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THE INFLUENCE OF AD MODEL ETHNICITY
AND SELF-REFERENCING ON ATTITUDES

Evidence from New Zealand

Brett A. S. Martin, Christina Kwai-Choi Lee, and Feng Yang

ABSTRACT: This paper examines consumer self-referencing as a mechanism for explaining ethnicity effects in advertising.
Data was collected from a 2 (model ethnicity: Asian, white) X 2 (product stereotypicality: stereotypical, nonstereotypical)
experiment. Measured independent variables included patticipant ethnicity and self-referencing. Results show that (1)
Asians exhibit greater self-referencing of Asian models than do whites; (2) self-referencing mediates ethnicity effects on
attitudes (i.e., atticude toward the model, attitude toward the ad, brand attitudes, and purchase intentions); (3) high—self-
referencing Asians have more favorable attitude toward the ad and purchase intentions than low—self-referencing Asians;
and (4) Asian models advertising atypical products generate mote self-referencing and more favorable attitudes toward the
model, A_, and purchase intentions from both Asians and whites.

A key consideration for marketers today is the changing face
of society, particularly regarding ethnicity. For example, the
ethnic group that is the focus of this paper—Asians—is a
highly relevant minority for marketers. Asian Americans have
the highest annual per-capita income of any U.S. demographic,
earning $10,000 more than whites, and twice that of the next
ethnic minority (Kinsman 2002). While a small minority
group relative to African Americans and Hispanics, Asians
are the fastest-growing ethnic group. By 2007, the Asian popu-
lation in the United States is expected to increase by 19.6%,
as compared with a 4.1% increase for the white majority, with
a forecasted increase to 22 million people by 2020 (Kinsman
2002). Furthermore, their buying power from 2004 to 2009
is predicted to increase by 45% to $528 billion (Selig Center
for Economic Growth 2004).

Although previous research has long recognized that
ethnicity affects advertising evaluations (e.g., Szybillo and
Jacoby 1974; Tolley and Goett 1971), we are lacking in un-
derstanding of the mechanisms by which ethnicity influences
these perceptions. Scholars have proposed several theoretical
explanations for ethnicity effects, such as ethnicity as a cue
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(e.g., Whittler 1989), the influence of in-group biases (e.g.,
Williams, Qualls, and Grier 1995), and situational states of
ethnic salience (e.g., Stayman and Deshpandé 1989).

This paper contends that a self-referencing perspective,
which considers the extent to which consumers relate ad con-
tent to personal memories and experiences (Burnkrant and
Unnava 1995), offers useful insights into how ethnicity and
product stereotypicality influence consumer attitudes. This
research contributes to a richer theoretical understanding of
how ethnic minority and ethnic majority consumers react to
ethnic minority models in advertising. Understanding this
process provides insight into other advertising situations where
ethnicity effects are manifested. Specifically, we examine how
self-referencing mediates the influence of ethnicity on atti-
tudes and intentions. In addition, this research examines
product stereotypicality. Despite Taylor and Lee’s (1994, p.
244) call for research in this area, the issue of product
stereotypicality and ad model ethnicity has remained largely
unexplored. Studying stereotypicality is important because
researchers emphasize that we must move beyond studying
ad model ethnicity in isolation; rather, we should also con-
sider the advertised product (e.g., Williams, Qualls, and Grier
1995). The findings show that the use of a product not
stereotypically associated with an ethnic minority has a fa-
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vorable impact on consumer self-referencing and attitudes.

Our objectives are twofold. First, we explore the role of
self-referencing as a mediating variable of the effects of
ethnicity on attitudes and intentions. Second, we study how
ethnic stereotypes regarding product portrayals in advertis-
ing influence consumer attitudes for Asians and whites. It is
important to note that while we recognize that the term “Asian”
can subsume many different ethnic groups, consistent with prior
literature, we use the term “Asian” for consumers of Chinese
descent (e.g., Forehand and Deshpandé 2001) and “whites,”
for consumers of Anglo-European descent.

The structure of this paper is as follows. First, we define
and review research on self-referencing. Second, we review
ethnicity research, and the relation between self-referencing
and echnicity. Third, we consider ethnic stereotypes regard-
ing product portrayals in advertising. Fourth, the research
hypotheses, method, and results will be presented. Finally,
we discuss the results, addressing limitations and avenues for
future research.

BACKGROUND

Self-Referencing

Self-referencing is defined as a processing strategy where an
individual processes information by relating a message, such
as an advertisement, to his or her own self-structure (Burnkrant
and Unnava 1995). Self-referencing is distinct from self-
concept and perceived similarity. First, self-concept involves
self-schemata, which reflect a consumer’s definition of self
and their knowledge of self (Wang et al. 2000). This self-
schemata represents a multidimensional knowledge structure,
of which ethnicity is a key dimension (McGuire et al. 1978).
It is important to note that self-concept has been recognized as
a fundamental frame of reference for consumer ad processing
(e.g., Zinkhan and Hong 1991), and it is this aspect that differ-
entiates self-concept from self-referencing. Self-referencing rep-
resents a cognitive process, where ad information is related to
one’s self-concept. In contrast, self-concept represents the frame
of reference, but not the process, where aspects of one’s sense of
self—such as ethnicity—are activated. Likewise, scholars have
suggested that this activation of the self is a key feature of
self-referencing (Krishnamurthy and Sujan 1999).

Second, research on perceived similarity relates to theo-
retical accounts of categorization. A key feature of this re-
search is an emphasis on consumer judgments of the similarity
of two or more stimuli, based on shared and/or dissimilar char-
acteristics (Ratneshwar et al. 2001). While an interesting
stream of research in marketing has considered product cat-
egorizations (e.g., Ratneshwar et al. 2001), a vast body of re-
search in psychology has studied perceived similarity in
relation to judging people. This research shows that perceived

similarity is positively associated with judgments of attrac-
tiveness (see Klohnen and Luo 2003). Simply put, people re-
late to those who are similar to themselves. From a theoretical
perspective, perceived similarity represents a judgment of simi-
larity, whereas self-referencing represents a cognitive process
whereby ad information is related to the self. The outcome of
self-referencing may, indeed, be a judgment of perceived simi-
larity, but in this instance, self-referencing would represent a
mechanism by which such a judgment could occur, rather
than the nature of the judgment itself. Thus, self-referencing
in advertising represents a form of processing where consum-
ers relate ad information to their sense of self. Self-referenc-
ing has been found to result in increased levels of message
elaboration (e.g., Burnkrant and Unnava 1995; Meyers-Levy
and Peracchio 1996). From this perspective, an ad containing
self-relevant information encourages elaboration and recall,
as this information is more easily associated with previously
stored information (Markus 1977).

