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Cosmopolitanism as a Basis for 
International Market Segmentation

Abstract

 The general idea that is explored in this paper is that the relationships between one’s degree of cosmopolitanism 
and one’s perceptions of a country are explained by the concept of country image. A survey was conducted among a 
sample of 148 Canadian adult consumers. The results reveal that consumers who display a high level of cosmopolitanism 
see countries in a more favorable way in general. Depending upon their relative weight in the image formation, certain 
country image dimensions have a different impact on the degree to which a country is perceived as providing various be-
nefits. Implications for governmental agencies, firms, and tour operators are derived from these results.

Key words: Cosmopolitanism, country image, country perceptions, tourism, quality of life.
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Introduction

 Cosmopolitanism – an individual disposition that represents a conscious openness to the world and to cultural 
differences (Skrbis, Kendall, & Woodward, 2004) – is no longer a privilege of the elite, as it was the case in previous 
centuries. It has democratized thanks to several phenomena linked to globalization, such as the growth of exchanges 
between countries, the increased mobility of people, goods and information, and the omnipresence of the mass and social 
medias. The access to, and consumption of other cultures has indeed never been so easy. The number of cosmopolitan 
consumers is thus growing over the world, establishing a class of individuals who are highly relevant to global companies 
as well as to the governments of countries.
 Because cosmopolitans like to express their lifestyle through their consumption (Riefler, Diamantopoulos, & 
Siguaw, 2012), cosmopolitanism has been recognized as a useful basis for segmentation (Cannon & Yaprak, 2002). 
International marketing researchers have thus shown a great interest in the development of valid measuring instruments 
that can be used to position consumers on this trait. Riefler, Diamantopoulos, and Siguaw (2012), for instance, define 
cosmopolitan consumers as (1) individuals who are open-minded as regards other people and cultures, (2) who appreciate 
the diversity of products and services coming from different countries, and (3) who consume foreign products and services. 
Their definition is, as it can be seen, very much centered on the consumption side of cosmopolitanism, and it is therefore 
not surprising that they found that cosmopolitans tend to pay attention to the national origin of products and services. 
However, consuming foreign products does not in and of itself make a person cosmopolitan. For instance, some consumers 
are constrained to buy foreign products and brands because they do not find their equivalent in their local market. Thus, it 
seems more appropriate to consider the consumption of foreign products as a consequence of cosmopolitanism, than as 
a part of the concept.
 A perspective that is consistent with this view has been put forward by Cleveland, Laroche, and Papadopoulos 
(2009) who stipulate that cosmopolitanism refers to a “specific set of beliefs, attitudes, and qualities held by certain people”, 
based on a conscious openness to the world and to cultural differences (Skrbis, Kendall, & Woodward, 2004). In other 
words, cosmopolitans are open-minded individuals who are eager to engage in different cultural experiences (Hannerz, 
1990); they have an appetite for what is different, for what comes from elsewhere. This perspective is useful to specify who 
is cosmopolitan and who is not.  Tourists who travel to different sun destinations to enjoy the beaches and the good life, 
with no intent or desire to blend into the local population, cannot be considered as cosmopolitans, although they are likely 
to consume foreign products and services during their stay. Similarly, expatriates who do not open up to others and lock 
themselves into their own culture are not automatically cosmopolitans, although of necessity they will buy goods produced 
in the foreign country in which they live.

Cosmopolitanism as a segmentation basis 

 For cosmopolitanism to be used as a segmentation basis, it is necessary to understand the process by which 
this disposition leads to favorable country perceptions. Although it is interesting to learn that cosmopolitanism is positively 
associated with attitude toward foreign products, toward countries as travel destinations, or toward countries as places 
to live, it does not serve much purpose unless one knows how these favorable tendencies come about. For instance, 
cosmopolitanism may correlate positively with the perceived quality of products made in France primarily because of this 
country’s bon vivant image. In contrast, a positive correlation with the perceived quality of German products might rather 
be explained by Germany’s image of assiduousness. Hence, while emphasizing the bon vivant image might be an effective 
marketing communication strategy to target cosmopolitans when promoting French products, it might not be the case for 
German products.
 Country image is a key concept to comprehend how cosmopolitanism induces favorable country perceptions. 
Riefler, Diamnatopoulos, and Siguaw (2012) report that cosmopolitans pay attention to the national origin of products and 
services that they buy. This knowledge is likely to activate a mental representation of the country of origin in consumers’ 
minds which, in turn, should lead to specific perceptions as regards the products and services originating from this country. 
When shopping for say a kitchen knife, a consumer who sees a specific model made in France may presumably form mental 
images related to the bon vivant spirit and infer, consciously or not, that using this product should be a pleasant experience. 
Country image should play a similar role when consumers are shopping for a travel destination or looking for a place to live.
 Moreover, because cosmopolitans like to know about different cultures, they are more likely to gather information 
about countries in general, becoming more familiar with them. This greater familiarity in turn will lead to more favorable 
mental images (see e.g., Rindfleisch & Inman, 1998). Therefore, in general, a greater degree of cosmopolitanism should 
produce a more positive country image, whatever the country that is considered.
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Conceptual development 

 The conceptual framework of this research is presented in Figure 1. First, it is proposed that cosmopolitanism 
has a general positive effect on the image of countries. As discussed above, this is because cosmopolitans display a great 
openness to the world and appreciate the differences between cultures (Skrbis, Kendall, & Woodward, 2004; Thompson & 
Tambyah, 1999). Therefore, when thinking about any country, cosmopolitans are likely to activate mental representations 
that are more favorable than those activated by consumers in general, whether these representations concern cognitive 
(e.g., economic development, resources, political stability, quality of workers) or affective elements (e.g., hospitality, values, 
folklore, scenery).

 In this conceptual framework, country image acts as a mediating variable between consumers’ degree of 
cosmopolitanism and specific country perceptions (i.e., product quality, touristic attractiveness, quality of life). As argued 
before, the concept of country image allows one to understand why cosmopolitanism may or may be related to country 
perceptions. For instance, a positive relationship between cosmopolitanism and, say, the perceived quality of products 
manufactured by a country, may be explained by some elements of the country’s image (e.g., quality of workers) but not 
by others (e.g., hospitality). Therefore, country image permits to understand the nature of the relationship that is observed 
between one’s degree of cosmopolitanism and one’s country perceptions.
 Finally, the relationship between country image and country perceptions is hypothesized to be moderated by 
country. Countries differs with respect to a host of attributes and consequently the impact of a country’s image on specific 
attributes is likely to change depending on which country is considered. For instance, the cognitive attributes of a country’s 
image may have a greater impact on the perceived quality of products in countries whose image basically rests on cognitive 
elements.

Method

Data collection

 A survey was conducted among a sample of 148 Canadian adult consumers using a drop-off delivery data 
collection procedure. Streets were randomly selected from residential areas of a major city and two interviewers knocked 
on the door of every other dwelling on these streets in order to secure the residents’ participation. The questionnaire was 
picked up later by the interviewer at a convenient time. From a total of 801 dwellings that were visited, 430 contacts were 
made (contact rate = 53.7%), 195 people accepted to participate (acceptance rate = 45.4%), 152 questionnaires were 
picked up, from which four questionnaires had to be eliminated because they were invalid (final response rate = 75.9%).

Measures

 The measure of cosmopolitanism was composed of six items adapted from a scale developed by Cleveland, 

Figure 1: The conceptual framework
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Laroche, and Papadopoulos (2009) (e.g., “I enjoy exchanging ideas with people from other cultures or countries”). The 
items for this scale were associated with seven-point bipolar numerical scales with endpoints totally disagree/totally agree.
 Country perceptions and country image measures were obtained for three countries: France, Austria, and Spain. 
These countries were selected because (1) Canadian consumers would generally be familiar with them, (2) they have a 
priori different images, (3) are culturally different (e.g., language), (4) represent economies of different sizes (GDP per 
capita in US$ – France: 41,463, Austria: 51,513, Spain: 30,524; The World Bank, 2018), and (5) are part of the same 
continent.
As regards country perceptions, three dimensions were considered: the country as a producer of consumer goods (two 
items, e.g., “A country which makes quality products”), the country as a travel destination (two items, e.g., “An interesting 
travel destination”), and the country as a place to live (two items, e.g., “A country with a great quality of life”). The items 
were taken from d’Astous and Boujbel (2007) and rated by means of seven-point bipolar numerical scales with endpoints 
totally disagree/totally agree.
Country image was operationalized through the concept of country personality. Each country was positioned with respect to 
the five country personality dimensions uncovered by d’Astous and Boujbel (2007): agreeableness, wickedness, snobbism, 
assiduousness, conformity, and unobtrusiveness. For each personality dimension, the participant had to indicate on a 
seven-point bipolar numerical scale whether the term was descriptive of the country (not at all descriptive/totally descriptive). 
The questionnaire ended with sociodemographic questions (gender, age, education, occupation, annual household income 
before taxes).

Results

Sample description

 The sample comprises a slightly greater number of male respondents (52.7%). The mean age of the participants 
is 50.9 years with a standard deviation of 14.4 (range: 19-79). They are well educated (55.5% of them have had some 
university education) and financially comfortable (56.2% indicated an annual household income of 100,000$CAN or more).

Development and psychometric quality of the measures

 The six items of the cosmopolitanism scale were factor analyzed using principal components analysis. A single 
factor emerged explaining 80.8% of the total variance (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.95). The mean of the items served as an 
indicator for the concept. Several results suggest that the scale is appropriate. Thus, consistent with previous research 
conducted in several countries (Cleveland, Laroche, & Papadopoulos, 2009), female consumers are more cosmopolitan 
(mean = 6.05) than male consumers (mean = 5.58) (t(87) = 1.83, p < 0.05, one-tailed test), cosmopolitanism is negatively 
correlated with age (r = -0.24, t(85) = -2.24, p < 0.05), and cosmopolitanism is higher among consumers with some 
university education (mean = 6.03) than among those with less education (mean = 5.53) (t(88) = 1.99, p < 0.05).
 The correlations between the items serving to assess the three countries’ perceptions as regards the quality of 
their products, their attractiveness as a travel destination, and their quality of life were all positive and statistically significant 
(p < 0.01): France: 0.80, 0.79, and 0.78, respectively; Austria: 0.73, 0.93, and 0.82, respectively; Spain: 0.87, 0.86, and 
0.70, respectively. The mean of the items served as an indicator for the concepts.
 The six country personality items were factor analysed using principal components analysis. A first run revealed 
that the unobtrusiveness item had a very low communality (0.15) and it was therefore removed. A second run conducted on 
the five remaining items led to a two-factor solution explaining 63% of the total variance. Because the snobbism item loaded 
strongly on both factors, it was removed. The final run led to a two-factor solution explaining 68.6% of the total variance 
with the items assiduousness and conformity loading strongly on the first factor (0.83 and 0.82, respectively) and the items 
agreeableness and wickedness loading strongly on the second factor (0.81 and -0.78, respectively). The first factor was 
interpreted as corresponding to diligence whereas the second factor was interpreted as corresponding to pleasantness. 
The means of the items (after inverting the wickedness item) served as an indicator of both country personality traits. The 
correlations between the items were statistically significant (at least p < .05): France (0.30 and 0.27), Austria (0.21 and 
0.46), Spain (0.39 and 0.38), as regards pleasantness and diligence, respectively.
 As expected, Austria was perceived as the most diligent country (mean = 4.20), followed by France (4.11), and 
Spain (3.69) (F(1.93, 273.27) = 14.16, p < 0.001). Unsurprisingly, Spain was perceived as the most pleasant country (mean 
= 5.68), followed by France (5.39), and Austria (5.31) (F(2, 279.75) = 8.63, p < 0.001).
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Test of the conceptual model

 Figure 2 is a representation of the conceptual framework where country image is now shown as being formed of 
two personality dimensions: diligence and pleasantness. It is proposed first that cosmopolitanism has a positive impact on 
the degree to which a country is perceived as diligent and pleasant. These two country personality dimensions then are 
expected to have an impact on consumer perceptions as it relates to product quality, touristic attractiveness, and quality 
of life. These effects are hypothesized to be moderated by country (i.e., France, Austria, and Spain). Finally, country 
personality is assumed to act as a mediator of the relationship between cosmopolitanism and consumer perceptions.

 The test of this mediation model necessitates two steps (MacKinnon, 2008). First, it must be shown that the 
effect of cosmopolitanism on both country personality dimensions is statistically significant. Second, it must be shown that 
both country personality dimensions have a statistically significant impact on consumer perceptions when the effect of 
cosmopolitanism is included.
 A multivariate regression model using diligence and pleasantness as dependent variables and cosmopolitanism 
as independent variable resulted as expected in a statistically significant multivariate impact of cosmopolitanism (Wilks’ 
lambda = 0.44, F(2, 423) = 264.73, p < .001). Follow-up univariate regressions confirmed that this impact was positive and 
statistically significant for each dependent variable (diligence: b = 0.08, t(424) = 1.81, p < 0.05, one-tailed test; pleasantness: 
b = 0.13, t(426) = 3.13, p < 0.01, one-tailed test). These results confirm that the first step of the procedure is achieved.
 The second step of the procedure must be accomplished for each country perception variable, that is product 
quality, touristic attractiveness, and quality of life. The statistical analyses are the same for each dependent variable.

Product quality

 An ANOVA model using product quality perceptions as the dependent variable and country (three levels), diligence, 
pleasantness, the interaction of country with each personality dimension, and cosmopolitanism was estimated. The results 
revealed that diligence (F(1, 425) = 24.73, p < 0.001), pleasantness (F(1, 425) = 44.14, p < 0.001), cosmopolitanism (F(1, 
425) = 12.12, p < 0.001), and the interaction between country and diligence (F(2, 425) = 3.97, p < 0.05) were statistically 
significant. No other effect was significant. Overall, these results indicate that diligence acts as a mediator through its 
interaction with country and that pleasantness acts a main effect mediator in the relationship between cosmopolitanism and 
country perceptions as regards the quality of products. Because the effect of cosmopolitanism is statistically significant, 
these are partial mediation effects.
 Follow-up regression analyses showed that in the case of France, both country personality dimensions had 
a positive and statistically significant effect on product-country perceptions (diligence: b = 0.17, t(146) = 2.0, p < 0.05; 
pleasantness: b = 0.42, t(146) = 5.07, p < 0.001). Similar results were observed in the case of Austria, except that for this 
country the magnitude of the diligence effect was greater than that of pleasantness (diligence: b = 0.42, t(139) = 5.59,  
p < 0.001; pleasantness: b = 0.33, t(130) = 3.64, p < 0.001). The results concerning Spain had a pattern similar to those of 
France (diligence: b = 0.15, t(144) = 1.85, p < 0.05, one-tailed test; pleasantness: b = 0.34, t(146) = 3.88, p < 0.001). In a 

Figure 2: The analysis framework
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nutshell, the statistically significant country × diligence interaction is explained by the greater importance of diligence as a 
country dimension in Austria than in the two other countries.

Touristic attractiveness

 The estimation of an ANOVA model using as dependent variable touristic attractiveness resulted in statistically 
significant effects of all independent variables: country (F(1, 416) = 43.36, p < 0.001), diligence (F(1, 416) = 22.23,  
p < 0.001), pleasantness (F(1, 416) = 105.97, p < 0.001), country × diligence (F(1, 416) = 3.94, p < 0.05), country × 
pleasantness (F(1, 416) = 5.06, p < 0.01), and cosmopolitanism (F(1, 416) = 9.91, p < 0.01). For this dependent variable 
therefore, the mediation effects are partial and concentrated in the interactive effects of country and personality.
 Follow-up regression analyses were conducted to understand how the impact of country personality varied 
depending on the country. In the case of France, the effects of diligence (b = 0.15, t(144) = 2.47, p < 0.05) and pleasantness 
(b = 0.31, t(144) = 5.26, p < 0.001) were positive and statistically significant. A similar pattern was observed as regards 
Austria (diligence: b = 0.35, t(138) = 4.40, p < 0.001; pleasantness: b = 0.63, t(138) = 6.53, p < 0.001). With respect to 
Spain however, pleasantness was the only statistically significant country personality variable (b = 0.46, t(142) = 6.76, 
p < 0.001). Therefore, the statistically significant country × personality interactions are explained mainly by the fact that 
consumers’ positive perceptions of Spain as a tourist destination are a function of the country’s pleasantness, whereas for 
the other countries both diligence and pleasantness are significant predictors.

Quality of life

 The estimation of an ANOVA model using quality of life as the dependent variable resulted in statistically 
significant effects for all independent variables, except cosmopolitanism: country (F(1, 416) = 9.49, p < 0.001), diligence  
(F(1, 416) = 23.32, p < 0.001), pleasantness (F(1, 416) = 102.36, p < 0.001), country × diligence (F(1, 416) = 4.09,  
p < 0.01), and country × pleasantness (F(1, 416) = 2.36, p < 0.05). Thus, concerning this dependent variable, the mediation 
effects are total (because the effect of cosmopolitanism is not significant) and concentrated in the interactive effects of 
country and personality.
The results of follow-up regression analyses show that in France only pleasantness had a statistically significant impact on 
perceived quality of life (b = 0.31, t(142) = 4.32, p < 0.001), whereas in the case of Austria (diligence: b = 0.42, t(138) = 5.80, 
p < 0.001; pleasantness: b = 0.59, t(138) = 6.92, p < 0.001) and Spain (diligence: b = 0.20, t(142) = 2.69, p < 0.01; 
pleasantness: b = 0.55, t(142) = 6.84, p < 0.001), both country personality variables had positive and statistically significant 
effects. Therefore, the interactive mediating effects observed with respect to perceived quality of life are concentrated in 
the difference between France and the two other countries.

Synthesis

 Overall, the results the statistical analyses are consistent with the conceptual framework. As hypothesized, 
country image as operationalized through the concept of country personality acts as a general mediating variable in the 
relationship between cosmopolitanism and consumers’ perceptions of a country as regards the products that it makes, 
its attractiveness as a travel destination, and its quality of life. The results show however that these mediating effects 
depend on the dependent variable considered and the country that it concerns. More precisely, in the case of France and 
Spain, Canadian consumers’ perceptions of these countries as manufacturers of products, travel destinations, and places 
to live are principally a function of the extent to which they are perceived as pleasant. In contrast, Canadian consumers’ 
perceptions of Austria seem to be funded on both country personality dimensions (i.e., pleasantness and diligence).

