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Article

The brand personality of
rocks: A critical evaluation
of a brand personality scale

Mark Avis
Massey University, New Zealand

Sarah Forbes
University of Birmingham, UK

Shelagh Ferguson
University of Otago, New Zealand

Abstract
Aaker’s (1997) brand personality (BP) scale is widely used in research and is an important foun-
dation for the theory of BP. Building on extant critiques of the scale, this article considers the
possibility that Aaker’s (1997) scale methodology ‘creates’ the BP that it measures. Using pictures
of rocks as stimuli, this article applies the principles of Aaker’s methodology to examine the BP of
rocks. Rocks are the chosen stimuli as they do not have any obvious commonalities with brands, or
have antecedents to BP formation. Findings revealed that each of the rock stimuli has a distinct BP
and that the personality is developed from sometimes surprisingly detailed personifications. In
consideration of the importance of Aaker’s scale in the development of the BP concept, the
findings raise questions about its conceptualisation and emphasises the importance of critical
examination of the methods used to measure marketing concepts.

Keywords
Brand personality, personification, research methods, surveys

Introduction

The concept of brand personality (BP) dates back to the 1950s (Gardner and Levy, 1955), but it was

not until Aaker’s (1997: 347) article that BP developed into a significant branch of academic

research. Formally defining BP as ‘the set of human characteristics associated with the brand’,
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Aaker (1997) adapted the human five-factor model of personality (e.g. see McCrae and Costa,

2003) to develop a brand personality five-factor model (BPFFM). Since the publication of the

BPFFM, new BP scales have been developed using methodologies based on the human five-

factor model (e.g. Smit et al., 2003), but the BPFFM has remained the most widely used survey

instrument for the measurement of BP (Freling et al., 2010).

In the literature reviewed for this article, outside of new BP factor model development (e.g.

Ambroise, 2006), model testing (e.g. Huang et al., 2012), a circumplex model (Sweeney and

Brandon, 2006) and a small number of qualitative research projects (e.g. Arora and Stoner, 2009),

all post-1997 BP studies reviewed for this article used the BPFFM methodology. In consideration

of the influence of the BPFFM in BP research, it is particularly important to ascertain whether the

BPFFM methodology is valid for use in measuring and understanding BP. Specifically, it is essen-

tial that any brand attribute measure actually measures what it purports to measure.

Elements of the BPFFM have been criticised (e.g. Sweeney and Brandon, 2006), and this article

extends these critiques by identifying several other potential problems in the BPFFM methodol-

ogy. This article considers the possibility that, rather than measure pre-existing BP perceptions, the

BPFFM methodology ‘creates’ the perceptions of personality. To examine this possibility, the

BPFFM methodology is applied to pictures of rocks, as rocks would not ordinarily be perceived

as ‘having’ personality. In a second study, having found that rocks can have distinct personalities,

it is apparent that the personification used in the BPFFM development can stimulate detailed per-

sonification of rocks. The findings of the research raises questions about the validity of the

BPFFM, as well as questions about the current conceptualisation of BP, and will highlight the

importance of careful evaluation and use of brand attribute scales.

The BPFFM

Aaker (1997: 347) proposed that the aim of the BPFFM methodology was to create a ‘reliable,

valid and generalizeable scale’ to measure BP. The BPFFM development used a range of different

sources in the generation of traits; the human five-factor model, the human inter-circumplex

model, earlier BP scales and traits generated by consumers in a free association task. The number

of traits was reduced by having consumers rate how descriptive each trait was for a brand and

selecting only traits deemed as very descriptive. Once traits for the scale were selected, consumers

were asked to rate, on a five-point Likert scale, the traits for a range of carefully chosen symbolic

and utilitarian brands. A key element in the development process was that participants were asked

to personify the brands before rating the brands against the traits, as follows:

. . . We would like you to think of each brand as if it were a person. This may sound unusual, but think

of the set of human characteristics associated with each brand. [Examples of characteristics for brands]

We’re interested in finding out which personality traits or human characteristics come to mind when

you think of a particular brand. (Aaker, 1997: 350)

The human five-factor methodology was adapted to validate the trait items and generate a factor

model of BP (see Figure 1). As a final stage, the BP dimensions were confirmed through a replica-

tion that used a new set of brands and new set of research subjects.

With the exception of Sweeney and Brandon’s (2006) circumplex model and Huang et al.’s

(2012) use of a human personality scale, all subsequent BP scales have followed a similar

methodology for the development of the BPFFM (e.g. Geuens et al., 2009). The purpose of these
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adaptations was to rectify perceived problems in the BPFFM and has resulted in different factors,

facets and items. As such, they appear dissimilar to the BPFFM. For example, the Bosnjak et al.

(2007) model produced factors of drive, conscientiousness, emotion and superficiality.

The BPFFM methodology has been used for BP assessment in a variety of brand categories such

as toys (Lin, 2010) and in relation to consumer perceptions such as self-congruence (e.g. Kress-

mann et al., 2006), quality (e.g. Ramaseshan and Tsao, 2007) and the role of employees in brand

impression formation (Wentzel, 2009). Notably, some researchers have found significant differ-

ences between BP factors, facets and items for different brands (e.g. Beldona and Wysong,

2007), with significant differences between brand factors justifying a brand as having a distinct

personality from another brand. Notably, the BPFFM has also been adapted into specialist areas

such as retail personality (e.g. Merrilees and Miller, 2001), which highlight the perceived impor-

tance of the BPFFM methodology.

Critiques of the BPFFM

The BPFFM has not been without criticism. Siguaw et al. (1999) questioned whether the BPFFM

is ‘generalizeable’ and questioned the utility of the scale when measuring individual brands or

brands within a category. Azoulay and Kapferer (2003: 150) question the selection of traits,

which they believe do not represent personality, but rather ‘an all encompassing potpourri’ that

has moved too far from the concept of personality. Avis (2012) presents a broad critique on

factor models in which he argues that (1) factor model descriptor items alter meaning according

to the category they are applied to, (2) category perceptions are confused with brand perceptions

and (3) there is a lack of clarity in the BP concept that might be used to bound what descriptor

types might be included in scales. Finally, there have been criticisms that the BPFFM has no

negative traits despite consumers having both positive and negative perceptions of brands (e.g.

Bosnjak et al., 2007). Despite the criticism and the development of scales that addressed some of

the critiques (e.g. Bosnjak et al., 2007), the use of the BPFFM methodology in research is

ongoing (e.g. Matthiesen and Phau, 2010).

