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ABSTRACT

Firms often enter cross-category advertising brand alliance strategies with the goal to increase their
market share by association with popular but noncompeting brand allies. However, firms are often
not aware of the effects of these alliances on consumer perceptions of participating brands. This
research explores the factors moderating brand attribute inferences following exposure to a
cross-category advertising brand alliance. It is proposed that attributes of a brand ally may serve as
anchors that produce assimilation effects and move perceptions of a target brand toward the ally’s
attribute value, or as standards of comparison that produce contrast. This work provides evidence
that attribute judgments in a cross-category advertising brand alliance are moderated by attribute
knowledge and individual differences in information processing motivation as reflected in
self-reported need for cognition (NFC) ratings. C© 2013 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.

The past decade witnessed a strong increase in differ-
ent forms of inter-firm cooperation such as joint ven-
tures, ingredient branding, brand alliances, and cross-
promotions. This research focuses on an increasingly
popular form of advertising brand alliance that links
brands from different product categories that share
a common goal. Some marketplace examples of cross-
category advertising brand alliances include Starbucks
allied with Hewlett Packard, Nike and iPod, Kellogg’s
and Tropicana, and AOL paired with American Air-
lines. Although the brand association in these cross-
category alliances may be surprising to consumers due
to little similarity between the associated product cate-
gories, this work shows that these alliances can serve as
efficient tools for brand repositioning as they may boost
consumer perceptions of brand attributes. Nonethe-
less, marketplace examples suggest that these strate-
gies should be used with caution since such alliances
may also hurt participating brands. For example, when
H&R Block participated in a joint advertising cam-
paign with Excedrin, the association with migraine

headaches resulted in negative press for H&R Block
(The Wall Street Journal, 1991).

Previous work on brand alliance strategies looked
at the effect of a brand alliance on overall attitudes
toward participating brands (Lafferty, 2009; Levin &
Levin, 2000; Rao & Ruekert, 1994; Rao et al., Simonin
& Ruth, 1998; Walchli, 2007). Simonin and Ruth (1998)
found that consumer attitudes toward a brand alliance
influence subsequent attitudes of each brand partner
and that familiarity with the brand moderates the
strength of the effects observed on individual brands.
Levin and Levin (2000) show that a brand ally may
serve as context for the judgment of a target brand and
have an assimilation effect on overall attitudes toward
a target. Hence, after exposure to information about a
brand ally consumers’ overall evaluation of the target
brand shifted toward the evaluation of the ally. In a co-
branding context Walchli (2007) found that individuals’
level of elaboration on the rationale of the brand part-
nership moderated the relationship between perceived
congruity of the brand partners and overall product
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evaluation. Although past research has examined the
effect of brand alliances on overall attitudes toward as-
sociated brands, less is known about the effect of cross-
category brand alliances on consumer perceptions of
brand attributes, or whether these alliances may af-
fect attribute repositioning. Most research investigat-
ing attribute repositioning has been performed in the
context of comparative advertising and shows that ex-
plicit attribute comparisons with a brand leader from
the same product category can affect attribute percep-
tions of a target brand. An example of a typical com-
parative advertising claim would be a new dish soap
brand X, claiming that it is gentler on hands than Pal-
molive, the category leader. Other approaches that ex-
amined the effect of context at brand attribute level
include research on multiple cues (Miyazaki, Grewal,
& Goodstein, 2005) and research exploring the role of
context in retailing (Buchanan, Simmons, & Bickart,
1999). These approaches differ from the present re-
search as they looked at attribute inferences made
within the same brand, or product category. However,
the present research investigates a theoretically novel
question, whether the mere priming of a cross-category
brand linkage may affect attribute perceptions of a tar-
get brand in the absence of an explicit attribute compar-
ison and when the compared brands belong to different
product categories. An example of priming a brand link-
age would be Hewlett Packard advertising with Dream-
works using the visual tagline: HP + Dreamworks. This
work further examines the boundary conditions when
such brand alliances may help or hurt target brand at-
tribute perceptions.

It is proposed that priming a brand linkage in a
cross-category brand alliance ad affects subsequent
judgments of brand attributes due to a mechanism re-
lated to how contextual information is used in judg-
ment. This research suggests that attributes of a brand
ally may serve as anchors that produce assimilation ef-
fects and move perceptions of a target brand toward the
contextual brand’s (ally) attribute value, or they may
serve as standards of comparison that produce contrast
and move perceptions of the target away from the ally’s
attribute value. It is also proposed that the inference
processes occurring at exposure to cross-category brand
alliances are moderated by knowledge about brand at-
tributes and by individual differences in information
processing motivation as reflected in self-reported need
for cognition (NFC) ratings.

This paper is organized as follows. First, the theo-
retical paradigm is introduced and the role of context in
cross-category advertising brand alliances is discussed.
Two context effects, contrast and assimilation are in-
troduced. Second, evidence is presented that the effect
of a brand alliance prime is moderated by attribute
knowledge as reflected in attribute alignability, which
is the degree to which target and ally brand attribute
levels are accessible in memory and can be directly com-
pared. Third, it is proposed that individual differences
in processing motivation as reflected in NFC measures
moderate the effects of the brand alliance prime on at-

tribute judgments. Study 1 examines the moderating
role of NFC on target attribute judgments following ex-
posure to a brand alliance prime and provides a direct
test for the effect of attribute knowledge using a ma-
nipulation of attribute alignability (Markman & Gen-
tner, 1993; Zhang, Kardes, & Cronley, 2002; Zhang &
Markman, 2001). Study 2 further examines the effect
of attribute knowledge on attribute judgment follow-
ing exposure to a brand alliance prime in a more eco-
logically valid context when well-known brands with
distinct mental representations are associated and in-
dividuals resort to information stored in long-term
memory to make attribute evaluations. Finally, impli-
cations of this research for marketing managers and
directions for future research are discussed.

