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We used an experimental method to explore the mediating mechanism and Keywords

boundary conditions of how brand ritual influences consumer self—brand brand ritual, immersion,
connection. Study 1 examined primary and mediating effects with 151 self—brand connection,
participants, and Study 2 examined moderating effects with 180 participants. product type, consumer
The research findings showed that complexity of brand ritual had a positive behavior

impact on consumer self-brand connection, and that immersion played a
mediating role in this association. In addition, the impact of complexity of
brand ritual on consumer self-brand connection was moderated by product
type. Specifically, for hedonic products, high (vs. no or low) brand ritual was
associated with a stronger consumer self—brand connection, while for utilitarian
products, low brand ritual was linked to a stronger consumer self—brand
connection. Implications of the findings are discussed.

Article Highlights

* We conducted two studies to explore the effect of complexity of brand ritual (no vs. low vs. high) on
consumers’ self-brand connection.

¢ Immersion played a mediating role in the effect of brand ritual on consumers’ self—brand connection.

® The effect of brand ritual on consumers’ self—brand connection was found to be moderated by product
type (hedonic vs. utilitarian).

With the advent of the experience economy, companies are focusing on product design and delivery to enhance the
psychological experience of customers (Pine & Gilmore, 1998). Consumers expect brands to satisfy their self-
construction and expression needs, which is a manifestation of self-brand connection (C. Wang, 2013). Research has
shown that self—brand connection, as a tool, plays a key role in improving consumer brand attitudes and brand loyalty; it
can promote high-quality consumer—brand relationships (Bowden & Mirzaei, 2021) and provide protection mechanisms
in the case of negative events involving the brand (J. Zhang & Kong, 2021). In practice, establishing a consumer’s
self-brand connection often involves brand identification and communication of brand meaning. For instance, Nike’s
slogan, “Just do it,” encourages individuals to proceed unhesitatingly, with confidence and determination. This slogan
conveys Nike’s support for sports and adventure, inspiring both brand loyalty and consumers’ internal drive for self-
improvement and achievement, thereby fostering a robust self—brand connection. However, we believe that this effect is
difficult to control and may depend on the subjective choices of the consumer.

Ritual enhances the connection between consumers and products, and inspires brand commitment and lasting
engagement (Shu et al., 2021; Sun, 2022). Many brands have begun using rituals for marketing (Raj, 2012). For
example, Budweiser uses the slogan “Thank You, Cheers Twice”; Oreo cookies use “Twist, Lick, Dip”; and Guinness
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beer endorses a six-step pouring method. In the social media era, brand rituals are an effective way for consumers to
establish emotional connections with brands (Xue, 2015). However, previous research on brand rituals has mostly
focused on the effect of these rituals on brand loyalty, consumer trust, and consumer purchase intentions, with little
research examining how brand rituals affect consumers’ self-brand connection (Liu et al., 2022; Prex]l & Kenning,
2011; Song et al., 2022). To fill this gap in the literature, we explored the mechanism and boundary conditions of how
complexity of brand rituals affects consumers’ self—brand connection.

Brand Ritual

Rook (1985) was the first to propose a definition of ritual in the field of consumer behavior, describing it as a symbolic
activity that is repetitive, regular, and capable of expressing meaning and value. With the generalization of the concept
of rituals, how to combine brand and rituals to serve marketing practices has become a topic of interest to researchers.
Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) suggested that rituals are an important component in brand communities, and Prexl and
Kenning (2011) subsequently conducted empirical research to define brand ritual as rituals that exist in brand activities.
Xue (2015) argued that a brand ritual entails daily ritualized interactive behaviors between consumers and the chosen
brand, which can give consumers a special emotional experience. Ran et al. (2017) conducted a comprehensive analysis
of grounded theory and described brand ritual as a series of repeatable, formal, and patterned activities centered around
the brand. Thus, this paper defined complexity of brand ritual as the amount of ritualized behavior occurring between
consumers and brands.

