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ABSTRACT
Luxury Fashion Brands: The Impact of Embodied Imagery on Brand Responses

Veneta Sotiropoulos

Brand imagery is composed of user and usage imagery. User imagery describes
the user of the brand with personality traits while usage imagery describes the context in
which to use the brand. The traditional use of personality traits to portray the brand user
has been with imagery that has a static quality. However, imagery can also have an
embodied quality. It is this embodied quality in imagery that leads an individual to form
images of their self-concept that is more experiential. The current focus of this thesis is
(1) to identify which type of user imagery — embodied or static — leads the consumer to
greater hedonic and behavioral responses and (2) whether usage imagery intensifies this
relationship. Study 1 served as an exploratory study of luxury fashion consumption.
Study 2 served as an experimental study that addresses the current focus of this thesis.
Methodologically, participants were required to answers a series of questions relating to
their mental imagery experience, hedonic responses and behavioral intentions after being
exposed stimuli scenarios. Results indicated that when presented independently of each
other, embodied user imagery and usage imagery can enhance consumers’ hedonic
impressions but is more likely to affect purchase intentions. When presented together,
such combinations of brand imagery as embodied user imagery and usage imagery as
well as static user imagery and usage imagery brought the consumer to greater hedonic
impressions and purchase intentions. What continues to be unclear is whether the
relationship between brand imagery and consumer responses is due to high or low

congruity between the consumer’s ideal-self-concept and the product’s brand image.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

More and more, consumers are being bombarded with images for branded
products. Brand image can be defined as “a set of perceptions about a brand as reflected
by the brand associations held in consumer memory” (Keller, 1993, p.3). According to
some, “the brand may soon subsume everything, from marketing and sales to operations
and engineering” (Osbourne, 2001 p. 65). Still, some are concerned about the negative
impact of brands and urging consumers not to fall prey to the appeal of brands (Klein,
1999). Klein argues that in today’s society, individuals define themselves solely with the
brands they own. Despite some people’s best effort to create awareness into the moral
and societal implications of having a society composed of brand-defined individuals,
others remain loyal to the allure and power of branding (Lasn, 1999). In today’s
marketing arsenal, the brand image remains an important element to attract customers
and entice consumption.

Nowhere is image more important than in luxury fashion products. Once at the
financial reach of the affluent, today, luxury brands are being sought out and acquired by
the masses (Frank, 1999). Younger consumers who now have a greater disposable
income are also seeking and acquiring luxury fashion brands (Curtis, 2000). For
consumers who cannot afford to purchase original brands, counterfeit versions have
become a viable option. For those consumers, purchasing a counterfeit luxury branded
product is “almost as good as the genuine product” (Arghavan and Zaichkowsky, 2000,
p.486). However, luxury fashion ads have become increasingly similar and redundant

According to the popular press “there is no great difference between the ads, if you



pulled the Givenchy name out of its ads and added a Dior label would you be any the
wiser?” (Killgren, 1998, p.23). Further research is thus, required to identify brand
imagery that will have the greatest impact on the consumer hedonic and behavioral
responses.

Brand imagery includes user imagery and usage imagery. User imagery describes
the user of the brand with personality traits while usage imagery focuses on the context
in which the brand is being used. Recent developments in branding research have
highlighted the importance of creating an experience rich with imagery and associations,
that, ultimately, influences consumers’ enjoyment (Schmitt 1997). Yet, information used
to describe the brand user has often used imagery that has a static quality (e.g. unique,
sharp). That is, the brand image describes the user with stable, un-moving personality
traits. Such static traits do not lead the consumer into a mental imagery experience that is
rich and vivid and may result in lower enjoyment and behavioral intent. However, mental
imagery that is experienced can have an embodied quality (e.g. playful, outdoorsy or
active). Embodied imagery is “people’s subjective felt experience of their bodies in
action” (Gibbs and Berg, 2002, p.1). It is this embodied quality in imagery that leads an
individual to form images of who he/she is in a more experiential form. Thus far, the
embodied quality of imagery has been generally neglected in brand image research.
Therefore, the objectives of the present investigation are to determine which type of user
imagery, embodied or static, produces greater hedonic and behavioral responses and
whether usage imagery intensifies this relationship.