In addition to critiques of the BPFFM in particular, it might also be noted that concerns have

been expressed about the use of factor analysis both in principle and in practice. For example,

Sincerity

Down-to-Earth: down
to earth, family
oriented,
small town

Honesty: honest,
sincere, real

Wholesomeness:
wholesome, original

Cheerfulness:
cheerful, sentimental,
friendly

Excitement

Daring: daring, trendy,
exciting

Spiritedness: spirited,
cool, young

Imagination:
imaginative, unique

Contemporary: up-to-
date independent,
contemporary

Competence

Reliability: reliable,
hard working, secure

Intelligence:
intelligent, technical,
corporate

Success: successful,
leader, confident

Sophistication

Class: upper class,
good-looking,
glamorous

Charm: charming,
feminine, smooth

Ruggedness

Masculinity:
outdoorsy, masculine,
western

Toughness: tough,
rugged

Figure 1. The brand personality five-factor model, based upon figure 1, Aaker et al. (2001), factors are in
grey, facets in boldface and items in plain text.
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Armstrong and Soelberg (1968) expressed concern about the lack of reliability measures and

demonstrated that random numbers and factor analysis might generate what appeared to be

meaningful results. Further, Ford et al. (1986: 309) reviewed studies that used factor analysis and

found the method was poorly applied and consider that the poor application might lead to

‘meaningless solutions and erroneous conclusions’. Rossiter (2002) is also critical of factor

analysis and in particular the tendency to throw out potentially content-valid items that do not load

onto one of the factors. However, whilst recognising concerns about factor analysis, this article will

evaluate the BPFFM to understand how participants engage with the methodology.

Additional concerns about the BPFFM

Personification and projection. Although many concerns have been expressed about the BPFFM,

the concern of this article is that the BPFFM is ‘creating’ the perceptions it measures. In particular,

the BPFFM methodology includes the method of personification and, in conjunction with other

recognised problems in the use of attribute scales, might actually see the methodology ‘creating’

the perceptions. A particular concern is that there is a surprising absence of discussion as to why

personification is used in the BPFFM development, or why it is thought to be a valid method, or

indeed what kind of data the method might generate. This absence of discussion continues in the

BP literature (e.g. Huang et al., 2012) and may reflect the widely cited discussion of Blackston

(1993: 115) who simply asserts ‘we are all comfortable with the idea of personifying brands’.

The origins of the method of personification may suggest that such comfort toward personifying

brands is unwarranted. Avis (2013) identified that the method was developed by James Vicary, a

practitioner who developed research gimmicks to gain publicity for his marketing research

practice. These gimmicks included counting shoppers eye blinks, but Vicary was most notably

responsible for the infamous and fraudulent study that was to launch the subliminal advertising

controversy. Avis also examined Vicary’s claim that personification was based upon the projective

method of psychodrama but found no literature to support the claim. As such, in absence of any

theoretical justification and Vicary’s dubious history, Avis concludes that personification was

indeed developed as another research gimmick.

Further, even if personification were to have a genuine foundation in projective techniques such

as psychodrama, the validity of projective techniques have been the subject of significant con-

troversy in both psychology (e.g. Lilienfeld et al., 2000) and marketing (e.g. Yoell, 1974). It is

beyond the scope of the article to go into the details of the projective techniques controversies, but

Lilienfeld et al.’s (2000) critiques regarding the validity of many projective techniques have been

described as ‘compelling’ (Widiger and Samuel, 2005). Notwithstanding these concerns, perso-

nification has come to be widely used in BP research (including in the BPFFM methodology) and

without any reference to the status of the method as a projective technique.

Azoulay and Kapferer (2003) trace the more recent history of BP and note that the concept was

imported from practitioner literature, in particular Plummer (1984/1985) and King (1973).

Although both practitioners used brand personification, they did not link BP to personification,

albeit that they saw that personification was one means of eliciting BP. In the case of Plummer

(1984/ 1985), he also used other ‘association’ projections, thus reflecting that brand personification

has been classified as an ‘associative’ projective technique alongside methods such as asking

consumers to think of brands as animals (e.g. Steinman, 2008).

For example, Plummer (1984/1985) used the following association projection data for the Olay

brand; animal ¼ mink, country ¼ France, occupation ¼ secretary, activity ¼ swimming,
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magazine ¼ vogue. From these answers, Plummer (1984/1985: 29) interpreted the BP as ‘some-

one’s secretary on the Riviera, by the swimming pool, in a silk bathing suit, reading vogue, with

her mink coat on the adjacent chair’. Although this interpretation might be seen as more indicative

of Plummer’s imaginative capacity than the participant’s perceptions of Olay, it illustrates that BP

was derived from more than personification. However, why BP came to be exclusively linked to

personification has again, not been explained. By following the logic of Plummer and the logic of

the BPFFM, it appears that scales measuring the ‘zebra-ness’ or ‘mink-ness’ of brands might be

plausible (e.g. a participant associated KFC with a zebra).

A further point of note is that Plummer (1984/1985) interpreted the responses of an individual

participant in a broad context of the participant’s responses to other association projections. This

reflects literature in which there is general agreement that projective data require considerable

interpretation by researchers who are experienced in the use of projective methods (e.g. Mostyn,

1978; Alderson, 1958; Rossiter, 2011); some researchers even consider the reason why a partici-

pant gives an answer is as important as the answer itself (e.g. Steinman, 2008).

By contrast, in quantifying the data from projections in the BPFFM methodology, data are taken

‘as is’ and are treated as ‘literal’, but there is no explanation of why this might be a valid way to use

projective data. This is not to say that there are no examples of a similar methodology; Alt and

Griggs (1988) are cited in the BPFFM literature review, and use a very similar methodology to the

BPFFM, but also offer no reason why a method that is considered to require interpretation should

be used in conjunction with an attribute scale.

Additionally, in the case of personification and other association projections, theorists have

proposed that they do not represent how consumers ordinarily think of brands (e.g. O0Guinn and

Muniz, 2009; Zaltman and Zaltman, 2008: 37). This is not a minor point. In particular, data from

projective techniques have been described by Rook (2006: 146) with terms such as ‘fanciful’,

‘metaphoric’, ‘aesthetic’ and observes that projective techniques develop ‘imaginary material’.

Similarly, Branthwaite and Lunn (1985: 102) acknowledge that projective stimuli such as per-

sonification can be ‘ambiguous’, novel and sometimes ‘bizarre’, ‘unrealistic and fantastic’ and

describe participants ‘disbelief, embarrassment and self-consciousness’ when they are first asked

to use the techniques (Branthwaite and Lunn, 1985: 107; also see Boddy, 2007).