Discussion

 This research offers pertinent contributions to the international marketing literature. First, it is the first research 
that attempts to conceptually explain the relationships that have been observed between cosmopolitanism and various 
attitudinal and behavioral variables related to foreign countries (e.g., willingness to buy foreign products). The results 
of this research have shown that these relationships are explained by the mediating impact of country image. That is, 
consumers who display a high level of cosmopolitanism tend to see countries in a more favorable way, a process that 
impacts positively the cognitive and affective image mental dimensions that compose the image of a given country. In turn, 
depending on their relative weight in the country image formation, the influence of these dimensions on the degree to which 
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a country is seen as providing various benefits (i.e., products, tourism, quality of life) varies. For instance, although on can 
observe positive and statistically significant relationships between cosmopolitanism and the perceived quality of products 
made in France (r = 0.23), made in Spain (r = 0.32), and made in Austria (r = 0.30), in the case of France and Spain that 
relationship depends more on the country’s pleasant personality (b = 0.42 and b = 0.34, respectively) than on its diligence 
(b = 0.17 and b = 0.15, respectively) whereas in the case of Austria it is the reverse (diligence: b = 0.42; pleasantness:  
b = 0.33).
 As a second contribution, while the bulk of country image research has focused on the perceptions of countries 
as manufacturers and designers of products (see e.g., Peterson & Jolibert, 1995; Verlegh & Steekamp, 1999), this 
research has looked at three different aspects of country perceptions: products, tourism, and quality of life. In a world 
that witnesses significant increases in migration flows (Czaika & de Haas, 2015; Vertovec, 2007) and an overall rise in 
tourism (Blackall, 2019), it is important for country image research to expand its horizons by considering, in addition to 
products and brands, other perceptual elements that are affected by country image. Obviously, there are specific literatures 
on countries as producers of goods, countries as touristic destinations (see Pike, 2002), and countries as places to live  
(e.g., Papadopoulos, 2004). However, studies like the present one where the effects of different variables on distinct 
country perception dimensions are contrasted are rare.
 A third contribution of this research has been to examine the role that country image plays in the relationship 
between cosmopolitanism and country perceptions in the context of specific countries. Although it is certainly relevant 
to study relationships that concern general aspects related to how individuals develop their preferences and make 
decisions in the global marketplace (e.g., Riefler, Diamantopoulos, & Siguaw, 2012: examining the relationship between 
cosmopolitanism and one’s level of attention to country-of-origin information in general), the results of this study have 
shown that country may be a significant moderator in many theoretical relationships. Future research in this domain should 
therefore attempt to contextualize such relationships by referring to specific countries, instead of assuming that these 
relationships may be relevant to countries in general. These countries should be selected based on appropriate factors, 
such as cultural differences (e.g., Hofstede, 1984) or psychic distance (Ghemawat, 2001).

Conclusion

 This study should be replicated using different country stimuli and data collection sites. Cosmopolitanism is a 
universal disposition (Cleveland, Laroche, & Papadopoulos, 2009) and should therefore be studied in different countries. 
Depending on the data collection site chosen, appropriate country stimuli should be defined in order to test the generalizability 
of the findings presented in this study.
 It would also be important to replicate this study by incorporating an important variable that has been ignored: 
product category. Many studies in the country-of-origin domain have reported that consumers’ product quality judgements 
depend on which specific product categories are considered (see e.g., Manrai, Lascu, & Manrai, 1998). For instance, 
although France is a very well perceived country of origin as regards wine, fashion clothing, and luxury goods, it is perhaps 
less so as a manufacturer of automobiles. Germany, on the other hand, gets high scores for industrial goods, but probably 
less favorable consumer evaluations when it comes to the purchase of perfumes. Including product category as an 
additional variable in the conceptual framework presented in this paper should enrich significantly our understanding of 
the processes that operate in the formation of country perceptions by consumers with different levels of cosmopolitanism. 
This observation extends to tourism and quality of life as well. Thus, tourism activities should be considered instead of 
tourism in general and features of a country’s quality of life (e.g., education, health) should be explored to refine the market 
segmentation process.
 The results of this study are of interest to governmental agencies, firms, and tour operators. The conceptual 
framework suggests a simple procedure to define ways of promoting their benefits among cosmopolitan consumers. First, 
using good samples of consumers, the country should be positioned as regards its image. Personality traits may be useful 
for that purpose (d’Astous & Boujbel, 2007), but other approaches may be considered (see Roth & Diamantopoulos, 2009). 
Perceptions of the country with respect to the production of various product categories (quality, purchase intention), its 
touristic offerings (e.g., attractions, activities, services; see Buhalis, 1997), and its quality of life (e.g., degree of urbanization, 
education, security, health; see Diener & Suh, 1997) should be obtained with these samples using valid measuring 
instruments. The mediating role of country image should then be tested in order to define relevant country image features 
that have a positive impact on the country perceptions of interest. Communication strategies in the context of traditional 
and social medias should then be conceived to activate these country image features in cosmopolitan consumers’ minds 
in order to enhance their perceptions of the country as regards the benefits that they are looking for.
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Self-mockery in advertising : 
when not taking yourself seriously makes 

consumers take you seriously

Abstract

Objectives: Self-mockery (i.e., being humorous at one’s own expense) as an executional advertisingtactic is a new 
communication trend. However, there is no clear understanding among practitioners and no published marketing academic 
work regarding how self-mocking advertising impacts consumer response. This research addresses this gap.
 
Methodology: Two experiments have been conducted.

Results: Across two studies, we consistently find that self-mocking advertising improves brand trustworthiness only for 
well-known brands. Finally, we find that the positive effect of self-mockery on brand trustworthiness is mediated by brand 
honesty perceptions.

Key words: self-mockery, advertising, brand trustworthiness, brand awareness
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Introduction

 Self-mockery is a universal form of conversational humor that consists of a self-critical comment on the part of 
the speaker, who admits to making a mistake or failure (Dynel 2009); the speaker is then the target of the humor (Glenn 
1991; Yu 2013).Quoting Greengrossand Miller (2008, p. 394),“self-deprecating humor often highlights – in a socially pre-
emptive way – perceived deficits in one’s general intelligence (“Mommy says I’m special”), personality traits (“Saturday has 
a morning?”), moral virtues (“If it weren’t for physics and law enforcement, I’d be unstoppable”), mental health (“Some days 
it’s just not worth gnawing through the straps”), or physical attractiveness (“I’m hung like Einstein and smart as a horse”)”.
 The use of self-mockingexecution within advertisingis a recent communication trend. For example, Microsoft 
launched an Internet Explorer marketing campaign that poked fun at its own Internet Explorer history with its “browser 
you loved to hate” campaign(Richardson 2014).Despite practitioners’ apparent intuition that self-mockery helps, there 
are no published articlesin marketing on the effect of self-mockery on consumer decision. As self-mockery is based on 
a self-critical comment, it runs the risk of destroying brand capital and trustworthiness. The aim of the paper is then to 
assess if self-mockery is a counterproductive strategy that may undermine brand trustworthiness.Building on the social 
sciences literature on self-mockery, our key contribution is to demonstrate that self-mockery isa fruitful strategy in building 
brand trustworthinessamong well-known brands. However, self-mockery is unfruitful for unknown brands. This result has 
important managerial implication as brand trustworthiness is more important and strategic than ever in an age where 
consumers are more suspicious and cynical regarding brands (Lantieri and Chiagouris 2009).
 Importantly, the current article provides several contributions. We develop a better understanding of how self-
mocking advertising works and impacts brand trustworthiness perceptions. We extend the research on brand trust-building, 
as limited attention has been paid to the role of self-mockery for trust-building marketing strategies. In complementing most 
extant literature on advertising effectiveness which focuses primarily on memory and attitudes, we examine the effect of 
this strategy on brand trustworthiness, which is a strong predictor of brand loyalty, brand equity(Chaudhuri and Holbrook 
2001), and brand purchase intention (Benedicktus et al. 2010; Carrillat, D’astous, and Lazure 2013).
 The remainder of this work is structured as follows. First, we develop our conceptual framework around the 
concept of self-mockery and discuss its application in an advertising context. We then test our proposed framework and 
related hypotheses in two empirical studiesfor products in different sectors. Finally, we summarize the insights that the 
research provides in both theoretical and practical terms.

Literature review

 Prior research on self-mockery
 Various terms have been used interchangeably in the literature to describe self-mocking humor, such as self-
disparaging, self-denigrating or self-deprecating humor, as well as self-directed humor (Boxer and Cortés-Conde 1997; 
Dynel 2009; Kotthoff 2003; Lampert and Ervin-Tripp 2006; Norrick 1993). Research examining self-mockery is relatively 
rare (Janes and Olson 2010)and virtually absent in marketing, while mockery and disparagement have been the focus of 
scholarly studies conducted from philosophical, psychological, sociological, anthropological and linguistic perspectives 
(Dynel 2009; Ferguson, Ellen, and Piscopo 2011; Janes and Olson 2010). 
 Self-mockery is an under-studied phenomenon(Yu 2013),although recent literatureaims to fill this gap. Janes and 
Olson (2010) have documented the disinhibiting effect of self-mockery,whereby observing self-mockery led participants to 
generate more creative ideas and conform less to the attitudes of others.Self-mockery is also a means to develop a positive 
social identity(Boxer and Cortés-Conde 1997; Norrick 1993). By acknowledging personal shortcomings, weaknesses, or 
failures, speakers enhance their sense of humor as well as their ability to recognize and overcome their own problems 
(Boxer and Cortés-Conde 1997; Norrick 1993). Focusing on ethnic humor, self-mockery is conceptualized as a defense 
mechanism or an intra-punitive defense style (Freud 2018), which leads victims to adopt the point of view of their 
aggressors and persecute themselves (Juni and Katz 2001). By doing this, victims gain a sense of control over previously 
uncontrollable punishment, which “is presumed to constitute restitution, with the hope that wrath will be appeased” (Juni 
and Katz 2001, p. 125). 
 Literature on humor has then defined self-mockery as an offensive humor and a negative humor style that aims to 
denigrate oneself in order to seek acceptance for others(Vinson 2006). In an advertising context,as an art form based on 
self-critical comment in a humoristic way, self-mockery is considered as humor appeal. However, while previous research 
has addressed several humorous advertising techniques (e.g., exaggeration, puns, put-downs, surprises, silliness and 
sarcasm) and types (Weinberger and Gulas 1992), self-mockery as an executional advertising tactic has not been studied 
so far. This research aims to fill this gap and explores the effectiveness of such a strategy.The literature in advertising 
has demonstrated so far the positive effects of humor on attention(Madden and Weinberger 1982) and attitude toward 
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the advertisement (Eisend 2009; Weinberger and Gulas 1992), but no clear additional effect over serious messages on 
brand trustworthiness (Eisend, 2009) hasbeen established. Based on the characteristics of self-mockery appeal, we may 
predicthereafterthat self-mockery advertisement will increase message brand trustworthiness.

	 Influence	of	self-mockery	on	brand	trustworthiness
 Trustworthiness is a characteristic of the firm (trustee), upon which the customer (trustor) forms a judgment based 
on factors such as implied values and previous behaviors  (Roy, Devlin, and Sekhon 2015). Trustworthiness has been 
defined as the perceived qualities or attributes of an exchange partner that leads him/her to act in the interest of the other 
partner(Roy, Eshghi, and Shekhar 2011). Three dimensions of perceived trustworthiness have been identified, namely 
reliability, honesty and benevolence (Grimmelikhuijsen 2011). Reliability refers to the belief that the seller has the expertise 
and competence to do the job effectively (Benedicktus et al. 2010) while honesty represents the integrity of the trustee and 
its ability to keep commitments and tell the truth, and benevolence refers to the ability of the brand to address customers’ 
interests (Chaudhuri and Holbrook 2001; Grimmelikhuijsen 2011).
 Trustworthiness can be influenced by direct actions of the brand wishing to be trusted(Roy, Devlin, and Sekhon 
2015). Self-mockery’s intent aims to present some drawbacks to their products with a sense of humor. However, self-
mockery is more than negative acknowledgment of some drawbacks, as self-mockery not only highlights a negative 
property but stresses the ability of an actor to overcome their own difficulties and drawbacks (Boxer and Cortes-Conde, 
1997; Norrick, 1993).As the brand demonstrates its ability to improve its offer by fixing its pitfalls,self-mockery will positively 
impact reliability perceptions and consequentlyperceived brand trustworthiness.
 In addition, brands are using self-mockery as a strategy that “has helped some brands atone for mistakes, others 
address the frustrations of consumers, and others show empathy over the triteness of their industry’s advertising” (Altman 
2016, p. 1). By acknowledging its own weaknesses, self-mockery might increase the perception that the brand is honest 
and has nothing to hide, which in turn may impact brand trustworthiness perceptions and its honesty dimension. 
Finally, while confessing their mistakes and difficulties, brands are consequently engaged in developing creative solutions 
that might create value for consumers. For example, top brands such as Microsoft or Domino’s have pursued a self-
mockery strategy in which “Microsoft panned its notoriously outdated Internet Explorer browser and Domino’s copped to 
ill-conceived product innovations like the ‘Cookie Pizza’” (Altman 2016, p. 1). Consequently, self-mockery might positively 
and directly influence brand trustworthiness evaluations through its benevolence dimension as consumers may have the 
feeling that brands are listening to their voice and are responding by taking their interest at heart. 
 As a consequence, we postulate that:
H1: Perceptions of brand reliability (a), brand honesty (b) and brand benevolence (c) will mediate the positive 
impact of self-mocking advertisement on perceived brand trustworthiness.

 However, self-disparaging humor might be a risky strategy (Greengross and Miller 2008), which runs the risk of 
suggesting negative information, which may diminish the self-deprecator’s evaluation in the eyes of the others (Lundy, 
Tan, and Cunningham 1998). However, the evaluation of self-mockery is predicated on the notoriety of the speaker. In 
a study conducted by (Chang and Gruner 1981), participants heard speeches supposedly broadcasted on the radio that 
explained why the speaker had decided to specialize in either Economics or Psychology. One version of each involved 
humor disparaging the academic field. The authors demonstrated that notorious and well-known speakers with relatively 
ethos could disparage their professional fields and raise their ratings on wit, funniness, and sense of humor without 
damaging other credibility factors. For renowned speakers, self-mockery can produce solidarity rather than concern for the 
competences of the speaker. 
 From these premises, compared to unknown brands, we assume that well-known brands will trigger greater brand 
trustworthiness when exploiting self-mockery (vs. non self-mockery) appeal.
H2: The positive effect of self-mocking advertisement on perceived brand trustworthiness is greater for well-
known brands as compared to unknown brands.

STUDY 1: BUILDING BRAND TRUSTWORTHINESS WITH SELF-MOCKERY

Method

 Participants
 The study involved 122additional adult consumers (58% female, Mage = 34.13) through an online study.We 
recruit participants with different occupations and agesliving in France (see Table 1).They were randomly assigned to a 
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2 (type of executional appeal: self-mocking ad vs. non self-mocking ad) x 2 (brand awareness: well-known vs. unknown-
known brand) between subjects design. A total of four groups are obtained. Furthermore, we employed chi-square tests 
to check whether groups differ with regard to their structural composition. We found that the four groups did not differ 
significantly in terms of gender, age and occupation.

 Stimuli
 To manipulate the executional appeal and create two different ads (self-mocking ad and non-self-mocking ad), we 
took an actual print advertisement for Mercedes, a leading brand in the car industry.The black and white visual featured a 
Mercedes car in the middle of a desert landscape with just the Mercedes logo at the bottom left of the visual. To create a 
self-mocking version of this original visual, we introduced a fictitious self-disparaging slogan in which Mercedes recognizes 
that its old car models could be perceived as too traditional and classic,as follows: “Because you have judged our models 
too classic, we have reviewed our classics.” With this slogan, there is a word game with the term “classic” to reinforce its 
humorous character.Making a play on words using puns in a slogan is a popular practice within humor appeal strategies 
(Catanescu and Tom 2001).
 Following (Hoyer and Brown 1990)and (Macdonald and Sharp 2000)procedure, brand awareness was 
operationalized as a dichotomous variable consisting of awareness and no awareness conditions. In the awareness 
condition, subjects were presented with a well-known national brand that has been advertised heavily. The well-known 
brand is a brand that subjects are aware of without ever having purchased or tried it. In the no-awareness condition, 
subjects were presented an unknown brand. Consequently, we featured two different brands, together with the new visuals 
and taglines. Mercedes is considered as a well-known brand and LuxGenas an unknown brand. While LuxGen is a real 
Chinese brand, it is not a familiar brand in European countries and might be considered as anunknown one.Four versions 
of print advertisements were created with the appropriate brand logo, equal in all respects.

Table 1

Socio-demographic profiles

Sex
Male

Female

41.8%

58.2%

Age

18-24

25-34

35-44

45 and more

15.5%

32.8%

44.3%

7.4%

Occupation

Business owners

Upper socio-professional categories (executives)

Middle socio-professional categories (intermediate professions)

Lower socio-professional categories (employees and workers)

Others (students, jobless, retirees)

2.5%

60.7%

5.7%

22.9%

8.2%
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 Procedure
 As an introduction, we explained to the participants that they will be exposed to a print ad during few minutes and 
theywill answer some questions about it. In the four experimental conditions, participants examined one of four print ads 
for a few minutes (i.e., in average 1 to 2 minutes). We adopted a two-step procedure: before and after seeing the ad.
 Before seeing it, we measured one control variable given that they might affect perceptions of self-mocking brand: 
prior brand attitude. Prior brand attitude is introduced as covariate as it might influence brand trust perception (Bhuian 
2016; Jin and Lee 2010). Sex was also introduced as a covariate, as previous research has demonstrated the role of sex 
in the evaluation of self-deprecating humor (Dindia and Allen 1992; Jourard 1961; Lampert and Ervin-Tripp 2006; Stocking 
and Zillmann 1976). Brand attitude before exposure to the ad was measured with three items adapted from (MacKenzie 
and Lutz 1989)bipolar scale (“bad–good,” “negative–positive,” and “unfavorable–favorable”; α = .936). 
 After seeing the ad, participants filled out a longer questionnaire. We first checked that respondents had not 
already seen the targeted ad. None (100%) had. In addition, we controlled that respondents were able to attribute the 
right targeted brand to the advertising to which they were exposed. We have introduced an open-ended question “To 
which brand the ad was made for?”. Two respondents were unable to correctly state the right brand of the ad. They were 
excluded from the analysis. We then assessed the dependent variable (brand trustworthiness) before the independent 
variable (self-mockery perception) for not introducing a bias in responses as participants might be aware of the variables 
that were manipulated. A multi-item measure of brand trustworthiness dimensions was used on a seven-point Likert scale 
adapted from (Grimmelikhuijsen 2011; Roy, Devlin, and Sekhon 2015): Brand reliability(“Brand X has a reputation for being 
reliable”, “Brand X has a reputation for being competent”, α =.902), brand benevolence (“Brand X has a reputation for 
having its customers best interest at heart”, “Brand X has a reputation for looking after its customers”, α =.896), and brand 
honesty(“Brand X has a reputation for being honest”, “Brand X has a reputation for being sincere”, α = .946).In addition, 
one single item measures the overall perception of brand trustworthiness (“Overall, I feel that Brand X is trustworthy”). 
Perceptions of brand self-mockery was administered using a three-item index employing seven-point ratings (1 = very 
strongly disagree, 7 = very strongly agree) with the following statements (α = 0.903):“The brand does not take itself 
seriously,” “The brand makes fun of itself,” and “The brand plays the self-mockery card”.
 Finally, a manipulation check of brand awarenesswas introduced. It refers to the extent to which consumers do 
know the brand. Brand awareness was measured using two items adapted from (Oh 2000)bipolar scale (The brand X is: 
“very unfamiliar–familiar,” “not known at all–very well-known”, α = .807).
 All multi-item measures used in the study were averaged to create construct measures for the evaluated concepts. 
For each multi-item measure, we calculated the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients separately for each group to account for 
possible treatment effects. For all groups, the Cronbach’s alpha exceeded the minimum 0.70 recommended by (Nunnally 
1978).

Findings and Discussion

 Manipulation Checks
 Results confirmed that participants exposed to the self-mocking ad perceived it as more self-disparaging 
(Mean=3.95), compared to those exposed to the non-self-mocking ad (M=2.49, t(118)=-6.035, p=0.000).In addition, 
Mercedes was considered as awell-knownbrand (M=5.32) compared to LuxGen(M=2.12, t(118)=14.776, p=0.000). Our 
manipulations of self-mockery and brand awarenesswere validated.

