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MITA SUJAN and JAMES R. BETTMAN*

Results of four studies demonstrate that perceptions of how different a brand is
from other brands in the product category affect perceptions of the brand’s position
within the category. Specifically, perceptions that a brand is strongly discrepant
result in a subtyped (or niche) position, whereas perceptions that a brand is mod-
erately discrepant result in a differentiated position within the general category.
Perceptions of discrepancy are affected both by the extent of discrepancy on an
attribute and whether the discrepant information is concentrated in a single ad for
the brand or dispersed across multiple ads for the product. The effects associated
with a subtyped position, in comparison with a differentiated position, are identified
(study 1) and are found to increase with time (study 2). The subtyped versus dif-
ferentiated distinction for a strongly versus moderately discrepant brand is validated
with a sorting task (study 3). This distinction is shown to hold in the context of
multiple discrepant brands that differ in their extent of discrepancy (study 4). Im-
plications of the findings for a theoretical understanding of subtyping versus dif-
ferentiation and for the application of positioning strategies in the marketplace are

The Effects of Brand Positioning Strategies on
Consumers’ Brand and Category Perceptions:
Some Insights From Schema Research

discussed.

An important aspect of a brand’s position in a product
category is how similar or different the brand is per-
ceived to be in comparison with other brands in the prod-
uct category. For positioning a new brand, especially one
that is in some way different from present brands in the
category, several choices are available to the marketer.
First, the marketer can choose to position the brand within
the overall market as a “differentiated” product. With
this strategy, the brand is positioned so that it is seen as
sharing important attributes or product characteristics with
other brands in the category and as being superior on the
differentiating or distinguishing attributes (Dickson and
Ginter 1987).

A second strategy, also based on differentiating the
brand from other brands, involves an attempt to create
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a separate submarket or niche for the new brand. With
this strategy, an attempt is made to set the brand apart
from the general category rather than to position the brand
within the overall market as in the first strategy. The
differentiating attributes are used to create a strong per-
ception of difference—that the brand is in a class or cat-
egory by itself. A subtype is thus a brand (or set of brands)
unique enough in comparison with other brands in the
market that a well-defined perceptual “boundary” sep-
arates it from the other brands (Day, Shocker, and
Srivastava 1979; Srivastava, Alpert, and Shocker 1984),
affecting marketing behaviors such as brand switching.
A key aspect of the subtyping strategy is that the brand
is not perceived as a prototypical example of the overall
market but rather as a specialized product, possibly ap-
pealing to a focused market (Porter 1980).

Both the product differentiation and subtyping strat-
egies have inherent advantages. On an aggregate level,
the product differentiation strategy may afford a wider
market because the brand is seen as consistent with the
category and therefore substitutable for other brands.
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However, by the same argument, the subtyping strategy
affords a better defense of the brand’s competitive po-
sition because the brand is seen as isolated from the rest
of the market and less likely to be substituted for another
brand. Profitability may depend on how these factors (i.e.,
size of the target market and sustainable competitive ad-
vantage) balance out.

In some conditions, aspects of the brand itself (e.g.,
physical attributes) may limit the options or situational
factors (e.g., size of the target market) may determine
which positioning strategy is best for the brand. How-
ever, in other conditions the differentiation and subtyp-
ing strategies can be considered options for the same brand
(e.g., the positioning of Porsche 911; Schutz and Cook
1986). Communication then can be used to implement
the chosen positioning strategy.

Little research has been done on the differences be-
tween the subtyping and differentiation strategies in terms
of their effects on consumers, especially at an individual
level. These strategies might be different only in how
similar the advocated brand is perceived to be to other
brands in the category on the differentiating attribute,
with the subtyping strategy resulting in greater percep-
tions of difference. However, these strategies might also
be associated with differences on other aspects of brand
perceptions. Perceptions of and memory for attributes of
the brand other than the distinguishing attribute might be
different for a subtyped and a differentiated brand. In
addition, because both subtyping and differentiation
strategies position a brand as different from other brands,
each strategy might work, though differently from the
other, to influence perceptions of the product category
itself.

The purpose of our article is to examine, at an indi-
vidual level, the effects of marketing communications on
brand positioning and brand and category perceptions.
Specifically, we report four studies that investigate the
effects of conveying strongly versus moderately discrep-
ant information about the brand on brand positioning (a
differentiated vs. subtyped position) and the associated
effects on consumers’ perceptions of the brand and of
the product category. Schema-based research, especially
research that addresses how discrepant information is in-
tegrated into present knowledge bases, is used to inves-
tigate these issues.

A SCHEMATIC APPROACH TO UNDERSTANDING
THE EFFECTS OF POSITIONING STRATEGIES

Schemas are cognitive structures representing one’s
expectations about a domain (Bettman 1979). Over time,
a consumer is likely to develop a schema or set of ex-
pectations about a product category. These expectations
might include hypotheses about what are the usual val-
ues on attributes, importance weights of attributes, and
how much variability there is across brands on attributes.
Schemas have been shown to have a profound effect on
the processing of new information.

An assumption made here is that given a new brand
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related to a category (e.g., labeled a “sports car”) but
different from present brands, one initially processes in-
formation about the brand with one’s present schema
(Fiske and Pavelchak 1984). Two fundamental processes
that describe how individuals can cope with incongruent
information are assimilation and accommodation (Ru-
melhart and Norman 1972). Assimilation occurs when a
new concept is integrated into the present mental schema.
Accommodation occurs when a new mental schema is
created or when the present schema undergoes substan-
tial modification to interpret a new concept.

We use two models—the schema plus tag model and
the subtyping model—as exemplars of the general ap-
proach taken in schema-based research to examine the
processing of incongruent brands. Our purpose is not to
test between these models, but merely to use these models
to generate hypotheses, at an individual level, about the
differences in brand and category perceptions that might
underlie consumer judgments about a differentiated ver-
sus a subtyped brand. Though these models were de-
veloped originally in a person perception context, and
there may be important differences between person per-
ception and object perception (Lingle, Altom, and Medin
1984), these models appear applicable to the product
context. Essentially product schemas are similar to per-
son schemas in that they contain well-organized beliefs
that guide the interpretation of new information. Product
schemas may differ from person schemas in that the lat-
ter may be associated with higher levels of affect. How-
ever, there is empirical evidence of the applicability of
such models (e.g., the subtyping model) to a product
context (Sujan 1985).

The Process of Assimilation: Schema Plus Tag Model

As might be expected, the process of assimilation to
a generic schema is likely to occur when new informa-
tion is slightly to moderately discrepant from the cate-
gory schema, but not when it is strongly discrepant. The
schema plus tag model (Graesser, Gordon, and Sawyer
1979; O’Sullivan and Durso 1984) more specifically
suggests that attributes consistent with the schema are
copied from the schema into the memory representation
for the new brand. Therefore, the resulting memory rep-
resentation does not distinguish between consistent at-
tributes actually stated as being descriptive of the brand
and consistent attributes not stated. Brand attributes dis-
crepant from the general schema cannot be represented
in the schematic portion and instead are linked to the
representation by unique “tags.”

The schema plus tag model describes particularly well
one’s memory representation for a differentiated brand.
Consistent with the general view of a differentiated brand,
the model predicts that the advocated brand will be seen
to share many consistent attributes with other brands in
the category. The brand also will be seen as different
from other brands in that its schema will contain a unique
tag linking the differentiating attribute to the brand.

