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ABSTRACT 

 

Many marketers choose to position their brands as underdogs instead of top 

dogs in the marketplace. Research shows that underdog positioning may help 

marketers to create competitive advantages, although when and why consumers 

respond favorability to such positioning strategy is not fully understood. While a 

handful of studies found that underdog positioning is more effective than top-dog 

positioning for certain types of brands or consumers, little is known about how 

consumers’ psychological state may influence their responses to underdog 

positioning. Existing literature on underdog positioning mainly attributes 

consumers’ favorable responses to its ability to elicit empathy for the brand, 

neglecting the potential benefit that consumers can gain from their underdog 

support. To address these gaps, this thesis examines how personal control 

influences consumers’ responses to underdog (vs. top dog) positioning. It was 

proposed that brands positioned as underdogs are preferred over those positioned 

as top dogs by consumers whose personal control is low because underdog 

positioning can inspire those consumers to restore their threatened control.  

Five experiments were conducted to test the hypotheses. Experiment 1 

demonstrates that when consumers’ personal control is low, consumers prefer 

brands positioned as underdogs over those positioned as top dogs. Experiment 2 

uncovers the underlying mechanism of the observed effect: The relative 

preference for underdog positioning among low-control consumers occurs 

because the passion and determination exemplified in such positioning can inspire 

those consumers to cope with their loss or lack of control. In line with this 

mechanism, Experiment 3 provides supportive evidence that the acquisition of the 

brand positioned as an underdog, but not the acquisition of the brand positioned as 

a top dog, increases low-control consumers’ feelings of control. The last two 

experiments show that low-control consumers’ relative preference for underdog 

positioning is further moderated by both their shopping orientation and the causal 

attribution for their loss of control.  

The findings of this thesis contribute to the growing research on underdog 

positioning and customer inspiration, and the results have practical implications 

for marketers in terms of effectiveness of marketing communications.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

Traditional research on social identity theory suggests that people share a 

tendency to associate themselves with winners and distance themselves from 

losers (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). However, underdogs, who occupy a 

state of inferiority in contests and are expected to fail against their powerful 

competitors, seem to appeal to people. Supporting this idea, research has found 

that people are more likely to vote for the candidate who is trailing in the polls 

(Ceci & Kain, 1982), to support a geographically smaller country in a geopolitical 

conflict (Vandello, Goldschmied, & Richards, 2007), and to show marked 

favoritism toward a sports team that is dropping behind in a match (Frazier & 

Snyder, 1991).  

Being aware of people’s tendency to support underdogs, many marketers 

intentionally position their brands as underdogs that are disadvantaged in terms of 

resources, opportunities, or market share yet have the passion and determination 

to overcome these obstacles. Examples include the classic Avis campaign, “We 

are number two. So, we try harder”; the Nantucket Nectars’ brand biography, 

which proclaims that its founders started with nothing but “a blender and a 

dream”; and the “Sorry! We are just grassroots” micro-blogs posted by the JDB 

Group, a Chinese manufacturer of nonalcoholic beverages. Even some established 
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companies, such as Apple and Google, still retain the story in brand biographies of 

their entrepreneurs who started out with humble origins and struggled against the 

odds to build their businesses. By highlighting the underdog aspects of brands, the 

underdog positioning strategy helps companies to proactively induce consumers’ 

perception of their brands as underdogs in the market. 

Spurred by the prevalence of underdog positioning in the marketplace, 

research on this phenomenon has gained momentum. Many related studies have 

demonstrated that consumers respond more favorably to brands positioned as 

underdogs than to those positioned as top dogs, which possess significantly more 

resources or hold dominant positions in the market (e.g., Jun, Sung, Gentry, & 

McGinnis, 2015; Paharia, Keinan, Avery, & Schor, 2011). However, recent 

findings suggest that consumers’ preference for brands positioned as underdogs is 

not unconditional (Jin & Huang, 2019; Kirmani, Hamilton, Thompson, Lantzy, & 

Providers, 2017; Paharia & Thompson, 2014). Furthermore, the understanding of 

the psychological processes underlying the consumer response to underdog 

positioning remains insufficient (McGinnis, Gao, Jun, & Gentry, 2017). While 

researchers posit that consumers’ favorable responses to underdog positioning 

could be driven by diverse psychological processes, existing literature largely 

frames consumers’ support of underdog positioning as a helping behavior that is 
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driven by altruistic motives (e.g., Jun et al., 2015; Kirmani et al., 2017), and 

neglects the possibility that consumers may also benefit from supporting brands 

positioned as underdogs. The knowledge about when and why consumers prefer 

brands with underdog positioning over those with top-dog positioning is critical 

for marketers to develop an appropriate positioning strategy for their brands. 

To address the above gaps, this research explores how consumers’ responses 

to underdog (vs. top dog) positioning are influenced by their perceived personal 

control and investigates the mechanisms behind this effect. Specifically, the 

passion and determination to overcome obstacles exemplified in underdog 

positioning are posited to inspire consumers. Since such inspiration is argued to be 

helpful in strengthening a sense of control, brands with underdog positioning are 

preferred over those with top-dog positioning by consumers who are motivated to 

restore their personal control, which is a key contributor to one’s well-being 

(Folkman, 1984; Karasek, 1990; Lazarus & Averill, 1972). Following this logic, 

this thesis demonstrates that low-control, but not high-control, consumers prefer 

brands positioned as underdogs to those positioned as top dogs because they are 

inspired by the former to restore their threatened personal control. Moreover, it 

was found that low-control consumers’ preference for brands positioned as 

underdogs (vs. top dogs) is attenuated when consumers attribute their loss of 
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control to internal factors or shop under a task-focused orientation.  

This research contributes to the literature in three important ways. First, this 

thesis enriches the understanding of the boundary conditions of consumer relative 

preference for brands positioned as underdogs versus top dogs. This work shows 

that in addition to brand features or consumers’ chronic traits mentioned in prior 

research (Kao, 2015; Kirmani et al., 2017; Paharia & Thompson, 2014; Park & 

Kim, 2015), the effectiveness of underdog positioning in creating a competitive 

advantage can also be affected by consumers’ situational psychological state, such 

as their lack of personal control. Second, by investigating the mediating role of 

inspiration, this thesis identifies a novel psychological mechanism that drives 

consumers’ support of underdog (vs. top dog) brands. Compared to research 

suggesting that consumers want to help underdog brands for empathetic reasons 

(Jun et al., 2015; Kirmani et al., 2017), the inspiration mechanism identified in 

this thesis reveals that consumers’ preference for underdog brands can also be 

motivated by the desire to satisfy their own psychological needs. Third, this thesis 

contributes to the growing literature on consumer inspiration with its finding that 

the appraisal of intrinsically valued qualities that marketers instill into their brands 

is an important antecedent of consumer inspiration. By demonstrating that the 

inspiration from underdog support helps consumers to restore their own sense of 
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personal control, this research sheds light on the implications of the experience of 

inspiration in the marketing context on consumers’ psychological well-being. The 

moderators of low-control consumers’ underdog preference imply that the 

consumers’ experience of inspiration can be influenced by both perceived 

difficulty of emulating the exemplified qualities and the goals that consumers hold 

during shopping trips. 

From a practical perspective, the findings of this thesis have implications for 

marketers on creating effective marketing communications. By identifying 

personal control as a boundary condition for consumers’ relative preference for 

the underdog (vs. top dog) positioning, this thesis provides guidelines for 

marketers on when and how to position their brands as underdogs, instead of as 

top dogs. Furthermore, the inspiration mechanism and its moderators investigated 

in this thesis suggest that the implementation of brand personalities can be a 

useful tool for marketers to inspire their customers. But marketers should 

carefully consider when to present the evocative stimuli to consumers and what 

qualities to instill in their brands. 

This thesis is organized as follows. Chapter 1 introduces the research 

background, questions, and intended contributions. Chapter 2 critically reviews 

the extant literature on the key variables of this thesis including underdog 
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positioning, inspiration, and personal control. Focusing on the research gaps 

identified in the literature review, Chapter 3 explains the theoretical model and 

proposes the hypotheses involved in the model. To test the proposed hypotheses, a 

series of five experiments was conducted. The details on the research 

methodology and results are reported in Chapter 4. The final chapter presents a 

discussion of the theoretical and managerial implications of the findings; it also 

points out limitations of this thesis and offers directions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This chapter provides a critical review of the existing literature related to the 

focal research questions of this thesis. The first section reviews past research on 

underdog positioning, including the definition of underdog positioning, its 

effectiveness in eliciting consumers’ favorable responses, and motives that have 

been identified as drivers of consumers’ underdog support. The second section 

introduces the conceptualization of inspiration, as well as recent empirical 

findings concerning its antecedents and consequences. Finally, this chapter 

presents a review of existing literature on personal control, with a particular focus 

on the importance of consumption in helping consumers to satisfy their need for 

personal control. 

 

2.1 Underdog Positioning 

2.1.1 Underdog Positioning and Its Effectiveness Relative to Top-dog 

Positioning 

“Underdog” originally refers to the beaten dog in a dog fight because the 

losing dog usually submits and allows the winning dog to tower over him. The 

term is used metaphorically to signify competitors who are in a state of inferiority 
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and thought to have little chance of winning a contest, whereas “top dogs” are 

their dominant counterparts (Vandello et al., 2007). The underdog’s low chance of 

success is often due to its disadvantaged external condition, such as having a 

humble origin, lacking resources, or being a victim of injustice (Allison & 

Burnette, 2010; McGinnis & Gentry, 2009). Recently, marketing researchers 

further enriched the definition of “underdog” to signify a market entity that is 

externally disadvantaged yet possesses determination and passion to overcome 

obstacles (Kirmani et al., 2017; Paharia et al., 2011).  

Underdogs in the marketplace are prevalent: from “mom-and-pop” shops that 

struggle to survive in competitive hypermarkets to emerging brands that try hard 

to introduce their products to markets dominated by other well-established brands. 

Some marketers even intentionally position their brands as underdogs (McGinnis 

& Gentry, 2009; Paharia et al., 2011). For example, Under Armour has positioned 

itself as a relatively weaker brand compared with its powerful rivals, such as Nike 

and Adidas, but also as one with the determination to take on and battle the 

competition (Beer, 2015). Such a positioning strategy aims to proactively induce 

consumers’ perception of the brand as an underdog and often involves 

highlighting the underdog aspects of the brand, such as its humble origins, 

struggle against powerful competitors, or strong determination despite external 
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disadvantages, in communication with consumers (Jun et al., 2015). The potential 

of the underdog positioning strategy was evidenced in prior research documenting 

a phenomenon named “underdog effect” (Kim et al., 2008; Vandello et al., 2007). 

Specifically, research across various domains, including politics (Ceci & Kain, 

1982), society (Vandello et al., 2007), and sports (Frazier & Snyder, 1991), 

concurs that people tend to support underdogs despite their external disadvantages. 

More relevant to this study, marketing researchers have found that consumers 

generally react more positively to brands positioned as underdogs (vs. top dogs). 

Paharia et al. (2011) showed that consumers tend to identify with brands that 

retain their humble origins in brand biographies. Similarly, Jun, Sung, Gentry, and 

McGinnis (2015) found that positioning brands as underdogs in advertising can 

result in favorable attitudes of consumers to the focal brands. Similarly, 

highlighting the underdog stories of a firm’s employees has been found to 

positively influence consumers’ attitude to a service provider (Yang & Chen, 

2015), even if the provider is perceived as less competent than others (Kirmani et 

al., 2017). Moreover, framing small brands as competing with large dominant 

rivals in the marketplace has been proven to help the brands rather than harm 

them, leading to increased purchase intentions and favorable reviews from 

consumers (Paharia, Avery, & Keinan, 2014).  
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Although the literature provides rich evidence supporting the effectiveness of 

underdog positioning, consumers’ support for underdog brands may not be 

unconditional. In line with this view, recent evidence suggests that the 

effectiveness of underdog positioning in eliciting consumers’ favorable responses 

could depend on both the dispositions of consumers and the features of the focal 

brands. For example, when the brands were perceived as morally deficient, 

underdog positioning does not increase consumers’ likelihood of choosing the 

brand (Kirmani et al., 2017), but instead leads to more negative evaluations of the 

brands (Park & Kim, 2015). As a positioning strategy, underdog positioning is 

also found to be less effective for brands that are associated with social status 

(Paharia & Thompson, 2014). Besides the brand or product feature, the 

effectiveness of underdog positioning is further influenced by some personal 

characteristics: Consumers who have a tendency to classify themselves as 

underdogs from either a demographic or psychographic perspective respond more 

favorably to brands with underdog positioning (Kao, 2015; Paharia et al., 2011). 

The empathic concern of consumers, which is defined as their tendency to 

experience empathy, is another consumer factor that has been found to positively 

influence the responses to underdog positioning (Jun et al., 2015). 

  Despite the growing body of research, our knowledge about the 
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influencing factors of consumers’ responses to underdog positioning is still 

insufficient. Although various consumer traits and brand features have been 

documented to affect consumers’ responses to underdog positioning, very little 

research has investigated the influence of consumers’ psychological states on the 

effectiveness of underdog positioning. An exception is Jin and Huang (2019) in 

which the authors found that consumers who feel powerless are less likely to align 

themselves with underdog brands. But whether other psychological experiences 

can also influence consumers’ reaction to underdog positioning is still unclear. In 

addition to extending our understanding of underdog positioning, exploring how 

situational factors may influence consumers’ responses to underdog positioning 

has important practical implications: Since marketers can intentionally influence 

consumers’ psychological states through in-store settings or advertising design 

(Chen, Wan, & Levy, 2017; Levav & Zhu, 2009; Meyers-Levy & Zhu, 2007), 

filling the aforementioned research gap will provide marketers with insights about 

how to increase the effectiveness of underdog positioning. To address this 

research gap, this thesis investigates how consumers’ need for personal control 

may influence their responses to marketers’ use of underdog positioning.  

 

2.1.2 Motivations for Consumers’ Underdog Support 

Spurred by the prevalence of underdog positioning in the marketplace, 
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research on the psychological processes underlying the consumers’ favorable 

responses to such positioning has gained momentum. Despite the lack of full 

understanding of the underlying psychological process, researchers tend to agree 

that consumers’ favorable responses to underdog positioning are driven by 

multiple motives (Jun et al., 2015; McGinnis et al., 2017). Several possible 

explanations of the underdog effect identified by prior research in both marketing 

and other domains, as well as their defects, are discussed below. 