 Results
 To test H1 and H2, we conducted a test of moderated mediation (Hayes, 2018) using Hayes’s PROCESS tool 
and its adapted model 5. We used the version V3 of Process tool (Hayes 2017)to be able to combine moderation with 
mediation. We examined the conditional direct effect of self-mockery on brand trustworthiness depending on type of 
promoted brand (unknown vs. well-known brand)as moderating variable (H2) as well as the mediating roles of brand 
trustworthiness dimensions (H1). The covariates were also included in the model (prior brand attitude(Prior Ab) and sex).
The descriptive results are presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2

Descriptive results

 We found a significant interaction effect between self-mockery and brand awareness manipulation on brand 
trustworthiness (coeff= -1.05, p<.05), corroborating H2. Analyzing further the moderating role of brand awareness, we 
show that self-mockery does not significantly impact brand trustworthiness when the brand is unknown (Effect= -.37, 
p>.1) while this effect is significant and positive for the well-known brand condition (Effect=.67, p<.05). Self-mockery helps 
building brand trustworthiness only for well-known brands, such as Mercedes in the experiment. As ancillary findings, only 
the covariate _prior brand attitude_ has a significant positive impact on brand trustworthiness (Coeff= .19, p<.01).We then 
analyzed the indirect effects of self-mockery on brand trustworthiness through brand reliability, honesty and benevolence. 
The only significant indirect effect is the one that measures the impact of self-mockery on brand trustworthiness through 
brand honesty. We find out that self-mockery impacts positively brand trustworthiness through brand honesty(effect=.1398; 
[LLCI=.0016; ULCI=.3483]). H1b is then validated while H1a and H1c are not corroborated.

 Discussion
 Our work extends the research on self-mockery from perceived consumer responses based on an experimental 
design. Using a manipulation of self-mockery in advertising, we find that self-mocking advertising improves the evaluation 
of brand trustworthiness only for well-known brands, and this effect is mediated by brand honesty perceptions.

STUDY 2: REPLICATION OF THE RESULTS

 Study 2 had one major goal. It aims to test the robustness of the effect documented in Study 1 in other type of 
product and sector. To this end, we made two changes to the procedure. We tested the effect for an additionalproduct 
category (furniture) with a new headline on which brand self-mockery is built (the difficulty of furniture assembly). 

 Method, stimuli and procedure
 Study 2 involved 128 adult consumers enrolled in an MBA program in a French university (56% female, Mage = 
33.73) who participated in the study as part of their research design and data analysis courses. They were told that the 
result of the study was part of a research program on advertising effectiveness. They were randomly assigned to a 2 (type 
of executional appeal: self-mocking ad vs. non self-mocking ad)*2 (brand awareness: well-known vs. unknown-known 
brand) between subjects design.

Trustworthiness Reliability Honesty Benevolence

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Self-mockery 4.76 1.33 4.96 1.50 4.62 1.40 4.79 1.39

Well-known Brand 6.09 .88 5.94 0.85 5.50 1.13 5.22 1.02

Unknown Brand 3.27 1.27 3.84 1.29 3.63 1.44 4.30 1.61

Non self-mockery 4.24 1.44 4.63 1.75 3.94 1.65 4.13 1.33

Well-known Brand 4.74 1.55 5.26 1.68 4.19 1.79 4.23 1.50

Unknown Brand 3.59 1.16 3.81 1.50 3.63 1.43 4.00 1.09
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 Manipulation of self-mockery
 To manipulate the executional appeal and create two different ads (self-mocking ad and non-self-mocking), we 
once again took an actual and original self-mocking print advertisement for Ikea, an important brand in the self-assembly 
furniture market. In this self-mocking campaign, Ikea recognizes that their flat-pack furniture is hard to assembly, and 
consumers may need the Ikea assembly service. The ad shows a piece of furniture assembled upside down forming the 
word “OOPS,” with tools and instructions littering the floor. Ikea plays on the perception that their assembly instructions are 
difficult for consumers to follow. From the original visual, the picture of the piece of furniture assembled upside down was 
replaced with a properly constructed piece to control the effect of the visual with the four experimental groups. However, we 
have introduced a new tagline in order to manipulate self-mockery: “Because our furniture is difficult to assemble, we have 
simplified our assembly kits!”. To create a non-self-mocking version, we keep with the same visual without any tagline.

 Manipulation	of	brand	awareness
 The brand awareness conditions featured two different brands, together with the new visuals and tagline. Ikea is 
considered well-known brand and Central Meublesas the unknown one.

 Procedure
 We used the same procedure and questionnaire as Study 1.

Findings and Discussion

 Manipulation Checks
 Results confirmed that participants exposed to the self-mocking ad perceived it as more self-disparaging  
(Mean = 4.64), compared to those exposed to the non-self-mocking ad (M = 3.63, t(124) = 3.99, p = 0.000). In addition, 
Ikea was considered a well-known brand (M = 6.57) compared to Central Meubles (M = 1.23, t(123) = 49.445, p = 0.000). 
Our manipulations of self-mockery and brand awareness were validated. We employed chi-square tests to check to check 
that the four groups did not differ significantly in terms of gender, age and occupation.

 Hypothesis tests
 As Study 1, we used a moderated mediation using the model 5 of(Hayes 2017).Asignificant interaction effect 
between self-mockery and brand awareness manipulation on brand trustworthiness (coeff= -.29, p<.05) is found, 
corroborating H2. In addition, we show that self-mockery do not significantly impact brand trustworthiness when the brand 
is unknown (Effect= -.03, p>.7) while this effect is significant for the well-known brand condition (Effect= .25, p<.01). 
We then analyzed the indirect effects of self-mockery on brand trustworthiness through brand reliability, honesty and 
benevolence. One significant indirect effect is found. Self-mockery impacts positively brand trustworthiness through brand 
honesty (effect=.2032; [LLCI=.0158; ULCI=.4023]). H1b is then validated while H1a and H1c are not corroborated.

 Discussion
 Study 2 replicates the same pattern of results as established in Study 1. Self-mockery helps building brand 
trustworthiness only for well-known brand. This effect can be explained as self-mockery may trigger honesty perceptions 
about the brand, leadingconsequently to a positive impact on brand trustworthiness. 

General discussion

 The objective of this research is to examine the impact of self-mockingadvertising on brand trustworthiness. 
Across two studies, we consistently find that self-mocking advertising improves brand trustworthiness among consumers 
only for well-known brands.Focusing on the underlying process responsible for that impact, we identify the mediating roleof 
brand honestyperceptions to account for the positive effect of self-mockery and brand trustworthiness. 
 
 Theoretical contributions
 These findings contribute to the literature on self-mockery,the executional appeal of humor,and trustworthiness.
 First, this paper provides the first systematic investigation of the impact of self-mockery in advertising on brand 
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trustworthiness, which remains a popular practice. Previous research on humor has demonstrated its positive effect on 
attention, memory (Eisend 2009), and attitudes (Eisend 2009). We extend research in this area by showing that the 
humorous appeal of self-mockery may also help building brand trustworthiness.
 Moreover, we provide a new framework to better understand the boundary condition of the effectiveness of a 
self-mockery execution strategy. We identify the moderating role of brand awareness. Consistent with the social sciences 
literature on self-mockery, we demonstrate that the positive impact of self-mockery on brand trustworthiness occurs only 
for well-known brands.
 In addition, this research provides new insight into how self-mockery impacts brand trustworthiness, identifying 
the mediating role of brand honesty perceptions. We have demonstrated that not all brand trustworthiness dimensions are 
activated when consumers are exposed to a self-mockery appeal. Self-mockery helps building honesty perceptions which 
impact in turn brand trustworthiness.
 Finally, we extend literature on the effect humor types on consumer behavior (Catanescu and Tom 2001; 
Weinberger and Gulas 1992). Self-mockery, as an executional appeal, has been neglected so far by the marketing literature. 
This research fills then this gap with the exploration of the advertising effectiveness of self-mockery appeals.Self-mockery 
turns to be a fruitful strategy for building brand trustworthinessin an advertising context for well-known brands.

 Managerial contributions
 Findings from our research also have implications for advertising managers, who should consider self-mockery 
as a potentially fruitful executional strategy for brands.The appeal of self-mockery is reliable to develop the perception of 
brand trustworthiness among consumers. Consequently, marketing managers should consider a self-mocking executional 
appeal as a valuable brand-building strategy, especially if the main goal of the brand is to develop brand trustworthiness.
 However, we identify that the success of a self-mocking appeal depends on the brand awareness.Crafting a self-
mocking appeal for unknown brandswill be fruitless, as in this case the appeal has no impact on brand trustworthiness. 
Consequently, brands have to monitor and assess their brand awareness first before deciding to opt for a self-mockery 
advertising strategy.
 Moreover, self-mockery might be also a valuable strategy if the brand wants to be considered as honest brand. In 
a context where consumers are expected to have more social responsible enterprise, the literature has well documented 
that company’s behavior which is driven by honesty, may increase the positive perception of the brand’s social goodwill 
and benefit consumer perceptions of product performance(Chernev and Blair 2015). In that context, brands and companies 
which may seek to be perceived as honest; self-mockery advertising might be an effective strategy to meet this goal.
 Lastly, the results relating to the co-variables tested show that prior brand attitude has a positive effect on brand 
trustworthiness. In addition to brand awareness, advertisers should therefore pay close consideration to prior brand attitude 
if they wish achieve the most positive communication outcomes from the implementation of self-mockery appeals.

 Limitations and future directions
 Research in marketing communication has largely neglected the study of anincreasingly popular executional 
strategy based on self-mockery (Altman 2016). We fill this gap, but acknowledge the limitations of our study, which in turn 
suggest some avenues for ongoing research.
 First, we focus on the communication effect of self-mockery on brand trustworthiness. Previous research on the 
appeal of humor has demonstrated how humor entertains consumers and transfers positive associations between the ad 
and the brand through a conditioning process (Eisend 2011). Future research must also explore the impact of self-mockery 
on more traditional measures of advertising effectiveness, such as memory, advertising attitude and brand attitude, along 
with the evaluation of brand trustworthiness.
 One question for future research to address is how far brands can go in using self-mockery. Previous research 
on social sciences has insisted on the “dark side” of self-mockery, stating that self-disparaging humor runs the risk of 
suggesting negative information about the speaker, which may diminish the self-deprecator’s evaluation in the eyes of the 
others (Lundy, Tan, and Cunningham 1998). The counterproductive effect of self-mockery may depend on the argument on 
which self-mockery is built. If it is considered serious by others and represents an important critique of the “core-self”(Yu 
2013), self-mockery can backfire. Future research mustexplore the effect of the severity of the weakness or limits raised by 
self-mockery appeal on brand evaluation.
 Finally, to address a methodological limitation, participants were shown only one advertisement. In so doing, the 
experimental conditions do not accurately reflect reallife, where consumers are exposed to more than one ad at a time, 
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especially given increasing media clutter (Brunel and Nelson 2003), which might affect message persuasiveness. The main 
challenge is then to explore whether the positive effect of self-mockery for well-known brand may fade as the media clutter 
increases or over time.
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Résumé :

 Le design, à travers ses attributs sensoriels, joue un rôle fondamental dans la perception du produit et sa com-
préhension par le consommateur. Par les associations symboliques qu’il génère, il contribue à façonner l’image de marque 
et ses traits de personnalité. La fleur est un produit singulier, au design particulièrement expressif et évocateur. Elle peut 
être définie par des traits de caractère humains. Une expérimentation sur deux variétés de fleurs, les tulipes et les roses, 
auprès de 509 personnes, a permis de démontrer que la forme (pétales pointus ou arrondis) et la couleur (rose clair ou 
foncé) impactent sur la personnalité perçue de la fleur. La sincérité, l’excitation et la rudesse sont caractéristiques de la 
tulipe ; la sophistication est associée aux roses. Les couleurs foncées et les formes pointues sont liées à la compétence 
et à l’excitation. Le profil de personnalité humaine accentue alors les traits dominants identifiés, l’amabilité de l’individu 
notamment. Les résultats confirment la puissance du design à modeler les perceptions et le lien étroit entre la personnalité 
du consommateur et celle de la marque. 

Mots clés : « design produit », « personnalité de la marque », « personnalité humaine », « forme », « couleur ».

Abstract :

 Design, through its sensory attributes, plays a fundamental role in how a product is perceived and understood by 
a consumer. Through the symbolic associations it generates, it helps shape brand image and brand personality traits. The 
flower is a singular entity, and its design can be particularly expressive and evocative. It can be assigned human character 
traits. An experiment on two flower species, tulips and roses, in 509 people, showed that the shape (pointed or rounded 
petals) and color (pink or red tint) had an impact on the perceived personality of the flower. Sincerity, excitement and rugge-
dness were characteristic of tulips; sophistication was associated with roses. Dark color and pointed shapes were related 
to competence and excitement. Human personality profiles then accentuated the dominant traits identified, in particular an 
individual’s agreeableness. Our findings confirm the power of design to shape perceptions and the close link between a 
consumer’s personality and that of the brand. 

Key words : «product design», «flower personality», «human personality», «shape», “color”.

The influence of design on flower personality: the 
moderating role of human personalit

L’influence du design sur la personnalité de la fleur : 
le rôle modérateur de la personnalité humaine
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Introduction & Objectifs de recherche

Dans le cadre des recherches sur le design, les carac-
téristiques morphologiques du produit (ou de son pac-
kaging) sont étudiées pour examiner comment elles 
peuvent véhiculer certaines sensations, impressions et 
perceptions envers le produit. Ces travaux mettent en lu-
mière la capacité des signaux visuels comme la forme, 
la couleur ou la typographie à renforcer, voir à créer des 
associations symboliques nouvelles envers le produit et 
la marque (Mehta et Zhu, 2009 ; Govers et al., 2004 ; 
Labrecque et Milne, 2012 ; Orth et Malkewitz, 2008 ; Van 
Tilburg et al., 2015 ; Celhay et al., 2016 ; Schnurr, 2017 ; 
Mugge et al., 2018). Les données visuelles sont ainsi in-
terprétées et leurs significations transférées directement 
au produit marqué. Ces variables visuelles participent 
ainsi à la construction de sens sur le produit et aident à le 
positionner (Berkowitz, 1987 ; Bloch, 1995 ; Creusen and 
Shoormans, 2005). 

Il est un produit au design particulier, rarement étudié en 
marketing (Hula et Flegr, 2016 ; Rombach et al., 2018), 
qui focalise notre attention, la fleur, et ce pour trois spé-
cificités. En premier lieu, le design constitue l’élément 
intrinsèque et déterminant qui permet de caractériser 
une fleur et la nommer. En l’absence de culture florale, la 
fleur et sa variété sont ainsi identifiées par leurs formes 
et leurs couleurs. En second lieu, la fleur est un produit 
de nature vivante. A ce titre, il est fréquent de lui attribuer 
des caractéristiques humaines (Pantin-Sohier et al., 2018 
; Jacquemier-Paquin et al., 2018). Elle est ainsi anthropo-
morphisée. Enfin, les fleurs, par leur couleur ou leur va-
riété, sont porteuses de riches significations symboliques 
(Cosgrove and Daniels, 2002). Il semble ainsi légitime de 
s’interroger sur la personnalité perçue de la fleur (Aaker, 
1997) et des associations symboliques induites selon sa 
forme ou sa couleur. Même si cette catégorie de produit 
est peu marketée, avec des noms de marque souvent 
méconnus, ces singularités nous ont amenées à capturer 
les perceptions de la fleur à l’aide du BPI (Brand Perso-
nality Inventory) de Aaker (1997). Celui-ci constitue, en 
effet, un outil puissant et unique permettant d’appréhen-
der des associations symboliques spécifiques, relatives 
à des traits de personnalité humaine appliqués à une 
marque. Cette dernière peut être matérialisée de multi-
ples manières, comme l’un ou combinaison de plusieurs 
éléments (un nom, un logo, une expression, un symbole 
visuel, une couleur …). Le design de la fleur répond à 
cette fonction de repère habituellement assignée à la 
marque. L’expérimentation mise en œuvre a ainsi conduit 
à modifier, sur deux variétés de fleurs, les tulipes et les 
roses, deux formes de pétales (pointues vs arrondies) et 
deux niveaux de couleur (rose clair vs rose foncé) pour 
rendre compte de traits de personnalité dominants dis-
tincts (Jacquemier-Paquin et al., 2018), via l’échelle BPI. 

Introduction & Research Objectives

In design research, the morphological characteristics 
of a product (or its packaging) are studied to examine 
how they can convey certain sensations, impressions 
and perceptions of the product. This field of enquiry 
highlights the ability of visual signals such as shape, color 
or typography to reinforce symbolic associations or even 
create new ones for a product and a brand (Mehta and 
Zhu, 2009; Govers et al., 2004; Labrecque and Milne, 
2012; Orth and Malkewitz, 2008; Van Tilburg et al., 2015; 
Celhay et al., 2016; Schnurr, 2017; Mugge et al., 2018). 
Visual attributes are thus interpreted, and their meanings 
transferred directly to the labeled product. These visual 
variables thus participate in the construction of meanings 
for a product and help positionning it (Berkowitz, 1987; 
Bloch, 1995; Creusen and Shoormans, 2005). 

We focused on a particular design item, the flower, 
which has been seldom studied in marketing (Hula and 
Flegr, 2016; Rombach et al., 2018). The flower has 
three specific attributes. First, design is the intrinsic and 
determining element that enables us to characterize 
a flower and name it. In the absence of botanical 
expertise, flowers are identified by their shapes and 
colors. Secondly, a flower is a product of living nature, 
and as such is frequently assigned human characteristics 
(Pantin-Sohier et al., 2018; Jacquemier-Paquin et al., 
2018) – it is anthropomorphized. Thirdly, flowers, by their 
color or species, carry rich symbolic meanings (Cosgrove 
and Daniels, 2002). We can thus legitimately address 
the perceived personality of a flower (Aaker, 1997) 
and the symbolic associations induced according to its 
shape or color. Although this category of product is not 
widely marketed, and with often unknown brand names, 
these features prompted us to examine the perceptions 
of flowers with the help of Aaker’s (1997) BPI (Brand 
Personality Inventory). The BPI is a powerful, unique tool 
that enables us to grasp specific symbolic associations 
related to human personality traits applied to a brand. 
These can be materialized in multiple ways, such as 
one or more elements in combination (a name, a logo, 
an expression, a visual symbol, a color, etc.). The design 
of the flower responds to this landmark function usually 
assigned to the brand. In our experiment we took two 
flower species, tulips and roses, with two petal shapes 
(pointed vs. rounded) and two tints (pink vs. dark red) 
to reflect distinct dominant personality traits (Jacquemier-
Paquin et al., 2018), using the BPI scale. 

Based on the initial results of this experiment, we went 
on to study how the consumer’s profile, and in particular 
his or her own personality, could interact with the 
personality traits shaped by the experimental conditions. 
Many studies have examined preferences shown by 
consumers for a product or brand based on their own 
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S’appuyant sur les premiers résultats de cette expéri-
mentation, nous souhaitons étudier la manière dont le 
profil du consommateur, et notamment sa propre per-
sonnalité, peut interférer dans les traits de personnalité 
façonnés selon les conditions expérimentales. De nom-
breuses recherches ont en effet examiné les préférences 
des consommateurs pour un produit ou une marque en 
fonction de leur propre personnalité : le consommateur 
rechercherait dans une marque des éléments permettant 
d’exprimer qui il est ou qui il aimerait être (Aaker, 1997; 
Vernette, 2003; Govers et Schoormans, 2005; Ambroise 
et al. 2005, Lin 2010 ; Mann et Rawat, 2016). La forte 
relation que le consommateur entretient avec les fleurs 
mérite ainsi d’être approfondie. Nous supposons que la 
personnalité de l’individu (Saucier, 1994) constitue un 
prisme au travers duquel la fleur pourra être perçue. Les 
traits dominants associés au design de la fleur (par sa 
forme ou sa couleur) pourraient ainsi être renforcés ou 
atténués selon le profil de personnalité humaine.