Based on this representation, the schema plus tag model
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predicts that for a differentiated brand, memory will de-
cline faster over time for discrepant (tagged) brand at-
tributes than for consistent brand attributes because the
former are not as strongly associated with the organizing
schema. Further, the model predicts an inclination to as-
cribe other consistent attributes to the brand. These ten-
dencies might explain why a great amount of advertising
may be required to remind consumers of the unique at-
tributes of a differentiated brand.

In addition to brand beliefs, brand evaluations might
be influenced. Recent research has emphasized that
schemas contain knowledge about both cognitive beliefs
and affect (Fiske and Pavelchak 1984). Hence affect may
be transferred from the general schema to the specific
brand, and judgments of the overall product category may
influence judgments of the specific brand.

Finally, given the process of assimilation, there is likely
to be little impact of new information on the general
product category schema with a product differentiation
strategy.

The Process of Accommodation: Subtyping Model

As might be expected, the process of accommodation
is likely to occur when inconsistencies are large and can-
not be filtered out (O’Sullivan and Durso 1984; Taylor
and Crocker 1981; Weber and Crocker 1983). The sub-
typing model (Taylor 1981) was proposed as a method
of accommodation that would explain two apparently
conflicting results in the schema literature—that incon-
gruencies can be exceptionally well remembered (Srull
1981) and yet schemas are extremely resistant to change
based on the new information (Taylor and Crocker 1981).
The subtyping model suggests that in the attempt to rec-
oncile inconsistent information with the schema, this in-
formation is deeply processed and well remembered. The
specific process of resolution is the formation of sub-
categories to accommodate the discrepant instances. Thus,
the schema for the category as a whole can be main-
tained (Crocker 1984; Taylor 1981).

The subtyping model predicts that for a subtyped brand,
memory for discrepant brand attributes should be high.
Further, because the brand is set apart from the general
product category, there should be less tendency to as-
cribe attributes consistent with the product category to
the specific brand. Thus subtyping, in contrast to brand
differentiation, should result in greater memory for the
brand’s distinguishing features and possibly poorer
memory for the features it shares with other brands in
the category.

In addition, because the brand is set apart in a separate
subcategory, there is likely to be little transference of
affect from the general schema to the specific brand. In-
stead, if the brand is truly different and the subtype is
newly formed, evaluation of the product is more likely
to depend on a “piecemeal” approach (Fiske 1982; Sujan
1985), wherein evaluation is based on the attributes of
the brand and how those attributes are evaluated.

Finally, a subtyping strategy is likely to affect the gen-
eral product category schema. One aspect of schemas
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that may be tied specifically to the process of subtyping
is perception of variation among brands. Though sub-
types—instances that are highly discrepant on some at-
tribute—may not change what is considered consistent
with the general schema, they may influence perceptions
of variability on that attribute within the overall schema.
Recent research suggests that individuals store infor-
mation on perceived variability of category members (Park
and Hastie 1987).

One implication of such perceptions of variability on
an attribute induced by a subtyping strategy concerns the
importance of that attribute. Earlier research on choice
models (Nakanishi and Bettman 1974) suggests that the
greater the perceived variation among brands on an at-
tribute, the greater is the perceived importance of the
attribute as a choice or evaluation criterion. Thus, the
subtyping strategy might influence perceptions of the
market by affecting both the perceived variability on at-
tributes and the importance of attributes associated with
the general product category.

RESEARCH HYPOTHESES

Effects of Discrepant Information on Product
Positioning

The schema-based research predicts that to position
the brand, a brand differentiation strategy can be imple-
mented by using attributes that are moderately discrepant
from the overall product category schema whereas a sub-
typing or niche strategy can be implemented by using
attributes that are strongly discrepant from the general
product category schema. Though this link between ex-
tent of discrepancy and positioning seems almost defi-
nitional, the relationship must be tested as a precondition
for the other hypotheses we examine.

H,: Strong discrepancy of the focal attribute from the
overall product category schema results in a sub-
typed position, whereas moderate discrepancy results
in a differentiated position.

Effects on Memory for Brand Features

When information is moderately discrepant, consistent
features of the brand are likely to be remembered better
than discrepant features, especially over time, because
of stronger links to the brand’s schema. Consistent fea-
tures not mentioned are likely to intrude from the prod-
uct category schema and to be ascribed to the brand.
Similarly, more inferences based on product category
membership can be made about missing features of the
brand. Conversely, when information is strongly dis-
crepant, discrepant features are processed deeply and
therefore are well remembered. The method of resolving
the conflict—creating a subcategory for the discrepant
brand—dampens intrusions of information from the
overall schema into the memory representation of the
brand.

H,: Strong discrepancy of the focal attribute from the
overall product category schema, in comparison with
moderate discrepancy, results in:
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higher recall of the discrepant features of the brand,

lower recall of the consistent features of the brand,

c. lower “false” recall of features not explicitly stated,
and

d. fewer inferences about features not explicitly

stated.

o

Effects on Brand Evaluations

When the discrepancy is moderate and the brand is
assimilated to the category schema, as in the differen-
tiation strategy, transference of affect from the schema
to the specific brand is likely (Fiske 1982). Brand eval-
uation is likely to be based on product category mem-
bership. Any correspondence between brand features and
brand evaluations is therefore indirect and mediated by
category membership. In this situation, correspondence
between features and evaluations is likely to be low.
Specific reasons for the low correspondence might be the
separation in memory of affect from beliefs about fea-
tures (Fiske 1982) or the different processes (sponta-
neous online processes vs. memory-based processes) used
to retrieve affect versus beliefs about features (Hastie and
Park 1986). However, when the discrepancy is strong
and the brand is subtyped, the brand is likely to be eval-
uated directly on its own features and on how important
the various attributes are perceived to be (Fiske 1982;
Sujan 1985; Sujan, Bettman, and Sujan 1986). In this
situation, correspondence between brand features, the
importance of attributes, and brand evaluations is likely
to be greater.

H;: Strong discrepancy of the focal attribute from the
overall category schema, in comparison with mod-
erate discrepancy, results in:

a. greater correspondence between brand features and
brand evaluation and

b. greater correspondence between focal attribute
importance and brand evaluation.

Effects on Product Category Perceptions

Two important aspects of category perception are the
extent of perceived variability within the category on an
attribute and the importance of attributes associated with
the category. Extreme discrepancy on an attribute, in
comparison with moderate discrepancy, is likely to re-
sult in greater perceptions of variability on that attribute
and in greater determinance or importance of the attri-
bute as a decision criterion. Perceptions of greater vari-
ability between brands on the focal attribute(s) also may
result in perceptions that the product category, instead
of being homogeneous, is composed of separate sub-
markets.

H,: Strong discrepancy of the focal attribute from the
overall product category schema, in comparison with
moderate discrepancy, results in:

a. greater perceptions of variability on the focal at-
tribute,

b. greater perceived importance of the focal attri-
bute as a decision criterion, and

c. greater perceptions of submarkets within the
product category market.
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Effects Over Time

The schema-based research, especially research on the
schema plus tag model (e.g., Schmidt and Sherman 1984),
suggests that time consolidates the organizing schema in
memory so that information consistent with the schema
is well remembered and information discrepant from or
irrelevant to the schema is forgotten. The increasing im-
portance of the organizing schema over time—the prod-
uct category schema in the case of the differentiated brand
and the subcategory schema in the case of the subtyped
brand—may therefore actually strengthen the predicted
differences between the differentiation and subtyping
strategies.

Hs: The differences specified in H; through H, between
a strong discrepancy and moderate discrepancy strat-
egy are enhanced over time.