Brand ritual is the essence of building brand power and brand loyalty (Song et al., 2022). It comprises five main
characteristics: stepwise action, behavior routine, performance symbolism, unity of intention and action, and
incremental impact (Xue, 2015). The number of steps involved has a significant impact on the complexity of the ritual.
For example, Legare and Souza (2012) pointed out that the number of processes is a key antecedent of the degree of
reutilization. Thus, we anticipated that consumer perceptions and behavioral aftereffects of brand ritual would vary
depending on the level of complexity.

Consumers’ Self-Brand Connection

Self-brand connection theory originated from Sirgy’s (1982) self-image and product-image consistency theory, which
states that consumers tend to associate their perceived product image with their self-image, and are more likely to have
positive attitudes toward a product if the two images are a good match. Studies have found that the self-association of
brands and consumers can promote the formation of high-quality brand relationships (Bowden & Mirzaei, 2021;
Mostafa & Kasamani, 2020). As a relatively new concept in the marketing field, self-brand connection is of great
significance to enterprises. Consumers who choose brands not only to meet functional needs but also to build their self-
image or convey their self-concept to the outside world form a self—brand connection (Cai et al., 2022).

Social exchange theory indicates that all social activities can be reduced to an exchange relationship (Emerson, 1976).
Therefore, we argued that the connection between consumers and brand ritual is essentially a social exchange
relationship, because consumers with a certain understanding of a brand pay attention to various brand attributes and
then build a close connection with the brand through understanding and association (Lee et al., 2021). In addition, C.
Wang (2013) argued from the self-consistency perspective that consumers are more likely to form brand associations
with those brands that are similar to their self-concept. Moisescu et al. (2022) pointed out that in a brand community,
consumers can have a promotive effect on positive word-of-mouth through brand connection, regardless of whether
they integrate actively or passively. When brand ritual triggers a self-reference effect, consumers will subconsciously
integrate the brand into their self-concept, which strengthens the connection between consumer and brand. Therefore,
we proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Brand ritual will have a positive effect on consumers’ self—brand connection.
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Immersion

Immersion has been commonly used as a psychological variable in research on virtual reality and electronic games (Ma
& Sui, 2010; Tao, 2009). In the field of video games, immersion means the user pays full attention to the game’s story
world (Hardee & McMahan, 2017). In the context of brands, immersion is understood as a state of mind in which a
consumer is involved, focused, invested, or fully attentive to the process of interacting with a particular brand and
receives positive feelings from this interaction. Research has found that brand ritual enables consumers to focus their
attention on interacting with the brand (Hobson et al., 2018). In this process, consumers show a higher sense of
concentration and immersion (Li et al., 2018), and even lose track of the passage of time and changes in the real world
(Ran, 2017; Tonietto et al., 2021). Wei et al. (2018) suggested that the fixed steps of the brand ritual provide consumers
with accomplishable and manipulable task cues, enhancing their immersion.

Previous studies have shown that the stronger the immersion, the higher the user’s sense of engagement, inclusion, and
substitution (Daassi & Debbabi, 2021), which can lead to a self-brand connection. For example, Ahuvia et al. (2009)
found that consumers who integrate brand awareness into their own identity feel more closely connected to brands.
Additionally, positive emotions about brands are necessary to establish a self-brand connection (Batra et al., 2012). Xi
and Hamari (2019) found that when consumers are immersed in interactions with a brand, they are more likely to hold a
favorable attitude and emotions toward the brand. Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Immersion will mediate the effect of brand ritual on consumers’ self—brand connection.

Product Type

Copeland (1923) classified products into three categories: convenience goods, shopping goods, and specialty goods.
Nelson (1970) divided products into experience-oriented and search-oriented categories according to whether
consumers can obtain product quality information before purchase. Zhu and He (2017) separated green products into
development-intensive and marginal cost-intensive types. Jiang et al. (2024) divided products into incremental and real
types. In this paper we classified products into utilitarian and hedonic categories based on consumers’ perception of the
property of the product (see Dhar & Wertenbroch, 2000). Utilitarian products emphasize the function, value, and
usefulness of the item (C.-Y. Chen et al.,, 2017). In contrast, consumers primarily consume hedonic products for
emotional and sensory pleasure (Y. Zhang et al., 2019). In practice, most products have both hedonic and utilitarian
attributes, and their classification is a reflection of the relative highs and lows of these two dimensions (Okada, 2005).

