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Based upon the signalling theory and self-congruity theory, this study theorizes and examines the effect of brand
prominence on the purchase intention of luxury goods, with the mediating role of self-congruence and value-for-
money perception. Furthermore, it explores the moderating effect of power distance belief. A single factor
between-subject experiment study was conducted with a sample of 300 university students from Malaysia. Re-
sults suggest that the serial indirect effect of brand prominence on purchase intention through self-congruence
and value-for-money perception is conditional upon the level of power distance belief. This study provides

meaningful insight for marketing practitioners, as well as brand prominence literature by indicating how and
when brand prominence works in evoking luxury goods purchase intention.

1. Introduction

In general, individuals are not only motivated to purchase luxury
goods for utilitarian purposes, but also for symbolic meanings behind
the products or brands (Ajitha and Sivakumar, 2017; Han and Kim,
20205 Loureiro et al., 2020; McCracken, 1986). Prior studies suggested
that psychological factors constitute the primary factor for distinguish-
ing luxury goods from non-luxury goods (Hennigs et al., 2012; Nia and
Zaichkowsky, 2000; Zhang and Zhao, 2019). This is even truer in
emerging markets, where luxury goods are not only valued for their
ability to signal identity, but also the associated emotional benefits that
arise from audiences’ reaction to wealth exhibited by the purchaser
(Butcher et al., 2016). In the luxury goods industry, attractive aesthetic
design of a product can be vital, sometimes even more so than that of its
functional value (Greenberg et al., 2019). As a matter of fact, product
design characteristics such as brand mark delivers symbolic meanings,
and thus is highly relevant in consumers’ psychological responses and
consumption behaviour (Brunner et al., 2016; Greenberg et al., 2019;
Homburg et al., 2015). As brand mark variation (e.g. whether visible or
subtle) represents a crucial signalling element in interpersonal com-
munications and identity development, this line of research is of high
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strategic importance for brand marketers to identify the needs of the
luxury brand target market, and thus the ultimate success of luxury
brand marketing (Meyer and Manika, 2017).

Brands markers serve as an important communication medium for
brand identity and brand image (Saaksjarvi et al., 2015). Han, Nunes,
and Dreze (2010) pioneered a new concept in the branding field called,
“brand prominence”, which is conceptualized as the conspicuousness
(visibility and observability) of a brand’s mark. More specifically, a
strong brand is described as being conspicuous and prominent (i.e.
visible and observable brand mark) as they send a “louder” signal to
others, as opposed to a weak brand. Brand marks often encompasses the
company’s logo, colors, designs, or pictures. Although conventional
wisdom suggests that luxury brands with visible brand marks remain
highly relevant in the contemporary marketplace, in recent times, there
has been evidence of increasing demand for subtle brand marks (Berger
and Ward, 2010). A classic example of goods with “visible” brand marks
are Louis Vuitton wallets, with its flashy “LV” monogram as part of the
product design. Louis Vuitton also offers optional choice of goods with
subtle brand marks, with a much less obstructive logo placed at the
corners of the goods. Brand prominence represents an important issue
for marketers to address, as it signifies brand positioning, and
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determines the associated image or meanings appropriated by
consumers.

Several studies have attempted to explain prominent brand prefer-
ences through social influence and trait-related factors, such as need for
uniqueness and need for status (Cheah et al., 2015; Kauppinen-Raisanen
et al., 2018; Greenberg et al., 2019). Unfortunately, thus far there has
been little research addressing how subtle vs. prominent branding in-
fluences luxury goods purchase intention. In particular, the mechanisms
that underpin the effect of brand prominence is not fully understood. For
example, a study by Pino et al. (2019) demonstrated the interactions
between brand prominence and status consumption that affects con-
sumers’ willingness to buy. However, the study failed to provide more a
nuanced reasoning of how this interaction works. This is of concern to
both academicians and marketing practitioners alike, as simply
assuming the effects of brand prominence levels on consumer behaviour
without understanding the underlying reasoning may potentially result
in ineffective strategic actions. Therefore, we aim to explore brand
prominence and the mechanisms that undermine its relations, as well as
its related outcomes, as warranted by previous researchers such as
Kauppinen-Raisanen et al. (2018).

Notably, we seek to understand whether brand prominence can
determine consumers’ self-congruence and its downstream brand-
related outcomes, a task which has not been undertaken by prior
studies. Self-congruence, defined as the cognitive match between self-
concept and product user image (Sirgy, 1982), has been deemed as
the cornerstone for maintaining long term relationships between brands
and consumers (Liu et al., 2012). It is a highly relevant concept to be
studied, given that the purchase of luxury brands has always been
associated with the means to accomplish and reflect aspects of “self”
(Aguirre-Rodriguez et al., 2012; Aw et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2012).
Meanwhile, it is important to ensure that consumers derive sufficient
value-for-money perception, manifested as the perception of worthiness
for high price paid in the consumption of luxury brands. The creation of
positive value perception is vital in stimulating luxury purchase inten-
tion (Wu and Yang, 2018). In line with the
self-congruity-value-intention framework (Aw et al., 2019), we seek to
understand whether self-congruence mediates the relationship between
brand prominence, and its related outcomes; i.e. value perception, and
behavioural intention.

Furthermore, few studies have examined the effects of individual
differences (i.e., beliefs) in relation to luxury brand prominence. Power
distance belief denotes the extent to which people “accept and expect
that power is distributed unequally” in a society (Hofstede, 2001, p. 79).
People with a high level of power distance belief are more likely to be
aware of, accept, and legitimate the unequal power distribution and
categorization within a social hierarchy. The impact of power distance
belief has extended to the studies of luxury brand consumption (Cui
et al., 2019; Eastman et al., 2018). Studies have shown that consumers
with high power distance belief exhibits greater brand social categori-
zation tendency, and they prefer brands with high signalling ability (Kim
and Zhang, 2014; Wang et al., 2018). Therefore, the inclusion of power
distance belief in the present study is justified given its eminent role in
luxury brand consumption and preference, and the understanding of
cultural beliefs could empower marketers to introduce and align prod-
ucts that conform with the target market.

