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The Impact of Brand Consensus on Brand Response —
Do homogeneous brand associations benefit the brand

Koll, Oliver, von Wallpach, Sylvia and Platzgumm8gphia
Proceedings of the &IEMAC 2012 Lisbon

Abstract

Brand associations have been linked to brand respse in numerous ways. Much
research has focused on the number, valence and goeness of brand associations. This
paper focuses on another association facet which magerially-oriented brand literature
frequently highlights as a sign of brand strengthBrand consensus, that is, the degree to
which people elicit the same associations when coorfited with a brand. We introduce
two meaningful operationalizations of consensus (gup- and individual-level) and
discuss and test the link between consensus and hdaresponse. Our results, which are
based on a large-scale study for an internationalkury brand, show that for individual
consumers high levels of brand consensus tend tester positive brand response whereas
for a group as a whole too much brand consensus t@sto be detrimental.
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1. Introduction

The study of consumer brand associations is a pramhistream of research in marketing.
Numerous studies discuss and analyze differenttdagfebrand associations such as their
strength, favorability, and uniqueness (Keller, 3;9€rishnan, 1996). Not only recently,
consumer brand researchers have shown interestianpther facet of brand associations:
brand consensus, that is, the degree to which assakciations are shared among consumers.
Brand researchers (e.g., Aaker, 1991; Kapferer528@ller, 1993) as well as researchers
from the fields of corporate and service brandeg.( Brown, Dacin, Pratt & Whetten, 2006;
Hatch & Schultz, 2001) or brand symbolism (e.g.lioEl 1994; Ligas & Cotte, 1999)
highlight the significance of a shared brand peioep Like the number, valence or
uniqueness of associations, consensus may be @eswiubrand equity, by positively relating
with consumers’ brand response and ultimately bistrehgth (e.g., Keller, 1993). Kapferer
(2005), for instance, states that a brand shoult bg a shared desirable and exclusive idea
[...]” and that {...] the more this idea is shared by a large numbennbre power the brand
has” (p. 13). To our knowledge there is, however,empirical study examining the link
between consensus and response.

This study contributes to extant research by intcolg two meaningful
operationalizations of consensus (group- and idd&i-level consensus). The empirical study
relies on results of a large-scale study (samg@e: 9,915) on consumer brand associations
for an internationally operating Austrian luxuryabd. We test the link between consensus
and attitudinal brand response indicators suchuess, tdesirability, and commitment as well
as behavioral indicators such as future purchasésecommendation likelihood at both an
individual and group level. Our results indicatattbrand response for individual consumers
is higher the more they agree with their peers ramdb associations. However, at the country
level our results show an inverse relationship ketwthe level of brand consensus in a
country and its average brand response.

2. Two Layers of Brand Consensus

By studying brand consensus, researchers aim terstachd whether members of a given
population have similar mental representations lofaad. There are a few studies examining
brand consensus in a descriptive way, for instaacmss age groups and genders (Elliott,
1994), across stakeholder groups (von Wallpach &l,K&007), or across countries
(Matthiessen & Phau, 2005). In this research ti@ditall associations of a certain population,
for instance, a country, are grouped accordindpéar tontent and consensus is examined for
the population as a whole (that is at an aggrelgatd). This allows examining the degree to
which the group in question agrees or disagreel meigard to their brand knowledge and
helps management understand the degree and mandast of brand knowledge
heterogeneity. In this perspective, one applies lthggc “our brand’s top X associations
account for y% of all associations elicited”.

A different perspective on consensus is to focushenindividual, not the whole group. It
is reasonable to assume that some individuals &sddciations which strongly overlap with
what others think, whereas others have associaiiomsnd which are shared only by a very
small number of people. To draw a more holisti¢yie of brand consensus, we also apply an
individual level of analysis in the study of brandnsensus. We introduce an individual
consensus score to measure the degree to which gmgie respondent’s brand associations
overlap with the brand associations of the wholputation. Consequently, the more an
individual’'s brand associations are in line witle thggregate brand associations, the higher



the individual brand consensus. In our empiricatigtwe employ an aggregate as well as an
individual level of analysis.

