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As an important driver of brand success, brand identity facilitates consumers to connect to a brand at deeper levels. However, brand

identity fit as an important criterion to gauge co-branding has been rarely explored in previous literature. In three studies, we

investigate how consumers’ identification with a brand moderates the relationship between brand identity fit/misfit and attitude

towards the brand alliances. We further examine when facing brand alliance misfit, how consumers of a loyal brand partner employ

coping strategies to maintain their loyalty.
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Overall, the results seem to suggest that consumers with no assigned purchasing goals were willing to pay more for a green versus a 
comparable conventional product. Assigning purchase responsibility for a product enhanced attention to its price and the evaluation of its 
monetary sacrifice was not impacted by the number of green attributes used to describe that product. In low motivation conditions, partici-
pants relied less on price to assess monetary sacrifice but more to infer product quality when its description was dominated by green attributes.  
However inconsistency between its high price and a few green attributes, i.e., partially green product, resulted in a heightened attention to 
price which was then used to infer that the product required a high monetary sacrifice.  Hence, though green products are perceived as expen-
sive (DeBare 2008), the results suggest that “greenness” of a product is a cue which when diluted, as in case of partially green products, may 
reduce consumers’ willingness to pay high prices. 
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Loyalty Can Engender Blind Acceptance: 
Brand Identification and Brand Identity Fit in Co-branding
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Brand identity is considered to be one of the most important drivers of a successful brand. Emerging research defines brand identity as a 
cultural meaning system that resonates with target consumers’ lifestyles, dreams, and goals (Thompson, Rindfleisch, and Arsel, 2006). Brands 
with strong identities make it easier for consumers to identify with, to internalize brand values, and therefore foster a strong bonding be-
tween consumers and brands (de Chernatony 1999, 2006). As a result, brands can eventually become important means, tools and symbols for 
consumers to employ to express values and identities, or become an extended part of consumers themselves (Mittal, 2006; Fournier, 1995). 

Existing research has explored how brand concept fit and product category fit can affect the success of brand alliances. Therefore, at-
titude will be more positive when brand concept fit or product category fit than misfit (e.g., Aaker and Keller 1990; Park et al. 1991; Simonin 
and Ruth 1998) whereas “brand identity fit” is rarely examined in this context. We argue that brand identity is an important dimension to 
gauge the fit between brand partners other than brand concept (Park et al. 1991; Simonin and Ruth 1998). Brand identity is the cultural mean-
ing system co-created, shared and perceived by consumers whereas brand concept is brand meaning engineered and crafted by corporations. 
Therefore, our focal concern is how brand identity fit between brand partners affects the success of their alliance and how identification with 
a focal brand moderates the effect of brand identity fit on attitude toward brand alliance. Specifically, we address 1) how the fit or misfit 
of the brand identities of two partners affect consumers’ attitude towards the brand alliance and 2) how loyal consumers of the focal brand 
reconcile with the misfit with co-brand, if there is any. This research addresses these issues in a co-branding context where two parent brands 
are aligned to create a single product or service. 

To address these research questions, we tested how identification with a focal brand moderates the impact of brand identity fit on the 
attitude toward brand alliance and found that consumers with high identification with a focal brand tend to tolerate brand identity misfit in a 
brand alliance (Study 1). We employed qualitative depth interviews and identified two coping strategies loyal consumers of original brand 
employ to reconcile with the misfit between the original brand and the co-brand (Study 2). Lastly, we examined the effect of different coping 
strategies on loyal consumers’ attitude towards the brand alliance (Study 3). 