Previous literature on brand prominence has often been studied in
the context of mature markets (Kauppinen-Raisanen et al., 2018;
Greenberg et al., 2019), given its nature as a lucrative market in the
purchase of luxury goods. Nevertheless, it is also important to not
disregard the increasing demand for luxury goods in emerging markets,
such as India, Thailand, and Malaysia. This corresponds with the in-
crease in the discretionary purchasing power of emergent global class
(Shukla, 2012). Therefore, redirecting attention of luxury branding to
emerging markets is justifiable for marketers given the promising upside
of the markets available. The importance of this shift in focus can be
exemplified by Pino et al. (2019), who suggested that consumers in
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mature and emerging markets may exhibit very different consumption
patterns and needs. For example, in mature markets, luxury consumers
may consume luxury goods for in-group association (Shukla and Purani,
2012). However, when such studies were repeated in emerging markets,
researchers found that luxury consumers were more inclined to display
wealth for purpose of differentiating themselves from the less
well-heeled (Hennigs et al., 2012).

To address the aforementioned research gaps, we performed a
survey-based experiment with young consumers from an emerging
market. Our results demonstrate a serial mediation model, of which
brand prominence results in purchase intention through the develop-
ment of self-congruence and subsequent value-for-money perception.
The study broadens the theoretical understanding of how brand prom-
inence stimulates purchase intention, and complements the often-
assumed simplistic direct effect in the existing literature. Furthermore,
the results indicate that the serial mediation is moderated by power
distance belief, highlighting the boundary condition of cultural belief in
the relationship between brand prominence and luxury purchase. These
findings enable luxury brand marketers to better position themselves
through brand mark design, and effectively appeal to consumers in
emerging markets.

The paper is organized as follows: after a detailed presentation of the
conceptual model, the study’s methodology is discussed, followed by the
empirical support for the study’s model and hypotheses. Finally, the
study’s discussion and direction for future research are presented.

2. Conceptual development
2.1. Signalling theory

Signalling theory emerged from the information economics litera-
ture, and the theory offers an explanation to the asymmetric information
market conditions in which buyers and sellers are placed (Spence,
1974). Often, informational cues are being delivered by one party
(signaller) to another (receiver) in order to achieve certain outcomes. As
demonstrated by Spence (1973), the possession of education qualifica-
tions by potential employees signal their abilities to employers, with the
assumption that higher education qualification is positively associated
with greater work ability, due to the considerable amount of time and
effort required to obtain such qualification. In the marketplace, a signal
represents an action taken by sellers to convey information about un-
observable product attributes to buyers (Rao et al., 1999). In general,
consumers tend to know less about the quality of products compared to
the sellers, and thus they lack the effective means to differentiate be-
tween superior and inferior product quality. In order to resolve this
issue, firms convey product information in the pre-purchase phase of
consumer decision making process through various means, such as price
and product warranties (Boulding and Kirmani, 1993). Subsequent
studies extended the signalling approach further to the brand con-
sumption context (Erdem and Swait, 2004; Shao, Grace and Ross,
2019a).

A brand is credible in signalling product quality, as it epitomizes a
firm’s present and past marketing activities and strategies (Erdem and
Swait, 1998). Brand presence is often used by consumers as an infor-
mational cue to determine product quality, and it is deemed to be more
credible than other marketing mix elements, such as charging higher
prices and offering good warranties (Erdem et al., 2002). Convention-
ally, it is believed that sellers of low-quality products would not engage
in brand-building, due to the unrealistically high cost and huge risk
exposure when exaggerated claims are made. Hence, it is typically
inferred that only sellers of high-quality products would engage in the
brand-building and signalling strategy (Tsao et al., 2011). By managing
and controlling a brand’s marketing activities and strategies, firms are
able to signal intended messages, including product attributes and po-
sition in the market to consumers.

Interestingly, a thorough literature search has indicated that there is
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a dual direction process in the signalling theory. This means that, unlike
the frequently presumed uni-directional signalling process from firms to
consumers, the signalling theory highlights that signalling process works
in two directions. As much as receivers (i.e., consumers) desire infor-
mation about signallers (i.e., firms), signallers prefer receiving infor-
mation about receivers, pertaining to the perception and interpretation
of signals by receivers for future improvement (Connelly et al., 2011).
While consumers infer information about trustworthiness and quality
based on signals sent by firms, firms decide which/what information to
signal based upon the inferences consumers will draw (Martin and
Camarero, 2005). In fact, in today’s society, luxury goods are a reflec-
tion of consumer feedback and signal to manufacturers. For instance,
recognizing the shift in taste from “in the show” to “in the know”, luxury
brands such as Louis Vuitton and Gucci have started to respond to the
rise of consumer demand in unique and understated luxury items by
introducing products featuring subtle brand markings.