STUDY 1

Subjects

Subjects were undergraduate and graduate business
students at a major eastern university. Announcements
were made in classes asking for volunteers for a one-
hour study on advertising. A lottery of $100 was offered
as an incentive. While signing up for the study, subjects
indicated their level of knowledge, interest, and expe-
rience for a set of product categories, including 35mm
SLR cameras. Subjects’ responses to the knowledge, in-
terest, and experience scales for 35mm SLR cameras were
averaged (alpha = .71) and subjects scoring 3 or more
(where 7 was highest) were contacted for the experi-
ment. Seventy-seven percent of subjects who signed up
qualified on the basis of the knowledge cutoff and were
contacted for the experiment. Seventy-five percent of
subjects who were contacted kept their appointment. A
total of 46 students participated in the experiment. The
mean knowledge score of subjects who participated was
5.0, where 7 corresponded to most knowledgeable about
35mm SLRs.

Procedure

Subjects were run in two groups of approximately 25
in large classrooms. All three experimental conditions
were conducted in each session. Three booklets, marked
1, 2, and 3, were laid out on each desk. Subjects were
asked to turn first to the booklet marked 1 and read the
ad in the booklet so as to form an impression of the brand
advertised. After about 2 minutes, subjects turned to
booklet 2, which contained the distractor task. The dis-
tractor task was constructed so that it appeared to be an
integral part of the experiment yet prevented subjects from
rehearsing the specific ad they saw. It was held constant
across conditions. In the distractor task, “informational”
and “emotional” ads were described and subjects were
asked to list their thoughts about each type of ad for
about 5 minutes. After completing this distractor task,
which took about 10 minutes in total, subjects turned to
booklet 3, which contained the dependent measures and
manipulation checks. Subjects finally were debriefed,
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signed up for the lottery, and left. The entire procedure
took about 40 minutes to administer.

Independent Variable

Level of discrepancy. Three levels of discrepancy were
developed: no discrepancy (called “consistent”), mod-
erate discrepancy, and strong discrepancy. A moderately
important attribute was chosen as the focal attribute be-
cause a very important attribute could create a ceiling
effect and an unimportant attribute a floor effect on some
measures (e.g., attribute importance). Pretests showed
sturdiness of construction to be a moderately important
criterion for evaluating 35mm SLR cameras (mean =
3.7 where 7 is most important, n = 20) and hence it was
chosen as the focal attribute. Three features (waterproof
qualities, body construction, and lens construction) rel-
evant for determining sturdiness were manipulated. Note
that though the terms “attribute” and “feature” are often
used interchangeably, for methodological clarity we use
the term “attribute” to refer to an abstract, multidimen-
sional characteristic (e.g., sturdy) and “feature” to refer
to a more specific, less multidimensional characteristic
(e.g., waterproof). The features used were constructed
and pretested to be consistent with schemas for 35mm
SLR cameras (can be used in a drizzle, has a camera
case for protection, has a lens shield; means = 2.9, 3.1,
2.7 where 1 is very typical and 7 very atypical, n = 20),
moderately discrepant (can be used in the rain, sturdy
body construction, scratch-resistant lens; means = 4.4,
5.1, 5.0), or extremely discrepant (can be used in the
water, shatterproof body construction, shatterproof lens;
means = 5.7, 6.1, 6.3). A repeated-measures analysis
on the mean levels of discrepancy verified that the three
levels of discrepancy were significantly different from
each other (none vs. moderate: ¢ = 3.0, p < .01; mod-
erate vs. strong: t = 1.9, p < .05).

In addition to the information on the focal attribute,
other information was provided to establish the schema.
The product category schema was established by using
the category label (“Introducing AM-1, the newest 35mm
SLR camera”) and three schema-consistent features re-
lating to compactness of design (the control attribute).
This schema-consistent portion of the description was
constant across all descriptions. Discrepancy was ma-
nipulated in the second half of the description by using
the features relating to the focal attribute. Features re-
lating to the focal and control attributes used to create
the ad stimuli are given in the Appendix.'

Dependent Variables

Several dependent measures were used to assess brand
and category perceptions associated with the subtyping
and differentiation strategies. These measures are de-

"This manipulation confounded discrepancy and favorability of in-
formation. As can be seen from the Appendix, the strongly discrepant
features appear to be more favorable than the moderately discrepant
features, which are more favorable than the consistent features.
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scribed in the order in which they were collected.

Recall. After the 10-minute distractor task, subjects
were asked to recall the features of the camera. The un-
aided recall data were coded by two independent judges
blind to the hypotheses. Interjudge reliability was high
(94%) and disagreements were resolved by discussion.
The distinct features relating to sturdiness (recall of focal
attribute), to compactness (recall of control attribute),
and to other attributes not mentioned in the ad (intru-
sions) were counted to derive three recall scores.

Inferences. Subjects also were asked to list features
of the brand that were not stated explicitly, but which
they believed the brand was likely to have. The number
of inferences made was counted for each subject. Sub-
jects were asked to rate each feature (both recalled and
inferred) as a “positively” valued feature, a “neutral”
feature, or a “negatively” valued feature. The proportion
of positive to total features ascribed to the brand was
determined and used as a valenced feature index (Hastie
and Park 1986).

Brand evaluation. Subjects indicated their overall
evaluation of the brand on three (positive/negative, good/
bad, favorable/unfavorable) 7-point scales (alpha = .94).

Importance of attributes. Subjects indicated the im-
portance of the focal attribute on three (not at all im-
portant/very important, a feature I would not/I would
definitely consider, irrelevant to my choice/very rele-
vant to my choice) 7-point scales (alpha = .93). They
also indicated the importance of the control attribute on
three similar scales (alpha = .92).

Variability on attributes. Subjects indicated how much
variability (difference) they believed there was between
brands of 35mm SLR cameras on the focal attribute. They
indicated their responses on two (little variability /a great
deal of variability, brands are not at all different/brands
are very different on this feature) 7-point scales (alpha
= .94). They also indicated their perceived variability
on the control attribute using similar scales (alpha = .93).

Perceptions of brand differentiation. Perceptions of
brand differentiation were measured on two 7-point agree-
disagree scales: “the camera is generally like other brands
of 35mm SLR cameras” and “the camera has features
that distinguish it from other brands of 35Smm SLR cam-
eras.” A differentiated position versus a subtyping or un-
differentiated position would be represented by greater
agreement with both statements; that is, a differentiated
brand would be generally like other brands and have dis-
tinguishing features. Conversely, a subtyping position
would be represented by agreement with only the second
statement; that is, a subtyped brand would not be gen-
erally like other brands but would have distinguishing
features. An undifferentiated position would be repre-
sented by agreement with only the first statement; that
is, an undifferentiated brand would be generally like other
brands but would not have distinguishing features.
Therefore, because the two measures of differentiation
would not necessarily be correlated across conditions,
they were analyzed separately.

Perceptions of brand subtyping. Perceptions of whether
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the advertised brand itself was perceived as a distinct
subtype were measured on two 7-point agree-disagree
scales: “the camera is in a class (category) by itself” and
“compared to other brands of 35mm SLR cameras, the
camera is a different type of 35mm SLR camera” (alpha
= .94).

Perceptions of submarkets in the product cate-
gory. Subjects indicated their perceptions of the 35Smm
SLR camera market on two scales: “there are many dif-
ferent types of 35Smm SLR cameras” (on a 7-point agree-
disagree scale) and “the number of types of 35mm SLR
cameras is ” (for which subjects could indicate a
number from 1 to 7) (alpha = .79).