Extant research on underdog positioning largely attributes consumers’ 

support of underdog brands to their empathic responses. For example, Jun and his 

colleagues (2015) found that consumers with stronger empathic concern 

responded more favorably to the underdog-positioning advertisement. Similarly, 

consumers who were primed to experience a feeling of compassion showed a 

preference for brands positioned as underdogs (Staton, Paharia, & Oveis, 2012). 

Moreover, Kirmani, Hamilton, Thompson, and Lantzy (2017) found that 

positioning a moral service provider as an underdog can elicit consumers’ 

empathic responses, thus can help the service provider to overcome a deficit in 

competence. Together, existing literature treats the feeling of empathy as the 

dominant reason for consumers’ favorable responses to underdog positioning.  

According to this account, consumers tend to help an underdog brand because 
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they perceive the brand as an entity in need and whose welfare they are concerned 

about (Kirmani et al., 2017). Despite the emphasis on the role of empathy in 

existing literature, some scholars argue that consumers’ responses to underdog 

positioning may be driven by diverse psychological processes (McGinnis & 

Gentry, 2009; McGinnis et al., 2017). Recent research found that consumers 

continue to support an underdog brand after it has achieved some sort of success 

(Paharia et al., 2011). Since the brand needs to be perceived as needy in order to 

elicit consumers’ empathy, the explanation based on empathic concern cannot 

fully account for such findings. Moreover, the explanation based on empathic 

concern highlights the altruistic motivation behind underdog support. Under this 

perspective, consumers’ support for underdog brands is described as nothing more 

than a helping behavior in which individuals align with and emotionally invest in 

the disadvantaged partner in an unequal competition. However, it is possible that 

consumers connect themselves with underdog brands for reasons of self-interest 

(McGinnis & Gentry, 2009). 

In addition to the marketing research, literature in other domains suggests 

some possible accounts for the underdog effect. Some researchers speculate that 

underdog support by onlookers may result from a rational, utilitarian calculation 

regarding emotional payoffs (Frazier & Snyder, 1991; Goldschmied, 2008). 
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Specifically, third-party observers tend to support the underdog in its competition 

with the top dog because they believe rooting for underdogs will bring them the 

highest emotional payoff. Since an underdog is expected to lose by definition, its 

final failure would not lead to greatly adverse emotional consequences for its 

supporters. In contrast, the dramatic and unexpected success of an underdog could 

bring observers great positive emotional benefits (Goldschmied, 2008; Kim et al., 

2008). For example, since the tension and excitement of athletic contests are 

expected to be increased by a potential dramatic reversal, spectators often give 

their support to athletes or sports teams qualified as underdogs (Frazier & Snyder, 

1991). However, this explanation cannot account for consumers’ favorable 

responses to underdog positioning. To avoid the adverse affective consequences 

caused by watching an underdog lose its competition with a top dog, individuals 

need to represent themselves as non-partisan observers of the competition 

between underdogs and top dogs (Goldschmied, 2008). In other words, although 

they may emotionally stand by underdogs, individuals who conduct such 

cost-benefit analysis would not actively connect themselves with underdogs. This 

is inconsistent with recent findings that consumers tend to identify with underdogs 

and share their position and determination to overcome external disadvantages 

(McGinnis & Gentry, 2009; Paharia et al., 2011). Therefore, although the 
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utilitarian-based motivation may drive people’s liking for underdog stories in the 

sports arena, such as the American hockey team’s Miracle on Ice in the 1980 

Olympics and the dramatic comeback of Cavaliers against Warriors in 2016’s 

NBA finals, it may not be the main reason consumers respond favorably to 

underdog positioning in the marketplace.  

Another explanation for consumers’ underdog support is related to 

schadenfreude, defined as the malicious pleasure that comes from seeing the 

misfortune or downfall of others (Heider, 1958). Prior research on schadenfreude 

suggests that people sometimes experience joy upon learning that a powerful 

figure or team was knocked off its pedestal, especially when its high status was 

perceived as not deserved (Feather, 1999; Feather & Sherman, 2002). Given that 

underdog is often defined in a competitive context where its rivals, top dogs, are 

described as privileged and arrogant, people may generate resentment about the 

dominance of top dogs, thus may take joy in top dogs’ fall from grace (Allison & 

Burnette, 2010; Kim et al., 2008). Therefore, one could argue that the consumers’ 

favorable responses to underdog positioning are not derived from our love for the 

underdogs but rather from our disliking for their much mightier opponents, that is, 

top dogs. However, this explanation has its limitations too: First, schadenfreude 

has been argued to be opportunistic and passive by nature (Leach, Spears, 
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Branscombe, & Doosje, 2003; Spears & Leach, 2004). In other words, although 

people may take joy in another’s fall, they usually would not actively seek or plan 

for it. Therefore, this explanation implies that although people may hope the top 

dog fails, they prefer to be a bystander with little or no investment in or effect on 

the competitive outcome (Goldschmied, 2008). Second, recent research suggests 

that even without the mention of its rival’s unmerited advantages, consumers still 

tend to support an underdog brand. For example, Kirmani and colleagues (2017) 

found that adding a statement in the description of a service provider to highlight 

its humble origin and passion could effectively increase its likelihood to be chosen. 

Further, Paharia et al. (2011) revealed that consumers preferred an underdog brand 

even when its powerful rival was not described as undeserving of competitive 

advantages.  

To sum up, while researchers posit that consumers’ favorable responses to 

underdog positioning could be driven by diverse psychological processes, most 

extant literature about underdog positioning attributes its effectiveness to the 

eliciting of consumers’ empathy, with which an underdog brand is perceived as an 

entity in need of consumers’ help. But it is also possible that consumers support 

underdog brands based on their own self-interests. A review of the self-interested 

motives (i.e., utilitarian-based motivation and schadenfreude) proposed by 
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existing research in other fields concludes that those factors have difficulty fully 

explaining consumers’ favorable responses to underdog positioning. Therefore, to 

create a full understanding of the psychological processes underlying consumers’ 

favorable responses to underdog positioning, it is important to identify other 

psychological mechanisms that can shed some light on the benefits that 

consumers gain from connecting themselves with underdog brands (Paharia et al., 

2011). This thesis thus proposes that low-control consumers may intentionally 

support underdog brands because the passion and determination exemplified by 

the underdog brands can inspire those consumers to cope with their own loss of 

control. 

 

2.2 Inspiration  

2.2.1 The Conceptualization of Inspiration 

The experience of inspiration is prevalent in people’s daily lives. People 

often note that something mentally stimulates them to create a work of art, to 

behave in a noble way, or to pursue their goals. Given the importance of 

inspiration in promoting individuals’ ability to live a vital and meaningful life, it 

has been a construct of interest to researchers for a long time (Thrash, Elliot, 

Maruskin, & Cassidy, 2010). In the early research on inspiration, scholars from 
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different fields, including theology (Canale, 1994a, 1994b), psychology (Hart, 

1998; Kris, 1952; Lockwood & Kunda, 1997, 1999), education (Iphofen, 1996; 

Tjas, Nelsen, & Taylor, 1996), art (Bowra, 1955; Harvey, 1999), and management 

(Langley, Mintzberg, Pitcher, Posada, & Saint-Macary, 1995), invoked the notion 

of inspiration to describe the elevated or transcendent experience in their own 

domains. 

However, as a psychological construct, inspiration has only recently been 

conceptualized by social psychologists for empirical investigation. After 

reviewing the theoretical perspectives presented in the nascent literature on 

inspiration, Thrash and Elliot (2003) proposed an integrative conceptualization of 

inspiration, defining it as a motivational state consisting of three characteristics: 

evocation, transcendence, and approach motivation. The first key characteristic in 

the tripartite conceptualization, evocation, refers to the fact that inspiration is 

evoked by an illuminating object. The characteristic of evocation implies a 

receptive nature of inspiration; that is, the experience of inspiration cannot be 

intentionally initiated by individuals, while they can create conditions conducive 

to it (Belzak, Thrash, Sim, & Wadsworth, 2017; Smith, 2014; Thrash & Elliot, 

2004). The experience of inspiration also involves orienting one’s attention to new 

possibilities that transcend the ordinary and mundane. This transcendence aspect 
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implies that the experience of inspiration connects people with something beyond 

their usual concerns, thus may lead to a feeling of self-enhancement (Thrash, 

Elliot et al., 2010). The final characteristic, approach motivation, refers to the fact 

that the experience of inspiration instills a desire to bring the newly gained idea or 

vision to fruition. As a motivational state, inspiration can energize or direct 

people’s effort and action to express or actualize that which is newly apprehended 

(Smith, 2014; Thrash & Elliot, 2004).  

The appropriateness of such a tripartite conceptualization of inspiration has 

been confirmed by subsequent empirical studies. For example, Thrash and Elliot 

(2004) found that, compared with an ordinary experience in one’s daily life, an 

experience of inspiration involves higher levels of activated positive affect and 

task involvement, suggesting the motivation aspect of inspiration. Moreover, 

recalling an experience of inspiration is found to be associated with elevated 

levels of self-reported transcendence-relevant variables (i.e., spirituality and 

meaning), as well as a tendency to represent the self (others) as passive (active), 

which reflects the evocation aspect of inspiration.    

By identifying the core characteristics of the state of inspiration, the broad 

conceptualizations outlined above add precision to the definition of inspiration as 

a general state and ease the cross-talk among literature in different fields (Smith, 
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2014; Thrash & Elliot, 2004). However, when applying the general inspiration 

construct to a specific situation or circumstance, researchers are advised to further 

contextualize the construct within the content domain (Thrash, Moldovan, 

Oleynick, & Maruskin, 2014). Therefore, to facilitate the research of inspiration in 

the marketing context, marketing researchers recently derived a context-specific 

definition of customer inspiration from the general conceptualization of 

inspiration (Böttger, Rudolph, Evanschitzky, & Pfrang, 2017). Specifically, 

customer inspiration was defined as “a motivational state that facilitates the 

transition from the reception of a marketing-induced idea to the intrinsic pursuit of 

a consumption-related goal” (Böttger et al., 2017, p. 117). Following the 

component-process conceptualization of inspiration suggested by Thrash and 

Elliot (2004), Böttger and colleagues further decomposed the episode of customer 

inspiration into two causally linked processes: a state of “inspired-by,” through 

which consumers become aware of marketing-induced insights beyond their usual 

concerns; and a state of “inspired-to,” in which consumers are motivated to 

actualize or extend what is newly apprehended. Both component processes are 

necessary to create a full episode of inspiration: The state of “inspired-by” relates 

to the reception of new ideas or insights catalyzed by appreciating an evocative 

object, thus is posited to give rise to the characteristics of transcendence and 
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evocation in the tripartite conceptualization of inspiration; while the state of 

“inspired-to” involves the intention to respond to the trigger object and act on 

what is being inspired, thus is associated with the characteristic of appetitive 

motivation (Thrash & Elliot, 2004; Winterich, Nenkov, & Gonzales, 2019). 

 

2.2.2 Empirical Research on Inspiration 

The conceptualization of inspiration provided by Thrash and Elliot (2003, 

2004) sparked a variety of research that sought to investigate the experience of 

inspiration in disparate domains. This subsection first reviews empirical findings 

on inspiration in different fields (e.g., theology, creativity, social psychology), 

then summarizes existing literature and research gaps related to customer 

inspiration.  

The word “inspiration” was originally used to describe an influence from a 

supernatural being (Thrash & Elliot, 2003). In theology, the experience of 

inspiration refers to the process through which God’s will is made known (Canale, 

1994a, 1994b). In line with this view, recalling a time that one was inspired was 

found to enhance his or her spirituality, referring to the belief in the occurrence of 

spiritual experience (Thrash & Elliot, 2004). Similarly, recent research conducted 

with American and Korean samples found that the experience of inspiration can 
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elevate participants’ belief in God because it produces feelings of connection to 

something greater than the self (Critcher & Lee, 2018). 

In addition to the supernatural influence, inspiration may come from the 

unique insights gained in the creative process. Research on creativity has focused 

on the role of the experience of inspiration in helping people transmit their 

insights into creative products. Thrash, Maruskin, Cassidy, Fryer, and Ryan (2010) 

found that being inspired by creative insights gained during the writing process 

led to more creative output (e.g., fiction, poetry, scientific report), as evaluated by 

expert judges. Similarly, An and Youn (2018) reported that the insights gained 

from appreciating arts can lead to a sense of inspiration, thereby enhancing 

creative performance in later tasks. However, inspiration does not always follow 

from creativity insights. For example, the experience of inspiration may not occur 

for individuals who have a low approach temperament despite their insights 

(Thrash, Maruskin et al., 2010). Along with the inspiration received during the 

creative process, the general state and trait inspiration are also associated with 

people’s creativity—not only is trait inspiration found to be positively related to 

self-reported creativity, one’s daily experience of inspiration is found to predict 

creativity across days (Thrash & Elliot, 2003).  

Another common source of inspiration is the appraisal of transcendent 
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qualities exemplified by a trigger object. Supporting this point, research across 

various domains (e.g., social psychology, sports, and organizational behavior) 

suggests that people can be inspired by the moral goodness of role models 

(Kristjánsson, 2006), by the achievement of elite athletes (Klein, Case, & Fitness, 

2018), or by transparency and openness of their team leaders (Searle & Hanrahan, 

2011). In this line of research, various factors have been identified to influence the 

experience of inspiration. For instance, people with a higher sense of power are 

more likely to be inspired by their own achievement but less likely to be inspired 

by an outstanding role model (Van Kleef, Oveis, Homan, van der Lowe, & Keltner, 

2015). As inspiration involves orienting people’s attention toward something 

beyond their usual concerns, personal traits that reflect individuals’ receptive 

engagement, such as openness to experience and self-forgetfulness, are also found 

to positively influence the level of inspiration that people perceive (Thrash & 

Elliot, 2004; Thrash, Maruskin, Moldovan, Oleynick, & Belzak, 2017). Different 

from the actualization function of inspiration during creativity, this kind of 

inspiration is posited to motivate people to reproduce the inspiring qualities in 

new objects, including themselves. As an example, a recent study in social 

psychology suggests that observing others exert great effort to improve their lives 

from undesirable pasts can inspire people to achieve their own goals (Klein & 
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O’Brien, 2017). Similarly, inspiring employees with ideological messages 

communicating how the organization’s work advances a greater good has been 

found to boost employees’ citizenship performance (Grant & Hofmann, 2011). 