BACKGROUND LITERATURE

Consumer inference processes at exposure to brand or
product associations have been investigated by sev-
eral research streams in marketing including research
in brand extensions, comparative advertising, ingredi-
ent branding, bundling, and work on multiple cues.
Although these research streams may be informative
with respect to the factors affecting attribute judg-
ment following exposure to a cross-category advertis-
ing brand alliance, they differ from the present re-
search paradigm in important ways. First, research
on brand extensions suggests that consumers’ exist-
ing knowledge about a parent brand can extend to
new products sharing the same brand name through
an associative network process (Aaker & Keller, 1990;
Bambauer-Sachse, Hüttl, & Gierl, 2011; Loken & John,
1993). However, brand extension research does not
make predictions whether the same associative net-
work model applies to inferences made when different
brands with distinct memory schemas are linked in an
advertisement. Second, work in comparative advertis-
ing (Droge & Darmon, 1987; Gorn & Weinberg, 1984;
Rose, Miniard, Barone, Manning, & Till, 1993; Sujan
& Dekleva, 1987) investigated the attribute inferences
made when individuals are exposed to explicit compar-
isons between brands belonging to the same product
category (e.g., Tide detergent vs. Sunlight), sharing
several attributes. However, comparative advertising
research does not make useful predictions for the in-
ferences occurring when brands from different product
categories with no shared attributes are associated in
an ad (e.g., Starbucks and Hewlett Packard), and in
the absence of an explicit comparison. Research in in-
gredient branding (Park, Jun, & Shocker, 1996) has ex-
amined inferences taking place when brands from the
same superordinate category level, but different subor-
dinate level categories are integrated in the same prod-
uct (e.g., HP computer with Intel chip inside). These
models are not relevant to the present research since
products associated in a cross-category advertising al-
liance are not integrated into the same product as re-
quired by ingredient branding, and belong to different
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superordinate level categories (e.g., Nike shoes and
iPod music players). Furthermore, research in bundling
(Yadav, 1994) examined consumer inferences when ex-
posed to bundles, but the focus there was on product
category rather than brand level inferences, and the
outcome measures were overall evaluations of the bun-
dle and products in the bundle rather than brand level
attribute judgments. Finally, Buchanan, Simmons, and
Bickart (1999) examined the effect of the immediate
context of other brands on judgments of a target in a re-
tail environment and focused on within category brand
judgments. This research differs from the present ap-
proach as no brand linkage is primed, and the target
brands belong to the same product category.

To summarize, the theoretical contribution of the
present research paradigm is distinct from the above
models as it examines the effect of a cross-category
brand alliance prime on subsequent brand attribute
judgments. Thus, individuals in the present studies
are exposed to a brand association, where the link-
age between brands is being emphasized, rather than
a particular brand name or attribute (as emphasized
by brand extension, respectively, comparative adver-
tising strategies), and brand attribute perceptions are
subsequently measured. The effect of the brand alliance
exposure (i.e., prime) on subsequent brand attribute
judgments is attributed to the recent context. It is
also proposed that the effect of the brand alliance
prime on attribute judgment is moderated by attribute
knowledge and information processing motivation as
measured by NFC. Each of these factors is discussed
further.

The Role of Context in Judgment

Context plays an important role in a variety of con-
sumer judgments including preference (Buchanan,
Simmons, & Bickart, 1999; Huber, Payne, & Puto, 1982;
Huber & Puto, 1983; Simonson & Tversky, 1992), prod-
uct judgment (Janiszewski, Silk, & Cooke, 2003) and
comparative judgment (Manning, Miniard, Barone, &
Rose, 2001; Miniard, Rose, Manning, & Barone, 1998;
Rose et al., 1993; Shimp & Dyer, 1978). Context is
defined as a subjective context residing in working
memory, represented by the set of stimuli accessible
at judgment that is used to evaluate a target (Wedell,
1991). Recent context is represented by a set of recently
viewed stimuli and is known to affect judgments fol-
lowing priming tasks (Wedell, 1991; Wedell, Parducci,
& Geiselman, 1987). The recent context is likely to im-
pact attribute judgments in the present studies since
the experimental procedure sequentially exposes par-
ticipants to brand representations in a learning task
and later requires them to make attribute evaluations
based on information retrieved from working memory.
It is important to note that priming a linkage between
brands (i.e., exposure to the brand alliance prime) fur-
ther alters the content of the recent contextual input

that is brought to judgment, as individuals may inte-
grate the information of the two brands in memory.

Two types of context effects on individuals’ judg-
ments of a stimulus have been demonstrated in the
marketing and social sciences literature: assimilation
and contrast. Assimilation occurs when judgments of
a target stimulus are displaced toward a contextual
stimulus and refers to a positive correlation between
the value assigned to the contextual stimulus and the
value attributed to the target. On the other hand, con-
trast occurs when judgments of a stimulus are displaced
away from the contextual stimulus and refers to a neg-
ative correlation between the values assigned to the
contextual stimulus and target.

Two theoretical process models (Wedell, Hicklin, &
Smarandescu, 2007) that explain contrast and assim-
ilation effects in judgment are relevant to the cross-
category brand alliance paradigm: priming models and
situation-specific models. Priming models assume that
the activation of a stimulus during priming affects judg-
ments of other subsequent unrelated stimuli (Collins &
Loftus, 1975; Higgins, Rholes, & Jones, 1977). Context
effects in response to priming are attributed to a mem-
ory accessibility mechanism, suggesting that individu-
als use the recently activated context in a subsequent
judgment. Priming models are useful in explaining con-
textual influences at exposure to cross-category alliance
primes since individuals are visually primed with a
brand linkage and later asked to make attribute judg-
ments of both partner brands. It is important to make
the distinction that the present research examines the
effect of a brand linkage prime (i.e., a brand alliance ad
exposure where the two linked brands provide an en-
coding context for each other) on subsequent ratings of
brand attributes, while classic priming studies examine
the effect of a single stimulus prime (e.g., exposure to a
single concept, personality trait, or brand name) on rat-
ings of an ambiguous target. It is proposed that the con-
text activated at exposure to the brand alliance prime is
likely to introduce an implicit comparison of the brands.
The top two rows of Figure 1 compare the judgment pro-
cesses occurring in classic or single stimulus (brand)
priming, and brand alliance, or brand linkage prim-
ing. In classic priming, the prime (brand name) is pre-
sented incidentally and it is unlikely to be evaluated
during its exposure. Later, when an ambiguous target
brand is evaluated, the activated shared dimensions
between the prime and the target are likely to shift
judgment of the target toward the prime, inducing an
assimilation effect. In a brand linkage prime, the target
and the prime are simultaneously presented and their
linkage is explicitly stated. Although brands are not ex-
plicitly judged during prime exposure, implicit compar-
isons may occur given enough processing motivation. If
no comparisons occur, then effects at later judgment of
the target will be similar to those of classic priming with
assimilation being the likely effect. However, if implicit
comparisons occur during brand alliance, or brand link-
age prime encoding, these would emphasize differences
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Figure 1. Classic (single stimulus priming) versus brand linkage priming.

between the target and context and result in contrast
effects.

Situation-specific models are also instrumental in
explaining why both assimilation and contrast effects
can be expected following exposure to cross-category
alliance primes as a result of distinct aspects of the
stimuli. Single-stimulus priming studies identified sev-
eral factors that moderate the effect of the context
on a target. These factors include the similarity be-
tween the target and the context (Herr, 1986), rel-
evance of the context to the target (Wänke, Bless,
& Igou, 2001), extremity of the stimulus (Kenrick &
Gutierres, 1980; Kenrick, Gutierres, & Goldberg, 1989;
Schwarz & Bless, 1992), and individual differences in
processing motivation (Herr, Sherman, & Fazio, 1983;
Martin, 1986; Martin, Seta, & Crelia, 1990; Muss-
weiler, 2003). The present research suggests that con-
text effects on attribute judgment following exposure
to a brand alliance prime are caused by priming a
brand linkage. These effects are likely to be situation
specific since they are moderated by the level of at-
tribute knowledge, reflected in attribute alignability,
attribute extremity, and individual differences in infor-
mation processing, as measured by self-reported NFC
measures.