Cette recherche vise ainsi à établir un lien fort et unique 
entre le design produit de la fleur, ses associations sym-
boliques et, en conséquence, les inférences potentielle-
ment induites en matière de traits de personnalité. Ce 
type d’inférences n’a, à notre connaissance, pas été 
étudié. Elle s’inscrit dans les rares recherches œuvrant 
à identifier les éléments (en l’occurrence ici visuels) à 
l’origine de traits de personnalité de marque dominants 
(Labrecque et Milne, 2012 ; Orth et Malkewitz, 2008) ; la 
grande majorité des travaux mesure et compare des per-
sonnalités de marque différentes sans chercher à iden-
tifier les antécédents des images construites. Ce travail 
intègre enfin le profil de sensibilité de l’individu comme 
variable modératrice, alimentant alors les recherches sur 
la contribution du genre (Grohmann, 2009) et de la per-
sonnalité de l’individu à la gestion du design produit et 
de la marque. L’identification d’inférences induites par la 
forme ou la couleur du design constitue, pour les mar-
keters, une voie possible d’action et sans nul doute une 
aide précieuse pour les aider dans le choix du position-
nement de l’offre produit et la valorisation de traits de ca-
ractère spécifiques et convergents avec ceux des clients 
visés. En somme, tout l’enjeu, pour les professionnels, 
d’une différenciation de l’offre réussie.

1. Cadre théorique : la personnalité humaine 
comme modérateur du lien design-personnalité 
de la marque

1.1. Le lien design – Personnalité du produit

Le design d’un produit est un élément déterminant du 
choix des consommateurs. Il constitue un puissant outil 
pour façonner les perceptions et les représentations. La 
fleur, par son design (forme et couleur), représente un 
produit aux riches significations symboliques (Cosgrove 

personality: consumers look for items in a brand that 
express who they are or who they would like to be 
(Aaker, 1997; Vernette, 2003; Govers and Schoormans, 
2005; Ambroise et al. 2005, Lin 2010; Mann and Rawat, 
2016). The strong relationship that consumers have 
with flowers thus deserves closer examination. We 
considered that the individual’s personality (Saucier, 
1994) was a prism through which the flower could be 
perceived. The dominant features associated with the 
design of the flower (its shape or color) could thus be 
strengthened or attenuated according to the perceiver’s 
human personality profile.

This research thus aimed to establish a strong, unique 
link between a flower’s design, its symbolic associations 
and the inferences potentially induced in terms of 
personality traits. To our knowledge, this type of inference 
had not previously been studied. It belongs to the narrow 
research field working on identifying the elements (in this 
case visual) responsible for dominant brand personality 
traits (Labrecque and Milne, 2012; Orth and Malkewitz, 
2008). The vast majority of studies have measured and 
compared different brand personalities without seeking 
to identify the antecedents of the constructed images. 
Finally, our work integrates the individual’s sensitivity 
profile as a moderating variable, thus contributing to 
research on how gender (Grohmann, 2009) and an 
individual’s personality affect product design and brand 
management. The identification of inferences induced 
by the shape or color of the design gives marketers 
a possible path of action and a valuable aid to help 
them choose the positioning of a product offer and the 
enhancement of specific character traits converging with 
those of targeted customers – in short, and more broadly, 
the successful differentiation of the offer.

1. Theoretical framework: Human personality 
as a moderator of the link between  design and 
brand personality 

1.1. The relationship between design and product 
personality 

The design of a product is a determining factor in 
consumer choice. It is a powerful tool for shaping 
perceptions and representations. The flower, through 
its design (shape and color), represents a product with 
rich symbolic meanings (Cosgrove and Daniels, 2002). 
Although there is little research on the world of flowers 
(Hula & Flegr, 2016), marketing research has clearly 
established how a product’s design (morphological and 
visual characteristics) is involved in the perception and 
value creation of a product or brand (Aslam, 2006; Orth 
and Malkewitz, 2008; Mehta & Zhu, 2009; Towsend et al., 
2013; Kumar et al., 2014; Brunner et al., 2016: Mugge 
et al., 2018). The work of Labrecque and Milne (2012) 
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and Daniels, 2002). Même s’il y a peu de recherches 
concernant l’univers floral (Hula & Flegr, 2016), les re-
cherches marketing ont clairement établi comment le 
design d’un produit (caractéristiques morphologiques et 
visuelles) participe à la perception et à la création de va-
leur du produit ou de la marque (Aslam, 2006 ; Orth et 
Malkewitz, 2008 ; Mehta & Zhu, 2009 ; Towsend et al., 
2013 ; Kumar et al., 2014 ; Brunner et al., 2016 : Mugge 
et al., 2018). Les travaux de Labrecque et Milne (2012) 
sont les premiers à établir des bases solides reliant les 
perceptions de la couleur et de la forme d’un logo à la 
personnalité de la marque (Aaker, 1997). Celle-ci corres-
pond à la manière dont une marque parle d’elle-même, 
s’exprime et se comporte. Le BPI est un puissant outil ca-
pable de souligner les aspects spécifiques d’une marque 
selon cinq dimensions : sincérité, excitation, compétence, 
sophistication et rudesse (Aaker, 1997). Labrecque et 
Milne (2012) ont ainsi validé des liens reliant la couleur 
rose à la dimension sincérité de la marque, le bleu à la 
compétence. Ils démontrent également que les couleurs 
foncées soutiennent la dimension sophistication (pour le 
bordeaux). Dans un cadre français, Pantin-Sohier (2009) 
a également validé le rôle déterminant de la couleur dans 
la formation des traits de personnalité et a pu associer la 
couleur rouge d’une bouteille minérale aux dimensions 
sophistication et excitation. Selon Mai et al. (2016), l’in-
tensité de la couleur est un élément crucial du design 
des produits qui peut générer des inférences en matière 
de perceptions des produits ? C’est pourquoi, nous dis-
tinguerons des couleurs pales de couleur plus intenses 
dans cette recherche afin de mesurer leur impact sur les 
traits de personnalité des produits.
Dans le langage des fleurs également, tel qu’exprimé 
dans la littérature (et savamment entretenu par les évé-
nements commerciaux), la couleur d’une fleur peut sym-
boliser la force des sentiments (le rouge pour l’amour 
et le rose pour l’amitié par exemple). Il est communé-
ment établi aussi que les variétés de fleurs forgent des 
associations symboliques différentes : les roses sont le 
symbole de l’amour par excellence ; les tulipes celui d’un 
amour sincère (Cellier & Starosta, 2000). Sur la base 
de ces quelques associations, nous envisageons que 
la variété de fleur et sa couleur puissent être à l’origine 
d’associations différentes en termes de traits de person-
nalité, et plus précisément en matière de sincérité ou de 
sophistication (puisque ces liens ont pu être validés an-
térieurement dans des recherches académiques). Nous 
formulons ainsi les hypothèses suivantes.

H1 La variété de la fleur influence la personnalité du pro-
duit telle que 

a) La rose sera perçue comme plus sophistiquée que 
la tulipe. 

b) La tulipe sera perçue comme plus sincère que la 
rose. 

first established a solid foundation linking perceptions 
of the color and shape of a logo to the personality of its 
brand (Aaker, 1997), i.e., the way a brand speaks for 
itself, expresses itself and behaves. BPI is a powerful 
tool that can highlight specific aspects of a brand along 
five dimensions: sincerity, excitement, competence, 
sophistication, and ruggedness (Aaker, 1997). Labrecque 
and Milne (2012) thus validated links associating the 
color pink to the sincerity dimension of the brand, blue 
to competence. They also showed that dark colors 
supported the sophistication dimension (for burgundy). In 
a French framework, Pantin-Sohier (2009) also validated 
the decisive role of color in the formation of personality 
traits and found the red color of a mineral bottle to be 
associated with the dimensions of sophistication and 
excitement. According to Mai et al. (2016), color tint 
is a crucial visual design element that can generate 
inferences relative to product perceptions. Accordingly, 
we examined the different impact of light tint compared to 
that of dark tint on product personality. 
Also in the language of flowers, as expressed in literature 
(and skillfully sustained by commercial events), the 
color of a flower can symbolize strength of feelings (red 
for love and pink for friendship, for example). It is also 
commonly established that the varieties of flowers forge 
different symbolic associations: roses are the symbol of 
love par excellence; tulips that of sincere love (Cellier & 
Starosta, 2000). On the basis of these few associations, 
we could expect the species of a flower and its color 
to be responsible for different associations in terms 
of personality traits, and more specifically in terms of 
sincerity or sophistication (these links having been 
previously validated in academic research). We thus 
made the following hypotheses.

H1 The species of the flower influences the personality of 
the product so that

a) The rose will be perceived as more sophisticated 
than the tulip. 

b) The tulip will be perceived as more sincere than 
the rose. 

H2 - Color (tint) influences the personality of the product 
so that 

a) Light colors (pink) will be perceived as more 
sincere than dark ones.

b) Dark colors (red) will be perceived as more 
sophisticated than light ones. 

c) Dark colors (red) will be perceived as more 
exciting than light ones. 

The shape of a product also helps forge symbolic 
representations (Bloch, 1995). In connection with design 
research, the exciting character of a brand has been 
associated with angular shapes (Orth and Malkewitz, 2008; 
Schnurr, 2017). Shapes and gender have also often been 
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H2 –La couleur (intensité) influence la personnalité du 
produit telle que 

a) Les couleurs claires (rose) seront perçues comme 
plus sincères que les couleurs foncées.

b) Les couleurs foncées (rouge) seront perçues 
comme plus sophistiquées que les couleurs claires. 

c) Les couleurs foncées (rouge) seront perçues 
comme plus excitantes que les couleurs claires. 

La forme d’un produit également aide à forger des re-
présentations symboliques (Bloch, 1995). En lien avec 
les recherches sur le design, le caractère excitant d’une 
marque a été associé à des formes angulaires (Orth et 
Malkewitz, 2008 ; Schnurr, 2017). Formes et genre ont 
par ailleurs souvent été regroupés. Van Tilburg et al. 
(2015) ont démontré que les formes rondes augmen-
taient la féminité perçue du produit. Pantin-Sohier (2009) 
démontre que les contours anguleux d’un paquet de 
café véhiculent une plus grande masculinité et une plus 
grande solidité. Les formes arrondies des pétales pour-
raient ainsi soutenir le caractère féminin et sophistiqué 
des fleurs. Les formes angulaires, plus masculines, pour-
raient induire puissance et stimulation, envisageant alors 
une inférence sur les dimensions compétence et exci-
tation. Nous supposons alors que la forme des pétales 
(arrondies ou pointues) puisse faire émerger des traits 
de caractère différents et spécifiques à chaque condition 
expérimentale, notamment en termes de sophistication, 
d’excitation et de compétence. 

H3 – La forme (des pétales) influence la personnalité du 
produit telle que ; 

a) Les formes arrondies des pétales sont perçues 
comme plus sophistiquées que les formes poin-
tues. 

b) Les formes pointues des pétales sont perçues 
comme plus excitantes que les formes arrondies. 

c) Les formes pointues des pétales sont perçues 
comme plus compétentes que les formes arron-
dies. 

H4 – Le profil de personnalité du produit est différent se-
lon le genre de sorte que : 

a) Les femmes perçoivent les fleurs comme plus so-
phistiquées que les hommes

b) Les hommes perçoivent les fleurs comme plus ex-
citantes que les femmes. 

1.2. La personnalité humaine comme modérateur du 
lien design – Personnalité de marque 

Le terme de personnalité permet d’étudier des corres-
pondances ou des transferts de signification entre la per-
ception de sa propre personnalité et celle de la marque 
(Ferrandi et Valette-Florence, 2002). Les consomma-
teurs s’identifient aux marques exprimant des traits de 

grouped together. Van Tilburg et al. (2015) demonstrated 
that round shapes increased the perceived femininity 
of a product. Pantin-Sohier (2009) demonstrated that 
the angular contours of a coffee pack conveyed greater 
masculinity and strength. Rounded shapes of petals 
could thus support feminine and sophisticated characters 
of flowers. Angular, more masculine shapes could induce 
power and stimulation, suggesting an inference on the 
dimensions of competence and excitement. We thus 
hypothesized that the shape of the petals (rounded or 
pointed) could bring out different character traits specific 
to each experimental condition, specifically in terms of 
sophistication, excitement and competence. 

H3 - The shape (of the petals) will influence the personality 
of the product so that 

a) Rounded petals will be perceived as more 
sophisticated than pointed ones. 

b) Pointed petals will be perceived as more exciting 
than rounded ones. 

c) Pointed petals will be perceived as more 
competent than rounded ones. 

H4 - The personality profile of the product will differ by 
gender so that 

a) Women will perceive flowers as more 
sophisticated than men will.

b) Men will perceive flowers as more exciting than 
women will. 

1.2. Human personality as a moderator of the link 
between design and brand personality 

The term “personality” enables us to study 
correspondences or transfers of meaning between the 
perception of one’s own personality and that of a brand 
(Ferrandi and Valette-Florence, 2002). Consumers 
identify with brands expressing similar character traits. 
In reference to Parker’s (2009) paradigm called «brand/
individual congruence», consumers are attracted to 
brands that resemble them in terms of personality. Azoulay 
and Kapferer (2003) thus drew parallels between Aaker’s 
BPI (1997) and Saucier’s (1994) five major factors of 
human personality, grouped into 40 mini-markers. These 
refer to five major dimensions used to describe human 
personality: openness to experience, conscientiousness, 
introversion, agreeableness and neuroticism (degree of 
inability to manage one’s emotions). 

Mulyanegara et al. (2009) and Lin (2010) have shown 
that there is a positive relationship between extrovert 
character in an individual and the excitement dimension of 
a brand. Similarly, Dickius et al. (2013) demonstrated that 
the most extrovert individuals were inclined to perceive 
a brand as more stimulating. If the link between angular 
shape of petals and the excitation dimension holds (Orth 
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caractère similaires. En référence au paradigme dénom-
mé « congruence marque-individu » de Parker (2009), 
les consommateurs sont attirés par des marques qui 
leur ressemblent en termes de personnalité. Azoulay et 
Kapferer (2003) ont ainsi établi des parallèles entre le 
BPI d’Aaker (1997) et les cinq grands facteurs de la per-
sonnalité humaine de Saucier (1994), regroupés en 40 
mini-marqueurs. Ceux-ci se réfèrent à cinq grandes di-
mensions utilisées pour décrire la personnalité humaine : 
l’ouverture à l’expérience, le caractère consciencieux, 
l’introversion, l’amabilité et le neurotisme (tendance à gé-
rer ou non ses émotions). 

Mulyanegara et al. (2009) et Lin (2010) ont prouvé qu’il 
existe une relation positive entre le caractère extraver-
ti de l’individu et la dimension excitation d’une marque. 
De même, Dikcius et al. (2013) démontrent que les in-
dividus les plus extravertis sont enclins à percevoir la 
marque comme plus stimulante. Si, comme supposé, le 
lien entre la forme anguleuse des pétales et la dimension 
excitation est vérifié (Orth et Malkewitz, 2008 ; Schnurr, 
2017 – H3b), nous envisageons alors qu’un fort niveau 
d’extraversion puisse renforcer ce lien et qu’à l’inverse un 
niveau d’introversion l’atténue. 

H5 – Le caractère excitant de la fleur est renforcé lorsque 
le niveau d’extraversion de l’individu est élevé. 

L’amabilité de l’individu, de même que son esprit d’ou-
verture, semblent liés à la sincérité de la marque pour 
avoir en partage des traits de caractère relatifs à la sym-
pathie, l’empathie ou l’approbation (Dikcius et al. 2013 ; 
Mathews, 2015 ; Lin 2010). Or la sincérité est supposée 
être renforcée pour un type de fleur (la tulipe – H1b) et 
une couleur claire (H2a). Nous envisageons alors que 
le trait dominant de sincérité (a priori plus prégnant sur 
la tulipe) puisse être renforcé par l’esprit d’ouverture ou 
l’amabilité de l’individu.

H6 – La sincérité de la fleur est modérée par la personna-
lité humaine telle que 

a) Le caractère sincère de la fleur est renforcé lorsque 
le niveau d’amabilité est élevé. 

b) Le caractère sincère de la fleur est renforcé lorsque 
l’esprit d’ouverture à l’expérience est élevé. 

Il est surprenant de voir que, dans la littérature, la dimen-
sion sophistication n’a pu être associée à un trait de per-
sonnalité humaine (Aaker, 1997 ; Dickius et al., 2013). 
Il est moins étonnant que le caractère neurotique de 
l’individu, relatif à l’expression d’émotions négatives, ne 
trouve son équivalent pour la personnalité de la marque, 
excepté pour des marques au discours décalé (Ferran-
di et Valette-Florence, 2002). Mulyabegara et al (2007) 
ont toutefois identifié chez les hommes se caractérisant 

and Malkewitz, 2008; Schnurr, 2017 - H3b), then we 
can expect a strong level of extroversion to strengthen 
this link, and conversely, a strong level of introversion to 
attenuate it. 

H5 - The exciting character of the flower will be stronger 
as the individual’s level of extroversion is higher. 

The agreeableness of the individual, together with his 
or her openness to experience, seem to be linked to the 
sincerity of the brand in sharing traits related to sympathy, 
empathy or approval (Dikcius et al. 2013; Mathews, 2015; 
Lin 2010). However, sincerity is expected to be reinforced 
for one type of flower (the tulip - H1b) and one light color 
(H2a). We thus hypothesized that the dominant trait of 
sincerity (presumed more prevalent in the tulip) would be 
reinforced by an individual’s openness or friendliness.

H6 - The sincerity of the flower will be moderated by the 
human personality so that 

a) The sincerity of the flower will be stronger as the 
level of agreeableness is higher. 

b) The sincerity of the flower will be stronger as the 
spirit of openness to experience is higher. 

Surprisingly, in the literature, the sophistication dimension 
has not been associated with a human personality trait 
(Aaker, 1997; Dickius et al., 2013). Less surprisingly, 
an individual’s neuroticism, relating to the expression of 
negative emotions, has no equivalent in the personality 
of the brand, except for brands with an offbeat discourse 
(Ferrandi and Valette-Florence, 2002). However, 
Mulyabegara et al. (2007) identified preferences for 
reliable brands in men with a high neuroticism level. 
Finally, because passionate love can arouse jealousy or 
sorrow, we hypothesized that the sophisticated (H1a) and 
exciting characters of the rose could be accentuated by 
the neuroticism of the individual. Passionate people in 
the extreme, managing their emotions less well, should 
thus find flowers more sophisticated. 

H7 - The sophisticated character of the flower is stronger 
as the level of neuroticism is higher. 

Other trait congruences have been established between 
extroversion and ruggedness (Dickius et al., 2013) 
and between conscientiousness and competence 
(Mulyanegara et al., 2009). Fennis et al. (2005) and 
Mulyanegara et al. (2007) also linked brand competence 
to the level of openness of an individual to the 
experience. A strong correlation was also found between 
agreeableness and competence (Lin, 2010; Dickius et 
al., 2013). As the fragility of flowers is often evoked, we 
will examine whether the species, shape or color can 
generate stronger associations in terms of competence 
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par un fort niveau neurotique des préférences pour les 
marques fiables. Enfin, parce qu’un amour passionné 
peut susciter jalousie ou tristesse, nous émettons l’idée 
que les caractères sophistiqué (H1a) et excitant de la 
rose puissent être accentués par le profil neurotique de 
l’individu. Les passionnés à l’extrême, gérant moins leurs 
émotions, appréhenderaient les fleurs comme plus so-
phistiquées. 

H7 – Le caractère sophistiqué de la fleur est renforcé 
lorsque le niveau de neurotisme est élevé. 