Adding to the common belief that consumption of luxury goods is
motivated by impression management purpose, through the signalling
of a desirable image to others (e.g., other-signalling), brand signalling
stretches its role for self-expression and as a source of meaning to con-
sumers (Fournier, 1991; McCracken, 1986). Purchasing and using
self-expressive brands help consumers to satisfy their self-signalling
desires through the affirmation and presentation of desirable qualities,
and thus define, maintain, and reinforce their self-concept (Mathur
et al., 2016; Trudeau and Shobeiri, 2016). Consuming branded products
help to express one’s self and value, either in an inner-direct (i.e.,
enhancing one’s private self-concept) or an outer-direct manner (i.e.,
signalling one’s status and satisfy one’s social-self) (Eastman et al.,
20205 Jacob et al., 2019). Signalling theory advocates the importance of
signal observability, defined as the noticeability of signal by outsiders,
for the communication between action insiders and intentional receivers
(Connelly et al., 2011; Shao, Grace and Ross, 2019b). Brand promi-
nence, which denotes the extent to which a product features visible
brand marking represents a brand signalling approach, of which the
manufacturer has the option to display conspicuous or discreet brand-
ing. In a similar vein, it reflects brand/product owner’s signalling
intention (Han et al., 2010). In other words, consumers perform sig-
nalling behaviour, such as choosing products with varying brand
prominence to signal their intended image to others, as well as to present
a desired self-concept (Shao et al., 2019b) On these grounds, signalling
theory offers a fundamental tenet to explain the impact of brand
prominence on consumer behaviour.

2.2. Brand prominence and conspicuous consumption

The focal essence of signalling theory is the intentional communi-
cation of positive information, aiming to portray a particular form of
positive attribute. To this end, an efficacious signal would heavily rely
on its observability, reflecting how noticeable the signal is to outsiders
(Connelly et al., 2011). So, how would a luxury brand convey a signal to
people in general? A luxury brand’s signal goes beyond functional at-
tributes, and is more prominent in non-functional attributes such as
aesthetics, rarity, and extraordinariness (Lai and Prendergast, 2019).
Commonly, the signalling process is facilitated by visible brand logos
and explicit patterns, such as Nike’s swoosh and Burberry’s plaid
(Berger and Ward, 2010), which are known for brand prominence.

Brand prominence reflects the extent to which a brand possesses
highly observable markings, which aid recognition from observers (Han
et al., 2010). Brand prominence has demonstrated an entangled rela-
tionship with status consumption and conspicuous consumption. Status
consumption and conspicuous consumption represent two separate yet
similar concepts. Previous scholars have identified status consumption
as an individuals’ motivation to improve their social standing, through
the conspicuous consumption of consumer products that symbolizes
status for them and their significant others (Eastman et al., 2018). This
means that status driven consumers may be motivated to purchase
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certain products that are able to either; reflect their self-orientation and
tastes inconspicuously, or to ostentatiously display these products to the
public (Eastman and Eastman, 2011; Shao et al., 2019b). Meanwhile,
conspicuous consumers tend to purchase luxury products to explicitly
symbolize success (Dubois and Ordabayeva, 2015), and social standing
within their peers (O’Cass and Frost, 2002; Podoshen et al., 2011).
Importantly, conspicuous consumption as an external motivator, can be
significantly influenced by individuals’ reference groups. Reference
groups typically portray an image for others to refer to, and influence
self-concept development (Bearden and Etzel, 1982). Hence, in line with
other brand prominence studies (Greenberg et al., 2019; Meyer and
Manika, 2017), we focus on conspicuous consumption in this research,
as the main objective of this study is to investigate the effects of brand
prominence, which is the presence of a brand marking that is highly
observable to society on consumers’ purchase intention of luxury goods.

As shown in Veblen’s (1899) seminal work The Theory of the Leisure
Class, people engage in conspicuous consumption of products to
communicate their privileged status to others. Several studies have
established the prominent role of brands in understanding conspicuous
consumption. Most of them examined consumption of luxury brands
from the lens of status portrayal, self-concept enhancement and exten-
sion, social comparison, and depiction of uniqueness (Ko et al., 2019).
For instance, it was found that consumption of luxury brands is moti-
vated by the desire to develop ideal self-concept through self-expression,
and to gain social approval from others (Shao et al., 2019a). Liang, He,
Chang, Dong, and Zhu (2018) found that people are compelled to
consume luxury brands when they feel socially excluded, in effort to
elevate their perceived threatened self-esteem.

Focusing on brand prominence literature per se, there is a consid-
erable amount of literature on what motivates people to consume
products with high brand prominence. Using a Chinese sample in their
study, Siahtiri and Lee (2019) found that materialism fosters fashion
consciousness (i.e., to gain social approval and recognition) and quality
consciousness (tendency to select well-known brands), which in turn
increases brand prominence consumption. A growing body of literature
has identified the need for status and the need for uniqueness as moti-
vators to consume prominent brands. To explain, consumers use
prominent brands to express and present their social identity, either to
signal the possession of wealth and superior status, or to differentiate
themselves from the average person (Han et al, 2010; Kauppi-
nen-Réisdnen et al., 2018; Greenberg et al., 2019). Besides that, Song
et al. (2017) found that consumers resort to conspicuous brands as a way
to actively repair their self-concept, as it grants them attention from
others, and thus the likelihood to communicate their intended
self-image.

Another stream of research examined the outcomes of brand prom-
inence. For instance, Pino et al. (2019) did a cross-country comparison
between India and the United States. The authors found that brand
prominence leads to willingness to purchase for Indian consumers (but
not in the U.S.) who exhibit high status consumption, indicating cultural
differences at play (i.e., India having a larger discrepancy in social
stratum due to its nature of higher social hierarchical orientation). In
addition, Butcher et al. (2016) highlighted that brand prominence
indirectly influence purchase intention of luxury fashion brands through
evoking emotional value. Shao et al. (2019a) took a step further by
indicating that consumers’ preference for brand prominence depends
upon consumer motivations and social functions of attitudes. For
instance, high brand prominence combined with an extrinsic motiva-
tional goal (i.e., wealth, social approval, and appearance-focus) stimu-
late purchase intention of luxury fashion products.