Manipulation Check

Subjects indicated how similar or different they per-
ceived the advertised brand to be from other 35Smm SLR
cameras. They responded on four scales (identical /com-
pletely different, similar/not at all similar, many fea-
tures in common with other 35mm SLRs/few features
in common, typical/atypical), which were averaged (al-
pha = .96).

Results

All dependent measures were analyzed in a one-way
between-subjects analysis of variance design with three
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levels of the manipulated factor (consistent/moderately
discrepant/strongly discrepant information). The hy-
potheses were tested with directional #tests (with 43 d.f.)
using the mean square error from the overall analysis of
variance table.

Manipulation check. The effect of discrepancy is sig-
nificant (F(2,43) = 12.0, p < .01). The moderately
discrepant brand was seen as more different from other
35mm SLR cameras than the consistent brand (3.8 vs.
2.6,t = 2.5, p < .01) and the strongly discrepant brand
was seen as more different than the moderately discrep-
ant brand (5.0 vs. 3.8, r = 2.5, p < .01). The mean
values for each condition for the manipulation check and
the dependent measures are given in Table 1.

H,: Effects on brand positioning. Analysis of the
subtyping measure indicated that subjects perceived the
brand to be a different zype of 35mm SLR camera in
comparison with the description of a consistent 35mm
SLR camera when the brand description was strongly
discrepant (4.1 vs. 2.6, t = 2.7, p < .01). However,
there were no perceptions of the brand’s being a subtype
when the brand was moderately discrepant in compari-
son with when the brand was consistent (2.7 vs. 2.6,
n.s.).

Analyses on the two separate brand differentiation
measures indicate that in both the moderate discrepancy

Table 1
CELL MEANS FOR MEASURES IN STUDY 1

Brand description

Consistent with Moderately Strongly
the category discrepant discrepant
(n=15) (n = 16) (n=15)
Manipulation check (7 = most atypical) 2.6" 3.8° 5.0°
Brand subtyping (7 = maximum agreement) 2.6° 2.7° 4.1°
Brand differentiation
Generally like other brands (7 = maximum agreement) 5.1° 4.4° 3.3
Has differentiating features (7 = maximum agreement) 2.8° 4.8 5.1¢
Memory for brand features
Recall (3 = maximum)
“Discrepant” features® 2.4 2.0° 2.7
“Consistent” features 2.2° 2.3° 2.3°
Intrusions .6° .6° .30
Inferences 3.5° 3.4° 2.1°
Basis for brand evaluation
Correlation between brand evaluation and valenced feature index .28° .34° .38°
(n.s.) (n.s.) (n.s.)
Correlation between brand evaluation and attribute importance .28° 27° .50°
(n.s.) (n.s.) (p < .05)
Category perceptions
Attribute variability (7 = maximum variability) 3.5° 3.2 4.4
Attribute importance (7 = maximum importance) 4.7° 4.6° 5.6°
Product category submarkets (7 = maximum agreement) 3.1° 2.9° 3.5°

*Discrepancy was manipulated by varying these features. Thus, these features were actually consistent in the consistent condition and either

moderately or strongly discrepant in the two discrepant conditions.

>“IMeans with different superscripts are significantly different from each other at p < .05.
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and the consistent conditions, subjects saw the brand as
being generally like other brands of 35mm SLR cameras
(4.4 vs. 5.1, n.s.), but the moderate discrepancy con-
dition differed from the consistent condition in that, in
comparison with the consistent brand, the moderately
discrepant brand was seen as having features that distin-
guished it from other 35mm SLRs (4.8 vs. 2.8, ¢t = 3.5,
p < .01). Conversely, the strongly discrepant brand, in
comparison with the consistent brand, was seen as not
being generally like other brands of 35Smm SLR cameras
(3.3 vs. 5.1, ¢t = 3.6, p < .01) and as having features
that distinguished it from other 35mm SLRs (5.1 vs. 2.8,
t = 4.1, p < .01). The strongly discrepant and moder-
ately discrepant brands were different in that the strongly
discrepant brand was seen as being less like other brands
of 35mm SLRs than the moderately discrepant brand (3.3
vs. 4.4, t = 2.2, p < .05). However, the strongly and
moderately discrepant brands were similar in that both
were seen as having distinguishing features (4.8 vs. 5.1,
t < 1, n.s.). Hence the strongly discrepant brand was
perceived as a distinct subtype with distinguishing fea-
tures (a subtyped position), whereas the moderately dis-
crepant brand was perceived as generally like other brands
but with distinguishing features (a differentiated posi-
tion). H,, relating to the effects of discrepancy on brand
positioning, is supported.

H,: Effects on memory for brand features. Of the three
discrepant features descriptive of the focal attribute, sub-
jects recalled on average 2.7 features in the strong dis-
crepancy condition and 2.0 features in the moderate dis-
crepancy condition (r = 2.4, p < .01), supporting H,,.
There are no differences in recall of consistent features.
Subjects recalled about 2.3 features in all conditions. Nor
are there any differences in recall intrusions. Intrusions
averaged .3 in the strong discrepancy condition and .6
in the moderate discrepancy and consistent conditions;
though these results are directionally consistent with the
hypothesis, none of the differences are significant. Thus
H,, and H,, are not supported.

When specifically asked to infer what additional fea-
tures the brand might have, subjects made fewer infer-
ences when the brand was strongly discrepant than when
the brand was moderately discrepant (3.4 vs. 2.1, t =
2.4, p < .01), supporting H,4. Further, there are no dif-
ferences in inferences generated between the moderately
discrepant and consistent conditions (3.4 vs. 3.5, ¢t < 1,
n.s.), though there are fewer inferences in the strongly
discrepant than in the consistent condition (2.1 vs. 3.5,
t = 2.6, p < .01). Thus, overall, the subjects had better
memory for the discrepant features and fewer inferences
about other features when the brand description was
strongly discrepant than when the description was mod-
erately discrepant.

H;: Effects on brand evaluations. No significant re-
lationship is found between a valenced feature index
(measured as the proportion of positive to total features
ascribed to the brand) and brand evaluation across any
of the conditions, and hence no support for H;,. How-

JOURNAL OF MARKETING RESEARCH, NOVEMBER 1989

ever, correspondence between focal attribute importance
and brand evaluation is greater in the strong discrepancy
condition (r = .50, p < .05) than in either the moderate
(r = .27, n.s.) or consistent (r = .28, n.s.) condition.
Direct comparison between correlations using the z-
transformation also indicates that the correspondence is
marginally greater in the strong discrepancy condition
than in the other conditions (z = 1.34, p < .09 for com-
parison of the strong discrepancy condition with either
the moderate or consistent condition), supporting Hs,.
Thus, we find partial support for the notion that brand
evaluation is based more on an assessment of the im-
portance associated with the focal attribute in the strong
discrepancy condition.

H,: Effects on category perceptions. Strong discrep-
ancy, in comparison with moderate discrepancy, led to
greater perceptions of variability on the focal attribute
(4.4 vs.3.2,t=2.1, p < .05) and greater importance
of the focal attribute (5.6 vs. 4.6, t = 2.2, p < .05).
No differences in perceptions of variability or impor-
tance of the control attribute are found across any of the
experimental conditions. There are also no differential
effects on perceptions of submarkets within the overall
market (agreement scores are 3.5 vs. 2.9, n.s.).