D’autres congruences de traits ont pu être établies entre 
l’extraversion et la rudesse (Dickius et al., 2013) d’une 
part et le caractère consciencieux et la compétence 
d’autre part (Mulyanegara et al., 2009). Fennis et al. 
(2005) et Mulyanegara et al. (2007) ont également re-
lié la compétence de la marque au niveau d’ouverture 
de l’individu à l’expérience. Une forte corrélation existe 
également entre l’amabilité et la compétence (Lin, 2010 
; Dickius et al., 2013). La fragilité des fleurs étant sou-
vent évoquée, on cherchera à identifier si la variété, la 
forme ou la couleur peuvent générer des associations 
plus fortes en matière de compétence ou de rudesse. Si 
tel est le cas, le caractère consciencieux et méthodique 
de l’individu ou son niveau d’amabilité sont susceptibles 
de renforcer l’impression de robustesse des fleurs mani-
pulées. 

H8 – La compétence de la fleur est modérée par la per-
sonnalité humaine telle que

a) La compétence de la fleur est renforcée lorsque 
le consommateur a un fort caractère conscien-
cieux. 

b) La compétence de la fleur est renforcée lorsque 
le consommateur a un fort niveau d’ouverture. 

H9 – La rudesse de la fleur est renforcée lorsque le ni-
veau d’extraversion de l’individu est élevé. 

Le caractère exploratoire de cette étude ne nous permet 
pas d’aller plus avant dans la formulation des liens entre 
design, personnalité de marque et personnalité humaine. 
L’objet de l’expérimentation mise en place aura pour but 
d’identifier des profils de personnalité différents selon le 
type de fleur, leur forme et leur clarté et de démontrer le 
caractère modérateur de la personnalité du percevant. 
Ces liens sont plus synthétiquement formalisés dans la 
figure 1. 

or ruggedness. If this is the case, the conscientious and 
methodical character of an individual or his or her level 
of friendliness are likely to reinforce the impression of 
robustness of the flowers. 

H8 - The competence of the flower is moderated by the 
human personality so that

a) The competence of the flower is stronger as the 
consumer has a more conscientious character. 

b) The competence of the flower is stronger as the 
consumer has a higher level of openness. 

H9 - The ruggedness of the flower is stronger as the level 
of extroversion of the individual is higher. 

The exploratory nature of this study did not let us explore 
the links between design, brand personality and human 
personality further. The purpose of the experimentation set 
up was to identify different personality profiles according 
to the species of flower, its shape and color (tint) and 
to demonstrate the moderating effect of the perceiver’s 
personality. These links are depicted in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Conceptual model

2. Research method: stimuli and measurement 
instruments

A questionnaire was self-administered online to a sample 
of 509 people (70.9% women) assigned to one of the eight 
experimental conditions according to Design 2 (Species: 
rose vs. tulip) × 2 (Tint: light vs. dark color) × 2 (Shape: 
rounded petal vs. pointed). The stimuli are presented in 
Figure 2 below. The two flower species were selected to 
allow the expression of different feelings. The color pink 
is both typical of its category and a favorite color along 
with red (Yue and Behe, 2010). Color tint was also varied. 
To reflect the decisive role of the flower’s contours, the 
shape of the petals was either rounded or made more 
pointed (Hula and Flegr, 2016). 
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Figure 1 : Modèle conceptuel

Figure 2 : Conditions expérimentales manipulées

2. Méthode de recherche : stimuli et instruments 
de mesure

Un questionnaire a été auto-administré en ligne auprès 
d’un échantillon de 509 personnes (70,9% de femmes) 
affectées à l’une des 8 conditions expérimentales selon 
le design 2 (variété : rose vs tulipe) X 2 (Clarté : couleur 
claire vs foncée) X 2 (Forme : pétale arrondi vs pointu). 
Les stimuli sont présentés dans la figure 2, ci-dessous. 
Les deux variétés de fleurs retenues permettent a priori 
d’exprimer des sentiments différents. La couleur rose est 
à la fois typique de sa catégorie et l’une des couleurs 
préférées avec le rouge (Yue et Behe, 2010) ; elle permet 
également de manipuler le degré d’intensité lumineuse. 
Pour rendre compte du rôle déterminant des contours de 
la fleur, la forme des pétales a été soit arrondie soit sculp-
tée pour la rendre plus pointue (Hula and Flegr, 2016). 

Après avoir pris connaissance du visuel, les répondants 
devaient évaluer les traits de personnalité de la fleur à 
partir des 42 items composant l’échelle de Aaker (1997), 
puis définir les adjectifs qui permettent de mieux les dé-
crire à partir des 15 items de l’échelle réduite de person-
nalité humaine de Saucier (1994) validée par Ferrandi et 
Valette-Florence (2002). Le choix de ces deux échelles 
fait autorité dans la littérature. Les structures factorielles 
établies nous permettent de retrouver les mêmes facettes 
et mini-marqueurs que ceux définis par leurs auteurs. Les 

After reading the visual, respondents were asked to 
evaluate the flowers’ personality traits based on the 
42 items of Aaker’s (1997) scale, and then state the 
adjectives that best described them based on the 15 
items of Saucier’s (1994) reduced human personality 
scale validated by Ferrandi and Valette-Florence (2002). 
These two scales are authoritative in the literature. 
The established factorial structures yielded the same 
facets and minimarkers as those defined by their 
authors. Reliability indicators were acceptable, except 
for ruggedness and neuroticism, which were more 
disappointing (Appendix 1). 

The five dimensions of brand personality are well-suited to 
the flower category. Sincerity is being honest, trustworthy, 
sincere and friendly [α (Sincerity) = 0.85]. The sophistication 
of the flower is expressed by descriptors such as feminine, 
glamorous, or charming [α (Sophistication) = 0.86]. 
Excitement reflects the perception that the flower is up-
to-date, trendy, exciting and imaginative [α (Excitement) 
= 0.81]. Competence is described by adjectives such as 
reliable or confident [α (Competence) = 0.75]. Finally, 
ruggedness is captured by western, outdoorsy and rugged 
items [ α (Ruggedness) = 0.61]. 

The five main traits of the human personality, similar to 
those obtained by Ferrandi and Valette-Florence (2002), 
were introversion (quiet, shy, withdrawn) [α (Introversion) = 
0.824], conscientiousness (practical, efficient, organized) 
[ α (Conscientiousness) = 0.77], openness (imaginative, 
creative) [ α (Openness) = 0.853], agreeableness (kind, 
warm, sympathetic) [ [ α (Agreeableness) = 0.640], and 
neuroticism (touchy, jealous, envious) [ [ α (Neuroticism) 
= 0.608]. Only the item “malignant” had to be suppressed 
for its distribution over three factors (conscientiousness, 
openness and neuroticism). 

New variables were constructed to describe each of 

Figure 2: Experimental conditions 
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indicateurs de fiabilité sont acceptables, excepté ceux de 
la rudesse et du neurotisme, plus décevants (Annexe 1). 

Les cinq dimensions de la personnalité de la marque s’ap-
pliquent bien à la catégorie des fleurs. La sincérité est 
représentée par son caractère honnête, vrai, sincère et 
amical [α(Sincérité) = 0.85]. La sophistication de la fleur 
s’exprime par des caractéristiques telles que féminine, 
glamour et même sentimentale [α(Sophistication) = 0.86]. 
L’excitation traduit le fait que la fleur soit moderne, bran-
chée, actuelle, pleine d’entrain et d’imagination [α(Excita-
tion) = 0.81]. La compétence est décrite par des adjectifs 
tels que fiable ou robuste [α(Compétence) = 0.75]. En-
fin, la rudesse est appréhendée par les items occidental, 
d’extérieur et provincial [α(Rudesse) = 0.61]. 

Les cinq grands traits de la personnalité humaine iden-
tifiés, analogues à ceux obtenus par Ferrandi et Va-
lette-Florence (2002), se réfèrent au caractère introver-
ti (réservé, timide, renfermé) [α(Introversion)= 0.824], 
consciencieux (méthodique, efficace, organisé) [α 
(Consciencieux)=0.77], à l’ouverture de l’individu (imagi-
natif, créatif) [α(Ouverture) = 0.853], à l’amabilité (gen-
til, chaleureux, compatissant) [α (amabilité)= 0.640] 
et au neurotisme (marque de susceptibilité, jalousie et 
envieux) [α (neurotisme) = 0.608]. Seul l’item malin a 
dû être supprimé pour sa répartition sur trois facteurs 
(consciencieux, ouverture et neurotisme). 

De nouvelles variables sont construites pour décrire cha-
cune des dimensions à partir de leurs poids factoriels. 
Les facettes de la personnalité humaine sont ensuite dé-
clinées selon leur niveau faible ou fort par rapport à la 
médiane. Parmi les variables de contrôle, seul le genre 
modère les traits personnalité perçus. Ni l’âge (63% a 
entre 18 et 24 ans), ni le fait d’être urbain (36% contre 
46% péri-urbain et 18% ruraux) n’interfère sur les résul-
tats présentés ci-dessous.  Nous envisagions que les ur-
bains pouvaient évaluer les fleurs différemment sur leur 
caractère provincial ou extérieur (rudesse) de la fleur, 
mais ce n’est pas le cas. 

3. Résultats de la recherche

3.1. Design X Personnalité de la marque : 

Pour mettre à jour le caractère modérateur de la person-
nalité humaine sur les liens qui unissent la perception de 
la fleur (variété, forme et couleur) à la personnalité de 
marque, des ANOVAs étaient au préalable nécessaires 
pour valider des variations de perception selon les condi-
tions expérimentales (tableau 1, annexe 2). Les tests de 
Levene ont confirmé l’homogénéité des tests entre les 
groupes.

the dimensions based on their factor weightings. The 
facets of the human personality were then broken 
down according to their weak or strong level relative to 
the median. Among the control variables, only gender 
moderated perceived personality traits. Neither age (63% 
were aged between 18 and 24 years) nor being urban 
(36% vs. 46% peri-urban and 18% rural) influenced the 
results presented below. We expected that city-dwellers 
might rate flowers differently for their rural or outdoor 
(ruggedness) character, but this was not the case. 

3. Main Results

3.1. Design × Brand Personality 

To specify the moderating character of human personality 
on the links between the perception of the flower (species, 
shape and color) and the brand personality, ANOVAs 
were first needed to validate variations in perception 
according to experimental conditions (Table 1, Appendix 
2). Levene’s tests previously confirmed the homogeneity 
of variances between groups.
Design changes created very different personality 
profiles (Figure 3). As expected, the tulip was significantly 
perceived as more sincere (honest, true) than the 
rose (H1a). The latter appeared significantly more 
sophisticated (charming, feminine), supporting H1b. 
The H1 hypothesis was supported. Analyses of variance 
also offered new associations: the tulip was perceived 
as significantly more stimulating (trendy, up to date) 
and rugged (western, outdoorsy) than the rose. On the 
other hand, neither flower was associated with greater 
competency than the other. 

Concerning the color, the flowers of light color were 
perceived as more sincere than those of dark color (H2a) 
and were judged more exciting (H2c) and also more 
competent, which had not been expected. 

Finally, with a pointed petal shape, the flower was 
perceived as more exciting and competent (H3 b and 
c). These were the main dominant traits that appeared, 
confirming the results of previous studies (Labrecque 
and Milne, 2012; Orth and Malkewitz, 2008). On the other 
hand, sophistication and ruggedness varied only for the 
type of flower. Neither color nor shape had any impact on 
the perception of these traits. The hypotheses implying 
the sophistication of H2b and H3a flowers were therefore 
not supported. 
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Figure 3: Personality profiles of flowers by experimental 
condition

Les modifications de design suscitent en effet des profils 
de personnalité très différents (figure 3). Comme suppo-
sé, la variété tulipe est significativement perçue comme 
plus sincère (honnête, vraie) que la rose (H1a). Celle-
ci apparaît comme significativement plus sophistiquée 
(élégante, féminine) confirmant H1b. L’hypothèse H1 
est vérifiée. Les analyses de variance offrent également 
de nouvelles associations : la variété tulipe est perçue 
comme significativement plus stimulante (branchée, mo-
derne) et plus rude (provinciale, d’extérieur) que la rose. 
En revanche, il n’y a pas une variété de fleur qui se dis-
tingue de l’autre en matière de compétence. 

Concernant la couleur, les fleurs aux couleurs claires sont 
plus sincères que celles aux couleurs foncées (H2a), ju-
gées plus excitantes (H2c) et compétentes également, 
ce qui n’avait pas été envisagé. 

Enfin, avec une forme de pétale pointue, la fleur est per-
çue comme plus excitante et compétente (H3 b et c). 
Ce sont les principaux traits dominants qui apparaissent 
et confirment les résultats des études antérieures (La-
brecque et Milne, 2012 ; Orth et Malkewitz, 2008). En re-
vanche la sophistication et la rudesse ne varient que pour 
le type de fleur. Ni la couleur ni la forme n’impacte sur 
la perception de ces traits de caractère. Les hypothèses 
impliquant le caractère sophistiqué des fleurs H2b et H3a 
ne sont donc pas validées. 

Figure 3 : Profils de personnalité des fleurs selon la 
condition expérimentale
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3.2. Personnalité humaine X Design : 

A partir des liens significativement vérifiés, des MANCOVAs 
ont ensuite permis d’identifier comment la personnalité 
humaine peut interférer sur la manière de percevoir les 
fleurs (tableau 2, Annexe 2). Les variables suivent une loi 
normale et les tests de Levene et M de Box ont préala-
blement confirmé que les populations ont des variances 
identiques. 
Ainsi, conformément aux hypothèses validées (H1b et H2 
a) et en accord avec les résultats d’études antérieures 
(Lin 2010 ; Mulyanegara et al., 2009 ; Dikcius et al. 2013, 
Mathews, 2015), la sincérité, trait dominant de la tulipe et 
caractéristique des fleurs aux couleurs claires, est ren-
forcé par le niveau d’amabilité de l’individu. L’hypothèse 
H6a reliant amabilité et sincérité est vérifiée. Le caractère 
affable de l’individu modère d’autres liens. Il est fortement 
corrélé à l’excitation (0,236) et la sophistication (0.210). 
Comme validé par Lin (2010), le niveau d’amabilité ren-
force le caractère excitant de la fleur pour les trois condi-
tions expérimentales (variété, clarté et forme). Enfin, 
plus les percevants sont aimables, plus ils perçoivent les 

3.2. Human Personality × Design 

Based on the significantly verified links, MANCOVAs 
were then used to identify how human personality could 
be involved in how flowers were perceived (Table 2, 
Appendix 2). The variables follow a normal distribution 
and Levene’s and Box’s M tests have previously confirmed 
that the populations have similar variances. Thus in 
accordance with the supported hypotheses (H1b and 
H2 a) and in line with the results of previous studies 
(Lin 2010; Mulyanegara et al., 2009; Dikcius et al. 2013, 
Mathews, 2015), sincerity, the dominant trait of the tulip 
and characteristic of light-colored flowers, was reinforced 
by the level of agreeableness of the individual. Hypothesis 
H6a linking agreeableness and sincerity was supported. 
The agreeableness of the individual moderated other links. 
It was strongly correlated with excitement (0.236) and 
sophistication (0.210). As validated by Lin (2010), the level 
of agreeableness reinforced the flower’s arousal character 
for the three experimental conditions (species, intensity 
and shape). Finally, the more friendly the perceiver was, 
the more sophisticated they perceived the flowers to be. 
To a lesser extent, sincerity was increased by the level of 
openness of the individual (H6b). The H6 hypothesis was 
partially supported.

Sophisticated character, significantly more pronounced 
for the rose than for the tulip (H1a), was also stronger 
as individuals were more methodical and conscientious, 
which had not been expected. The level of sophistication 
increased with the individual’s rigorousness. On the 
other hand, hypothesis H7, which postulates an amplified 
sophistication effect for individuals with a high level of 
neurotic rigor, was not supported. 

Consistent with the results of Labrecque and Milne (2012), 
for the tulip, the dark colors (H2b) and the pointed petals 
(H3b) were considered more stimulating, more modern. 
We assumed an effect amplified by the extrovert character 
of the person. This link (H5) was not supported: the level 
of extroversion, combined with the experimental variables, 
did not show a significant effect. Only agreeableness was 
related to arousal, in line with the work of Mulyanegara et 
al. (2009) and Dickius et al. (2013). 

As regards competence, our hypothesis of one flower 
being perceived as more fragile than the other was not 
supported. However, we recorded different performance 
according to tint and shape: dark pointed flowers 
obtained significantly higher skill scores. However, the 
human personality traits did not influence established 
relationships, except for conscientiousness (H8a). Lin 
(2010) had already established this link, as had Schnurr 
(2017) for whom competence was increased with a high 
level of consciousness and organization. In our case 
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(Figure 4), the increase in perceived competence was only 
valid for rounded forms. The individual seemingly did not 
need any predisposition for being meticulous or methodical 
to associate the angular shapes with higher competence. 

Figure 4: 

fleurs comme sophistiquées. Dans une moindre mesure, 
la sincérité est accrue par le niveau d’ouverture de l’in-
dividu (H6b). L’hypothèse H6 est partiellement validée.

Le caractère sophistiqué, significativement plus pronon-
cé sur la variété rose, comparativement à la tulipe (H1a), 
est également renforcé lorsque les individus sont plus 
méthodiques et consciencieux, sans que nous n’ayons 
envisagé cette interférence. Le niveau de sophistication 
augmente avec le niveau de rigueur de l’individu. En re-
vanche l’hypothèse H7 considérant un effet de sophisti-
cation amplifié pour les individus ayant un niveau élevé 
neurotique n’est pas vérifiée. 

En cohérence avec les résultats de Labrecque et Milne 
(2012), la variété tulipe, les couleurs foncées (H2b) ainsi 
que les pétales pointus (H3b) sont jugés plus stimulants, 
modernes. Nous supposions un effet amplifié par le ca-
ractère extraverti de la personne. Ce lien (H5) n’est pas 
vérifié : le niveau d’extraversion, combiné aux variables 
manipulées, n’offre pas d’effet significatif. Seule l’amabi-
lité est reliée à l’excitation en accord avec les travaux de 
Mulyanegara et al. (2009) et Dickius et al. (2013). 

En matière de compétence, notre présupposé d’une fleur 
perçue comme plus fragile que l’autre n’est pas établi. 
Nous enregistrons toutefois des performances différentes 
selon la clarté et la forme : les fleurs foncées et pointues 
obtiennent des scores de compétence significativement 
plus élevés. Cependant, les facettes de la personnalité 
humaine n’interfèrent pas dans les relations établies, ex-
cepté le caractère consciencieux de l’individu (H8a). Lin 
(2010) avait déjà établi ce lien, ainsi que Schnurr (2017) 
pour qui la compétence était accrue avec un haut niveau 
de conscience et d’organisation. Dans notre cas (figure 
4), le renforcement de la compétence perçue n’est va-
lable que pour les formes arrondies. Comme si l’individu 
n’avait pas besoin d’avoir des prédispositions en matière 
de minutie ou de méthode pour associer aux formes an-
gulaires une compétence plus élevée. 

Figure 4 : 

Finally, like Dikcius et al. (2013), we identified a rarely 
observed effect of neuroticism on the impression of 
ruggedness of the flower (tulip, dark colors, sharp shapes). 
Similarly, the most open-minded individuals, who considered 
tulips to be more modern (as opposed to sophisticated) also 
associated them with a more rural dimension, «less urban» 
than the rose. However, the hypothetical link formulated in 
H9 (extroversion and ruggedness) was not supported. 