In general, carrying a product with high brand prominence sends
loud signal to others, reflecting conspicuous consumption. Corre-
spondingly, it is not uncommon to expect that consumers want others to
be aware of their possession of luxury branded products, and thus a more
explicit branding strategy is expected for brands of this kind. Indeed, the
strategy to feature visible and distinctive brand names and logos on
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products has been typically practiced by many luxury brand marketers.
Having said that, the conventional practice of prominently exhibiting
brand marks on products may not be universally applied across all
luxury goods markets. Correspondingly, there is a surge in the exhibition
of “new luxury” in consumer behaviour, i.e., inconspicuous consump-
tion, in the luxury marketplace (Wu et al., 2017). Hence, understanding
the role of brand prominence, including its psychology and behavioural
outcomes, and potential boundary conditions deserves further attention.

2.3. Brand prominence and self-congruence

Self-congruity theory denotes that, consumers tend to compare their
self-concept with user image of a given product (Sirgy, 1982). To clarify,
product-user image is known as “the stereotypical image of the gener-
alized product user” (Sirgy, 1982, p. 288). In marketing literature, the
terms self-congruity, self-congruence, self-image congruence, and image
congruence are used interchangeably to describe the concept. Con-
sumers purchase a brand not only for its functional benefits, but often
more for its symbolic meaning embedded behind the brand. Brands can
portray a distinctive image to support consumers’ self-expression,
affirmation, or even enhancement (Roy and Rabbanee, 2015),
evidencing brand as extended selves in process (Mittal, 2006). There-
fore, it is unsurprising to see a wide-range of consumption-related out-
comes in relation to self-congruence in the marketing literature, such as
brand attitude, brand loyalty, choice preference, perceived value, and
purchase intention (Aw et al., 2019; Bajac et al., 2018; Govers and
Schoormans, 2005; Huber et al., 2018).

A luxury brand enables consumers to express the image of wealth,
typically through the display of brand marks, and thus how the brand
mark is designed and placed on a product is crucial for the effectiveness
of signalling. Luxury brands exhibit different approaches to signalling
brand prominence; some using a “loud” strategy (featuring conscious
brand markers), whereas other adopt a “quiet” strategy (featuring
discreet and subtle brand markers) (Song et al., 2017). Grounded in
identity theory that states, “people assemble role-related consumption
stimuli to cultivate role-identities” (Kleine et al., 2006), implying that
people display wealth possession ostentatiously, and connote social rank
to accomplish their symbolic self-concept completion (Aw et al., 2019).
As visibility is the core of conspicuous consumption, brand prominence
offers cues for consumers to manifest their extended selves by inte-
grating the symbolic meaning into their identity, and facilitate their
signalling intention (Kauppinen-Raisanen et al., 2018; Le Monkhouse
et al., 2012; Song et al., 2017). Due to the fact that the consumption of
luxury branded products is primarily for the purpose of signalling of
status, particularly for consumers in emerging markets (Nabi, O’Cass
and Siahtiri., 2019; Pino et al., 2019), it can be expected that brand user
image and self-concept are more likely to be congruent when possessing
a brand that is highly prominent, as products of this kind tends to
facilitate status and position signalling within a social hierarchy. The
formation of self-congruence facilitates subsequent product preferences
and purchase intentions (Jacob et al., 2019).

Therefore, it is hypothesized that:

H1. Self-congruence mediates the relationship between brand promi-
nence and purchase intention.

2.4. Value-for-money perception

Delivering superior value is paramount for brands, as it represents an
imperative factor in forming brand perception and behavioural re-
sponses. Although it is generally believed that luxury goods are pursued
for their symbolic and emotional values, studies have shown that con-
sumers also seek utilitarian and economical values in purchasing luxury
goods (Li et al., 2012). Consumers expect to derive adequate value from
luxury purchase as compensation for the high price paid for the product
(Wu and Yang, 2018). Perceived value-for-money is defined as
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consumers’ evaluation of a product’s benefits relative to its price (Hol-
brook, 1994). In line with prior studies (Hagtvedt and Patrick, 2009; Wu
and Yang, 2018), and in the context of this study, we do not refer
value-for-money in relation to the pursuit of low price or economic
benefits. Rather, it concerns whether or not a luxury possession is able to
meet consumers’ subjective expectation for the high price paid. In other
words, it is the perception on how well-worth the money is spent to
obtain such luxury goods.

The purchase of luxury goods typically involves certain sacrifices of
necessities of life in exchange for conveying an ideal self-image, often
associated with being wealthy and superior in status. To this end, brand
prominence serves as a signalling tool for such implicit communication
between the possessor and the intended receiver. As demonstrated by
Butcher et al. (2016), consumers tend to inflate the quality of luxury
products with high brand prominence, that is, they perceive promi-
nently marked brands to be of higher quality compared to those subtly
marked. More importantly, a prominent brand is superior in helping
consumers to “stand out” and distinguish themselves from the less
wealthy others (Pino et al., 2019). Meanwhile, less prominent brands
may elevate the likelihood of misidentification (Berger and Ward,
2010). Therefore, it can be argued that emotional and social values can
be derived from signalling, and is part of the self-identity formation
process (i.e, using a prominently branded product), and these values
represent the benefits derived from the high price paid for luxury
brands. Previous studies support the idea that self-congruence increases
the evaluation of value received from consumption, including symbolic
and monetary values (Aw et al., 2019; Shamah et al., 2018). Higher
value-for-money perceptions implies that consumers will see worth in
the large amount of money spent on luxury possessions, as it fulfils their
emotional and social needs, and that in turn increases purchase inten-
tion (Yang and Mattila, 2016).

Hence, it is hypothesized that:

H2. Value-for-money perception mediates the relationship between
brand prominence and purchase intention.