Discussion. The findings of study 1 support the hy-
pothesis that strong discrepancy leads to a subtyped po-
sition and moderate discrepancy to a differentiated po-
sition (H,;). However, as pencil-and-paper measures of
subtyping versus differentiation were used, a different
and possibly more direct measure of positioning would
be very useful in validating H, (such a measure is used
in studies 3 and 4). The findings also provide limited
support for H,, H;, and H,. Strong in comparison with
moderate discrepancy results in better memory for the
brand’s distinguishing features, fewer inferences, and
greater correspondence between focal attribute impor-
tance and brand evaluations. Strong in comparison with
moderate discrepancy also results in perceptions of greater
variability in the product category on the distinguishing
attribute and greater importance of the distinguishing at-
tribute.

The results do not support the hypothesis that mod-
erate in comparison with strong discrepancy will facili-
tate recall of consistent features. However, some exten-
sions of the subtyping model suggest that highly
incongruent information, in the course of being elabo-
rately processed, is linked extensively to other infor-
mation. Recall of discrepant information therefore might
facilitate recall of consistent information (Srull, Lich-
tenstein, and Rothbart 1985). Thus, there may be no dif-
ferences in memory for consistent features—as the data
here indicate—between the moderately and the strongly
discrepant conditions.

STUDY 2

Study 2 had several purposes. First, we wanted to de-
termine whether the hypothesized differences between
moderate and strong discrepancy would appear and be
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strengthened with time delay. Thus one substantive ob-
jective of study 2 was to test H;. A second objective was
primarily methodological—to reexamine H, through H,
with a different operationalization of discrepancy. In
particular, in manipulating discrepancy, we attempted to
remove some of the problems associated with the ma-
nipulation of discrepancy in study 1. In study 1, the more
strongly discrepant features were also more positive. In
study 2, the actual information was held constant and
the pattern of discrepancies was varied across multiple
ads for the same product. This specific manipulation ful-
filled the third, primarily application-oriented, objective
of study 2—to demonstrate how marketing variables such
as advertising execution could affect brand positioning.
On the basis of previous research (Crocker 1984; Weber
and Crocker 1983), we expected that if all the discrepant
information were concentrated in a single ad for the brand,
the brand would appear to be strongly discrepant and
would be subtyped. The many discrepant features of the
brand would challenge several aspects of the product cat-
egory schema at one time, making difficult the assimi-
lation of the brand to the overall product category as a
differentiated brand. However, if the discrepant infor-
mation were dispersed across multiple ads for the brand,
the brand would appear less discrepant—because only
one aspect of the schema would be challenged at a time—
and therefore would be perceived as a differentiated
product. Further, if the multiple ads for the brand were
separated by other incoming information, as is generally
true in reality, each discrepant feature could be pro-
cessed and assimilated in turn, facilitating assimilation
of the brand to the overall product category as a differ-
entiated brand. This manipulation of discrepancy sug-
gests how marketers might influence perceptions of sub-
typing versus differentiation, without actually altering
product features, by simply varying the pattern of in-
formation across multiple ads for the product.

Procedure

The experimental stimuli and procedure were essen-
tially similar to those in study 1, with a few exceptions.
The control attribute of study 1, compactness of design,
served as the focal attribute in study 2. Three features
(built-in telephoto lens, built-in flash, and pocketable)
judged as relating to compactness of design by pretest
subjects (means = 5.1, 5.4, 6.2 where 7 is very rele-
vant) and as being discrepant for 35mm SLR cameras
(means = 5.8, 5.1, 6.3 where 7 is very atypical) were
used to create perceptions of discrepancy. In the strong
discrepancy condition, all three features were clustered
in a single ad for the product. In the moderate discrep-
ancy condition, the three discrepant features were dis-
persed across three ads for the product. In addition to
the information on the focal attribute, each ad contained
the product category label and information on three con-
sistent features relating to sturdiness of construction. Thus,
in the strong discrepancy condition, subjects saw an ad
in which the product was described in terms of three
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consistent and three discrepant features, whereas in the
moderate discrepancy condition, subjects saw three ads
for the product, each ad describing the product in terms
of one discrepant and one consistent feature.

To control for number of exposures, ad booklets were
made up with the same ad (with variations on the visual
elements) inserted three times in the strong discrepancy
condition.” The same visual elements were used in the
moderate discrepancy condition and assigned randomly
across the three different ads for that condition, each of
which described a different discrepant feature. The vi-
sual elements were portraits of children and animals and
contained no information relevant to the attributes de-
scribed in the copy. The ads were separated by filler ads.
Subjects read a short editorial and then saw five ads, of
which the first, third, and fifth were the ads of interest.
Subjects filled in the dependent measures after either a
brief (10-minute) or a long (2-day) delay. Seventy-one
subjects participated in the study.

Results

The dependent measures were analyzed in a 2 (strong
(clustered)/moderate (dispersed) discrepancy) X 2 (im-
mediate /delayed time interval) analysis of variance de-
sign. The hypotheses were investigated with one-tailed
t-tests (with 67 d.f.) using the mean square error from
the overall analysis of variance table.

Manipulation check. The main effect on perceived
discrepancy of clustering discrepant information in one
ad versus dispersing it across multiple ads is significant
(F(1,67) = 10.6, p < .01). Neither the main effect of
time (F(1,67) = < 1, n.s.) nor the interaction with time
is significant (F(1,67) = < 1, n.s.). The clustered con-
dition was seen as more discrepant than the dispersed
condition in both the immediate (5.1 vs. 4.3, ¢t = 1.7,
p < .05) and delayed conditions (5.4 vs. 4.1, t = 2.8,
p < .01). Given that the manipulation check is signifi-
cant, henceforth the clustered condition is referred to as
the “strongly discrepant condition” (average rating of 5.3
on a 7-point scale, where 7 is most discrepant) and the
dispersed condition is referred to as the “moderately dis-
crepant condition” (average rating of 4.2). The means
for the manipulation check and dependent measures are
given in Table 2.

Effects on brand positioning. The effect of discrep-
ancy on brand differentiation is significant (F(1,67) =
3.4, p < .05). As in study 1, the moderately discrepant
brand was seen as generally more like other 35Smm SLR
cameras than the strongly discrepant brand (3.8 vs. 3.2).
Consistent with study 1, the effect of discrepancy on per-
ceptions of subtyping is also significant (F(1,67) = 4.3,

*Controlling for the number of ad exposures confounds the number
of times subjects saw each brand feature with the manipulation of
discrepancy (thrice vs. once in the strongly vs. moderately discrepant
condition). However, this seemed a more “realistic” manipulation be-
cause advertising costs are related more to number of ad exposures
than to information content of ads.
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Table 2
CELL MEANS FOR MEASURES IN STUDY 2
Condition
Immediate Delayed
Dispersed Clustered Dispersed Clustered
(n=18) (n=18) (n=17) (n=18)
Manipulation check (7 = most atypical) 4.3 5.1¢ 4.1° 5.4°
Brand subtyping (7 = maximum agreement) 3.5 4.1° 3.2 4.3
Brand differentiation
Generally like other brands (7 = maximum agreement) 3.9° 3.2¢ 3.7 3.2¢
Has differentiating features (7 = maximum agreement)* 5.0° 5.1° 4.6 5.1°
Memory for brand features
Recall (3 = maximum)
“Discrepant™ features 1.9° 2.5° 1.3 2.3
“Consistent™ features 2.5° 2.6° 2.0° 2.0°
Intrusions .5b .2° .9 4
Inferences 3.1° 1.8 2.6° 1.6°
Basis for brand evaluation
Correlation between brand evaluation and valenced feature index 220 31° .14° .45¢
(n.s.) (n.s.) (n.s.) (p < .06)
Correlation between brand evaluation and focal attribute importance 27° .48° .05° .46°
(n.s.) (p < .05) (n.s.) (p < .05)
Category perceptions
Attribute variability (7 = maximum variability) 3.9 4.4° 3.7 5.0
Attribute importance (7 = maximum importance) 4.5 5.0° 4.4 5.7°
Product category submarkets (7 = maximum agreement) 3.3° 3.6° 3.7 3.6°

“In this study, no differences were expected on this measure because all brand descriptions contained differentiating features.
><Means with different superscripts are significantly different from each other at p < .05.

p < .05). The strongly discrepant brand was perceived
as a more different type of camera than the moderately
discrepant brand (4.2 vs. 3.4). The time X discrepancy
interactions are not significant for either measure.