Identifying the relationship between brand imagery and consumer responses can

be of interest to theoretical researchers and practitioners alike. For marketing scholars,



this is an important area to explore, especially a time when the reconciliation of mind and
body is an ongoing theme in social sciences (Farnell, 1999). Identifying what type of
brand imagery appeals to the consumer’s self-concept provides researchers with new
avenues to determine more conclusively whether certain types of imagery are more likely
to influence specific self-concept dimensions and consumer responses. Branding and
advertising practitioners will also likely benefit from such research. Identifying what type
of imagery influences consumers and the ability to predict consumer responses can be a
great asset. Equipped with such information, practitioners can develop and implement
more effective branding and advertising strategies that will, ultimately, bring the

consumer closer to a purchase.

This thesis consists of two studies. The first study serves as an exploratory
investigation of luxury fashion consumption. The second study investigates the impact of
brand imagery on hedonic and behavioral responses when the consumer’s self-concept
and the product’s brand image are highly congruent. The next section presents a research
literature review in four pertinent areas: brand image, self-concept, mental imagery and

finally, self-congruity.



CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

This review of the literature covers four key areas: (1) brand image, (2) self-
concept, (3) mental imagery and (4) self-congruity. The first section describes brand
imagery and its components. The focus of the second section is on self-concept. This
section makes the case that the multidimensional approach used in self-concept research
has largely ignored the concept of embodiment. The focus of the third section is on
mental imagery. It suggests that embodied imagery information about the brand user
leads the consumer into more elaborate cognitive processing and amplifies mental
imagery as well as consumer responses more so than static imagery information. This
section also provides a discussion on how contextual information may enhance the
relationship between user imagery and consumer responses. The last section reviews the
literature on self-congruity. This section defined and describes the major findings with
regard to the multidimensionality of self-congruity and its relationship to consumer

responsces.

2.1 Brand Image

2.1.1 Conceptual Definition. Even though the practice of creating an image for a
product has been around for centuries (Farquhar, 1989) and prevails strongly today, there
is no universal consensus concerning the definition of brand image (Dobni and Zinkham,
1990). In fact, the wide use and misuse of the brand image concept has led some
researchers to categorize existing definitions according to their basic similarities and

differences (see Dobni and Zinkham, 1990 for a complete review and description). For



those whose focus is on the consumer’s perspective (i.e. Krishnan 1996) and on
information processing, Keller’s (1993) definition has been a viable choice. Keller
defines brand image as “a set of perceptions about a brand as reflected by the brand
associations held in the consumer’s memory” (Keller, 1993, p.3). Since the aim of the
present study is to determine and identify types of brand imagery that influence
consumers’ hedonic responses and purchase intentions, Keller’s definition proves to be
an important and conceptually appropriate one.

Brand image and brand personality have sometimes been used interchangeably
(Batra, Lehman and Singh, 1993). Yet, these two concepts are conceptually different
(Dobni and Zinkhan, 1990). Brand image is “a more encompassing term” (Batra Lehman
and Singh, 1993, p. 83) that includes symbols, brand-customer relationship, emotional
benefits, self-expressive benefits, user and usage imagery, country-of-origin,
organizational associations (Aaker, 1996). Brand personality on the other hand, is limited
to “a set of human characteristics associated with a brand” (Aaker 1997, p. 347). Such
characteristics include “demographics (age, gender, social class, income, and race),
lifestyles (activities, interest and opinions) and human personality traits (extroversion,
agreeability and personality)” (Aaker, 1996, p.142). According to Batra, Lehman and
Singh (1993), “it is the way in which a consumer perceives the brand on dimensions that
typically capture the personality - extended to the domain of brands” (p. 84). In essence,
the role that brand personality plays in relation to brand image is that of humanizing the
brand image. Ultimately, brand personality makes it easier for consumers to relate to the

brand as they would relate to an individual.



2.1.2. Brand Imagery. Brand imagery is composed of user imagery and usage
imagery. According to Keller (1993), attributes can be product-related or non-product-
related. Product-related attributes refer to functions of the products whereas non-product
related attributes refer to perceptions not directly related to the purchase or consumption
of the product (i.e. price, packaging, user imagery and usage imagery). For the present
investigation, the focus is on user imagery and usage imagery, both of which are used to
evoke images and associations about the brand personality.