Ethnicity and Self-Referencing

Under distinctiveness theory, which has been usefully utilized
in past ethnicity research (e.g., Deshpandé and Stayman 1994;
Forehand and Deshpandé 2001), ethnicity has been posited
as a key dimension of self-concept (McGuire et al. 1978). It
predicts that distinctiveness in a social environment acts as a
determinant of perceptual selectivity. Specifically, an indivi-
dual’s distinctive characteristics will be more salient in rela-
tion to other people in the environment than shared
characteristics will be. For example, if an Asian woman were
to stand in a room with a group of white women, then dis-
tinctiveness theory suggests that ethnicity (i.e., the distinc-
tive characteristic) rather than gender (i.e., the shared
characteristic) would be regarded as salient. Likewise, ethnicity
should be more salient in the self-concepts of echnic minority
individuals than ethnic majority individuals. To this end, re-
search has found the salience of ethnicity to be higher for
minority school children than for majority children (McGuire
et al. 1978). Thus, in a multicultural environment, ethnic mi-
nority consumers are more likely to spontaneously evoke
ethnicity-based identification to define themselves, and their
ethnicity will be more salient in their self-concepts, than it will
be for members of the ethnic majority (McGuire et al. 1978).

In terms of advertising, the judgments that consumers make
when exposed to ads regarding similarities and dissimilari-
ties, and the ability to picture oneself relative to the ad por-
trayal, are forms of self-referencing (Debevec and Iyer 1988).
In line with this and distinctiveness theory, it follows that
when consumers of a particular ethnic minority perceive an
ethnic similarity between themselves and an advertising
maodel of a similar ethnicity, this judgment will result in self-
referencing.
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Ethnic Stereotypes in Advertising

In addition to self-referencing and ethnicity, we also address
ethnic stereotypes in advertising. Specifically, we consider con-
sumer evaluations of ads where models endorse products that
may be regarded as stereotypically associated (or not associ-
ated) with an ethnic minority. A stereotype is defined as a
group’s generalized beliefs about the personal attributes of
members of another group, where those members are viewed
as a generic type, rather than as specific individuals (see Tay-
lor and Stern 1997).

The stereotypical view of Asian Americans often involves
characteristics such as being hardworking, self-disciplined,
outstanding in math and science, and having the ability to
assimilate into American culture (Gitlin 2002; Kinsman
2002). This has resulted in Asians being viewed as expert
consumers in certain product categories, such as products from
Asian manufacturers (Cohen 1992). It is interesting to note
that in a comprehensive content analysis of television adver-
tising, Taylor and Stern (1997) found that Asians were more
likely to be represented in ads related to affluence and work-
ing, rather than food and beverages or household supplies.

Some researchers have advocated the beneficial aspects of
drawing on stereotypes in advertising. For instance, Courtney
and Whipple (1983) emphasize the heuristic value of stereotypes
as a quick means to reach a judgment. Therefore, accurate stereo-
types can offer consumers a functional means of simplifying so-
cial interactions (Rossiter and Chan 1998). Scholars have also
warned about the negative consequences of an overreliance on
stereotypes in advertising (see, e.g., Taylor and Lee 1994; Tay-
lor and Stern 1997). In particular, such depictions of minori-
ties have the potential to perpetuate prejudice, and can bias ad
processing where the depiction of an ethnic group member is
evaluated based on a set of inaccurate beliefs about the entire
ethnic group. It is important to note that portrayals not com-
monly associated with ethnic minority stereotypes have the
potential to generate positive reactions among that ethnic
group and other social groups (Taylor and Stern 1997).

RESEARCH HYPOTHESES

Ethnicity and Self-Referencing

Previous research suggests that when individuals process self-
relevant information, they will engage in self-referencing (e.g.,
Burnkrant and Unnava 1995; Meyers-Levy and Peracchio
1996). Furthermore, research suggests that levels of consumer
self-referencing can be influenced through the manipulation
of ad photos (e.g., Burnkrant and Unnava 1995; Meyers-Levy
and Peracchio 1996). Echnicity is one aspect of the self, and
for an ethnic minority group, distinctiveness theory (McGuire
et al. 1978) posits that this aspect takes more prominence
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because of the social context (e.g., the consumer as a current
member of an ethnic minority rather than of an ethnic major-
ity). This heightens consumer awareness and perception of an
ad with a model of a similar ethnicity, thus encouraging self-
referencing. This leads to the following hypothesis:

H1: For ads showing Asian models, Asians will exhibit greater
self-referencing than whites.

Self-Referencing as a Mediating Variable

To investigate whether self-referencing is a viable explana-
tion of how ethnic minority individuals evaluate ads with
models of a similar ethnicity, we examined its mediating ef-
fects. Previous research suggests that self-referencing medi-
ates the effect of a number of ad stimuli factors on attitudes
and intentions, including a model’s physical attractiveness
(Debevec and Kernan 1987), sex-role portrayals (Debevec and
Iyer 1988), and the verbal and visual elements of ads (Debevec
and Romeo 1992). Likewise, we hypothesize:

H2: For Asians, as ethnic minority individuals, self-veferencing
(SR) acts as a mediator between the effect of the ethnicity of the ad
model on attitude toward the model (A, , ), attitude toward the
ad (A ), brand attitudes (A,) and purchase intentions (P1).
Specifically, ethnicity should be positively associated with SR, and
SR should be positively associated with A, A , A, and PL.

el

Self-Referencing and Attitudes

Since the affect associated with self-related structures gets
transferred to the ad if the audience perceives a link between
their self-structures and the stimulus (Sujan, Bettman, and
Baumgartner 1993), the more individuals relate to the adver-
tising message, the more positive their attitudes toward the
advertised products (Burnkrant and Unnava 1995). There-
fore, we hypothesize that

H3: Asians who experience high levels of self-referencing will
exhibit move favorable A . A, A and Pl than Asians
who experience low levels of self-veferencing.