Effects on memory for brand features. The recall and
inference data were coded by two independent judges
and disagreements were resolved by discussion (initial
agreement = 96%). Memory for discrepant features was
affected by discrepancy, validating study 1 (F(1,67) =
32.2, p < .01; strong vs. moderate discrepancy: 2.4 vs.
1.6). Further, the effects of time (F(1,67) = 8.9, p <
.01; immediate vs. delayed = 2.2 vs. 1.8) are significant
and the time X discrepancy interaction also approaches
significance (F(1,67) = 2.7, p < .10). As predicted by
the schema-based models, memory for discrepant fea-
tures declined over time in the moderately discrepant
condition (1.9 vs. 1.3, ¢t = 2.9, p < .01), but showed
little decline over time in the strongly discrepant con-
dition (2.5 vs, 2.3, ¢t < 1, n.s.).

Results for memory for consistent features parallel those
for study 1. There are no effects for discrepancy (F(1,67)
= < 1, n.s.), nor is the time X discrepancy interaction
significant (¥(1,67 < 1, n.s.). Memory for consistent
features basically declined over time across both the strong
and moderate discrepancy conditions (F(1,67) = 9.1, p
< .01, 2.5 vs. 2.0).

Though the effect of strong versus moderate discrep-
ancy on intrusions is not significant in study 1, it is sig-
nificant in study 2 (F(1,67) = 4.7, p < .05, .3 vs. .7).
The time X discrepancy interaction, however, is not sig-
nificant. As in study 1, the effect of discrepancy on in-
ference making is significant (F(1,67) = 12.7, p < .01;
strong vs. moderate discrepancy: 1.7 vs. 2.8). No other
effects are significant.’

Effects on brand evaluation. As in study 1, greater
correspondence between focal attribute importance and
brand evaluation is found in the strong discrepancy con-
dition than in the moderate discrepancy condition in both
the immediate (r = 48, p < .05vs.r = .27, n.s.;z =
1.4, p < .08) and delayed (r = .46, p < .05 vs. r =
.05, n.s.; z = 1.4, p < .08) time conditions. Further,
though not significant in study 1, in the delayed time
condition there is a significant correspondence between

A post hoc analysis of the brand feature recalled first indicated
that over time a discrepant feature was recalled first for an increasing
proportion of the subjects in the clustered condition (28% vs. 45%);
in the dispersed condition a consistent feature became most accessible
over time (72% vs. 89%). (Time X discrepancy interaction: x* = 3.1,
p < .07.) This pattern is interesting because it shows that over time
a subtyped brand becomes most associated with a discrepant feature
and a differentiated brand with a consistent feature.
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the features ascribed to the brand (measured as the va-
lenced feature index) and brand evaluation for the strongly
discrepant brand (r = .45, p < .06; n.s. in all other
conditions; z = 1.3, p < .10). Thus, we again find some
evidence that a more strongly discrepant brand is eval-
uated “piecemeal”; if evaluation is delayed, the corre-
spondence between features ascribed to a brand, the im-
portance of the focal attribute, and brand evaluation is
enhanced.

Effects on category perceptions. The pattern of re-
sults is the same for perceived variability on the focal
attribute and importance of the focal attribute. There is
a significant effect of discrepancy, as in study 1, on both
variability (F(1,67) = 6.5, p < .01) and importance
(F(1,67) = 7.1, p < .01). The strong versus moderate
discrepancy condition led to greater perceived variability
(4.7 vs. 3.8) and importance (5.3 vs. 4.5). The time X
discrepancy interaction is not significant for either mea-
sure. As in study 1, there are no significant effects on
perceptions of submarkets within the overall market.

Discussion. The findings of study 2 replicate the find-
ings of study 1 for several variables: strong in compar-
ison with moderate discrepancy influences brand posi-
tioning (a subtyped vs. a differentiated position), brand
perceptions (greater recall for discrepant features and fewer
inferences in the strong discrepancy condition), the pro-
cess of reaching brand evaluations (greater correspon-
dence between the importance of the focal attribute and
brand evaluations in the strong discrepancy condition),
and category perceptions (greater perceived variability
and importance of the focal attribute in the strong dis-
crepancy condition). Also, some effects not apparent in
study 1 (i.e., the effects on intrusion and correspondence
between features ascribed to the brand and brand eval-
uations) emerged in study 2 in the delayed time condi-
tion.

The effects of time delay are not significant in all cases.
However, in those cases where time delay did influence
brand and category perceptions, the influence is in the
hypothesized direction—exaggerating the differences
between the effects of strong and moderate discrepancy.*
Thus we find some support for the schema-theory-based
prediction that time delay increases the importance of the
organizing schema (Hs).

STUDY 3

The purpose of study 3 was essentially to provide a
different measure for the subtyped versus differentiated
distinction. Rather than using pencil-and-paper measures

“Even though the time X discrepancy interaction is not significant
in all cases, we compared the individual cell means to determine the
effects of time delay. These comparisons indicate that time delay ex-
aggerated the differences between the strongly and moderately dis-
crepant conditions on measures of subtyping (immediate: t = 1.1,
p < .13; delayed: ¢t = 2.0, p < .05), recall intrusions (immediate:
t = 1.3, p < .10; delayed: t = 2.2, p < .05), perceived variability
on the focal attribute (immediate: t = 1.0, p < .15; delayed: t = 2.7,
p < .01), and importance of the focal attribute (immediate: t = 1.1,
p < .13; delayed: t = 2.4, p < .01).
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of positioning, we employed a sorting task. The basic
idea was that increased support for the subtyping versus
differentiation measure would be obtained if a subtyped
brand were sorted into a pile by itself and a differentiated
brand were mixed in with other brands when subjects
are asked to sort a set of brands from a product category.

Procedure and Results

Forty subjects (all scoring above the knowledge cut-
off) participated in a sorting task. Subjects were told that
they were engaging in a short study designed to assess
consumers’ perceptions of a new brand of 35mm SLR.
The stimuli from study 1 were used. Subjects first read
a description of the focal brand that was appropriate to
their condition, that is, the consistent, moderately dis-
crepant, or strongly discrepant description (n = 13, 13,
and 14, respectively). They were then given a deck of
10 index cards, each of which listed a brand name of a
35mm SLR camera. The deck consisted of the names of
nine familiar, consistent brands and the focal brand.
Subjects were asked to sort the cards into piles on the
basis of perceived similarity. They were told that they
could form as many or as few piles as they wanted and
that each pile could contain any number of brands, rang-
ing from a minimum of one to the maximum possible of
10. In each condition, the number of subjects who put
the focal brand in a pile by itself was counted. The pro-
portion was significantly greater in the strongly discrep-
ant condition (71%) than in the moderately discrepant
(23%) and consistent (15%) conditions (x*> = 10.7, p <
.01), providing support for the notion that the brand in
the strongly discrepant condition was perceived as a dis-
tinct subtype. What is also interesting is that the mod-
erately discrepant and consistent conditions do not dif-
fer, indicating that there may be some threshold level of
discrepancy at which subtyping occurs. Because this
finding is different from previous findings (Weber and
Crocker 1983) suggesting that even moderately discrep-
ant instances are subtyped, it is considered further in the
General Discussion section.

