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When Brand Narratives Are Written in Metaphoric
Terms, Can They Weaken Self-Brand Connections?
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ABSTRACT Previous research has established that brandnarratives can strengthen the connection between consumers

and brands. The present investigation raises the question of whether thisfinding holds when narratives arewritten inmet-

aphoric terms. Three studies, including a pilot study of Amazon.com brand reviews (N 5 1; 000) and two experiments

(N 5 4; 017), illustrate that metaphoric (vs. nonmetaphoric) narratives can actually weaken the self-brand connection.

The studies illuminate that, while metaphoric narratives are prevalent in consumer reviews, such reviews seem less likely

to provide the narrative structure necessary to establish a strong connection with the brand. This work contributes to the

novel insight that while consumers often use metaphors as a way to talk about brands, relying on metaphors may actually

weaken the review writer’s connection with the brand. This effect remains robust even when considering high levels of

brand familiarity and linguistic abilities of the brand review writer.
W
hen sharing their experiences with brands, con-
sumers often write in a narrative format (Es-
calas 2004b; Hamby, Brinberg, and Daniloski

2017; Reimann et al. 2018). Consumers provide such narra-
tive accounts of their interactions with brands in the form of
online reviews or in the role of influencers and brand spokes-
people who cocreate brand messages. In these narratives,
consumers include their thoughts and feelings about the ac-
tors in a particular story (often the consumer and the brand
themselves), as well as any observations on how the events
of the brand interaction unfolded over time. They may also
provide insight into the reasons why certain events hap-
pened the way they did (Escalas 2004b). In turn, this narra-
tive content shapes consumers’ relationships with brands,
both for consumers who produce brand narratives and those
who read them (Hamby, Daniloski, and Brinberg 2015; van
Laer, Feiereisen, and Visconti 2019). For example, a consumer
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figurative speech), which previous research may have over-
looked. This observation raises the question: Does the use
of metaphors in brand narratives help or hurt the relation-
ships that consumers have with their brands? Intuition
might suggest that consumers utilize metaphors to simplify
otherwise complex ideas about brands (Thibodeau and Boro-
ditsky 2013; Pogacar, Shrum, and Lowrey 2018), possibly
creating greater narrative depth, which in turn might facili-
tate consumers to form stronger bonds with their brands.
However, contrary to this intuition, we argue—and our pre-
liminary results illustrate—that metaphoric narratives can
lead to weaker connections between consumers’ selves and
their brands. We propose that this outcome occurs in part
because metaphorical language may create greater cognitive
distance between the metaphor’s meaning and the elements
within the narrative the metaphor intends to describe. In
turn, readers feel less connected to the abstractmetaphorical
conceptswithin the story and are thus less apt to identifywith
the focal brand, resulting in weaker self-brand connections.

We therefore argue that a better understanding of how
consumers use and understand metaphors in stories about
brands is warranted, answering calls for a closer look into
how consumers use narratives to understand their experi-
ences with brands (Escalas and Hamby 2023). Across three
studies using two differentmethods (i.e., analyses of archival
review data and experiments), the present research attempts
to shed new light on the occurrence of metaphoric narra-
tives in consumers’ reviews of branded products (pilot study),
shows their effect in weakening self-brand connections
among brand review writers (study 1), and highlights key
differences in narrative structure between metaphoric and
nonmetaphoric narratives among the readers of these re-
views (study 2).
CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

AND HYPOTHESES

The Role of Narratives in Consumer Language
Narratives are ubiquitous in our everyday lives. Much of the
marketing-related information we exchange is told in a nar-
rative format (Adaval and Wyer 1998). Consumers them-
selves communicate their brand experiences using narratives
(e.g., describing actors in a story) in online reviews, video
content, and other forms of word of mouth. For example,
Trader Joe’s, a grocery store chain, has been ranked as the
most beloved brand on the Yelp review platform, with nu-
merous consumer reviews telling their favorite stories about
the brand (Sampey 2023).
While narratives are pervasive in consumer language, the
way that they are defined has received considerable debate
in consumer research (Escalas 1998, 2004b; van Laer et al.
2014). For example, some work on narratives has argued
that they describe chronologically related events from the
perspective of a narrator embedded within the story
(Barthes and Duisit 1975; Bal 2017), while other work has
argued that narratives must consist of story, text, and narra-
tion but not necessarily in chronological order (Rimmon-
Kenan 2002). At a minimum, many consumer researchers
agree that narratives (1) consist of actors engaged in actions
to achieve goals, (2) contain a temporal sequence of events,
and (3) explain why things happen (Adaval and Wyer 1998;
Escalas 2004b). Of these aspects, first, the actors in a narra-
tive provide insight into their perspective of the accounts be-
ing told. Thus, the events in a story should unmistakably in-
clude one or more protagonists’ point of views (Woodside
2010). Second, narratives recount personal events in a linear
temporal sequence, such as when they describe a consumption
journey from beginning to end. This linear format not only
makes for a good iterative story but also makes generating
and processing new pieces of information easier (Bruner
1991). Third, the sequential events in a narrative provide
context as to why things happened as they did. The story
should thus construe reasons for the sequence of events
(Adaval and Wyer 1998). Building on these three structural
components of narratives, for the purpose of our research
we formally define narratives as stories that contain actors,
follow a temporal sequence, and provide reasons why events
in the story happened the way that they did. Also, for the
purpose of the present research, we conservatively assume
that all three structural components must be present for a
narrative to be defined and count as such.

What Is a Metaphoric Narrative?
Building on conceptual metaphor theory, we support the ob-
servation that metaphors—that is, figurative language that
describes one thing or idea in terms of another—are an in-
tegral part of people’s lives and personal stories (Hawkes
1972; Mac Cormac 1985; Lakoff and Johnson 2003). People
often attempt to understand complex concepts (e.g., rela-
tionships) in terms of simpler and more familiar ones
(Lakoff and Johnson 2003; Landau, Zhong, and Swanson
2017), and metaphors seem to facilitate this process by pro-
viding terms and concepts that consumers can grasp more
easily. In general, metaphors are said to structure how we
perceive new concepts and how we relate to other people
(Lakoff and Johnson 2003). In particular, metaphors are
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said to provide an important foundation for how people re-
late to brands (Reimann, Nuñez, and Castaño 2017).