3.3. Personality profile by gender   

The last ANOVAs, according to gender, identified 
different perceptions for 4 out of 5 personality traits 
(sincerity, excitement and competence with p < 0.05 and 
sophistication with p = 0.056). (Figure 5). MANCOVAs with 
gender as a co-variable showed the moderation of gender 
on the Species-Sincerity relationship (F = 12.378, p = 
0.000), the Species-Excitement relationship (F = 5990, p = 
0.015), and the Color-Competence relationship (F = 7.866, 
p = 0.005). Men and women were not sensitive to the 
same traits: women dissociated tulips from roses as being 
more sincere; men paid more attention to the excitement 
of tulips. For color (tint), the perceived competence of 
the flowers, combined with dark colors, was stronger in 
women. Men made no distinction on the competence of the 
flowers, whether the petals were light or dark in color. We 
thus identified significant differences in moderation, but not 
those considered in the formulation of the H4 hypothesis. 
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Figure 5: Personality of flowers by genderEnfin, comme Dikcius et al. (2013), nous identifions un 
effet rarement validé du neurotisme sur l’impression de 
rudesse de la fleur (tulipe, couleurs foncées, formes 
pointues). De même, les individus les plus ouverts, qui 
considéraient les tulipes comme plus modernes (par op-
position à la sophistication) les associent aussi à une di-
mension plus provinciale, « moins urbaine » que la rose. 
Cependant le lien hypothétique formulé H9 (extraversion 
et rudesse) n’est pas validé. 

3.3. Profil de personnalité selon le genre  

Les dernières ANOVAs, en fonction du genre, ont permis 
d’identifier des perceptions différentes pour 4 traits de per-
sonnalité sur 5 (sincérité, excitation et compétence avec 
p <0,05 et sophistication p = 0,056) (Figure 5). Des MAN-
COVAs avec le genre comme co-variable démontre la mo-
dération du genre sur le lien Variété-Sincérité (F = 12,378, 
p = 0,000), le lien Variété-Excitation (F = 5990, p=0,015) et 
celui Couleur-Compétence (F = 7,866, p=0,005). Hommes 
et femmes ne sont pas sensibles aux mêmes traits de 
caractère : les femmes dissocient les tulipes des roses 
comme étant les plus sincères ; les hommes sont plus at-
tentifs au caractère excitant des tulipes. Pour la clarté, la 
compétence perçue des fleurs, associée à des couleurs 
foncées, est renforcée pour les femmes. Les hommes ne 
font pas de distinction sur les compétences des fleurs, que 
les pétales soient de couleur claire ou foncée. Nous iden-
tifions ainsi des différences significatives de modération, 
mais autres que celles envisagées dans la formulation de 
l’hypothèse H4.

Figure 5 : Personnalité des fleurs selon le genre

Implications, Limitations and Future Research 

Studies of the relationship between design and personality 
traits are still limited (Labrecque & Milne, 2012; Orth & 
Malkewitz, 2008). These results, obtained on a product 
category that is still not widely marketed, corroborate 
those of previous studies attesting to the power of visual 
cues to forge associations and support singular character 
traits. They confirm certain associations already validated 
academically (notably by Labrecque and Milne, 2012) and 
identify new ones, thus enriching the theoretical corpus on 
the antecedents of brand personality. Conscientiouness 
and sophistication are thus characteristic traits of the rose; 
agreeableness and sincerity are more closely associated 
with the tulip, with an amplified relationship for women. 
Agreeableness and excitement are more prevalent for men. 
The personality of the individual thus acts as a catalyst 
and amplifies the effects of visual signals on the brand 
personality: agreeableness and sincerity, openness and 
ruggedness, and to a lesser extent conscientiousness and 
competence work together. Finally, the results according 
to gender confirmed different information processing and 
selection processes, potentially based on heuristics for 
men and more analytical treatments for women (Laroche 
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& al., 2000). Taken as a whole, these results demonstrate 
the power of design to forge specific representations linked 
to brand personality. 

From a methodological and academic point of view, 
the anthropomorphic relationship is well applied for 
this category of products, and strongly anchored in the 
symbolic register. Two implications concern the personality 
of the brand (Aaker, 1997). As a tool, we help to enrich the 
field of application of the BPI scale to unbranded products 
with strong symbolic value. As a concept, we contribute to 
a better understanding of how to create a brand personality 
or forge a new one, via product design, specifically for highly 
symbolic products (Brunner et al., 2016). The research 
challenge lies upstream of the brand personality, on the 
identification of potential levers for the formation of the 
perceived personality. This is of crucial importance insofar 
as we then know the impact of the product’s personality 
forged to create unique associations (Freling & Forbes, 
2013) and strong and loyal relationships with the consumer 
(Grohmann, 2009). Finally, this research gives us a better 
understanding of the individual’s personality as a prism 
through which the effects of design on brand personality 
are viewed. 

The managerial implications, in terms of positioning, are 
obvious. Professionals in the sector, in search of tools for 
differentiation, could exploit the design of flowers, their 
shape or color, to express and support value propositions 
they seek to convey, in line with those commonly expected 
by consumers. The evocations that shapes and colors 
generate can help reinforce beliefs of sophistication or 
robustness, precisely those expected by consumers. 
Breaking with traditional messages (of romanticism or 
sophistication, for example) is another positioning option, 
seeking to forge new associations or beliefs related to 
sincerity, friendship and perhaps modernity (excitement). 
What will be the trendiest flowers? Are there flowers that 
are more masculine than feminine? As already undertaken 
for many product categories (cosmetics, toys, etc.), it would 
be possible to segment the offer of flowers according to the 
gender and/or the type of message to be transmitted or 
shared. 

Given the relationship that individuals have with flowers, it 
also seems possible to encourage professionals to adapt 
their marketing strategies so that the brand personalities 
communicated to consumers are in line with their dominant 
human personality traits. The search for convergence 
between the consumer’s sensitivity profile and that of the 
flower is a particularly interesting and new way to find 
relays in merchandising, in particular, by creating floral 
universes segmented according to the dyadic relationship 
that the consumer wants to establish with a variety of 
flowers (the affable, the delicate, the eccentric, the green-

Implications, limites et voies de recherches futures

Les études portant sur le lien entre le design et les traits 
de personnalité sont encore limitées (Labrecque & Milne, 
2012; Orth & Malkewitz, 2008). Ces résultats, obtenus sur 
une catégorie de produit encore peu marketée, corroborent 
ceux des études antérieures attestant de la puissance des 
signaux visuels à forger des associations et soutenir des 
traits de caractère singuliers. Ils permettent de confirmer 
certaines associations déjà validées académiquement 
(notamment par Labrecque et Milne, 2012) et d’en iden-
tifier de nouvelles, enrichissant ainsi le corpus théorique 
sur les antécédents de la personnalité de marque. Ainsi, 
conscience et sophistication constituent des traits caracté-
ristiques de la rose ; amabilité et sincérité sont davantage 
associées à la tulipe, avec une relation amplifiée pour les 
femmes. Amabilité et excitation sont plus prégnantes pour 
les hommes. La personnalité de l’individu joue ainsi un rôle 
de catalyseur et amplifie les effets des signaux visuels sur 
la personnalité de marque : amabilité et sincérité, ouver-
ture et rudesse, et dans une moindre mesure conscience 
et compétence œuvrent ensemble. Enfin, les résultats se-
lon le genre confirment des processus de traitement et de 
sélection d’informations différents, basés potentiellement 
sur des heuristiques pour les hommes et des traitements 
plus analytiques pour les femmes (Laroche & al., 2000). 
Pris dans leur ensemble, ces résultats démontrent la puis-
sance du design à forger des représentations spécifiques, 
liées à la personnalité de marque. 

D’un point de vue méthodologique et académique, la rela-
tion anthropomorphique est bien établie pour cette catégo-
rie de produits, fortement ancrée dans le registre symbo-
lique. Deux implications concernent la personnalité de la 
marque (Aaker, 1997). En tant qu’outil, nous contribuons à 
enrichir le champ d’applications de l’échelle BPI à des pro-
duits non marqués mais à forte valeur symbolique. En tant 
que concept, nous participons à une meilleure connais-
sance sur la manière de créer une personnalité de marque 
ou d’en forger une nouvelle, via le design produit, spécifi-
quement pour des produits hautement symboliques (Brun-
ner et al., 2016). L’enjeu de la recherche se situe en amont 
de la personnalité de la marque, sur l’identification des 
leviers potentiels de formation de la personnalité perçue. 
Ceci est d’une importance cruciale dans la mesure où l’on 
connait ensuite l’impact de la personnalité du produit for-
gée pour créer des associations uniques (Freling & Forbes, 
2013) et des relations fortes et loyales avec le consomma-
teur (Grohmann, 2009). Cette recherche permet enfin de 
mieux comprendre et d’envisager la personnalité de l’indi-
vidu comme un prisme par lequel les effets du design sur 
la personnalité de marque sont appréhendés. 

Les implications managériales, en termes de positionne-
ment, sont manifestes. Les professionnels du secteur, en 
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fingers, the fearful about the fragility of flowers, etc.). This 
sought-after convergence between brand personality and 
human personality is also a new way, within the framework 
of segmentation, to create personas, to better identify the 
advantages potentially sought in the purchase of flowers. 
Everything needs to be created in a universe where 
horticultural professionals are currently facing serious 
difficulties in developing their sales and convincing French 
consumers to buy cut flowers. 

This research has its limits, and suggests many avenues 
for improvement or new research. First of all, the symbolic 
interpretations of the flowers, colors and shapes identified 
are only in a French context. However, Madden et al. (2000) 
have shown differences in preferences and meanings in 
terms of color not only according to cultural context but 
also in terms of personality traits attributed according to 
the American, Japanese or Spanish context, for example 
(Aaker, Benet-Martinez and Garolera, 2001). A cross-
cultural approach would be necessary, especially for global 
marketing strategies (Aslam, 2006). Second, the singularity 
of the flower category limits the external validity of the 
research. The weakness of certain reliability indicators 
challenges the validity of the measurement instruments. 

By continuing to focus on this product category, the 
introduction of new shapes (symmetrical or asymmetrical) 
or colors (typical or atypical), in relation to the messages 
they convey, is also a possible avenue for innovation 
and demarcation (Bajaj & Bond, 2014; Schnurr, 2017). 
Other sensory data, such as odor or petal texture, are 
determining signals that can also influence or alter beliefs 
and perceptions (Rimkute, 2016). Considering these in a 
new experiment could provide a more detailed account of 
the holistic perception of the product and all the attributes 
contributing to the formation of personality traits. 

Finally, the relationship that the consumer has with this 
product category still needs to be explored, in particular 
by determining how the reasons for buying (for oneself or 
to give, utilitarian, hedonic or experiential benefits) can 
moderate the impact of design on the personality of the 
product and so on choices and preferences. 

The fields of sensory marketing and brand marketing have 
come closer together, opening up new avenues of research 
and applications. 

quête d’outils de différenciation, pourraient exploiter le de-
sign des fleurs, leur forme ou leur couleur, pour exprimer et 
soutenir des propositions de valeur qu’ils entendent véhi-
culer, en accord avec celles communément attendues par 
les consommateurs. Les évocations que formes et couleurs 
suscitent peuvent contribuer à renforcer des croyances de 
sophistication ou de robustesse, précisément celles at-
tendues par les consommateurs. Rompre avec les mes-
sages traditionnels (de romantisme ou de sophistication 
par exemple) est une autre option de positionnement, en 
cherchant à forger de nouvelles associations ou croyances 
en lien avec la sincérité, l’amitié et peut-être la modernité 
(excitation). Quelles seront les fleurs les plus branchées ? 
Y a-t-il des fleurs plus masculines que féminines ? Comme 
déjà entrepris pour de nombreuses catégories de produit 
(cosmétiques, jouets …), il serait possible de segmenter 
l’offre des fleurs selon le genre et/ou le type de message 
que l’on souhaite transmettre ou partager. 

Eu égard au rapport que les individus entretiennent avec 
les fleurs, il semble aussi possible d’encourager les pro-
fessionnels à adapter leurs stratégies marketing de telle 
sorte que les personnalités de marque communiquées 
aux consommateurs soient en accord avec leurs traits de 
personnalité humaine dominants. En effet, la recherche de 
convergence entre le profil de sensibilité du consomma-
teur avec celle de la fleur constitue une voie particulière-
ment intéressante et nouvelle pouvant trouver des relais en 
merchandising notamment, en créant des univers floraux 
segmentés selon la relation dyadique que le consomma-
teur veut établir avec une variété de fleur (les affables, les 
délicats, les excentriques, les mains vertes, les craintifs 
quant à la fragilité des fleurs …). Cette convergence re-
cherchée entre personnalité de marque et personnalité hu-
maine est également une nouvelle manière, dans le cadre 
de la segmentation, de créer des persona, pour mieux 
identifier les avantages potentiellement recherchés dans 
l’achat de fleurs. Tout est à créer dans un univers où les 
professionnels de l’horticulture rencontrent à l’heure ac-
tuelle de sérieuses difficultés pour développer leurs ventes 
et convaincre les consommateurs français d’acheter des 
fleurs coupées. 

Cette recherche n’est pas exempte de limites, constituant 
autant de pistes d’amélioration ou de nouvelles voies de 
recherche. En premier lieu, les interprétations symboliques 
sur les fleurs, les couleurs et les formes identifiées s’ins-
crivent dans le seul contexte français. Or, Madden et al. 
(2000) ont montré des différences de préférences et de si-
gnifications en matière de couleur selon le contexte culturel 
mais aussi en termes de traits de personnalité attribués 
selon le contexte américain, japonais ou espagnol par 
exemple (Aaker, Benet-Martinez et Garolera, 2001). Une 
approche cross-culture serait nécessaire, notamment dans 
le cas de stratégies marketing globales (Aslam, 2006). En 
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second lieu, la singularité de la catégorie des fleurs limite 
la validité externe de la recherche. La faiblesse de certains 
indicateurs de fiabilité remet en question la validité des ins-
truments de mesure. 

En continuant à s’intéresser à cette catégorie de produit, 
l’introduction de nouvelles formes (symétriques ou pas) 
ou couleurs (typiques ou non), en lien avec les messages 
qu’elles transmettent, constitue également une voie pos-
sible d’innovation et de démarcation (Bajaj & Bond, 2014 
; Schnurr, 2017). D’autres données sensorielles, comme 
l’odeur ou la texture du pétale, sont des signaux dé-
terminants pouvant également influencer ou altérer les 
croyances et perceptions (Rimkute, 2016). Les considérer 
dans une nouvelle expérimentation permettrait de rendre 
compte de manière plus fine de la perception holiste du 
produit et de l’ensemble des attributs contribuant à la for-
mation des traits de personnalité. 

Il reste enfin à approfondir la relation que le consommateur 
entretient avec cette catégorie de produit, en explorant no-
tamment comment les motifs d’achat (pour soi ou pour of-
frir, bénéfices utilitaire, hédonique ou expérientiel) peuvent 
modérer l’impact du design sur la personnalité du produit 
et, par la suite, leurs choix et préférences. 

Les champs du marketing sensoriel et du marketing de la 
marque sont dorénavant rapprochés, ouvrant à de nou-
velles voies de recherche et applications. 
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Annexe 1 : Synthèse des Analyses factorielles des construits 
Appendix 1: Synthesis of the factorial analyses of the constructions 

Tableau 1 - Factorisation Varimax de l’échelle de personnalité de Marque de Aaker (1997)

Table 1 - Varimax Factoring of the Aaker Brand Personality Scale (1997)

61,7% Variance expliquée Sincérité Sophistication Excitation Compétence Rudesse
Sincère ,809
Honnête ,798

Digne de Confiance ,756
Vraie ,670

Sympathique ,607
Féminine ,786

Séduisante ,760
Elégante ,735

Charmante ,709
Sentimentale ,651

Moderne ,775
Branchée ,767
Actuelle ,683

Pleine d’Entrain ,590
Pleine d’Imagination ,584

Solide ,808
Robuste ,752

Qui a confiance en elle ,653
Sûre ,630

Occidentale ,701
d’extérieur ,688
Provinciale ,631

Indicateur Fiabilité - Alpha 0.85 0.86 0.81 0.75 0.61

61.7% Variance explained Sincerity Sophistication Excitement Competence Ruggedness
Sincere ,809
Honest ,798

Trustworthy ,756
Real ,670

Friendly ,607
Feminine ,786

Good-looking ,760
Glamourous ,735
Charming ,709
Smooth ,651

Up-to-date ,775
Spirited ,767
Trendy ,683
Exciting ,590

Imaginative ,584
Reliable ,808
Secure ,752

Confident ,653
Confident ,630
Western ,701

Outdoorsy ,688
Rugged ,631

Reliability Indicator - Alpha 0.85 0.86 0.81 0.75 0.61
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Tableau 2 - Factorisation Varimax de la version allégée de Saucier (1994)

Table 2 - Varimax billing of the light version of Saucier (1994)

72,9% Variance expliquée Introversion Consciencieux Amabilité Ouverture Neurotisme

Réservé 0,892

Timide 0,836

Renfermé 0,814

Méthodique 0,884

Organisé 0,855

Efficace 0,721

Gentil 0,797

Compatissant 0,730

Chaleureux 0,703

Créatif 0,925

Imaginatif 0,908

Jaloux 0,784

Envieux 0,755

Susceptible 0,662

Indicateur Fiabilité - Alpha 0.83 0.77 0.85 0.64 0.61

72.9% Variance explained Introversion Conscientiousness Agreeablenesss Openness Neuroticism

Quiet 0,892

Shy 0,836

Withdrawn 0,814

Practical 0,884

Organized 0,855

Efficient 0,721

Kind 0,797

Sympathetic 0,730

Warm 0,703

Creative 0,925

Imaginative 0,908

Jealous 0,784

Envious 0,755

Touchy 0,662

Reliability Indicator - Alpha 0.83 0.77 0.85 0.64 0.61
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Annexe 2 : Synthèse Analyse de variance et co-variance
Appendix 2: Analysis of Variance and Co-variance Summary

Tableau 1 - ANOVA : Personnalité de marque selon la variété, la clarté et la forme des fleurs

Table 1 - ANOVA: Brand Personality by Species, Tint and Shape of Flowers

  Sincérité Sophistication Excitation Compétence Rudesse

Variété
  F 14,004 11,208 11,061 0,046 26,394

Signification 0,000 0,001 0,001 0,830 0,000

couleur
  F 10,697 0,979 4,365 11,368 0,668

Signification 0,001 0,323 0,037 0,001 0,414

Forme
pétale

  F 1,596 0,58 4,308 4,324 0,232

Signification 0,207 0,447 0,038 0,038 0,63

VariétéX 
Couleur

F 1.048 .240 .112 .031 .000

Signification .307 .625 .738 .859 .986

Variétés X 
Forme

F .688 .113 2.582 .122 2.298

Signification .407 .736 .109 .727 .130

Couleur X 
Forme

F .123 ;993 .008 9.007 1.488

Signification .726 .320 .927 .003 .223

Variétés X 
Couleur X 
Forme

F .038 ;270 .155 .065 1.916

Signification .845 ;604 .694 .799 .167

  Sincerity Sophistication Excitement Competence Ruggedness

Species
  F 14,004 11,208 11,061 0,046 26,394

Meaning 0,000 0,001 0,001 0,830 0,000

Color
  F 10,697 0,979 4,365 11,368 0,668

Meaning 0,001 0,323 0,037 0,001 0,414

Petal 
shape

  F 1,596 0,58 4,308 4,324 0,232

Meaning 0,207 0,447 0,038 0,038 0,63

Species
X Tint

  F 1.048 .240 .112 .031 .000

Meaning .307 .625 .738 .859 .986

Species 
X Shape

  F .688 .113 2.582 .122 2.298

Meaning .407 .736 .109 .727 .130

Tint 
X Shape

  F .123 ;993 .008 9.007 1.488

Meaning .726 .320 .927 .003 .223

Species 
X Tint X 
Shape

  F .038 ;270 .155 .065 1.916

Meaning .845 ;604 .694 .799 .167
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Tableau 2 - MANCOVA – Modération de la Personnalité Humaine sur les liens Variété, Couleur et Forme - Personnalité Marque