User imagery conveys the profile and characteristics of the typical consumer of
the product or service. It answers the question “Who is the user of the brand?” (Keller,
1993, p.4). This profile includes demographic and psychographic information. With user
imagery, personality characteristics are used. For example, someone who is successful
(e.g. CEO of corporation) can easily be associated with driving a high end BMW. Such a
personality trait provides the consumer with user imagery about the type of consumer
who drives a BMW.

Usage imagery pertains to the context in which the product is to be used (Keller,
1993). It answers the question “when and where is the product used” (Keller, 1993, p.4).
It includes, but is not limited to, such variables as the time of day, the location and the
type of activity involved in using the product. According to Keller, events can easily be
associated with the brand such as time, date and place. For example, formal wear such as
the wedding dress and the prom dress can easily be associated with a particular event. All
of which, provide the consumer with information about the occasion in which to wear the

garment.



2.2 Self-Concept

2.2.1. Conceptual Definition. Self-concept can be defined as “the totality of an
individual’s thoughts and feelings having reference to himself as an object” (Rosenberg,
1979 p.7). It is an individual’s subjective perception and beliefs of one’s own ability,
limitations, appearance and characteristics, including one’s own personality (Graeff,
1996). It is the “I” in relation to the world (Sirgy, 1982) and involves interaction with
others (Ericksen, 1996). The self-concept is not configured and formulated at a specific
point in time. Instead, it evolves over time (Graeff, 1996). In essence, the self-concept,
“is an image shaped by the very person holding the image” (Zinkham and Hong, 1991,
p-348).

2.2.2. Multidimensionality of the Self-Concept. A consumer may have
“multiple selves” (Sirgy, 1985). That is, one’s self-concept has various and separate
facets that are triggered into consciousness at different times (Aaker, 1999). The
multidimensional approach used to investigate the self-concept continues to be popular
amongst marketing researchers in understanding which facets of the self-concept
influences consumer behavior.

Some of the most successfully investigated facets of the self-concept include the
actual self-concept and the ideal self-concept (Sirgy, 1982). According to Sirgy, the
actual self refers to that which describes oneself in the present. For example, an
individual referring to himself/herself as “I am patient” is essentially referring to himself
/herself as someone who is patient in the actual present and not at some future time.
Conversely, when a person describes himself/herself as “I would like to be patient”, the

individual is referring to his/her ideal self-concept, or a self-concept that they have



envisioned to be or would like to be. Another facet that has also been the topic of interest
for some researchers is the social self-concept, sometimes referred to as the “looking
glass self” or the “presenting self”. The social self-concept refers to an image others have
of an individual (Marking, 1979). Facet combinations of the self-concept have also been
investigated. For instance, the ideal-social self-concept or the “expected self-concept”
refers to an image that falls somewhere between the actual and the ideal self-concept
whereas the “expressive self” refers to an image that falls somewhere between the ideal
and the social self-concept. Unlike the actual self-concept and the ideal self-concept, the
social self-concept and various facet combinations of the self-concept do not share the
success in predicting various consumer responses (Sirgy, 1982). Together, these various
dimensions of the self-concept create the totality of one’s self-concept according to the
multidimensional perspective.

2.2.3 Static Self Imagery. Under the multidimensional framework, the self is
typically and/or assessed portrayed with a series of personality traits. However,
depending on the cognitive processing involved, these personality traits may have a static
quality to them. When the consumer encodes brand personality traits in memory, they are
stored in the individual’s existing or new schema (information relating to persons,
organizations, summation and explanation of data which are cognitive generalization
about the self derived from past experience, Kuiper and Rogers, 1979). The more
elaborate the cognitive processing, the more organized and structured the information
that makes up the schema. In such case, the imagery evoked is richer and more vivid. In
cases where consumers are presented with information that does not lead to elaborate

cognitive processing, the imagery evoked has a static quality. Therefore, these findings



stress the importance of having personality traits that lead the consumer to engage in
elaborate cognitive processing.

This static view of the self has been noted in anthropological studies. According
to Farnell (1999), the tendency to describe the self as a static construct is due to the
separation between the mind and body. Farnell contents that western culture has omitted
the validity of the human body as a tool of communication and the formation of one’s
self-concept. The body is merely a vehicle from which to express the needs and whims of
the mind. It has been reduced to a “mechanical, sensated material locus of irrationality
and feeling” (Farnell, 1999, p.345). The importance of the body and body movement has
been minimized and limited to imagery information that presents the self in a static form.

