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ABSTRACT
By 2003, Baylor University’s forensic science program had 

grown by ten times the 1999 intake and other universities across the 
US were scrambling to create forensic science courses to cater for 
new student demand (Johnston 2003). The reason? Since it aired on 
the 6th of October 2000, Crime Scene Investigation (CSI), a televi-
sion (TV) series, had stimulated enormous interest in forensics and 
the science of solving crime. So much so that it was affecting student 
choice and behavior. These types of TV inspired phenomenon are 
not uncommon. Although much of the evidence is anecdotal, there 
are many instances where very specific consumption trends have 
been fueled by television programs. The Biggest Loser has gener-
ated an interest in boot camps, American Idol has created a resur-
gence of karaoke games and various home improvement programs 
have inspired their audience to renovate. These trends have become 
more acute with recent reality and lifestyle television focusing on 
particular behaviors that transform the real people on their programs. 
This paper examines how the cultivation of relevant consumption 
values generates these trends through increasing the viewer’s desire 
for associated products and brands integrated within TV programs. 
Specifically, this longitudinal study explores the cultivation of fash-
ion consciousness and its impact on the desire for brands that are 
implicitly endorsed within reality television programming. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Cultivation Theory
Cultivation theory suggests that increased exposure to televi-

sion content creates a worldview, or a consistent picture of social be-
havior, norms, and structure, based on the stable view of society that 
television content portrays (Gerbner et al. 1994). Research in this 
area examines the idea that heavy television viewers will agree with 
the ‘television view’ more often than lighter television viewers. Stud-
ies of cultivation have examined a range of topics including the culti-
vation of violence, substance abuse, individualism, materialism and 
body image (Cohen and Weimann 2000; Harrison 2003; O’Guinn 
and Shrum 1997; Shrum, Burroughs, and Rindfleisch 2005), and, in 
general, have found cultivation effects exist. For example, women 
who watch more television perceive an ideal female body that is 
closer to the curvaceously thin woman depicted on television than 
females who do not watch as much television (Harrison 2003).

One notable consumer study by O’Guinn and Shrum (1997) 
explored the influence of television on peoples’ perceptions of af-
fluence. In particular, they studied consumers’ perceptions of the 
prevalence of convertibles, car telephones, maids or servants, hot 
tubs/Jacuzzis and wine within the USA. One significant factor of this 
study, different to many other studies of cultivation effects, was the 
examination of direct experience with the product. As expected, di-
rect experience enhanced estimates of affluence. That is, participants 
who had a maid, hot tub, sport car, etc, judged these items to be more 
prevalent in society than those who did not. This research found that 
both experience and television viewing were sources of information 
with which to build perceptions of affluence. In addition, it was pos-
ited, although not tested, that those who had no direct experience 
with the products would be more influenced by television as a source 
of information. This is interesting because it suggests that the level 

of television viewing influences consumer perceptions, particularly 
when there is no or little direct experience with the matter being cul-
tivated.

O’Guinn and Shrum’s (1997) study, like many of the early stud-
ies of cultivation effects focused on beliefs about the prevalence of 
phenomena within society (i.e. how much violence there is in soci-
ety, how many people drive sports cars), however, more recent stud-
ies have focused on the cultivation of values, such as materialism 
(Shrum et al. 2005). The distinction is important, as cultivating be-
liefs of prevalence and cultivating values are inherently different pro-
cesses that occur in different ways. Interestingly, unlike judgments 
of prevalence, which are formed at the time the judgment is made, 
consumer values are formed at the time of viewing. Known as online 
processing (Shrum et al. 2011), this formation of values may have 
particular implications for brands that are simultaneously presented 
within TV shows. If a relevant consumption value is formed during 
the viewing experience, when the brand is implicitly endorsed, desire 
for the brand should also be enhanced during viewing. However, this 
effect will depend on both the relatedness of the brand and value as 
well as the power of the television program to elicit a change in view-
ers’ consumption-related values, a power reality television may hold.

