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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Existing research on brand extensions indicates that luxury 

brands have a greater extendibility than non-luxury brands (Monga 
and John 2010; Park, Milberg, and Lawson 1991). For example, 
luxury brands such as Rolex can be more successfully extended into 
dissimilar categories than non-luxury, functional brands such as Ti-
mex (Park et al. 1991). Little research has been devoted to explain-
ing the differential extendibility across luxury brands. For instance, 
luxury brands such as Louis Vuitton have been successful in the mar-
ket through brand extensions, whereas luxury brands such as Pierre 
Cardin have failed after brand extension efforts. How can we explain 
this variation of brand extendibility within luxury brands? The cur-
rent research aims to provide an answer to this question.

Past brand extension researchers have investigated the role of 
a variety of brand-related factors that affect an extension success 
(e.g., perceived fit with the parent brand, Ahluwalia 2008; Keller 
2002); however, the role of consumers’ power states has never been 
explored. Given the central role that power states play in determin-
ing consumer attitudes toward luxury products (Rucker and Galinsky 
2008, 2009), we argue that power states will affect consumer evalu-
ations of luxury brands’ extensions. Following Rucker and Galinsky 
(2008, 258), we define power as “the capacity to control resources 
and outcomes, both one’s own and that of others.” We define broad 
extensions as a large range of extended products, that is, brand exten-
sions into different categories from a parent brand regardless of the 
level of fit. We define narrow extensions as a small range of extended 
products, that is, brand extensions into similar categories from a par-
ent brand. A pretest indicated that broad versus narrow extensions are 
independent from vertical versus horizontal extensions. 

Powerful consumers have a desire to communicate their rela-
tively exclusive association with status symbols (Berger and Ward 
2010; Han, Nunes, and Drèze 2010). Because luxury brands with 
narrow (vs. broad) extensions are perceived as relatively scarce and 
exclusive (Kirmani, Sood, and Bridges 1999), we propose that:

Hypothesis 1:  Powerful consumers (vs. powerless consum-
ers) will show a stronger preference for luxury 
brands with narrow (vs. broad) extensions. 

If the effect of power on luxury brand extension preference is 
due to powerful consumers’ desire to show their exclusive association 
with scarce resources as a status symbol, this effect will be stronger 
when consumers are in a competitive (vs. non-competitive) mindset. 
This tendency occurs because a competitive mindset induces a desire 
for a higher status (Kawada et al. 2004). In other words, people try 
to maximize position gains and compete for a higher status when so-
cial competition goals are activated (Griskevicius et al. 2009; Orda-
bayeva and Chandon 2011). Therefore, powerful consumers’ desire 
to communicate their exclusive social position tends to be stronger. 
Formally:

Hypothesis 2:  The impact of power on luxury brand extension 
preference will be significant only when consum-
ers are in a competitive (vs. non-competitive) 
mindset. 

To further test the underlying process, we investigated the role 
of public vs. private consumption. Public (vs. private) consump-

tion induces a strong desire for self-presentation (Goffman 1959). 
Consumers are more likely to engage in variety seeking behavior to 
show other consumers that they are interesting to be with when their 
consumption is public (vs. private) (Ratner and Kahn 2002). In addi-
tion, individuals with fashion knowledge show a stronger preference 
for subtle signals in public consumption than in private consump-
tion (Berger and Ward 2010). Accordingly, we propose that the two-
way interaction between power and a competitive mindset will be 
stronger under public (vs. private) consumption because one’s status 
should be noticed by others. More specifically: 

Hypothesis 3:  Public (vs. private) consumption will make the 
interactive effect of power and a competitive 
mindset stronger.

Experiment 1 was a one factor between-subjects design in 
which we manipulated power by asking participants to recall a past 
event in which they were powerful or powerless (Galinsky, Gruen-
feld, and Magee 2003). After reading a description of luxury brands 
with narrow, vs. broad, extensions, participants indicated their at-
titudes toward two different brand extensions. The results showed 
that powerful participants preferred brands with narrow (vs. broad) 
extensions more than powerless participants (p < .05). A meditational 
analysis indicated that the power effect was driven by the association 
between high status and narrow luxury brand extensions.

Experiment 2 was a 2 (powerful vs. powerless) x 2 (competitive 
vs. non-competitive mindset) between-subjects design. The power 
manipulation was the same as experiment 1. Following the power 
manipulation, we manipulated a competitive or a non-competitive 
mindset (Griskevicius et al. 2009). After that, participants were asked 
to report their attitude toward luxury brands with narrow, vs. broad, 
extensions. We found that powerful participants liked the narrow 
(vs. broad) extensions more than powerless participants only when 
they were in a competitive (vs. non-competitive) mindset (p < .05); 
however, a difference was not found in the non-competitive mindset 
condition (p = .27).

Experiment 3 was a 2 (powerful vs. powerless) x 2 (competitive 
vs. cooperative mindset) x 2 (public vs. private consumption) be-
tween-subjects design. The manipulations of power and competitive 
mindset were the same as those in experiment 2, but the manipulation 
of non-competitive mindset was replaced with cooperative mindset 
for a cleaner contrast. The public vs. private consumption was based 
on Berger and Ward (2010). We found a significant three-way in-
teraction: the two-way interaction between power and competitive 
mindset was significant for the public consumption (p < .05), but 
not for the private consumption (p = .42). The two-way interaction 
of power and competitive mindset was of the same nature as that 
in experiment 2: powerful participants preferred luxury brands with 
narrow extensions more than powerless participants; this effect was 
significant for the competitive mindset but not for the cooperative 
mindset.

Our results provide a possible theoretical explanation for the 
inconsistent results of brand extensions of luxury brands: Consum-
ers’ power states influence the range of extensions that luxury brands 
can achieve. 
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