Moderators of Cross-Category Alliance
Primes

Attribute Knowledge. One distinctive feature of
cross-category advertising alliances is that the partner

brands differ with respect to their salient attributes and
consumers often have incomplete information about
brand attributes. When attributes differ between two or
more brands being judged, the attributes are described
as nonalignable and therefore require inference pro-
cesses in order to make comparisons (Zhang & Mark-
man, 1998, 2001; Zhang, Kardes, & Cronley, 2002). In a
typical cross-category alliance product attribute infor-
mation accessible in memory is likely to be nonalignable
between brands and products. It is expected that con-
ditions of low attribute knowledge (nonalignability) are
more likely to facilitate attribute inferences than high
attribute knowledge conditions, as shown by Zhang,
Kardes, and Cronley (2002) and Kardes & Sanbon-
matsu (2003). Hence, in a low attribute knowledge sit-
uation individuals are more likely to use the contextual
information of the brand partner as an anchor for judg-
ments of a target, also consistent with findings from
priming research suggesting that primes have larger
effects on judgments of ambiguous than unambiguous
targets (Higgins, Rholes, & Jones, 1977). For example,
brands such as Starbucks and Hewlett Packard belong
to different product categories and do not share many
attributes. Consumers may be familiar with Starbucks’
strong community building orientation, but may not
know anything about HP’s attitude toward building
communities. When exposed to an explicit linkage be-
tween the two brands, consumers may use information
they have about Starbucks as an anchor for their judg-
ments of HP’s community orientation when they lack
this information about HP. However, consumers may
be less likely to use information they have about the
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brand partner as an anchor for judgments of a target
when attribute information is available in memory for
both the target and contextual brand (i.e., an alignable
situation).

The alignability manipulation used in Study 1 was
consistent with a procedure introduced by Zhang and
Markman (2001) and served to create a parallel to
brand alliances in the marketplace where individu-
als are presented with asymmetrical or missing in-
formation about partner brands. In a study involving
preference judgment, Zhang and Markman (2001) de-
scribed brands using both alignable and nonalignable
attributes and investigated how individual motivation
with processing affected the use of nonalignable fea-
tures in choice. They found that high motivation with
information processing enabled consumers to increase
their use of nonalignable differences, whereas a low-
motivation condition leads to less focus on nonalignable
attributes. However research in judgment and deci-
sion making also suggests that choice judgments are
in fact significantly different from rating or evaluation
judgments in their underlying cognitive processes, be-
cause in choice individuals place more weight on the
differences between options than in rating or evalu-
ation judgments (Hsee, 1996, 1998; Nowlis & Simon-
son, 1997; Slovic & MacPhillamy, 1974). Hence, it is
suggested that the present priming task and the sub-
sequent attribute rating judgments involve distinctly
different processes than those observed in choice tasks.
Individuals in the present studies are briefly primed
with a brand linkage and are subsequently asked to
rate both brands on target nonalignable attributes,
thus they rely on information stored in memory to make
judgments.

The Moderating Role of NFC. NFC is defined as a
personal tendency to engage in and enjoy effortful cog-
nitive activities (Cacioppo & Petty, 1982). Individuals
high in NFC show preference for cognitively effortful
tasks without external motivation, whereas low NFCs
avoid cognitively challenging tasks. Haugtvedt, Petty,
& Cacioppo (1992) suggest that low-NFC individuals
are more likely to rely on cues and stereotypes in judg-
ment, whereas high NFCs are more likely to consider
all the relevant information at hand. Although NFC
leads to increased thinking, it does not always lead
to better judgments, as shown by Lerner and Tetlock
(1999) in their review of the effects of accountability
and depth of thought on individual susceptibility to
bias.

There are two different views on how individual dif-
ferences in NFC predict responses to classic (single
stimulus) priming tasks. Priming effects require three
basic steps (Petty & Jarvis, 1996). First, exposure to
a prime activates a construct in memory. Second, the
activated construct must bias the interpretation of a
target, and third, the individual must use the biased in-
terpretation in judgment or behavior. Petty, DeMarree,
Briñol, Horcajo, and Strathman (2008) suggest that at
each of these steps high NFC would be more suscepti-

ble to priming effects than low-NFC individuals. They
suggest that since high-NFC individuals think about
more topics, their constructs are better interconnected
in memory (McGuire, 1981) and that their threshold
for construct activation may be lower than for low-NFC
individuals (Smith, Haugtvedt, & Petty, 1994). Also, as
high-NFC individuals tend to generate more thoughts
in connection to a stimulus (Axsom, Yates, & Chaiken,
1987), the content of these thoughts is more likely to be
subject to the biasing influence of the prime. Finally,
high NFCs are more likely to translate their thoughts
into judgments than low-NFC individuals (Petty, Schu-
mann, Richman, & Strathman, 1993).

Other classic priming studies (Martin, 1986) support
a different view that suggests that individuals who are
less involved with a processing task are more suscepti-
ble to priming than individuals who are involved with
the task, as they use less effort in processing and can-
not separate the influence of the prime from their in-
terpretation of the target. Petty & Jarvis (1996) also
show that high levels of NFC are likely to eliminate
biases arising from overreliance on cognitive shortcuts.
Martin’s (1986) set/reset model proposes that individu-
als who are motivated with an information processing
task attempt to assess their genuine impression of the
target and are more likely to partial out the biasing in-
formation about the prime from their judgment of the
target. Martin defines this partialing out of the infor-
mation deemed irrelevant to the judgment as resetting
and suggests that resetting leads to a contrast effect.
Alternatively, Martin shows that individuals who are
less motivated with the processing task are more likely
to integrate the prime information in forming their im-
pression about the target and show assimilation.

It is proposed that individual involvement with the
processing task is captured in measures of information
processing motivation such as NFC. Based on the theo-
retical implications of Martin’s set/reset model (1986),
it is predicted that individual differences in NFC would
moderate target attribute inferences following expo-
sure to a brand linkage prime. It is expected that low-
NFC individuals who use less effort in processing task
information are more likely to be impacted by expo-
sure to a brand alliance prime than high-NFC indi-
viduals. Low-NFC individuals will incorporate the con-
textual information provided by the brand partner in
their judgment of a target. On the other hand, high-
NFC individuals who exert more effort in processing
and analyzing task information are less likely to be im-
pacted by the brand linkage prime and will partial out
the bias introduced by the brand alliance prime from
their judgments of the target.