The key point in discussing the data generated by projective methods is that it provides the

context to explain an apparent contradiction between the BPFFM methodology and BP theory. The

contradiction is found in a key premise in the BPFFM literature review, as follows: ‘It is argued that

the symbolic use of brands is possible because consumers often imbue brands with human per-

sonality traits (termed animism; e.g. Gilmore 1919)’ (Aaker, 1997: 347). The notion that con-

sumers imbue brands with human traits is self-evidently a key reason why BP has generated so

much interest, as the perceptions of the personality traits presumably influence consumer beha-

viour. As such, when purchasing a product, consumers presumably perceive the personality traits

‘imbued’ into the brand (Avis et al., 2012).

However, if consumers ordinarily imbue brands with human personality traits, then the use of

personification in the BPFFM becomes puzzling. There should be no need to ask participants to

personify brands, as the brands should already be ‘imbued’ with human personality traits. Further,

seemingly contradicting the central premise of the supporting theory for the BPFFM, the perso-

nification script includes a discussion that participants might find the request to think of brands as a

person ‘unusual’. This introduction reflects the literature that acknowledges that projective

methods such as personification are bizarre, unrealistic and fantastic. The essence of the contra-

diction is that on the one hand consumers must literally perceive human traits in brands for BP to
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influence behaviour, but on the other, a method is used in the scale development which asks

participants to ‘unusually’ think of brands as people. The result of this contradiction sees the

inadvertent development of a positive test strategy in the BPFFM methodology.

Acquiescence responding and leading questions. The problem of a positive test strategy is con-

sidered in acquiescence responding (AR) literature, with AR being a tendency for research par-

ticipants to defer to researchers and acquiesce to their views (Krosnik, 1999). Zuckerman et al.

(1995: 59) express the problem as being a combination of AR and the use of a positive test strategy

to confirm a hypothesis by stating, ‘it is possible, under some conditions, to obtain respondents’

support for any assertion that is the focus of the question’ (emphasis added). Furthermore, having

been asked to think of brands as people, the participants are presented with de facto leading

questions. Leading questions have been found to have a significant effect on what individuals

perceive (e.g. Loftus, 2005). For example, in one study, when a question about a scene in a film

includes a reference to a non-existent object, the respondent actually believed that they saw the

object in the scene (Loftus, 1975).

Considering a research participant engaged in the BPFFM research, it may be that they have

never thought, for example, of Campbell’s soup as ‘confident’ but, having personified the brand

and confronted with a rating scale and leading questions, they defer to the researchers’ intention

and will do their best to rate the brand. Although research on attribute scales has shown that people

can rate entities against sometimes intuitively ‘implausible’ descriptors (Osgood et al., 1957), the

use of personification in the BPFFM makes this a moot point; the participants are actually being

asked to think of the rated entity in implausible ways.

Forced choice. Whether all participants manage to personify the brand is not certain. For example,

Gordon and Langmaid (1988: 144) actively screened participants for their creativity when

undertaking projective research, including research that used personification. However, even if a

participant was not personifying the brand, the BPFFM methodology forces participants to rate the

items such that, even if the participant is having trouble equating trait x with brand y, they must

nevertheless present a rating. Notably, where unsure of their answer, participants have a tendency

to default to the scale midpoint (Romaniuk, 2008). Therefore, it is important to recognise how

closely the results for the BP ratings for the BPFFM development clustered around the scale

midpoint.

In addition, Barnard and Ehrenberg (1990) emphasise that previous research has shown that

forced choice questions might provide additional associations when compared to free choice

questions. This is evident in the research of Romaniuk and Ehrenberg (2012). Using the Young and

Rubicam BrandAssetTM Valuator (including 13 BPFFM traits), a free choice method was used, in

which consumers only placed a tick against a descriptor that was applicable to a brand. Brand

users, for example, only ticked 9% of traits (non-users just 5%), and the low response rate was not

replicated for non-trait items. Furthermore, it was apparent that brands in the same category tended

to have the same personality trait attribution, which suggests finding category rather than BP (e.g.

see Batra et al., 2010 for category ‘personality’). Notably, personification was not used in Roma-

niuk and Ehrenberg’s research.

Summary. Overall, it is apparent that there are some question marks over the BPFFM metho-

dology, and these question marks centre on the use of personification; a questionable application

by an extremely dubious practitioner of a set of techniques whose validity has been the subject of
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considerable controversy and questioning. Moreover, the way in which personification is used in

the BPFFM may be questioned, as the methodology does not allow for interpretation of the data, as

the responses are quantified for the BPFFM. However, the most important point is that a foun-

dation for the BPFFM is the idea that consumers imbue brands with personality traits, but the

method of personification asks consumers to think of brands as people and, in conjunction with

potential problems such as leading questions, may create the traits that are purportedly already

imbued in brands. The research for this article is an examination of whether this might be the case.

Hypotheses

Does the BPFFM methodology ‘create’ the perceptions that are being measured? In order to

examine this question, the approach of the research was to apply the BPFFM scale methodology to

a non-brand entity that shared none of the antecedents to BP. In applying the BPFFM methodology

to non-brand stimuli, we sought to test the following hypotheses and research question:

H1: Using the BPFFM scale and survey methodology, the non-brand stimuli will be significantly

different for traits (H1a), facets (H1b) and factors (H1c).

H2: Using the BPFFM scale and survey methodology, each non-brand stimuli will be found to

have a distinct personality.

RQ1: What is/are the sources/foundations for participant ratings of the rocks?

Aaker (1997) proposes a range of direct and indirect antecedents for BP formation; user ima-

gery, transfer from CEO/employees or endorsers such as celebrities, gender/age/class, product

related attributes/product category associations/brand name/symbol/logo/advertising style/price

and distribution channel. Aaker also discusses animism and anthropomorphism of brands but in the

best interpretation of Aaker’s discussion, these result from the antecedents given above. As a brand

is a metaphor (Davies and Chun, 2003), an entity located within human intuitive ontology as an

artefact (e.g. see De Cruz and De Smedt, 2007) would provide an interesting contrast, and stimuli

within a single category would also avoid category influences (Batra et al., 2010).

Study 1: exploration of H1 and H2

Methodology

Study overview. We used a within-subject design, with participants rating three different stimuli

using the BPFFM scale and methodology. The methodology used for the study included a perso-

nification script (see Appendix A), forced rating using a Likert scale, de facto leading questions in

the 42 BPFFM trait items (rate ‘x’ with ‘y’ implies the traits are applicable) and potential for AR

due to the presence of ‘authoritative’ researchers. The aim of the study was to therefore examine

whether using the BPFFM methodology might create personality for the non-brand stimuli.