Prior research on narratives has argued that in order to
become immersed in (or “narratively transported” by) a story,
readers of narratives must employ their imagination (Escalas
2004a; Lien and Chen 2013). We argue that metaphors can
fulfill this requirement because figurative speech enables
people to immediately apply their imagination (DeRosia
2008). Indeed, when thinking and writing in metaphoric
terms, consumers conceive ideas by using symbols that
mean more than what is actually being said (Landau et al.
2017). When consumers utilize metaphors in their stories,
they generate what we call metaphoric narratives, which we
formally define as consumer stories that contain both figura-
tive speech and the three required structural components of
a narrative (as described herein previously).

Metaphoric narratives are unique in that they use meta-
phors to tell a story. Importantly, what also distinguishes
metaphoric narratives from nonmetaphoric ones is the de-
gree to which the three structural components are applied
and understood from the perspective of both the storyteller
and the story receiver. We argue that when consumers tell
stories in metaphoric (vs. nonmetaphoric) terms (e.g., when
reviewing products), they are more likely to use complex fig-
urative speech, abstract ideas, and vague concepts rather
than straightforward textual descriptions to detail the ac-
tors, temporal events, and reasons why the events of the
story unfolded the way that they did. When doing so, con-
sumers must draw upon preexisting information about the
comparison made through the metaphor to develop an un-
derstanding of the narrative events. In other words, con-
sumers must engage in the cognitive process of using their
antecedent knowledge about the metaphorical concepts to
transfer meaning to the narrative. The issue at hand is that,
because metaphoric storytellers use abstraction to create
meaning, there is a possibility that this approach increases
the cognitive distance between the storyteller’s meaning of
the story elements and how the story receiver perceives
them. For a story to make sense, story receivers must under-
stand the actions of the actors and derive implications from
the sequence of events, which is likely harder when inter-
preting a story based on metaphors compared to non-
metaphoric narrative. Thus, we argue that metaphors may
abstract the interpretation of a narrative, thereby increasing
the cognitive distance between the story’s elements and the
consumer. This process ultimately results in weaker connec-
tions between the brand in the story and our sense of self, as
we discuss in more detail next.
Metaphoric Narratives and Self-Brand Connections
Narratives can be powerful in connecting consumers with
brands. Consumers frequently both evaluate and write nar-
ratives about brands to garner and share information in the
marketplace. In online product reviews, consumers take on
the role of both storyteller and story receiver in a quest to
exchange insights about products. In addition, online influ-
encers undertake the role of brand promoter, sharing their
experiences about products they love. Once consumers im-
merse themselves in these stories, they draw links between
the actors within the narrative (such as the brand) and
their self-structure, yielding a strong self-brand connection
(Escalas 2007). However, much of the work in this area
has not explored the possible influence of figurative lan-
guage, such as metaphors, on brand relationships. There-
fore, the central question in the present research is whether
the use of metaphors in brand narratives helps or hurts the
relationships consumers have with brands. We argue that
there are several reasons why metaphoric (vs. nonmeta-
phoric) narratives may lead to lower levels of self-brand con-
nection, in part because metaphors in narratives may engen-
der greater cognitive distance. The first reason is, the more
abstract the narrative becomes, the less likely it is to describe
the actors in the story in a relatable way. We argue that this
abstraction can induce cognitive distance and make it more
difficult for consumers to generate a sense of emotional en-
gagementwith the brand, rather than interpreting themean-
ing of the metaphor. The second reason is that well-developed
stories require a temporal sequence regarding how events
within them unfold (Escalas 2004b). Metaphors contain
language that is not always linearly presented (Zaltman
and Coulter 1995), and thus their efficacy in generating a re-
latable story may be problematic. Because consumers must
follow the narrative sequence of events while integrating
the information contained in the metaphor with their exist-
ing knowledge and expectations about the brand, under-
standing how the narrative events are sequenced becomes
more difficult. In turn, this may create additional cognitive
distance between the consumer and the narrative, resulting
in a less relatable story. Third, in a good narrative, the events
in the story are connected by a clear cause-and-effect rela-
tionship that provides reasons why events in the story hap-
pened the way that they did, which creates a sense of coher-
ence and meaning for the audience (Bruner 1991). Because
metaphoric meanings are often contextual (Thibodeau and
Boroditsky 2013), the metaphor may be understood differ-
ently across narrative contexts. If consumers fail to make
sense of the metaphor’s meaning as it relates to the story
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and their connection with a brand, the causal sequence ex-
plaining why the events occurred becomes unclear. There-
fore, rather than providing additional clarity to the events
of the story, the metaphor distances the reader cognitively
from the causal meaning of the events in the story. We for-
mally hypothesize:

H1: Metaphoric (vs. nonmetaphoric) narratives
weaken self-brand connections.

H2: Metaphoric (vs. nonmetaphoric) narratives lessen
the perceived structure of the brand narrative because
of greater cognitive distance between the (a) actors,
(b) temporal sequence, and (c) reasons why things hap-
pened in the narrative.
OVERVIEW OF STUDIES

This article reports three studies aimed at illustrating the
prevalence ofmetaphoric narratives and their effects on both
the self-brand connection of the review writer and on the
perceived narrative structure of the review reader. In our pi-
lot study, we coded archival consumer review data scraped
from Amazon.com to find preliminary empirical support
for our observation that metaphoric narratives are ubiqui-
tously used by consumers. In study 1, we empirically illus-
trate our main prediction that metaphoric (vs. nonmeta-
phoric) narratives weaken self-brand connections. In study 2,
we take a close look at the extent to which consumers per-
ceive narrative structure in metaphoric (vs. nonmetaphoric)
narratives. Further procedural details on our studies are pro-
vided in the appendixes accompanying this article (apps. 1–3
are available online). If not otherwise noted, all cases were
kept after following our exclusion criteria. Materials, data, and
code are available on the Open Science Framework (OSF):
https://osf.io/4jp39/.

