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In an online shopping context, consumers adopt a two-stage cognition approach when they are choosing among products. In stage one,

consumers unconsciously process information and in stage two, consumers spend more time evaluating the products consciously.

When unconscious and conscious cognitions are consistent, consumers enhance their beliefs about the products and increase their

purchase likelihood. However, if the cognitions from two stages are conflict, lowly (highly) involved consumers rely more on their

unconscious (conscious) cognition to make decisions.
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brand extensions from eight fictitious extensions varying from low (e.g. wristwatches) to medium category fit (e.g. MP3 player and PDA) 
and low (PDA for M-zone and MP3 for G-tone) to high brand personality fit (e.g. MP3 for M-zone and PDA for G-tone) before they were 
required to report perceived fit, self-brand connection and self-esteem. Finally 461 evaluations were collected. Preliminary analysis results 
indicate good supports for the hypotheses. First, results of structural equation modelling confirm the baseline model, in which brand exten-
sion attitude is influenced by both brand personality fit and self-connection. Second, grouped structural models show a complete mediating 
model (self-connectionà perceived fitàbrand extension attitude) in low self-esteem group, where the influence of self-connection on brand 
extension attitude was non-significant (b= .13, t=1.86, p>.05), while a partial mediating model (both self-connectionà perceived fità brand 
extension attitude and self-connection àbrand extension attitude)  in high self-esteem group, where self-connection has significant influence 
on brand extension attitude (b= .24, t=3.34, p< .001). 

The results support the moderating effect of self-esteem on the affect transfer mechanism, i.e. high self-esteem triggers affect transfer 
in consumer brand extension evaluations. This indicates that high self-esteem may be a good predictor of affect transfer as high self-esteem 
consumers are more likely to judge a brand extension in terms of existing brand affect. Further research will adopt lab experiments to inves-
tigate every single mechanism, where self-esteem and self-connection will be manipulated respectively.
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With the development of internet marketing, more and more information with various sources and formats become available online. 
As a consequence, online shoppers are often faced information overload, which leads to choice deferrals (Dhar 1997; Iyengar and Lepper 
2000). A recent study finds that engaging in unconscious information processing could help consumers to reduce their information overload 
and increase their product evaluations (Messner and Wanke 2011). Although unconscious cognition is useful in such an information rich 
environment, conscious processing performs better in low information context (Messner and Wanke 2011). To date the studies have mainly 
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focused on a relatively stable information environment, i.e., the information amount is constant. By contrast, our study provides a dynamic 
framework of information load. Specifically, we propose a two-stage cognition model. At stage one, consumers facing lots of information 
will unconsciously process information, and at stage two, when information load is reduced, conscious processing will dominate. Such a two-
stage method could utilize the advantages of both unconscious and conscious cognitions. 

Raghubir and Krishna (1996) have proposed a two-stage approach of distance judgment, through which people develop an initial judg-
ment unconsciously and make a conscious reevaluation later. Online shoppers could apply a similar manner that they engage in thin-slice 
judgments of products when they first see information, such as pictures, and then update their judgment by reviewing further information, 
such as textural descriptions (Peracchio and Luna 2006). 

Individuals have limited capabilities to process information (Miller 1956) and a likely outcome could be the unconscious processing 
(Dijksterhuis 2004; Dijksterhuis and Nordgren 2006). How does unconscious processing occur in an online context? The products listed on-
line often contain information such as pictures and some textual descriptions. Compared to textual descriptions, pictures are more salient and 
require less effort to process and people prefer to use such an effort-saving heuristic even if it might lead to a biased estimation (Raghubir and 
Krishna 1996). Consumers could associate pictures with products characteristics (Mitchell and Olson 1981). Given the fact that consumers 
often spend very limited time on each website (Wolfinbarger and Gilly 2001), such association is likely unconscious and consumers could use 
it to reduce the information load, creating a short list of product alternatives and evaluating them consciously later.