Ethnic Stereotypes

For product portrayal, ads with Asian models for product cat-
egories that contradict stereotypes could have the potential
to attract attention and evoke positive reactions from Asians
(Taylor and Stern 1997). In terms of the mechanism underly-
ing this predicted effect, we propose that Asians and whites
will exhibit greater self-referencing when exposed to an Asian
model advertising an atypical product, as opposed to an Asian
model advertising a stereotypical product. The rationale for
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FIGURE 1
Model of Proposed Variable Relations for Participants
Exposed to Ads with Asian Models
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this prediction draws on the research of Debevec and Iyer
(1988). In a study of gender differences, they found that ex-
posure to nontraditional sex role portrayals resulted in higher
levels of self-referencing than exposure to traditional (i.e., ste-
reotypical) sex role portrayals. Given that both gender and
ethnicity can be regarded as central dimensions of self
(McGuire et al. 1978), we posit that self-referencing can be
invoked by nonstereotypical representations.

Furthermore, stereotypical portrayals may encourage par-
ticipants to simply evoke a stored stereotype with limited pro-
cessing. In contrast, the incongruency of an atypical portrayal
may elicit more cognitive effort (Maheswaran and Chaiken
1991). Given that self-referencing is manifested under condi-
tions of increased elaboration (see, e.g., Bosmans et al. 2001),
atypical portrayals may encourage consumers to self-reference
by generating associations between the ad information and in-
formation stored in memory, to aid in giving the new informa-
tion meaning (Debevec and Romeo 1992). Overall, we propose
that Asian models depicted in nonstereotypical portrayals should
result in more favorable evaluations and greater self-referenc-
ing than stereotypical portrayals. Hence, we hypothesize:

Héa: Advertisements featuring an Asian model will generate move
Javorable A, A, A, and Pl when the product advertised is a

non-ethnic steveorypical product category (i.e., an atypical product)
vather than an ethnic stereotypical product category.

H4b: Advertisements featuring an Asian model advertising
an arypical product will generate higher levels of self-referencing
among Asians and whites than exposure to an Asian model
advertising a stereorypical product category.

METHOD

Research Design and Procedure

The experimental design involved two treatment variables,
specifically, a 2 (ethnicity of the model: Asian, white) X 2

(product stereotypicality: stereotypical, nonstereotypical) be-
tween-subjects factorial design. Other independent variables
that were measured rather than manipulated, and used to test
hypotheses, included subject ethnicity (Asian, white) and self-
referencing (low, high). A model of the variables analyzed in
this paper is displayed in Figure 1. Participants were asked to
participate in a study of advertising effectiveness. They read
three print ads in their own time and completed a question-
naire. The entire procedure lasted 25 minutes. Participants
were debriefed, and as a token of thanks, were given a sur-
prise chocolate bar.

Participants and Research Context

One hundred and twenty-two undergraduate business stu-
dents from a major university in New Zealand participated in
the study (66 whites, 56 Asians), with participants randomly
assigned to one of the four experimental conditions. New
Zealand is a country of 3.8 million people, located 995 miles
southeast of Australia in the southern Pacific ocean. It is
104,454 square miles in size, making it similar in area to
Colorado (104,100 square miles), and larger than the United
Kingdom (93,643 square miles).

New Zealand offers a relevant context to study, owing to
its similarity to the United States for Asian minority con-
sumers. For example, by 2007, Asians ate forecasted to com-
prise neatly 5% of the American population (Williamson
2002). Likewise, Asians currently represent 5% of the New
Zealand population, and like the United States, Asians rep-
resent New Zealand’s fastest-growing ethnic minority
group (Statistics New Zealand 2002). Furthermore, as with
the United States, Chinese represent the largest majority
group within those people classifying themselves as citi-
zens of Asian descent. Specifically, Chinese represent 52.8%
of Asian Americans (Gitlin 2002), and 56.25% of Asian
New Zealanders (Statistics New Zealand 1996). It is impor-
tant to note that the data collection of our research focused
on Chinese consumers, rather than including other ethnic
groups (e.g., Indian, Sri Lankan, Japanese, Korean) to avoid
any effects that could be caused by cultural differences when
aggregating ethnic and national groups together under the
Asian label.

Experimental Stimuli Development

Pretest 1

This pretest determined appropriate models for the ad model
ethnicity treatments. Six facial photographs of female models
(three Asian, three white) were selected from overseas maga-
zines. Since previous research suggests that physical attrac-
tiveness can result in differences in self-referencing (Debevec
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and Kernan 1987), 60 undergraduate students, excluded from
the main study, rated model attractiveness on a seven-point
scale (1 = very attractive, 7 = very unattractive). Consequently,
an Asian model and a white model were selected that revealed
no significant differences in perceived attractiveness (p > .10).

Pretest 2

This pretest aimed to identify products stereotypically adver-
tised using Asian models. Following ethnic stereotyping re-
search, which has used open-ended questions (e.g., Esses and
Zanna 1995), 30 participants, excluded from the main study,
responded to four open-ended questions relating to the prod-
uct categories of ads in which Asian models are often repre-
sented, the settings of ads in which Asian models are often
depicted, the relationship with other characters in ads, and
the occupational portrayals of Asian models. The resulting
data yielded 16 products. Six additional products were then
identified from the ethnic stereotyping literature (e.g., Lee
and Tse 1994) as being stereotypical or nonstereotypical for
Asian models. These products were added to the 16 products
derived from primary data collection, resulting in a list of 22
products.

Next, 30 participants rated each product on two, five-point
scales that measured the extent to which they commonly as-
sociated the product with a female Asian model and a female
white model, respectively (1 = not at all, 5 = to a very great
extent). Results revealed that green tea was more commonly
associated with Asian models M, =295 M . =195,
t =279, p < .05), whereas shampoo was more commonly as-
sociated with white models (M, = 4.55, M, = 2.05,
t =9.13, p < .05). Consequently, green tea was selected as the
stereotypical product, and shampoo as the nonstereotypical
product for Asian models.