Stimuli selection. Pictures of three rocks were selected as the non-brand stimuli. Rocks are a natural

category, inanimate and have no obvious antecedents of perceptions comparable to the formation

of BP. Although in some cultures, rocks are seen as animate/living (e.g. see Reynolds, 2009) there

is no reason to believe that this is the case in the culture where the study took place and routine

personification would require cultural extension of notions of personhood (Harvey, 2005). Nota-

bly, Kiesler and Kiesler (2005) have already applied the BPFFM to rocks, but in their study the
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rocks were first decorated by individuals to be ‘pet rocks’ (some of which were anthropomorphic),

and their study is therefore not comparable to the unadorned rocks in this study. However, rocks with

a distinctly different appearance were chosen to assist participants in differentiating personalities.

Whilst this might be seen as ‘loading the dice’, there is no reason why a rock might ordinarily be

perceived to have a personality in the first place. The pictures of the rocks can be seen in Figure 2.

Participants. A convenience sample of 225 students was recruited from a New Zealand university

(marketing students were excluded from participation), with chocolate offered as an incentive for

participation. The sample differed from the BPFFM development, which used a representative

sample of US consumers consisting of five different groups, as the purpose of this study was testing

the scale methodology rather than developing a scale. From the 225 participants 4 withdrew from

the study, as they were unable to personify the rocks. A quality control measure requiring at least

four minutes to complete the survey saw one participant’s survey removed from the sample. The

final participant demographics were 40% male (n ¼ 90) and 60% female (n ¼ 135), with a mean

age of 24.33 + 9.11 years.

Procedure. The research was undertaken in a dedicated research room, allowing monitoring of the

participants during the online survey. Each participant received a briefing (same researcher for all

briefings) informing them that they would see three images and descriptors, and they would then

need to rate each image against the descriptors. A scripted prime (see Appendix A) was read to the

participants and they were briefed on the five-point Likert scale used to rate each of the BPFFM

traits (1¼ not at all descriptive; 5¼ extremely descriptive). On the very rare occasions participants

asked for help with the survey, the researchers politely declined to help. The survey was designed

such that the rocks being rated were always visible throughout the survey.

An important difference between this study and the BPFFM development is that, this study

adapted the BPFFM prime; the latter mentioned brands and gave examples of personified brands,

whilst the former mentioned rocks but gave no examples of personified rocks. As such, the prime

used in this study might be seen as a weaker prime than that used for the BPFFM. Also, as it was

possible that the participants’ ratings of rocks would become progressively easier as the survey

progressed (Siguaw et al., 1999), the order of the rock presentation was rotated. Each third of the

sample was exposed to a different sequence of rocks compared to the remaining two-thirds. No

ordering changes were made within the scale.

Analysis. Overall, the BPFFM survey consists of 42 traits, 15 facets and 5 factors. For the purpose

of analyses, the same traits, facets and factors were used for comparison amongst the three rocks.

To analyse the differences between trait, facet and factor means across the three rocks, we used

SPSS; version 18. We determined the reliability of the factor measures by the coefficient alpha, all

of which were higher than 0.7 (ranging from 0.77 to 0.89), as specified by Cortina (1993) to be the

level of internal consistency necessary for the scale to be acceptable.

We used repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) to determine whether means

between Rocks G, H and I were significantly different for the traits, facets and factors of the

BPFFM. In order for us to use this statistical tool, we assessed the data to determine whether it met

the tools’ assumptions. In cases where assumptions of statistical tests were violated, these are

indicated in the results (if the Mauchly’s sphericity test was violated, we used the Greenhouse-

Geisser correction to make the F ratio more conservative, Greenhouse and Geisser, 1959). We also

used repeated contrasts to give pairwise comparisons of how rocks varied for BPFFM traits, facets

8 Marketing Theory
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and factors. Due to the multiple comparisons experimental design used, we used a mixed model

ANOVA between subjects analysis to ensure reduction of any potential type one errors. A

between-subjects variable representing the ordering of the survey was used to separate each third

of the sample. Factors, facets or traits found with an ordering effect had a Bonferroni correction

(p < .0167) applied.

For H2, a problem arises when trying to determine how many traits, facets and factors would be

required to show significant differences and in what combination, to allow an evaluation of distinct

personality. An obvious solution might be to use existing evaluation methods, but there appears to be

no clear framework within the BP literature. For example, Ramaseshan and Tsao (2007) characterise

several brands in their discourse but make no reference to a method for evaluating whether the brands

might be distinct. Similarly, in a study of restaurant BP, Siguaw et al. (1999) compared the per-

sonality between restaurants, in a format of restaurant x has higher y than restaurant z.

Overall, there appears to be no objective method or framework to evaluate H2 that might not

(quite reasonably) be challenged as arbitrary and subjective. In light of these problems, we will

take a heuristic approach to the data evaluation. As this is an unusual approach, in addition to

providing relevant data in this article, we can provide the raw data for those who wish to examine it

more closely.

Results

Traits analysis for BP

Within BP research, traits are used to provide details for understanding how brands may differ in

BP from one another. Trait means for each rock using the BPFFM methodology can be seen in

Table 1. Repeated contrasts found significant differences between one or all three pairings of rocks

for 41 out of 42 traits. In total, repeated measures ANOVA found 41 BP traits were significantly

different across the three rocks rated by participants. One trait that was not significantly different

across the three rocks rated by participants was ‘secure’ (Rock H mean¼ 3.19, Rock G mean¼ 3.21,

Rock I mean ¼ 3.01; F(2, 448) ¼ 1.687, p ¼ 0.186). Therefore, H1(a) has been supported.

Facet analysis for BP

Aaker (1997) described BP factors as a broad representation of BP, so facets were used to provide

more detail on BP perceptions. All 15 facets were significantly different across the 3 rocks which

supports H1(b).

Figure 2. Images of rocks (originals in colours).
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Factors analysis for BP

Identifying differences in factors between the stimuli that were rated by the same participants has

previously been used to assist in identifying ways a consumer may be influenced in their pre-

ference toward a brand (Aaker, 1997). The overall BP factor means for each of the three rocks

found when using the BPFFM methodology can be seen in Table 2. The highest mean was for Rock

H for ‘Ruggedness’ (mean¼ 3.38) and the lowest mean was found for Rock H for ‘Sophistication’

(mean ¼ 2.20). Repeated contrast statements found significant differences for all five factors

between two or all three pairings of rocks using. Significant differences were found across all five

factors for the three rocks using repeated measures ANOVA. H1(c) is therefore supported, as each

rock was sufficiently different to represent BP factors.