We speculate that mental contamination, i.e., unwanted thoughts generated by unconscious processing (Wilson and Brekke 1994), might 
result from the interaction between unconscious and conscious cognitions from two stages. To avoid or correct such mental contamination, 
people need to be aware of it and have motivation to correct it (Wilson and Brekke 1994). When information in the second stage of the process 
is consistent with that in the first stage, i.e., the product information consumers obtain from the picture is congruent with that acquired from 
textural description, individuals will fail to correct mental contamination due to lack of awareness. Even if the two cognitions are inconsistent, 
people are more likely to believe that the new propositions are false in their realm of beliefs and it is difficult to reject false propositions when 
their cognitive capacity is taxed (Gilbert 1991, 1993). If people who are lowly involved with the product, they are not motivated enough to 
correct source confusion, thus, they cannot move beyond their first judgment (Wilson and Brekke 1994). Only when consumers are highly 
involved with the product, they have strong motivations to conceal the truth about products, through a closer look at other information (Weis-
buch and Ambady 2010). High involvement can focus their cognitive effort to comprehend product information (Celsi and Olson 1988). 

Study 1 examines the relationship between information load and consumers’ information processing method. Subjects are asked to 
choose a soft tissue from an assortment of tissue products that contain both pictorial and textural information. We adopt the design from 
Mitchell and Olson (1981) that some pictures convey the information of softness while others do not. Moreover, some textural descriptions 
explicitly state the word soft while others do not. The combinations of pictures and texts are randomized. For low (vs. high) information load 
condition, subjects are asked to choose from 5 (vs. 20) tissue products. Manipulation check indicates that subjects feel much low (vs. high) 
information load when choosing from 5 (vs. 20) products. Preliminary results show that when information load is low (vs. high), subjects 
are more likely to choose the product with soft explicitly stated in textural description (vs. product with a picture that conveys the idea of 
softness).

Study 2 investigates whether consumers will reduce the information load using unconscious processing and consciously process the 
remaining information. Subjects are asked to choose a soft tissue from 20 tissue products that contain both pictorial and textural information. 
Subjects are instructed that they can put some of the products into the shopping cart and make the decision later. The product information is 
manipulated the same as that in study 1, and we record the time subjects spend on filling the shopping cart and on final decision. Preliminary 
study suggests that at stage 1, subjects rely more on the picture to reduce the information load while at stage 2, subjects depend more on the 
textural description to make the choice. Also, the time subjects spend on each tissue product at stage 1 is less than that at stage 2. 

Study 3 focuses on the effect of information consistency between unconscious and conscious cognitions on product choice, as well as 
the moderating role of involvement. The study is a 2 (information consistency: yes vs. no) by 2 (involvement: low vs. high) design. The de-
pendent measure is subjects’ purchase likelihood (7-point scale: very unlikely to very likely). The picture contains a kitten which is believed 
to indicate softness (Mitchell and Olson 1981), and in consistent (vs. inconsistent) situation, the textural descriptions explicitly state the word 
soft (vs. non-soft). Subjects in low (vs. high) involvement condition are told that the tissue will not (vs. will) be available in near future (Petty, 
Cacioppo, and Schumann 1983). The data collection is on progress and results will be reported later.
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Trust in Financial Investments: Who or What Really Counts
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The latest upheavals in the financial markets revitalized the debate on the role of customer trust in banks and in the financial system in 
general and stimulated discussions as well as actions concerning stricter rules and regulations in this sector. Several studies in marketing have 
shown that trust in a firm or its representatives can positively impact on customers’ behavior, also in the financial sector. Only few studies, 
however, have taken the institutional environment in which the action takes place into account. One exception is the study conducted by Gray-
son, Johnson and Chen (2008) who distinguish between ‘narrow scope trust’ referring to trust in individual firms and their representatives and 
‘broad scope trust’ referring to system trust and generalized trust. The authors highlight the role of trust in the broader context as an antecedent 
and narrow scope trust as a mediator for customer satisfaction. The specific role of the consumer’s trust in the banker, i.e. the person advis-
ing the financial investment decision, was however not clarified. We argue that differentiating between the bank as an organization and the 
advisor as a person is significant, because the personal relationship between customer and financial advisor can play a crucial role in financial 
decision making (e.g. Howcroft, Hewer, and Durkin 2003). To gain an extensive view on the mechanisms of trust in financial decision mak-
ing, we therefore propose to differentiate between the following three objects of trust: the financial system, the bank and the financial advisor. 