The effects of inspiration can also be extended to domains that are different from 

its source: Klein, Case, and Fitness (2017) found that participants who recalled an 

inspiring experience in a creative context persisted longer in a subsequent 

physical exercise, just like those who recalled an inspiring experience in a 

sporting context.  

Although the research on inspiration has gained momentum, studies on the 

state of inspiration in the marketing context have just begun. In their seminal work 

on customer inspiration, Böttger et al. (2017) provided empirical evidence 

supporting the existence of inspiration in consumers’ shopping trips. Their 

findings suggest that consumers can be inspired by new products discovered while 

shopping, especially when they are motivated to search for novel insights in their 

shopping trip. Moreover, customer inspiration was found to affect both consumers’ 

exploration behavior and their purchase intentions. Inspiration in the marketplace 

has also been linked with consumers’ prosocial behavior. For example, when 

encountering a donation appeal, consumers’ inspiration elicited by praising the 

courage and competence of the donation targets in dealing with an unfortunate 
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situation can lead to positive reactions to the donation request (Liang, Chen, & 

Lei, 2016). In more recent research on this topic, customer inspiration was found 

to lead to more recycling behavior (Winterich et al., 2019). Specifically, the 

information about the possibility of transforming the used products into new 

products can inspire consumers to recycle their waste.  

Taken together, the aforementioned studies on customer inspiration support 

the idea that the experience of inspiration is prevalent in the marketplace. 

However, the research on customer inspiration is still in its infancy, and there 

remain several aspects about which relatively little is known. First, only limited 

sources of customer inspiration have been identified. The existing research on this 

topic identified several product features (i.e., novelty, transformability) as triggers 

of customer inspiration (Böttger et al., 2017; Winterich et al., 2019). But could 

other elements in the marketing mix, such as brand positioning, also influence 

consumers’ experience of inspiration? Given the potential of customer inspiration 

to affect various marketing-relevant outcomes (Böttger et al., 2017), answers to 

this question can have far-reaching implications for marketing practitioners. 

Second, the consequences of customer inspiration are not fully understood. The 

research on the general state of inspiration suggests that the experience of 

inspiration is associated with various well-being variables, such as positive affect, 
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life satisfaction, and self-actualization (Thrash, Elliot et al., 2010). But the 

specific psychological implications of inspiration on consumers have not been 

studied yet. Therefore, researchers have called for more investigation into the role 

of customer inspiration in marketing (Böttger et al., 2017). Responding to this call, 

this thesis investigates the effectiveness of underdog positioning in inspiring 

low-control consumers and examines its function in helping them to restore their 

feeling of control. 

 

2.3 Need for Personal Control 

2.3.1 Threats to Personal Control  

The concept of personal control describes an individual’s perception of the 

extent to which he/she is capable of obtaining desired outcomes and avoiding 

undesired outcomes (Burger, 1989; Skinner, 1996; Skinner, Chapman, & Baltes, 

1988). Decades of research suggest that the perception of control over one’s life 

plays a central role in the promotion of well-being. For instance, high levels of 

personal control are positively associated with more effective emotional 

regulation (Lazarus & Averill, 1972), higher self-esteem (Kerr & Goss, 1997), 

greater sense of competence (Thompson, 1981), and better cognitive performance 

(Endler, Speer, Johnson, & Flett, 2001). In addition to the enhanced psychological 
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well-being, feeling control over one’s life leads to less unhealthy practices 

(Karasek, 1990; Rodin & Langer, 1977), better financial health (Perry & Morris, 

2005), and improved interpersonal relationships (Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 

2004). Conversely, the perception of a loss of control elicits negative arousal, such 

as stress and anxiety (Kobasa, 1979; Mor, Day, Flett, & Hewitt, 1995; Thompson, 

1981), and ultimately a sense of learned helplessness and depression (Martinko & 

Gardner, 1982; Price, Choi, & Vinokur, 2002; Seligman, 1975).  

Given its profound influence on so many important aspects of one’s life, a 

high level of personal control is something that people naturally have a need to 

maintain (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Dweck & Elliot, 2005). 

However, personal control is unstable and often varies situationally (Greenberger, 

Porter, Miceli, & Strasser, 1991; Greenberger & Strasser, 1986). For example, 

employees may be laid off due to economic crisis, students may fail to pass exams 

despite hard work, and pedestrians may be involved in an accident without 

warning. Such events can weaken people’s perceptions of control over the 

environment. Considerable research demonstrates that such incidental loss of 

control is perceived as aversive, and people are motivated to counter it through 

various strategies (Landau, Kay, & Whitson, 2015). 

The most direct strategy to restore one’s threatened personal control is to 
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prove one’s ability to obtain certain outcomes or achieve certain goals in the 

domain related to the source of control deprivation. With this strategy, individuals 

focus on the specific domain of concern and tend to restore their control by 

bolstering their stock of resources necessary to successfully exert control within 

the same domain. For example, participants who lost in gambling were more 

likely to selectively refer to their peak win in their evaluation, so that they could 

maintain a fallacious belief that they have special skills or knowledge related to 

gambling (Cowley, Briley, & Farrell, 2015). While the desire to directly restore 

the threatened personal control may be strong, sometimes it is difficult or 

impossible to achieve that in the domain of the control-reducing condition. For 

example, natural disasters like a tsunami or earthquake may cause people to feel 

vulnerable and lacking control over outcomes in life. But it is unlikely for 

individuals to respond to those threats by exerting influence on the sources 

directly. As a result, to restore their threatened personal control, people often need 

to bolster their perceived control by applying other strategies. 

Supporting this claim, compensatory control theory posits that the need for 

personal control could be achieved through strategies that are not directed at the 

source of control deprivation (Landau et al., 2015). For instance, Whitson and 

Galinsky (2008) found that control reduction increased individuals’ tendency to 
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perceive randomly presented stimuli as having patterns. Likewise, Friesen, Kay, 

Eibach, and Galinsky (2014) showed that participants whose personal control was 

threatened endorsed social hierarchy to a greater degree. By affirming order and 

structure in the social or physical environment, control-deprived individuals are 

better able to construe the world as a structured place in which clear and reliable 

action–outcome contingencies exist, and this facilitates control restoration (Kay, 

Whitson, Gaucher, & Galinsky, 2009). In addition to seeking epistemic structure, 

individuals may compensate for a loss of personal control by endorsing a 

powerful external agent that is able to influence their environment. In line with 

this view, people whose personal control is threatened reported stronger belief in 

God and increased support for their government (Kay, Gaucher, Napier, Callan, & 

Laurin, 2008). 

To sum up, extant literature about personal control concurs that people are 

quite adept at performing a range of psychological gymnastics to cope with the 

threat to their sense of control. More importantly, the coping strategy that an 

individual adopts does not necessarily need to be directed at the source of control 

deprivation. Following this idea, the next subsection discusses how product 

acquisition can help consumers to cope with a feeling of loss of control.  
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2.3.2 The Importance of Consumption in Restoring Personal Control 

The research on compensatory consumption suggests that product acquisition 

plays an important role in helping consumers to cope with psychological threats in 

distinct domains (Han, Duhachek, & Rucker, 2015). For example, powerlessness 

fosters consumers’ desire to acquire products associated with social status (Rucker 

& Galinsky, 2008), while low perceived autonomy leads to consumers’ preference 

for unique product options (Levav & Zhu, 2009). In a study by Mead, Baumeister, 

Stillman, Rawn, and Vohs (2011), consumers who perceive themselves as being 

excluded were willing to pay more for products that symbolize social 

belongingness. Likewise, consumers who experience intelligence threats tend to 

choose products related to intelligence (a dictionary set) to symbolically protect 

their self-view (Gao, Wheeler, & Shiv, 2008; Kim & Rucker, 2012). Taken 

together, this stream of work suggests that the acquired brands and products can 

offer psychological benefits that help consumers defend against threats (Lee & 

Shrum, 2013; Rucker & Galinsky, 2013) 

More pertinent to this thesis, recent research has begun to shed light on the 

role of consumption in helping consumers to compensate for their loss of personal 

control. According to the compensatory control theory, when perceived personal 

control is threatened, individuals may not choose to restore their personal control 
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directly, instead resorting to different strategies to cope with the threat (Kay, 

Sullivan, & Landau, 2015; Landau et al., 2015). In line with this point, Cutright 

(2012) found that control-deprived consumers expressed a greater preference for 

brand logos or products that are clearly bounded because boundaries, either 

tangible or intangible, give consumers a sense of order. When personal control is 

threatened, consumers may also embrace products that require them to exert hard 

work so that consumption of the products enables a feeling of driving one’s own 

outcomes (Cutright & Samper, 2014). Likewise, Chen, Lee, and Yap (2017) found 

that consumers can compensate for a loss of personal control by purchasing 

utilitarian products that are primarily used for instrumental purposes. The authors 

argued that those products equip low-control consumers with means to solve 

certain problems, thereby helping to restore their psychological sense of control. 

In addition, consumers were found to compensate for the loss of personal control 

by exhibiting more switching behavior in their consumption (Su, Jiang, Chen, & 

DeWall, 2017). Moreover, the different levels of personal control can also lead to 

a difference in consumers’ reactions to new products (Chaxel, 2016; Faraji-Rad, 

Melumad, & Johar, 2017). 

Together, the studies summarized above shed some light on how consumers 

can satisfy their need for personal control through their brand or product choices. 
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However, the role of consumption in helping consumers to cope with threats to 

personal control is not fully understood (Chen et al., 2017). Thus, more research is 

needed to investigate other consumption strategies that can be used to restore 

consumers’ sense of control. Although existing literature has documented several 

consumption strategies to cope with threats to personal control, less attention has 

been devoted to the boundary conditions for those strategies. Given that 

low-control consumers may have more than one available coping strategy, it is 

important to know under which conditions consumers would adopt a particular 

coping strategy. In Cutright and Samper’s (2014) research on low-control 

consumers’ preference for high-effort products, consumers’ thoughts about the 

nature of control and their perceived progress rate in restoring control were 

identified as moderators on the adoption of the relevant coping strategy. More 

recent research conducted by Chaxel (2016) suggests that consumers with 

different locus of control tend to adopt different information processing strategies 

to defend against threats to personal control.  

These initial findings confirm that control-deprived consumers’ choice of 

coping strategy can be influenced by both individual differences and situational 

factors. To develop a more precise understanding of how consumers respond to 

threats to their personal control, more research is needed to investigate other 
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factors that may influence the adoption of a coping strategy. In this thesis, the 

effectiveness of underdog positioning in inspiring consumers to restore personal 

control is proposed to be moderated by both the attribution that consumers make 

for their loss of control and the orientation they hold when shopping. By exploring 

those moderators, this thesis contributes to the knowledge about the effectiveness 

of consumption in satisfying consumers’ need for personal control.  
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CHAPTER 3: MODEL AND HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT 

 

The previous chapter reviews existing literature about underdog positioning, 

inspiration, and the restoration of personal control, thereby providing the 

foundation for this thesis to build on. Targeting the research gaps that have been 

identified, this chapter presents the hypotheses and conceptual model of this 

research.  

Although previous research on the motives for consumers’ support of 

underdog brands emphasizes the role of empathy, suggesting that consumers tend 

to help the underdog brand because they perceive it as an entity in need and 

whose welfare they care about (Jun et al., 2015; Kao, 2015; Kirmani et al., 2017; 

Staton et al., 2012), it has also been argued that consumers’ responses to underdog 

positioning may be driven by diverse psychological processes (McGinnis et al., 

2017; McGinnis & Gentry, 2009). Consistent with this view, studies posit that 

some consumers tend to identify themselves with underdog brands in order to 

share the passion and determination exemplified by the brands (McGinnis et al., 

2017; Paharia et al., 2011). However, it remains unclear what specific benefit 

consumers may gain from connecting themselves with underdog brands, and 

when consumers are more likely to share the passion and determination of an 

underdog (Paharia et al., 2011). To address the above questions, this research 
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posits that underdog positioning can effectively inspire low-control consumers to 

cope with threats to their personal control by purchasing the focal brands. 

According to the component-process conceptualization of customer 

inspiration proposed by Böttger and colleagues (2017), a full episode of 

inspiration consists of two processes: an “inspired-by” component, through which 

consumers become aware of marketing-induced insights or possibilities beyond 

their usual concerns; and an “inspired-to” component, in which consumers are 

motivated to actualize or extend what is newly apprehended. In the following 

sections, I based my hypotheses development on this framework and built up the 

model to be tested in this thesis. Specifically, this chapter first discusses what in 

the underdog positioning triggers customer inspiration, then elaborates on why 

such inspiration motivates consumers to cope with low feelings of control by 

purchasing the focal brands. Finally, this chapter addresses the hypotheses 

regarding two moderators (i.e. consumers’ causal attribution and their shopping 

orientation) that are supposed to affect the “inspired-by” and “inspired-to” 

components respectively.  

 

3.1 The Inspiring Nature of Underdog Positioning 

The experience of being inspired by external stimuli is prevalent in people’s 

https://scholar.google.com.hk/citations?user=0AElAiEAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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lives. Individuals can be inspired by majestic landscapes, pieces of music, or 

beautiful poems (Thrash & Elliot, 2003) and by the words and actions of leaders, 

role models, and heroes (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997, 1999). Among various 

sources of inspiration, a common one is the appraisal of intrinsically valued 

qualities exemplified in an evocative object (Haidt & Keltner, 2004; Thrash et al., 

2014). For example, when creating donation appeals, highlighting the 

perseverance of targets can inspire consumers (Liang et al., 2016); and within an 

organization, a team leader’s transparency and openness have been proven to 

inspire employees (Searle & Hanrahan, 2011). Similarly, in their daily lives, 

people often view the redemption of others who have undesirable pasts as 

inspiring (Klein & O’Brien, 2017). Following this logic, I propose that 

low-control consumers can be inspired by the passion and determination 

possessed by underdog brands to overcome external disadvantages in the 

marketplace.    