PILOT STUDY

Overview and Method
The goal of the pilot study was to assess the extent to which
consumers actively usemetaphoric (vs. nonmetaphoric) nar-
ratives when producing reviews on brands they have pur-
chased. We relied on archival data by randomly scraping re-
views from bestselling brands listed in five fast-moving
consumer-goods categories on Amazon.com, an online re-
tailer. We selected the following product categories: toilet
paper, paper towels, over-the-counter pain reliever, laundry
detergent, and body soap. Example brands were Bounty
kitchen towels and Tide laundry detergent pods. Review
length was set to between 10 and 500 words to ensure con-
sistency across reviews (PowerReviews 2022). Furthermore,
we dropped spam reviews (e.g., senseless writing, copy-and-
pasting) and reviews in languages other than English. From a
total of 1,634 filtered reviews, we randomly pulled 1,000 for
coding (see exemplary reviews in appendix table 1; appendix
tables 1–5 are available online). To determine whether a re-
view is narrative, each review was coded on whether it con-
tains actors, describes temporal events, or states why things
happened (1 5 yes, 0 5 no; adapted from the definition of
narratives by Escalas 2004b). Here we applied the conserva-
tive assumption that all three structural components of a
narrative must be met for a narrative to be counted as such,
in line with many consumer researchers’ definitions of a
good narrative (Adaval and Wyer 1998; Escalas 2004b). To
determine whether a review is metaphoric, each review was
coded on whether it contained figurative language (1 5

yes, 0 5 no). To do so, we recruited 1,000 independent on-
line participants from CloudResearch Connect and asked each
participant to code one review on the four components.

Results
Of the 1,000 reviews, 182 were classified as containing nar-
ratives (i.e., meeting all three components of a narrative:
actors, temporal sequence, and reasons why things hap-
pened). Of those, about half (52%) were classified as meta-
phoric (i.e., containing figurative language). Appendix table 2
breaks down the findings by product categories.

Discussion
The pilot study provides preliminary support for our obser-
vation of the commonness of metaphoric narratives when
consumers write reviews on the brands they have purchased.
While this pilot study has several limitations, such as its fo-
cus on specific product categories andmaterial goods, the ar-
chival data shed new light on the role of metaphors in brand
narratives. Next, to test our first hypothesis, we conducted
study 1, a controlled online lab experiment, in which we
asked participants to write brand narratives in either meta-
phoric or nonmetaphoric terms and then assessed the
strength of the self-brand connection.

STUDY 1

Overview and Method
The goal of study 1 was to empirically illustrate hypothesis 1,
which suggested a negative effect ofmetaphoric (vs. nonmeta-
phoric) narrative on self-brand connection. In this study,

https://osf.io/4jp39/
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participants were asked to write a promotional brand mes-
sage in either metaphoric or nonmetaphoric terms for
brands of headphones that varied in the degree of brand fa-
miliarity. Our intention was to simulate the context of brand
influencers, who are sometimes tasked to cocreate brand
messages (Hughes, Swaminathan, and Brooks 2019; Leung
et al. 2022).

Participants. In total, 2,015members of the Cloud Research
Connect consumer panel were recruited for online participa-
tion. Of those, 40 were removed due to incomplete re-
sponses and are hence not further discussed. A final sample
of 1,975 participants (50.6% female, Mage 5 39:76 years)
were included in our analysis.

Procedures andMaterials. Study 1 employed a 2 (narrative
type: metaphoric, nonmetaphoric) � 2 (brand familiarity:
low, high) between-subjects experimental design, with nar-
rative type and brand familiarity as between-subjects inde-
pendent variables and self-brand connection as dependent
variable. After providing informed consent, participants
were informed that the objective of this study was to gather
valuable input on marketing promotion ideas for a head-
phone brand.

Participants were then randomly assigned to one of the
two narrative type conditions. In the metaphoric narrative
condition, we defined ametaphor as figure of speech that de-
scribes an object or an action in a way that is not literally
true, but used as a comparison or an analogy that explains
an idea or concept (e.g., “she is an early bird” and “he is a
shining star”). In the nonmetaphoric narrative condition,
we defined a narrative as a story or account of events, expe-
riences, or imaginary worlds, presented through a sequence
of connected events or actions (e.g., “She enjoys waking up at
6 a.m. in the morning, having breakfast, and commuting to
work” and “He studied hard in college, landed a great job and
is now a successful manager in his organization”). In addi-
tion to providing a metaphorical or narrative promotional
message (depending on the assigned condition), participants
in all conditions were told that their promotional message
should (1) contain a storyline with a beginning, middle,
and end; (2) contain actors in the storyline; and (3) explain
why things happen, that is, what caused things to happen.
These instructions were included to ensure that participants
in both conditions were producing narratives. Participants
were then shown three comprehension questions to (1) gauge
whether they had understood the definition (either meta-
phoric or nonmetaphoric narrative, depending on their con-
dition) and (2) ensure that their message included the three
components of a narrative (i.e., actors, temporal sequence,
and reasons why things happened).

Participants were also assigned to one of the two brand
familiarity conditions. In the low-brand familiarity condi-
tion, we presented participants with an unknown brand
name, Vivida, which we had generated using ChatGPT. In
the high-brand familiarity condition, we presented partici-
pants with the widely known Bose headphone brand. The
two brand familiarity conditions were collected several
weeks apart because of the large sample size and to avoid
overlapping participation. In addition, participation in the
high-brand familiarity condition was restricted to subjects
who were not part of the earlier low-brand familiarity condi-
tion. In the high-brand familiarity condition, participants
were also asked to confirm whether they knew of the brand
Bose prior to participation in this study (“Do you know the
headphone and sound equipment brand Bose?”). Images of
headsets were also shown (see appendix table 3).

Participants were then asked to provide their promotional
brand narrative (see example reviews in appendix table 4).
After writing their brand narratives, participants responded
to the previously established self-brand connection scale
(Escalas 2004b). Items were “[Brand] reflects who I am”; “I
can identify with [Brand]”; “I feel a personal connection to
[Brand]”; “I can use [Brand] to communicate who I am to
other people”; “I think [Brand] could help me become the
type of person I want to be”; “I consider [Brand] to be ‘me’
(it reflects who I consider myself to be or the way that I want
to present myself to others)”; and “[Brand] suits me well”
(15 not accurately at all, 75 extremely well). The items were
averaged to form an index of self-brand connection
(a 5 :96). Next, participants were askedwhether they enjoy
writing creatively, like to play with language, and are profi-
cient in the English language (1 5 strongly disagree, 7 5

strongly agree). Our focal effects were qualitatively robust
when including these three covariates in an analysis of var-
iance and are hence not further discussed. There was also an
attention screener embedded, which asked participants to
select the second scale point on a Likert scale. Our focal re-
sults at different comprehension and attention levels are re-
ported in appendix 2. Finally, participants responded to
three questions about their linguistic ability (appendix 2)
and stated their gender and age for demographic purposes.
Participants were then debriefed.