STUDY 1

The goal of Study 1 was to examine the effects of expo-
sure to a cross-category brand alliance prime on target
attributes in different conditions of attribute knowl-
edge (i.e., when individuals have information about
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target attributes of both brands and brand attributes
are alignable, as opposed to a situation when individu-
als have incomplete information about target attributes
of both brands and attributes are nonalignable) and to
test for the moderating effect of NFC. It is proposed
that conditions of low attribute knowledge (i.e., when
brands are represented with nonalignable attributes)
are more conducive to inferences and more likely to fa-
cilitate the use of contextual information in judgment
of a target than conditions of high attribute knowledge
(i.e., when brands are represented with alignable at-
tributes), in line with research by Kardes & Sanbon-
matsu (2003) and Zhang, Kardes, and Cronley (2002).
In addition, consistent with findings from the priming
literature it is expected that extreme attribute infor-
mation provided by the brand partner is more likely
to impact judgment of a target than less extreme at-
tribute information (Kenrick & Gutierres, 1980; Ken-
rick, Gutierres, & Goldberg, 1989; Schwarz & Bless,
1992). It is also proposed that low-NFC individuals
who are less motivated with a processing task would be
less likely to use processing resources with the goal of
making accurate judgments of the target. Thus, when
presented with a brand alliance prime these individ-
uals would be more likely to incorporate irrelevant
attribute information provided by the brand partner
(i.e., nonalignable attribute information) in their judg-
ments of a target, showing evidence of assimilation.
On the other hand, when high-NFC individuals who
are more engaged with a processing task are primed
with a cross-category alliance they are more likely to
partial out the irrelevant, nonalignable attribute infor-
mation provided by the brand partner. It is expected
that high-NFC individuals will either show no bias,
or overcorrect their target brand judgments in the
direction opposite to the brand partner showing evi-
dence of contrast. The following four hypotheses are
proposed:

H1: Exposure to a brand alliance prime will im-
pact target brand attribute judgments in
the low attribute knowledge (nonalignable
attribute) condition, but not in a high
attribute knowledge (alignable attribute)
condition.

H2: Extreme attribute information provided about
a brand partner is more likely to affect judg-
ment of a target than less extreme attribute
information.

H3: In a low knowledge (nonalignable attribute)
condition, low-NFC individuals exposed to a
brand alliance will assimilate their ratings of
target brand attributes in the direction of the
brand partner.

H4: In a low knowledge (nonalignable attribute)
condition, high-NFC individuals exposed to a
brand alliance will show no effect of the prime,
or will contrast their ratings of target brand
attributes in a direction opposite to the brand
partner.

Participants and Design. Two hundred and thirty
students participated in this study for course credit in
full accordance with the university guidelines for the
protection of human subjects. The study design was
a 2 (knowledge: alignable vs. nonalignable target at-
tributes) × 2 (alliance prime: prime present vs. prime
absent) × 2 (high vs. low NFC, based on a median split)
between-participants design. Students were randomly
assigned to one of the four experimental conditions (i.e.,
knowledge × prime) and responded to a measure of
NFC (Cacioppo, Petty, & Kao, 1984).

Stimulus and Method. Upon entering the lab, par-
ticipants were informed that the purpose of the study
was to assess how consumers form perceptions of rela-
tively new brands. The study was conducted on com-
puters using Eprime Pstnet software. As part of a
learning task participants were exposed to two hypo-
thetical brands, Horizon and Sumdex, which were de-
scribed through user star ratings and product pictures.
The brands were presented sequentially and in ran-
dom order. Horizon brand was identified with a pic-
ture of inline skates and Sumdex was identified with
picture of a portable music player. The two product
categories, inline skates and music player, were se-
lected as a result of a pretest that showed that par-
ticipants associated them with a common goal, outdoor
leisure. Participants were sequentially exposed to star
ratings for each brand provided by three different on-
line users; in total participants saw six user ratings.
Each computer screen featured an identical picture of
the product and a user star rating on four attributes;
the brand picture was placed on the left side of the
screen, whereas the star ratings were presented on the
right side of the screen. User star ratings were pro-
vided on four attributes selected from different sub-
dimensions of Aaker’s (1984) brand personality scale:
rugged, down-to earth, reliable, and sophisticated. The
user ratings were given in multiples of half star. Across
the three user ratings the brands were equivalent in
their mean star ratings on three of the four featured
attributes: rugged, down-to-earth, and sophisticated
(M = 3; M = 1.83; M = 1.33). The two attribute knowl-
edge conditions differed with respect to the information
provided on the fourth target attribute. In the high at-
tribute knowledge (i.e., alignable attribute) condition,
individuals were presented with user ratings on the
fourth attribute, reliability, for both brands (Horizon,
M = 2.5 vs. Sumdex, M = 4.5). In the low knowledge
(i.e., nonalignable) condition individuals received non-
alignable information on the fourth attribute. Sumdex
received user ratings on reliability (M = 4.5), while no
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Table 1. Study 1 Learning Task: Average Star Ratings across Three Users.

Low Knowledge (Nonalignable) High Knowledge (Alignable)

Sumdex Horizon Sumdex Horizon
Rugged 3.00 Rugged 3.00 Rugged 3.00 Rugged 3.00
Down to earth 1.83 Down to earth 1.83 Down to earth 1.83 Down to earth 1.83
Sophisticated 1.33 Sophisticated 1.33 Sophisticated 1.33 Sophisticated 1.33
Reliable 4.50 Exciting 2.50 Reliable 4.50 Reliable 2.50

information was provided about Horizon’s reliability.
Instead, Horizon was rated on excitement (M = 2.5).
For experimental control, we manipulated the extrem-
ity of the ratings for the target attribute, reliability.
The contextual brand, Sumdex, received an extreme
rating on this attribute, while the target brand, Hori-
zon, received an average rating on all attributes (see
Table 1).1 Consistent with findings in the priming lit-
erature, it was expected that the attribute receiving an
extreme user rating would be more salient and provide
a stronger context for judgments of the target brand,
Horizon. Thus, it was predicted that Sumdex’s more
extreme reliability rating would be likely to influence
ratings of Horizon’s reliability (a brand described with
moderate, thus less salient ratings on all attributes),
but not vice versa. Horizon’s user rating on the excite-
ment would be less salient, being within the range of
other attribute star ratings, and thus, would not be ex-
pected to impact judgment of Sumdex’s excitement. It
was also expected that the effect of the brand alliance
exposure on the target attribute reliability would be
stronger in the low attribute knowledge condition when
individuals did not receive user rating information on
this attribute for both brands and they would be more
likely to engage in inference processes. Hence, the ef-
fect of the brand alliance prime was expected to be di-
minished or null when individual had complete user
information for both brands on the target attribute.

After exposure to the learning task, all individuals
completed an unrelated distraction task2 that lasted
about 10 minutes and responded to an 18-item NFC
scale (Cacioppo, Petty, & Kao, 1984). Participants in
the experimental group were next exposed to exam-
ples of ads from a fictitious advertising campaign fea-
turing a brand alliance between Horizon and Sumdex.
The brand alliance ad exposure served as a brand link-
age prime; the ad prime was presented four times3 for

1 This attribute extremity manipulation provides ecological validity
to our experiment as consumers are likely to have multiattribute
representations of brands in memory, and often a brand with mod-
erate ratings on a target attribute would choose to pair up with a
brand partner featuring a more extreme positive attribute rating.