Study 1. Study 1 was designed to test how identification with a focal brand moderates the relationship between brand identity fit and 
attitude towards the brand alliance and loyalty of the target brand. We first conducted a pretest to identify brand alliance pairs which have 
either a high or low identity fit. In a pretest of 30 participants, Apple had the highest rating on the dimension of anti-status quo and rebellious 
(M=4.00) among all selected brands. Among the brand partners, Intel had significantly lower rating on this dimension (M=2.73, p<.05) and 
Nintendo had similar rating compared to Apple (M=3.98, p>.05). In addition, the perceived fit between Apple and Intel is lower than between 
Apple and Nintendo (4 vs. 4.78, p<.05). Therefore, we selected Apple and Intel alliance as the brand alliance with low brand identity fit and 
Apple and Nintendo as high brand identity fit. 
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In the study, eighty four Apple users were asked to indicate their identification with Apple brand on 5 items (Bhattacharya et al., 1995). 
Next, they read a fictitious press release announcing the collaboration of Apple and Intel (or Nintendo). They were asked to rate the identity 
fit between the two brands, their attitudes of the brand alliance. Regression of identification (a continuous variable) and identity fit (high 
vs. low) on the attitude toward brand alliance was significant (beta =.43, p<.05). We found that when consumers have strongly identified 
themselves with Apple brand, their attitude toward brand alliance is not affected by whether brand partner is a fit or misfit with Apple brand 
(M=5.45 vs. 4.98, F<1). However, when consumers have low identification with Apple brand, they evaluated low fit pair (Apple+Intel) more 
favorably than high fit pair (Apple+Nintendo) (M=5.93 vs. 4.72, F(1, 80)=6.86, p<.05). Our post-hoc study discovered that consumers highly 
identifying themselves with Apple demonstrated a halo effect. In other words, their emotional bonding with Apple carried over to its brand 
partners regardless of their fit, therefore they do not discriminate brand alliance with low brand identity fit. In contrast, with low identifica-
tion with Apple brand, consumers’ attitude toward brand alliance is driven by the functional benefit of the partner. In this case, Intel made the 
computer run faster whereas consumers did not know in what way Nintendo could benefit Apple, therefore, they rated brand alliance more 
positively in a brand identity misfit condition. 

Study 2. Study 2 set out to understand the halo effect uncovered in Study 1. That is, when a brand partner has a low brand identity fit 
with the focal brand, how do loyal consumers reconcile with the misfit and evaluate the brand alliance positively? Depth interviews (one to 
two hours) with six Apple loyal Mac users (basic themes can present themselves within six interviews, Guest et al., 2006) were conducted. 
Through thematic analysis, we found that informants felt that Apple’s brand identity was impaired because Intel had been mainly associated 
with PCs. This indicates that loyal Apple brand users in Study 1 recognized the identity misfit between Apple and Intel but they were just 
tolerant of the misfit. In addition, we uncovered two coping strategies informants employed to buttress their support of Apple brand vis-à-vis 
the misfit co-branding efforts: “decoupling” (as in Ahluwalia, 2000, subjectively and blatantly dismiss the negative impact of Intel on Apple 
brand) and “biased assimilation” (subjectively boost evaluation of Intel so that it can be assimilated into positive associations of Apple brand). 

Taking findings of Study 1 and Study 2 together, we propose that when brand identity fit is low, decoupling is more effective than biased 
assimilation at defending, or maintaining the positive attitudes of the brand alliance. However, when brand identity fit is high, coping strate-
gies may not affect brand alliance evaluation because both the positive association with the original brand and the brand identity fit can drive 
up the evaluation of the brand alliance. We tested this proposition in Study 3.  

Study 3. 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 participated in the study. They read a “new product release” announcing the brand alliance between Apple 
and Intel and then were provided with comments by online consumers on the brand alliance (coping strategies were manipulated by whether 
comments from peer consumers demonstrate decoupling or biased assimilation strategies). Then subjects responded to a survey measuring 
their attitude toward the brand alliance and the perceived fit between Apple and Intel (7 items, adapted from Taylor and Bearden 2002). 
Regression yielded a significant interaction between coping strategies and fit on attitude towards the brand alliance (beta=-.42, p<.05). To 
extrapolate the interaction, we classified perceived fit into low and high groups based on median split. Our propositions were confirmed that 
when the perceived fit was low, attitude towards brand alliance was more positive when a decoupling strategy (vs. biased assimilation) was 
activated (M=5.08 v.s. 4.22; F(1,41)= .66, p<.05). However, when the perceived fit was high, coping strategy had no impact (Mdecoupling=5.19 
vs. Mbiased=5.47, F(1,39) = .17, p>.05). 

This research discovered that whether brand identity fit/misfit affects attitudes towards brand alliances depends on how consumers iden-
tify themselves with the focal brand. Specifically, loyal consumers are tolerant of brand identity misfit in brand alliance due to the halo effect 
and due to the biased assimilation strategy (vs. decoupling) they adopt to maintain their loyalty. However, for consumers with low brand 
identification, brand identity fit is not a diagnostic cue for their evaluation of the brand alliance as they do not really understand the nuanced 
meaning of the focal brand and can accidentally favor brand alliance with brand identity misfit.  
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Picture Yourself…: The Effect of Personal Imagery on Pragmatic / Ideal Trade-offs
MengHsien (Jenny) Lin, Iowa State University, USA