Results
Data were submitted to an analysis of variance. As expected,
results revealed a negative main effect of narrative type on
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the strength of the self-brand connection, F(1; 1971) 5
5:647, p 5 :018, h2p 5 :003. Further analysis of the esti-
mated marginal means confirmed that participants in the
metaphoric narrative type condition had a weaker self-brand
connection (M 5 4:02, SD 5 1:58) than did those in the
nonmetaphoric narrative type condition (M 5 4:18, SD 5

1:53). Results also revealed a positive main effect of brand
familiarity on the strength of the self-brand connection,
F(1; 1971) 5 14:782, p < :000, h2p 5 :007, such that partic-
ipants with high brand familiarity had stronger self-brand
connections (M 5 4:24, SD 5 1:46) than did participants
with low brand familiarity (M 5 3:98, SD 5 1:63). There
was no statistically significant interaction effect between the
narrative type condition and the brand familiarity condition
on the strength of the self-brand connection (F(1; 1971) 5
1:625, p 5 :203).
Discussion
Study 1 empirically illustrates our theoretical argument that
when consumers write narratives about brands in meta-
phoric terms, it can weaken their self-brand connections.
This means that, after usingmetaphors in their brand narra-
tive, consumers feel less attached to the brand and possibly
find it to be less reflective of themselves. In addition, study 1
highlights that, regardless of the extent of a consumer’s fa-
miliarity with the brand they are writing about, the use of
metaphoric narratives has a detrimental effect on the
strength of consumers’ relationship with the brand. While
we find that brand familiarity predicts self-brand connec-
tions (which adds to the nomological validity of our study),
the finding that narrative type and brand familiarity did
not interact indicates that even if consumers have strong
knowledge of the brand, metaphors still have a negative ef-
fect on their self-brand connections. This finding adds to
literature attempting to differentiate the effects of brand
(un-) familiarity on consumers’ cognitions and attitudes re-
lated to the brand (e.g., Guo and Zhang 2020). The experi-
mental design of study 1 also controlled for linguistic ability
(appendix 2).

While study 1 tested the effect of metaphoric (vs.
nonmetaphoric) narratives on the self-brand connections
of brand narrative writers, the following study 2 tested the
downstream consequences of metaphoric (vs. nonmeta-
phoric) narratives on brand narrative readers. We were par-
ticularly interested in unearthing differences in the narrative
structure of metaphoric (vs. nonmetaphoric) narratives, as
we expected that these differences could shed light on possi-
ble explanations for why metaphoric (vs. nonmetaphoric)
narratives weaken self-brand connections.

STUDY 2

Overview and Method
The goal of study 2 was to shed light on hypothesis 2, which
suggested a negative effect of metaphoric (vs. nonmeta-
phoric) narrative on narrative structure. Specifically, we
aimed to explore whether the narrative type (metaphoric
vs. nonmetaphoric) influences the perceived narrative struc-
ture of the brand narrative. Participants in study 2 were
asked to read the brand narratives produced by participants
in the previous study 1 and then rate its narrative structure.

Participants. Two thousand and forty-two members of the
Cloud Research Connect consumer panel (52.1% female,
Mage 5 39:83 years) participated in exchange for monetary
compensation. Data for each brand were collected at two
different points in time to avoid overlapping recruitment.

Procedures and Materials. Study 2 employed a 2 (narra-
tive type: metaphoric, nonmetaphoric)� 2 (brand familiar-
ity: low, high) between-subjects experimental design, with
narrative type and brand familiarity as between-subjects in-
dependent variables and narrative structure as dependent
variable. After providing informed consent, participants
were informed that the objective of this study was to rate a
story about a headphone brand. Participants were randomly
assigned to read a brand narrative from one of the two nar-
rative type conditions. Participants were also assigned to one
of the two brand familiarity conditions used in study 1.

After reading the assigned brand narrative, participants
in all conditions were asked to rate its structure using the
established narrative structure coding scale (Escalas 2004b).
The items were “To what extent does this story consist of
actors engaged in actions to achieve goals?”; “Towhat extent
does this story let you know what the actors are thinking
and feeling?”; “To what extent do these thoughts provide
you with insight about the personal evolution or change
in the life of a character?”; “To what extent do these
thoughts explain why things happen, that is, what caused
things to happen?”; “To what extent do these thoughts have
a well-delineated beginning (initial event), middle (crisis or
turning point), and ending (conclusion)?”; and “To what ex-
tent do these thoughts focus on specific, particular events
rather than on generalizations or abstractions?” (1 5 not
at all, 4 5 very much so). In addition to analyzing the three
structural narrative components of actors, sequential events,
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and causal inferences individually, all six items were also av-
eraged to form an index of narrative structure (a 5 :84).
There was also an attention screener embedded in one of
our scales, which asked participants to select the second scale
point on a Likert scale. Our focal effects were qualitatively ro-
bust across different levels of attention and are hence not
further discussed (see app. 3 for details). Finally, participants
stated their gender and age for demographic purposes.

Results
Data were submitted to an analysis of variance. As expected,
for the six dependentmeasures that we had averaged into an
index of narrative structure, results revealed a negativemain
effect of narrative type on the overall structure of the brand
narrative, F(1; 2038) 5 89:870, p < :000, h2p 5 :042. Fur-
ther analysis of the estimated marginal means confirmed
that participants in the metaphoric narrative type condition
perceived the brand narrative to be less structured (M 5

2:13, SD 5 :78) than did those in the nonmetaphoric nar-
rative type condition (M 5 2:44, SD 5 :72). Results also
revealed a positive main effect of brand familiarity on the
narrative structure of the brand narrative, F(1; 2038) 5 9:281,
p 5 :002, h2p 5 :005, such that narratives about the brand
with high brand familiarity were perceived to be more narra-
tively structured (M 5 2:33, SD 5 :76) than were narra-
tives about the brand with low brand familiarity (M 5 2:23,
SD 5 :77). There was a marginally significant interaction
effect between the narrative type condition and the brand
familiarity condition on the extent to which the brand narra-
tive was perceived to be structured narratively (F(1; 2038) 5
3:417; p 5 :065).