Study 2: exploration of RQ1

Methodology

Study overview. For study 2, the same methodology as study 1 was applied with the exception that

the participants were, in addition to rating the rocks, to explain what they were thinking while

rating each rock. The aim of study 2 was to establish the participants’ thought process in rating the

three rock stimuli which produced qualitative data. For the purpose of study 2, only the qualitative

data will be explored to evaluate RQ1.

Participants. A convenience sample of 20 students was recruited from the same university as in

study 1, with chocolate offered as an incentive for participation. The final participant demo-

graphics were 14 females and 6 males with 16 of the 20 participants being between the ages of 18

and 24.

Procedure. Participants in study 2 completed the same procedure as in study 1. However, parti-

cipants had three additional questions at the end of the online survey:

Please explain what you were thinking when you were completing the ratings for Rock [G, H or I].

The same question was asked to each of the three rocks and in the same order in which the

participants were exposed to the rocks stimuli in the first part of the survey (when rating rocks

using the BPFFM items). The question was purposefully worded to not be a leading question and

influence participant responses.

Table 2. Means and significant differences for brand personality factors for the three rocks.

Factor Rock H Rock G Rock I H6¼G 6¼I H 6¼G G 6¼I I6¼H

Sincerity 3.36 (+ 0.73) 2.44 (+ 0.86) 2.90 (+ 0.83) p < 0.001 p < 0.001 p < 0.001 p < 0.001
Excitement 2.61 (+ 0.87) 3.61 (+ 0.78) 3.36 (+ 0.83) p < 0.001 p < 0.001 p < 0.001 p < 0.001
Competence 2.92 (+ 0.82) 3.47 (+ 0.86) 3.10 (+ 0.85) p < 0.001 p < 0.001 p < 0.001 p < 0.01
Sophistication 2.20 (+ 0.93) 3.59 (+ 0.90) 3.20 (+ 1.07) p < 0.001 p < 0.001 p < 0.001 p < 0.001
Ruggednessa 3.38 (+ 1.13) 2.83 (+ 1.00) 2.74 (+ 1.16) p < 0.001 p < 0.001 p < 0.001

aGreenhouse-Geisser correction was used.
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Analysis. For the analysis of the data, the approach might be labelled as ‘analytic’ but only in the

respect that the intention was to develop a ‘mini-theory’ to explain the results of the quantitative

research through analyst inference (Rossiter, 2011). The method of data analysis was to identify

themes through a continual process of iteration as recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006). The

analysis of the data used an experienced analyst and the research presented draws on the rec-

ommendations of Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2007) with regards to validity, including creating an

audit trail. A second coder independently recoded the data with 87% of the 60 responses (20

participants completed the question for each of the three rocks) agreeing with the first coder (see

Table 3 for final coding scheme). The few individual codes that created the disagreement were

discussed and 100% agreement on the final codes was achieved.

Results

Prevalence of theme codes within the sample per rock

The prevalence of each theme code per rock is displayed in Table 4. Themes that were prevalent

across the sample included full personification, person association and physical attributes.

Further investigation of data

The codes capture the frequency of the rock personification, but not oddities such as Rock I being a

‘bit depressed’, or the detail given for some personifications:

Table 3. Codes identified within the responses.

No. Code Description

1. Full personification Describing the rock as if it were a person
2. Person association Associating the rock with a person and using that person as a basis for rating
3. Physical attributes Including any mention of physical attributes of the rocks
4. Non-human

associations
Examples include objects, memories of places, or usage associations

5. Ambiguous Use of descriptors that might apply to objects or people with no clear context or
the overall meaning is unclear and might suggest personification

6. Geological Thinking of the rock in geological ways

Table 4. Basis for rating the rocks and themes.

No. Code Rock H Rock G Rock I

1. Full personification 75% (n ¼ 15) 75% (n ¼ 15) 80% (n ¼ 16)
2. Person association 5% (n ¼ 1) 20% (n ¼ 4) 0% (n ¼ 0)
3. Physical attributes 25% (n ¼ 5) 30% (n ¼ 6) 15% (n ¼ 3)
4. Non-human associations 15% (n ¼ 3) 10% (n ¼ 2) 10% (n ¼ 2)
5. Ambiguous 15% (n ¼ 3) 10% (n ¼ 2) 20% (n ¼ 4)
6. Geological 5% (n ¼ 1) 5% (n ¼ 1) 0% (n ¼ 0)
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Liberal, attractive and female, I saw a young person, maybe mid-30s, who was very attractive when she

was younger/possibly a model. Has her own way of thinking, with a somewhat grounded confidence,

enjoys organic food. (Rock I)

It was also possible to find, even with the limited numbers of responses, some commonalities

present amongst the rock descriptions but each description was also unique for that particular

participant. For example, Rock G had 4 participants out of 20 describe the ‘person’ as a business

person and/or urban. Rock H on the other hand was rural and described with terms such as a

‘farmer’, ‘farm mechanic’, ‘farming lifestyle’ living in a ‘rural area’ and living in a small town in

the dessert (however, one participant described Rock H as ‘a hardened boss’). A similar contrast is

apparent in other descriptors, with Rock G garnering many negative traits (e.g. ‘criminal’, ‘not

quite honest lifestyle’, ‘devious’, ‘back-stabber’, ‘corporate climber’, ‘a little shady’), whilst Rock

H was viewed more positively (‘modest’, ‘down-to-earth’, ‘reliable’, ‘works hard’). Although it

was possible to see some limited commonality in the evaluations for Rock I (e.g. classy, female),

the descriptions were often quite different, as in the following two examples:

(1) More feminine bubbly but also quite trendy’ (2) ‘This is a gypsy or a traveller, a hippy, someone

who believes in star signs and what not. Happy with their life, maybe living off the land etc.

Personification and the BPFFM

In one of the examples given for Rock G, one participant explained that they were thinking of a

New York businessman but, having personified the rock in this way, then had to rate that business

person against the trait outdoorsy. As can be seen in Table 5, the participant rated the business

person at 3 but it is not clear why this rating was made. Additionally, when participants rated Rock

G for the trait ‘corporate’, it remains unclear why one participant described the rock as busi-

nessman and rated it as 5 for corporate, but another participant described the rock as a business-

woman and only rated the rock as 1 for corporate (see Table 5). These examples serve to illustrate

why it is questionable to use quantification with projective data as the data are ‘fantastic’ and can

therefore produce such odd results. After all, the participants were rating how corporate a rock was.

Table 5. Thought processes and ratings in the BPFFM for traits.

