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The Relationship between Brand Personality and Self Construal
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This paper examines the sincere and exciting dimensions of brand personality and individual differences which prior work on consumer-
brand relationship has overlooked. The aim of this research is to provide insight in the previously stated question about consumer–brand 
relationships. The major question is how individual difference affects consumer-brand relationships by attaching to different kinds of brand 
personalities. This research examines the extent to which Aaker’s (1997) structure of personality attributes is associated with individual dif-
ference (either independent or interdependent individual). 

This study defines brand personality as the set of human personality traits that are both relevant and associated with brands (Aaker, 
1997). Thus it includes such characteristics as gender, age, socioeconomic class and human personality traits as warmth, concern and senti-
mentality (Aaker, 1996). For example, Coca Cola is classic but Pepsi is young; Victoria’s Secret tends to be feminine and sexy in comparison 
to Jockey; Disney tents to be young and fun when compared to Yellow Stone National Park.

Brand personality is a vehicle for the consumer to express different aspects of self (Aaker 1997; Belk 1988; Escalas and Bettman 
2005; Johar, Sengupta, and Aaker 2005). Previous research suggested that a person’s personality could influence consumer behavior, and 
consumer’s personality traits could influence their shopping styles or strategies (Horton 1979). Furthermore, researchers have suggested that 
brand personality could help differentiate brands (e.g., Crask and Laskey 1990), identify personal meaning for the consumer and to determine 
brand equity (Aaker 1991). But little research is known about how individual difference influences consumer-brand relationship by attaching 
to different kinds of brand personalities. This study tries to fill up the gap between individual difference and brand personality.

This study will focus on capturing exciting and sincere brand personalities. Among Aaker’s five dimensions of Brand Personality Scale, 
exciting and sincere brand personalities appear to capture much of the variance in personality ratings of brands (Aaker, 1997). Exciting and 
sincere brand personalities are particularly important because they map onto the key three ideals that Fletcher et al. (1999) note as being im-
portant in interpersonal relationships: warmth, vitality, and status (Swaminathan& Stilley, 2009). Exciting brand personalities try to achieve 
differentiation through unique and irrelevant advertising (e.g., Dr. Pepper and BMW). Sincere brand personalities have been pursued by 
companies which wish to build a warmer, trustful and responsible brand image (e.g., Coca-cola and Ford). 

Independent individuals regard themselves as independent from others in order to express their unique attributes (Johnson, 1985; Mar-
sella et al., 1985), this view of the self derives from the belief that each person’s configuration of internal attributes are whole and unique 
(Johnson, 1985). Interdependent individuals view the relationship between the self and others features the person not as separate from the 
social context; they view themselves as part a group. Individuals with an interdependent self-construal are motivated to find a way to “fit in 
with relevant others, fulfill and create obligation”, and in general to become part of various interpersonal relationships (Markus and Kitayama, 
1991). 

Consumers are known to form a strong relationship with their brands to express their identities (Escalas & Bettman, 2005; Reed, 2004). 
Therefore, we hypothesize that individuals would have different motivations to be attached to a certain brand. An independent individual 
should be motivated by an exciting brand that allow expression of his important self-defining, and validate his inner attributes. In contrast, 
an interdependent individual should be motivated to those actions that enhance or foster one’s relatedness or connection to others, maintain 
harmony with social context and adjust oneself to the social group. Sincere brands fit interdependent individuals’ needs by allowing one to be 
connected to the social context and convey a sense of belonging. 

Across two studies we test the overall hypothesis that consumers with an independent self construal are more likely to have a higher 
brand attachment and brand attitude toward exciting brands than sincere brands. We also tested how brand information type influences the 
consumer brand relationship.  