Independent Variables

Each ad contained either an Asian model or a white model.
With the aid of a graphic designer, the facial snapshots for these
models were each superimposed onto an identical body. This
resulted in ads with a matching background and models with
identical figures, with the only difference being ethnicity (see
example in Appendix). To enhance ecological validity, ad copy
was adapted from overseas magazines and pretested to ensure
that participants had not seen these ads. Likewise, pretested
fictitious brand names for the green tea (“Evergreen”) and
shampoo (“Alive”), respectively, were used to avoid the influ-
ence of preexisting brand inferences. Ads were printed on
glossy paper to make them as realistic as possible. To avoid
potential confounding effects from participants self-referenc-
ing models in the filler ads, neither of the filler ads contained
human models.
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Mediating Variable

Self-referencing was assessed on seven, five-point scales adapted
from previous research (see, e.g., Burnkrant and Unnava 1995;
Debevec and Iyer 1988; Debevec and Romeo 1992; Meyers-
Levy and Peracchio 1996). Specifically, “The ad made me think
about my personal experiences with the product,” “The ad
seemed to relate to me personally,” “I can easily relate myself
to the advertising model,” “The ad seemed to be written with
me in mind,” “I can easily form similarity judgments between
myself and the advertising model,” “I can easily picture my-
self using the product portrayed in the ad,” and “The adver-
tising model speaks for a group of which I am a member,”
anchored by strongly disagree/strongly agree (Cronbach’s
o = .88). Factor analyses were performed on all variables con-
sisting of three or more items. Since all variables loaded onto
single factors and formed reliable scales, the items were aver-
aged for analyses.

Dependent Variables and Other Measures

Attitude toward the ad (A ) was measured on seven, five-
point scales (bad/good, unconvincing/convincing, uninforma-
tive/informative, not interesting/interesting, unpleasant/
pleasant, not likeable/likeable, not enjoyable/enjoyable,
Cronbach’s @ = .85) adapted from previous research (Holbrook
and Batra 1987; Krishnamurthy and Sujan 1999). Actitude
toward the model (A
scales (not believable/very believable, not attractive/very at-

ot Was measured on five, five-point
tractive, not competent/very competent, not persuasive/very
persuasive, not likeable/very likeable, Cronbach’s @ = .80)
sourced from research by Williams and colleagues (e.g., Wil-
liams and Qualls 1989; Williams, Qualls, and Grier 1995).

Attitude toward the brand (A,) was measured on four, five-
point scales (bad/good, dislike/like, unpleasant/pleasant, in-
feriot/superior, Cronbach’s @ = .79) adapted from Batra and
Stephens (1994). Purchase intentions were measured on three,
five-point scales (improbable/probable, unlikely/likely, im-
possible/possible, Cronbach’s @ = .87) from MacKenzie, Lutz,
and Belch (1986). We also measured the demographics of
gender, age, and income.

RESULTS

Confounding Check

To test the possibility that Asians and whites may have dif-
fered in their perceptions of model attractiveness, we studied
participant responses to a five-point item that assessed per-
ceived model attractiveness (1 = not attractive, 5 = very at-
tractive). Both Asians and whites regarded the models as
equally attractive (p > .17), and neither Asians nor whites re-
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garded models of a particular ethnicity as more attractive than
the other (p = .11). Thus, ethnicity differences in perceived
model attractiveness are unlikely to explain treatment effects
on the dependent variables.

Hypothesis Testing

Hypothesis 1 posits that Asians will exhibit greater self-
referencing of ads showing Asian models than will white partici-
pants. Consistent with expectations, Asians who were exposed
to the Asian model self-referenced more strongly than whites
exposed to the Asian model, M, =238, SDAW = .81, ver-
sus M= 1.68, 8D = .65, F(1, 61) = 14.54, p < .001,
w? = .18. Cohen (1977) suggests that effect sizes .01, .06, and
.14 can be classified as small, medium, and large, respectively.
By this criteria, this represents a large effect, particularly since
consumer researchers have stated that smaller effect sizes are
to be expected for laboratory experiments (Fern and Monroe
1996; Peterson, Albaum, and Beltramini 1985). Furthermore,
when exposed to ads featuring white models, no significant
differences in self-referencing scores were evident between
Asians and whites, M, =223, 8D, . = .86, versus
M. =1.89,8D = .74,F(1,53) = 2.41,p > .12. This sug-
gests that unlike Asians, whites—as members of the ethnic
majority—do not self-reference more strongly than Asians
when exposed to ads feacuring models of the same ethnicity.
This result supports Griet and Brumbaugh (1999), who sug-
gest that “whiteness” in an ad (e.g., model ethnicity) is un-
likely to be regarded as a meaningful cue by white ethnic
Majority consumers.

While the focus of our study is on ad model ethnicity as a
source of spontancous sclf-referencing, we investigated whether
other visible ad cues may elicit self-referencing responses from
participants. Specifically, recent research in psychology by
Morrison and Shaffer (2003) suggests that gender cues may
induce self-referencing. Thus, female participants may have
self-referenced the ad to a greater degree than male partici-
pants, since the models in the ads were female. However, analy-
sis of variance (ANOVA) with gender as an independent variable
(i.e., gender X model ethnicity X participant ethnicity) yielded
no gender differences in self-referencing between the differ-
ent ad model ethnicity conditions (p > .23).

Hypothesis 2 tested the mediation effects of SR on atti-
tudes. A set of regression analyses was performed (see Figure
2) following the recommendations of Baron and Kenny (1986).
Structural equation modeling was not used, as ethnicity rep-
resented a single-item variable (Gerbing and Anderson 1988).
This hypothesis was tested using participants who were ex-
posed to the Asian model since there were no effects on par-
ticipants when exposed to the white model. Regression results
first revealed a significant difference in SR between Asian and
white participants (8 = .44, p < .01, Figure 2, Path A), sug-

FIGURE 2
Estimation of the Self-Referencing Mediation Path
Coefficients for Participants
Exposed to Ads with Asian Models

Mediator
Self-referencing (SR)

Path By: Direct effect on outcome variables

DV(Apoae): =31, <.02
DV (A):  p=31,p=.02
Path A DV (4y): B=.03,p>.80
p=44,p<.01 DV (Pl): =47, p<.001
Path B,: Impact of SR as mediator of ethnicity

DV(Apoae): = .34, p <.001
DV (4): B p<.001
DV (4y): B=.14,p<.05
DV (PI): B=.55,p<.001
Independent variable v Outcome variable
Participant ethnicity > Amodels Aad » Ab, PI

Path C;: Without mediation of SR
DV(Anm
DV (4,
DV (4p): .03,
DV (PI): B= 31,p<.