With underdog positioning, brands are portrayed as not only externally 

disadvantaged in terms of resources or opportunities, but also as having passion 

and determination for rising above these obstacles (Kirmani et al., 2017; Paharia 

et al., 2011). Previous research identifies passion and determination for long-term 

goals as significant contributors to success across a number of important life 
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domains. For example, determination and passion have been found to be 

associated with higher levels of educational attainment (Duckworth, Peterson, 

Matthews, & Kelly, 2007), better job performance (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009; 

Zhong et al., 2018), and greater entrepreneurial success (Mooradian, Matzler, 

Uzelac, & Bauer, 2016; Mueller, Wolfe, & Syed, 2017). Given their relevance to a 

wide range of important life outcomes, determination and passion are often 

regarded as intrinsically valued qualities, thus can be a source of inspiration. The 

power of underdog positioning to inspire is also closely related to the external 

obstacles faced by underdog brands. Since the inspiration experience involves 

directing people’s attention toward new possibilities or thoughts, it implies a 

connection to something that is perceived as superior to the self in some way or 

transcends the limits of the status quo (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997; Thrash & 

Elliot, 2003, 2004). The external disadvantage faced by underdog brands—such as 

insufficient resources or opportunities to easily surpass other powerful 

brands—renders their passion and determination even more rare and impressive, 

making those exemplified qualities transcend one’s ordinary concerns and sense 

of possibility. In line with this idea, observing other people investing effort into 

their lives can be a source of inspiration, and Klein and O’Brien (2017) found that 

people tend to view the struggle to improve from an undesirable past as more 



 

38 
 

inspiring than the effort to maintain a consistently positive standing. Therefore, 

appraisal of the passion and determination to overcome external disadvantages 

possessed by brands positioned as underdogs is expected to evoke consumers’ 

inspiration as a psychological response. As initial support for this claim, some 

interviewees in the focus group conducted by McGinnis and Gentry (2009) 

indicated inspiration as a reason why they support underdogs. 

 

3.2 Being Inspired to Cope with Low Control through Buying from 

Underdogs  

As summarized in the literature review, people perceive a decrease in 

personal control as aversive and are quite adept at performing a range of 

psychological gymnastics to cope with it (Landau et al., 2015). Accumulating 

evidence from consumer behavior research suggests that consumers may try to 

satisfy their psychological needs by connecting themselves with certain types of 

products or brands (e.g., Cutright, Wu, Banfield, Kay, & Fitzsimons, 2011; 

Ferraro, Shiv, & Bettman, 2005; Gao et al., 2008; Mandel, Rucker, Levav, & 

Galinsky, 2017; Rucker & Galinsky, 2008). More relevant to this study, personal 

control deprivation can drive people’s preferences for products or brands that have 

clear boundaries (Cutright, 2011), require high effort (Cutright & Samper, 2014), 



 

39 
 

and are associated with problem-solving (Chen et al., 2017). Building on this 

body of research, I propose that underdog positioning is preferred more than 

top-dog positioning by consumers with low control, because the former 

positioning can inspire those consumers to restore their personal control. 

The other necessary aspect of an episode of inspiration, the “inspired-to” 

component suggests that, once being inspired, consumers will be motivated to 

take action upon the newly gained idea (Thrash & Elliot, 2003, 2004). One 

common way to act on the inspiring qualities exemplified in the evocative object 

is to reproduce those qualities in a new object, including one’s self (Thrash et al., 

2014). For example, being inspired by the persistence and struggle of victims in a 

donation appeal can lead to the viewers’ enhanced feelings of strength (Liang et 

al., 2016). Similarly, appreciating the moral virtues of others can motivate people 

to transform themselves to acquire and exhibit the desired moral qualities 

(Kristjánsson, 2006). Following this logic, this thesis proposes that, once inspired 

by underdog positioning, consumers will be motivated to emulate the passion and 

determination exemplified by the underdog brands. Since consumers perceive the 

products they buy as extensions of themselves, they tend to acquire brands that 

reflect desired qualities (Kassarjian, 1971; Rucker & Galinsky, 2008; Stuppy, 

Mead, & Van Osselaer, 2019). Therefore, in the consumption context, the process 
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of emulating the passion and determination highlighted in the underdog 

positioning manifests as consumers’ desire to acquire the brands positioned as 

underdogs. 

I argue that this emulation process can help consumers cope with low 

feelings of control. First, it energizes consumers’ actions to control their outcomes. 

Prior research on inspiration suggests that people who experience inspiration can 

reproduce the inspiring qualities in entirely novel contexts (Klein et al., 2018). 

Therefore, sharing an underdog brand’s passion and determination empowers 

consumers to rise to challenges and pursue their own goals by exerting effort 

(McGinnis & Gentry, 2009). Second, the emulation process reassures low-control 

individuals of the contingency between their actions and expected outcomes. 

Despite having a natural desire to restore threatened personal control, a major 

hindrance to individuals to achieve that is the fear that their outcomes are 

independent of their efforts (Cutright & Samper, 2014). In a departure from 

top-dog positioning—which implies that the success of brands rests on external 

advantages—underdog positioning emphasizes the importance of effort. The 

passion and determination to overcome adversity highlighted by underdog 

positioning can catalyze a strong belief in the effectiveness of one’s own efforts in 

driving personal outcomes, thereby alleviating concerns of low-control consumers 
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that their outcomes are independent of their actions.  

Given that consumers have a strong desire to restore their feeling of control 

when it is threatened, I expect low-control consumers to prefer brands positioned 

as underdogs to those positioned as top dogs due to the inspiration elicited. 

However, as high-control consumers do not share the strong desire to restore 

personal control, I expect them to be less receptive to the inspiring influence of 

underdog positioning. In other words, they may not demonstrate systematic 

preferences for brands positioned as underdogs versus those positioned as top 

dogs. Therefore, I propose that consumers’ relative preference for underdog (vs. 

top dog) positioning is influenced by their perception of personal control. 

Formally,  

H1. Brands positioned as underdogs are preferred over those positioned as 

top dogs by consumers whose personal control is low. This effect is absent when 

consumers’ personal control is high. 

H2. Perceived inspiration mediates low-control consumers’ preference for 

brands positioned as underdogs (vs. top dogs). 

 

3.3 The Moderating Role of Consumers’ Shopping Orientation 

It is argued here that underdog positioning inspires consumers to cope with 
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loss of personal control by purchasing the brand, but this process can be 

moderated by factors present in the consumption context. Exploration of potential 

moderators can help to create a more comprehensive understanding of consumers’ 

reactions to the underdog positioning. Next, this thesis discusses two moderators 

that are proposed to influence the two-component processes of inspiration (i.e., 

inspired-by and inspired-to). Specifically, the shopping orientation that consumers 

hold during their shopping time is expected to influence the “inspired-by” process 

since it determines whether or not consumers have a general openness to new 

experiences and ideas during their shopping. Meanwhile, the causal attribution 

that consumers make for their experience of loss of control is predicted to affect 

the “inspired-to” process because it influences the difficulty experienced by 

consumers in emulating the qualities exemplified by an underdog brand. 

The inspired-by component involves being aware of new insights or 

possibilities that one would not have recognized, and thus it requires the recipients 

to have a general openness to novel experiences and ideas (Thrash & Elliot, 2004). 

Therefore, to be inspired by underdog positioning, consumers should not perceive 

the target brand narrowly as a means to achieve their shopping goals 

only—instead consumers should be receptive and sensitive to the intrinsic value it 

reflects. A factor that may influence consumers’ openness to the inspiring stimuli 
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in their shopping process is their shopping orientation.  

Consumers approach their shopping trips differently. While some may want 

to find the needed products as soon as possible, others may enjoy browsing 

interesting products or socializing with other shoppers. Based on the different 

goals and values that consumers pursue and seek to maximize when shopping, 

two fundamental shopping orientations have been identified: task-focused and 

experiential (Babin, Darden, & Griffin, 1994; Büttner, Florack, & Göritz, 2013, 

2014; Kaltcheva & Weitz, 2006). Under a task-focused orientation, consumers 

adopt a utilitarian focus and are driven by a desire to accomplish a task; while 

under an experiential shopping orientation, consumers adopt a hedonic focus and 

seek affective gratification while shopping. Consumers with different shopping 

orientations behave differently in the same shopping trip. Those with a 

task-focused orientation view shopping as a duty that needs to be completed 

quickly and efficiently (Büttner et al., 2013; Kaltcheva & Weitz, 2006). Therefore, 

they focus on collecting information that is relevant to making the purchase 

decision and are less receptive to other information. In contrast, consumers with 

an experiential orientation tend to maximize the pleasure derived from their 

shopping (Baker & Wakefield, 2012; Büttner et al., 2014; Büttner, Florack, & 

Göritz, 2015). Prior research suggests that one common source of such pleasure is 
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the discovery of new products, insights, and experiences during the shopping 

process (Arnold & Reynolds, 2003; Evanschitzky et al., 2014); therefore 

consumers with an experience-oriented shopping orientation are more receptive 

and open-minded toward available information, including items and ideas 

irrelevant to their focal purchase goals (Büttner et al., 2013). 

Given the importance of openness for individuals to experience inspiration, I 

expect task-focused consumers to be less sensitive to the inspirational nature of an 

underdog brand, even when their personal control is low. Combining this 

expectation with the argument about the relationship between consumers’ personal 

control and their preference for underdog positioning, I predict the following: 

H3. Low-control consumers’ preference for brands positioned as underdogs 

(vs. top dogs) is attenuated when consumers shop under a task-focused orientation 

(vs. an experiential orientation). 

 

3.4 The Moderating Role of Consumers’ Causal Attribution 

While consumers’ shopping orientation is proposed to moderate the 

relationship between personal control and preference for underdog positioning by 

influencing the “inspired-by” component, another moderator I investigated in this 

research is expected to affect the “inspired-to” component.  
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The attribution theory holds that people possess an inherent need to uncover 

the causality of events occurring in their lives (Kelley, 1973; Kelley & Michela, 

1980; Weiner, 1985). According to the theory, people may engage in different 

causal inferences when interpreting an event (Kelley, 1973). An internal 

attribution assigns causality for the occurrence of an event to the subject, while an 

external attribution assigns the cause of an event to the contextual or 

environmental factors. Following this logic, when consumers encounter an 

experience that poses a threat to their perceived control, they may attribute this 

experience to unmanageable factors that either reside within themselves (e.g., 

personal characteristics) or are present in the environment (e.g., the external 

disadvantages). It is noteworthy that regardless of the causal attribution 

consumers make for the threatening experience, it must be low in controllability 

or, in other words, beyond one’s control (Weiner, 1982). Otherwise the experience 

would not be a threat to one’s personal control. For example, although both ability 

and effort are considered to be internal factors, people may experience a loss of 

control if they attribute the experience to their lack of ability (often viewed as an 

uncontrollable factor that cannot be changed easily), but not when they blame 

themselves for lack of sufficient effort (which can be adjusted by individuals 

themselves; Schunk, 1983).  
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As an essential component for creating a full episode of inspiration, the 

“inspired-to” state suggests that once they are inspired, consumers will feel 

motivated to actualize, extend, or embody the ideal (Thrash & Elliot, 2004; 

Thrash et al., 2014). In the context of this research, it refers to sharing the passion 

and determination to overcome external disadvantages exemplified by the 

underdog positioning. For those consumers who attribute their loss of control to 

external factors, the underdog positioning may inspire them to emulate the 

determination to overcome external obstacles, thus helping them cope with their 

low feelings of personal control. However, if consumers attribute their loss of 

control to what they consider a nonmodifiable disposition such as lack of grit, the 

uncontrollable nature of the internal factors will make it difficult for consumers to 

extend the exemplified qualities of the underdog to themselves.  

Therefore, I expect that when consumers attribute the loss of control to their 

dispositional qualities or traits, the underdog positioning becomes less effective in 

inspiring them to cope with their loss of control. Given the proposed mediation 

role of inspiration, I predict the following:  

H4. Low-control consumers’ preference for brands positioned as underdogs 

(vs. top dogs) is attenuated when consumers attribute their loss of control to 

internal (vs. external) factors. 
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3.5 Summary of Hypotheses 

This chapter presented the hypotheses of the relationships depicted in Figure 

1. Specifically, I argue that consumers prefer brands positioned as underdogs over 

those positioned as top dogs when their personal control is low. This preference is 

not present among high-control consumers. The effect occurs because the 

underdog positioning can inspire low-control consumers to cope with threats to 

their personal control. Moreover, such an interaction effect is less pronounced 

when consumers shop under a task-focused orientation or attribute their loss of 

control to internal factors. In the next chapter, five experiments are reported that 

provide support to the aforementioned hypotheses.
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Figure 1. The Conceptual Model of the Present Research    
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CHAPTER 4: EXPERIMENTS 
 

This chapter presents the methodology and results of five experiments that 

were conducted to test my hypotheses. Experiment 1 was designed to test H1, that 

is, when personal control is low, consumers prefer brands positioned as underdogs 

over those positioned as top dogs. Experiment 2 aimed to provide evidence for the 

proposed underlying mechanism (H2) by testing if perceived inspiration drives 

low-control consumers’ preference for the brands positioned as underdogs over 

those positioned as top dogs. The main goal of Experiment 3 was to reveal the 

psychological benefit that acquiring the brands positioned as underdogs may bring 

to consumers. In this experiment, participants’ feelings of control were measured 

before and after imagining the acquisition of brands positioned as underdogs. I 

expect to find that the acquisition of brands positioned as underdogs can help 

low-control consumers restore their sense of control.  

The last two experiments explored the moderators that are proposed to 

influence the low-control consumers’ preference for underdog positioning. 

Specifically, Experiment 4 tested the hypothesis that the appeal of the underdog 

(vs. top dog) positioning to the low-control consumers is less salient when the 

consumers hold a task-focused (vs. experiential) shopping orientation (H3). 

Experiment 5 tested if attributing the lack of control to external (vs. internal) 



 

50 
 

factors influences the effectiveness of underdog positioning in inspiring 

consumers to cope with their lack of control (H5). 

 

4.1 Experiment 1 

Experiment 1 aimed to provide preliminary supportive evidence for H1 by 

establishing that the brands positioned as underdogs are preferred over those 

positioned as top dogs by consumers whose personal control is low. Since I 

manipulated both personal control and brand positioning type in Experiment 1, 

two independent pretests were conducted to confirm the effectiveness of 

manipulations. 

 

4.1.1 Pretest of Personal-control Manipulation 

The purpose of this pretest was to ensure that the manipulation for personal 

control can activate different levels of perceived control. A total of 95 adults 

recruited from Amazon's Mechanical Turk (MTurk) completed this pretest for 

nominal monetary compensation. After being randomly assigned to one of the two 

experimental conditions (high vs. low personal control), the pretest participants 

completed a personal-control manipulation task in which those in the high-control 

condition were instructed to recall an experience that was threatening or scary in 
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which they were in control of the outcome, while those in the low-control 

condition were asked to recall a threatening or scary experience in which they 

were NOT in control of the outcome (Whitson & Galinsky, 2008). All pretest 

participants then indicated their agreement with five statements regarding their 

feelings of control (Cutright, 2012; e.g., “The events in my life are mainly 

determined by my own actions”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α 

= .75). After that, the pretest participants rated how difficult the autobiographical 

recall task was on a seven-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very difficult). Finally, as 

a measure of mood, participants completed a 20-item Positive and Negative Affect 

Schedule scale (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988), which had 10 positive items (α 

= .90) and 10 negative items (α = .97). 