In study 1, 119 participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions in a 2 (brand personality: sincere vs. exciting). Instead 
of manipulating self construal, we used Singels’ (1994) Independent Self-Construal scale to measure independent and interdependent self 
construal. Participants were asked to view a Win detergent ad which manipulated the brand personality and provide their reactions to it. We 
chose Win detergent because based on the pretest, it is not a very exiting or sincere brand, and participants have a very low familiarity with 
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win detergent. Brand personality was manipulated via taglines and brand elements and pictures to convey either a sincere or an exciting brand 
personality. 

The pretest confirmed that participants who were exposed to the exciting ad rated the brand as significantly more exciting than sincere 
(Mexciting= 3.89, Msincere=3.09; t= -2.58,  p<0.005).  

The result showed that generally the exciting brands are rated higher than the sincere brands on consumer-brand relationship (Mexcit-
ing= 2.86, Msincere=2.44; t=-2.20, p<0.015), that’s because our participants are undergraduate students who are their age of 20s. 2 (brand 
personality: exciting brand vs. sincere brand) * 2 (individual difference: independent individual vs. interdependent individual) ANOVA re-
vealed a significant interaction between brand personality and self construal (F (1, 116) =3.89, p<0.02). As we predicted, an independent self 
prefers the exciting brands than the sincere brands.

However, this consumer-brand relationship might change depending on the advertising’s type. Study 2 examined the commercial infor-
mation type and brand personality because we are also interested in examining how the commercial information type influences consumer 
brand relationship. 183 participants were randomly assigned to one of the following 4 conditions: 2 (Brand personality: sincere vs. exciting) 
*2 (Commercial information type: attractive vs. professional). Brand personality was manipulated as the same way in study 1, commercial 
information type was manipulated by conveying difference source of information providers and information contents. For example, in the 
attractive information condition, the Win detergent information was provided by a Mom from Iowa City, starting with “I saw Tim Gunn 
endorse this product on a talk show. I bought and tried; now I love it;” but in the professional condition, the information was provided by an 
expert, starting with “The new product, is 100% biodegradable, and doesn’t contain brighteners, phosphates, or dyes.” The resulted showed 
a significant two-way interaction between brand personality and information (F(1, 170) =4.62, p<0.005) , which means consumers have a 
higher brand attitude toward a sincere brand if the product information is framed in an attractive way than professional way. 

This prediction is consistent with self-congruity theory (e.g., Sirgy 1982), which suggests that consumers feel more connected, and are 
more likely to purchase brands whose  personality matches consumers’ self-concept. This study tries to demonstrate that distinct views of the 
self will lead to different consumer-brand relationship with exciting and sincere brands. It has important implications for companies who wish 
to build a strong relationship with consumers, the independent individuals prefer the exciting brands but the interdependent individuals prefer 
the sincere brands. We also showed this consumer-brand relationship might change depending on the advertising’s type. Future research could 
focus on investigating whether there are any circumstances under which consumers are more likely to choose brands that mismatch their 
self-concept. Furthermore, it would be interesting to investigate whether self-construal moderates how consumers respond to transgressions 
from exciting vs. sincere brands (e.g., Aaker, Fournier and Brasel 2004)
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Product harm crises, “discrete, well publicized occurrences wherein products are found to be defective or dangerous” (Siomkos and 
Kurzbard 1994), can cause damage to both the financials and reputation of a company. Research suggests that an important determinant 
of the amount of damage the company incurs is the degree to which consumers blame the company for the crisis. Blame attributions for 
product-harm crises can have a variety of negative consequences for the company, including reduced consumer satisfaction with the prod-
uct, increased consumer complaints, and desire for refunds. These findings suggest that blame attributed to a company in association with a 
product-harm crisis will negatively affect attitudes toward the brand, purchase intentions, and recommendations relative to the company’s 
products. The current research attempts to identify factors that can potentially influence blame attributions by observers of a product-harm 
crisis. Specifically, we investigated the roles severity of the crisis, familiarity of the involved brand, post-crisis company reactions, and per-
sonal vulnerability of observers of the product-harm crisis have in determining blame attributions. 

