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How much do consumers agree on what a brand means to them? An implicit assumption in most branding research and practice is that

brand meaning is consensual. This paper empirically tests this assumption and finds that, contrary to established wisdom, consumers

disagree more than agree on the meanings of brands.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Branding research and practice offer two contrasting perspec-

tives on how much control managers have over brand meaning 
(Allen, Fournier, & Miller, 2008). The most established tradition 
positions the brand manager as the main responsible for selecting, 
implementing, and controlling meaning (Park, Jaworski, & Macln-
nis, 1986). The direction of causality is defined as being from the 
brand manager who crafts and communicates the brand to consumers 
who, as larger or smaller collectives (segments), receive and evalu-
ate the brand. A fundamental assumption of this approach is that the 
meaning of a brand is shared by consumers: consumers may vary 
in terms of how favorable a particular brand association is, but they 
generally agree on the associations they link to a brand name. BMW 
is “styling and driving performance,” Volvo is “safety,” and Coke is 
“Americana and refreshment” (Keller, 2003, p. 87). The ideal case is 
indeed the brand with a single meaning across segments and markets 
(Aaker, 1996, p. 104). 

This understanding of brand perception as generally consensual 
can be contrasted with a point of view that positions consumers as 
co-creators of meaning (Allen et al., 2008; Thompson, 1997). From 
this perspective, brands do not belong to managers; they are contex-
tualized in the broader fabric of consumer culture in which consum-
ers, brand managers and other agents negotiate and reinterpret brand 
meanings (Arnould & Thompson, 2005). Rather than mere receiv-
ers, consumers actively make sense of branded communications by 
selecting legitimate interpretations that facilitate their life pursuits 
(Mick & Buhl, 1992). A core assumption of this co-creative approach 
is that brands are essentially multivocal: consumers diverge signifi-
cantly in the meanings they ascribe to brands as their personal and 
social contexts vary. 

The core question that arises from contrasting these two per-
spectives is whether consumers predominantly agree or disagree on 
what a brand means to them. The present study addresses this is-
sue by (1) proposing the construct of brand consensus and concep-
tualizing brand multivocality in terms of consumer and relationship 
effects, in line with the Social Relations Model (Kenny, 1994); (2) 
measuring the relative strength of these effects; and (3) showing that 
these effects vary in meaningful ways according to characteristics of 
brands, consumers, and consumer-brand relationships.

The Social Relations Model defines interpersonal perception as 
a dyadic process in which meaning is derived from three indepen-
dent sources: the perceiver, the target, and the interaction between 
perceiver and target. For instance, if Mary is asked about how sincere 
her friend Jane is, her answer will be a function of Mary as perceiver 
(i.e., the extent to which she thinks that people in general are sin-
cere), Jane as target of perception (i.e., the extent to which people 
in general tend to see Jane as sincere), and the specific relationship 
Mary has with Jane (e.g., because they are friends, Jane tends to be 
more sincere with Mary than with other people). Following this con-
ceptualization, we define brand consensus as the variance in brand 
effect, which is the degree to which a brand tends to be perceived 
similarly by all consumers, and decompose brand multivocality into 
consumer and relationship effects. Consumer effect relates to the 
extent to which a consumer perceives all brands similarly, and rela-

tionship effect is the unique perception of a consumer about a given 
brand (i.e., the brand x consumer interaction). 

We report two studies with the same general procedure: par-
ticipants are asked to fill out a survey about how they perceive 
themselves, and then, after an unrelated task, they rate a series of 
10 brands on brand personality (Aaker, 1997) and Self-Brand Con-
nection (Escalas & Bettman, 2005) items. The difference between 
studies is the specific brands being rated: study 1 (n = 99) includes 
5 familiar and 5 non-familiar sports brands, and study 2 (n = 133) 
includes 5 publicly consumed and 5 privately consumed brands. The 
analytical approach was based on three-way random effects ANOVA 
(brand x consumer x measure), which allows us to separate the effect 
of the brand x consumer interaction (i.e., relationship effects) from 
measurement error. Tests of equality of variances were conducted 
to provide statistical significance tests for the hypotheses proposed.

Our findings across 20 brands in different product categories in-
dicate that, contrary to prevailing wisdom, consumers disagree more 
than agree on how they perceive brands. Both relationship variance 
and consumer variance were higher than brand variance in both stud-
ies. Specific hypotheses about the sources of brand, relationship, and 
consumer effects are also tested and show the theoretical significance 
of these effects. We conclude with implications for the brand man-
ager on how to embrace brand multivocality.
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