I first averaged participants’ agreement with the five statements regarding 

their feelings of control to create an index for the purpose of a manipulation check. 

A one-way ANOVA with this index as the dependent variable revealed a 

significant effect of the manipulation (F(1, 93) = 7.09, p < .01), with participants 

in the high-control condition (M = 5.34, SD = .98) reporting greater feelings of 

control than those in the low-control condition (M = 4.80, SD = 1.01). No 

significant difference between the two conditions was found in perceived 

difficulty of the task (Mhi con = 2.57, SD = 1.87 vs. Mlo con = 2.23, SD = 1.84; F < 1, 
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ns), positive mood (Mhi con = 3.30, SD = .92 vs. Mlo con = 3.21, SD = .96; F < 1, ns), 

or negative mood (Mhi con = 1.96, SD = 1.14 vs. Mlo con = 1.76, SD = 1.09; F < 1, 

ns). Together, these results confirmed that the manipulation can effectively 

influence participants’ personal control and would not lead to difference in 

perceived difficulty or mood. 

 

4.1.2 Pretest of Brand-positioning Manipulation 

Another pretest with a two-cell (positioning type: underdog vs. top dog) 

between-subjects design was conducted to establish the validity of the stimuli 

used to manipulate the positioning type. A total of 78 MTurk panelists (37 males, 

mean age = 36.04 years) completed this pretest for monetary compensation.  

After being randomly assigned to one of the two conditions, the pretest 

participants first read a description of a fictitious chocolate brand positioned as 

either an underdog or a top dog (Paharia et al., 2011). Specifically, in the 

underdog-positioning condition, the participants read, “The founders (of this 

brand) started their company with very few resources. They had little money and 

no connections in the industry, but a dream to be the best in the market. Through 

unremitting effort and with a solid determination, they finally overcame the odds 

and now are the top-selling chocolate brand in the market.” In contrast, in the 
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top-dog-positioning condition, the participants read, “The founders (of this brand) 

started their company with rich resources. They received sufficient financial 

support from an international food corporation and had many connections in the 

industry. Because of the privileged background and heavy financial support, they 

easily become a trend and now are the top-selling chocolate brand in the market” 

(see Appendix 1 for details). Afterward, as manipulation-check items, all pretest 

participants rated the extent to which they thought the brand was passionate and 

determined, externally disadvantaged, and could be characterized as an underdog 

(1 = not at all, 7 = very much; α = .62; Paharia et al., 2011). Finally, all pretest 

participants answered three questions about their perceived quality of the brand (α 

= .93; Sprott & Shimp, 2004): (a) this brand has (1 = poor quality 7 = excellent 

quality); (b) the product quality offered by this brand is (1 = very unreliable, 7 = 

very reliable); (c) overall, the quality of this brand is (1 = extremely low, 7 = 

extremely high). 

I first averaged participants’ responses to the three items measuring their 

perception of the brand to create an index for the manipulation check. A one-way 

ANOVA with this index as the dependent variable revealed a significant effect of 

the manipulation (F(1, 76) = 16.12, p < .001), indicating that the brand was rated 

as significantly more of an underdog in the underdog condition (Munderdog = 4.95, 
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SD = 1.21) than in the top-dog condition (Mtop dog = 3.92, SD = 1.06). There was 

no significant difference in participants’ perceived quality of the brand (Munderdog = 

4.89, SD = 1.13 vs. Mtop dog = 5.32, SD = 1.16; F(1, 76) = 2.63, p > .10). Together, 

these results suggest that the prepared brand descriptions can effectively influence 

participants' perception of the brand independently of perceived quality.   

 

4.1.3 Main Experiment 

Participants and design. One hundred and ninety-six undergraduate students 

(59 males, Mage = 20.41) from a university in Hong Kong participated in the 

experiment for course credit. The experiment utilized a 2 (personal control: high 

vs. low) × 2 (positioning type: underdog vs. top dog) between-subjects design. 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four experimental conditions. 

Procedure. The experiment consists of two ostensibly unrelated parts. In the 

first part, participants were told that the experimenter was interested in the words 

people use when reporting on past events. They completed the pretested 

autobiographical recall task that manipulated their personal control, then 

participants were asked to complete a questionnaire that is ostensibly about 

consumer behavior. At the beginning of the questionnaire, participants were 

presented with one of the two pretested brand descriptions. After reading the 
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brand description, they indicated their purchase intentions by answering four 

questions: “How likely would you be to purchase the chocolate made by this 

brand?”; “Would you like to try this brand?”; “Would you buy this brand if you 

happened to see it in a store?”; and “Would you actively seek out this brand in a 

store in order to purchase it?” The second question was anchored at 1 = not at all 

and 7 = very much, and the other three were anchored at 1 = not likely and 7 = 

very likely (Paharia et al., 2011). I averaged the participants’ responses to form the 

measure of the dependent variable (α = .86).  

 

4.1.4 Results 

A two-way ANOVA on purchase intention was conducted, with brand 

positioning type and participants’ personal control as between-subjects factors. 

The analysis revealed a significant interaction effect between brand positioning 

type and participants’ personal control (F(1, 192) = 5.37, p < .05), with 

non-significant main effects of personal control (F < 1, ns) and positioning type 

(F(1, 192) = 2.57, p = .11). To further test my hypotheses, I decompose this 

two-way interaction effect with simple-effect contrasts. As illustrated in Figure 2, 

the low-control participants were more likely to purchase the brand when it was 

positioned as an underdog (vs. a top dog; Munderdog = 5.08, SD = .91 vs. Mtop dog = 
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4.48, SD = 1.12; F(1, 192) = 7.89, p < .01). However, in the high-control 

condition, there was no significant difference in participants’ purchase intention 

for the brand positioned as an underdog (Munderdog = 4.67, SD = 1.04) and the 

brand positioned as a top dog (Mtop dog = 4.78, SD = 1.19; F < 1, ns).  

 

Figure 2. Experiment 1 Results: Interaction Effects between Personal Control and 

Positioning Type on Purchase Intention 
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control is high. Although the findings of this experiment provide initial support 

for my hypotheses, it remains unclear why such an effect occurs. Therefore, I 

examined the proposed underlying mechanism in the next experiment.  

 

4.2 Experiment 2 

The main goal of Experiment 2 was to investigate the underlying process by 

testing whether perceived inspiration drives low-control consumers’ preference 

for the brands positioned as underdogs over those positioned as top dogs. Also, 

several steps were adapted to enhance the external validity of the findings in 

Experiment 1. First, I replicated the findings in Experiment 1 with samples from 

MTurk, which offers a more diverse population than undergraduate samples 

(Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2016). Second, a fictitious utilitarian brand said 

to specialize in sportswear was used as the focal brand in Experiment 2 to 

demonstrate that the proposed effects are not unique to hedonic products.  

I also aimed to rule out two alternative explanations for the results of 

Experiment 2. First, I addressed the concern that it is the final success of the 

underdog brand that caused low-control individuals’ preference for it in 

Experiment 1. According to my prediction, inspiration is elicited by the qualities 

of an underdog brand rather than its ultimate success. Therefore, one should 
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expect an underdog brand to inspire low-control consumers even if the outcome of 

the brand is uncertain. In Experiment 2, I described the focal brand as still 

struggling, keeping its outcome unknown, and test whether the findings can be 

replicated. Second, I tested an alternative explanation based on perceived 

inferiority. Prior research suggests that experiencing self-threat can motivate 

consumers to avoid arrogant brands that may trigger a sense of inferiority 

(Munichor & Steinhart, 2015). Therefore, it is possible that low-control 

consumers intentionally avoid brands positioned as top dogs because those brands 

elicit feelings of inferiority. To rule out this explanation, I measured participants’ 

sense of inferiority and tested if exposing them to top-dog (vs. underdog) 

positioning makes low-control consumers feel inferior. 

 

4.2.1 Pretest of Personal-control Manipulation 

Different from the manipulation task for personal control used in Experiment 

1 (i.e., writing about a negative experience), the participants in Experiment 2 were 

asked to write about a positive experience that occurred either because of 

something they had done or NOT because of something they had done (Kay et al., 

2008). To confirm the effectiveness of this new manipulation, an independent 

pretest was conducted among a group of 86 MTurk panelists. After being 
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randomly assigned to one of the two experimental conditions (high vs. low 

personal control), the pretest participants completed the new autobiographical 

recall task, then answered the same questions used in the corresponding pretest in 

Experiment 1. As expected, the manipulation affected participants’ reported 

feelings of control (α = .85; Mhi con = 5.21, SD = 1.25 vs. Mlo con = 4.71, SD = .96; 

F(1, 84) = 4.30, p < .05) but did not cause difference in their perceived difficulty 

of the task (Mhi con = 2.40, SD = 1.66 vs. Mlo con = 2.97, SD = 1.97; F(1, 84) = 2.12, 

p = .15), positive mood (α = .90; Mhi con = 3.49, SD = .86 vs. Mlo con = 3.29, SD 

= .86; F(1, 84) = 1.22, p = .27), or negative mood (α = .97; Mhi con = 1.52, SD 

= .94 vs. Mlo con = 1.69, SD = 1.08; F < 1, ns). Together, these results confirmed 

that the manipulation effectively influenced participants’ personal control, but did 

not cause difference in their affective states.  

 

4.2.2 Pretest of Brand-positioning Manipulation 

Another pretest was conducted to establish the validity of the stimuli used to 

manipulate the positioning type in Experiment 2. In exchange for monetary 

compensation, 75 MTurk panelists completed this pretest with a two-cell 

(positioning type: underdog vs. top dog) between-subjects design. They first read 

a scenario in which a fictitious sportswear brand was presented as either an 



 

60 
 

underdog lacking the resources to compete with its powerful competitors but 

striving to bring its products to the market, or a scenario describing a top dog that 

received heavy financial support from an international corporation and had many 

industry connections (see Appendix 2 for details). Subsequently, all pretest 

participants responded to the same manipulation-check items (α = .62) and 

questions about perceived quality (α = .94) as were used in the positioning-type 

pretest for Experiment 1. As expected, the brand with underdog positioning was 

perceived as more of an underdog (Munderdog = 5.04, SD = 1.26 vs. Mtop dog = 3.79, 

SD = 1.12; F(1, 73) = 20.20, p < .001). Again, participants’ perceived quality of 

the brand was independent from the manipulation of brand positioning (Munderdog = 

4.89, SD = 1.43 vs. Mtop dog = 5.06, SD = 1.19; F < 1, ns). Together, these results 

confirmed that the manipulation effectively influenced the extent to which the 

brand was perceived as an underdog in the market, but did not affect participants’ 

perceived quality of its products. 

 

4.2.3 Main Experiment 

Participants and design. In exchange for nominal monetary compensation, 

262 MTurk panelists (117 males, Mage = 36.45) participated in Experiment 2, 

which had the same 2 (positioning type: underdog vs. top dog) × 2 (personal 
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control: high vs. low) between-subjects design as Experiment 1.  

Procedure. After being randomly assigned to one of the four experimental 

conditions, participants were informed that the experiment consists of two parts. 

As the manipulation of personal control, participants first completed the 

autobiographical recall task specified in the pretest of this experiment. Next, they 

were given an ostensibly unrelated consumer survey, at the beginning of which the 

participants first read one of the two pretested versions of the brand description. 

Afterward, all participants answered the same four purchase-intention questions 

used in Experiment 1 (α = .92). As a measure of perceived inspiration, they 

responded to a five-item scale (α = .95) adapted from Thrash and Elliot (2003). 

The items in the inspiration scale are “I am inspired by the brand”, “I appreciate 

the brand”, “I admire the brand in description”, “I am moved by the brand”, “I am 

stimulated by the brand”, and “I am encouraged by the brand”. Finally, all 

participants reported the extent to which they felt inferior after reading the brand 

description (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). 

 

4.2.4 Results 

Effects on purchase intention. A two-way ANOVA on participants’ purchase 

intentions was conducted, with brand positioning type and participants’ personal 
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control as between-subjects factors. The analysis revealed no main effects of 

personal control (F < 1, p = .37) or positioning type (F < 1, p = .78). Nevertheless, 

a significant interaction effect between brand positioning type and participants’ 

personal control was observed (F(1, 258) = 8.72, p < .01). The patterns revealed 

by the planned contrasts mirrored those of Experiment 1: The low-control 

participants showed higher purchase intention when the brand was portrayed as an 

underdog (Munderdog = 4.98, SD = 1.38 vs. Mtop dog = 4.43, SD = 1.40; F(1, 258) = 

5.67, p < .05). But the opposite pattern was found among participants in the 

high-control condition (Munderdog = 4.32, SD = 1.48 vs. Mtop dog = 4.77, SD = 1.19; 

F(1, 258) = 3.31, p = .07; Figure 3). 

Mediating role of perceived inspiration. To test the mediating effect of 

perceived inspiration, I first conducted a two-way ANOVA on perceived 

inspiration with brand positioning type and participants’ personal control as 

between-subjects factors. The analysis revealed a significant main effect of brand 

positioning type (F(1, 258) = 22.74, p < .001) but not of participants’ personal 

control (F < 1, ns). Most importantly, a significant interaction effect was observed 

between personal control and positioning type (F(1, 258) = 4.57, p < .05). As 

hypothesized, the low-control participants felt more inspired by the brand with 

underdog positioning (Munderdog = 5.23, SD = 1.34 vs. Mtop dog = 4.09, SD = 1.38; 
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F(1, 258) = 25.83, p < .001), a difference that was attenuated among the 

high-control participants (Munderdog = 4.86, SD = 1.30 vs. Mtop dog = 4.42, SD = 1.29; 

F(1, 258) = 3.21, p = .07). 