3. The Brand Consensus - Brand Response Link

Social psychology assumes that others influencebtleefs, attitudes, and behaviors of
individuals. A powerful influence on the individuial represented by construed image, that is,
by what the individual thinks others think. Thiscffas also important for branding as
individual reactions to brands are affected byddglof others. Reference group literature, for
instance, reveals that individuals’ product andntrahoices are often influenced by their
peers (Childers & Rao, 1992). Individuals tend tef@r brands which are popular with the
group they want to be associated with. What is miotgresting for our research is the
guestion whether the degree to which someone shiawaghts about a brand impacts one’s
reaction to the brand.

Various marketing academics study the connectidwdsen what consumers know about a
brand and their reactions to that brand in termattfudes and behaviors (e.g., Agarwal &
Rao, 1996; Cobb-Walgren, Ruble & Donthu, 1995; R&, Vazquez & lIglesias, 2001).
Krishnan (1996) for instance, tested the impacdi@ierent facets of brand associations on
brand response and verified that favorability, rejth and uniqueness of brand associations
are sources of positive brand equity, that is, tlosyer positive brand response. He bases his
findings on Keller's (1993) consumer-based branditgdramework. We use Keller's (1993)
framework to determine the effects of consensubrahd associations on brand response,
both at an aggregate and at an individual level. &ygregate-level analysis makes a cross-
country comparison whereas our individual-levellgsia tests the impact of the degree of
consensus of individual consumers with peers iir ttwaintry.

Based on previous findings (Koll and von Wallpa2009; Krishnan, 1996) that show
favorability of associations is a very importaniver of positive brand response, we believe
that favorability is also an important mediatoitloé consensus-response relationship. It is not
reasonable to assume that consensus leads tovpoBiand response irrespective of the
valence of the shared associations. We, therefetesve that in order for brand consensus to
have a positive effect on brand response, assogatieed to be favorable. Thus, considering
the presented literature, we assume that the hitjfleerdegree of shared favorable brand
associations, the stronger the positive impactttudinal and behavioral brand response.

4. The Empirical Study
4.1Instrument

We study brand consensus for an internationallyraipey Austrian luxury brand, because
this allows us to perform cross-country as welt@asss-respondent comparisons for multiple
countries. The questionnaire is administered ordiné collects both brand associations and
brand response data.

— The questionnaire employs a free association tasled on Spears’ et al. (2006)
Unique Corporate Association Valence (UCAV) apphodoformants are exposed to
the brand in question and submit a maximum of edgisbciations they elicit with the
brand. Subsequently, they rate the favorabilitgath submitted association on a five-
point Likert-scale.

— In order to measure attitudinal and behavioral threesponse, the questionnaire uses
an item battery of statements concerned with dinial (trust, desirability, and



commitment) as well as behavioral constructs (Rifpurchases and recommendation
likelihood). An example for such a statements i©idlve a lot of trust in the brand”.
Informants express their agreement or disagreeméghteach statement on a five-
point Likert-scale.

4.2 Sample

Our sample for the aggregate level analysis cangis9,915 consumers in Austria, Brazil,
Canada, China, France, Germany, Hong Kong, Inday, |Japan, Korea, Russia, Spain,
Switzerland, Taiwan, the United Kingdom and the telhi States (between 500 and 1000
respondents per country). Our sample for the idldizi level analysis consists of 4,168
consumers in China, Germany, Japan, Russia andShe The informants are members of a
commercial online survey panel.

4.3Measures

Two coders independently coded all associationsas a codebook developed from a sub-
sample of respondents. Inter-coder agreement wAs-88isagreement was settled through
discussion.