Previous studies have shown that consumers prefer to spend more time and energy on researching hedonic, compared to
utilitarian, products (Okada, 2005). When purchasing or using hedonic products, consumers tend to focus on the
pleasurable experience provided (Whitley et al., 2018), so they may experience stronger immersion and self—brand
connection when hedonic products have a strong sense of brand ritual. However, consumers purchasing or using
utilitarian products tend to pay more attention to the function of the product itself, so they may have a stronger sense of
immersion and self—brand connection when there is a weak sense of brand ritual. Therefore, we proposed the following
hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3: Product type will moderate the effect of complexity of brand ritual on consumers’ self—brand connection.
Hypothesis 3a: For hedonic products, high brand ritual will strengthen consumers’ self-brand connection.

Hypothesis 3b: For utilitarian products, low brand ritual will strengthen consumers’ self—brand connection.

Hypothesis 4: The mediating effect of immersion on the relationship between complexity of brand ritual and self—brand
connection will be moderated by product type.

Hypothesis 4a: For hedonic products, high brand ritual will lead to stronger immersion, thereby enhancing the
self-brand connection.

Hypothesis 4b: For utilitarian products, low brand ritual will lead to stronger immersion, thereby enhancing the
self—brand connection.

Figure 1 shows the research model of this paper, in which we tested the above hypotheses through two experiments.
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Figure 1. Research Model
Note. The Study 1 model is shown on the left. That of Study 2 is shown on the right.

Study 1

This study tested Hypotheses 1 and 2, in which we proposed that brand ritual would have a positive effect on
consumers’ self—brand connection and that immersion would play a mediating role in this relationship.

Method

Participants

We conducted an offline study and obtained 151 valid questionnaires from 88 (58.3%) women and 63 (41.7%) men. In
terms of age, four (2.6%) respondents were aged under 18 years, 122 (80.8%) were aged 18-25 years, 16 (10.6%) were
aged 26-30 years, and nine (6.0%) were aged over 30 years. During September and October 2022 we used online and
offline methods of random sampling to recruit students from a university in Beijing, and asked them to participate in
exchange for a small reward (USD 1.40). Participants provided their age, gender, educational background, and average
monthly consumption (food, accommodation, utilities, communications, transportation, entertainment, and shopping).

Procedure

A pen made by Excellence Stationery was selected as the experimental material because pens are usually associated with
elegance and refinement, and their use is often accompanied by a series of ritual behaviors. We conducted a pretest to
ensure effective manipulation of the complexity of brand ritual. Study 1 had a one-factor, three-condition (no brand
ritual vs. low brand ritual vs. high brand ritual) between-subjects design. Participants were randomly assigned to one of
three groups. First, they read an introductory paragraph about the Excellence brand. Next, they were given a pen. In the
no-brand-ritual group, the respondents were told, “These are the instructions for using the pens provided by this brand;
please take 3 minutes to try out this new product from Excellence Stationery.” In the low- and high-brand-ritual groups,
the respondents were told, “Please take 3 minutes to try out the new product from Excellence Stationery by following
the steps described below,” and they were then presented with the stimulus materials relevant to their group (see Figure
2).

© 2025 Scientific Journal Publishers Limited. All Rights Reserved. 4
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Excellence Pen Excellence Pen
The following are precautions for use Step 1:  Open the cap and look at the nib for 2 seconds.
e Ifthe ink appears uneven, try shaking the pen. Step 2:  Write down the Excellence Stationery brand name on a
o The pen should be capped after use. piece of paper.
Step 3: Trial complete.

Excellence Pen

Step 1: Hold the pen in your hand and observe its appearance.
Step 2:  Close your eyes and count from 1 to 6 in your mind.

Step 3:  Open the cap, raise the pen to eye level, and look at the nib for
2 seconds.

Step 4: Take three deep breaths and count down from 3 seconds.

Step 5:  Write down the Excellence Stationery brand name on a piece
of paper.

Step 6: Gently close the cap and place the pen on the desktop.
Step 7:  Trial complete.

Figure 2. Experimental Materials Manipulating Complexity of Brand Ritual
Note. The top left summary was assigned to the no-brand-ritual group. The top right summary was
assigned to the low-brand-ritual group. The bottom summary was assigned to the high-brand-ritual

group.