2.5. Serial mediation of self-congruence and value-for-money perception

In the present study, we theorize that brand prominence influences
purchase intention through self-congruence and value-for-money
perception in serial. To begin with, given that there are scant studies
that explore how brand communication strategy activates self-
congruence, we borrow closely relevant studies from retail and psy-
chology fields to imply this relationship (Roy and Rabbanee, 2015; Sirgy
et al., 2000). The crux of our theorizing self-congruence as the mediator
hinges on the argument that “the impact of symbolic product meanings
on consumer decision making is mediated by self-concept” (Mehta,
1999, p. 83). Thus, it is inferred that the preference for brand attributes
(e.g. prominent brand mark) serves to protect and enhance consumers’
self-concept (Jacob et al., 2019). Simply put, brand prominence de-
termines the degree of fit between consumers’ self-concept and the
brand user image. Subsequently, literature has provided evidence for the
potential biasing effect of self-congruence on consumers’ value
perception (Aw et al., 2019; Sirgy, 1982; Sirgy et al., 1991). For
instance, Shamah et al. (2018) and Baker et al. (2019) found that pos-
itive perception of self-congruence fosters positive evaluation towards
the price and quality of offerings, as well as purchase intention. There-
fore, it is reasonable to suggest that (high) brand prominence is an
activator of self-congruence, and self-congruence is the psychological
organism that determines value-for-money perception, which in turn,
trigger purchase intention.

Accordingly, we propose the following:

H3. The relationship between brand prominence and purchase inten-
tion is serially mediated by self-congruence and value-for-money
perception.
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2.6. Moderating role of power distance belief

Prior literature has shown that the perception of people’s perceived
power inequalities varies along a continuum (Han et al., 2017; Zhang
et al., 2010), and this is commonly known as power distance belief.
Although often assessed at country level, power distance belief can be
manifested at the individual level as well. For the latter, power distance
belief reflects an individual’s normative belief in the role of power
disparity and hierarchy in society (Han et al., 2017; Oyserman, 2006). In
other words, an individual with high power distance belief is in favour
of, and will abide to societal hierarchy. The implications of power dis-
tance belief on consumer responses have often been evidenced in the
marketing literature. Unsurprisingly, status/conspicuous consumption
is one realm strongly associated to the power distance belief concept
(Gao et al., 2016; Souiden, M’Saad and Pons, 2011). For instance, Gao
et al. (2016) demonstrated that consumers with high power distance
belief believe that status consumption is effective for social signalling,
especially when surrounded by others’ with on-par or inferior status.
This is rationalized by the fact that these consumers think and abide to
the idea that people should be ranked and placed at their defined po-
sition in a social stratum. Such thought limits their expression of supe-
riority to similar peers and inferiors but not the superiors.

As highlighted earlier, power distance belief results in individuals’
different perception towards social hierarchy between people. It is
noteworthy to mention that this impact can be extended to consumers’
perception towards categorizing social objects, such as brands (Wang
et al., 2018). The underlying principle of power distance belief is the
need for ordered structure and abstention of ambiguity (Hofstede, 2001;
Lalwani and Forcum, 2016). Consumers with high power distance belief
are motivated to discriminate and rank brands, while their counterparts
are less likely to be cognizant with the differences in brand social
categorization (Lalwani and Forcum, 2016; Wang et al., 2018). Bearing
in mind of brand prominence as a notable social signalling attribute, we
presume the potential moderating role of power distance belief with
regards to the impact of brand prominence. For consumers with high
power distance belief, prominently branded products are more desirable
compared to subtle brands. They are likely to perceive congruence with
products that exhibits high brand prominence, as it aids in social com-
parison. Additionally, consumers with high power distance belief value
simplifies cognitive structures, and they are more likely to depend on
schema and heuristics, such as brand marks and self-image congruence
to infer value-for-money perception. Based on the above reasoning, we
propose that the serial mediating effect of self-congruence and
value-for-money perception is contingent on the level of power distance
belief Fig. 1:

H4. Power distance belief moderates the effect of brand prominence
on self-congruence. In high power distance belief condition, the effect of
brand prominence on self-congruence is stronger.

H5. Power distance belief moderates the indirect effect of brand

Power distance
belief Self-congruence

Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services 58 (2021) 102288

prominence on purchase intention through serial mediation of self-
congruence and value-for-money perception. The positive indirect ef-
fect is stronger at high level of power distance belief.

2.7. Methodology

We adopted a single factor between-subject design, with brand
prominence as the independent variable (manipulated: high vs. low). A
sample of 300 undergraduate students were recruited by the researcher
from attendees of a course during lecture hours. Seventeen responses
were discarded due to incomplete responses, leaving 283 useable re-
sponses (79 per cent female, 21 per cent male, mean age = 23). The
selection of young sample was justified as i) their behaviour in relation
to brand prominence in emerging markets requires further exploration,
ii) are typically brand conscious and interested in luxury goods, iii)
represent an attractive segment for luxury marketers (Eastman et al.,
2018; Kauppinen-Raisanen et al., 2018; Mundel et al., 2017). After being
briefed on the basic information on the experiment (e.g. assurance of
anonymity), respondents were randomly assigned to one of two condi-
tions, featuring different versions of the purchasing scenario. Firstly,
respondents were asked to answer questions of power distance belief
using five items measures Likert scales (1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 =
“strongly agree”) from Lam et al. (2009) (“People in higher positions
should make most decisions without consulting people in lower posi-
tions”, “People in higher positions should not ask the opinions of people
in lower positions too frequently”, “People in higher positions should
avoid social interaction with people in lower positions”, “People in
lower positions should not disagree with decisions by people in higher
positions”, “People in higher positions should not delegate important
tasks to people in lower positions™).