The Power of Reality TV
In addition to being entertained, reality television viewers of-

ten examine the behavior of the participants and reflect on their own 
identity and whether they would behave in a similar way (Nabi et 
al. 2003). However, as the viewers observe how the various charac-
ters within the program approve and disapprove of certain behaviors, 
they are presented with opportunities to learn from these experienc-
es. In this way, reality TV may shape viewer norms by allowing a 
vicarious experience of human interactions. This may be particularly 
relevant for what has been termed ‘transformational’ reality pro-
gramming (Bratich 2006), where a transformation takes place during 
the program, such as the ‘make-over’ of a straight male on “Queer 
Eye for the Straight Guy” or the transformation of a participant’s cars 
on “Pimp my Ride”. The power of transformation was described by 
Bratich (2006) as a reason why reality television is more than a rep-
resentation of society, but a mechanism through which society may 
be controlled or changed. Where a program is seen as an authority 
in transforming a participant from the everyday person to a desired 
self, those who identify or wishfully identify with the participants are 
likely to absorb the implications of certain behaviors, attitudes, reac-
tions, styles and brands in achieving that aspirational goal, whether 
it be their inner self or their extended self, such as their home or car, 
that is enhanced. Hence, reality TV is a very powerful context for a 
brand to be promoted within since, on an individual level, the viewer 
is vicariously learning and changing. This individual connection to 
the program may be the mechanism that underpins the cultivation 
effect.

From a consumer behavior perspective reality television’s abil-
ity to cultivate consumption values and instigate trends, such as 
fashion consciousness, is similar to stimulating primary demand. 
However, it may be one step removed, stimulating interest not in a 
specific product category (e.g. high heels) but in an area of interest 
(e.g. fashion). For example, a viewer of MasterChef, a competitive 
cooking show, may begin to value the art of home cooking and fine 
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cuisine as a result of watching ordinary people create culinary mas-
terpieces. Subsequently, this will then enhance the viewer’s motiva-
tion to process information about how to cook, for instance, which 
types of knives are best, what ingredients are fashionable and what 
type of utensils are desirable. If a brand is then presented at the very 
time that this value is being generated (via online processing) there is 
a greater likelihood that the brand will be noticed and ultimately de-
sired. Thus, the closer the brand’s proximity to the cultivation of re-
lated consumption values, the more likely the brand will be desired. 
Unlike a viewer who is already interested in cooking and deliber-
ately watches the program to feed this interest, a viewer that simply 
watches due to their interest in human interactions and competition, 
or to negate boredom may be even more susceptible to influence, as 
they are a clean slate, with no pre-existing knowledge and experience 
with the product category and associated brands. With this in mind, it 
may be important to focus product placement research not solely on 
those with prior product involvement or particular consumption val-
ues but those who experience a change in their consumption values.

The Link Between Brand and Program
The cultivation of consumption values that stem from a reality 

television program will have flow on effects for relevant products 
and brands. For the flow-on effects to be realized, some relationship 
between the brand and the program’s theme or content is required. 
A match between the context and the product aids the acceptance of 
the brand within the program or scene as well as ensures a particular 
target audience, likely to be interested in the product. This thematic 
congruence differs from ‘natural integration’ in that it relates to the 
match with the theme rather than whether it is naturally depicted 
within a particular scene. For example, a toddler tantrum within a 
Subway store may seem to be natural and well integrated within the 
reality program Super Nanny, yet the brand Subway is not necessar-
ily congruent with the theme. Alternately, a scene depicting contes-
tants on the Biggest Loser eating low-fat Subway sandwiches is a 
more thematically congruent placement. In addition to transferring 
meaning from the program to the brand, a thematically congruent 
placement will also provide meaning to the program (Karrh 1998). 
From the viewers’ perspective they will gain value from this brand 
because it may help to fulfill a new consumption value generated via 
the theme of the program. 

A Proposed Test of Cultivation Effects on Brand Appeal
Previous research has often cited a significant association be-

tween television viewing and any particular ‘television view’ as the 
result of cultivation (Cohen and Weimann 2000; Gerbner et al. 1994; 
O’Guinn and Shrum 1997). However, this may be the result of corre-
lation or indeed the reverse relationship may be true, where a partic-
ular attitude may cause greater TV viewing of a particular genre (Co-
hen and Weimann 2000). Therefore, to resolve this issue this study 
will test whether the change in fashion consciousness, rather than 
the absolute level of fashion consciousness, affects the desire for a 
thematically congruent brand. This is not to say that there may not be 
a prior relationship between those who have a high level of fashion 
consciousness and a change in brand appeal. Marketing communica-
tions theory tells us that those that are more involved with a product 
category (or in this case the surrounding theme of fashion) may be 
more motivated to pay attention to a product message (Petty and 
Cacioppo 1986). However, this effect would not be due to the culti-
vation effect of TV viewing. For this reason, we capture and include 
prior product involvement within our model, yet the independent 
variable of focus is the change in fashion consciousness. Denoting 

cultivation, this change may even occur for those who initially have 
low levels of fashion consciousness.