After the 3 minutes were up, the participants completed measures of self-brand connection and immersion, underwent
a manipulation check, and provided demographic information. The measure of self-brand connection included seven
items (a = .93): “This brand suits me well,” “This brand reflects who I am,” “I can identify with this brand,” “I feel a
personal connection to this brand,” “T use this brand to communicate who I am to other people,” “I think this brand
helps me become the type of person I want to be,” and “This brand reflects who I consider myself to be or the way that |
want to present myself to others” (Edson Escalas & Bettman, 2005). The measure of immersion included four items (o
= .90): “I felt that time seemed to fly by during the trial,” “I forgot everything else around me during the trial,” “I
became immersed during the trial,” and “I felt enthusiastic during the trial” (Schaufeli et al., 2002). We combined Ran’s
(2017) control test scale with the experimental scenario and designed six measurement items to assess the product trial
process: “I think the introduced product trial process is very special,” “I think the introduced product trial process
conforms to the brand style,” “I think the introduced product trial process is different,” “I think the introduced product
trial process can highlight the brand significance,” “I think the introduced product trial process is ritualized,” and “I
think the introduced product trial process can express brand connotation” (Cronbach’s a = .89). Previous research has
shown that ritual movements directly enhance an individual’s sense of control (Yin et al., 2022). Personal control may
explain the effect of brand ritual on the self-brand connection, highlighting the mediating effect of immersion.
Therefore, we added personal control as a control variable in this analysis, assessing it with four items, including “Much
of what happens in my life depends on my own efforts and actions” and “I have control over much of what happens in
my life.” All variables were measured on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.

Results

Manipulation Check

We conducted an independent samples ¢ test to assess the effectiveness of the brand ritual manipulation, and found that
the perceived complexity of brand ritual was significantly higher in the high-brand-ritual group than in the low- and no-
brand-ritual groups. An independent samples ¢ test revealed that participants in the high-brand-ritual group perceived a
significantly higher complexity of brand ritual than did those in the low- and no-brand-ritual groups (Myeh brand ritual =
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458’ SDhigh brand ritual = 1.10 > ]Mlow brand ritual = 334’ SD]OW brand ritual = 1.27 > Mno brand ritual = 149’ SDno brand ritual = 034)7 hlgh
vs. low, #99) = 5.27, p < .001; high vs. no, #99) = 19.17, p < .001. Further, the complexity of perceived brand ritual in
the low-brand-ritual group was significantly higher than that in the no-brand-ritual group, #(98) = 9.95, p < .001.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix for Study Variables

Table 1 shows that immersion had a significant positive correlation with self-brand connection, whereas personal
control was not significantly correlated with either self—brand connection or immersion.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix for Study Variables

Variable M SD 1 2 3
1. Self-brand connection 3.59 1.45 1

2. Immersion 3.59 1.59 .65™ 1

3. Personal control 4.21 0.70 .04 .08 1

Note. ** p < .01.

Main Effect Analysis

The results of a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with consumers’ self-brand connection as the dependent
variable showed a significant main effect of complexity of brand ritual on consumers’ self-brand connection, F(2, 148)
=21.62, p < .001. Specifically, compared to the no-brand-ritual group, consumers in both the low- and high-brand-ritual
groups showed a stronger self—brand connection: low vs. no brand ritual, F(1, 98) = 16.14, p < .001; high vs. no brand
ritual, F(1, 99) = 54.74, p < .001. Further, consumers in the high-brand-ritual group showed a stronger self—brand
connection than did those in low-brand-ritual group, F(1, 99) = 4.22, p < .05. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Mediation Analysis

A one-way ANOVA with immersion as the dependent variable and brand ritual as the independent variable showed that
brand ritual had a significant main effect on immersion (My, brand ritwat = 2-965 Miow brand ritual = 3-395 Mhigh brand ritual = 4-23);
F(2,148) = 8.95, p < .001. Specifically, immersion was higher in the high- and low-brand-ritual groups compared to the
no-brand-ritual group: low vs. no brand ritual, F(1, 98) = 4.09, p < .05; high vs. no brand ritual, F(1, 99) = 21.39, p <
.001. Further, immersion was significantly higher in the high-brand-ritual group than in the low-brand-ritual group, F(1,
99) =4.14, p < .05.