Path C,: With mediation of SR
DV(Amote)): B=-21,p>.12
DV (da): P=-13,p>.32
DV (4p): B= .02,p>.89
DV (Pl): B= .13,p> .29

Note: DV = dependent variable.

gesting a strong relation between participant ethnicity and SR,
Next, the impact of the mediator, SR, on the dependent vari-
ables was assessed (Figure 2, Path B)). This revealed significant
associations with A (B =31,p< 02),A,, (B = 31,p=.02),
PI(f = 47, p < .001), but not for A (B = .03, p > .80).
The next step involved testing the relation between par-
ticipant ethnicity and the dependent variables. This effect was
significant for purchase intentions (f = .31, p < .02; see Fig-
ure 2, Path C)), but not for the other variables (p > .79). The
third step involved the simulcaneous analysis of the effect of
ethnicity and the hypothesized mediator, SR, on A, A
A, and PL It is important to note that SR continued to influ-
ence A_ (B = .34, p <.001), A, (B = .36, p <.001), PI
(B = .55, p < .001), and became a significant influence on A
(B = .14, p < .05; see Figure 2, Path B)). The effect of partici-
pant ethnicity was also no longer significant for PI (ff = .13,
p > .29; see Figure 2, Path C). This result suggests that con-
sistent with H2, SR levels mediate the effects of ethnicity
(Baron and Kenny 1986). Furthermore, consistent with pre-
vious researchon A (e.g., MacKenzie, Lutz, and Belch 1986),
A(ld was positively associated with Al) (r = .37, p < .001), and
A, was significantly associated with PI (r = .30, p = .001).
o Was most strongly associated with A (» = .61, p < .001).
Hypothesis 3 proposes that Asians with high levels of SR
will exhibit more favorable atticudes and intentions. Self-
referencing was treated as a measured independent variable
following a median-split procedure (median = 2.22), as in pre-
vious research (e.g., Batra and Stayman 1990; Mantel and
Kardes 1999). ANOVA revealed a significant main effect for
self-referencingon A, Fi(1, 50) = 4.80,p < .05, w* = .07, and
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TABLE |
Means and Standard Deviations for Attitudes and Intentions
Categorized by Participant Ethnicity and Levels of Self-Referencing

Subject ethnicity

Dependent measure Asians Whites
Attitude toward the model (A . )
High self-referencing 329 343
(.60) (.53)
Low self-referencing 297 323
(.69) (.65)
Significance p>.07 p>.19
Attitude toward the ad (A )
High self-referencing 320 3.09
(.67) (.50)
Low self-referencing 2.77 2.96
(.74) (49)
Significance p <.05 p>.32
Brand attitudes (A,)
High self-referencing 321 3.18
(.68) (48)
Low self-referencing 3.08 3.15
(.55) (.48)
Significance p> .43 p>.83
Purchase intentions (Pl)
High self-referencing 3.08 251
(1.02) (.87)
Low self-referencing 242 1.94
(.82) (.64)
Significance p<.02 p <.0l

Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses.

a medium-large effect for PI, F(1, 50) = 6.48, p < .02,
w? = .10. As displayed in Table 1, high—self-referencing Asians
reported more positive A  and purchase intentions than low—
self-referencing individuals (A ;: L —

o selrcfirencer = 2-77)- No significant effects were evident for
the other variables (p > .07), however. Thus, there is partial

= 3.20, versus

support for H3. Although our focus was on ethnic minority
individuals (i.e., Asians) and their responses to advertising,
we also studied the evaluations of high— and low—self-refer-
encing whites (see Table 1). This analysis yielded a signifi-
cant difference for purchase intentions, where high-SR whites
were more likely to buy the advertised product, than low-SR
whites, F(1, 55) = 7.73, p < .01, w* = .11. No other main ef-
fects were significant (p > .19).

Hypothesis 4a predicts that the type of product featured
in ads with Asian models will affect a consumer’s evaluation
of the model and the ad. In this study, the product
stereotypically advertised using Asian models was green tea,
and the atypical (i.e., nonstereotypical) product was sham-
poo. This hypothesis was tested by pooling the Asian and
white students together. As displayed in Table 2, ANOVA

indicated that ads featuring an Asian model advertising an
atypical product resulted in more favorable actitudes toward
the model, M pical = 3.38, versus /\/Iwwuwl = 3.00,
F(1,59) =391, p=.05, 0w = .03; Aud, /\"IM)_PM1 = 3.23, versus

cercorypical = 2.84,F(1,59) = 6.03,p < .02, w? = .07, and pur-
chase intentions, /\./[m”m_u| = 2.54, versus /meywl = 2.07,
F(1,59) = 4.08, p < .05, w? = .04. Yet no significant differ-
ence was evident for brand attitudes (p > .30). Thus, these
results supported H4a. We also conducted similar analyses
for the white model data but no differences were significant
(p’s > .40).