To assess brand consensus at the aggregate levidl|low the logic of von Wallpach and
Koll (2007) who operationalize consensus as thegmgage of all the associations, which is
covered by the top 25 associations in a countrys fileans that the sum of the relative
frequencies of the top 25 associations in eachtcpgerves as the aggregate level consensus
indicator for each country.

Consensus at the individual level is operationdlizs the percentage to which an
individual's associations overlap with the entie¢ af associations elicited in the her specific
country. In other words, individual level consenswsresponds to the sum of the relative
frequencies of the associations elicited by a singépondent. For example, the level of brand
consensus of an informant who elicited 3 associafiavhich respectively cover 10%, 5% and
3% of all associations elicited in the informardtuntry, is 18%.

To operationalize brand response, we calculate natttadinal and behavioral brand
response scores across items for each respondevellags for each country. Likewise we
operationalize the favorability of associations dajfculating a personal mean favorability
score for each respondent as well as a country is@&ae for each country.

4.4 Results

Table 1 and 2 show the individual level resultstiod correlation analysis between brand
association consensus and brand response. In @bwf dive countries there is a statistically
significant, yet small positive relationship betwemdividual brand consensus and both
attitudinal and behavioral brand response. The ntbee brand perception of a single
respondent is in line with aggregate brand knowdedlgat is, the more it is shared with other
respondents in the same country, the higher tsgordent’s brand response.

The correlation between consensus and favoralfitgrand associations is positive, but
very low in all countries. To test whether consensunatters for different degrees of
favorability we assign respondents to five groupsoading to their mean favorability score
across all associations they mentioned. We showethidts for the USA in Table 3: For the
low favorability groups (groups 1-3), correlatioetlveen consensus and brand response is
negative, whereas for the high favorability grog®ups 4-5) correlation between consensus
and brand response is positive. However, only tlogeof ten correlation coefficients are
significant.



Contrary to our expectations, aggregate level amaeveals medium to strong negative
correlation coefficients between brand consensuasbarth attitudinal (-0.43) and behavioral
brand response (-0.51). Even though only the I&tsignificant (sample size is only 17), the
effect size is medium to high (Cohen, 1988). Momrpwa median split confirms the inverse
relationship between consensus and brand respGos@tries with lower levels of consensus
tend to have stronger average attitudinal and betedvbrand response than countries with
higher levels of consensus. Furthermore, in lint wther studies we find a highly significant
(0=0.01) positive correlation between favorabilitydaroth attitudinal (0,784) and behavioral
(0,796) brand response but a low non-significangatige correlation (-0,267) between
favorability and consensus of associations.

Attitudinal brand response
China | Germany Japan Russia USA
Consensus Correlation
Coefficient r 0.056  0.159 0.155 0.097 0.092
p-value 0.110  0.000 0.001 0.032 0.000

Table 1: Correlation coefficients between consemswkattitudinal brand response at the individera¢l

Behavioral brand response
China | Germany Japan Russia USA
Consensus Correlation
Coefficient r 0.037 0.129 0.144 0.112 0.099
p-value 0.291 0.005 0.003 0.013 0.000

Table 2: Correlation coefficients between consemsuksbehavioural brand response at the individegl|

Favorability Group| Attitudinal brand responsBehavioral brand response

Group 1 r=-0.123 (p=0.719) r =-0.183 (p=0.590)

Group 2 r =-0.209 (p=0.195) r= 0.149 (p=0.360)
Consensus| Group 3 r=-0.117 (p=0.036) r=-0.p840(34)

Group 4 r= 0.049 (p=0.236) r = 0.050 (p=0.230)

Group 5 r= 0.090 (p=0.007) r= 0.105 (p=0.002)

Table 3 Correlation coefficients between conseasukbrand response for different favourability gre@USA)
at the individual level