In addition to product involvement, brand familiarity is also in-
cluded within the model to avoid further specification error. Brand 
familiarity has been found to affect product placement outcomes per-
haps due to greater perceptual fluency (Brennan and Babin 2004), 
which is viewers’ superior ability to process a brand due to prior 
familiarity with its shape, meaning and context. Finally, the model 
also needs to account for the audiences’ level of desire for the brand 
prior to viewing. For this reason, prior brand appeal is included in 
the model so that its effect is captured and we can ensure that the 
resultant brand appeal is not simply a factor of the viewer’s previ-
ous desire for the brand. The resultant proposed model is depicted 
in Figure 1.  

METHODOLOGY
A challenge faced by many researchers of cultivation effects 

is discerning between correlation and causation (Hughes 1980). Al-
though it may be argued that causation cannot be proven, a longitu-
dinal design was used to enable the capture of a stimulus effect and 
allow causal inferences to be made (Rindfleisch et al. 2008). To test 
for viewing effects, a panel study was undertaken. The procedure 
allowed for viewers to watch six episodes of a target program on 
an advert-free DVD (totaling four hours and 15 minutes of screen 
time). This was done within their own homes over a three-week pe-
riod. This design is notably different from previous studies of prod-
uct placement effects due to the length of the viewing situation. In 
particular, this design might afford the necessary time and exposure 
for the cultivation of fashion consciousness to take place. Viewers 
were asked to fill in a self-administered online survey both before 
and after viewing. To test whether pre-measurement had a priming 
effect, a small post-test only control group (n=45) also undertook 
the study and tests of significant differences between the control and 
main group responses were carried out with no significant differ-
ences in post brand appeal found. 

As a typical example of transformational reality television, the 
program, Australia’s Next Top Model was used as stimuli. It promot-
ed the value of fashion consciousness. Specifically, it was centered 
on the fashion industry and was closely aligned with well-known 
fashion designers and models. Several brand-program relationships 
were also already established. Four brands were initially assessed 
for the strength of congruence via a pilot study: a small car, a body 
spray, a magazine and a cosmetics brand. The cosmetics brand, Na-
poleon Perdis Cosmetics, exhibited the greatest level of fit and was 
used for the final analysis.

The specific target population would usually comprise indi-
viduals who watch the target program (Neuman 2003). However, 
for this study, the aim was to capture a sampling frame that would 
best replicate the natural viewing audience of the series, whilst ex-
cluding existing viewers to avoid any prior cultivation effects. On 
consultation with the producers and brand managers responsible for 
the placements, the target audience for the program and brands was 
confined to Australian females aged 16 to 35. Considering the nature 
and content of the program, as well as the use of a cosmetics brand, 
this all female sample was necessary to uphold the ecological valid-
ity of the study. To capture a qualified sample, a filtering process was 
undertaken, where the initial invitation for participation was sent to a 
wider population and those outside of the target sample were gradu-
ally filtered out via questioning. The panel of viewers was recruited 
via an email, with a link to the preliminary online survey. The initiat-
ing email was sent to all staff at a large, South Australian, vocational 
training college. This sample was not a student sample and, if passed 
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on to the college students, they would be a more generalisable, non-
traditional student sample in any case (James and Sonner 2001). The 
email request outlined the television program to be viewed, the in-
centive of a $30 mall voucher, the necessary sample characteristics 
and encouraged forwarding of the email. Nineteen percent of the 
sample was recruited directly from the original email, whilst the re-
maining 80.7% were recruited via snowballing. From 663 responses, 
234 eligible respondents were sent the DVD package. Of this, 203 
completed the two surveys and viewing in full, yielding a retention 
rate of 86.76%.

Fashion consciousness was measured both before and after the 
viewing experience and a latent difference score model was devel-
oped (as outlined in Ferrer and McArdle 2003) that provided a three-
item measure for change in fashion consciousness over the viewing 
experience. The measure for fashion consciousness was taken from 
the ‘overall fashion consciousness’ dimension of a 38 item ‘fashion 
consciousness scale’ developed by Gould and Stern (1989). Three of 
the dimension’s items were deemed inappropriate and were removed 
as they related to specific behavioral changes that were unlikely to 
occur over a three-week period. The ten items included (see Table 1) 
were randomized and evaluated on seven-point Likert scales.

Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted on this dimension 
using AMOS software and three separate factors emerged, instead 
of the expected one (Gould and Stern 1989). These factors each re-
lated to slightly different aspects of fashion consciousness, specifi-
cally to reflections on the viewer’s own fashion, their awareness of 

fashion and how fashionable they are (see Table 1). Each of these 
factors were highly correlated (ρ = .86, .89, .91) and exhibited good 
fit as a three-factor higher order construct (χ2 (78) =161.332, p=.056, 
GFI=.931). To reduce the item-to-subject ratio the composites of 
these factors were created and a three item higher-order factor was 
used to generate the difference score measuring the latent construct 
‘change in fashion consciousness’.