In developing a model of trust in financial investments we drew on attitude theories (Ajzen 1991; Fazio 1990) and former definitions of 
trust (Lewis and Weigert 1985; McKnight, Cummings, and Chervany 1998) according to which trust shall be conceptualized as a multidimen-
sional construct, comprising a cognitive evaluation of the trust objects, a positive expectation as well as a behavioral intention to invest and 
thereby accept vulnerability (Rousseau et al. 1998). Thus, the final model comprised the three objects of trust (trust in the system, the bank 
and the financial advisor) and as mediating variable the customer’s trusting expectation that the investment decision was good, worthwhile 
and low-risk (trusting expectation). The target variable was the customer’s trusting behavioral intention to make an investment at the respec-
tive bank (trusting intention). As potential influencing variables on trust in the bank we tested the reputation of the bank and the familiarity 
and satisfaction with the bank, and as potential antecedents of trust in the advisor familiarity and satisfaction.

To test the model, an online survey was conducted among private investors between January and March 2010. Participants were re-
cruited by tapping personal networks and applying a pyramid scheme. Participants were asked to answer the questions with respect to their 
latest investment. The analysis builds on 145 cases. Data were analyzed using structural equation modeling with Partial Least Squares (PLS) 
on account of two crucial advantages: it allows representing both formative and reflective latent constructs (Jarvis et al. 2003) and even with 
small sample sizes it generates robust results (Chin and Newsted 1999). Evaluation of the measurement model produced satisfying results: 
For reflective constructs (a) indicator reliability, (b) construct reliability (c) convergent validity and (d) discriminant validity were assessed. 
In the final model (a) factor loadings exceeded a minimal acceptable value of 0.7 and were significant at p < 0.05, (b) composite reliability 
was greater than 0.7, (c) the average variance extracted exceeded the threshold of 0.6 for each construct, and (d) the Fornell-Larcker-Criterion 
(1981) was met for each latent variable. Concerning formative constructs (here: familiarity) multicollinearity was investigated by the variance 
inflation factor, which in every case fell below the recommended threshold of 5 (Diamantopoulos et. al. 2008). Evaluation of the structural 
model was also supporting our model: All except two of the path coefficients were significant at p < 0.05. Path coefficients show that trust 
in the system only exerts a moderate influence on the trusting expectation (b = 0.145) and the trusting intention (b = 0.103). Strong effects, 
however, originate from trust in the bank and trust in the advisor. While trust in the bank exerts its influence on the trusting intention mainly 
through the person’s trusting expectation (b = 0.343), trust in the advisor has the strongest direct effect on the trusting intention (b = 0.324). 
Calculating total effects reveals that trust in the advisor is the main driver of a trusting intention (btot = 0.399 vs. btot = 2.88 for trust in the 
bank respectively btot = 0.148 for trust in the system).  The variable exerting the strongest influence on trust in the bank is its reputation (b = 
0.470); familiarity was the variable most relevant for trust in the advisor (b = 0.532). The high predictive power of the model is indicated by 
R2 values exceeding a value of 0.36 for all endogenous constructs. The corresponding Stone-Geisser test criterion Q2 exceeding the threshold 
of 0 for dependent variables suggests likewise a strong predictive relevance (Chin 1998).

Our study shows that the complex phenomenon of trust demands a similarly comprehensive conceptualization. For the specific context 
of this research, the model reveals that although the institutional environment in which the decision takes place is relevant, however, that 
investing is a very personal business: While system trust only marginally influences private investors’ decision making, our research suggests 