Laura Smarandescu, Iowa State University, USA

In order to understand consumers’ judgments and preferences researchers must first determine what inputs are attended externally or 
retrieved from memory and understand how these inputs are weighted in decision outcomes. Construal-level theory provides a theoretical 
framework that explains how psychological distance alters the mental representation of these inputs and the weights that are attributed to 
“high-level” and “low-level” criteria.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
Liberman and Trope (1998) first introduced construal level–theory (CLT) to explain how temporal distance affects the mental represen-

tations individuals have for events. CLT suggests that individuals use concrete, low-level construals to represent near events, and abstract, 
high-level construals to represent temporally distant events. Liberman and Trope (1998) suggest that a high construal level activation is linked 
with a subordinate purpose, the “why” of the activity, such as getting a good education, whereas in a low construal level activation, the focus 
is placed on “how” to do the activity, such as reading a textbook. 

So far the notion of psychological distance has been explored in relation to spatial distance (i.e., spatially close vs. far), social distance 
(i.e., self vs. others), or in relation to an event’s probability of occurrence (i.e., frequent vs. less frequent). Fujita et al. (2006) show that people 
who believed that characters in a film were spatially distant used more abstract language in describing the events in the movie.  In a social 
distance domain, a higher level of dissimilarity is considered to be a higher construal level (Liviatan et al. 2008), as individuals view distant 
others at a more abstract level than similar others. Research that looked at how individuals perceive events with different occurrence likeli-
hood shows that events with a lower occurrence probability are perceived at a greater psychological distance than events that have a higher 
probability of occurring (Chandran and Menon 2004).

A form of psychological distance that has been examined less in relation to consumer decisions and behavior is related to the notion of 
personal perspective and self-imagery. Bem (1972) suggests that perspective affects individuals’ attributions of cause for a behavior.  Observ-
ers tend to understand an actor’s behavior as a function of the actor’s disposition, where visual focus is on the actor. In comparison, actors 
tend to understand their own behavior as a function of the situation, where the situation is focal for the actor (Jones and Nisbett 1971; Storms 
1973).  People use visual perspective to picture past events, with effects on emotions, self-judgment and behavior (Ashworth and van Boven 
2007; McIsaac and Eich 2002; Robinson and Swanson 1993).  Libby et al. (2007) found that people who pictured themselves voting in a 
third-person perspective not only adopted a stronger mindset before voting, but they were significantly more likely to vote in the election. The 
present research investigates the effects of psychological distance in the form of personal perspective on individual preference judgments. 
Hence, we investigate how taking a first vs. third person personal perspective may highlight different aspects of options and influence prefer-
ence for pragmatic and ideal considerations.

Consistent with previous studies on personal perspective (Libby et al. 2007; Libby and Eibach 2002), we conceptualize that a first-per-
son mental perspective would be represented at a lower construal level. We hypothesize that individuals taking a first person perspective will 
make preference judgments based on more concrete and pragmatic reasons.  In comparison, individuals primed with a third person mindset 
may construe the same activity at a more abstract higher construal level. Hence, we propose that purchase decisions made under this context 
would be based on more idealistic rather than pragmatic reasoning. 

This paper is organized as follows. Study 1 examines how perceived psychological distance cued by a personal perspective manipulation 
affects how individuals weigh pragmatic and ideal dimensions in choice. Study 2 investigates the moderating effect of individual differences 
in self-orientation (i.e., pragmatic vs. value orientation).

Study 1
Sixty-three undergraduate students participated in a consumer preference study. The study design was a 2 (personal perspective: first, 

third) × 1 between subjects design. Following the personal perspective manipulation, individuals were presented with a consumer choice 
scenario. The choice task presented two types of light bulbs, one described with ideal attributes (e.g., energy savings, recyclable) and the 
other with pragmatic attributes (e.g., lifespan, natural light). Individuals primed with a third person mindset were more likely to choose the 
light bulb described with ideal features (63%), consistent with a mindset favoring more abstract, higher construal level features. Individuals 
who were primed with a first person mindset favored the option described with more pragmatic considerations (61%), a marginally significant 
relationship (c2

(1, 63) = 3.57, p = .059).

Study 2
Study 2 was a 2 (personal perspective: first, third) × 2 (self-orientation: pragmatic/ ideal based on a median split) between subjects 

design. Individuals were randomly assigned to one of the two personal perspective conditions, indicated their preference between two banks 
(Bank A: pragmatic attributes vs. Bank B: ideal/ value attributes), and rated their self-orientation using a 4-item scale (Liberman and Trope 