Subsequently, to manipulate brand prominence, respondents were
instructed to read an imaginative scenario regarding shopping for a
wallet in a luxury shop. The scenario was adapted from (Pino et al.,
2019). The selection of a wallet as the study’s test product is justifiable
as wallets are; (1) often viewed as a product relevant to conspicuous
consumption due to its wealth signally properties, and (2) categorized as
a unisex product (Amatulli et al., 2020; Sundie et al., 2011) which caters
to the study’s population. In the high brand prominence condition, re-
spondents were exposed to a condition where wallets featured big and
very visible logos; while in the low brand prominence condition, re-
spondents were exposed to wallets that featured small and unnoticeable
logos. The price and quality of wallets as well as respondents’ budget
were identical across the two versions of scenario. After exposure to the
scenario, respondents were asked two items measuring brand promi-
nence on a five-point scale (“To what extent the wallets are recogniz-
able?“, anchored at the extremes by “Not recognizable at all” and “Very
recognizable”; “How visible is the wallet’s logo?“, anchored by “Not
visible at all” and “Very visible™).

Afterwards, based on the scenario read, respondents rated the
statements on self-congruity (“I think I am like typical users who use this

Value-for-money

(Moderator)

N

Brand prominence

perception

Purchase intention

Figure 1. Research model

Fig. 1. Research model.
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kind of wallets”, “I see myself as very similar to typical users who use
this kind of wallets”, “In general, the personality of typical users who use
this kind of wallets is similar to mine”) (Bajac et al, 2018),
value-for-money perception (“This kind of wallets is excellent val-
ue-for-money”, “I think I would be happy with the value-for-money I
will get from this kind of wallets”, “This kind of wallets is valuable”)
(Baker et al., 2019), and purchase intention (“I would purchase one of
the wallets in the store”, “I would consider buying a wallet from this
store”, “The probability that I would consider buying a wallet from this
store is high™). All scales were measured using five-point Likert scales (1
= “strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly agree”). Lastly, respondents’
demographic information was provided and they were debriefed.

Prior to the start of the main study, we conducted a pre-test with 30
respondents to ensure the treatment works as intended. The results of
pre-test showed significant difference in terms of brand prominence (p
< 0.01). Respondents who read the purchase scenario of wallets with a
big and very visible logo indicated higher brand prominence (M =
4.230) compared to those exposed to purchase scenario of wallets with a
small and not visible logo (M = 2.774). In addition, respondents eval-
uated the price of the wallet on a two items scale (1 = inexpensive/
economy, 5 = expensive/luxury). The result indicated wallet at this
price to be luxury (M = 4.40).

3. Data analysis
3.1. Manipulation checks

An independent t-test was performed to check the effectiveness of
scenario presented. In line with our expectation, results revealed sig-
nificant differences in brand prominence (t = —9.471, p < 0.01), where
respondents who read the purchase scenario of wallets with big and very
visible logo indicated higher brand prominence (M = 3.728) compared
to those exposed to purchase scenario of wallets with small and not
visible logo (M = 2.924).

3.2. Partial least square structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM)

Structural equation model (SEM) was employed as the model re-
quires simultaneous estimation of causal relationships between multiple
latent variables. In this respect, we opted for PLS-SEM over covariance-
based structural equation modelling (CB-SEM) for several reasons.
Firstly, based on the PLS-SEM literature (Hair et al., 2017; Hair et al.,
2019), the present study is exploratory in nature rather than testing
well-established theory, rendering PLS-SEM a suitable analysis tool.
Secondly, PLS-SEM is less restrictive with distributional assumptions on
the data. Thirdly, PLS-SEM is appropriate when the proposed model is
complex (i.e. involving mediation and moderation). Fourthly, PLS-SEM
provides latent variable scores to be used in subsequent moderated
mediation analysis. PLS-SEM is executed in two phases, with the
assessment of measurement model followed by structural model.

3.3. Assessment of measurement model

The assessment of measurement model was conducted by examining
internal reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity. As
shown in Table 1, all constructs exhibited composite reliability and
outer loadings above threshold of 0.70 (Hair et al., 2019). In addition,
convergent validity was established as the average variance explained
(AVE) of all constructs was greater than 0.50 (Fornell and Larcker,
1981). Lastly, we examined the discriminant validity by using the
heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT) of the correlations approach
(Henseler et al., 2015). Table 1 indicates that all HTMT ratios were
below the conservative threshold of 0.85 (Kline, 2011), thus the
discriminant validity was established (Table 2).
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Table 1
Reliability and validity assessment.
Constructs Indicators Loading CR AVE
Brand prominence BP1 0.780 0.841 0.727
BP2 0.919
Self-congruence SC1 0.929 0.918 0.788
SC2 0.926
SC3 0.803
Value-for-money perception VP1 0.845 0.888 0.725
VP2 0.881
VP3 0.839
Purchase intention PI1 0.879 0.908 0.767
P12 0.864
P13 0.884
Power distance belief PD1 0.715 0.851 0.533
PD2 0.698
PD3 0.786
PD4 0.735
PD5 0.713

3.4. Assessment of structural model

The initial step in the assessment of structural model involves per-
forming the collinearity test. The variance inflation factor (VIF) values
of all constructs ranged from 1.004 to 1.476, well below the conserva-
tive threshold of 3.3 (Hair et al., 2017), indicating absence of collin-
earity issue. Furthermore, the variance explained (R?) for key
endogenous construct (i.e., purchase intention) was 0.383, thus indi-
cating satisfactory level of explanatory power. Subsequently, a boot-
strapping procedure with 5000 subsamples was conducted to examine
the main effects. As shown in Fig. 2, all structural paths are statistically
significant, except for the direct relationship between brand prominence
and purchase intention.

Following the standard procedure applied in the literature (Leal--
Rodriguez et al., 2015; Nel and Boshoff, 2019), we used the latent var-
iable scores generated in the PLS-SEM analysis as input for mediation,
moderation, and conditional indirect effect (serial moderated media-
tion) analysis executed using PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2015). Table 3
shows two significant simple indirect effects, suggesting the established
mediating role of self-congruence and value-for-money perception in the
relationship between brand prominence and purchase intention. In
addition, the results evidenced the serial mediation in play, whereby
brand prominence influences self-congruence, which affects
value-for-money perception, and in turn, influences purchase intention.