In brief, the limitation here is not on the use of attributes to describe the self, but
on the use of attributes to describe the self in a static form. Therefore, in marketing, if
individuals are to experience and enjoy who they are as a result of purchasing the
product, they must be exposed to not only brand user imagery they can relate to but that
also has an embodied quality.

2.2.4 Embodied Self Imagery. Embodied self imagery includes dynamic and
embodiment imagery. According to Freyd (1987) dynamic imagery is characterized by
the representation of time and flow. Freyd further suggests that if the mental
representation is dynamic, the temporal dimension must be both directional and
continuous. That is, “time must go forward and between any two points in time, another
point in time must exist” (Freyd, 1987, p. 431). Freyd also suggests that dynamic

imagery is governed by the laws of motion and is not static. It is “an ordered sequence of



static representation that can mimic a dynamic representation if the grain of sequence is
sufficiently fine” (Freyd, 1987, p.431).

Embodied imagery is also characterized by the notion of embodiment.
Embodiment refers to “people’s subjective felt experiences of their bodies in action”
(Gibbs and Berg, 2002, p.1). According to Farnell (1999), individuals learn and absorb
information with both theory and application. Individuals absorb information from theory
that differs from information they absorb from application (experience). However,
Farnell argues that it is with experience that embodied modes are learned. With
application or field studies, individuals acquire skills and movement modes of expressive
conducts, which are referred as “embodied modes” or “dynamically embodied actions.”
Similarly, if the individual is to apply the same process on a mental level, he/she brings
new light into formation of their self-concept. In this case, the consumer is actively
conceptualizing the mental fieldwork that comes along with creating and experiencing
their self-concept. In fact, according to Kourtzi and Shifar (1999), imagined
representations of the human body in motion require the same type of energy expenditure
and effort that is required with carrying out real movement. In essence, embodiment
modes create the experience of one’s self-concept whereby the perception of body
movement is an important characteristic in the mental representation.

Although research in anthropology has noted the importance of embodiment in
the formation of one’s self-concept (Farnell, 1999), embodiment in much of the social
sciences has been ignored (Farnell, 1994). “Absent, on the whole, are the accounts of
persons enacting the body, that is using physical action in the agentive production of

meaning, actions that may be either out of awareness through habit, or highly deliberate
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choreographies” (Armstrong, 1983; Foucault, 1977; Freund, 1982; Hudson, 1982 in
Farnell, 1994, p. 931). In fact, marketing research is also guilty of this conceptual
oversight.

Little research has examined the effects of body movement imagery on consumer
responses. Even though some marketing researchers agree that the self-concept is a
dynamic entity (Aaker, 1999), they agree only to the extent that different traits manifest
themselves in different contexts. Embodiment has yet to be incorporated as an important
dimension of the self-concept. Instead, it is replaced with is a sequence of behaviors that
fails to capture the embodiment quality. The focus should be on a series of movements
that make-up the behavior that more accurately capture the embodiment quality of one’s
actions (Farnell, 1999).

Some researchers in marketing have begun to investigate the contribution of body
image in marketing research (Banister and Hogg, 2001; Beckman and Helweg, 2001; Joy
and Venkatesh, 1994; Thompson and Hirschman, 1995; Veliquette and Bamossy, 2001;
Warlop Lerouge and Heymans, 2001). Body image is the mental picture of one’s body at
any moment in time (Kaiser, 1997). Much of the marketing research on body image has
been preliminary (Banister and Hogg, 2001; Beckman and Helweg, 2001; Veliquette and
Bamossy, 2001; Warlop, Lerouge and Heymans, 2001), theoretical (Joy and Venkatesh,
1994), and qualitative in nature (Thompson and Hirschman 1995). As of yet, no research
have focused on establishing causality between embodiment imagery about a brand and

consumer’s hedonic and behavioral responses.
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2.3. Mental Imagery

2.3.1. Conceptual Definition. Imagery is “a process by which sensory
information is represented in working memory” (Maclnnis and Price, 1987, p. 473).
“Imagery is very like picturing and very unlike describing” (Fodor, 1981, p. 76)
According to MaclInnis and Price, imagery can be multi-sensory. They suggest that, once
imagery is stored in memory, it is evoked when a script or schema (structures
emphasizing objects, persons, role, event or action form, Abelson, 1976) is activated: “it
is the instantiation of a schema or script that generates the imagery, not the schema or
scripts itself” (p.474). For example, the consumer reliving his beach vacation on an
island on the pacific ocean, can re-experience, by way of imagery, the feeling of the
warm sand and water on her skin, the sent of the Pacific Ocean, the taste of the lobster
dinner she had on her first day, the way the sunset looked above the ocean etc. All of
these mental experiences provide the individual with imagery that focus on different
senses.

