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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT

Motivation
Sustainability concerns in the United States and worldwide 

have gained much attention in recent years, and companies are jump-
ing on the bandwagon trying to understand strategies to best promote 
environmentally friendly brand images to consumers. A variety of 
sub-brand strategies, for example, are found in the marketplace. Toy-
ota entered the hybrid market by introducing the sub-brand Toyota 
Prius as eco-friendly. 

Research is needed to understand whether some sub-branding 
strategies are more effective than others in influencing consumers’ 
perceptions of eco-friendliness of the overall parent brand. In two 
studies, we examine whether a strategy in which eco-friendly prod-
ucts are concentrated within a sub-brand is different from a strategy 
in which eco-friendly products are dispersed across sub-brands. We 
also examine how the sub-branding strategy interacts with the con-
sumer’s level of self-monitoring and variability (similarity or dis-
similarity) between the sub-brands.

Hypotheses 
Prior research in stereotyping and schematic processing (e.g. 

Weber and Crocker 1983) finds that when information about one 
category member is novel or different from the others, it will have 
less effect on the overall category when it is concentrated within a 
sub-category than when the same information is dispersed across 
different sub-categories. The present studies compare concentrated 
and dispersed sub-branding strategies and their effect on eco-friendly 
beliefs about the brand.  Consistent with previous research, we pre-
dicted that the dispersed sub-branding strategy would have a greater 
impact on consumers’ beliefs about the parent brand than the con-
centrated strategy.

We also predicted that these effects would be reinforced when 
differences between the sub-brands is high (versus low). Spillover 
from a brand extension to parent brand beliefs and attitudes (e.g., 
Lei, Dawar, and Lemmink 2008, John, Loken, and Joiner 1998, Lo-
ken and John 1993) has been previously documented. Based on prior 
research (Weber and Crocker, 1983) we expect that when a parent 
brand’s architecture includes several sub-brands, eco-friendly prod-
ucts of the sub-brands should lead to greater eco-friendly beliefs for 
the parent brand when the products are dispersed across the different 
sub-brands than concentrated within a single sub-brand. Low self-
monitors may be particularly attuned to differences between these 
strategies, whereas high self-monitors may be attuned more to other 
cues as well as strategies. Consumers high (low) in the trait of self-
monitoring judge products by their image-enhancing properties more 
(less) than product performance (Snyder and DeBono 1985), and 
focus more (less) on behaving appropriately to the situation, they 
should be more receptive to any attempts by the company to develop 
an eco-friendly “green” image. 

Hypothesis 1: When green products are dispersed across sev-
eral sub-brands (vs. concentrated within one 
sub-brand), consumers will be more likely to 
infer that the parent brand is environmentally 
friendly.

Hypothesis 2: Low (versus high) self-monitors will be more in-
fluenced by concentrated versus dispersed strat-
egies. 

Hypothesis 3: When sub-brands are dissimilar (vs. similar) to 
one other, consumers will be more likely to infer 
that the parent brand is environmentally friendly.

Method
Study 1 (N=244) was conducted online using MTurk. Partici-

pants were shown a catalog of a hypothetical brand of automobiles 
(CarMak) with four sub-brands (CarMak S, T, V, and R) and four 
products within each sub-brand.  Photos and specifications (e.g., 
type, horsepower, seats) of all sixteen cars were provided, and eco-
friendly CO2 emission hybrids were indicated. Participants were 
randomly assigned to either a concentrated strategy (all green brands 
shown within a single sub-brand) or dispersed strategy (each sub-
brand included one green brand). Participants then completed three 
1-7 scales (subsequently averaged) about whether the parent brand, 
CarMak, is environmentally friendly, an 18-item Self-monitoring 
Scale (Snyder and Gangestad 1986), and participants overall concern 
for the environment, the latter of which was used in analyses as a 
covariate. In Study 1, participants were asked to answer questions 
from the perspective of the consumer.

Study 2 (N=164) used the same procedure as in Study 1, with 
two differences. First we also manipulated the variability of prod-
ucts by asking participants to write either three similarities or dis-
similarities of the four sub-brands (i.e., sedans, trucks, minivans, and 
SUVs). Second, we did not specify that participants should take the 
perspective of the average consumer. The latter change was made in 
case results were affected by participants thinking about what other 
consumers (rather than themselves) might infer.

Findings
In Study 1, we found support for the first hypothesis. In particu-

lar, consumers were more likely to infer that the parent brand was 
environmentally friendly when the green products were dispersed 
across sub-brands rather than concentrated (F(1, 236) = 16.70, p < 
.001). Second, results supported the second hypothesis. We found a 
marginally significant interaction effect (F(1, 236) = 3.14, p = .07) 
between strategy and self-monitoring such that low self-monitors 
were more attuned to strategy differences than high self-monitors.

The results of study 2 supported the first hypothesis, replicating 
Study 1 (F(1, 155) = 4.05, p < .05). Second, in support of Hypoth-
esis 3, participants were more likely to infer the parent brand was 
environmentally friendly when they were primed with dissimilari-
ties between the sub-brands than when they were primed with simi-
larities (F(1, 155) = 13.03, p < .001). Finally, we found a significant 
three-way interaction of strategy, variability, and self-monitoring. 
Interestingly, we found mixed support for the second hypothesis. 
Specifically, compared to high self-monitors, low self-monitors were 
less influenced by variability (similar vs. dissimilar) than by strategy 
(concentrated vs. dispersed; F(1, 155) = 7.75, p < .01). 
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Contributions
First, the current research provides insights about how to 

promote a brand’s environmentally friendly image by using sub-
branding strategies. In particular, dispersed strategies were superior 
to concentrated strategies. In addition, prior research in stereotyping 
and schematic processing was successfully applied to the study of 
green branding, an emerging topic in consumer research. Finally, it 
proposes a possible extension of self-monitoring to green branding. 
For example, marketers who are engaged in global branding might 
want to place different type of advertisement depending on the 
target consumer (e.g. the Asian culture may have chronically lower 
self-monitoring compared to Americans, Fuglestad and Snyder 
2009).
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