Next, we used the PROCESS macro for SPSS 26.0 to conduct mediation analyses, recoding the independent variables
because there were multiple categorical options. Referring to the validation method of To and Patrick (2021), we coded
the no-brand-ritual group as 0, the low-brand-ritual group as 1, and the high-brand-ritual group as 2. The no-brand-ritual
group was used as the baseline to create two new virtual independent variables: X1 (no vs. low brand ritual) and X2 (no
vs. high brand ritual).

Next, we applied the bootstrapping method, using Model 4 of the PROCESS macro with 5,000 resamples and 95%
confidence intervals (CIs) to separately test the mediating effect of immersion. Taking X1 (no vs. low brand ritual) as
the independent variable, immersion as the mediating variable, and consumers’ self—brand connection as the dependent
variable, the results showed a significant mediating effect of immersion, indirect path effect = 0.32, SE = 0.17, 95% CI
[0.01, 0.68]. Similar results were found taking X2 (no vs. high brand ritual) as the independent variable, which showed a
significant mediating effect of immersion, indirect path effect = 0.64, SE = 0.17, 95% CI [0.33, 1.01]. Therefore,
immersion played a mediating role in the effect of brand ritual on consumers’ self—brand connection, and Hypothesis 2
was supported. The analysis results are shown in Table 2.
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Table 2. The Mediating Effect of Immersion

0,

Dependent variable Effect type Independent variable Effect size SE t 3%l
LL UL
Self-brand connection Total effect X1 1.10 0.26 4.29 <.01 0.59 1.61
X2 1.64 0.25 6.46 <.01 1.14 2.15
Direct effect X1 0.78 0.21 3.72 <.01 0.36 1.19
X2 1.00 0.22 4.62 <.01 0.57 1.43
Indirect effect X1 0.32 0.17 — — 0.01 0.68
X2 0.64 0.17 — — 0.33 1.01

Note. X1 =no vs. low brand ritual; X2 = no vs. high brand ritual; CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper
limit.

Alternative Explanations

In light of the behavioral constraints of brand ritual causing consumers to have a restricted sense of control, we sought
to exclude this as an intermediary explanation. Thus, we assessed perceived personal control to enhance the robustness
of our analysis of immersion as a mediator. The results showed no significant differences in perceived personal control
among the three groups, F(2, 148) < 1.00, p = .10.

Discussion

The Study 1 results indicate that brand ritual had a positive impact on consumers’ self—brand association. Previous
studies mostly focused on the single-dimensional influence path of brand ritual on behavior. This study further divided
brand ritual according to the level of complexity (no vs. low vs. high), and explored the impact on consumers’
self-brand connection. Simultaneously, in contrast to previous studies (see, e.g., Daassi & Debbabi, 2021; Hamilton et
al., 2016), we introduced immersion as a mediating variable and found that personal control had no mediating effect.
We also found that ritual had a more positive effect than no ritual, and that high brand ritual had a more positive effect
than did low brand ritual. To examine the moderating effect of product type as a boundary condition for how brand
ritual influences consumers’ self—brand connection, we conducted Study 2.

Study 2

Study 1 demonstrated that brand ritual had a positive effect on consumers’ self-brand connection. To explore the
boundary conditions and wider applicability of the impact of brand ritual on self—brand association, we conducted Study
2 to test Hypotheses 3, 3a, and 3b—in which we proposed that product type (hedonic vs. utilitarian) would moderate the
effect of complexity of brand ritual on consumers’ self-brand connection—and Hypotheses 4, 4a, and 4b—in which we
proposed that product type (hedonic vs. utilitarian) would moderate the effect of complexity of brand ritual on
immersion.