As illustrated in Fig. 3, the moderating effect of power distance belief
was significant (p = 0.159, p < 0.05), thus H4 was supported. The sig-
nificant moderating effect permits the subsequent examination of con-
ditional indirect effects (brand prominence—self-congruence—value-
for-money perception—purchase intention). A bootstrapping with 5000
resamples revealed that the index of serial moderated mediation (0.036)
is significant, with no 0 straddle in between 95% confidence interval (CI
[0.004, 0.077]) (Hayes, 2015). The conditional indirect effect results
reported in Table 3 show that as the moderator (i.e., power distance
belief) increases, the conditional indirect effect increases. Hence, H5
was supported.

4. Discussion

So should a brand shout aloud or whisper? This is the brand
communication strategy question that attracts considerable interest
from both academicians and practitioners in recent times. The purpose
of the present study is to examine the relationship between brand
prominence and purchase intention, and more specifically, on its un-
derlying mechanisms (i.e., self-congruence and value-for-money
perception) and potential boundary conditions (i.e., power distance
belief). It is important to note that the subsequent discussion and study
implications presented are based on the perspective of a young and
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Table 2

Discriminant validity (HTMT 0.85 criterion).
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Purchase intention Self-congruence Power distance belief Brand prominence Value-for-money perception
Purchase intention
Self-congruence 0.567
Power distance belief 0.296 0.322
Brand prominence 0.182 0.187 0.095
Value-for-money perception 0.684 0.636 0.179 0.366
Note: Shaded boxes are the standard reporting format for HTMT ratios.
Self-congruence | 0507 (0.000) _,| Value-for-money
/ perception
0.155 (0.039) 0.447 (0.000)
0.188 (0.000) 0.188 (0.000)
Brand prominence Purchase intention
0.013 (0.820)

Table 3

Figure 2. Main effects

Fig. 2. Main effects.

Mediation and conditional indirect effects.

A) Indirect effect of brand prominence on purchase intention

Effect 95% bias-corrected bootstrap
confidence interval
Lower limit ~ Upper limit
H1 BP—SC—INT 0.039 0.003 0.089
H2  BP—-VP-INT 0.084 0.041 0.137
H3 BP—-SC—VP—INT 0.035 0.002 0.072

B) Conditional indirect effects of brand prominence on purchase intention through
self-congruence (SC) and value-for-money perception (VP) in serial, at values of
power distance belief as moderator

Effect  95% bias-corrected bootstrap

confidence interval

Lower limit ~ Upper limit
H5 Index of moderated serial 0.036  0.004 0.077

mediation

Power distance belief
Low (-1SD) 0.001 —0.049 0.048
Medium (Mean) 0.037 0.007 0.071
High (+1SD) 0.073  0.029 0.128

Notes: BP= Brand prominence, SC= Self-congruence, VP= Value-for-money
perception, INT= Purchase intention.
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Fig. 3. Moderating effect of power distance belief.

predominant female sample.

The results suggest that consumers’purchase intention is not directly
driven by brand prominence. The acceptance of proposed serial medi-
ation infers that brand prominence stimulates purchase intention by
evoking psychological response (self-congruence), and subsequent
cognitive evaluation (value-for-money perception). In contradiction to
prior studies (Butcher et al., 2016; Cheah et al., 2015) which found that
brand prominence is a predictor of luxury brand purchase intention, this
study reveals a non-significant direct effect. This is not particularly
surprising given the fact that consumer behaviour is complex, and goes
way beyond stimulus-response simplicity. It would be rather dubious to
conclude that consumers’ luxury brand purchases are simply based on
brand prominence alone. In this regard, we substantiate the
self-congruence-value perception-behaviour model by Aw et al. (2019)
and Shamah et al. (2018), highlighting the indispensable role of
self-congruence and its biasing impact on brand evaluation in luxury
brand marketing (Sirgy et al, 1991). The significant role of
self-congruence stems from the symbolic nature of luxury brand pur-
chases which heavily lies in self-fulfilment or “pecuniary emulation”
(Kastanakis and Balabanis, 2012). Interestingly, the findings connote the
idea of consumers’ irrationality in rationality—the pursuit of
value-for-money, and yet make inferences based on non-functional
product-based attributes. This implies that consumers seek equivalent
symbolic benefits, in exchange of high price paid for luxury goods.
Apparently, possessing products with high brand prominence matches
consumers’ self-image. By maintaining and reinforcing consistency in
self-image, consumers are able to sense the worthiness in spending
money on luxury goods, which in turn induces their purchase intention.

Importantly, we make the clear distinction that there is no clear-cut
answer to the “be loud or be quiet” brand mark strategy question.
Instead, it very much depends on consumers’ interpretations towards
brand prominence, which hinges on the personal beliefs they uphold.
The findings indicate that the ability of brand prominence to develop
self-congruence and subsequent downstream behavioural outcomes
depends on consumers’ power distance belief. This concurs well with the
findings of Song et al.’s (2017), who stressed that cultural elements (i.e.,
values and beliefs) should be considered in the equation, as it may affect
the decipherment and preference towards a brand marker. High brand
prominence can lead to greater self-congruence for consumers with high
power distance. As such, prominently branded products are favored by
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high power distance consumers as it portrays visible social superiority.
Walking down the street wearing the eye-catching Gucci’s iconic
“double G” logo belt may certainly help consumers to distinct them-
selves from their peers, and move a step forward in defining their
self-concept as being a part of the wealthier populace. Hence, it explains
the strengthening power of power distance belief on significant positive
indirect effect of brand prominence on purchase intention through
self-congruence and value-for-money perception. On the flip side, it is
observed that such effect is diminished for consumers with low power
distance belief. One can conjecture that consumers with low power
distance are less inclined to status expression, and are reminded of
equality inherent in social interactions (Hofstede, 2001), and thus brand
prominence may be less relevant for their self-congruence.