Next, to examine the conditional mediation effects on consumers' purchase 

intention through perceived inspiration, I conducted a test of moderated mediation 

with the PROCESS Macro (Model 8; 5,000 samples; Hayes, 2012). The analysis 

revealed a significant moderated-mediation effect (Index = .52, Boot SE = .25, 95% 

CI = [.0461, 1.0145]). Consistent with my prediction, in the low-control condition, 

perceived inspiration mediated the effect of positioning type on purchase intention 

(Indirect Effect = .83, Boot SE = .18, 95% CI = [.4978, 1.1871]). However, in the 

high-control condition, inspiration did not mediate the effect of positioning type 

on purchase intention (Indirect Effect = .32, Boot SE = .18, 95% CI = 

[-.0156, .6707]). 

Sense of inferiority. I conducted a two-way ANOVA on the sense of 

inferiority with brand positioning type and participants’ personal control as 

between-subjects factors. The analysis indicated no main effect of personal 

control (F(1, 258) = 2.87, p = .09) or positioning type (F < 1, ns). Similarly, the 

personal control × positioning type interaction was non-significant (F < 1, ns). 

Together, these results indicate that different positioning types did not change the 
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low-control participants’ perceived inferiority.  

 

Figure 3. Experiment 2 Results: Interaction Effects between Personal Control and 

Positioning Type on Purchase Intention 

 

 

 

4.2.5 Discussion  

Experiment 2 replicated the findings of Experiment 1 outside the 

undergraduate population, thereby enhancing the external validity of the proposed 

theory. Further, by using a different type of stimuli and a different way to 

manipulate personal control, Experiment 2 demonstrated that the proposed effects 
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preferred the brand positioned as an underdog (vs. a top dog) because they were 

inspired by it. Moreover, the results of Experiment 2 help to rule out the 

possibility that top-dog positioning leads to a sense of inferiority among 

low-control consumers, or that it is the final success of underdog brands that 

inspires consumers. In the next experiment, I tested whether the acquisition of 

brands positioned as underdogs actually restores consumers’ sense of control.  

 

4.3 Experiment 3 

The first two experiments demonstrated that underdog positioning can 

effectively inspire low-control consumers to cope with their threatened control by 

purchasing the focal brands. However, it remains unclear if the perceived personal 

control of those consumers is restored after they purchase the brands positioned as 

underdogs. In Experiment 3, I investigated this issue by measuring the 

participants’ sense of control both before being exposed to underdog positioning 

and after being instructed to imagine they had bought the focal brand. I predicted 

that acquisition of the brand positioned as an underdog, but not acquisition of the 

brand positioned as a top dog, would increase low-control consumers’ feelings of 

control.  

In addition, Experiment 3 replicated the prior findings with another 
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manipulation of personal control. Different from previous studies in which 

participants’ personal control was manipulated via autobiographical recall tasks, 

participants in Experiment 3 were instructed to read an article describing that 

individuals have either a great deal of control or very little, if any, control over 

their athletic performance. By employing this new method to manipulate 

participants’ personal control, Experiment 3 helped rule out the possibility that the 

observed effects were driven by the idiosyncrasies of a particular manipulation. 

 

4.3.1 Method 

Participants and design. In exchange for monetary compensation, two 

hundred MTurk panelists (118 males, Mage = 35.91) participated in Experiment 3, 

which had a 2 (personal control: high vs. low) × 2 (positioning type: underdog vs. 

top dog) between-subjects design.  

Procedure. After being randomly assigned to one of the four experimental 

conditions, participants were informed that the experiment consists of two 

unrelated parts. To manipulate participants’ personal control, we first asked them 

to complete a reading-comprehension task in which they read an article about 

recent research findings suggesting that people had higher or lower control over 

their athletic outcomes than originally anticipated (Cutright & Samper, 2014). 
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After reading, participants were asked to summarize the main idea of the article 

using their own words. Next, all participants responded to a sense-of-control scale 

(Lachman & Weaver, 1998) based on how they felt “at the present moment” after 

reading the article. The scale consists of six statements regarding feelings of 

control (e.g., “When I really want to do something, I will find a way to succeed at 

it”), and participants were asked to indicate to what extent they agreed with those 

statements on seven-point scales (α = .84; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly 

agree). 

Participants were next told that as a separate task, they would read about a 

sportswear brand and answer several questions about it. In the brand description a 

fictitious sportswear brand was portrayed as an underdog or a top dog. The brand 

descriptions used here are identical to those of Experiment 2. Afterward, all 

participants answered the same four purchase-intention questions used in 

Experiment 1 (α = .92). Subsequently, all participants were asked to imagine that 

they had purchased a set of sportswear made by the brand and often wear it to go 

jogging. To check whether acquisition of the focal brand restored participants’ 

feelings of control, we asked them to respond to the same sense-of-control scale 

again (α = .86). 
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4.3.2 Results 

Manipulation check. A 2 (positioning type: underdog vs. top dog) × 2 

(personal control: low vs. high) ANOVA was performed on participants’ feelings 

of control before being exposed to the brand description. As expected, there was a 

significant main effect of the manipulation of personal control (F(1, 196) = 19.96, 

p < .001), with participants who read the article revealing that people have very 

little control over their athletic performance (M = 4.45, SD = 1.08) perceiving that 

they had less control than did those who read the article asserting that people have 

a great deal of control over their athletic performance (M = 5.18, SD = 1.21). 

Neither the main effect of positioning type (F(1, 196) < 1, ns) nor its interaction 

with personal control (F(1, 196) < 1, ns) was significant. Together, these results 

confirmed that the manipulation for personal control successfully affected 

participants’ feelings of control.  

Effects on purchase intention. A two-way ANOVA on participants’ purchase 

intentions was conducted, with brand positioning type and participants’ personal 

control as between-subjects factors. The analysis revealed no main effects of 

personal control (F(1, 196) < 1, ns) or positioning type (F(1, 196) < 1, ns). 

Nevertheless, a significant interaction effect was observed between personal 

control and positioning type (F(1, 196) = 4.94, p < .05). The patterns revealed by 
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the planned contrasts support the proposed hypotheses: The low-control 

participants were more likely to purchase the brand when it was portrayed as an 

underdog (Munderdog = 5.23, SD = 1.25 vs. Mtop dog = 4.66, SD = 1.51; F(1, 196) = 

4.35, p < .05). Under high control, there were no differences in participants’ 

purchase intention (Munderdog = 4.68, SD = 1.42 vs. Mtop dog = 4.95, SD = 1.15; F(1, 

196) = 1.08, p = .3; Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4. Experiment 3 Results: Interaction Effects between Personal Control and 

Positioning Type on Purchase Intention 
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feelings of personal control with personal control and shopping orientation as the 

between-subjects factors and measuring time as the within-subject factor. The 

analysis revealed a significant main effect of personal control (F(1, 196) = 19.44, 

p < .001). Neither measuring time (F(1, 196) < 1, ns) nor brand positioning type 

(F(1, 196) = 1.69, p = .196) had a significant main effect. None of the two-way 

interaction items was found to be significant (ps > .07). Most importantly, the 

analysis revealed the predicted three-way interaction (F(1, 196) = 5.29, p < .05).  

Decomposing this three-way interaction with the simple interaction effects 

analyses (Howell & Lacroix, 2012), I found that when participants read the article 

that poses a threat to their personal control, there was a significant two-way 

interaction between measuring time and positioning type (F(1, 196) = 4.87, p 

< .05). Consistent with my expectation, the planned contrasts showed that the 

low-control participants restored their perceived control after imagining that they 

had purchased and used the brand positioned as an underdog (Mbefore = 4.24, SD = 

1.22 vs. Mafter = 4.51, SD = 1.35; F(1, 196) = 10.12, p < .01). However, this effect 

was not present when low-control participants were asked to imagine that they 

had bought and used the brand positioned as a top dog (Mbefore = 4.19, SD = 1.23 

vs. Mafter = 4.18, SD = 1.29; F(1, 196) < 1, ns; Figure 5). Furthermore, when 

participants read an article that confirmed that they had control over their lives, 
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the two-way interaction effect between personal control and positioning type was 

non-significant (F(1, 196) = 1.05, p = .31). None of the planned contrasts were 

significant (ps > .30; Figure 6). 

 

4.3.3 Discussion 

Experiment 3 replicated the prior findings regarding low-control consumers’ 

preference for underdog positioning with a new manipulation of personal control, 

thus helping to demonstrate the robustness of the effects I proposed. Moreover, 

this experiment confirms the effectiveness of acquiring the brand positioned as an 

underdog in restoring personal control. After being asked to imagine that they had 

purchased and used the underdog brand, the low-control participants reported a 

higher sense of control than before they were exposed to the brand description. 

This finding confirmed the hypotheses that low-control consumers not only are 

inspired by underdog positioning, they also are inspired to restore their threatened 

personal control by purchasing the focal brand. Thus Experiment 3 highlighted the 

psychological benefit that supporting an underdog brand may bring to consumers. 

In the next two studies, I investigated two possible moderators of the observed 

effects: consumers’ shopping orientation (Experiment 4) and their causal 

attributions of their loss of control (Experiment 5). 
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Figure 5. Experiment 3 Results: Effects of Brand Positioning on Low-Control 

Consumers’ Feeling of Control Before and After Imagined Purchase 

 

 

Figure 6. Experiment 3 Results: Effects of Brand Positioning on High-Control 

Consumers’ Feeling of Control Before and After Imagined Purchase 
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4.4 Experiment 4 

Experiment 4 tested the moderating role of consumers’ shopping orientation. 

Because task-focused consumers are presumed to be less sensitive to the 

inspirational qualities exemplified by the underdog positioning, I expect them to 

exhibit no significant preference for brands positioned as underdogs even when 

those consumers’ personal control is threatened. Prior research suggests that 

consumers’ tendency to shop under an experiential versus a task-focused 

orientation may be due to their predisposition or be triggered by the situation 

(Böttger et al., 2017). In Experiment 4, I primed participants with one of the two 

shopping orientations and tested whether this manipulation affects the low-control 

consumers’ preference for brands with underdog positioning over those with 

top-dog positioning. 

 

4.4.1 Pretest 

In order to ensure that the manipulation successfully activated different 

shopping orientations, an independent pretest with a two-cell (shopping 

orientation: task-focused vs. experiential) between-subjects design was conducted. 

A total of 85 adults from MTurk were asked to imagine one of two shopping 

scenarios adapted from Büttner, Florack, and Goritz (2013). Specifically, 
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participants in the experiential condition imagined that they were killing time by 

browsing an online shopping website while waiting for an appointment with a 

friend; while those in the task-focused orientation condition imagined that they 

were shopping online with a specific aim to purchase suitable food for a hiking 

trip. All participants then indicated their agreement with seven statements about 

how the imagined shopping trip would likely be carried out (Büttner et al., 2013; 1 

= strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Among the seven statements, three 

captured participants’ task-focused shopping orientation (e.g., “I would try to get 

my planned purchase over with as soon as possible”), and the other four 

statements reflected the experiential shopping orientation (e.g., “I would look for 

entertainment during this shopping trip”). I reverse-coded the items regarding 

participants’ task-focused shopping orientation, then averaged the responses to 

form an index capturing situational shopping orientation (α = .72), with higher 

scores indicating that the participants were more experientially oriented. As 

expected, participants who read the experiential scenario indicated a more 

experiential shopping orientation (M = 4.37, SD = .68) than those who read the 

task-focused scenario did (M = 3.58, SD = .98; F(1, 83) = 18.32, p < .001), 

suggesting that the manipulation of shopping orientation was successful. 
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4.4.2 Main Experiment 

Participants and design. A total of 244 MTurk panelists (138 males, Mage = 

37.23) participated in Experiment 4 in exchange for a nominal monetary payment. 

They were randomly assigned to a 2 (brand positioning: underdog vs. top dog) × 2 

(personal control: high vs. low) × 2 (shopping orientation: experiential vs. 

task-focused) mixed design with personal control and shopping orientation as the 

between-subjects factors and brand positioning as a within-subject factor.  

Procedure. Participants first completed the same personal-control 

manipulation task used in Experiment 1 then were given an ostensibly unrelated 

consumer survey. To manipulate their shopping orientation, participants were 

asked to read and imagine one of the two pretested scenarios. Next, they were told 

to continue imagining that after they browsed the shopping website for a while, it 

recommended two chocolate brands to them: JIO and De’ Chipo. For each brand, 

participants read a short description that portrayed the brand as either an underdog 

or a top dog. Specifically, with the underdog positioning, the focal brand was 

described as a small and new chocolate maker with smaller marketing and 

distribution budgets that had to compete against longtime powerful producers on 

the market; while with the top-dog positioning, the focal brand was described as a 

well-resourced chocolate maker that had a large public relations budget and had 
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done well in the chocolate industry (Paharia et al., 2011; see Appendix 3 for 

details). The brand portrayed as an underdog was counterbalanced between 

conditions. After reading the brand descriptions, participants indicated the 

amounts (in US$) that they would be willing to pay for 500g of the chocolate 

made by the two brands. Next, as a positioning-type manipulation check, 

participants indicated which brand they considered to be more of an underdog. 

Finally, participants indicated their frequency of eating chocolate on a seven-point 

scale (1 = never, 7 = more than one time per day). 

 

4.4.3 Results 

Positioning-type manipulation check. According to the logistic regression 

results, the manipulation of positioning type significantly influenced which brand 

was perceived as more of an underdog (Wald (1) = 97.72, p < .001).  

Willingness to pay. The participants’ willingness-to-pay (WTP) values were 

log-transformed in order to normalize the distributions, then submitted to a mixed 

ANOVA, with personal control and shopping orientation as the between-subjects 

factors and positioning type as the within-subject factor. The analysis revealed a 

significant main effect of brand positioning type (F(1, 240) = 22.79, p < .01) but 

no main effect of either personal control (F < 1, ns) or shopping orientation (F < 1, 
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ns). Furthermore, none of the two-way interaction items were significant 

(ps > .08). Most importantly, a significant three-way interaction effect emerged 

among personal control, shopping orientation, and brand positioning type (F(1, 

240) = 6.07, p < .05). 