When separately examining the three focal narrative ele-
ments of actors, temporal sequence, and reasons why things
happened, results revealed negative main effects of narrative
type on the extent to which the brand narrative appeared to
include actors (F(1; 2038) 5 135:429, p < :000, h2p 5 :062;
follow a temporal sequence, F(1; 2038) 5 28:599, p < :000,
h2p 5 :014, and contain reasons why things happened,
F(1; 2038) 5 24:765, p < :000, h2p 5 :012. Further analysis
of the estimated marginal means confirmed that partici-
pants perceived the metaphoric narrative to include actors
(M 5 2:28, SD 5 1:07), follow a temporal sequence (M 5

1:99, SD 5 1:01), and contain reasons why things happened
(M 5 2:00, SD 5 :99) to a substantially lesser extent than
did participants who read the nonmetaphoric narrative (ac-
tors: M 5 2:82, SD 5 1:02; temporal sequence: M 5 2:23,
SD 5 :99 reasons why things happened: M 5 2:22,
SD 5 1:02). There were also positive main effects of brand
familiarity such that narratives about more-known brands
were perceived to include actors (F(1; 2038) 5 18:500,
p < :000, h2p 5 :009), and temporal events (F(1; 2038) 5
5:283, p 5 :022, h2p 5 :003) more than less-known brands.
The main effect of brand familiarity on whether the nar-
rative was perceived to explain why things happenedwas sig-
nificant (F(1; 2038) 5 4:369, p 5 :037). While the interac-
tion effect of brand familiarity and narrative type on the
degree to which the narrative was perceived to include ac-
tors (F(1; 2038) 5 :201, p 5 :654) and temporal events
(F(1; 2038) 5 2:140, p 5 :144)wasnonsignificant, the inter-
action effect was significant on the extent to which the story
was perceived to explain why things happened (F(1; 2038) 5
6:198, p 5 :013, h2p 5 :003; appendix table 5 shows full re-
sults of brand familiarity on narrative structure).
Discussion
Study 2 supports our account that when consumers read
narratives about brands in metaphoric terms, they perceive
them to be less narratively structured than when the narra-
tives are written in nonmetaphoric terms. This means that
consumers who write narratives about brands (study 1) are
perceived to describe the narrative elements to a lesser ex-
tent in metaphoric (vs. nonmetaphoric) narratives, possibly
because of the reliance on metaphoric language to detail the
story. The findings of study 2 complement the insights of
study 1, as they imply that even when participants are
asked to write stories with all narrative elements present,
metaphoric (vs. nonmetaphoric) narratives lack detail re-
garding the story’s actors, temporal sequence of events, and
cause-and-effects relationships.
GENERAL DISCUSSION

Across three studies, this research has shed light on the com-
mon use of metaphors in consumers’written accounts (pilot
study) and illustrated that when consumers write narratives
in metaphoric terms, it leads them to feel less connected to a
brand (study 1). One possible explanation that we explored
for this effect is the cognitive distance that the use of a met-
aphor in a brand narrative may create between consumer
and brand (study 2).
Theoretical Contributions
The present research contributes to prior work in at least
four ways. First, despite the ubiquitous usage of and exten-
sive consumer research on narratives (e.g., Escalas 2004b;
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Hamby et al. 2015, 2017), few prior works have systematically
studied how the use of metaphors in narratives affect con-
sumer–brand relationships. To address this gap, we bridge
and integrate two separate streams of literature: work on
narratives and work on conceptual metaphors. Conceptual
metaphor theory argues that consumers’ conceptual system—

that is, how consumers both think and act—is fundamentally
metaphorical in nature, making metaphors prevalent in
everyday language and life (Hawkes 1972; Mac Cormac 1985;
Lakoff and Johnson 2003). In support of this theory, we ar-
gued and empirically elucidated that metaphors commonly
play a role in narratives. Our preliminary results thus under-
score recent observation that consumers experience feelings
of social connectedness after activating schemata of human-
like traits in brands they deeply love, with these human-like
traits being used in metaphorical ways to describe their rela-
tionships (Reimann et al. 2017). Beyond this observation,
the present work finds that consumers use metaphors more
broadly than just for brands with which they have strong re-
lationships (pilot study). Our finding that consumers often
use metaphors when writing stories about brands highlights
the importance of better understanding the language con-
sumers use to describe their experiences with brands. In-
deed, metaphors can be powerful tools to convey complex
ideas, thoughts and feelings (Marin, Reimann, and Castaño
2014), and when writing stories about brands, consumers
use metaphors to describe their experiences with the brand
in a way that seems engaging. For example, a consumer
might describe a brand as a “breath of fresh air,” perhaps
to convey a sense of excitement they feel when using it.
However, there is a downside to this approach: when con-
sumers utilize metaphors to write brand narratives, it can
lead them to feel less connected to the brand they arewriting
about, which shines through in their writing (study 1). This
may be because metaphors create greater cognitive distance
between the brand and the story’s structural components
(study 2).

Second, we contribute to seminal work that has estab-
lished that narrative processing in response to reading narra-
tively structured ads is positively related to self-brand con-
nections (Escalas 2004b). Based on this work, one could
intuitively predict a positive effect on self-brand connections
when consumers write brand narratives in metaphoric (vs.
nonmetaphoric) terms. However, in the present work, we
found the opposite: metaphoric narratives can weaken
self-brand connections. Becausemetaphors make an implied
comparison between two unlike things, consumers must fill
the gap between the metaphorical meaning and their con-
nection with a brand (DeRosia 2008). The use of metaphors
may thus introduce cognitive distance between consumer
and brand, making it harder for consumers to relate to it.
While previous research suggests that story-based consumer
reviews result in increased narrative processing and more
positive evaluations (Hamby et al. 2015), our findings indi-
cate that the presence ofmetaphors in brand stories—which
are also prevalent in consumer reviews—may weaken self-
brand connections.

Third, the present work sheds light on differences in the
structure of metaphoric (vs. nonmetaphoric) narratives.
Studying these differences is an important addition to prior
work, which argued that narratives pay attention to specific
details of events to explain and interpret such events
(Escalas 2004b). To a much lesser extent, metaphoric (vs.
nonmetaphoric) narratives may tell a well-developed story.
This can make it more difficult for consumers to produce a
brand narrative that reflects their sense of self, as they
may have difficulty interpreting the metaphorical language
being used while processing the actors, temporally sequen-
tial events, and reasons for why events in the narrative hap-
pened. This can lead to a sense of disconnection between
consumer and brand that canmanifest in several ways, such
as a lack of engagement with the narrative and reduced re-
call of brand information (Thibodeau and Boroditsky 2011).
In contrast, nonmetaphoric language may be more effective
at reducing such disconnection and promoting a stronger
connection between the consumer and the brand. The
likely reason for this is that nonmetaphoric language is typ-
ically more concrete and easier to understand with less
room for interpretation, which can lead to a more im-
mersive and engaging brand narrative experience for the
consumer.