H4b posits that both Asians and whites will exhibit greater
self-referencing when exposed to an Asian model advertising
an atypical product, rather than an Asian model advertising a
stereotypical product. Consistent with expectations, a signifi-
cant main effect for product stereotypicality revealed that us-
ing Asian models with atypical products results in greater
self-referencing for both Asian and white participants,
= 2.18, versus /Vlm_wnml = 1.80, IF(1,59) = 3.99,
P = .05, w* = .04. This resulc did not differ by participant
ethnicicy (p > .19). Thus, using an Asian model wich an atypi-

atypical
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TABLE 2
Means and Standard Deviations for Attitudes and Intentions Categorized
by Product Stereotypicality for Ads with Asian Models

Product stereotypicality

Dependent measure Atypical product Stereotypical product Significance

Attitude toward the model (A ) 3.38 3.00 p=.05
(.37) (.36)

Attitude toward the ad (A ) 3.23 2.84 p<.02
(.34) (:33)

Brand attitudes (A,) 3.09 3.25 p>.30
(.34) (:33)

Purchase intentions (PI) 2.54 2.07 p<.05
(41) (-40)

Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses.

cal product appears to enhance self-referencing and evalua-
tions across both ethnic groups, rather than simply Asian con-
sumers. These effects were not apparent when participants
viewed ads containing the white model (p > .14).

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this research was to explore the role of
self-referencing and ethnicity in relation to consumer atti-
tudes and intentions using data from Asian and white partici-
pants. Specifically, the data from this study lend support for
self-referencing as a psychological mechanism for explaining
ethnicity effects. We found that the extent to which ethnic
minority consumers relate ads to themselves is greater for Asian
consumers when they view an Asian model, and this self-refer-
encing mediates the influence of ethnicity on attitudes.

In line with distinctiveness theory (McGuire et al. 1978),
ethnic minority consumers are more likely than ethnic ma-
jority consumers to self-reference ads containing ethnic mi-
nority models. Moreover, this difference, which involved a
large effect size (w* = .18), was not evident for ads containing
white models. Thus, ethnicity is a key dimension of self that
elicits higher levels of self-referencing when ethnic minority
consumers view ads containing models of a similar ethnicity.
We believe that it is likely that the Asian participants who
viewed the Asian model may have related the model’s ethnicity
to their own self-structures. The perceived ethnic similarity
may help create concordance between the Asian participants’
own experience and the content of the ad, which would re-
duce the uncertainty of the new message and facilitate un-
derstanding of the incoming information (Burnkrant and
Unnava 1995; Krishnamurthy and Sujan 1999). Higher lev-
els of self-referencing were also found to lead to enhanced
attitudes, which support previous research into self-referenc-
ing (Debevec and Romeo 1992; Krishnamurthy and Sujan
1999).

It is important to note that our research studies Asians as
the ethnic minority and whites as the ethnic majority. Fol-
lowing distinctiveness theory, however, we believe that our
predictions of increased self-referencing by ethnic minorities
of models of the same ethnicity would hold if the roles were
reversed (e.g., white consumers as the ethnic minority living
in China). In such an instance, we would expect ethnicity to
be more salient in the self-concepts of white consumers than
in the self-concepts of the ethnic majority of Asian consum-
ers. Researching the impact of advertising where whites are
in the minority could prove an intriguing avenue for future
research.

Another key finding of our study relates to product
stereotypicality. Findings supported the use of atypical prod-
uct portrayals by minorities in advertising. In this research,
portrayals of an Asian for an atypical product, shampoo, re-
sulted in more favorable attitudes and purchase intentions
than for the stereotypical product, green tea. It is important
to note that this result was evident for both Asians and whites.
Thus, this advertising tactic does not negatively influence the
attitudes of the ethnic majority.

While accurate stereotypes can act as useful cues for con-
sumers in low-involvement situations (Rossiter and Chan
1998), our analyses revealed that atypical portrayals result in
greater self-referencing by both Asians and whites when ex-
posed to an Asian model. This result, which included a small-
medium effect size (w? = .04), builds on the research of
Debevec and Iyer (1988) by showing that atypical portrayals
can result in greater self-referencing across groups. Yet whereas
Debevec and Iyer (1988) focused on gender and showed higher
self-referencing for nontraditional sex role portrayals, our re-
sult shows that an atypical portrayal of another key dimen-
sion of self (i.e., ethnicity) results in higher self-referencing
across consumers of different ethnicity. Taken together, these
results offer an interesting avenue for future research. For ex-
ample, how do these dimensions interact? Does ethnicity in-
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teract with sex role portrayals to influence self-referencing
responses to advertising? Do other key dimensions of self,
such as occupation (Zinkhan and Hong 1991), have an im-
pact on responses to advertising?

From a managerial perspective, given the positive attitu-
dinal benefits of self-referencing, this result demonstrates how
advertisers can induce self-referencing across consumers from
the ethnic minority (i.e., Asians) and the ethnic majority (i.e.,
whites). Hence, whereas H1 shows that using Asian models
results in higher self-referencing from Asian participants, this
result (i.e., H4b) suggests that displaying Asian models in
atypical ways can yield the positive benefits of higher self-
referencing for both Asians and whites.

A number of limitations should be acknowledged. First,
the student sample restricts the generalizability of the results.
Although student samples have been used in ethnicity re-
search (e.g., Forehand and Deshpandé 2001; Lee, Fernandez,
and Martin 2002), they can lessen external validity. Likewise,
future research should examine these self-referencing effects
with other ethnic minority populations, and in other cultural
settings. Second, our reseatch studied self-referencing as a
theoretical mechanism for gaining insight into ethnicity ef-
fects. While we tested for gender as a potential activator of
self-referencing (which did not have an effect), the potential
exists for other ad cues to activate self-referencing. For ex-
ample, Debevec and Iyer (1988) found that progressive sex
role portrayals in ads generated more self-referencing from
undergraduate students than did traditional portrayals. They
suggest that this result reflects a congruency with the more
progressive attitudes of the sample. Thus, one could expect
that in other advertising contexts, such as a television ad where
actors depict a slice of life, features such as sex role portrayals
may influence levels of self-referencing. Thus, researchers
should be aware of which ad cues (e.g., ethnicity, gender)
are likely to influence self-referencing. Third, since self-ref-
erencing is assumed to occur under conditions of high mo-
tivation (e.g., Bosmans et al. 2001), future research should
measure cognitive elaboration or ad involvement. Equally,
as noted by a reviewer, a measure should be included to al-
low for an assessment of ethnicity differences for perceived
product stereotypicality.