Table 2 - MANCOVA - Human Personality Moderation on Species. Color and Shape Links - Brand Personality

VARIETE X 
Niv 

Introversion
Niv 

Consciencieux
Niv

Amabilité Niv Ouverture Niv 
Neurotisme

F Sig F Sig F Sig F Sig F Sig
Sincérité 2,099 0,124 0,001 0,999 7,690 0,001 2,441 0,088 1,914 0,149
Sophistication 1,233 0,292 6,307 0,002 5,511 0,004 0,585 0,557 1,421 0,242
Excitation 0,417 0,659 0,247 0,781 12,962 0,000 1,356 0,259 1,082 0,340
Compétence 1,101 0,333 2,226 0,109 0,573 0,564 0,323 0,724 2,220 0,110
Rudesse 0,005 0,995 2,030 0,132 1,156 0,316 4,580 0,011 5,291 0,005

COULEUR X
Niv 

Introversion
Niv 

Consciencieux
Niv

Amabilité Niv Ouverture Niv 
Neurotisme

F Sig F Sig F Sig F Sig F Sig
Sincérité 2,067 0,128 0,161 0,851 8,776 0,000 1,561 0,211 2,811 0,061
Sophistication 0,986 0,374 5,775 0,003 5,849 0,003 0,602 0,548 1,060 0,347
Excitation 0,580 0,560 0,271 0,763 10,793 0,000 1,410 0,245 0,873 0,418
Compétence 2,439 0,088 2,266 0,105 2,140 0,119 0,833 0,435 0,580 0,560
Rudesse 0,294 0,745 1,271 0,281 1,356 0,259 4,330 0,014 5,455 0,005

FORME X
Niv 

Introversion
Niv 

Consciencieux
Niv

Amabilité Niv Ouverture Niv 
Neurotisme

F Sig F Sig F Sig F Sig F Sig
Sincérité 3,005 0,050 0,756 0,470 7,695 0,001 2,773 0,063 3,125 0,045
Sophistication 0,598 0,550 5,807 0,003 5,630 0,004 1,117 0,328 1,228 0,294
Excitation 0,105 0,901 0,393 0,675 13,453 0,000 0,953 0,386 1,376 0,254
Compétence 0,133 0,876 4,085 0,017 0,640 0,528 0,240 0,786 0,865 0,422
Rudesse 0,031 0,970 2,342 0,097 2,078 0,126 5,781 0,003 6,670 0,001

SPECIES ×  
Introversion Conscientiousness Agreeableness Openness Neuroticism

F Sig F Sig F Sig F Sig F Sig
Sincerity 2,099 0,124 0,001 0,999 7,690 0,001 2,441 0,088 1,914 0,149
Sophistication 1,233 0,292 6,307 0,002 5,511 0,004 0,585 0,557 1,421 0,242
Excitement 0,417 0,659 0,247 0,781 12,962 0,000 1,356 0,259 1,082 0,340
Competence 1,101 0,333 2,226 0,109 0,573 0,564 0,323 0,724 2,220 0,110
Ruggedness 0,005 0,995 2,030 0,132 1,156 0,316 4,580 0,011 5,291 0,005

   TINT ×
Introversion Conscientiousness Agreeableness Openness Neuroticism

F Sig F Sig F Sig F Sig F Sig
Sincerity 2,067 0,128 0,161 0,851 8,776 0,000 1,561 0,211 2,811 0,061
Sophistication 0,986 0,374 5,775 0,003 5,849 0,003 0,602 0,548 1,060 0,347
Excitement 0,580 0,560 0,271 0,763 10,793 0,000 1,410 0,245 0,873 0,418
Competence 2,439 0,088 2,266 0,105 2,140 0,119 0,833 0,435 0,580 0,560
Ruggedness 0,294 0,745 1,271 0,281 1,356 0,259 4,330 0,014 5,455 0,005

   SHAPE ×
Introversion Conscientiousness Agreeableness Openness Neuroticism

F Sig F Sig F Sig F Sig F Sig
Sincerity 3,005 0,050 0,756 0,470 7,695 0,001 2,773 0,063 3,125 0,045
Sophistication 0,598 0,550 5,807 0,003 5,630 0,004 1,117 0,328 1,228 0,294
Excitement 0,105 0,901 0,393 0,675 13,453 0,000 0,953 0,386 1,376 0,254
Competence 0,133 0,876 4,085 0,017 0,640 0,528 0,240 0,786 0,865 0,422
Ruggedness 0,031 0,970 2,342 0,097 2,078 0,126 5,781 0,003 6,670 0,001
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Experts’ Viewpoints on Luxury Frontline Employees: 
What competencies to deliver service quality?

Abstract

 The interaction between luxury salespersons and clients has been the subject of several recent studies. This 
study question not only the role of salespersons but also the role of every employee who interact with clients in the luxury 
sector. What attitude should luxury frontline personnel adopt? What skills should they master? To shed light on these ques-
tions, this study is the first to presents luxury experts’ viewpoints, drawn from an exploratory qualitative study. The thematic 
analysis identifies five main competencies and twenty sub themes illustrated by verbatim and frequency of appearance, 
and then related to previous results in the literature.

Key words: Luxury frontline’s role, Experts sales force management, Service competencies, Luxury Service experience,  
Service quality. 
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1. Introduction

 The importance of the sales team is especially relevant in the luxury sector, as Merk (2014, xviii) points out: 
“Salespersons, especially in service-driven industries such as luxury, stand directly between the customer, the brand and 
its product.” They are therefore liable to have a strong positive or negative influence on the sales encounter outcome. In the 
luxury sector, the customer’s experience is of paramount importance (De Lassus and Freire 2014). Luxury clients are not 
just seeking a satisfying experience but they are looking for an extraordinary experience (Collier et al. 2018). As the authors 
point out, luxury customers have higher service expectations than in the past. They are more demanding due to bloated 
egos and expectations of a “best in class” service and product (Voorhees et al. 2017). In this context, frontline employees 
play a central role to achieve extraordinary experiences. 
 In the Luxury sector, salespersons and frontline employees in general participate in the founder’s storytelling and 
the brand personality (Dion and Arnould 2011). They deliver the brand experience and shape brand perceptions (Harris and 
de Chernatony 2001, 441; Kreutzer and Salomon 2009, 36). They are the brand’s personification (Merk 2014, 1) and the 
interface for its external stakeholders (Harris and de Chernatony 2001, 441; Okonkwo 2007, 164). Luxury brand salespersons 
and frontline employees are brands most important assets, but not always trained to the brand’s customer orientation and 
marketing strategies (Fitzgerald and Moon 1996, Kapferer and Bastien 2009). Insufficient training and poor interaction 
with the client could harm the brand image. Recent research on luxury salesperson-client interactions (Wang, Chow and 
Luk 2013; Ward and Dahl 2014; Kim, Park, Lee and Choi 2016) indicates that while researchers and practitioners agree 
on the importance of the salesperson’s role, many of them still question the nature and effectiveness of these interactions 
(Wang, Chow and Luk 2013; Ward and Dahl 2014; Wieseke et al. 2016; Chiou J.S., Hsiao C.C. 2017). What attitude should 
salespersons and frontline employees adopt? What competencies should they master? Should they display arrogance? 
Should they be snobbish? Should they adopt a “Devil sells Prada” attitude to bolster clients’ aspirations or should they 
be friendly (e.g. encouraging friendly commercial relations between the sales personnel and customers) as advocated 
by Rosenbaum, Russell-Bennett, and Drennan (2015)? Should they create an emotional experience of exclusivity and 
prestige? What communication should they pass on? Should they use informative or emotional communication (Wieseke 
et al. 2016)? These questions focus on interactions employees could have with customers at different touch point during 
the whole customer experience (Lemon and Verhoef 2016). Interactions are essential, but needs more investigation to 
improve the selection and training of salespersons and frontline employees.
 As mentioned by (Ehbauer and Gresel 2013), most of the past research has analyzed the interaction patterns of 
luxury salespersons with customers mainly from the customers’ viewpoint. However, the experts select and train frontline 
employees. As Gurzki and Woisetschläger (2017; 161) recently argued, “Research in the managerial perspective could 
provide insights into, for example, how luxury brands make use of new technologies in production, marketing, and sales, 
or how they manage and orchestrate a network of partners to deliver their customer experience.” Previous research has 
not yet produced a comprehensive framework built of expert accumulated experience that identifies the key skills required 
to ensure the level of performance luxury salespersons and frontline employees need in order to produce an extraordinary 
service experience. Teaching a luxury salesperson and frontline employees to become a true brand ambassador requires 
the holistic experience of confirmed experts that have spent their working lives managing salespersons in large luxury firms. 
These experts consider the whole service experience that goes beyond the focus on customer-salesperson interactions 
and beyond the question concerning an arrogance versus friendliness’ attitude, or the question of emotional versus 
informative communication style. Based on an exploratory qualitative analysis of the viewpoints of European academic and 
professional experts, our study provides an integrative framework that identifies the key dimensions of the luxury service 
experience. Thematic analysis of their discourse unpack the main themes used by experts to organize their knowledge 
about the salesperson and frontline employee’s skills and training needed to achieve service excellence. More specifically, 
this paper draw a list of the competencies luxury experts deem necessary in their vision of the role of a salesperson and 
frontline employees able to create a memorable customer experience. The results advocates expanding the role of the 
salesperson beyond a mere sales objective and aligning it with a strategy that aims to create lasting relationships with 
customers. To become a true brand ambassador, salespersons and frontline employees need continuous training combined 
with clear performance indicators. We contribute to this goal by delineating twenty competencies themes clustered under 
five main areas resulting from the thematic analysis of luxury experts’ viewpoints.
 In the first section, we review the literature to pinpoint the advances and remaining gaps to build a general 
framework for evaluating luxury salespersons through the application of a service-oriented approach. The second section 
presents the main findings of a qualitative thematic analysis of experts’ discourse. In the third section, we discuss the 
results, their practical implications, their limitations and opportunities for future research.
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2. Literature review

2.1. Defining luxury services

 It is not easy to define luxury. Cristini et al. (2017, 105) argued that luxury “owns a complex meaning; it has more 
than one meaning depending on the context.” The literature does not offer a unanimous definition. Ghosh and Varshney 
(2013) believe that luxury product consumption can be defined by (1) product specificities (superior quality, aesthetics, 
high price, history, utility and perceived exclusivity); (2) consumer characteristics (income level, culture, generation) and (3) 
consumer motivations: hedonistic, ostentatious and self-expressive motivations. Dubois et al. (2001) add exclusivity and 
rarity to a luxury, resulting from the quality of materials and homemade expertise. Finally, aesthetics and poly-sensuality 
characterize both the product and the sales environment. Kapferer and Michaut (2016) review a large number of definitions 
of luxury. They suggest that luxury can be defined as: “access to hedonistic, very high-quality objects, experiences and 
personal services, sold at a price well above what their functional value would command, which represent sources of a 
sense of privilege, taste and refinement, and produce recognition by relevant others due to the power of the brand.” These 
two definitions of luxury emphasize the role of personal services. They invite us to develop a better conceptualization of the 
specificity of services rendered by luxury frontline and salespersons.

2.2. Luxury: a service approach

 Research in luxury marketing generally focuses on brand management, consumer values and perceptions of 
luxury product characteristics (Kastanakis and Balabanis 2012, 2014; Wiedmann, Hennigs and Siebels 2009). As Gurzki 
and Woisetschläger (2017, 161) recently observed, there is relatively “little research on luxury retailing, sales and services 
compared to studies in other related fields”. In a service driven industry such as luxury, few researches mobilizes the 
service marketing literature. As Vargo and Lush (2004) point out, the luxury industry’s business model, initially oriented 
towards product and brand valuation, is progressively moving towards a service-dominant logic. As noted by Ahn, Park 
and Hyun (2018), nowadays many luxury brands seek to evolve into luxury service brands. Delivering the service is a 
process that includes interactions between the salesperson, the customer and the physical environment, which forms the 
“servicene” needed to deliver the brand’s specific universe (Bitner, 1992). There has been little research to date on the 
internal organization and interaction of all these elements in the luxury sector at the encounter of service delivery (Lovelock 
and Wirtz 2016). Following Kapferer and Bastien (2009), the specific features of luxury marketing require specifically 
adapted service dimensions. Service experience is a useful concept to understand the importance of the salesperson’s role 
in the luxury sector (Grewal, Levy and Kumar 2009, Lemon and Verhoef 2016, Puccinelli et al., 2009, Verhoef et al., 2009). 
A service experience occurs when a customer experiences emotion and acquires knowledge through interacting with a 
salesperson within a context created by the service provider (Pullman and Gross, 2004). The concept of internal brand 
management (Ambler and Barrow, 1996; King and Grace, 2009), predominant in the service brand literature (Kreutzer and 
Salomon, 2009; Scheys and Baert 2007), acknowledges that, ultimately, it is the frontline staff who delivers the intangible 
offering and the brand promise. 

2.3. Luxury service and frontline employees role

 The service literature emphasizes the concept of customer orientation. Staff behavior is an integral part of the 
production of services and a key aspect of successful business-customer interactions. Two major concepts emerge in 
the literature: customer orientation (Saxe and Weitz, 1982) and salesperson adaptability (Weitz et al., 1986). Customer 
orientation is a set of customer support behaviors that facilitate purchase decision. Salespersons are “customer oriented” 
when they engage in behavior leading to long-term client satisfaction (Kelley, 1992). They show flexibility in adjusting the 
offer to customer needs over time. The recurrent nature of the relation favor the development of “commercial friendship” 
with frontline people as noted by Price and Arnould (1999), leading to higher satisfaction and loyalty. A study conducted 
in the field of luxury catering (Juhee and Hyun, 2012) underscored the central role of employees’ customer orientation, 
particularly the capacity to generate positive word of mouth. The authors tested the impact of two different communication 
styles corresponding to “dominant” or more “friendly” behaviors. The results show that a friendlier, open and casual style 
reinforces the customer’s perception of being catered. A friendly attitude reduces social intimidation and enhances the 
client’s position in the social hierarchy (Dion and Borraz, 2017). 
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 In the luxury sector, it is not enough to satisfy customers (Arnold, Reynolds, Ponder and Lueg, 2005). It seems 
that “a truly extraordinary service experience” (Collier et al., 2018) is necessary to provide “a memorable experience” (Pine 
and Gilmore, 1999). The concept of Idiosyncratic Service Experience (ISE) encompass three interpersonal aspects “1) 
the perceived effort the employee exhibits in meeting customer needs, 2) the ability to surprise customers in the service 
process, and 3) the perceived empathy to customers during the experience” (Collier et al., 2018). Luxury companies 
focus on their exclusive, top-flight service to create emotional engagement with the luxury brand (Shukla et al., 2016; 
Prentice and Loureiro, 2018). According to Cervellon and Coudriet (2013), the seller is like a real ambassador, the country 
represented being the brand, with its own culture, and the store being the embassy that protects the brand and its culture. 
The ambassadors welcome customers to the world of the brand. For these authors, the sellers and their interactions with 
the customer form part of the brand’s identity. Frontline employees are the human contacts between the brand and the 
customer. In fact, the brand’s expertise and power has to materialize through the seller-client relationship.
 Since luxury’ salespersons interact directly with the client, their role is emotionally demanding. Delcourt et al, 
(2016) use the term emotional competency to qualify it. They need to adjust their appearance based on what their employer 
and their customers expect (Witz, Warhurst and Nickson, 2003). They must “be” the brand. Sirianni et al. (2013) speak of 
branded service encounters to describe the staff’s alignment with the brand’s positioning. This positioning can manifest 
itself in several ways: the salesperson’s appearance, their knowledge of the brand and their personality that must be 
congruent with the luxury brand’s personality. 
 For Dion and Borraz (2017), the language and attitude of the seller towards the customer is a way of positioning 
the luxury brand and filtering a clientele that does not feel it belongs to the brand’s “superior” social class as represented 
by the seller. Thus, for Ward and Dahl, (2014), the “devil should sell Prada” by having a distant and haughty demeanor. 
However, Dion and Borraz (2017) also highlight the possibility that some clients refuse to submit to this social intimidation, 
with the risk of losing target clients. In fact, according to Kim and Kim (2014), it is better if the staff is friendly. In the 
same line, a recent study about frontline staff demonstrate that employees should also be authentic in their interactions 
(Lechner and Paul, 2019). This research also pinpoint the variability in customer perceptions of frontline employee emotion 
authenticity according customer affect and thinking style.
 The literature emphasizes the positive impact of salesperson brand identification (Adidam, 2009; Merk, 2014). The 
retail literature praises salespeople with brand identification (Ahearne, Bhattacharya, and Gruen, 2005; Badrinarayanan 
and Laverie, 2011; Hughes and Ahearne, 2010; Kuenzel and Halliday, 2008) but recently Berger-Remy and Michel (2015) 
and Merk and Michel (2019) demonstrated that excessive identification could generate deviant behavior, uncovering the 
“dark side” of sales people with high brand identification. These sales people present high resistance to change and develop 
a selling approach with strong brand centricity but little customer orientation. This in turn generate negative perceptions 
among customers with high brand and product expertise.
 This leads us to question the specific nature of luxury service, and the behaviors and attitudes that salespersons 
and frontline staff should adopt in this sector. We tackle the issue from a new angle by analyzing the viewpoints of luxury 
experts rather than adopting the consumers’ perspective as most of the literature do. According to Burton, Gruber and 
Gustafsson (2020) researcher need to understand better the issues the companies faced and thus should cooperate with 
managers. Merk and Michel (2019) outline equally the need to include interviews with managers. Given their extensive 
years of experience in recruiting and coaching luxury frontline employees, it will be illuminating to see if the opinions of 
managerial luxury experts confirm or extend what is known so far from the customers’ viewpoint. The next section describes 
the qualitative study conducted with a sample of professionals and academic experts with professional experience. The 
main themes and sub themes of their discourse structure our panel member experience on how the frontline employee 
should conduct a luxury encounter and the competencies required. 