Much of our understanding of the mechanisms underlying blame attributions comes from social psychology; in particular, social psy-
chology research related to the defensive attribution hypothesis offers some potential insights into these mechanisms. The defensive attribu-
tion hypothesis posits that when an incident results in a more severe outcome and/or observers feel more personal vulnerability in relation to 
that incident, more blame will be attributed to a potentially responsible party (Shaver 1970). Further, outcome severity is an important feature 
of product failures and product-harm crises in marketing contexts. For example, minor product defects have a small effect on consumers, 
whereas major defects (e.g., contaminated drinks or cars that tend to roll over on turns) can lead to catastrophe. The present research examines 
the applicability of the defensive attribution framework to product harm crises, and also adds several variables that the marketing literature 
suggests might moderate blame to the company, most notably familiarity of the brand involved in the crisis and the content of the company’s 
public response to the crisis. In three studies, participants read a product harm scenario in which the severity of the product harm crisis was 
manipulated, after which participants were asked to make a series of judgments in relation to the product harm crisis including the amount of 
blame attributed to the company, personal vulnerability, severity of the crisis, future purchase intentions, and attitudes toward the company 
involved.

The three experiments used similar methods. Participants were asked to read a fictitious newspaper article about a product harm crisis. 
Severity of the crisis (Experiments 1-3) and familiarity of the involved brand (Experiment 2) were manipulated using different versions of the 
article. In Experiment 3, participants were also presented with a press release that manipulated the company’s reaction to the crisis. Subse-
quent to the manipulations, participants were asked to respond to measures assessing blame, feelings of vulnerability, and perceived severity.

Experiment 1 developed a preliminary model testing the impact of severity and other relevant variables on blame attributions in a 
product-harm crisis about tires. Results showed that blame to the company is positively related to both severity of the product harm crisis 
and participants’ feelings of personal vulnerability in relation to the product-harm crisis. Further, instead of personal vulnerability predicting 
blame to the company directly, personal vulnerability only influenced blame indirectly through its relation with perceived severity. Blame to 
the company was also negatively related to attitudes toward the brand, which were in turn related to purchase and recommendation intentions. 

Experiment 2 tested the interaction between brand familiarity and severity. For the low severity crisis, brand familiarity had no impact 
on blame to the company; for the high severity crisis, participants ascribed significantly more blame to the company when the brand was 
unfamiliar than when the brand was familiar. These results indicate that familiar brands are more resistant to the negative effects of a product 
harm crisis than unfamiliar brands. 

Experiment 3 investigated how an unfamiliar brand can similarly protect itself against negative effects of product harm crises based on 
the company’s media response to the crisis. Analyses revealed a significant 2 (severity: low vs. high) x 4 (press release: no press release vs. 
apology vs. accepting responsibility vs. blaming the victim) ANOVA interaction predicting blame to the company involved in the product 
harm crisis. Specifically, compared to the no press release control condition, (a) a company apology resulted in increased blame to the com-
pany regardless of the severity of the crisis, (b) the company taking responsibility for the crisis and promising to fix the problem resulted in 
less blame for a low severity crisis but more blame for a high severity crisis, and (c) blaming the victims in the crisis resulted in decreased 
blame to the company regardless of the severity of the crisis. The reduction in blame to the company, when the company blamed victims, was 
larger for a low severity than for a high severity crisis. These results suggest that the best way for an unknown company to avoid blame is 
to use media communications to try to deflect blame to victims of the product-harm crisis. This might be something of a catch-22 situation, 
however, as it seems unlikely that consumers who were harmed in the crisis will respond favorably to such a media policy. 

Across three experiments, results indicated that blame to the company was positively related to feelings of personal vulnerability and 
the severity of the crisis, familiar brands are more resistant to the negative effects of a product harm crisis, and companies that respond by 
shifting the blame to the victim of a product harm crisis are most able to keep their reputations intact. Future studies aim to investigate po-
tential moderators and outcomes of the victim-blaming strategy and the impact public interest groups and legislative changes have on blame 
attributions after a product harm crisis.