To investigate the moderating role of shopping orientation, I decomposed the 

three-way interaction. Raw data means and standard deviations are presented to 

facilitate interpretation. Among participants with the experiential shopping 

orientation, there was a significant two-way interaction between personal control 

and positioning type (F(1, 240) = 6.52, p < .05). As shown in Figure 7, the 

low-control participants indicated higher WTP for the brand positioned as an 

underdog (M = $48.08, SD = 52.78) than for the one positioned as a top dog (M = 

$38.25, SD = 46.85; F(1, 240) = 27.05, p < .001). However, when the participants’ 

personal control was high, no difference was observed between their WTP for the 

brand positioned as an underdog (M = $33.89, SD = 45.04) and the brand 

positioned as a top dog (M = $36.36, SD = 50.84; F(1, 240) = 1.87, p = .17). Next, 

I examined the simple interaction among participants who were primed to be 

task-focused. As expected, no significant interaction effect was found between 

personal control and positioning type (F < 1, ns; Figure 8). Also, neither personal 

control nor positioning type has a significant main effect (Fs < 1, ns). 
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To test the robustness of the findings, I conducted another mixed ANOVA on 

participants’ log-transformed WTP and included their frequency of eating 

chocolate as a covariate. Again, the analysis revealed a significant three-way 

interaction effect among personal control, shopping orientation, and brand 

positioning type (F(1, 239) = 6.57, p < .05). 

 

Figure 7. Experiment 4 Results: Interaction Effect between Personal Control and 

Positioning Type on WTP among Consumers with Experiential Shopping 

Orientation 
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Figure 8. Experiment 4 Results: Interaction Effect between Personal Control and 

Positioning Type on WTP among Consumers with Task-Focused Shopping 

Orientation 
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affect the “inspired-by” process, Experiment 5 was designed to test another 

moderator that is predicted to influence the “inspired-to” process. 

 

4.5 Experiment 5 

Experiment 5 tested another moderator of the proposed effects: consumers’ 

causal attribution for their loss of control. According to the hypothesis regarding 

the moderating role of consumers’ causal attribution, I expect to find the 

preference for brands positioned as underdogs (vs. top dogs) among consumers 

who make external attribution for their loss of personal control but not among 

those who attribute their loss of personal control to nonmodifiable factors residing 

within themselves. 

In addition, to test if attributing the loss of control to nonmodifiable internal 

factors makes it difficult for low-control consumers to emulate the exemplified 

qualities of an underdog, in this experiment I measured the extent to which 

participants felt motivated to do something (i.e., inspired-to) after being exposed 

to the underdog brand. Experiment 5 also helped differentiate the inspiration 

mechanism from the account based on hope (McGinnis et al., 2017). Specifically, 

it is possible that the uncertainty of underdog brands leads to a feeling of hope, 

which is defined as a positive emotion experienced in response to an uncertain but 
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possible outcome (MacInnis & de Mello, 2005). However, such an explanation 

cannot easily account for the findings in Experiment 1 in which the underdog 

brand was portrayed as having already overcome external disadvantages. To 

further rule out this account, I directly measured participants’ feelings of hope in 

Experiment 5.  

 

4.5.1 Pretest  

In Experiment 5, I manipulated both participants’ personal control and their 

causal attribution with an autobiographical recall task. To test the effectiveness of 

this manipulation, I conducted an independent pretest (89 adults from MTurk) 

with a 2 (personal control: high vs. low) × 2 (causal attribution: internal vs. 

external) between-subjects design. The pretest participants in the high- (low-) 

control condition were first instructed to recall and write about a threatening or 

scary personal experience in which they felt they had full (no) control over its 

course. To manipulate causal attribution, half of the participants further read that 

the experience they were going to recall should be caused by external factors. In 

contrast, the other participants were instructed to recall an experience in which 

factors residing within themselves were the reason why they had full or no control. 

After that, as manipulation-check items, participants indicated to what extent they 
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agree that they would enjoy more control over their destiny, and that the 

experience they recalled was caused by external (vs. internal) factors (1 = strongly 

disagree, 7 = strongly agree). A two-way ANOVA on participants’ desire for more 

control revealed a main effect of the personal-control manipulation (Mhi con = 4.89, 

SD = 1.33 vs. Mlo con = 5.57, SD = 1.36; F(1, 85) = 5.43, p < .05). Neither the main 

effect of the attribution manipulation (F(1, 85) = 1.72, p = .194) nor the 

interaction item (F < 1, ns) was significant. Another two-way ANOVA on 

participants’ perceived cause of the experience revealed a main effect of the 

attribution manipulation (Mex att = 3.01, SD = 1.16 vs. Min att = 3.84, SD = 1.28; 

F(1, 85) = 8.95, p < .01). No other effects were found to be significant (ps > .25). 

Together, these results suggest that the manipulations for personal control and 

causal attribution affected the two variables of interest independently. 

 

4.5.2 Main Experiment 

Participants and design. In exchange for monetary compensation, 253 

MTurk panelists (141 males, Mage = 36.76) participated in Experiment 5, which 

had a 2 (personal control: high vs. low) × 2 (positioning type: underdog vs. top 

dog) × 2 (causal attribution: internal vs. external) between-subjects design.  

Procedure. Once participants had been randomly assigned to one of the eight 
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conditions, they were instructed to complete the autobiographical recall specified 

in the pretest of this experiment. Next, participants read a description of a 

fictitious chocolate brand that was positioned as either an underdog or a top dog. 

The brand descriptions used here are identical to those of Experiment 1. After 

reading the brand description, all participants indicated their purchase intentions 

for the brand by answering the same four questions as in Experiment 1 (α = .88). 

Subsequently, I assessed the extent to which participants felt inspired to do 

something, utilizing three items adapted from Böttger et al. (2017; e.g., “I was 

inspired to do something”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .97). 

Finally, participants rated the extent to which they agree that they felt hopeful/ 

optimistic (Winterich & Haws, 2011; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; r 

= .62, p < .001) and indicated their general liking of chocolate (1 = greatly dislike, 

7 = greatly like). 

 

4.5.3 Results 

Effects on purchase intention. A three-way ANOVA on participants’ purchase 

intention revealed that there was no main effect of brand positioning type (F(1, 

245) = 3.41, p = .07), personal control (F < 1, ns), or causal attribution (F < 1, ns). 

Furthermore, none of the two-way interaction items were significant (ps > .32). 
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Most importantly, results revealed the predicted three-way interaction (F(1, 245) = 

5.89, p < .05). Decomposing this three-way interaction, I found that when 

participants attributed their experiences to external factors, there was a significant 

two-way interaction between personal control and positioning type (F(1, 245) = 

5.74, p < .05). Further decomposing this interaction, I observed that the 

low-control participants indicated higher purchase intention for the brand 

positioned as an underdog (M = 5.83, SD = 1.15) than for the one positioned as a 

top dog (M = 4.96, SD = 1.71; F(1, 245) = 8.00, p < .01). However, no difference 

was observed between high-control participants’ purchase intention for the brands 

in the two conditions (Munderdog = 5.24, SD = 1.28 vs. Mtop dog = 5.41, SD = .91; F 

< 1, ns; Figure 9). Next, I examined the effects among participants who made 

internal causal attributions. Among those participants, there was not a significant 

two-way interaction effect between personal control and positioning type (F(1, 

245) = 1.06, p = .31; Figure 10). Also, neither personal control nor positioning 

type has a significant main effect (Fs < 1, ns). 

Adding participants’ general liking of chocolate as a covariate only increased 

the significance of the three-way interaction of brand positioning type, personal 

control, and causal attribution (F(1, 244) = 6.78, p = .01). 
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Figure 9. Experiment 5 Results: Interaction Effect between Personal Control and 

Positioning Type on Purchase Intention in the External-Attribution Condition 

 

 

Figure 10. Experiment 5 Results: Interaction Effect between Personal Control and 

Positioning Type on Purchase Intention in the Internal-Attribution Condition 
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Moderated-mediation effects. To test the hypothesis that causal attribution 

moderates the interaction between personal control and brand positioning type by 

influencing the inspired-to process, I first conducted a three-way ANOVA on the 

scores for inspired-to. Results revealed the predicted three-way interaction (F(1, 

245) = 4.55, p < .05). Decomposing this three-way interaction, I found a 

significant two-way interaction between personal control and positioning type 

when participants made an external attribution for their recalled experience (F(1, 

245) = 7.27, p < .01). Specifically, low-control participants reported higher 

inspired-to scores after reading the brand description featuring the underdog (vs. 

top dog) positioning (Munderdog = 4.63, SD = 1.75 vs. Mtop dog = 3.69, SD = 1.91; 

F(1, 245) = 4.26, p < .05), while an opposite pattern was found among 

high-control participants (Munderdog = 3.12, SD = 1.62 vs. Mtop dog = 3.91, SD = 1.98; 

F(1, 245) = 3.06, p = .08). Furthermore, when participants attributed their 

experiences to factors residing within themselves, the two-way interaction effect 

between personal control and positioning type was non-significant (F(1, 245) = 

1.06, p = .31). Under this condition, there was a marginal significant main effect 

of personal control on participants’ inspired-to scores (F(1,245) = 3.52, p = .062), 

while no main effect of positioning type was found (F < 1, ns). 

Next, I conducted a moderated-mediation test for three-way interactions 



 

87 
 

suggested by Hayes (2012; Model 12; 5,000 samples). The bootstrap confidence 

interval for the indirect effect of the three-way interaction of brand positioning 

type, personal control, and causal attribution on purchase intentions suggests a 

significant moderated mediation by the score of inspired-to (Effect = .57, Boot SE 

= .29, 95% CI = [.0536, 1.2114]). As expected, among participants who attributed 

their experiences to external factors, the indirect effect via the score of inspired-to 

was significant when participants felt their personal control was low (Indirect 

Effect = .28, Boot SE = .15, 95% CI = [.0138, .6005]), but not when their personal 

control was high (Indirect Effect = -.24, Boot SE = .15, 95% CI = [-.5520, .0237]). 

However, among participants who made internal attribution, there was no such 

indirect effect via the score of inspired-to, no matter if participants’ personal 

control was low (Indirect Effect = -.04, Boot SE = .14, 95% CI = [-.3212, .2427]) 

or high (Indirect Effect = .02, Boot SE = .12, 95% CI = [-.2221, .2477]). Adding 

participants’ general liking of chocolate as a covariate did not change the 

moderated-mediation effect found above (Indirect Effect = .42, Boot SE = .22, 95% 

CI = [.0440, .9485]). 

Hopefulness. A three-way ANOVA on participants’ feelings of hope revealed 

that there was no main effect of brand positioning type (F(1, 245) = 2.51, p = .11), 

personal control (F(1, 245) = 1.81, p = .18), or causal attribution (F < 1, ns). 
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Similarly, none of the interaction items were significant (ps > .28). These results 

help to rule out the hopefulness account for the findings in this experiment. 

 

4.5.4 Discussion  

Experiment 5 demonstrated the proposed moderating effect of causal 

attribution that consumers make for their loss of control. Specifically, among 

consumers who made an external attribution, Experiment 5 replicated prior 

findings that low-control consumers preferred the brand positioned as an 

underdog over that positioned as a top dog. However, such an effect was not 

observed among participants who attributed their personal experiences to factors 

residing within themselves. 

Experiment 5 also provided further evidence to support the proposed 

inspiration mechanism. The significant moderated mediation by scores of 

inspired-to confirms the hypothesis that the consumers’ causality attribution 

moderates the preference of low-control consumers for underdog positioning by 

affecting the perceived difficulty of emulating the exemplified qualities of 

underdog brands. Moreover, the absence of significant results in the analysis of 

participants’ hopefulness suggests that the explanation based on hope has 

difficulty accounting for the results found here.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

This chapter begins with a review of the findings across five experiments. 

The discussion then turns to the contribution of this research to the existing 

literature about underdog positioning, personal control restoration, and customer 

inspiration. The third section in this chapter summarizes the practical implications 

of the research findings. Next, the limitations of the present research and 

directions for future study are highlighted, and the chapter concludes with a 

wrap-up of this research.   

 

5.1 Review of the Research Findings   

Spurred by the prevalence of underdog positioning in the marketplace, 

research on this phenomenon has gained momentum. Although much research has 

shown the potential of underdog positioning, people’s understanding of the 

psychological mechanisms that drive consumers’ response to underdog 

positioning remains insufficient. Furthermore, only limited research has explored 

the factors that influence the effectiveness of underdog positioning. Across five 

experiments, this research enriches the understanding of consumers’ responses to 

underdog positioning by showing when and why consumers prefer underdog 

positioning over top-dog positioning.  
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Experiment 1 shows that the consumers’ need for personal control influenced 

their reactions to underdog versus top-dog positioning. Specifically, it 

demonstrates that when the consumers’ personal control is low, they prefer the 

brand with underdog positioning to that with top-dog positioning. However, there 

is no difference in consumers’ preference for the two positioning strategies when 

consumers’ personal control is high.  

Experiment 2 tests the proposed inspiration mechanism. Results imply that 

the low-control consumers respond more favorably to underdog positioning than 

to top-dog positioning because they are inspired by the underdog positioning to 

restore their personal control.  

Experiment 3 reveals the psychological benefit that purchasing the brands 

positioned as underdogs may bring to consumers. Compared with the imagined 

acquisition of brands positioned as top dogs, the imagined acquisition of brands 

positioned as underdogs can heighten low-control consumers’ sense of control. 

The last two experiments investigate the influence of two moderators that are 

proposed to affect the “inspired-by” and “inspired-to” components respectively. 

Specifically, the low-control consumers’ preference for underdog (vs. top dog) 

positioning disappears when they go shopping with a tasked-focused orientation 
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(Experiment 4) or attribute their loss of personal control to their personal traits or 

disposition (Experiment 5). 

Given that previous research on underdog positioning largely attributes 

consumers’ underdog support to their feelings of empathy, one may wonder 

whether the effects of personal control found in this thesis can be explained by 

this explanation. Although the role of empathy was not empirically tested as a 

competing mechanism in this thesis, several reasons suggest that the mechanism 

based on empathy has difficulty on explaining low-control consumers’ preference 

for underdog (vs. top dog) positioning. First, the possible relationship between 

sense of control and the feeling of empathy implied in existing literature can lead 

to predictions that are inconsistent with the findings of this thesis. Prior research 

suggests that a lack of personal control is associated with lowered empathy 

motivation (Agroskin & Jonas, 2010; Schieman & Turner, 2001). Similarly, recent 

research shows that evoking a sense of control can enhance people’s tolerance to 

the distress caused by empathizing with others who are in need, thereby 

increasing people’s tendency to help (Xu, Kwan, & Zhou, 2020). Following this 

logic, it is reasonable to expect that high- (vs. low-) control consumers are more 

likely to feel empathy for underdog brands. Therefore, the mechanism based on 

empathy should predict that the occurrence of underdog preference among 
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high-control, instead of low-control, consumers, and thus fail to account for the 

opposite effect found in this thesis. Second, even if the loss of control leads to a 

feeling of empathy for the brand in underdog positioning, the explanation based 

on empathy has difficulty accounting for the full pattern across the entirety of the 

studies in this thesis. Because eliciting a feeling of empathy requires the brand to 

be perceived as in need of help, one may expect such effect to be attenuated when 

the focal brand becomes successful. However, the findings of Study 1 suggest that 

low-control consumers still prefer underdog positioning over top dog positioning 

when the focal brand was described as having achieved some sort of success. To 

sum up, the discussion above suggests that the feeling of empathy seem unlikely 

to be the main driver of low-control consumers’ preference for underdog (vs. top 

dog) positioning.     