Another area for future reseatch relates to consumer self-
concept. Given that self-referencing involves consumers re-
lating messages to their sense of self, a useful avenue of research
would be to study self-concept stability, which could provide
insights into the robustness of a self-referencing perspective.
For example, how do consumers with more changeable self-
concepts react to ethnic models in advertising, especially where
their own perception of ethnicity is changing in their self-
concept? Research by Schouten (1991) discusses consumers
trying on different selves, especially liminal consumers who
lack a stable sense of self-concept. Self-concepts for these con-
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sumers can be more susceptible to marketer influence when a
product helps the consumer try on a new self. Such a perspec-
tive may prove useful in exploring atypical products, whereby
the ad model may act as an affirmation to ethnic groups for a
new self promoted by the ad. This perspective could also prove
useful in a study of acculturation and a comparison of the
levels of self-referencing of recent immigrants (i.e., consum-
ers trying out a new self living in a new society) with those of
the same ethnic group raised from birth in the same country
(for discussions of acculturation, see Phinney 1990; Williams
and Qualls 1989). Such research would also lend itself to a
longitudinal analysis of variations in self-structures over time,
perceptions of ethnicity and the self, and how this affects self-
referencing in response to advertising.

REFERENCES

Baron, Reuben M., and David A. Kenny (1986), “The Modera-
tor-Mediator Variable Distinction in Social Psychological
Research: Conceptual, Strategic, and Statistical Consider-
ations,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 51 (6),
1173-1182.

Batra, Rajeev, and Douglas M. Stayman (1990), “The Role of
Mood in Advertising Effectiveness,” Journal of Consumer
Research, 17 (2), 203-214.

, and Debra Stephens (1994), “Attitudinal Effects of Ad-
Evoked Moods and Emotions: The Moderating Role of
Motivation,” Psychology and Marketing, 11 (3), 199-215.

Bosmans, Anick, Patrick Van Kenhove, Peter Vlierick, and
Hendrik Hendrickx (2001), “The Effect of Mood on Self-
Referencing in a Persuasion Context,” in Advances in Con-
sumer Research, vol. 28, Mary C. Gilly, ed., Provo, UT:
Association for Consumer Research, 115-121.

Burnkrant, Robert E., and H. Rao Unnava (1995), “Effects of
Self-Referencing on Persuasion,” Journal of Consumer Research,
22.(1), 17-26.

Cohen, Jacob (1977), Statistical Power Analysis for the Bebavioral
Sciences, New York: Academic Press.

Cohen, Judy (1992), “White Consumer Response to Asian Models
in Advertising,” Journal of Consumer Marketing, 9 (2), 17-27.

Courtney, Alice E., and Thomas W. Whipple (1983), Sex Stereo-
typing in Advertising, Toronto: Lexington Books.

Debevec, Kathleen, and Easwar Iyer (1988), “Self-Referencing
as a Mediator of the Effectiveness of Sex-Role Portrayals in
Advertising,” Psychology and Marketing, 5 (1), 71-84.

, and Jerome B. Kernan (1987), “Self-Referencing as a

Mediator of the Physical Attractiveness Stereotype,” Ge-

netic, Social and General Psychology Monographs, 113 (4),

435-460.

, and Jean B. Romeo (1992), “Self-Referent Processing
in Perceptions of Verbal and Visual Commercial Informa-
tion,” Journal of Consumer Psychology, 1 (1), 83-102.

Deshpandé, Rohit, and Douglas M. Stayman (1994), “A Tale of
Two Cities: Distinctiveness Theory Effectiveness,” Journal

of Marketing Research, 31 (1), 57-64.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




36 The Journal of Advertising

Esses, Victoria M., and Mark P. Zanna (1995), “Mood and the
Expression of Ethnic Stereotypes,” Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 69 (6), 1052-~1068.

Fern, Edward F., and Kent B. Monroe (1996), “Effect-Size Esti-
mates: Issues and Problems in Interpretation,” Journal of
Consumer Research, 23 (2), 89—-105.

Forehand, Mark R., and Rohit Deshpandé (2001), “What We
See Makes Us Who We Are: Priming Ethnic Self-Aware-
ness and Advertising Response,” Journal of Marketing Re-
search, 38 (3), 336-348.

Gerbing, David W., and James C. Anderson (1988), “An Up-
dated Paradigm for Scale Development Incorporating Uni-
dimensionality and Its Assessment,” Journal of Marketing
Research, 25 (2), 186-192.

Gitlin, Saul (2002), “Meet the Lee Family,” Retail Merchandiser,
42 (1), 14-16.

Grier, Sonya A., and Anne M. Brumbaugh (1999), “Noticing
Cultural Differences: Ad Meanings Created by Target and
Non-Target Markets,” Journal of Advertising, 28 (1), 79-93.

Holbrook, Morris B., and Rajeev Batra (1987), “Assessing the
Role of Emotions as Mediators of Consumer Responses to
Advertising,” Journal of Consumer Research, 14 (3), 404—420.

Kinsman, Matthew (2002), “Invisible Giants: Marketers Are Still
Out of Touch with Asian-Americans,” Promo (2), 14-16.

Klohnen, Eva C., and Shanhong Luo (2003), “Interpersonal At-
traction and Personality: What Is Actractive—Self Similat-
ity, Ideal Similarity, Complementarity, or Attachment
Security?” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 85 (4),
709-722.

Krishnamurthy, Parthasarathy, and Mita Sujan (1999), “Retro-
spection Versus Anticipation: The Role of the Ad Under
Retrospective and Anticipatory Self-Referencing,” Journal
of Consumer Research, 26 (1), 55-69.

Lee, Christina Kwai-Choi, Nalini Fernandez, and Brett A.S.
Martin (2002), “Using Self-Referencing to Explain the Ef-
fectiveness of Ethnic Minority Models in Advertising,” In-
ternational Journal of Advertising, 21 (3), 363-375.

Lee, Wei-Na, and David K. Tse (1994), “Changing Media Con-
sumption in a New Home: Acculturation Patterns Among
Hong Kong Immigrants to Canada,” Journal of Advertising,
23 (1), 57-70.

MacKenzie, Scott B., Richard J. Lutz, and George E. Belch
(1986), “The Role of Attitude Toward the Ad as a Media-
tor of Advertising Effectiveness: A Test of Competing Ex-
planations,” Journal of Marketing Research, 23 (2), 130-143.