Brand appeal was measured both before and after the viewing 
experience. This enabled an evaluation of any resultant desirability 
for the brand to focus on the influence of a cultivation effect and 
not simply on a prior judgment of the brand. The ‘brand appeal’ 
construct was used rather than the possible alternatives (i.e. brand 
image) as it is a more universal measure and may apply to many 
different brand characteristics depending on what is appealing to the 
individual. Brand appeal was measured using a scale that has been 
validated in numerous studies investigating attitudes towards a brand 
(Bruner et al. 2001). The three particular items used in this study (see 
Table 1) were chosen for their generality and relatedness to appeal. 
Each of the items was randomized and measured on seven-point Lik-
ert scales. After several unprompted ‘don’t know’ comments were 
reported during pre-testing, a ‘don’t know’ response category was 
deemed necessary and included. This inclusion was especially im-
portant as the preexposure measure was taken at a time when viewers 
may not yet have been aware of the brand.

Both brand familiarity and product involvement were measured 
before the viewing experience to account for any intervening effects. 

Figure 1: 
Proposed Model of the Effect of the Cultivation of Fashion Consciousness on Brand Appeal
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Brand familiarity was measured using a single-item seven-point Lik-
ert scale that has been validated in previous studies (Bruner et al. 
2001) (see Table 1). Product involvement was measured similarly 
using three statements validated in previous studies with anchors 
of ‘Not at all’ to ‘Very much’, indicating the relevancy, importance 
and viewer interest in the product category (Bruner et al. 2001) (see 
Table 1).

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was used to test the effect 
of cultivation on brand appeal because it allows the impact of other 
variables to be accounted for, avoiding some of the specification er-
ror that may occur in single regressions. It also accounts for both 
measurement and structural error relating to latent variables (Kline 
2005).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The final model was tested and exhibited excellent fit based on 

all fit indices (χ2 (33) = 32.417, p=.938; GFI=.938) and explained a 
good proportion of the variance in brand appeal (R2 = 42.1%) (see 
Figure 2). As hypothesized, both product involvement (βPI=.16, 
p=.024) and brand familiarity (βBF=0.20, p=.011) have a significant 
positive influence on brand appeal. In addition to these established 
effects, the change in fashion consciousness also had a significant 
positive effect on brand appeal as hypothesized (βFC=0.22, p=.000). 
That is, viewers who experienced a greater change in fashion con-
sciousness after watching the program, Australia’s Next Top Model, 
reported a greater desire for the cosmetics brand Napoleon Perdis. 
Hence, through the cultivation of a specific consumption–related 
value, reality television programming was found to increase viewers’ 

desires for a thematically congruent brand. Importantly, this relation-
ship was found to exist while controlling for the effects of prior prod-
uct involvement and the viewers’ original desire for the brand. This 
is an important contribution as it demonstrates that the simultaneous 
cultivation of consumption-related values has the power to directly 
affect consumers’ attitudes towards integrated brands, thus providing 
a better understanding of how product placement operates.

In contrast to previous studies that have focused on whether an 
overall cultivation effect exists, this study extends the current litera-
ture by demonstrating that viewers who experience a greater culti-
vation effect develop a greater desire for the brand; a second-order 
effect. Importantly, these results indicate that it is not just prior inter-
ests and values that dictate individuals’ desire for the brands placed 
within the TV programs they watch. Via online processing, the de-
velopment of consumption-related values also contributes to a desire 
for the brand. This finding is a significant contribution to the mar-
keting literature as it demonstrates the worth of a malleable viewer. 
Furthermore, this malleability pertains to values, which are gener-
ally considered an influential yet stable consumer variable within the 
communication situation. This notion should now be rethought given 
the prolonged viewing of many forms of entertainment.

IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS AND 
CONCLUSIONS

The major findings of this study suggest that, when considering 
brand placements, marketers should look beyond programs with an 
audience that is already interested in the product category or sur-
rounding interests, and consider the potential of programs capable 

Table 1: 
Measurement Scales and Items

Construct and Items Factor
Fashion Consciousness (Gould and Stern 1989)

  1. I reflect about the fashions I wear a lot Own Fashion
  2. I am very involved with the clothes I wear Own Fashion

  3. I’m very conscious of the fashions related to my own gender Fashion Awareness
  4. I’m very alert to changes in fashion Fashion Awareness
  5. I would say I’m very fashion conscious Fashion Awareness
  6. I’m very involved with fashion Fashionable
  7. I’m more fashionable than the average person Fashionable
  8. I’m very fashionable Fashionable
  9. Other people think I’m very fashionable Fashionable
  10. Other people ask me what is fashionable Fashionable