Explanation of what participants were thinking
when rating rocks

Examples of trait ratings

Hard Working Corporate Outdoorsy

Rock G ‘‘A big New York type businessman, rich, smooth.
Maybe a little shady’’

4 5 3

‘‘Upper class business man’’ 5 5 2
‘‘Some young business man, slick and smart but

devious. Probably would back stab you if he
could make his way up the corporate ladder
faster. Carries a black brief case, slick hair, quick
thinker and quicker talker. Not a good dude
though’’

3 1 3

‘‘Middle aged, female, businessie’’ 4 3 2
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Negative descriptions and the BPFFM

Perhaps the single most notable point in the qualitative data was that, despite no negative

descriptors in the BPFFM, the participants still used negative descriptors for some of the rocks.

This is indicative that the personifications were genuine and presumably ‘fleshed out’.

Some young businessman, slick and smart but devious. Probably would backstab you if he could make

his way up the corporate ladder faster . . . . [description continues] (Rock G).

Summary of study 1 and study 2

Intriguingly, study 2 gives indications of why the mean rating for Rock G’s confidence (from study

1) was so much higher than the other rocks; for example, whilst descriptions of Rock G included

brash business people, Rock H descriptions included modest rural workers. When looking at the

participant responses in study 2, it is apparent that the distinct personalities appear to be derived

from varying degrees of commonality in the imagined rock ‘people’, albeit that the explanations of

what participants were thinking when rating the rocks also includes some very different

descriptions for the same rock (e.g. explanations given for Rock I). In a very loose sense, the

aggregate mean ratings for the rocks ‘meaningfully’ reflect that some participants were thinking of

the rocks in similar ways.

Discussion

The current study applied the BPFFM methodology to examine whether the BPFFM might elicit

‘BP’ for rocks. Having followed the BPFFM methodology, our evaluation is that H1 and H2 have

been demonstrated empirically in the analysis of the survey data. Arguably, as the BPFFM has no

purpose outside the measurement of BP, the participants created a ‘BP’ for each rock. However

viewed, the findings highlight that the BPFFM methodology is at least able to ‘create’ personality

in stimuli which share no obvious antecedents to the formation of BP. This is evident in the

significant differences between the rocks at the trait, facet and factor level. The BPFFM was

described as a valid and ‘generalizeable’ measure of BP and this study saw it ‘generalized’ to

pictures of rocks.

Although there are extant critiques of the BPFFM (e.g. Austin et al., 2003), this was the first

study to highlight the possible influence of a potentially problematic research method, in particular

the use of personification. We found the 3 rocks assessed within this study are significantly dif-

ferent for 41 out of the 42 BPFFM traits, including variation in the ratings for traits such as

‘sincere’ and ‘leader’ despite the stimuli being inanimate entities. Only ‘secure’ resulted in no

significant differences across the three rocks. This may be due to the physical attributes of the

rocks or the term may have been difficult for the participants to interpret clearly. We believe that

the finding of no significant differences for only a single trait supports H1 and H2. Further, despite

the fact that rocks should have no BP some trait means for the rocks were higher than those for

brands in the original BPFFM study. For example, 2 rocks in this study had means for ‘confidence’

that were higher (Rock G¼ 4.10, Rock I¼ 3.71) than the 3.33 reported mean in the BPFFM study.

In light of the research findings, the argument of this article is straightforward. BP perceptions,

according to Aaker (1997), are developed as a result of antecedents such as advertising and user

imagery. The BPFFM is then used to measure the BP perceptions that are perceived by consumers

as a result of the antecedents. Although brands have visual elements and this research used visual
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stimuli, rocks are inanimate objects from a different ontological category and by any reasonable

interpretation, rocks and brands have nothing in common that might explain the research findings.

The trait ratings should have been entirely random or the majority of traits rated as not at all

descriptive. The fact that participants were able to assign distinct personalities to each rock can

therefore only be reasonably explained as an artefact of the research methodology. The RQ1 study

supports this view. Rocks were found to have a personality simply because participants were asked

to perceive one, and the only explanation of this finding is that the BPFFM therefore ‘creates’

personality.

Zuckerman et al. (1995) suggested that AR might see participants providing answers con-

firming the assertions of researchers, and this may be a characterisation of the results obtained in

this study. In this case, with a chocolate incentive and apparently authoritative researchers, nearly

all participants were willing to complete the odd study without question. From 230 participants,

only 4 participants withdrew from the study. One individual who withdrew was a geology student

(unable to think of rocks as people), one due to disability (problems managing the data input), one

for unknown reasons and only one participant withdrew due to the odd nature of the study.

In addition to the possible AR influence, it is also quite possible that other elements of the

BPFFM methodology might have been influential. The results may also, in part, be due to the

affect of being forced to rate against an item regardless of whether they had ever thought about a

rock in these terms (i.e., forced rating), or possibly be resultant from the person prime (Murphy and

Zajonc, 1993), or leading questions (Loftus, 2005). This article is unable to identify the degree of

influence each of the potentially problematic research methods might have had on the outcome.

However, it is highly improbable that participants had ever previously thought of rocks in terms of

the traits that are included in the BPFFM. As such, where there is uncertainty over whether par-

ticipants might ordinarily think of subject x in terms of y, we suggest using a free choice method,

with the advantage of this approach being illustrated in Romaniuk and Ehrenberg’s (2003)

research.

Another concern expressed in the review was the quantification of projections. In this survey,

the aggregated data were converted by the analysis into means. However, when examining indi-

vidual participant data from study 1, it was not possible to explain, for example, if participant x

rated item y as 4, why they did so and why another participant might rate the same item differently.

However, in study 2 it is possible to see (to a degree) the basis for the ratings and how participants

were able to think of rocks as if they were people. There is no reason to believe that, when entering

the research lab, that the participants had any existing perceptions of the rock stimuli as people and

it is therefore apparent that the research methodology ‘created’ the perceptions of rocks as people.

If it is possible for participants to create personalities for rocks, it is also the case that they can

‘create’ personalities for brands. As such, we recommend that novel and unusual methodologies,

such as the quantification of projections, should be considered and justified before implementation.

Limitations and future research

Due to the use of rock photographs and a modified prime, the methodology used here is not an

exact replication of the BPFFM methodology. We also diverged from the BPFFM methodology by

using a convenience sample based upon the premise that rocks should not be found to have per-

sonality, regardless of participant backgrounds. Also, in using a New Zealand sample of students,

there may have been some different interpretations of trait meanings. However, the original

BPFFM study was conducted in a Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich Democratic society
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(WEIRD; Henrich et al., 2010) and New Zealand is also a WEIRD country and shares other

commonalities such as the use of the English language.