2 The distraction task required participants to rate their willingness
to pay for a variety of products purchased online, featuring different
face value plus shipping price combinations.

3 The brand alliance prime was presented four times for the purpose
of enhancing the brand alliance prime manipulation. Real-world
advertisements are far more attention getting and more memorable
than the brand alliance stimulus used in this study as they are loud,
striking, use catchy phrases, vivid imagery, music, or humor. For
experimental control purposes the present ad was not embellished

three seconds each. Each ad included a picture of the
two products and featured a tagline emphasizing the
linkage between the two brands. The taglines did not
feature any brand attributes since the purpose of the
study was to test whether priming the mere linkage be-
tween the two brands would change attribute percep-
tions of the brands in comparison to a condition where
the brand alliance prime is absent. To enhance the ex-
perimental realism, four different taglines were used
and all subjects in the experimental group were ex-
posed to all four taglines in random order: “Horizon and
Sumdex: Better Together,” “Horizon and Sumdex: We
Teamed Up for You,” “Horizon and Sumdex: Enhance
Your Experience,” and “Horizon and Sumdex: It Just
Gets Better” (Figure 2). After exposure to the brand
alliance ads, participants in the experimental group
rated their perceptions of the two focal attributes, reli-
ability and excitement, using 9-point scales, anchored
with not at all and very much so. The focal attributes
were embedded among six other filler attributes in the
questionnaire and the order of the attributes was ran-
domized by the computer program. Participants in the
control group were exposed to the same learning task in
which they learned about the two brands sequentially
and in random order, completed the same distraction
task, evaluated the two target brands on the same eight
attributes, also randomized, and completed the NFC
scale.

It is important to note that the priming procedure
used in Study 1 differs from Martin’s (1986) classic
priming procedure, since his study involved only two
judgment stages: (1) a first stage when individuals were
exposed to a single concept prime and (2) a stage when
individuals made judgments of an ambiguous target,
and in doing so they incorporated the recent context
provided by the prime in judgment. In comparison, the
present procedure involves three judgment stages: (1)
a learning task where individuals learn and store ini-
tial attribute information about the partner brands in
memory (this stage creates a memory representation
baseline that already exists for brands in the market-
place), (2) a priming stage when individuals are ex-
posed to a brand alliance prime and they encode the
brand linkage, and (3) a brand judgment stage when
participants rate the attributes of both brands. The key
difference between Martin’s (1986) procedure and the
present study is that individuals are presented with a

in ways similar to advertisements in the marketplace since the
purpose of the study was to demonstrate that mere exposure to a
brand linkage leads to attribute inferences.
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Figure 2. Examples of brand alliance ads used in Studies 1 and 2.

brand linkage prime (i.e., brand alliance as opposed to
a single stimulus (concept) prime. Therefore, in the ex-
perimental condition, the recent context that is likely
to affect the interpretation of the target is modified by
the exposure to the brand linkage in comparison to a
control group where brand information is encoded in
isolation during the learning task.

Results

A two-way ANOVA using Horizon’s reliability ratings
as a dependent variable indicates a marginally signifi-
cant main effect of attribute alignability (F(1, 222) = 3.56,
p = 0.06), a significant two-way interaction between the
presence of the alliance and NFC (F(1, 222) = 5.05, p <

0.05), and a significant three-way interaction between
the presence of the alliance, attribute alignability and
NFC4 (F(1, 222) = 6.15, p < 0.05). Given the presence of
the three-way interaction, the main effect and the two-
way interaction are not discussed as they do not provide
useful information.

Examining the relevant paired contrasts in the high
attribute knowledge alignable condition (i.e., when
user ratings on reliability are presented for both
brands) shows that neither high- or low-NFC individu-
als changed their ratings of Horizon’s reliability follow-
ing exposure to a brand alliance prime in comparison
to high- or low-NFC individuals in the control group

4 Reliability scores were not normally distributed, in violation of the
assumptions of regression analysis. Shapiro–Wilk normality tests
were performed overall, within the two alignability conditions, and
within the two alliance conditions. All three Shapiro–Wilk tests
were significant (p < 0.001), indicating deviations from normal dis-
tributions. A median split was done and NFC was treated as a
dichotomous variable in line with research that looked at NFC as
an independent variable (Coutinho, Wiemer-Hastings, Skowron-
ski, & Britt, 2005; Giese & Sojka, 1998; Haugvedt & Petty, 1989;
Haugvedt, Petty, Cacioppo, & Steidley, 1988; Peck & Loken, 2004;
Petty et al., 1993).

(tHigh(222) = 0.83, p > 0.1; tLow(222) = 0.67, p > 0.1). How-
ever, in conditions of low attribute knowledge, when in-
formation about Horizon’s reliability was nonalignable,
low-NFC individuals exposed to a brand alliance used
the contextual information about the brand ally in judg-
ment and assimilated their judgments of Horizon reli-
ability (tLow(222) = 2.01, p < 0.05) in the direction of the
more extreme brand partner. Thus, they rated Horizon
higher on reliability (MLow-Alliance = 6.95) after exposure
to a brand alliance prime than low-NFC individuals
in the control group (MLow-Control = 6.14). Also, high-
NFC individuals exposed to nonalignable information
about Horizon’s reliability contrasted their judgments
of in a direction opposite to the context provided by
the brand partner (tHigh(222) = –2.43, p < 0.05); they
rated Horizon lower on reliability when they were ex-
posed to a brand alliance (MHigh-Alliance = 6.08) than
high-NFC individuals in the control group (MHigh-Control

= 7.29). Means and standard deviations are presented
in Table 1. As expected, exposure to the brand alliance
prime did not affect individual ratings of Sumdex’s ex-
citement in either of the attribute knowledge condi-
tions (high: F(1, 222) = 0.012, p > 0.1; low: F(1, 94) = 0.5,
p > 0.1).

The effects above also replicate when the analysis
is repeated using the difference between the reliability
ratings of Sumdex and Horizon as a dependent variable
(F(1, 222) = 5.76, p < 0.05). This measure is informative
as it captures movement in both brands on this tar-
get attribute. Thus, if individuals assimilate the two
brands, they would view them as more similar on the
reliability dimension and the distance between brands
would decrease after exposure to the brand alliance
prime in comparison to individuals who are not ex-
posed to a brand alliance. However, when brands are
contrasted they would be perceived as more dissimilar
on reliability following brand alliance exposure and the
distance between the brands would increase in compar-
ison to the control group. In a high attribute knowledge
condition (i.e., alignable attributes), the difference in
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Table 2. Study 1: Reliability Ratings Horizon Difference Scores (Sumdex–Horizon) on Reliability Means and
Standard Deviations.