Brand Appeal (Bruner, James, and Hensel 2001)
  1. Brand is appealing Brand Appeal
  2. Brand is desirable Brand Appeal
  3. I like Brand Brand Appeal

Brand Familiarity (Bruner et al. 2001)
  1. I am familiar with this brand Brand Familiarity

Product Category Involvement (Bruner, James, and Hensel 2005)
  1. In general, I have a strong interest in product category Product Involvement
  2. This product category is important to me Product Involvement
  3. This product category is very relevant to me Product Involvement
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of cultivating a relevant consumption value. This notion challeng-
es more traditional media planning techniques that use audience 
analytics, or even those that analyze the mood induced by various 
programs, and encourages analysis of a media vehicle’s ability to 
cultivate relevant values. Product placement provides a benefit over 
traditional advertising through the embedded connection to viewers’ 
online processing of consumption-related values. This provides mar-
keters with an opportunity to increase their market share by gaining 
first access to new consumers at the moment they become interested, 
rather than attempting to steal existing customers from competitors.

Moreover, if brands realize this potential and fund the culti-
vation of particular consumption-related values through entertain-
ment media, in particular reality TV, it may be possible for them 
to actively enhance the size of the entire market. If this occurs on a 
wide scale the entertainment landscape will be changed (or perhaps 
it already has). Based on the traditional funding model for enter-
tainment, content may become skewed towards values that support 
consumption. For example, it would be highly useful for a cosmetics 
brand to fund shows on beautifying individuals or an SUV brand to 
fund programs that promote an outdoor lifestyle. In doing so, brand-
funded programming has the ability to influence consumers by pro-
moting a consumption agenda. Such directed or controlled agendas 
have been discussed in the media psychology literature, however, 
agenda-setting theory is most commonly based on the dissemination 
of information, rather than cultivating values, and it often focuses on 
the control that media has in influencing what society deems news-
worthy (Weaver 2007). Nevertheless, this theory lends itself to the 
influence of advertiser-funded programming, where consumption 
related values are more likely to be at the centre of program content. 
This big picture view suggests a change in how society consumes 
television and has implications for debate regarding rational con-
sumer choice.

A basic interpretation of brand-funded cultivation suggests that 
the viewer is a passive entity, however, critics may argue that view-
ers will not choose to watch a program if the content does not satisfy 
some underlying need. This is not disputed; however, viewers watch 
television programs to gratify many different needs simultaneously 
(Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch 1974). While a viewer may be watch-
ing The Biggest Loser to fulfill their need for voyeurism, they may 
also come to value good exercise and a balanced diet, which in turn 
may generate a desire to attend a boot camp. Alternately, America’s 
Next Top Model may be viewed because it satisfies the viewers’ need 
for downward social comparison (Nabi et al. 2003). At the same 
time, the young women who watch it will begin to value appearance 
and materialism, which may fuel a desire to consume beyond their 
means. These examples suggest that a viewer may be both passive 
and active simultaneously: Active in pursing entertainment needs, 
yet passive to the cultivation of consumption values. These examples 
also highlight that cultivation of consumption values may have both 
positive and negative consequences for the viewer, raising questions 
regarding the responsibility of media and marketing practitioners 
who, while enhancing the desirability of brands, may change soci-
etal values.

It should be made clear that this study does not provide evi-
dence of the dominance of cultivation over other effects on product 
placement. Furthermore, there is a need to reaffirm these results in a 
more controlled manner. In particular, including a control group of 
non-viewers would alleviate concerns of internal validity that may 
stem from the existence of external factors present over the extended 
viewing period. Despite these concerns, this study furthers our un-
derstanding of how cultivation affects more specific brand-related 
outcomes and the different ways in which individuals may be moti-
vated to process product placements. Indeed, Petty and Cacioppo’s 
(1986) Elaboration Likelihood Model purports that more lasting at-
titude change is enabled by a consumer’s motivation to attend and 

Figure 2: 
The Effect of a Change In Fashion Consciousness on Brand Appeal
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process brand information, however, this study advances this extant 
knowledge by demonstrating that motivation itself can be enhanced 
by cultivating the underlying value that fuels this motivation. While 
this finding may seem intuitive, this is the first time it has been em-
pirically confirmed in this context and thus advances our understand-
ing of how product placement operates. Hence, this study moves the 
research agenda beyond questions relating to the validity of the now 
well-established cultivation theory, to questions of its role in effect-
ing identifiable brand outcomes.
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