Method

Participants

We conducted an offline experiment and obtained 180 valid questionnaires from 87 (48.33%) women and 93 (51.67%)
men. In terms of age, three (1.70%) respondents were aged under 18 years, 108 (60.00%) were aged 18-25 years, 56
(31.10%) were aged 26-30 years, and 13 (7.20%) were aged over 30 years. In March 2023 we used online and offline
methods of random sampling to recruit students of a university in Beijing, and asked them to participate in exchange for
a small reward (USD 1.40). Participants provided their age, gender, educational background, and average monthly
consumption (food, accommodation, utilities, communications, transportation, entertainment, and shopping).

© 2025 Scientific Journal Publishers Limited. All Rights Reserved. 7
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Procedure

Youzi Chocolate was selected as the experimental material, and we conducted a pretest to ensure effective manipulation
of the complexity of the brand ritual. Building on the previous study, in Study 2 we used a 2 (low vs. high brand ritual)
x 2 (hedonic vs. utilitarian products) between-subjects design. Participants first read a passage of material that included
a brand introduction and product-type manipulation content (see Figure 3). This paper followed the manipulation
method of previous researchers (e.g., C.-Y. Chen et al., 2017; Y. Zhang et al., 2019), describing chocolate in a way that
amplified its hedonic or utility attributes. The description of the hedonic product was “This chocolate has a sweet taste
and a rich flavor. A bite of this chocolate will leave your teeth feeling as smooth and light as silk, and the sweet
aftertaste will be unforgettable. Share it with your friends in your spare time and enjoy anytime, anywhere!” The
description of the utilitarian product was “This chocolate is made from pure cocoa butter, which is high in dietary fiber
and other beneficial substances that are good for heart health when consumed in moderation. Each piece of chocolate is
individually wrapped, making it easy to carry, and it is the best choice for boosting satiety before meals and replenishing
energy during sports and fitness.”

The respondents were then given a piece of chocolate and read the following instructions: “Youzi Chocolate has
designed a ritual based on the product’s features, which lasts 3 minutes. Please try the new product strictly according to
these steps.” Next, they were presented with stimulus materials for either the low- or high-complexity brand ritual.
After the 3 minutes were up, participants completed measures of self—brand connection and immersion, underwent a
manipulation check, and provided demographic information. We employed the same measures for self-brand
connection and immersion that were used in Study 1. Personal control was not measured here, because it did not explain
the model path as a control variable in Study 1.

Youzi Chocolate Youzi Chocolate

Step 1: Unwrap the chocolate bar and look at it for 3 seconds. Step 1: Tap the tabletop three times with the knuckles on your
Step 2: Break the chocolate in half, right hand before serving the chocolate bar.

Step 2: Unwrap the chocolate bar and look at it for 3 seconds.
Step 3: Break the chocolate in half.

Step 4:  Eat the right half of the chocolate first.

Step 5:  Next, eat the left half of the chocolate.

Step 6: Close your eyes, take three deep breaths, and focus on
the richness of the chocolate.

Step 3: Eat the chocolate. Trial complete.

Step 7:  Open your eyes. Trial complete.

Figure 3. Experimental Materials Manipulating Complexity of Brand Ritual
Note. The left-hand summary was assigned to the low-brand-ritual group. The right-hand summary
was assigned to the high-brand-ritual group.

Results

Manipulation Check

First, we conducted a manipulation check of the product types. The data showed that participants’ perception of the
hedonic attributes of the hedonic product (M = 5.46, SD = 0.90) was significantly higher than their perception of its
utilitarian attributes (M = 3.95, SD = 1.30), #(176) = 8.89, p < .001. Further, their perception of the utilitarian attributes
of the utilitarian product (M = 4.71, SD = 0.99) was significantly higher than their perception of its hedonic attributes
(M =3.47,8D =1.50), ((176) = 6.60, p < .001. Thus, the product type manipulation was successful.

Second, we conducted a manipulation check of complexity of brand ritual, using the same procedure as in Study 1. The
results showed that respondents in the high-brand-ritual group perceived a significantly higher complexity of brand

© 2025 Scientific Journal Publishers Limited. All Rights Reserved. 8
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ritual than did those in the low-brand-ritual group (My;e, brand ritual = 4.93 > M,,,, brand ritual = 3.38), #(176) = 8.46, p
< .001. Thus, the brand ritual complexity manipulation was successful.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix for Study Variables
Table 3 shows that immersion had a significant positive correlation with self—brand connection.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix for Study Variables

Variable M SD 1 2
1. Self~brand connection 3.90 1.34 1
2. Immersion 4.16 1.58 :61** 1

Note. ** p < .01.