Fourth, the notion of brand relationship can be seen as a
metaphor itself, in the sense that it uses a linguistic compar-
ison between two different things: in this case, the relationship
between a person and a brand is compared to the relationship
between two people (Alvarez and Fournier 2016). This com-
parison helps to convey the idea that the relationship be-
tween a person and a brand is more than just a transactional
exchange of goods and services but, rather, involves an emo-
tional connection (MacInnis and Folkes 2017), as well as the
potential for emotional detachment if the brand betrays its
consumers (Reimann et al. 2018). Overall, while the notion
of brand relationship can be seen as a metaphor, our findings
suggest that when inserted in consumer narratives, brand
relationships may influence the emotional connections be-
tween consumers and brands.
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Limitations and Avenues for Future Research
This study has some limitations that offer pathways to pos-
sible future insights. First, we asked participants in our study 1
to produce brand narratives only in written form. Future
work could directly compare different modes in which meta-
phoric brand narratives are produced, such as through writ-
ing, reading, or mental simulation. These are three cogni-
tively different modes of producing information, which
could possibly activate different cognitive processes that
could influence the impact of metaphoric language on self-
brand connections. For example, when consumers simulate
metaphoric brand narratives in their minds, they may be
more focused on producing the narrative as a whole. This
could potentially reduce the negative effect of metaphoric
language on self-brand connections.

Second, there are several theoretically relevant individ-
ual difference variables that could possibly moderate the
negative effect of metaphoric (vs. nonmetaphoric) narra-
tives on self-brand connection. We believe studying the
roles of relevant moderators could yield important future
findings, given that researchers have pointed out a possi-
ble context-dependence of the effectiveness of metaphors
(Lee and Schwarz 2014; Marin et al. 2014). One such vari-
able is the need for cognition, which refers to the extent
to which individuals enjoy engaging in effortful cognitive
activities, such as thinking and problem-solving (Cacioppo
and Petty 1982). Consumers with a high need for cognition
may bemore likely to engagewith themetaphorical language
used in a brand narrative and may be less affected by the
cognitive distance that can result from usingmetaphors. Ad-
ditionally, while our study 1 found that the enjoyment of
playing with language did not qualitatively alter our focal
effect, it does predict a consumer’s connection to a brand.
Thus, an experiment that manipulates the need for cogni-
tion seems warranted. Furthermore, another individual dif-
ference variable that could play a critical moderating role is
cognitive style, which refers to an individual’s preferred
way of processing information (Guilford 1980). For exam-
ple, consumers with a more concrete (vs. abstract) cognitive
style may be less likely to apply metaphoric language in
their own thinking about brands and may be more affected
by the cognitive distance that can result from using meta-
phors. Moreover, although study 1 of this article controls
for linguistic ability, a more systematic approach may be
needed to determine how writing ability may influence
our effects. Of course, other factors may further alleviate,
mute, or exacerbate the effect of metaphors on self-brand
connections.
Third, our primary studies examined narratives that are
relatively short in length. Although consumers commonly
write and read brief narratives in the marketplace, shorter
narratives are limited in their ability to fully detail the ele-
ments included in a narrative. Thus, although we find that
participants can identify narrative elements in these brief
texts, future work should examine whether length is a mod-
erating factor in the effect of narrative processing.
Implications for Marketers and Consumers
In today’s social media–driven marketing environment,
brand-related information multiplies quickly (Hudson et al.
2016). Because metaphors are often thought to ease the un-
derstanding of complex concepts, they are frequently em-
ployed by both consumers and firms. However, because of
the linguistic characteristics of metaphors, such as their
abstractness, vagueness, and unclear causality, they are actu-
ally likely to reduce required features that make a brand
story relatable, and thus they can become an enemy of the
brand. As the present research shows, the use of metaphors
can reduce the attachment and relatedness that consumers
feel toward brands.

Consumers who write product reviews frequently for
professional purposes (e.g., influencers) should be mindful
of the language used in their brand narratives and, if meta-
phors are used, should seek out those that are generally
clear and coherent. Specifically, in writing their brand nar-
ratives, they should look for metaphors that provide a clear
causal relationship between events with little room for in-
terpretation and that include relatable actors and a clear
temporal sequence. By doing so, they can achieve a better
understanding of and engagement with the brand narrative,
perhaps leading to a stronger sense of attachment and loy-
alty to the brand.

Marketers should also be aware of the potential downsides
of using metaphors in the narratives about their brands.
While metaphors can be effective in simplifying complex
concepts, they can certainly also reduce the relatability of a
narrative, leading to weaker consumer attachment and relat-
edness to the brand. Therefore, marketers should carefully
monitor the text that is produced about their brands by both
consumer and expert reviewers as well as by product influ-
encers.When employingmetaphors in their own brand com-
munications (e.g., brand slogans, mission statements, and
advertising messages), marketers should also prudently con-
sider the use of metaphors and assess whether they enhance
or distract from the overall relatability of their brand.
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WHEN BRAND NARRATIVES ARE WRITTEN IN 

METAPHORIC TERMS, CAN THEY WEAKEN SELF–

BRAND CONNECTIONS?  
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These Web Appendices are organized as follows: 

 

Web Appendix 1: Methodological Details on the Pilot Study 

Web Appendix 2: Methodological Details on Study 1 

Web Appendix 3: Methodological Details on Study 2 

 

The information provided in the main article and in these Web Appendices is 

intended to help the reader to comprehend the procedures, manipulations, and 

measures of our studies. Both our main article and these Web Appendices thus 

represent illustrations of our empirical procedures following a typical peer review 

process. For exact materials, data, and code, please see our repository on the Open 

Science Framework: https://osf.io/4jp39/. 
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WEB APPENDIX 1 

METHODOLOGICAL DETAILS ON THE PILOT 

STUDY 

 

Appendix Table 1: Exemplary review text for narrative types and 

different product categories 

 

Narrative 

type 

Product 

category 

Review text 

Metaphoric 

Soap & 

detergent 

 

“This body wash has a creamy rich lather... even with 

a wash cloth! It’s fresh sent leaves you feeling 

refreshed and moisturized. My husband often 

compliments how good I smell even hours after I’ve 

showered. I buy two at a time and they last me and 

my girls around two months. My two pre- teen girls 

say their Dove gives them that ‘Spa’ feel. 