High Knowledge/Alignable Low Knowledge/Nonalignable

Alliance Control Alliance Control

Horizon reliability Low NFC 6.08 (1.59) 6.42 (1.29) 6.95 (1.00) 6.14 (1.61)
High NFC 6.06 (1.98) 6.30 (1.58) 6.08 (1.26) 7.29 (1.07)

Difference reliability Low NFC 1.79 (2.00) 1.35 (1.70) 0.15 (0.81) 1.14 (1.98)
High NFC 1.47 (2.73) 1.40 (1.95) 1.62 (1.75) 0.36 (1.28)

Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses.

reliability scores between the two brands did not sig-
nificantly change for individuals exposed to a brand
alliance in comparison to individuals in the control
group for either low- or high-NFC individuals (tLow(222)

= 0.47, p > 0.1; tHigh(222) = 0.44, p > 0.1). However, in
a low attribute knowledge condition (i.e., nonalignable
attributes) the difference in the reliability ratings be-
tween the two brands decreased when low-NFC indi-
viduals were exposed to a brand alliance prime, in sup-
port of an assimilation effect. This group perceived the
brands as more similar when they were exposed to a
brand alliance prime in comparison to a control con-
dition (tLow(222) = 1.94, p = 0.05). In comparison, high-
NFC individuals perceived the distance between the
brands to increase (i.e., brands were seen as more dis-
similar) when they were exposed to a brand alliance
prime in comparison to high-NFC individuals in the
control group (tHigh(222) = –2.10, p < 0.05), a contrast
effect. Table 2 summarizes the means and standard de-
viations.

Discussion

Study 1 examined how priming individuals with a
cross-category brand alliance prime influences judg-
ments of a target brand attribute in different condi-
tions of attribute knowledge and directly compared sce-
narios when individuals were provided with alignable
versus nonalignable attribute information. This study
shows that higher levels of attribute knowledge inhibit
individuals use of contextual information in their judg-
ments of a target. When individuals have access to com-
plete (i.e., alignable) information for both brands on a
target attribute they are less likely to use the contex-
tual information of the brand partner in their subse-
quent attribute evaluations, so the effect of the prime
was eliminated in this condition.

However, in conditions of low attribute knowledge
(i.e., nonalignable attribute information) that are typi-
cal of real-world cross-category alliances individual dif-
ferences in processing motivation as reflected in NFC
moderate the extent to which individuals use contex-
tual information in judgment. High-NFC individuals
who were more motivated to correct for the bias intro-
duced by the brand alliance partner, Sumdex, partialed
out the influence of the brand partner form their judg-
ment of the target, and in doing so they overadjusted
their evaluations of Horizon’s reliability in a direction

opposite to the brand partner. In comparison, low-NFC
individuals were less likely to view the information pro-
vided on Sumdex’s reliability as a source of bias for
their judgment of Horizon reliability and assimilated
their judgments of Horizon in the direction of the brand
partner.

In conclusion, Study 1 shows that the effect of a
brand alliance prime can be eliminated when individu-
als have complete information about attributes of both
brands. A possible explanation may be that when indi-
viduals have well-established memory brand schemas
they are more likely to use their existing schemas in
judgment, and less likely to rely on, and integrate con-
textual information in judgment. However, one may ar-
gue that the elimination of the effects in the high knowl-
edge condition may be due to an excessive manipulation
since individuals in this condition were given complete
user ratings for the attributes of both brands, including
the target attribute, reliability. Since this was the only
information available to participants in this study (out-
side the brand linkage prime), it is plausible that they
were less likely to use the contextual information pro-
vided by the brand alliance in their brand judgments
and directly retrieved the attribute rating informa-
tion stored in working memory. Although the attribute
knowledge manipulation in this study allowed for ex-
perimental control, the inference processes used by in-
dividuals when exposed to alliances between brands
with well-defined memory schemas may differ. We de-
signed Study 2 to test for the effects of a brand alliance
prime on brands with distinct and well-established
memory schemas.

STUDY 2

Following a pretest that measured familiarity with
brands, two brands were selected for this new exper-
iment: Gatorade soft drinks and Apple iPod players.
Both brands were perceived as equally familiar and
both were frequently used by the undergraduate sam-
ple. The goal of the pretest was to identify product cat-
egories participants were equally familiar with, in or-
der to avoid having individual differences in product
category expertise moderate the results. The pretest
identified two target dimensions that were perceived to
be equally relevant for these brands: “appeals to the
young” and an evaluative attribute, “high quality.” In
the pretest, Apple was rated significantly higher than

PRIMING A CROSS-CATEGORY BRAND ALLIANCE 141
Psychology and Marketing DOI: 10.1002/mar



Gatorade on both “appeals to the young” and “high
quality.” The pretest identified other two dimensions
that were viewed as equally relevant for both brands,
“convenient” and “outdoorsy”, however the brands were
not perceived as significantly different on these dimen-
sions. In line with Study 1, it was expected that ex-
posure to brand alliance prime would have a larger
impact on attributes with extreme ratings, perceived
to be significantly different for the brands. Since Ap-
ple received a higher, more extreme rating on both
“high quality” and “appeals to the young,” it was ex-
pected to provide a context for the attribute ratings
of Gatorade on these dimensions. However, since this
experiment was concerned with exploring the effect of
a brand alliance prime on brands with complex mem-
ory representations, the effects of the alliance prime
were also examined on the ratings of the contextual
brand, Apple, as it was also plausible that less posi-
tive memory representations of Gatorade’s attributes
may influence Apple ratings, although this effect was
expected to be weaker. The following hypotheses were
proposed:

H1: Extreme attribute information provided about
a brand partner is more likely to affect judg-
ment of a target than less extreme attribute
information. Apple attribute ratings are more
likely to affect Gatorade ratings than vice
versa.

H2: Low-NFC individuals exposed to a brand al-
liance will assimilate their ratings of target
brand attributes (Gatorade) in the direction
of the brand partner (Apple).

H3: High-NFC individuals exposed to a brand al-
liance will either show no effect of the brand
alliance prime, or will contrast their target
brand attribute ratings (Gatorade) in a direc-
tion opposite to the brand partner.

Participants and Method

Ninety-seven undergraduate students from a public
university volunteered to participate in this two-part
2 (alliance prime: absent/present) × 2 (NFC: low/high
based on a median split) mixed design study for
course credit. Study 2 was designed as a two-session
experiment in order to control for large between-
individual differences in attribute perceptions of estab-
lished brands, which if unaccounted for, could make
the effect of the brand alliance exposure difficult to de-
tect. To account for the individual variability in brand
perception, the participants’ perceptions of the target
attributes were measured in both sessions of the exper-

iment. The second part of the experiment was sched-
uled a week later in order to prevent participants
from retrieving their initial brand evaluations from
memory.