5. Discussion and Implications

Our study investigates the relationship betweersensus of associations and brand response.
The study is split into an aggregate-level anajysisch uses countries as the unit of analysis,
and an individual-level analysis, which focuses individuals within a country. On the
individual level we proposed that respondents whimaed associations are more in line with
the brand associations of their peers, also respum@ intensively to the brand. Our results
confirm this assumption. The more a respondentsdbrassociations are shared by other
respondents in the same country, the higher tisigoredent’s brand response. While we do
not assume causality either way, we conclude thaple who share brand associations with
others are less likely to show a negative attitadd behavior towards the brand. However,
this link may be moderated by the favorability gasid to one’s brand associations: If their
favorability is low, the level of consensus is uUated to response, and only if their



favorability is high, we find a positive relationghwith response. In other words, if one’s
brand associations are unfavorable, it is irrelevaothers share them: Consensus does not
further positive brand response for low favorapiéissociations.

On the aggregate level we proposed that high brmbensus in a country leads to
stronger average attitudinal and behavioral brasponse. Interestingly, our findings show
that countries with lower levels of consensus témchave more positive average brand
response than countries with higher levels of cosige. In other words, the analysis suggests
that the average response to a brand is highepumtges with less consensus about the
associations of the brand. One explanation forithierse relationship is that too much brand
consensus at the aggregate level is detrimentdirand response. For example, recent
literature on brand antagonism (Ludicke & GiesiQ7) shows that it can be positive for an
organization when there are different positionswirat the brand means — especially when
they are contrasting — because diverging brandepéoms give rise to social discourse and
motivate brand enthusiasts to defend the brandhésame time, however, (at the individual
level) consumers need the necessary confirmatidireassurance of people who share their
brand perceptions.

Our study has some implications for brand manageénkérst of all, we add an individual
level of analysis to the discussion of brand cosssnand offer operationalizations of
consensus. Practitioners can use these indicatordrind monitoring purposes in their
organizations. Another interesting issue for brammhagement is the managerial implication
of brand consensus. There is a discrepancy betéeenesults of the aggregate-level and
individual-level analysis with regard to effecteizCorrelation coefficients for the aggregate
level-analysis are substantially higher than fer itidividual-level analysis. This suggests that
that at the aggregate level there is a mediumrengtconnection between consensus and
response, whereas for individual consumers conseseems to be only of minor importance.
Furthermore, aggregate as well as individual levshlysis showed that in order to truly
understand the consensus-response relationshigrafaity of brand associations needs to be
included in the analysis as a moderating factor.

Our empirical study applies an intra-brand perspectvhich means that it is limited to
one specific brand. Since our study is the firstetst the consensus-response relationship, it
needs to be replicated for other brands and iremdifft industries in order to be able to
generalize the results. The aggregate level asabyses not give a clear answer as to the
influence of brand consensus on brand responsard-studies may want to include a larger
set of countries in order to get more statisticallganingful results. Furthermore, the study
only represents a snapshot of consumers’ braneépgoos and response. Therefore, another
future research avenue is to monitor and compareélelopment of brand consensus and the
consensus-response relationship over time. Whespeak of consensus, we understand it in
mere terms of content. A more stringent definitimay require people to share not only
associations of the same content but also witlséinge strength and favorability.

A limitation of the aggregate-level-analysis is ttmmparison of countries with different
cultural backgrounds. It is reasonable to assurakeithsome cultures consensus plays a more
important role than in others. Hofstede (2001),ifstance, distinguishes cultures according
to their (in)tolerance of uncertainty and ambigui#ygcording to him, ambiguity intolerance
or uncertainty avoidance “is the extent to whice thembers of a culture feel threatened by
ambiguous or unknown situations” (Hofstede, 20011Y). It is, therefore, conceivable that
in countries with high ambiguity intolerance braodnsensus is more important than in
countries with low ambiguity intolerance and, cangntly, has a stronger influence on brand
response.

Another interesting research avenue is to test effi@tts the consensus of certain types of
brand associations has on brand response. It maynstance, be beneficial for a brand if
people share associations concerning the price, leNxereas it may be detrimental (e.g. for



extension purposes) to have a high degree of censergarding functional benefits. These
are, of course, only speculations, which need tedéied by further empirical studies.
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