2.3.2. Embodied-Static Imagery Dichotomy. Since imagery can have either an
embodied or static quality, the question put forward then is which type of imagery will
produce a greater hedonic response? One major argument in favor of embodied imagery
producing more intense hedonic reaction can be attributed to the elaborate cognitive
processing involved. According Maclnnis and Price (1987) low elaboration imagery
relates to retrieval of a perceptual image, while high elaboration imagery encompasses
daydreams and fantasies. Hence, when the individual is imagining himself/herself in an
embodied form, the individual is not retrieving a single perceptual image but retrieving a

series of closely connected images. Since elaborate mental imagery is more likely to

12



lead consumers to form images of their self-concept that is more experiential, then as a
result, consumer are more likely to enjoy it and have stronger hedonic responses.
Research measuring imagery responses (i.e. vividness, quantity and ease)
demonstrates that imagery evoked due to higher elaborate cognitive processing produces
greater imagery responses. According to Kisselius & Sternthal (1984), imagery vividness
(the clarity with which the individual experiences and image, Bone and Ellen, 1992)
increases with increased cognitive elaboration. Other studies, however, failed to show
this link. Kisselius and Sternthal argue that failure to demonstrate a relationship between
higher cognitive elaboration and iﬁagery vividness can be attributed to “the failure of
the vivid execution of the message to recruit more information from memory than the
non vivid execution” (p.189). Since embodied imagery requires elaborate cognitive
processing to come into consciousness, it should also produce greater imagery responses
and hedonic responses than static imagery where elaborate cognitive processing is not

required.

Research indicates that imagery quantity and imagery ease could also be
important variables to consider when measuring the embodied and static imagery
dichotomy. According to Bone and Ellen (1992), “imagery is not a one-dimensional
construct...both vividness and quantity/ease are needed to capture the effect of imagery
processing” (p.100). Imagery ease refers to “the ease with which a subjects can control or
manipulate visual images” (Gordon 1949, in Ahsen 1986, p. 2) whereas imagery quantity
refers to “the number of images that come to a consumer’s mind while processing
information” (Ellen and Bone, 1991, p. 97). According to Bone and Ellen (1991), the

more available the information the greater the ease for engaging in imagery processing.
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Since embodiment imagery resembles a sequence of images of behaviors, then as a
result, imagery quantity might prove to be higher for embodied imagery than would
static imagery. However, since embodied imagery is cognitively more taxing, imagery
ease should be lower for embodied imagery. However, as of yet, no marketing studies
has considered these variables when assessing embodied and static imagery.

2.3.3. Mental Imagery and Consumer Responses. Research indicates that
imagery responses can be linked to attitudinal judgment (Kisselius and Sternthal, 1984;
McGill and Anand, 1989). According to Kisselius and Sternthal (1984) imagery
vividness can influence attitudinal judgment. They suggest that the persuasive effect of
vividness depends on cognitive elaboration. That is, if vividness is to affect judgment,
the consumer must be able to retrieve additional information to engage in elaborate
cognitive processing. Hedonic reactions (e.g. liking of a brand) have yet to be
investigated. However, these findings suggest that embodied imagery, which requires
elaborate cognitive processing, will have a greater positive impact on hedonic responses.

Research also indicates that imagery responses can influence behavioral intention
(Anderson, 1983; Bone and Ellen, 1992; Maclnnis and Price, 1987; McMahon, 1973).
Maclnnis and Price (1987) propose that, theoretically, greater change in behavioral
intention will occur with elaborated imagery. Research suggests that imaging one self
interacting with the product will results in stronger behavioral intentions (Anderson,
1983; Bone and Ellen, 1992). However, the impact of embodiment imagery on
behavioral responses has yet to be investigated. Nevertheless, these findings suggest that
embodied imagery, which requires more elaborate cognitive processing, will influence

intentions to act.