A little goes a long way but I won’t lie I use extra 

pumps just because I love it so much. Let your body 

thank you and give it a try!” 

“The pricing was good and I love the premeasured 

pods. And I did not have to lug it from my car to my 

laundry room. It came straight to my front door.” 

Pharmaceutical 

products 

“I loved the size of the pill and how it took quick 

action of pain relief.” 

“I am all set. After the regular Tylenol,I purchased 

the PM Tylenol.  I am full.  I haven't used more than 
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3. However, I feel good to know it is there when 

needed.” 

Pulp & paper 

products 

“I was always a user of another brand of "Ultra 

Strong" toilet paper, the one with the bears in the 

ads. I decided to give this a try based on reviews to 

see if I would like it the same or better than their 

competitor's product because it was a little cheaper. 

Big mistake. One thing that was more annoying than 

truly negative was that it was like this toilet paper 

wasn't "cut" all the way through. Like when you 

order a pizza and they don't cut all the way through 

it. You would try and tear off the sheets of toilet 

paper on the perforation and it would just rip where 

it wanted all lopsided and jagged. Like I said, not 

truly a huge issue but it was annoying and kinda 

funny. The worst things about this toilet paper is all 

the lint and dust it creates. Example being when I 

had a watery eye I grabbed a couple squares to wipe 

the moisture from my eye. Afterwards I looked in the 

mirror and had little pieces of white fuzz all 

underneath my eye from the toilet paper. If you can 

imagine, it also left this fuzz behind in...other 

places....it was used as well. Like what you normally 

use toilet paper for. You get what I mean. Who wants 

a fuzzy linty bottom after they use the restroom?” 

“Up until recently, I'd been using Brawny paper 

towels. Then Ukraine was invaded, and that is 

relevant to this review. Georgia-Pacific makes 

Brawny paper towels, and Georgia-Pacific is owned 

by Koch Industries, and Koch Industries has no 
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intention of shutting down operations in Russia. So, 

no question I had to switch brands. Tried the Bounty 

and was AMAZED. These towels are RADICALLY 

better than Brawny: thicker, more robust, able to 

absorb significantly more liquid and still be usable 

once it's wet. I'm sorry it took such a tragedy for me 

to try them, but Bounty is now my paper towel of 

choice in perpetuity.” 

Non-

metaphoric 

Soap & 

detergent 

 

“I bought this on Amazon because I was too lazy to 

remember to buy it at the store. I also like that it is 

really big and has the pump handle on it. I usually 

use 2 pumps which creates a lot of lather with my 

loofa. At first, I loved this soap! I was able to stop 

using lotion when I got out of the shower, and could 

really tell the difference between this with the 

"nutrium moisture", and the generic brands at the 

grocery store that claim to be the same. But, 

apparently I need to start using body lotion again, 

because I have noticed that my skin isn't as soft now, 

and I'm starting to get little patches of dry skin on 

my arms. Overall, it is a good product, and I might 

buy this again on Amazon. Or maybe I will just buy 

the generic when it is on sale at the grocery store.” 

“I used Tide Unscented Tide and went on vacation 

and they only had this kind of Tide. So I used it and 

had no rashes Now I use Tide Pods 3 in 1, Laundry 

Detergent Pacs, Spring Meadow Scent, 81 Count I 

buy the largest bottle I can purchase. Amazon, with 

their doupon, is cheaper than at Walmart. 
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I highly recommend the scent and the size and 

always I recommend Tide!!” 

Pharmaceutical 

products 

“Had a pounding headache and decided to take one 

of these. Started feeling relief within 5 minutes and 

headache was mostly gone within 15 minutes. Highly 

recommend.” 

“I have used rapid release since they first came out.  

When I've got pain worth taking medication for, I 

turn to rapid release.  Two nights ago, I couldn't 

sleep because of shoulder pain, took the rapid release 

got back in bed and was asleep within 5 minutes.  I 

had rolled around for hours trying to get 

comfortable, but Tylenol Rapid Release did the 

trick.” 

Pulp & paper 

products 

“Of course there are cheaper products out there but I 

found this to be pretty good. Rolls are soft and large, 

and comfortable to use. I'd order again if I can't find 

any in stores.”  

“Don’t buy your toilet paper on here, all of it is far 

overpriced!! Shop at sams or Cosco I pay $25 for a 

huge case of toilet paper like 8 packs and it’s softer 

then cottonelle, I am picky about my toilet paper 

too!” 

 

Note. The review text in Study 1 was scraped from Amazon.com in April 2023 for 

purchases made between 2015 and 2023. Data were categorized based on the 

International Standard Industrial Classification (ISIC) of all economic activities.  
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Appendix Table 2: Pervasiveness of metaphoric narratives by 

product category 

 

 

Note. Chi-square test of independence between product categories and narrative 

type (metaphoric vs. non-metaphoric): X2 (5, 1000) = 15.18, p = 0.02 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Narrative type  

 

Product 

categories 

 

Metaphoric 

narrative 

Non-

metaphoric 

narrative 

Metaphor 

only 
Uncategorized Total 

Pharmaceutical 

products 
11 (1%) 16 (2%) 21 (2%) 146 (15%) 

194 

(19%) 

Pulp & paper 

products 
44 (4%) 31 (3%) 41 (4%) 347 (35%) 

463 

(46%) 

 

Soap & 

detergent 
40 (4%) 40 (4%) 20 (2%) 242 (24%) 

342 

(34%) 

Total 95 (9%) 87 (9%) 82 (8%) 736 (74%) 1000 
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WEB APPENDIX 2 

METHODOLOGICAL DETAILS ON STUDY 1 

 

Appendix Table 3: Pictorial stimuli 

Stimulus presented in  

low brand familiarity condition 

Stimulus presented in  

high brand familiarity condition 

 

 

 

 

Vivida Bose 

 

Note. The Vivida and Bose datasets were collected several weeks apart from each 

other in April and May 2023 because of the large sample size and to avoid 

overlapping participation. Although data for each brand were collected at two 

different points in time to avoid overlapping recruitment, there is no theoretical 

reason to expect that there would be differences caused by an event that occurred 

between the time the data were collected. In addition, participation in the Bose 

condition was restricted to subjects who were not part of the earlier Vivida 

condition.  
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Appendix Table 4: Example brand messages for different narrative 

types 

Narrative 

type 

Brand message 

Metaphoric 

“Bose is the cream of the crop. I opened them, I used 

them, and enjoyed superior sound quality from the noise 

canceling.” 