Moderated Mediation Effect Test

We used Model 8 of the PROCESS macro for SPSS for moderated mediation analysis, with complexity of brand ritual
as the independent variable, product type as the moderating variable, consumers’ self-brand connection as the
dependent variable, and immersion as the mediating variable. A bootstrapping analysis with 5,000 resamples was
conducted to examine the proposed mediation effects. The effect size was 1.06, 95% CI [0.65, 1.52], indicating that the
moderated mediation effect was significant. Specifically, as shown in Table 4, for hedonic products, the mediating
effect of immersion was significant, indirect path effect = 0.74, SE = 0.15, 95% CI [0.46, 1.06], so that high brand
ritual led to a stronger self—brand connection than did low brand ritual; similarly, for utilitarian products, the mediating
effect of immersion remained significant, indirect path effect = —0.32, SE = 0.13, 95% CI [-0.58, —0.09], so that low
brand ritual led to a stronger self-brand connection than did high brand ritual. We drew the chart in Figure 4 to
intuitively reflect the moderating effect of product type among various variables. For hedonic products, high (vs. low)
brand ritual led to a stronger self—brand connection, while for utilitarian products, low (vs. high) brand ritual led to a
stronger self—brand connection.

Table 4. Bootstrapped Mediation Effect Test Results

. . 95% CI
Dependent variable Effect type Product type Effect size SE t P I
LL UL
Self-brand connection Direct effect Hedonic 1.01 0.24 4.27 .01 0.55 1.48
Utilitarian -0.51 0.22 -2.33 .02 -0.93 -0.08
Mediation effect Hedonic 0.74 0.15 — — 0.46 1.06
Utilitarian -0.32 0.13 — — -0.58 —0.09

Note. CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit.
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Figure 4. Product Type Moderating Effects Diagrams
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Table 5 shows that after product type was added to the model, the product term of complexity of brand ritual and
product type had a significant predictive effect on both self—brand connection, b = 1.52, (176) = 4.51, p < .01, and
immersion, b = 2.81, #(176) = 6.83, p < .01. This indicates that product type not only regulated the direct predictive
effect of complexity of brand ritual on self—brand connection, but also regulated the predictive effect of complexity of
brand ritual on immersion.

Table 5. Moderated Mediation Model Testing

Regression equation Fit indices Clioe.fﬁcwnt
significance
Result variable Predictor variable R R? F b t
Immersion .50 25 19.72*
Complexity of brand ritual 0.55 2.69
Product type 0.48 2.31
Complexity of brand ritual x Product type 2.81 6.83
Self-brand connection .67 45 35.45*
Immersion 0.38 6.90
Complexity of brand ritual 0.25 1.66
Product type 0.30 1.99
Complexity of brand ritual x Product type 1.52 4.51

Note. N = 180.
** p<.0l.

Discussion

Study 2 tested Hypotheses 3, 3a, 3b, 4, 4a, and 4b. The results show that product type moderated the effect of
complexity of brand ritual on consumers’ self—brand connection and immersion. Specifically, for hedonic products, high
brand ritual lead to greater immersion and self—brand connection, while for utilitarian products, low brand ritual lead to
stronger immersion and self—brand connection. Study 2 extends previous studies by clarifying the application of brand
ritual to different product types. Our findings will provide inspiration for enterprises to design reasonable and effective

brand rituals.
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General Discussion

Theoretical Contributions

This research examined the effect of complexity of brand ritual on consumers’ self—brand connection, and revealed the
internal mechanism and boundary conditions of this effect based on social exchange theory. The contribution of our
research to theory is as follows: First, we have broadened the research perspective on the consumer—brand relationship
and brand ritual. Previous studies mainly focused on the effect of brand ritual on emotions, cognition, and behavior
from the perspective of the presence or absence of rituals (Liu et al., 2022; Prexl & Kenning, 2011; Raj, 2012; X. Wang
et al., 2021; Xue, 2015). We examined brand ritual from a new perspective, according to the complexity of the ritual,
and explored how this affects the self-brand connection, providing new ideas for subsequent research on brand ritual
and the self—brand connection. When consumers have a positive interactive experience by participating in a brand ritual
and feel the unique meaning and value of the brand, a connection relationship is established, forming material and
emotional resource input to the brand.