14



2.3.4. Usage Imagery. The impact of contextual cues on embodiment imagery
responses has not been investigated. Yet, situational cues can be an important source of
information for a consumer’s embodied imagery experience. According to Aaker (1999),
the manifestation of self is influenced by the context. Since embodiment modes are part
of the self, then they too should be influenced by the context. Therefore, the presence of
usage cues should create the context to facilitate the flow for the individual to mentally

envision embodiment modes that comes along with who they are.

2.4 Self-Congruity

2.4.1 Conceptual Definition. Self-congruity refers to a personal experience
whereby the consumer’s self-concept and the product’s brand image fit with one another
(Sirgy, Grewal, Mangleburg, Park, Chon, Claiborne, Johar, and Berkman (1997).
Operationally, Sirgy (1982, p.292) defines self-congruity as “the degree of match or
mismatch between the product image and the self concept for a given consumer.” As
such, self-congruity is a global and unified perception that is experienced by the
consumer and that describes how well their own self-image equates with the product’s
brand image.

2.4.2 The Multidimensionality of Self-Congruity. Like the self-concept, self-
congruity has been investigated at the dimensional level. In fact, much of the earlier
research on self-congruity has focused on identifying the self-concept dimensions that
most closely influence self-congruity. Research on self-congruity has shown the ideal
form of self-congruity to have good predictive ability (Sirgy, 1982) and to be particularly

relevant for conspicuous products. Since luxury fashion products can often be
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conspicuous, the present investigation will focus on the ideal form of self-congruity.
Ideal self-congruity refers to “the congruity between the ideal self concept and the
product image” (Sirgy 1985, p.19). It emphasizes the consumer wishes, hopes, wants and
aspirations (Markin, 1979). For example, when a person wishes or aspires to be more
adventurous, it implies that, somewhere in their self-concept, they perceive that they lack
or wish to acquire this characteristic. Ideal self-congruity has been shown to impact
product preference, purchase intentions, product usage, ownership and loyalty (Sirgy,
1982). According to Johar and Sirgy (1991), ideal self-congruity helps satisfy one’s need
for self-esteem. Consumers prefer, intend to buy, own, use and remain loyal to brands
whose image matches their ideal self-concept.

2.4.3 Self-Congruity and Consumer Responses. The relationship between self-
congruity and consumer responses has been the main focus in self-congruity research.
Self-congruity has been examined in the context of consumer choice (Birdwell, 1968),
purchase motivation (Sirgy 1985), purchase intentions (Ericksen 1996), and
product/brand evaluations (Hogg, Cox and Keelig1998). Since the focus of the present
investigation is on hedonic responses and purchase intention, the following section will
cover only the literature pertaining to these two consumer responses.

Hedonic Responses. Evidence indicates that different dimensions of self-
congruity affect hedonic responses (i.e. product/brand preference, liking) differently.
According to Sirgy (1980), product preference is affected to a greater extent by the ideal
than by actual self-congruity and/or social-congruity. More specifically, ideal self-
congruity produced greater product preference for highly conspicuousness products

(Sirgy, 1982). Yet, when it comes to brand preference, Aaker (1997) argues in favor of a
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strong influence of both the actual and the ideal self. “The greater congruity between the
human characteristics that consistently and distinctively describe an individual’s actual or
ideal self and those describing a brand, the greater the preference for the brand” (Aaker,
1997 p. 348). It remains unclear, however, which forms of self-congruity has the greatest
impact on consumers’ hedonic responses.

Purchase Intentions. The evidence regarding the relationship between self-
congruity and purchase intentions is largely inconclusive. It remains unclear which
dimensions of self-congruity will most influence purchase intentions. Some researchers
argue that “purchase intentions are more likely to be affected by social self-congruity
than by ideal self-congruity” (Sirgy 1985, p196). Others contend that the ideal form of
self-congruity is in fact the best predictor of buying behavior because the ideal self-
concept represents the consumer’s aspirations (Onkivisit and Shaw, 1987). Belch (1978)
further specifies that the ideal self-congruity as opposed to actual self-congruity is more
likely to influence purchase intentions when subjects have high social needs. Sirgy
(1985), suggests however, that ideal self-congruity and actual self-congruity work
together to affect purchase motivation by complementing one another. It remains to be
determined whether and how ideal self-congruity affects purchase intentions for luxury
fashion brands particularly, since they are products that are often consumed publicly or
for social needs. Once again, there is enough evidence to suggest that ideal self-congruity

will have an impact on purchase intentions.
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CHAPTER 3
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The decision to create a brand personality is based on the premise that consumers
choose products and brands that matches their self-concept (Birdwell, 1967). Recently,
marketing researchers have suggested that brand information providing consumers with
an experience rich with imagery will increase their hedonic response and bring them
closer to a purchase (Schmitt 1997).