STUDY 4

Study 3 examined the subtyping versus differentiation
distinction when the relevant set of brands included many
consistent brands and a single discrepant brand. In study
4 we attempted to extend the findings to examine how
discrepant brands are perceived when there are multiple
discrepant brands in the set and those brands differ in
the extent of their discrepancy. For example, the study
was designed to help answer such questions as: (1) When
there are two strongly discrepant brands, does each oc-
cupy its own subtype? and (2) Is a moderately discrepant
brand perceived differently when a strongly discrepant
brand is present in the set? Answers to such questions
should be useful in applications—for example, in mak-
ing positioning decisions considering competition. In ad-
dition, the study is interesting in theoretical terms be-
cause the literature (cf. Weber and Crocker 1983) does
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not address how discrepant instances are perceived in the
context of multiple other discrepant instances that differ
systematically in their extent of discrepancy.

Procedures and Results

Through pretests, eight consistent descriptions, two
moderately discrepant descriptions, and two strongly
discrepant descriptions of 35mm SLR cameras were gen-
erated. Each description was made up of three state-
ments, which were rated either as all consistent (average
rating = 2.9 where 7 is very atypical), moderately dis-
crepant (average rating = 5.1), or strongly discrepant
(average rating = 6.3). These descriptions were put on
index cards. Six different combinations of index cards
then were made up, with combinations corresponding to
one of six experimental conditions. All conditions in-
cluded the eight consistent descriptions, to which were
added one or more discrepant descriptions that were either
moderately or strongly discrepant. Thus, the six experi-
mental conditions corresponded to the addition of (1) one
strongly discrepant description, (2) one moderately dis-
crepant description, (3) one strongly and one moderately
discrepant description, (4) two strongly discrepant de-
scriptions, (5) two moderately discrepant descriptions,
and (6) two strongly and two moderately discrepant de-
scriptions. We compared subjects’ perceptions across these
conditions to provide insights into how discrepant brands
are perceived in different contexts.

Ninety-six subjects (all scoring above the knowledge
cutoff) participated in the study. The task and instruc-
tions were essentially similar to those in study 3. Sub-
jects were told they were engaging in a study designed
to assess consumers’ perceptions of 35mm SLR cam-
eras. They were then given the deck of index cards ap-
propriate to their condition (16 subjects were in each
condition). Subjects read the descriptions and sorted the
cards into piles based on perceived similarity. They were
free to form any number of piles and to put any number
of brands in each pile (from a minimum of one to the
maximum possible of all brands).
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The results from the sorting task are given in Table 3.
For ease of comparisons across conditions, one strongly
discrepant brand and one moderately discrepant brand
were designated as the focal brands. (The results were
essentially the same for the second strongly discrepant
and moderately discrepant brands.) The results replicate
the findings from study 3. The proportion of subjects
who put the focal brand in a pile by itself (i.e., subtyped
it) is significantly greater in the one brand strongly dis-
crepant condition than in the one brand moderately dis-
crepant condition (69% vs. 19%, x*> = 6.2, p < .01).

The data also afford some additional insights on the
perception of discrepant brands in the context of multiple
discrepant brands. As can be seen from the table, a
strongly discrepant brand continues to occupy its own
subtype even in the context of a second strongly dis-
crepant brand (subtyping in the one brand vs. two brand
strongly discrepant condition = 69% vs. 63%, n.s.). There
is also an increase in the tendency for a strongly dis-
crepant brand to be subtyped in the context of a mod-
erately discrepant brand, though it is not significant
(subtyping in the one strongly discrepant brand vs. one
strongly plus one moderately discrepant brand condition
= 69% vs. 81%, n.s.). The tendency for a strongly dis-
crepant brand to be subtyped (75%) is also evident in
the context of many discrepant brands (i.e., a second
strongly discrepant brand and two moderately discrepant
brands). Thus, our claim that a strongly discrepant brand
is subtyped appears to be true even in the context of
competing brands that differ in the extent of their dis-
crepancy.

Perceptions of the moderately discrepant brand show
interesting shifts in the context of other discrepant brands.
As is evident in study 3, a moderately discrepant brand
is grouped with consistent brands when there is only one
moderately discrepant brand in the set (81%). This ten-
dency to group a moderately discrepant brand with con-
sistent brands is also very evident when there is only one
moderately discrepant brand and a strongly discrepant
brand is added to the set (94%). However, there is a

Table 3
SORTING RESULTS FROM STUDY 4*

(percent)

Strongly discrepant focal brand

Moderately discrepant focal brand

With With With With
strongly  moderately With strongly  moderately With
discrepant  discrepant  consistent discrepant  discrepant  consistent
Condition By itself brand brand brand(s) By itself brand brand brand(s)
1 strongly discrepant brand 69 NA NA 31 NA NA NA NA
2 strongly discrepant brands 63 25 NA 12 NA NA NA NA
1 moderately discrepant brand NA NA NA NA 19 NA NA 81
2 moderately discrepant brands NA NA NA NA 12 NA 44 44
1 strongly and 1 moderately
discrepant brand 81 NA 6 13 0 6 NA 94
2 strongly and 2 moderately
discrepant brands 75 25 0 0 0 6 13 81

*All conditions included eight consistent brands. N = 16 in each condition.
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noticeable reduction in the tendency to group a moder-
ately discrepant brand with consistent brands when there
are two moderately discrepant brands in the set (group-
ing with consistent brands in the one vs. two moderately
discrepant brands condition = 81% vs. 44%, )(2 = 3.3,
p < .07). Instead, the two moderately discrepant brands
are grouped together and form a “subtype” of their own
(44%). However, this tendency to group the moderately
discrepant brands together and separately from consis-
tent brands is noticeably dampened with the introduction
of strongly discrepant brands into the set (grouping of
moderately discrepant brands together in the two mod-
erately discrepant vs. two moderately and two strongly
discrepant brands condition = 44% vs. 12%; x2 = 2.5,
p < .10). The moderately discrepant brands are again
mixed in with the consistent brands (grouping of mod-
erately discrepant brand with consistent brands in the two
moderately discrepant vs. two moderately and two strongly
discrepant brands condition = 44% vs. 81%, x2 = 3.3,
p < .07). Further, the tendency to group moderately and
strongly discrepant brands together is virtually absent
(6%).

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The results of the four studies, taken together, indicate
the usefulness of a schema-based approach for under-
standing the effects of brand differentiation versus brand
subtyping strategies on consumer perceptions. The re-
sults demonstrate that perceptions of strong discrepancy
lead to brand subtyping whereas perceptions of moderate
discrepancy lead to brand differentiation. The results also
suggest that these strategies are associated with differ-
ences on several measures of importance to marketers—
consumers’ perceptions of brand attributes, brand eval-
uations, and market or category perceptions. Specifi-
cally, a subtyped position, in comparison with a differ-
entiated position, is associated with better memory for
the brand’s distinguishing features, fewer inferences about
other attributes, perceptions of greater variability among
brands on the distinguishing attribute, increased impor-
tance of the distinguishing or focal attribute, and a sig-
nificant relationship between focal attribute importance
and brand evaluation (study 1).