“She was feeling down, so she put on Bose headphones 

and listened to calming waves. Bose is her vacation.” 

 “Mary found solace in her Bose headphones. The sound 

was so vivid that it felt like a concert. This is where she 

found joy” 

 
“A person on a plane puts on Bose headphones. They're 

immediately transported to an island paradise. It takes 

them away!” 

 

Non-

metaphoric 

“She wakes up, grabs her coffee, and then enjoys listening 

to music on her Bose headphones while walking to class.” 

 
“She drives to the gym, puts on her Bose headphones, and 

then lifts weights for 30 minute.” 

 
“I got a new pair of Bose headphones, I put them on, 

cranked up the noise suppression and had a great 

evening!” 

 

“She woke up and felt very sleepy but put her Bose 

headphones on and it energized her to get through the 

day.” 

 

 

Manipulation Check for the Narrative Type Condition 

• True/false question, which was only shown in the non-metaphoric narrative 

condition (‘True’ is the correct answer): “True or false: A narrative 

promotional message is a story or account of events, experiences, or 

imaginary worlds, presented through a sequence of connected events or 
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actions.” In support of our manipulation, 97.1% of participants in the non-

metaphoric narrative condition responded ‘True’. 

• True/false question, which was only shown in the metaphoric narrative 

condition (‘True’ is the correct answer): “True or false: A metaphorical 

promotional message describes an object or an action in a way that is not 

literally true, but used as a comparison or an analogy that explains an idea 

or concept.” In support of our manipulation, 97.4% of participants in the 

metaphoric narrative condition responded ‘True’. 

 

Manipulation Check for the Brand Familiarity Condition 

• Low brand familiarity condition: By design, the Vivida brand was either 

unknown or perceived to be little known (perhaps because of its familiar 

pronunciation), because it was created by the authors using ChatGPT. 

• High brand familiarity condition: “Do you know the headphone and sound 

equipment brand Bose?” 100% of participants checked ‘Yes’. When ‘No’ was 

selected, the study was ended automatically. 

 

Comprehension and Attention Check Questions 

• Question 1, shown in all conditions (multiple-choice question with four 

answer options; ‘All of the above’ is the correct answer): “Your promotional 

message should contain which of the following? Contain a storyline with a 

beginning, middle, and end; Contain actors in the storyline, including Bose; 

Explain why things happen, that is, what caused things to happen; All of the 

above. 

• Question 2 (embedded among other scale items): “If you read this, select 2.” 
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Condition Comparison Results at Different Levels of Comprehension and 

Attention 

• All participants: Fnarrative type = 5.647, p = .018; Fbrand familiarity = 14.782, p 

< .000; Finteraction = 1.625, p = .203 (total n = 1975) 

• None of three questions correct: F test = n/a (total n = 0) 

• One of three questions correct: Fnarrative type = .020, p = .896; Fbrand familiarity 

= .872, p = .419; Finteraction = 0 (total n = 6) 

• Two of three questions correct: Fnarrative type = 3.854, p = .051; Fbrand familiarity 

= .041, p = .840; Finteraction = 2.259, p = .134 (total n = 240) 

• Three of three questions correct: Fnarrative type = 4.646, p = .031; Fbrand familiarity 

= 15.995 p < .000; Finteraction = .468, p = .494 (total n = 1674) 

 

Analyses When Controlling for Linguistic Abilities 

Linguistic ability index (α = .65): 

• I enjoy writing creatively. 

• I like to play with language. 

• I am proficient in the English language. 

Results: 

• Flinguistic ability = 136.320, p < .000; Fnarrative type = 5.363, p = .021; Fbrand 

familiarity = 17.594, p < .000; (n = 1975) 
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WEB APPENDIX 3 

METHODOLOGICAL DETAILS ON STUDY 2 

 

Comprehension and Attention Check Questions 

• Question 1 (embedded among other narrative structure scale items): “If you 

read this, select 2.” 

 

Condition Comparison Results at Different Levels of Attention 

• All participants: Fnarrative type = 89.870, p < .000; Fbrand familiarity = 9.281, p 

= .002; Finteraction = 3.417, p = .065 (total n = 2,042) 

• Attention check question correct: Fnarrative type = 91.315, p < .000; Fbrand 

familiarity = 8.884, p = .003; Finteraction = 3.126, p = .077 (total n = 2,038) 
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Appendix Table 5: Results of brand familiarity on narrative structure 

Scale item Brand 

familiarity 

condition 

Mean  Standard 

Deviation 

To what extent does 

this story consist of 

actors engaged in 

actions (perhaps to 

achieve goals)? 

Present 2.65 1.07 

Absent 2.45 1.08 

To what extent do 

these thoughts have a 

well delineated 

beginning (initial 

event), middle (crisis 

or turning point), and 

ending (conclusion)? 

Present 2.16 1.02 

Absent 2.06 .98 

To what extent do 

these thoughts explain 

why things happen, 

that is, what caused 

things to happen? 

Present 2.16 1.02 

Absent 2.07 1.00 
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Condition Comparison Results for Three Focal Narrative Elements 

DV: To what extent does this story consist of actors engaged in actions 

(perhaps to achieve goals)?  

• Fnarrative type = 135.429, p < .000; Fbrand familiarity = 18.500, p < .000; Finteraction 

= .201, p = .654 (n = 2042) 

 

DV: To what extent do these thoughts have a well delineated beginning 

(initial event), middle (crisis or turning point), and ending (conclusion)? 

• Fnarrative type = 28.599, p < .000; Fbrand familiarity = 5.283, p = .022; Finteraction = 

2.140, p = .144 (n = 2042) 

 

DV: To what extent do these thoughts explain why things happen, that is, 

what caused things to happen? 

• Fnarrative type = 24.765, p < .000; Fbrand familiarity = 4.369, p <= .037; Finteraction = 

6.198, p = .013 (n = 2042) 

 

Note. Although we performed ANOVA on individual scale items rather than the 

composite index, ANOVA’s robustness often ensures that violations of normality 

assumptions do not significantly impact results, especially with adequate sample 

sizes. 

 

 