Second, this research enriches the literature on immersion in the field of marketing. We found that immersion played a
mediating role in the effect of complexity of brand ritual on consumers’ self-brand connection. At the same time, we
have provided a new way of enhancing the self—brand connection of consumers, enabling enterprises to insert new
connotations and meaning into products or brands with the help of brand ritual, thus enhancing the self—brand
connection and establishing a lasting and stable relationship with consumers. When consumers focus their attention on
the product and the associated brand ritual, their perception, thinking, and emotions are all centered in the present
moment (Xue, 2015). This kind of deep participation makes consumers’ cognition of the brand more comprehensive
and in-depth, thus generating a stronger self—brand connection.

Third, this research found that product type (hedonic vs. utilitarian) played a moderating role in the effect of
complexity of brand ritual on consumers’ self—brand connection. This has made a theoretical contribution to research on
the boundary conditions of brand ritual. People have different motivations, cognitive processes, and needs when buying
hedonic compared to utilitarian products (Dhar & Wertenbroch, 2000). The goal of consumers buying and using
hedonic products is to obtain hedonic experience value and pleasure, while their goal in using utilitarian products is to
obtain instrumental and functional value (R. Chen et al., 2017). In other words, the effect of complexity of brand ritual
on self-brand connection varies according to product type. When the product type is hedonic, consumers may have a
stronger sense of immersion and stronger self—brand connection when performing a highly complex brand ritual. In
contrast, low-complexity brand rituals are in line with consumers’ goal pursuit when using utilitarian products. Our
findings help to clarify the application of brand ritual and how this varies by context. Therefore, consumers may have a
stronger sense of immersion and self-brand connection when they perform low-complexity brand rituals.

Practical Implications

First, enterprises should attach importance to brand-ritual construction. We found that brand ritual had a positive effect
on consumers’ self-brand connection. Therefore, enterprises could combine brand products with ritualistic behaviors by
designing brand rituals to cultivate and enhance consumers’ self—brand connection (e.g., the “Twist, Lick, Dip” slogan of
Oreo cookies). Enterprises should also promote and disseminate the designed brand ceremony through as many online
and offline channels as possible, so as to form an imprint in the consciousness of consumers, allowing them to maintain
the stability and permanence of the brand ceremony.

Second, stimulating immersion is the key to enhancing consumers’ self—brand connection. By allowing consumers to
immerse themselves rapidly, brand rituals can promote consumers’ self-brand connection (Bartholomew & Mason,
2020). Therefore, in the process of designing a brand ritual, enterprises should focus on how to improve the experience
of consumers. Brands can also use new technological means (e.g., interactive advertising and short videos) to design
steps or processes in the brand ceremony that are interesting and fun, thus increasing consumers’ attention and
enhancing their immersion in the process of interacting with the brand.
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Finally, enterprises should design appropriate brand rituals based on product type. This research found that product type
moderated the effect of brand ritual on consumers’ self—brand connection. For hedonic products, high brand ritual can
lead to stronger self—brand connection, while for utilitarian products, low brand ritual can lead to stronger self—brand
connection. Therefore, enterprises should design more complex brand rituals for hedonic products or enrich the content
of the brand ritual. In contrast, a relatively simple brand ceremony could be designed for utilitarian products.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

This research has limitations. First, the participants were mainly college students, which may have affected the
generalizability of the research conclusions. Future research could examine different groups to test whether the research
conclusions remain stable across samples. Second, in terms of research perspective, we divided the independent variable
of brand ritual based on only one factor: complexity. Future research could categorize brand ritual from the perspectives
of ritual style or number of ritual participants to further explore the impact on consumers’ self—brand connection. Third,
we focused on revealing the effect of complexity of brand ritual on consumers’ self—brand connection, and incorporated
only one moderating variable: product type. However, many other factors, such as brand personality, may influence the
relationships examined in this research, and future research could explore the moderating effects of these factors.
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