4.1. Theoretical implications

The study makes important contributions to brand prominence
literature. We propose a moderated serial mediation framework that
provides conceptual and empirical insight on how luxury product design
(i.e., conspicuous vs. subtle brand mark) result in purchase intention.
Firstly, prior studies have largely emphasized on why consumers select a
high (or low) prominently branded product (Greenberg et al., 2019;
Kauppinen-Réisanen et al., 2018; Nabi et al., 2019). However, relatively
less attention has been directed to investigate the perception and
behavioural outcomes of brand prominence. To this end, we unearth
self-congruence and value-for-money perception as two salient out-
comes of brand prominence, suggesting that high brand prominence
fosters brand user image congruence and perception of worth-spending,
within a young, predominantly female sample. Secondly, the current
study unpacks internal mechanisms salient to the brand prominence
outcome, by revealing the sequential mediating role of self-congruence
and value-for-money perception. The sequential mediation identified
answers to the question of how brand prominence evokes purchase de-
cision, complementing prior studies that assumed direct relationships
between brand prominence and purchase intention of luxury goods
(Cheah et al., 2015; Pino et al., 2019). Thirdly, we underscore power
distance belief as a salient moderator, even at the individual level,
suggesting that cultural belief distinguishes the effectiveness of brand
prominence. Remarkably, the heretofore-untested moderated mediation
outlines the boundary condition (i.e., power distance belief) as to when
brand prominence works best in reinforcing downstream consumer re-
sponses, especially in shaping consumers’ self-congruence. This finding
indicates that brand prominence should not be designed with a “one size
fit all” approach, and heterogeneity must be taken into account as in-
dividual cultural beliefs can vary, even within a single country. Hence,
we add to the understanding of signalling theory by demonstrating the
need of aligning signal with the characteristics (i.e., cultural belief) of
signallers. Finally, heeding the call by Shao et al. (2019a), we make a
contextual contribution by examining brand prominence in an emerging
market, highlighting that conspicuous brand marking as a marketing
strategy is still highly relevant in the emerging market.

4.2. Practical implications

The study’s findings pose important marketing implications for
luxury brand markers. Different brand marketing communication stra-
tegies (whether loud or quiet) may yield fruitful results, under the
premise that brand marketers can grasp a thorough understanding of
their target market. In the context of emerging markets, a prominent
brand strategy should be adopted to stimulate young consumers’ pur-
chase intention. To further optimize the branding strategy, a normative
source such as opinion leaders can be utilized to mirror the image
consumers trying to match as younger consumers are often driven by
self-image motive. For instance, embodying Huda Kattan, a highly
famed social media influencer, carrying a handbag emblazoning the big
“LV” may reflect the image that young consumers are in pursue of and
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resonance with the purchase of prominently branded products. Also,
solely basing power distance from a country level view may undermine
the effectiveness of a marketing strategy, as there are apparent indi-
vidual variations even from within the same country. In line with Kim
and Zhang (2014), luxury brand marketers need to recognize that their
prominent brand strategy must align with consumers’ power distance
belief to derive optimal outcomes. To this end, marketers may want to
engage in segmentation and profiling to accurately identify and engage
with high power distance belief consumers. In addition, marketers who
are selling prominently branded products may prime power distance
belief through advertising appeal (e.g., “for those who want to reach the
top”; Lalwani and Forcum, 2016, p. 330) to elicit high power distance
belief. Even better yet, brand marks should be endowed with classy
symbolic meanings that convey prestigious feelings to satisfy the needs
of high-power distance consumers.

4.3. Limitations and future research

The study has gone some ways towards understanding the concept of
brand prominence. However, there are several limitations that need to
be considered. Firstly, the sample is limited to students from a single
country. Despite being valid in achieving the study’s objectives, future
studies may expand the diversity of the sample to increase its general-
izability. A cross-cultural comparison may be meaningful in testing the
proposed model. Secondly, as brand prominence is saliently associated
with status signalling, it is unlikely to work without the presence of
others, thereby bringing in the potential role of self and others’ status.
Future studies could explore and develop a more sophisticated theo-
retical apprehension that encompasses these constructs beyond a two-
way interaction. Thirdly, this study only considers the value-for-
money dimension. Future studies could include and test a more
detailed value dimensions (e.g., emotional and social value) to identify
the most salient value in the brand prominence context. Fourthly, it
would be fruitful for future research to extend the current research
model by incorporating different dimensions of self-concept for a more
comprehensive understanding. Fifthly, the present study considers only
a single product type, while future research could explore the realm of
other luxury goods, such as clothes, sunglasses, and watches. Sixthly, the
current study is situated on personal consumption. It would be inter-
esting to see whether results would hold in the context of gifting instead.
Finally, literature has acknowledged the rise of inconspicuous luxury
consumption, presenting another valuable path waiting to be explored.
For instance, when and why is a subtle brand preferred by luxury con-
sumers? What segment should be catered to and targeted for incon-
spicuous brand? Will there be any differences in terms of psychological
and behavioural response as well as brand evaluation for this market?
Addressing these pressing queries would provide a more thorough un-
derstanding of brand prominence in luxury goods consumption.

Appendix

Scenarios adopted from Pino et al. (2019).
High prominence condition

Please imagine that you are in a luxury store because you need to buy
a new wallet for yourself, and your budget is up to $400. The sales staff
shows you all the best quality wallets they have in stock. Those wallets
are characterized by big and very visible logos of the luxury brands.
Their average price is $300.
Low prominence condition

Please imagine that you are in a luxury store because you need to buy

a new wallet for yourself, and your budget is up to $400. The sales staff
shows you all the best quality wallets they have in stock. Those wallets
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are characterized by very small logos of the luxury brands, stitched in-
side the products. Their average price is $300.
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