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Consumers mentally represent different kinds of consumer-brand relationships (brands as leaders or friends) with different location

metaphors (up-distant or horizontal-close). In print ads, consumers’ evaluation of a brand is influenced by the match between the

promoted brand relationship and the physical position of the brand in relation to its customer.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Consumers can form various relationships with brands similar 

to those that they form with other human beings (Aggarwal, 2004; 
Fournier, 1998). Despite the relevance and rich implications of brand 
relationship research, few studies to date have investigated the ante-
cedent factors associated with different types of brand relationships. 
In this paper, we examine the possibility that the physical positioning 
of brands in relation to the customer influences brand relationship 
perception and brand evaluation. Specifically, we start this line of 
investigation by focusing on two kinds of relationships (brands as 
leaders, or as friends), and examining the effects of relative physi-
cal location (horizontal vs. vertical) and distance (close vs. distal) 
between a brand and its customer in print ads. We draw on the fol-
lowing two lines of research on metaphors to propose our theory.

Horizontal distance and social distance perception. Spatial dis-
tance has a direct influence on judgments of interpersonal connected-
ness and emotional attachment (Williams & Bargh, 2008; Zhang & 
Wang, 2009). This line of research suggests that there is a positive 
correlation between horizontal closeness and social closeness. The 
closer the horizontal distance between two individuals the stronger 
the intimacy felt between them. Indeed, in our daily languages, we 
tend to use “closest friend” to describe a person who cares about us 
the most, or with whom we have a mutually strong and enduring 
relationship.

Vertical positions and power perception. Studies from a differ-
ent stream of research, however, show that vertical location is associ-
ated with power perception (Meier & Dionne, 2009; Schubert, 2005). 
For instance, Schubert (2005) finds that people tend to judge an ani-
mal (e.g., a wolf) as being more powerful if its picture is physically 
positioned in a higher place versus a lower place. In addition, there is 
a negative correlation between vertical closeness and power percep-
tion: the closer the vertical distance between a leader and his follow-
ers, the less the power inferred on the leader (Giessner & Schubert, 
2007). Looking again at linguistic cues, we “look up” to a leader, and 
admire or are inspired by someone “above” ourselves. 

Our proposition. Based on research on location metaphors, 
we make three predictions. First, we posit that consumers are more 
likely to represent relationships involving power differences (i.e., 
brand-as-a-leader; e.g., The Times “When the Times speaks, the 
World listens”) in a vertical manner, and those involving no power 
differences (i.e., brand-as-a-friend; e.g., Hyundai “Always there for 
you”) in a horizontal manner. Second, we hypothesize that for friend-
like brands, physical closeness could lead to social closeness and 
intimacy, strengthening the relationship (Aaker, Fournier, & Brasel, 
2004; Fournier, 1998). However, this dynamic might be reversed for 
leader-like brands. Finally, we predict that location metaphors will 
influence consumers’ evaluations of brands. When promoting a new 
brand, if the promoted relationship matches its physical position (i.e., 
location and distance) relative to its customers, consumers will eval-
uate the brand more favorably, than when the promoted relationship 
mismatched physical position. 

We tested our predictions in two experiments. In Experiment 1 
(N=54), we collected 40 real ads: half of them had brand image and 
consumer image horizontally to each other, whereas the other half 
had the brand image being located “up” to the consumer image.  Par-

ticipants viewed both groups of ads with the order of the group coun-
terbalanced. They were asked to infer the kind of relationship that 
the brand has with its customers (i.e., as a leader or a friend). Their 
familiarity and attitudes towards each brand were included as co-
variates. As predicted, controlling for familiarity and prior attitudes, 
leader-like relationship was more frequently inferred by participants 
in the “up” group (M = 8.89) than in the “horizontal” group (M = 
7.44; F(1, 50) = 4.84, p < .05); On the contrary, friend-like relation-
ship was more frequently inferred in the “horizontal” group (M = 
11.11) than in the “up” group (M = 12.56; F(1, 50) = 4.84, p < .05).  

Experiment 2 (N=323) used a fictitious new watch brand, and 
had a 2(promoted relationship: leader, friend) × 2(position: up, right) 
× 2(distance: close, distant) between subject design. Participants 
were asked to view the ad carefully. The ad had a tagline, an image 
of customer in the center, and an image of a watch, either to the up, 
or to the right of the customer image. We manipulated the promoted 
relationship by different taglines of the ad (leader: “A leader always 
inspires you”; friend: “A friend you can trust”.  After viewing the 
ad, participants reported their evaluations of the brand. As expected, 
consumers evaluated the brand more favorably in the matched condi-
tions. For leader-like brand, participants had the highest evaluation 
of it in the up-distant condition (M = 5.43), as compared to other 
conditions (Mup-close = 4.70; Mright-close = 4.60; Mright-distant = 4.53; F(1, 
315) = 8.45, p < .01). For friend-like brand, participants expressed 
the most favorable attitudes toward it in the right-close condition (M 
= 5.41), as compared to all the other conditions of mismatch condi-
tions (Mup-close = 4.79; Mup-distant = 4.55; Mright-distant = 4.64; F(1, 315) = 
8.22, p < .01).   

Taken together, results from our research provide new insights 
as to bring physical positioning metaphors – both relative location 
and relative distance – into the literature of consumer-brand relation-
ships.
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