Finally, we accept that other stimuli might not generate the same degree of ‘distinctiveness’ of

personality and the rocks stimuli were chosen to be distinctive. Again, this returns to the point that

rocks should not ordinarily have a ‘personality’ in the first place. Choosing distinctive rocks served

to highlight that people were not randomly assigning traits to the rocks and this was further

illustrated in the study 2 data. Nevertheless, it is accepted as a limitation that less distinctive rocks

may not have produced such distinct personalities. Although this study has identified the potential

to create BP using the BPFFM and how rocks are personified, an interesting extension of the

research would be to investigate what research participants are actually thinking of when perso-

nifying a brand in general. Of particular interest would be an examination of the source of the

perceptions, and establish whether the data are ‘meaningful’ in terms of understanding brand

perceptions held by consumers.

Conclusions

Rock images share no obviously comparable antecedents to BP formation, but nevertheless we

found rock pictures had distinct personalities when using the BPFFM methodology. The BPFFM

has been the dominant tool in BP research, and use of the BPFFM methodology is ongoing (e.g.

Freling et al., 2010). Previous articles, such as Azoulay and Kapferer (2003), have raised legitimate

concerns about the BPFFM, but these have not prevented the continued use of the scale. The

research findings presented here extends these concerns; if the BPFFM methodology can find

personality for rocks, then it is apparent that the methodology can create personality. There is a

large body of literature and theory which rests upon the validity of the BPFFM methodology, and

with the methodology in doubt, the validity of research findings and theory founded in the use of

the BPFFM is likewise doubtful.

However, there is a wider concern. Aaker (1997: 347) defines BP as ‘the set of human char-

acteristics associated with a brand’ and titled the section on the development of the BPFFM as

‘What is Brand Personality?’ The implication of the title is that BP is what is measured with the

BPFFM, but this research suggests that this is not BP, but is instead a research artefact. This

potentially leaves a gap in the conceptualisation of BP, raising questions about what exactly BP is?

Whilst other researchers have presented alternative models that address some of the identified

problems with the BPFFM, these have not been adopted by other researchers suggesting an implicit

rejection of the models.

Another concern is the salience of the descriptors used in the models, which is illustrated by the

research of Romaniuk and Ehrenberg (2003). In the research for this article, participants were able

to rate a rock’s intelligence and confidence, and how hard working a rock is. Even if using one of

the scales that addresses some of the problems of the BPFFM, do consumers ever ordinarily think

of, for example, a brand of bleach as ‘confident’ or ‘loving’ (see Bosnjak et al., 2007). As such, we

recommend the approach of Romaniuk and Ehrenberg (2003), which may help to restrict the traits

identified to those which are pre-existing and salient. After all, how can ‘intelligent’ be a salient

descriptor for a rock and what is the probability that ‘loving’ is a salient descriptor for a brand of

bleach? Sirgy (1982: 296) makes this point indirectly in relation to self-congruence theory, recom-

mending that researchers use only ‘those images which are most related to the products being

tested’.
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We also strongly recommend that researchers forgo the use of personification, unless theorists

are able to provide a theoretical justification for how the data that are generated might be

meaningful when removed from the context of individual participant perceptions. Overall, we

consider that surveys are valid and very useful research instruments, but draw the conclusion that,

as with any research approach, they should be used with careful consideration. In consideration of

the findings of this article, it is apparent that there is a necessity for researchers to justify novel

methodologies or risk developing data that misleads rather than enlightens.

Addendum

This section of the article has been added in response to a very relevant and pertinent point made by

a reviewer in the first draft of the article. Whilst this article narrowly focused on the concept of BP,

the reviewer observed that there are some points which might be seen as having broader relevance

for research in the areas of branding and marketing in general. In particular, marketing is pre-

dominantly reliant on the use of metaphor (e.g. see Brown, 2009), as is the branding literature

(Davies and Chun, 2003) and in this context the evolution of the BP concept raises some concerns.

As Avis et al. (2012) noted, BP has contradictory theoretical foundations; one foundation seems to

propose that it is a metaphor for researchers and the other that consumers actually perceive brands

as humanlike.

Whilst Avis et al. (2012) identify an interesting contradiction in theory; an examination of the

origins of the BP concept may be more useful for understanding BP. As with personification, the

use of the concept of ‘personality’ in marketing was a product of the motivation research era, and it

is apparent that the term was used very loosely (e.g. Newman, 1957; Martineau, 1957). It was not

only applied to the brand, but also to the product and corporations (Scriven, 1958). Furthermore,

the usage of the term ‘personality’ was vague when applied to brands, as it was frequently used as a

synonym for either brand image or (using modern terminology) user imagery (e.g. Martineau,

1958) and was also used in parallel with terms such as ‘character’ (Dichter, 1960). Even the

seminal work of Gardner and Levy (1955), often cited in the BP literature as an early discussion of

BP, is ambiguous in the use of the term personality. This ambiguity is highlighted by Levy (1959)

who later described the 1955 article as discussing brand image.

Even in these few examples, it is apparent that there were a profusion of terms creating a

conceptual quagmire of overlapping and/or redundant renaming of extant terms and the problems

of such variable terminology were noted at the time (Scriven, 1958). However, terms such as

character, personality and image shared in common that they were all metaphors for intangible

brand/product/firm associations and BP was just another novel metaphor. Although the term

‘brand personality’ was sometimes linked to user imagery, there was no indication that the

meaning was limited to human characteristics associated with brands. Also, there was no linkage

between BP and personification, even in Vicary’s (1951) article introducing personification.

One of the interesting points about the use of the term BP was that it was a term that was

primarily used by motivation research marketing practitioners and this may explain the lack of

academic interest in BP until the 1990s. In particular, as a result of controversies such as subliminal

advertising (Fullerton, 2010) and other concerns about motivation research (Henry, 1958), moti-

vation researcher practitioners were increasingly subjected to fierce critiques, including ques-

tioning their integrity (e.g. Levitt, 1960; Blankenship, 1965). Also, notwithstanding Haire’s (1950)

very different method of shopping list personification, the personification method did not generate

much academic interest; the only academic references to brand personification found in the 1950s
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are Vicary’s (1958) replication of his article in an American Marketing Association volume on

motivation research and Smith’s (1954) discussion in a review of motivation research. Following

these examples, it is apparent that brand personification disappeared from the academic literature,

for example not even being mentioned in Kassarjian’s (1974) review of projective techniques.

However, whilst disappearing from academic interest, BP and personification continued to be of

interest to practitioners, leading to a flurry of practitioner articles in the 1980s (e.g. Lannon and

Cooper, 1983; Alt and Griggs, 1988; Plummer, 1984/1985). These articles in turn were the initial

stimulus for academic interest in personification and also the concept of BP (e.g. Aaker, 1991).

