficult quiz about 
computers. Subjective knowledge was manipulated via false feedback on the quiz using two conditions (low vs. high score compared 
to a school average), following which SK was re-assessed. Finally, participants were asked to complete a domain-related information 
processing task. The manipulation of perceived knowledge occurred as predicted, as individuals in the low (vs. high) SK condition 
reported lower levels of perceived domain-related knowledge. However, no main effect of SK manipulation on memory for information 
was found, thus supporting the need to investigate possible moderating variables.

One-hundred and twenty undergraduate students participated in our first experiment, which differed from the pilot in the following 
way. We included a measure of trait self-esteem (Rosenberg 1965) in an unrelated survey and used four memorization measures: recall 
(answer to open ended-questions); recognition (choosing the correct answer in multiple-choice items); discrimination task (ability to 
recognize whether a piece of information was present or not in the message); and the number of items left unanswered. In line with our 