One type of imagery that that has been ignored but evokes more vivid and
experiential imagery is embodied imagery (Farnell, 1999). Embodied user imagery is
characterized by the consumers’ ability to mentally envisioning themselves in a moving
form and requires consumers to engage in elaborate cognitive processing. Research has
shown that various consumer responses and mental imagery responses increase in
magnitude when cognitive processing increases (Kisselius, 1984). As a result, embodied
user imagery, which, is cognitively more taxing than static user imagery should lead the
consumer to greater responses (i.e. hedonic impressions and purchase intentions). Usage
imagery about the brand, which allows the self to manifest itself, should also provide a
contextual environment in which to envision the embodied imagery.

The traditional multidimensional approach used to describe and measure self-
congruity has relied on the use of static personality traits. However, certain personality
traits do not necessarily describe the brand user with an embodied quality. For example, a
brand user that is described as being unique is being described in an abstract, static state
of being. Such a personality trait does not provide the user with an embodied quality

because elaborate cognitive processing is not involved. As result, the mental imagery
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evoked by the consumer’ self concept is static, the imagery experience is less vivid, and
hedonic responses and purchase intentions are less likely to be affected. However, if a
brand user is to be described as athletic, it becomes easier to imagine imagery that comes
along with being athletic. As a result, it becomes easier to engage in more elaborate
imagery processing.

The objective of this thesis is to determine how different brand user imagery will
affect consumer responses and mental experiences under conditions of high and low self-
congruity. Focus is on high self-congruity because research on self-congruity suggests
that it is high self-congruity that influences various consumer responses (Sirgy 1982).
Overall, it is hypothesized that when self-congruity is high, the presence of embodied
user imagery along with usage imagery will create a synergy resulting in greater mental

imagery responses as well as hedonic and behavioral responses.

3.1. Interaction between User imagery and Ideal Self Congruity

Research suggests that when the consumer is imagining himself/herself with
elaborate imagery (i.e. embodied imagery), the consumer is retrieving not a single
perceptual image but a series of closely connected images, is engaging in greater
cognitive elaboration and, ultimately, evoking more vivid imagery (Maclnnis and Price,
1987). Further elaborate cognitive imagery has also been shown to influence hedonic and
behavioral responses (Maclnnis and Price, 1987). As a result, brand user imagery such
as embodied user imagery that requires more elaborate cognitive processing should also
lead the consumer into stronger brand liking, and purchase intentions. Lastly since high

ideal self-congruity has been shown to affect consumer responses, it should also lead the
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consumer towards stronger mental imagery responses. Therefore, an interaction between

user imagery and ideal self-congruity is expected. It is hypothesized that responses will

be higher in conditions of high ideal self-congruity, where participants are presented with
embodied user imagery as opposed to static user imagery.

H1: In conditions of high ideal self-congruity, the presentation of embodied

user imagery will have a greater impact on (a) imagery vividness, (b)

imagery quantity/ease, (¢) brand liking and (d) purchase intention than the

presentation of static user imagery.

3.2. Interaction between Usage Imagery and Ideal Self-Congruity.

Research suggests that when the consumer’s self-concept includes schemas that
are congruent with the brand image, they are more likely to rely on those schemas
(Aaker, 1999). However, if their self-concept does not include any self-schemas that are
congruent with the brand image, they are more likely to rely on external situational cues
(Aaker, 1999). However, brand usage imagery can also provide consumers with
information that indicates when to use the brand. Therefore, an interaction between usage
imagery and self-congruity is expected. Specifically, it is expected that in conditions of
high ideal-self-congruity, responses will be higher when participants are presented with
usage imagery than no usage imagery condition. This interaction effect will be observed
for the following dependent variables:

H2: In conditions of high ideal self-congruity, the presentation of usage

imagery will have a greater impact on (a) imagery vividness, (b) imagery
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