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This research suggests that an attack to the brand can be conceived as an attack to the self. After reviewing negative brand

information, consumers who are connected with a brand and have low implicit self-esteem defend the brand as they would defend the

self.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In the modern marketplace consumers are often exposed to 

negative brand information. Existing research shows that brand 
commitment, which reflects consumers’ desire to have a particular 
brand, influences how people respond to negative brand informa-
tion. After reviewing negative brand information, low commitment 
consumer revisit their attitude toward the brand downward, whereas 
high commitment consumers tend to counterargue the negative 
information and resist attitude change (Ahluwalia, Burnkrant and 
Unnava 2000). More recent research shows that brand commitment 
is influenced by the extent consumers identify and connect with the 
brand (Escalas and Bettman 2003). In this paper, we suggest that to 
understand how consumers respond to negative brand information, 
it is important to examine the interplay between their connection 
with the brand and their implicit self-esteem.

Research suggests that consumers who are connected with a 
brand include the brand in their self-concept (e.g., Belk 1988; Escalas 
and Bettman 2003). Seminal work by W. James (1890) suggests 
that when objects are incorporated in the self, they elicit the same 
emotional responses and behaviors as the self. Therefore, an attack 
to the brand is analogous to an attack to the self. When people are 
attacked, they use an arsenal of defensive strategies to maintain a 
positive self-evaluation. Research shows that when participants cope 
with threats by affirming important aspects of the self, they are no 
longer defensive (Steele and Liu 1983; Tesser and Cornell 1991), 
suggesting that different defensive strategies are substitutable for 
one another. People also defend more when the self is activated 
(Steele, Spencer and Lynch 1993).

People’s defensive responses are influenced by their self-
esteem. Research suggests that implicit self-esteem, which is an 
automatic evaluation of the self, buffers people against threats 
(e.g., Spalding and Hardin 1999; Greenwald and Farnham 2000). 
Following a threat to the self, people with low implicit self-esteem 
become defensive, whereas those with high self-esteem are not. 

By building on these findings, we suggest that consumers who 
are connected with a brand will defend the brand when it is under 
attack. More importantly, we predict that consumers’ defensive 
responses will be accentuated among those with low implicit self-
esteem when their self-concept is activated. Finally, we predict that 
their defensive response will dissipate if they have the opportunity 
to self-affirm. We tested these predictions in three experiments.

In experiment 1, we first measured participants’ implicit self-
esteem by using the name-liking measure (Gebauer et al. 2008). 
Then, we assessed the connection participants had with Starbucks 
by using the self-brand connection scale (Escalas and Bettman 
2003). Next, participants were randomly assigned to write an es-
say that either activated or not the self. Finally, participants were 
presented with an unfavorable editorial about the Starbucks and 
asked to report how their attitude toward the brand might have 
changed. Consistent with past research we found a main effect of 
self-brand connection, whereby participants who felt connected 
with Starbucks were less likely to devalue the brand after reading 
the negative editorial. This effect, however, was qualified by the 
three-way interaction between self activation, self-brand connec-
tion and implicit self-esteem. When the self was not activated, 
participants’ self-brand connection negatively predicted attitude 

change; whereas implicit self-esteem had no effect. However, 
when the self was activated, participants’ self-brand connection 
and their implicit self-esteem jointly influenced attitude change. 
In particular, participants with low implicit self-esteem who felt 
connected with Starbucks reported more favorable attitudes toward 
the brand. We replicated these findings in a follow-up experiment 
using the implicit association test (IAT; Karpinski and Steinman 
2006) as a measure of implicit self-esteem.

The objective of experiment 2 was to provide converging evi-
dence for our predictions by using a different brand (Facebook) and 
to investigate the underlying process. We first assessed participants’ 
implicit self-esteem and their connection with Facebook by using the 
same measures as in experiment 1. Participants then wrote an essay 
that activated (or not) the self. Next, participants read a negative 
editorial about Facebook. Finally, participants were asked to report 
their attitude change and respond to some process measures. Similar 
to experiment 1, the results revealed a significant effect of self-brand 
connection, which was qualified by the three-way interaction. When 
the self was not activated, no effect was significant. However, when 
the self was activated, participants with low implicit self-esteem 
had a more favorable attitude toward Facebook compare to their 
high implicit self-esteem counterparts. Participants’ net positive 
brand thoughts partially mediated the effect.

In our final experiment, we examined whether affirming the self 
might dissipate the defensive response of low implicit self-esteem 
individuals. As in experiment 1, participants first filled in a measure 
of implicit self-esteem and reported their self-brand connection with 
Starbucks. To activate the self, participants were asked to write a 
brief essay. Next they were asked to read a negative editorial about 
Starbuck. After reviewing the editorial, half of the participants were 
affirmed while the other half were not. Finally, participants were 
asked to report their attitude change toward Starbucks. We found a 
main effect of self-brand connection, which was further qualified by 
the three-way interaction. When participants were not affirmed, we 
replicated the results from previous experiment. That is, participants 
with low implicit self-esteem who were connected with Starbucks 
boosted their brand attitude. However, when participants were 
affirmed, low implicit self-esteem participants who felt connected 
with Starbucks did not defend the brand. It seems that it is possible 
to buffer low-implicit self-esteem participants against self-threats 
by making them feel good about themselves. 

This research demonstrates the importance of examining the 
interplay between consumers’ connection with the brand and their 
implicit self-esteem when trying to gain a better understanding of 
how people respond to negative brand information. After receiving 
negative brand information, low implicit self-esteem consumers 
who are connected with the brand defend the brand as they would 
defend the self. 
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