In summary, the results of this thesis show that the effectiveness of the 

underdog positioning strategy in eliciting consumers’ favorable responses is 

influenced by consumers’ psychological need for personal control. The underdog 

positioning strategy can effectively inspire low-control consumers to cope with 

threats to their personal control by purchasing the brands positioned as underdogs. 

Finally, low-control consumers’ preference for underdog positioning is influenced 

by both the shopping orientation that consumers hold during their shopping trips 
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and the causal attribution strategy they employ to interpret the threat to their 

personal control. 

 

5.2 Theoretical Contributions 

The findings of the present research provide a number of theoretical 

implications for the literature about underdog positioning, control restoration, and 

customer inspiration. First, this work identifies consumers’ personal control as an 

important influencing factor on the effectiveness of underdog positioning and 

uncovers a novel mechanism that drives consumers’ favorable responses to such a 

positioning strategy. Although existing literature has mainly demonstrated the 

effectiveness of underdog positioning, recent research suggests that this 

positioning strategy may not work as well for certain types of brands (Kirmani et 

al., 2017; Thompson & Paharia, 2014) or consumer groups (Jun et al., 2015; 

Paharia et al., 2011). The present study extends this line of research by showing 

that the effectiveness of underdog positioning can also be influenced by 

consumers’ situational psychological state (i.e., personal control). In addition, by 

investigating the mediating role of inspiration, this research enhances 

understanding of the psychological mechanisms that drive consumers’ favorable 

responses to underdog positioning. Although it has been argued that consumers’ 
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responses to underdog positioning may be driven by diverse psychological 

processes (McGinnis et al., 2017), the literature has mainly attributed consumers’ 

underdog support to empathy (e.g., Jun et al., 2015; Kirmani et al., 2017). The 

findings of this research show that in addition to its ability to elicit empathy, 

underdog positioning can be appealing due to its inspirational nature. Moreover, 

by showing that low-control consumers actively seek inspiration from underdog 

positioning, this thesis suggests that aside from being classified solely as helping 

behavior, consumers’ underdog support may serve as a means to satisfy their own 

psychological needs.  

Further, the present work contributes to an emerging stream of research that 

investigates the effects of people’s fundamental desire for control on their 

consumption (e.g., Chen et al., 2017; Cutright, 2012; Cutright, Bettman, & 

Fitzsimons, 2013; Cutright & Samper, 2014). The present research suggests that 

low control leads consumers to prefer brands positioned as underdogs because of 

the inspiration elicited by appreciating the passion and determination of the brand 

highlighted by underdog positioning. The current study thereby introduces a novel 

means by which consumers can compensate for their lack of control in a shopping 

context. More broadly, this work augments the growing body of research 

demonstrating that consumers can cope with threats in their lives through 
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acquiring certain types of products or brands (e.g., Ferraro et al., 2005; Gao et al., 

2008; Mandel et al., 2017; Rucker & Galinsky, 2008).  

Finally, the present research adds to a still nascent stream of work on 

inspiration in the marketplace. Although inspiring consumers has long been of 

interest to marketers, little is known about the antecedents and consequences of 

consumer inspiration (Böttger et al., 2017). The inspiring effect of underdog 

positioning demonstrated in the present research suggests that consumers can be 

inspired during their shopping by the valuable qualities exemplified by brands. 

Moreover, in line with the idea that certain context factors can facilitate the 

elicitation of inspiration (Thrash et al., 2014), the moderating effects investigated 

in this research suggest that consumers’ experience of inspiration can be 

influenced by consumers’ openness during shopping and the perceived difficulty 

of reproducing exemplified qualities. Together, the findings of this research shed 

light on when and how consumers’ experience of inspiration can be elicited in the 

marketplace. Moreover, the link established between personal control and 

inspiration from underdog positioning highlights the psychological benefit of 

inspirational experiences. While prior research in psychology has linked 

inspiration with several desirable outcomes, including positive affect (Thrash et 

al., 2010), life satisfaction (Thrash et al., 2010; Straume & Vittersø, 2012), and 
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creativity (Thrash & Elliot, 2004), our findings add to this stream of research by 

showing that inspiration can help people to cope with threats to self.  

 

5.3 Practical Implications 

To survive increasingly fierce market competition, many marketers, 

especially those from emerging companies, use underdog status as a marketing 

tool to distinguish their brand from others and attract customers. Although 

evidence suggests that being an underdog may be somewhat of an advantage, the 

findings of this research remind marketers of the conditional boundaries for the 

effectiveness of underdog positioning. Specifically, compared with traditional 

top-dog positioning, portraying brands as underdogs can increase low-control 

consumers’ but not high-control consumers’ preference. 

An important practical implication of these research findings is that how and 

where marketers apply underdog positioning can be critical to its effectiveness. 

Marketers who use this approach may want to reach their customers when their 

personal control is threatened. Since the materials that precede the advertisements 

could influence consumer processing of advertisement information (Yi, 1990), 

marketers may consider placing their underdog positioning advertising in a 

context that creates a low feeling of control, such as following news about natural 
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disasters or economic depressions. Given that underdog positioning has the 

potential to help consumers to cope with psychological threats, presenting 

underdog positioning to consumers who experienced a loss of control can not only 

help the company to create a special appeal, but also boost consumers’ 

psychological well-being. Furthermore, when creating content for underdog 

positioning advertising, marketers could first instigate consumers’ low feelings of 

control by reminding them of temporary failures in pursuing personal goals and 

then inspiring them by the underdog positioning. In addition to intentionally 

influencing consumers’ feelings of personal control, marketers could identify 

consumers who typically have low feelings of control by taking heed of 

consumers’ chronic characteristics. To illustrate, since money is regarded as an 

important resource for people to exert control in their lives (Cutright, 2012), 

low-income consumers might respond more favorably to the underdog positioning 

strategy than their high-income counterparts do. 

Marketers can also benefit from the knowledge that underdog positioning has 

the potential to inspire consumers. Given that customer inspiration can lead to 

more exploration behavior and stronger brand attachments (Böttger et al., 2017), 

marketers eagerly seek ways to inspire consumers. The findings of this research 

suggest that one way to achieve that goal is to instill a brand with exceptional and 
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intrinsically valued qualities. For example, with its classic slogan “Red Bull Gives 

You Wings,” Red Bull tries to inspire consumers with a courageous and 

hyper-energetic brand personality (Dvornechuck, 2019). But the effectiveness of 

such a strategy in eliciting customer inspiration depends on its function in 

satisfying target consumers’ psychological needs. For example, with its famous 

robin’s egg blue color, Tiffany seeks to inspire couples who fall in love with 

sincerity and romance. While Adidas uses its classic slogan “impossible is nothing” 

to inspire athletes with perseverance and confidence. Also, the moderating effects 

investigated in this research remind marketers to carefully consider when to 

present the evocative stimuli to consumers and what qualities to instill in their 

brands. Specifically, it could be difficult for marketers to elicit customer 

inspiration when consumers focus on finishing their shopping efficiently or think 

they cannot reproduce exemplified qualities. 

 

5.4 Limitations and Future Research Directions 

This research is not immune to limitations. First, according to the recent 

conceptualization of customer inspiration proposed by Böttger and colleagues 

(2017), inspiration is a combination of an activation component (i.e., 

“inspired-by”) and an intention component (i.e., “inspired-to”). When testing the 
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proposed inspiration mechanism that drives low-control consumers’ preference for 

underdog positioning, the measures of inspiration used in Experiment 2 mainly 

reflect the “inspired-by” component, while Experiment 5 investigates the 

moderated-mediation effects via the “inspired-to” component. However, due to 

the complexity of the conceptual model tested here, the current research did not 

present a full episode of inspiration that consumers experience when exposed to 

underdog positioning. Thus, future research on customer inspiration should 

establish a causal chain where the influence of the “inspired-by” component on 

the “inspired-to” component is clearly presented. 

Second, the experiments reported in this work were scenario-based and did 

not occur in a field setting. Although the participants of the experiments reported 

that they were inspired to purchase the fictitious underdog brands when their 

personal control was threatened, it remains unclear if inspiration could drive 

consumers’ real purchase behavior. Therefore, future exploration of the observed 

effects, especially the role of inspiration in driving consumers’ purchase behavior, 

in a natural field setting would enhance the ecological validity of the findings.   

This research focuses on the inspiration mechanism that drives the favorable 

responses of low-control consumers to underdog positioning. Based on the 

findings of thesis, one promising direction for future research is to investigate the 
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influencing factors of the inspiring effect of underdog positioning. In addition to 

the shopping orientation and causal attribution identified in this thesis, many other 

factors may influence consumers’ appraisal of the qualities exemplified in 

underdog positioning. As an example, the implicit theories that consumers hold 

about their personal traits could be an important moderator to the inspiring effect 

of underdog positioning. Research on social psychology suggests that people may 

differ in their beliefs about the nature of human characteristics: while entity 

theorists believe that one’s traits and attributes as fixed and uncontrollable, 

incremental theorists conceives their characteristics as malleable and adaptive 

(Dweck,1999; Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Since a full episode of inspiration 

elicited by underdog positioning involves inspiring consumers to extend the 

exemplified passion and determination on to themselves, the inspiring effect could 

be more salient among consumers who hold an incremental theory compared with 

those who hold an entity theory. Therefore, future research could examine the 

moderating role of consumers’ implicit theories to the inspiring effect of underdog 

positioning.    

Besides, although inspiration is the focal mechanism investigated in this 

thesis, I am not suggesting that it is the only psychological mechanism that may 

drive consumers’ underdog support. In contrast, consumers’ responses to 
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underdog positioning may be driven by diverse psychological processes 

(McGinnis et al., 2017). Therefore, future research should explore how the 

inspiration mechanism is related to other possible mechanisms. As an example, 

another important driver of consumers’ underdog support documented in existing 

literature is consumers’ feeling of empathy for underdog brands. Although this 

mechanism is argued to have difficulty to explain low-control consumers’ 

preference for underdog positioning, it may explain consumers’ favorable 

responses to underdog positioning in other contexts. For example, there could be 

cultural differences in consumers’ motives to support an underdog. Consumers 

from masculine-oriented societies (e.g., Germany) tend to value strength, thus 

they may appreciate the passion and determination exemplified in underdog 

positioning; while those from countries where femininity is highly valued (e.g., 

the Netherlands) may tend to show empathy for the external disadvantage of 

underdog brands (McGinnis et al., 2017). In addition, future research should 

examine if the inspiration and empathy mechanisms lead to different 

consequences. Specifically, the feeling of empathy for underdog brands may lead 

to an altruistic motivation that aims at helping the brands out of the undesirable 

situation, while being inspired by underdog positioning may motivate consumers 

to identify themselves with the focal brand to share its passion and determination. 
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Therefore, it is likely that the effect of underdog positioning on consumers’ 

self-brand identification suggested by Paharia and colleagues (2011) is mediated 

by the inspiration, rather than the empathy, mechanism.  

Future research could also explore how other psychological threats to the self, 

in addition to the threat to personal control, influence consumers’ different 

preferences for underdog versus top-dog positioning. For example, although 

underdog positioning was found to be effective in inspiring low-control 

consumers, it may not have appeal to consumers in low-power states. Distinct 

from personal control, which reflects one’s ability to influence his own life, power 

describes one’s ability to influence others (Cislak, Cichocka, Wojcik, & 

Frankowska, 2018). Therefore, low-power consumers tend to gain power via 

demonstrating advantage to others, and thus they may prefer brands positioned as 

top dogs, which own significantly more resources than underdogs do (Jin & 

Huang, 2019). 

 

5.5 Conclusion 

This research explores how consumers’ perceived personal control may 

affect their responses to underdog (vs. top dog) positioning and investigates the 

mechanisms behind this effect. Specifically, the results of five experiments 
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suggest that the passion and determination to overcome obstacles exemplified in 

underdog positioning has the potential to inspire consumers. Due to such 

inspiration, brands with underdog positioning are preferred over those with 

top-dog positioning by consumers who are motivated to restore their personal 

control, which is a key contributor to one’s well-being. However, when consumers 

hold a task-focused shopping orientation or attribute their loss of control to their 

personal traits, they would not compensate for their lack of personal control by 

preferring brands positioned as underdogs. These research findings not only 

contribute to the existing literature about underdog positioning, control restoration, 

and customer inspiration, they also have implications for practitioners to create 

effective marketing communications. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1. Experiment 1: Experiment Design Materials on Brand 

Positioning Manipulation 

Top-Dog Positioning Condition 

 

Underdog Positioning Condition 
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Appendix 2. Experiment 2: Experiment Design Materials on Brand 

Positioning Manipulation 

Top-Dog Positioning Condition 

 

Underdog Positioning Condition 
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Appendix 3. Experiment 4: Experiment Design Materials on Brand 

Positioning Manipulation 

In the table below, De’Chipo was described as a top dog, while Jio was described 

as an underdog. 

 

 

  

De’ Chipo is a relatively small premium chocolate maker that 

has had to compete against longtime powerful producers like 

Lindt and Godiva. The founders started their business with 

very few resources and no connections in the industry. Even 

though they had smaller marketing and distribution budgets, 

the founders always believed that their dedication and passion 

for gourmet chocolate would help them overcome the odds 

and bring their high-quality chocolate to market. Though still 

relatively less known compared to powerful competitors, they 

are regarded by gourmet critics to be a very 

high-quality premium chocolate.  

  

 

  

  

Jio is a premium chocolate maker that is well-resourced 

and has done well in the chocolate industry. The 

founders came from the industry and received 

heavy financial support when started their business. They are 

now owned by an international food corporation who was able 

to build the brand with a large public relations budget, without 

compromising quality. Because of their 

privileged background, they believed they are favored to 

succeed. Because of this heavy financial support they easily 

became a trendy and are now the well-known brand served in 

the gourmet food shops.  
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