In session one, participants were informed that the
purpose of the study was to examine their perceptions
of brand personality attributes for several brands. The
procedure sequentially exposed individuals to pictures
of two target brands, Gatorade soft drinks and Apple
iPod players, embedded among four other filler brands
and asked them to rate all brands on the two target
and two nontarget attributes. After evaluating all six
brands on all four attributes, participants responded
to the 18-item NFC scale. Session two took place a
week later, and participants were randomly assigned
to either a control condition in which they were pre-
sented with the same experimental stimulus as in part
one that required them to evaluate a series of brands,
or to a brand alliance prime condition in which they
were exposed to a series of brand alliance ads. Partic-
ipants in the brand alliance condition were informed
that researchers were interested in their perceptions
of brand alliance ads. Next they were exposed to four
brand alliance ads featuring the same taglines as in
study one except that the target alliance ads in this
study emphasized the linkage between Gatorade and
Apple. The four target brand alliance ads were alter-
nated with eight other brand alliance ads featuring
two other filler brand pairs (Figure 2). Following expo-
sure to the brand alliance ads, participants were asked
to rate the two target brands on the two target and
two nontarget attributes. All participants rated all six
brands on all four attributes. Brand order and attribute
order within brand were randomized.

Results

Five participants were excluded from the analysis be-
cause they did not complete both parts of the experi-
ment, which reduced the final participant sample size
to 92. The variables of interest in this study were rat-
ings of Gatorade and Apple on “appeals to the young”
and “high quality,” as the pretest showed the brands as
significantly different on these dimensions. A two-way
ANCOVA using the presence of the brand alliance and
NFC as independent variables, Gatorade’s Phase 2 rat-
ing on “appeals to the young” as a dependent variable
and Gatorade’s Phase 1 rating on “appeals to the young”
as a covariate resulted in a main effect of the presence of
the brand alliance (F1, 87 = 10.71, p < 0.01). Individuals
exposed to a brand alliance prime between Gatorade
and Apple rated Gatorade higher on “appeals to the
young” than individuals in the control group (F1, 89 =
10.74, p < 0.01); the corresponding means were 7.2
and 6.21. This indicates that ratings of Gatorade on
this attribute improved after exposure to the brand al-
liance prime, consistent with an assimilation effect, in
comparison to a control group when participants were
not exposed to a brand linkage prime. Next, the
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Table 3. Study 2: Ratings of “Appeal to the Young” and “High Quality” for Both Brands as a Function of NFC and
Alliance Condition Means and Standard Deviations.

Low NFC High NFC

Alliance Control Alliance Control

Appeal Gatorade 6.83 (1.11) 6.09 (1.98) 6.83 (1.24) 6.27 (1.64)
Apple 7.78 (1.20) 7.22 (1.41) 8.46 (0.66) 7.55 (1.26)
Difference (A–G) 0.96 (1.07) 1.13 (1.66) 0.83 (1.20) 1.27 (1.55)

High quality Gatorade 6.30 (1.74) 6.26 (1.96) 6.50 (1.22) 5.90 (1.93)
Apple 7.09 (1.59) 8.04 (0.88) 8.17 (0.82) 7.27 (1.58)
Difference (A–G) 0.78 (2.04) 1.78 (1.81) 1.67 (1.40) 1.36 (1.64)

Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses.

effect of the brand alliance on Apple’s ratings was ex-
amined. A two-way ANCOVA using the presence of the
brand alliance prime and NFC as independent vari-
ables, Apple’s Phase 2 rating on “appeals to the young”
as a dependent variable and Apple’s Phase 1 rating
on “appeals to the young” as a covariate also resulted
in a main effect of the brand alliance (F1, 89 = 10.55,
p < 0.01). Inspecting the relevant means indicates that
individuals who were exposed to a brand alliance prime
also rated Apple higher on “appeals to the young” than
individuals in the control group, in support for a con-
trast effect; corresponding means for the control and
alliance groups were 8.13 and 7.37. Next, a two-way
ANCOVA using the presence of the brand alliance and
NFC as independent variables, Apple’s Phase 2 rat-
ing on “high quality” as a dependent variable and Ap-
ple’s Phase 1 rating on “high quality” as a covariate,
resulted in a significant interaction between condition
and NFC (F1, 87 = 6.52, p = 0.01). Examining the rele-
vant paired contrasts shows that high-NFC individuals
enhanced their ratings of Apple’s “high quality” when
exposed to a brand alliance prime in comparison to indi-
viduals in the no prime control condition (F1, 43 = 3.72,
p = 0.06), although this effect was only marginally sig-
nificant; the corresponding means are 7.88 and 7.33,
respectively. In comparison, low-NFC individuals ex-
posed to a brand alliance prime did not differ from in-
dividuals in the control group in their ratings of “high
quality.” Also, priming the linkage with Apple had no
significant effects on Gatorade’s “high quality” ratings.
No significant effects were observed on the other non-
salient attributes, “convenient” and “outdoorsy.” The
relevant means and standard deviations are included
in Table 3.

Discussion

Results from Study 2 broaden the understanding of the
inference processes that may occur at exposure to a
brand alliance prime in a more ecologically valid con-
text when individuals have well-formed memory rep-
resentations of brands. Data indicate that exposure to
a brand alliance in these situations is likely to ben-
efit both brands and result in strengthened attribute
ratings. For example, attribute ratings of a brand per-

ceived as moderate in attribute values, Gatorade, tend
to move upward in the direction of the more extreme,
thus salient brand partner (Apple), indicating an as-
similation effect. Importantly, ratings of the more ex-
treme brand Apple were not assimilated in the direc-
tion of the weaker brand partner. On the contrary,
attribute ratings of the more extreme brand showed
further improvement following linkage with a moder-
ate brand, although this effect was only marginally
significant.

Data from this study also indicate that when in-
dividuals have well established memory schemas for
brands, different attributes may be differently affected
by the brand linkage prime. For example, NFC did not
moderate the effect of the brand alliance prime on “ap-
peals to the young” ratings; only a main effect was
identified on this attribute. It appears that exposure
to the brand linkage prime helped perceptions of both
brands on this attribute as if this attribute created a
synergy between the brands. Indeed, the student par-
ticipants did report using the two target brands Apple
iPod and Gatorade drinks for a common goal, exercis-
ing. However, NFC moderated the effect of the alliance
prime on ratings of Apple’s “high quality,” an evalua-
tive attribute similar to the “reliability” attribute used
in Study 1. Data from Study 2 show that the less promi-
nent brand, Gatorade, was less likely to benefit from
the exposure to the brand alliance prime on ratings of
“high quality.” This result parallels the effect observed
in Study 1 in the high knowledge condition and suggests
that when individuals have a good knowledge about a
brand (in this case a mediocre memory representation
of Gatorade’s quality) they are less likely to use the con-
textual information of the brand partner to adjust their
existing attribute evaluations. Exposure to a brand al-
liance seemed to have strengthened Apple’s “high qual-
ity” ratings for high-NFC individuals, although this
effect did not achieve significance. One plausible ex-
planation for these effects could be that in conditions of
high attribute knowledge (high quality is an attribute
central to the Apple brand) high-NFC individuals re-
acted to the perceived bias introduced by the linkage
between the high quality Apple brand and the quality
inferior partner Gatorade and overcorrected their judg-
ments of Apple in a direction opposite to its inferior
brand partner.
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GENERAL DISCUSSION AND
IMPLICATIONS

