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Previous research has examined the effect of brand symbolism on consumers’ self-concept and self-brand identification. However, no

research has been done on the role of brand cultural symbolism in the cross-border brand acquisition context. Drawing on social

identity theory, we examined the extent to which brand cultural symbolism affects consumer brand evaluation and purchase intention.

The results suggest that consumers suffer a sense of loss when a culturally symbolic brand is acquired by a foreign country, which in

turn affects their brand evaluation. Consumers’ social identity strengthens this relationship.
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In particular, we posit that chronically promotion-focused consumers who are exposed to promotion-framed (vs. prevention-framed) 
consumption messages and experiences will express more favorable attitudes and loyalty intentions toward the focal product. Conversely, 
chronically prevention-focused consumers are expected to sense regulatory fit, and hence develop more favorable attitudes and intentions, 
when exposed to prevention-framed (vs. promotion-framed) consumption messages. We believe that chronic regulatory focus prompts indi-
viduals to selectively pay attention to messages that help them sustain their orientation. Therefore, messages that fit one’s chronic regulatory 
focus will be perceived as more diagnostic and persuasive, leading to a state of increased satisfaction. This increased satisfaction may be one 
mechanism underlying the proposed regulatory fit effects. 

We tested the present predictions in two studies. Study 1 examined the hypothesized fit effects in the context of a loyalty program. 
We used a chronic regulatory focus (promotion vs. prevention) x situational regulatory focus (promotion-framing vs. prevention-framing) 
between-subjects design (N = 103). While chronic regulatory focus was measured as an individual difference factor, situational regula-
tory focus was induced by framing the description of a loyalty program in terms of presence of positive outcomes (promotion-framing) or 
absence of negative outcomes (prevention-framing). The dependent variables were preference toward the loyalty program and willingness 
to join the program. Separate ANOVAs revealed a significant chronic regulatory focus x situational regulatory focus interaction [F(1,92) = 
4.62, p<0.03]; F(1,92) = 4.64, p<0.03]. As predicted, chronically prevention-focused consumers indicated a higher preference toward and an 
increased willingness to participate in the loyalty program advertised in prevention (vs. promotion) terms. 

The purpose of Study 2 was to extend our earlier findings to a different consumption context, while assessing consumers’ loyalty inten-
tions. In this study (N = 247), we induced situational regulatory focus by framing the description of a favorable restaurant dining experience 
in either promotion or prevention terms. The dependent variables were positive word of mouth and repatronage intentions. Separate ANO-
VAs confirmed a significant chronic regulatory focus – situational regulatory focus fit effect and provided further support for Study 1 results 
[F(1,215) = 5.48, p<0.03; F(1,215) = 8.00, p<0.01]. Chronically prevention-focused consumers expressed higher levels of positive word of 
mouth and repatronage intentions toward the restaurant when their consumption experience emphasized attaining prevention (vs. promotion) 
goals. An additional ANOVA uncovered that the observed fit effects were accompanied by increased levels of satisfaction with the consump-
tion experience [F(1,215) = 4.23, p<0.05]. Our current efforts are concentrated around studying this potential underlying mechanism in more 
detail.   

Across two experiments, we demonstrated that when consumers detect a fit between their chronic and situational regulatory orienta-
tions, they express more favorable attitudes and loyalty intentions toward the advertised product. From a theoretical perspective, the pres-
ent research offers an additional conceptualization and operationalization of the regulatory fit construct in response to Haws, Dholakia, 
and Bearden (2010). Consequently, the robustness of the results across two different consumption situations illustrates that the wording of 
promotional messages constitutes a critical factor for marketers in fostering loyalty among consumers, especially those who are chronically 
prevention-focused. 
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Previous research has examined the effect of brand symbolism on consumers’ self concept (Grubb and Grathwohl 1967) and consumer 
identity (Elliott 1998). However, no research has been done on the role of brand cultural symbolism in the cross-border brand acquisition 
context. Based on recent studies on brand symbolism (e.g. Escalas and Bettman 2003; White and Dahl 2007) and drawing on social identity 
theory, we propose that consumers experience a sense of loss when a culturally symbolic brand is acquired by a foreign country, which in turn 
affects their brand evaluation. Further, consumers’ social identity strengthens this relationship. 