These results also hold when the specific information
about the brand is held constant and thus potential con-
founds such as favorableness of brand information are
removed (study 2). Study 2 further suggests that time
delay polarizes some of these effects, so that the orga-
nizing “schema”—the product category schema for the
differentiated brand and the subcategory schema for the
subtyped brand—is strengthened over time. A sorting
task (study 3) complementing the pencil-and-paper mea-
sures of positioning used in studies 1 and 2 replicates
the finding that the subtyping versus differentiated dis-
tinction holds for a strongly versus moderately discrep-
ant brand. These differences in brand positioning for
strongly versus moderately discrepant brands also are
shown to hold in the context of multiple discrepant brands
that differ in their extent of discrepancy (study 4).
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Despite the converging evidence for the subtyping/
differentiation distinction across the four studies, all four
studies share some limitations. The stimuli used in the
studies were artificial and described hypothetical brands
for studies 1, 2, and 4. In study 3, the focal brand was
also hypothetical though the nonfocal brands were actual
brand names. Further, all ads constructed were infor-
mational and the product category used (cameras) may
have lower affective content than some others. There-
fore, it is important to validate these findings in other
contexts and the implications drawn must be considered
tentative at this stage.

Marketing Consequences

Our findings suggest that managers should consider
the tradeoffs at an individual level that are associated
with these strategies. Specifically, the findings suggest
that there is likely to be less transference of learning from
the product category to the brand and a greater focus on
the brand itself—its attributes and the importance of those
attributes—with a subtyping strategy than with a differ-
entiated strategy. Hence, managers should explicitly
consider their marketing situation and these tradeoffs in
making positioning decisions. For example, adoption of
new brands in complex product categories might be fa-
cilitated with brand differentiation strategies, whereas new
brands in a variety-seeking market might fare better with
subtyping strategies. Though clearly a more precise
analysis of marketing situations is warranted, our find-
ings suggest some of the tradeoffs to be considered in
making positioning decisions.

The studies also suggest communication methods to
achieve a subtyped versus a differentiated position. Study
2 shows that communicating several differentiating fea-
tures in a single ad leads to perception of a subtype,
whereas dispersing the features across multiple ads leads
to perception of a differentiated brand. Thus, even for a
brand with strongly discrepant features, by sequential
presentation of those features marketers may be able to
execute what amounts to a differentiation strategy.

The distinction made here between subtyped and dif-
ferentiated brands also has relevance for understanding
marketing issues related to how consumers categorize
products. For example, recent research (cf. Alba and
Hutchinson 1987) suggests that recalling one brand in a
product category can facilitate or dampen recall of other
brands and that the recall effect is contingent upon how
brands are grouped or categorized in memory. Suptyping
notions therefore are important in explaining retrieval
patterns for competing brands and the formation of evoked
sets. As another example, the distinction between sub-
typing and differentiation strategies might help to expli-
cate when it is possible to “compete away a market pi-
oneer’s advantage” (cf. Carpenter and Nakamoto 1987).
Carpenter and Nakamoto (1987) essentially suggest that
the pioneer sets up expectations for the category. There-
fore, later entrants are likely to be assimilated to the cat-
egory, which makes it difficult to create a competitive
advantage for themselves unless they are successful in
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achieving a subtyped position. Thus, in a managerial
context, the schema-based approach taken here might
extend current behavioral approaches for understanding
issues such as competition and market pioneering.

Theoretical Contributions

Our findings afford a better understanding of schema-
based processes, especially subtyping processes. From
previous work that has examined subtyping, researchers
have concluded that the process of subtyping does not
change category perceptions because subtypes are seen
as exceptions to the category (cf. Weber and Crocker
1983). Though this conclusion might be valid in terms
of what are considered to be consistent attribute values
for category members, our studies 1 and 2 demonstrate
that subtyping does affect perceptions of variation within
the category and that these perceptions have conse-
quences for what attributes are considered important within
the category.

Our findings also help advance understanding of the
actual process of subtyping. Specifically, previous re-
search has implied that two or more discrepant instances
are necessary to form a subtype and that instances need
not be extremely discrepant but just noticeably different
to be subtyped (cf. Weber and Crocker 1983). Our re-
sults challenge both these assumptions about the process
of subtyping. Both studies 3 and 4 demonstrate that a
strongly discrepant brand will form a subtype of its own.
In fact, the intuitive idea that subtyping sets an instance
apart from everything else might suggest that this pro-
cess of creating a subtype of one represents the true pro-
cess of subtyping.

Study 4 demonstrates that noticeably or moderately
different instances are subtyped together (supporting pre-
vious findings), but the results also suggest contingen-
cies when this will not be true. Specifically, the results
suggest that instances that are noticeably, but not strongly,
different will not be subtyped together when strongly
discrepant instances are in the set. Thus, our data argue
for important context effects in the process of subtyping.
These context effects help further develop the Weber and
Crocker (1983) model by suggesting that the context might
create important assimilation-contrast effects in the pro-
cess of subtyping. Moderately discrepant instances, which
may be subtyped in the context of only consistent in-
stances, may not be subtyped in the presence of strongly
discrepant instances that create a contrast effect. Hence
the threshold level of discrepancy at which subtyping oc-
curs might vary with context. Further research might in-
vestigate other context effects.

APPENDIX
FEATURES USED TO CREATE THE STIMULI IN
STUDY 1

Consistent Features Relating to the Control Attribute

—The AM-1 has several accessories and add-ons available.
There are nearly 100 wide-angle, telephoto, zoom, and
other lens to choose from.
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—The AM-1 snugly fits your hand. It can be comfortably
held both in the vertical position and in the horizontal
position.

—There are several versatile flash units available. For ex-
ample, even our smallest flash can be operated manually
or set to flash automatically.

Consistent Features Relating to the Focal Attributes

—The AM-1 is sturdily constructed. It also comes with a
well-crafted carrying case with a heavy duty strap for
comfortable, carefree carrying.

—Camera lenses can be easily scratched, resulting in a loss
of picture clarity. The lens of the AM-1 is fitted with a
detachable lens sheild to protect the quality lens.

—The AM-1 is designed to keep out dirt and moisture. The
camera can be used on the beach, by the pool, and even
in a drizzle.

Moderately Discrepant Features Relating to the Focal
Attribute

—The AM-1 is sturdily constructed. The strong metal alloy
body and fiberglass casing provide complete protection
against the occasional, though inevitable, banging.

—Camera lenses can usually be easily scratched, resulting
in a loss of picture clarity. The lens of the AM-1 has a
special protective coating to make it scratch-resistant.

—The AM-1 is designed to keep out dirt and moisture. The
camera can be used on the beach, by the pool, and even
in the rain.

Strongly Discrepant Features Relating to the Focal Attribute

—You could drop the AM-1 on a rock and not damage it.
The strong metal body and fiberglass casing provide com-
plete protection against the occasional, though inevitable,
banging.

—Camera lenses can usually be easily scratched, resulting
in a loss of picture clarity. The lens of the AM-1 is con-
structed to be scratch resistant and almost shatterproof.

—Special waterproof seals keep out dirt and moisture. The
AM-1 can be used on the beach, by the pool, and even
under water.
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