However, the ambiguity of the term BP was carried forward from the motivation research era; for

example, Plummer (1984/1985) tries to delineate the term from brand image but instead offers only

further confusion. Indeed, even as the term BP was garnering academic interest, questions were

raised about delineating the concept from other brand concepts, (e.g. Kim, 1990; Dobni and

Zinkhan, 1990).

The concern over delineating the concept was recognised by Aaker and Fournier (1995) and

Aaker (1997) later sought to address the problem through a formal definition. Although this

appeared to resolve the problem, concerns over delineating BP from other concepts persisted (e.g.

Patterson, 1999). Most notably, Azoulay and Kapferer (2003: 153) therefore sought to refine and

narrow the definition of BP, proposing BP as ‘human personality traits both applicable and relevant

to brands’. Although this definition can be seen to place clear boundaries around the concept of BP

(e.g. see Morse et al., 1996 for a discussion of concept boundaries), it also drew the concept even

further from its origins. Further, it was to create a logic that is best seen in the work of Huang et al.

(2012), who have used a human personality inventory to examine BP. It is a logic that may be seen

as problematic.

In particular, in using a human personality inventory for measuring BP, Huang et al. (2012) are

implicitly endorsing the idea that brands are perceived by consumers as some kind of humanlike

living entity (see Avis, 2011 for a discussion of ‘humanlike brand theory’). For example, human

personality researchers select personality judges who are very familiar with the individual being

judged (e.g. spouses, see McCrae and Costa, 1987). Huang et al. follow this logic and their research

implies that consumers have a perception of well-known brands that mirrors a husband’s knowl-

edge of his wife’s personality. Whilst their research methods are meticulously detailed and pro-

duced apparently meaningful results, the final result is the intuitively implausible idea that

consumers perceive brands with the full set of personality traits of a well-known and real human.

There are several points that highlight the implausibility. For example, when comparing the new

precise conceptualisation to the ambiguous origins of the term, it appears as a baffling develop-

ment. In particular, a concept that started as yet another metaphor for intangible brand attributes

has come to be used to measure brands as if they have a complete human personality. If comparing

the origins of the term BP as a novel metaphor and the consideration that brands are actually

perceived to have a complete human personality, it is apparent that the term has evolved to a

meaning that is entirely disconnected from its original usage. The facilitator of the evolution of the

BP concept is undoubtedly the linkage between brand personification and BP. However, as was

identified earlier, the practitioner articles that first generated interest in BP report a variety of

methods of eliciting BP in addition to personification. Further, Vicary (1951) makes no link

between brand personification and BP for the logical reason that BP was just a novel metaphor of

intangible brand attributes.

Further, when Vicary (1951) developed brand personification, he did so in absence of

humanlike brand theory and the modern conceptualisation of BP. As such, his development of
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brand personification would need to be explained as the most astonishing good fortune, as he

would have accidentally stumbled upon the method which would later reveal that consumers

perceive brands with a detail that mirrors human perceptions of human personalities. Although the

history of science suggests that such occurrences are possible, in the context of the evolution of the

BP concept, this seems a most improbable explanation. Further, not only is this improbable, but

even a brief moment of self-reflection might suggest that the notion is implausible; do you, the

reader of this article and a ‘consumer’, perceive brands as having a fully developed human

personality?

Presumably, when answering the question given above, the answer will be ‘no’ but some

readers will nevertheless have endorsed a theory that ‘other’ consumers do think this way. One of

the reasons for such a contradictory position may again be a legacy of the motivation research era.

The literature of the era was filled with marketing experts loftily uncovering the lying and self-

deception of consumers, thereby purportedly revealing their true irrational nature as seething

masses of sub-conscious desires, perceptions and motivations (e.g. Dichter, 1960). However, as

Alderson (1958: 20) pithily pointed out at the time, ‘Every copywriter knows that a man buys sus-

penders to hold up his trousers and not as a ‘‘reaction to castration anxiety’’’.

Nevertheless, it seems that the view of consumers as ‘others’ to be dissected by ‘us’, the

informed marketing experts, appears to have endured beyond the era of motivation research. After

all, why would ‘we’ marketers believe that ‘other’ consumers think of brands as complete humans

(e.g. see Puzakova et al., 2009 for the most explicit discussion of this view), when we (presumably)

do not think this way ourselves? Much like the researchers of the motivation research era, it seems

that the only explanation is that consumers are still loftily seen as odd specimens of another

species. Although consumers were described by motivation research as mired in self-deception,

perhaps we (the ‘marketing experts’) have the potential to deceive ourselves with our perceived

‘lofty’ oversight.

Although the consideration of consumers as ‘others’ can partly explain the evolution of BP, this

is only a partial explanation of the evolution. As has been discussed, marketing and branding

theory are reliant on the use of metaphor and there are risks in the use of metaphor. For example,

Mac Cormac (1985: 27–28), offers a warning that a metaphor might become ‘true’ through

repetition and ‘entice’ scientists into believing that the metaphor is literal. Ewing et al. (2009: 333),

in a discussion of marketing metaphors, discuss the potential creativity of metaphor but warn that

‘on the other hand is the danger of hiding behind the metaphor and wrongly assuming that the

metaphor is in itself the argument to justify the thesis’. Furthermore, many years before the

introduction of the BPFFM, Feldwick (1991) understood this risk when he presciently and

explicitly warned against taking the BP metaphor too seriously or literally. In the case of BP, the

‘enticement’ of the metaphor has combined with the use of the method of personification to create

a circular self-confirming theory. Personification elicits BP perceptions and BP is demonstrated to

exist through research using personification. In this circular system, the fact that BP was a vague

novel metaphor has been forgotten.

As a reviewer for this article observed, ‘It’s a serious issue for marketing that we may be too

quick to theorise from metaphor, borrowing and twisting theory that has no place in marketing’. It

is a valid point in the case of BP. In this case, the metaphor was enticing and there was a means in

the use of brand personification to stretch the metaphor into an entirely new theory and one which

has profoundly affected branding theory and research overall. However, to use another metaphor,

the foundations of BP are built upon the sand of a vague and novel metaphor and what appears to

be a research ‘gimmick’. To suggest that such theory has ‘no place in marketing’ seems reasonable.
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Appendix A

The instructions used as a script for rock BP:

We would like you to think of each rock as if it were a person. This may sound unusual, but think of the

set of human characteristics associated with each rock. If you see a descriptor and you have no sense of

how it applies to the rock, look at the rock picture again and think of it as if it were a person.
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1. Brand Personality Five-Factor Model.
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