Brand symbolism refers to the image that a specific brand evokes in the minds of consumers (O’Cass and Frost 2002). Consumers may 
see a brand as a symbol, with connected meanings which define what consumers value most. Essentially, brand symbolism represents what 
a brand means to consumers and the emotions or feelings they attach to when purchasing and using it. Consumers may link the symbolic 
meanings of a brand with their personal identity and social identity, as suggested by social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1979). This is 
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corroborated by the evidence found in previous research that consumers tend to use brand symbolic connections to convey meanings in three 
different levels: cultural level, shared social group level, and the individual level (Eastman et al. 1999). 

Iconic brands are most frequently, if not always, perceived to have rich symbolic images attached to them. According to Holt (2003), 
iconic brands are successful because “they forged a deep connection with the culture” (p. 43). Iconic brands possess a set of symbolic prop-
erties which are unique to American culture and ideology. However, when such an iconic brand is acquired by a foreign country, its unique 
symbolic connections with American ideology or culture may be replaced by new associations with different culture and ideology. Onkvisit 
and Shaw (1987) found that consumers tend to evaluate a brand in terms of its symbolic meaning. A recent study also reveals the moderating 
effect of brand symbolism on consumers’ evaluation of in-group and out-group brands (Escalas and Bettman 2005). Since the acquired brand 
will not possess its original unique symbolic meanings, consumers who were attached to the brand due to its cultural symbolism may suffer a 
psychological loss and will not perceive the brand as positive as before. Thus we speculate that iconic brand’s cultural symbolism will affect 
how consumers evaluate the brand when the brand is acquired by a foreign country. 

One hundred and twenty seven undergraduates were randomly assigned to 2 (priming: identity prime vs. no identity prime) X 2 (brand 
symbolism: iconic vs. non-iconic) between subjects experimental conditions. Participants were told that they would be completing two 
separate studies. The social identity priming procedure was adopted from White and Dahl (2007). Participants began to read a short scenario 
about a foreign company acquiring the focal brands (either iconic or non-iconic). Participants then completed a questionnaire that includes the 
instruments measuring brand evaluation and purchase intent, sense of loss, and their self-brand connection. Manipulation checks were done 
to ensure that the focal brands were perceived differently in terms of their cultural symbolic meaning. 

ANOVA analysis results indicated that there was significant main effect of brand symbolism on brand evaluation and purchase intent. 
The interaction effects between brand symbolism and social identity on brand evaluation (F(1,123) = 5.49, p < 0.05) and purchase intent 
(F(1,123) = 8.16, p < 0.05) were significant.  A further mediation analysis was also conducted to examine the mediating role of sense of loss 
in the relationship between brand symbolism and brand evaluation and purchase intent (Baron and Kenny 1986). We assessed whether the β 
and t values associated with the independent variables were reduced when we controlled for the effects of the mediator. The results showed 
that controlling the mediator noticeably attenuated the strength of the interaction of brand symbolism and social identity on brand evaluation 
(from β =.71, t=2.44 to β =.43, t=1.58). 

The results in the study supported our prediction that when a culturally symbolic brand was acquired by a foreign country, consumers 
would experience a sense of loss as their attachment to the brand was replaced by a dissociative group.  This relationship is stronger when 
consumers’ social identity is primed. This study contributes to the literature by offering one of the first empirical evidence about the effect of 
brand cultural symbolism on brand evaluation in a cross-border brand acquisition context. Future research can examine the role of self-brand 
connection in the relationship between brand symbolism and brand evaluation or the three-way interaction effects between brand symbolism, 
social identity and self-brand connection. As companies are increasingly using brand acquisition as a strategy to enter a foreign market and 
create value, they have to understand how consumers view the cross-border mergers and acquisitions and react to brand acquisition. 
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