The present research examined the moderating effect
of attribute knowledge on the inferences made by in-
dividuals at exposure to cross-category brand alliance
primes. Data show that the level of attribute knowledge
individuals have about brands moderates the effect of
the brand alliance prime on brand attribute judgments
and interacts with individual differences in processing
motivation such as NFC. Data provide support for the
expectation that a more ambiguous information con-
text, a situation characteristic of most cross-category
brand alliances, encourages inference processes. Also,
in conditions of low attribute knowledge, individual dif-
ferences in processing motivation as reflected in NFC
measures result in different attribute inferences at ex-
posure to a brand alliance prime. This research shows
that low-NFC individuals tend to integrate the contex-
tual information introduced by the brand partner in
judgment, whereas high-NFC individuals view the con-
textual information provided by the brand ally as irrel-
evant to their judgment and either partial out, or over-
correct their target attribute judgments in a direction
opposite to the brand ally. With respect to the timing
of the inference process, in Martin’s (1986) and Martin,
Seta, and Crelia’s (1990) classic priming studies, the
effect of the prime on judgment is likely to take place
at judgment stage, as this is the stage where the tar-
get is first considered in the light of the prime. In the
current priming paradigm, the effect of the brand asso-
ciation prime may take place either at brand alliance
prime encoding, when individuals are first exposed to
the target in the light of the prime and they encode
the information about each brand in the context of the
other, or at attribute judgment (interpretation) stage.
Further research is necessary to explain the timing of
these inference processes.

This research presents an important contribution for
the marketing field by examining the effect of cross-
category brand alliance primes on brand attributes in
the context of familiar brands with well-established
memory schemas. In this situation of high ecological va-
lidity, it was shown that when a target attribute is rel-
evant to both partner brands, brands might experience
synergies following exposure to a brand alliance prime
and mutually benefit from improved ratings. Hence, in-
dividuals tend to assimilate their judgments of a mod-
erate, less salient brand in the direction of the more
extreme, stronger brand, and also enhance their rat-
ings of the later. Another important finding that is that
when a target attribute has stronger associations with
one brand, as it is the case with Apple’s high qual-
ity, individuals are less likely to anchor their judgment
on the contextual information provided by the inferior
brand.

The present research findings present important im-
plications for marketers contemplating cross-category
advertising alliance strategies between partner brands

that share little or no attribute overlap. In addition,
this research may be useful in informing advertising
channel selection decisions. For example, advertising
channels associated with low levels of information pro-
cessing involvement (e.g., TV programming) would be
more favorable venues for these brand alliance strate-
gies than channels associated with high levels of pro-
cessing involvement (e.g., print media). The present
findings would suggest that individuals exposed to a
brand alliance ad featured on TV would be more likely
to make inferences that would parallel those of low-
NFC individuals, and assimilate their judgments in
the direction of the brand ally. In comparison, some
forms of print media (e.g., Scientific American) are more
likely to attract individuals who are motivated with in-
formation processing and who would show inference
processes similar to those shown by high-NFC individ-
uals. Although this research has not directly tested for
advertising channel effects, it is plausible to suggest
that cross-category brand alliances advertised in print
publications appealing to high-NFC individuals may be
more likely to work against brands using this form of
advertising, as these individuals tend to contrast their
judgments of a moderate target in a direction oppo-
site to a brand ally, as opposed to assimilating. This
is an important finding for brand managers, as several
such alliances are placed in print publications targeting
high-NFC individuals.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
DIRECTIONS

Across two studies it was found that low- and high-NFC
individuals respond differently to a brand linkage in a
cross-category advertising alliance as the result of dif-
ferent inferences. It was demonstrated that even in a
highly controlled experimental environment there are
several variables that come into play to affect individ-
ual attribute judgments at exposure to a brand alliance
prime. Some of the variables identified by this research
include attribute knowledge, attribute extremity, and
individual differences in NFC. Other factors that may
impact brand inferences at exposure to a cross-category
alliance are product category fit, processing goals (e.g.,
generalization vs. discrimination goals), attribute rele-
vance to the goal of the alliance, etc. Future research is
needed to explore these other factors.

It is important to recognize some of the limitations
of this research. One limitation of Study 1 is that due
to experimental control considerations, the design was
constrained to focus on the effects of the alliance on one
target attribute that was made salient in the stimulus.
It was shown that attributes with extreme ratings are
more salient in judgment than attributes with moder-
ate ratings, and that attribute salience may turn on
and off the effect of the brand alliance. This design is
ecologically valid since most alliances in the market-
place are formed between a stronger, more prominent
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contextual brand that is likely to provide a context for a
less prominent target brand. Nonetheless, there may be
advertising situations where both brands in a brand al-
liance are equally salient and both have extreme mem-
ory representations.

Second, this research did not investigate the the-
ories of bias held by individuals when they are ex-
posed to cross-category brand alliances. A logical exten-
sion of this research would examine these theories, as
these are likely to influence the direction and the mag-
nitude of the subsequent correction processes. Petty
et al. (2008) suggest that characteristics of the prime
itself can lead to different inferences under varying
levels of NFC (see also Lombardi, Higgins, & Bargh,
1987). Future studies would manipulate the salience of
the brand linkage prime and investigate the effects of
the prime on high- and low-NFC individuals’ ratings of
brand attributes. Third, it would fruitful to examine the
effects of brand alliance primes on individual brands
over time. Research by Haugtvedt et al. (1988) shows
that although low- and high-NFC individuals may ex-
press similar attitudes right after exposure to an ad,
their attitudes may change in different ways with pas-
sage of time. The present studies also show that high
and low NFCs account differently for brand linkage in-
formation provided by the brand alliance prime. Un-
derstanding this issue may allow marketers to make
better predictions about what leads to strong attribute
associations over time. Finally, while the current re-
search was concerned with the effect of brand alliance
exposure on perceptions of brand attributes, it would
be useful to ascertain whether or not brand alliance
advertising offers persuasion advantages. Future re-
search could then compare the relative persuasive-
ness of brand alliance advertising, comparative, and
noncomparative advertising using brand attitude mea-
sures. An interesting direction for future research may
be to look at the degree to which cross-category adver-
tising alliances allow marketers to avoid counterargu-
mentation typically elicited by more explicit persuasion
attempts such as comparative advertising. Open-ended
cognitive response measures may be used to reveal the
different types of thoughts elicited by these ad formats,
relative to explicit comparative or noncomparative
formats.
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