Maheswaran, Durairaj, and Shelley Chaiken (1991), “Promoting
Systematic Processing in Low-Motivation Sectings: Effect of
Incongruent Information on Processing and Judgment,” Jour-
nal of Personality and Social Psychology, 61 (1), 13-25.

Mantel, Susan Powell, and Frank R. Kardes (1999), “The Role
of Direction of Comparison, Attribute-Based Processing,
and Atctitude-Based Processing in Consumer Preference,”
Journal of Consumer Research, 25 (4), 335-352.

Markus, Hazel (1977), “Self-Schemata and Processing Informa-
tion About the Self,” Journal of Personality and Social Piy-
chology, 35 (2), 63-78.

McGuire, William J., Claire V. McGuire, Pamela Child, and Terry

Fujioka (1978), “Salience of Ethnicity in the Spontaneous
Self-Concept as a Function of One’s Ethnic Distinctiveness
in the Social Environment,” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 36, 511-520.

Meyers-Levy, Joan, and Laura Peracchio (1996), “Moderators of
the Impact of Self-Reference on Persuasion,” Journal of Con-
sumer Research, 22 (4), 408—423.

Morrison, Maria Michelle, and David R. Shaffer (2003), “Gen-
der-Role Congruence and Self-Referencing as Determinants
of Advertising Effectiveness,” Sex Roles, 49 (5/6), 265-275.

Peterson, Robert A., Gerald Albaum, and Richard F. Beltramini
(1985), “A Meta-Analysis of Effects in Consumer Behavior
Experiments,” Journal of Consumer Research, 12 (1), 97-103.

Phinney, Jean S. (1990), “Ethnic Identity in Adolescents and
Adults: Review of Research,” Psychological Bullerin, 108 (3),
499-514.

Ratneshwar, S., Lawrence W. Barsalou, Cornelia Pechmann, and
Melissa Moore (2001), “Goal-Derived Categories: The Role
of Personal and Situational Goals in Category Representa-
tions,” Journal of Consumer Psychology, 10 (3), 147-157.

Rossiter, John R., and Alvin M. Chan (1998), “Ethnicity in Busi-
ness and Consumer Behavior,” Journal of Business Research,
42 (2), 127-134.

Schouten, John W. (1991), “Selves in Transition: Symbolic Con-
sumption in Personal Rites of Passage and Identity Re-
construction,” Journal of Consumer Research, 17 (4),
412425,

Selig Center for Economic Growth (2004), “Special Preview: The
Multicultural Economy, 1990-2009,” Terry College of
Business, University of Georgia, available at www.selig
.uga.edu (accessed August 1, 2004), 1-12.

Statistics New Zealand (1996), 1996 Census of Population and Dwell-
ings: Ethnic Groups, Wellington: Statistics New Zealand.

(2002), “Asian Population Projections,” available at
www.stats.govt.nz (accessed June 15, 2004).

Stayman, Douglas M., and Rohit Deshpandé (1989), “Situational
Echnicity and Consumer Behavior,” Journal of Consumer Re-
search, 16 (3), 361-371.

Sujan, Mita, James R. Bettman, and Hans Baumgartner (1993),
“Influencing Consumer Judgments Using Autobiographi-
cal Memories: A Self-Referencing Perspective,” Journal of
Marketing Research, 30 (4), 422-436.

Szybillo, George J., and Jacob Jacoby (1974), “Effects of Differ-
ent Levels of Integration on Advertising Preference and
Intention to Purchase,” Journal of Applied Psychology, 59 (3),
274-280.

Taylor, Charles R., and Ju Yung Lee (1994), “Not in Vogue:
Portrayals of Asian Americans in Magazine Advertising,”
Journal of Public Policy and Marketing, 13 (2), 239-245.

, and Barbara B. Stern (1997), “Asian-Americans: Tele-
vision Advertising and the ‘Model Minority’ Stereotype,”
Journal of Advertising, 26 (2), 47-61.

Tolley, Stuart, and John Goett (1971), “Reactions to Blacks in News-
paper Ads,” Journal of Advertising Research, 11 (2), 11-17.
Wang, Cheng Lu, Terry Bristol, John C. Mowen, and Goutam
Chakraborty (2000), “Alternative Modes of Self-Construal:
Dimensions of Connectedness-Separateness and Advertis-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



ing Appeals to the Cultural and Gender-Specific Self,” Jour-
nal of Consumer Psychology, 9 (2), 107-115.

Whittler, Tommy E. (1989), “Viewers’ Processing of Actors’ Race
and Message Claims in Advertising Stimuli,” Psychology and
Marketing, 6 (4), 287-309.

Williams, Jerome D., and William J. Qualls (1989), “Middle-
Class Black Consumers and Intensity of Ethnic Identifica-
tion,” Psychology and Marketing, 6 (4), 263-2806.

———, William J. Qualls, and Sonya A. Grier (1995), “Ra-
cially Exclusive Real Estate Advertising: Public Policy

Winter 2004 37

Implications for Fair Housing Practices,” Journal of Public
Policy and Marketing, 14 (2), 225-244.

Williamson, Debra A. (2002), “Foreign Flavors, Mainstream
Taste,” Aduvertising Age, 73 (27), 2-3.

Zinkhan, George M., and Jae W. Hong (1991), “Self-Concept
and Advertising Effectiveness: A Conceptual Model of Con-
gruency, Conspicuousness, and Response Mode,” in Advances
in Consumer Research, vol. 18, Rebecca Holman and Michael
Solomon, ed., Provo, UT: Association for Consumer Re-
search, 348-354.

APPENDIX

Asian Model Stereotypical Product Advertisement

clientele,
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Qur EverGreens Tea is grown in the most favourable and natural environment. It is grown
in the EverGreen Tea Plantation, which is 1,200 meters above sea
fevel, where the mountains embrace the clouds, all year.

On our plantation, we process the fresh green leaves
immediately after harvesting. The leaves are processed without
harmful fermentation and oxidation, Then we ship directly to our
distribution centers to be presented to our ever growing world wide

Order your EverGreens Tea today, and start enjoying its
enormous health benefits, freshness, aroma and superb taste!

BEverGreens Tea
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