3. The qualitative study: data collection and analyses

 We conducted a qualitative study with professional experts and researchers with over 20 years of experience in 
the luxury sector. We selected experts to be different as possible with respect to the luxury industry and gender as well as 
their area of expertise to cover a broad range of professional backgrounds. Appendix 1 lists the experts’ names and job 
titles. An expert is an individual who has special knowledge or skills in a specific area; in contrast, a novice is an individual 
with no knowledge of the area in question (Glaser and Chi, 1988). Decaudin and Elayoubi (2009) distinguish two types 
of experts: (1) academic experts, professors and researchers, whose expertise come from theoretical knowledge and the 
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results of their research; and (2) expert managers or professionals specialized in a category of products/services, who 
have accumulated their expertise over several years of experience. This experience gives them extensive expertise in the 
specific aspects of the role of vendors and frontline employees of luxury products or services.
 From this perspective, the experts convey the culture and subcultures to which they belong, and so form a 
representative sample (Michelat, 1975). These experts have internalized practices, experience and knowledge in their 
activity sector. At the same time, anecdotes, affect and detail give us in-depth insights into these cultures. The replication 
or originality of the bundles of anecdotes and short narratives enable us to disentangle the different threads, providing us 
with insights for a global understanding. Our aim is therefore to highlight the most significant aspects of the interactions of 
salespersons and frontline employees in the luxury sector to gain a better understanding of the notion of luxury service. 
Diverse luxury industry experience and different theoretical background in management, economy or marketing provide a 
better representability1.
An interview guide served as a framework for the interviews. A specialist of in depth interview conducted 11 of the interviews 
while the authors conducted the last two. The interviews began with an introductory sentence; “In your opinion, what makes 
a service a luxury service?” During the interviews, we were careful to let our experts develop their ideas freely, at times 
probing them further to clarify certain concepts or ideas that seemed useful for our study. This process gave us a deeper 
understanding, while addressing the two main topics listed in our interview guide: the specificities of luxury services and 
the salesperson’s role. 
 Thanks to the data collection support form Luxury Attitudes, 13 individual semi-structured interviews were 
achieved: seven with professional managers from seven luxury industries (fashion, hospitality, jewelry, cosmetics and 
consultancy) and six with academic researchers specialized in this field from different disciplines (sociology, management, 
economy, marketing, anthropology) and with extended consultation activities in the luxury sector. Our aim was to make 
the interviews as close as possible to natural conversation and to help experts express themselves freely about their 
vision and experience of the luxury service in their industry. With their agreement, we recorded and transcribed all of the 
narratives. This freed us from note taking that limits and selectively filters discourse. The interviews lasted between 55 to 
75 minutes. Using the Sphinx IQ software, a lexical and thematic analysis on the corpus of 65224 words was conducted. 
The lexical analysis lists the vocabulary and highlights the various views of the luxury service experts, while the thematic 
analysis synthesizes the input. The professionals tended to express themselves more abundantly, both in the length of 
their speech turns (60 words against 45 for academics) and in terms of the length of sentences (8 words against 6 for 
academics). Feelings analysis shows a more positive slant by professionals, while academics tend to be more critical. Our 
experts unanimously devoted most of their discourse to the role and competencies expected from salespersons as part 
of the luxury service. From our in-depth analysis of the entire corpus, we drew up a list of five themes and twenty sub-
themes,  resulting in 8,954 words, classified into the 20 sub-themes by the three coders. Discrepancies among coders were 
checked and resolved. Overall, the academics and professionals agreed. We noted some discrepancies however between 
academics and professionals, summarized in Figure 2. The five themes and 20 sub-themes describe what the experts 
expect from salespersons and frontline employees in the field of luxury. More precisely, they highlight 1) the ability to offer a 
service that guarantees an emotion of prestige and exclusivity 2) the ability to personalize the relationship with customers, 
3) “savoir-être”, 4) the ability to manage temporality, and 5) knowledge of the brand’s offer. Figure 1displays the frequency 
of occurrence of the 5 themes and 20 sub-themes. 

1 Luxury Attitude helped us to access their network of professional experts.
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A correspondence analysis arrayed the five themes along a main axis, opposing customization, managing temporality and 
creating an emotion of exclusivity on the right side with knowing the product and “Savoir-être” on the left side. Academic 
experts appear on the right side, while professional experts position themselves on the left side as shown in Figure 2. We 
explore these findings in the next paragraph, using excerpts to illustrate the competencies and attitude expected from 
luxury salespersons and frontline employees.

Figure 1. The five themes and 20 sub-themes from the thematic analysis

1. Create an emotion of exclusivity and prestige                          (135 citations: Univ=46; Pro= 89)*
1.1 To enjoy an extraordinary experience.      44
1.2 Of the highest quality.        28
1.3 Of the highest desirability.        25
1.4 Through the functional quality of the environment.     19
1.5 Through the aesthetic quality of the environment and salesperson.    12

2. Personalize the relationship                           (117 citations: Univ=50; Pro=67)
2.1 Adapt the service (listen, be attentive, incorporate available information)   56
2.2 Adapt to the person (individualize the service, tailor it, 
      make the customer unique, and give them the impression 
      of exclusive personal treatment)       35
2.3. Adapt to the customer’s culture (respect differences)       6

3. “savoir-être”                               (108 citations: Univ=10; Pro=98)
3.1 Kind, warm, empathic.        37
3.2 Understanding, intuitive, sincere.       29
3.3 Ambassador of the brand.        26
3.4 Discreet, mild, non-intrusive.       16

4. Manage temporality                                    (47 citations: Univ=17; Pro=30)
4.1 Synchronize with customer expectations.      16
4.2 Be fast, responsive, immediate.       14
4.3 Anticipate desires.        12
4.4 Enhance rarity           5

5. Know the product                    (17 citations: Univ=2; Pro=15)
5.1 Stage it, dramatize its presentation.       8
5.2 Demonstrate, be rigorous and show expertise.       4
5.3 Know how to explain, be sophisticated.       3
5.4 Know how to act, to conclude.        2
* “Univ” stand for University experts with professional experience; “Pro” stand for Professional expert

Figure 2. Joint positioning of themes and expert’s function on the first axis of a correspondence analysis
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4. Aiming for excellence in luxury service: the five competencies expected from frontline employees 

4.1. Creating an emotion of exclusivity and prestige

 Verbatim from our experts tell us that the luxury experience encounter should create an emotion that meets 
customers’ intrinsic desire for exclusivity and prestige.

 4.1.1. Through the experience created by the store environment...
 In the field of luxury, service occupies a central place, to the point of being considered by Nolwen-Pro as “the 
overall packaging of a product offer,” designed to make the consumer experience prestigious and exclusive. Professionals 
and academics agree that the background and the sales environment are vital. The unique experience that occurs in 
the boutique is crucial. For Gabriel-Univ: “The luxury service in the stores is accompanied by an aesthetic quality of the 
environment, the place, the architecture of the store; it’s accompanied by the quality of the staff, but there’s a lot to say, a 
quality of presentation, etc.”

 4.1.2. ... as well as through emotion...
 What makes a strong contribution to the prestigious and exclusive side of a luxury brand is also the emotion that 
the customer feels through the experience offered by the brand, such as product launches combined with events that 
accentuate the brand’s exclusive and prestigious nature. Sophistication also plays a prominent role in the staff’s service 
delivery, as Owen-Univ notes: “Luxury service should be exclusive, extravagant, and emotionally strong. The sophisticated 
side is not easy to do; a kind of art or a specific way. If we take the example of the butler, he has a particular way of moving 
and serving dinner, he’s very sophisticated. He not only puts the plate down. He has a specific type of order. You can really 
show that you know how culture works, and what’s important is this sophisticated part.”

 4.1.3. ... while thinking about the sophistication of the service
 Service sophistication requires a lot of training and frequent knowledge certification to acquire the expertise that 
naturally conveys the prestigious side of the service offered. Elisa-Univ portrays this sophisticated service in a high-end 
jewelry store, without which the prestigious and exclusive aspect of the experience would not take place: “I’m welcomed, 
she shows me things with white gloves, she gets the jewels (from the window or from the coffer) and puts them on a 
nice silver tray. The pleasure I wanted, all the intelligence in the words she chose, the vocabulary, the ceremonial: it was 
never too much, not enough, it was just beyond, and that’s perfect.” The key is sophistication but done in such a way that 
the client feels the experience was authentically empathetic. Establishing a relationship with a unique customer not only 
supports the exclusive and prestigious approach that characterizes the field of luxury in its entirety, but above all, conveys 
excellent service by putting the customer at the center.
 To recap our expert’s citations in the first theme, the overarching duty of a salesperson is to create an emotion of 
exclusivity and prestige by offering customers an extraordinary experience of the highest quality and the highest desirability, 
backed by the functional and aesthetic quality of the environment. In the same vein, Kim (2018) explains the preference 
for a luxury experience over the purchase of a luxury product because the former satisfies the desire for exclusivity better 
than the latter.

4.2. Personalizing the relationship

 Our experts clearly pointed to the role of personalizing the relationship

 4.2.1. Through the tailor-made...
 This aspect demonstrates the importance of personalization in luxury service. Haute couture was a precursor in 
service personalization and an example to follow. To reach the pinnacle of tailor-made luxury service, the personalized 
approach unobtrusively seeks out as much information as possible on the customer in order to act in a personalized and 
individualized way. Paola-Pro said: “Personalization aims to make the customer unique. It creates a privileged link with the 
customer, and involves building a history of the relationship, for example; knowing intimate, personal elements about the 
customer in a privileged relationship.” Here, the staff are expected to be attentive, to listen to the clients, to adapt to their 
expectations and desires, and to serve them not just in a satisfactory way but also with an aim for excellence. 
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 4.2.2. ... and adapted staff training...
 The skills of frontline employees come from specific training, tailored to the requirements expected in the 
production of a luxury service. As Gabriel-Univ said: “We can’t trust human nature alone. It’s normal. We need training. 
Some people do it naturally, but we can’t trust everybody, so we must be radical.” 
 Training is also required for the acquisition of intercultural sensitivity so that staff can adapt to the culture and 
operating codes of each client’s country of origin. “We need to take the culture into account and to adapt to it. We can’t 
touch or perfume a woman directly in the USA, for instance, she would feel assaulted (...). Humanity, empathy and respect 
are universal expectations but should be adapted in different ways.” Nolwen-Pro; Floriane-Pro: “We adapt our services to 
the customers’ nationality. A Japanese person, for example, will want a particular tea in his room. It’s part of his culture. 
Our wish is to meet the wishes of the customers. And to please a Japanese customer is to adapt to their culture. The 
contact staff must integrate cultural norms. It’s perfectly normal for a Japanese person not to smile. He can say that he’s 
happy with words and in fact not be happy at all. That’s why we have international teams: all languages are spoken, and 
several cultures are represented. This allows us to decipher all national codes. We have 3 or 4-hour training courses per 
nationality.”
 This attentiveness to the cultural aspect of each client goes beyond simple language learning. It involves decoding 
expectations in terms of the delivery of luxury for each typology of customers and being able to meet them appropriately 
and in a differentiated way compared to the services offered by competitors in the sector. As Pierre-Univ explains, the 
challenge for large luxury companies is not just to know the cultural specificities and to respond to them automatically, but 
also to compare the services offered to this type of clientele by rival firms.
 This differentiation, considered as the “backbone” of luxury companies, aims to ensure a unique and distinctive 
positioning. The staff need to provide a dual-purpose delivery, considering cultural specificities, while offering a unique and 
special service to make the moment memorable in the customer’s mind. According to our expert, Louis-Univ, understanding 
the cultural specificities of each nationality is important, but it should not be limited to applying responses automatically to 
all customers from the same country. In other words, the service must be tailored individually to each client. Customers 
may have a nationality in common, but each individual will certainly also have different expectations: “There are differences 
that are culturally defined, but that become, in the world of luxury, individual differences. It’s true that if I work in a hotel and 
I see a Japanese person, I say ‘OK, as a Japanese guest, he might want something different from a Russian person’, but 
I have to go further: “This is Mr. Hirohito and Mr. Hirohito wants his oysters in a particular way and he wants to be treated 
differently from Mr. Kawasaki, who wants to be treated like an American.”

 4.2.3. ... ensuring continuous service improvement by incorporating an adapted CRM...
 Continual adaptation to the individual specificities of each customer puts the human being at the core of the 
service provision. Due to technological developments in customer relationship software, service automation increase. 
While technology is a considerable asset in helping staff to better customize the relationship (by way of data collection), 
it must be done in an intelligent manner, consistent with the specificities of the service as such. In this regard, Lucas-Pro 
insists on personalization specific to the field of luxury services. In particular, he argues that service personalization involves 
three dimensions: “the functional, aesthetic and human dimensions.” He thus considers “that a luxury service must be the 
perfect synthesis of all three dimensions, given that the professional dimension essentially serves the functional, and the 
human and aesthetic dimension serves the emotional. So how does service create emotions? It’s the human aspect, but 
not as in “it’s a person who serves me”, but rather, “what kind of emotion does it give?” And in fact, it’s customary to say 
that if the professional dimension aims at efficiency, the human dimension aims at touch, in other words, to touch someone 
in an emotional way, and the aesthetic dimension aims to be pleasant and beautiful... and so, at some point, if we have to 
analyze a service or a relationship with a customer, we tend to analyze things through these three dimensions.” The three 
dimensions certainly serve to make the luxury service experience unique, but in particular, they create a kind of emotional 
impression that the customer will remember.

 4.2.4. ... to create small touches that make the difference...
 The staff need to acquire a form of competence that resides in situational intelligence. This kind of intelligence 
enables staff to detect “a multitude of opportunities to leave traces of the client in their memory, like fingerprints.” Lucas-Pro 
illustrates this as follows: “How is the imprint created? By the ability of the house cleaner to “use”, in quotation marks, the 
information she has about the clients by observing their room if they stay more than one night, and saying: “here”, take an 
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example, “he has glasses on a book, what can I do? I can take them, I can clean them, I can put them like this, perhaps 
on a small piece of felt, and I can also close his book, slipping a hotel bookmark inside.” And that’s what the customer 
will notice: “Hey, my glasses have been cleaned, they’ve been laid very gently, and the book was closed without losing 
the page while I left it open, that’s great.” In this example, our expert illustrates what we can expect from staff through 
the notion of situational intelligence. In the end, what it means is to rethink a fairly standardized and formatted delivery by 
small, simple and easy to implement actions that have a triple benefit. Indeed, the little attentions to detail accomplished 
by the maid will 1) enhance the value of her work, 2) customize and differentiate the service, and 3) retain the customer 
and send a message about the VIP status granted. This is because it is so normal and predictable for customers find their 
hotel room clean and tidy that they naturally tend to forget or even underestimate the work needed to achieve such results. 
The small “savoir-être”es mark the passage of the cleaner and at the same time invite the customer to notice the quality 
of the service in the smallest detail. This new skill also proposes a form of evolution of the profession: from the routine, 
automated, ‘millimetered’ and quasi-industrial execution of standardized tasks to a more human and relational execution, 
which also imposes a certain degree of reflection, spontaneity, initiative and intuition to ensure exclusive treatment of the 
customer.

 4.2.5. ... while ensuring a humane and intelligent approach to service
 This more humane approach to the delivery of services is essential in the luxury sector. As Nolwen-Pro confirms: 
“Human beings and respect for one another are central. It’s complicated because you have to have intuition and good 
knowledge of humans.” Putting people at the center corresponds to the detailed way each contact person needs to think 
about their service. The issue for staff who perform somewhat repetitive and predictable tasks is to assign this luxurious 
character to their service. In this regard, Gabriel-Univ notes that everything depends on the “way of doing” and in particular, 
“the way of receiving, the way we take care of your bags, how we seek to answer your questions, and how we try to 
respond immediately to your requests.” This way of doing things requires several skills and tools to achieve the desired 
results. It needs present and past interactions with customers to be recorded on a customer database to achieve an 
ultra-personalized service. In this respect, Nicolas-Univ recommends intelligently collecting certain data to design a better 
service: “Remember, for instance, where a regular hotel guest sleeps (on the right or the left of the bed) to know where 
to position his slippers at night. We need to collect this information and store it (big data).” In the same vein, Diana-Pro, 
working in the field of haute couture, explains how to customize the reception of VIP customers using previously collected 
data. “Sometimes we’re warned of their (customers) arrival, they’ve made an appointment, and everything is in their size 
and ready, according to the client’s tastes recorded in the client database. This reflects the criteria of comfort, space, 
personalization and discretion.” While databases are necessary to customize service delivery, they are also essential 
to anticipate the wishes of customers, ensuring constant responsiveness from the contact staff. All of these elements 
constitute facets of personalization. As one of our hospitality expert said: “For the customer, the first element of luxury is to 
be recognized as soon as one arrives and be called by his first name”.
 In short, our experts define the frontline employees’ capacity to personalize the relationship as adapting the 
content of the service to the customer’s unique needs, history and culture, in a warm and friendly manner. Our experts’ 
viewpoints resonate with Mittal and Lassar (1996)’s justification of personalization as the main reason customers seek a 
likable and friendly staff.

4.3. Knowing how to behave, displaying the right ”savoir-être” 

 Behaving right is another important dimension in the field of luxury. This aspect is relatively complex because 
it has many facets involving the qualities a true ambassador staff needs to have to represent the brand. For Paola-Pro: 
“Attention to the customer is not simply to provide little extras, like a drink for example. It’s in the way of being.” According 
to our professional experts, the best way of being is not natural but comes from training: “We teach our staff to be intuitive, 
discreet, but also warm.”

 4.3.1. Respecting discretion...
 Above all, luxury service is a discreet service. As Nolwen-Pro explains: “Luxury is peace and quiet, not having 
to bother asking for what you want, but rather, giving you the impression that we are discreetly listening to you.” For 
professional experts, luxury is also being sincere and warm, according to Paola-Pro: “You have to be simple in human 
relationships.” In other words, it is very important to develop a warm relationship without overdoing things, hence the 
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importance of sincerity. Nolwen-Pro explains that big houses are now very careful of this point: “Now, houses have become 
globalized and they work with very different clients, including in Los Angeles where it’s much more casual, where a billionaire 
can come in ripped jeans and clappers. This has forced a kind of mentality revolution and a much warmer welcome.” Our 
experts emphasize the quality of human relations that must permeate every staff member in the field of luxury. In luxury 
service, the privileged stance is that you are not addressing a consumer but an individual.

 4.3.2. ... while being devoted to the relationship
 Luxury service does not dictate behaviors, but leaves frontline employees with a lot of freedom. The subtlety 
required by luxury is quite complex; it means the contact staff need to combine discretion on the one hand with proximity 
and dedication in their customer relations on the other: “To keep their distance with the customer, while being close, so that 
the customer feels close. It’s a feeling. It’s knowledge,” Floriane-Pro explained. This director of a large hotel described the 
distance the staff need to have to be a true ambassador of luxury: “Not having the profile, would mean someone who’s too 
casual. Someone I wouldn’t take may be someone who didn’t know how to step back from what can be said to a client.” 
According to Paola-Pro: “What’s important is simplicity: that is, not to overdo it. We must highlight a jewel, and we must be 
simple in human relationships. That’s to say, it takes a warm relationship (it’s very important), without making tons, hence 
the importance of sincerity.”
 In summary, our experts describe the “savoir-être” of a true brand ambassador as being a kind, warm, empathic 
person capable of intuition and sincerity while being discreet, mild and unobtrusive. This is in line with Berry et al. (2006)’s 
humanic clue: “the behavior and appearance of service personnel, choice of words, tone of voice, level of enthusiasm, body 
language, neatness and appropriate dress” that determines the overall consumer experience. Recently Lechner and Paul 
(2019) found that customers who experience positive affect perceive displays of positive emotion by frontline employees as 
more authentic. Cultivating emotional connectivity extends respect and esteem to customers, exceeds their expectations, 
strengthens their trust, deepens their loyalty and extends to the ability to deal with possible customer dissatisfaction. In this 
later case, frontline employee’s devotion to the relationship could be reinforced (Xie and Peng, 2009).

4.4. Managing temporality

 4.4.1. Being reactive…
 This emerged as a crucial theme in the quality of service in the luxury sector through the notion of immediacy. More 
than in other sectors, staff must be extremely responsive and fast. According to Diana-Pro: “speed is important, but speed 
does not mean being rushed. If I take the after-sales service, for instance, if there’s a faulty product, which can happen in 
all luxury brands, we don’t ask questions, we change, replace or repair it depending on what the client wants. All of this 
must be done very quickly.” According to this luxury expert, sales personnel must be able to respond to customers fast in 
order to meet their needs, but they must also understand them quickly: “You have to be quick to understand the demand 
that is more or less expressed. It’s even more important to be efficient, to understand very quickly.” For Florence-Pro: “We 
have to be fast, to get more information without giving the impression of asking too many questions. The answer must be 
correct, of course. It must be reactive, that’s to say, it’s done right away.” Such staff diligence is particularly important in the 
hotel industry, where Jason-Pro explains the current nature of his clients: “People today want to get everything done well, 
all the time and right away. And that’s part of their daily lives. We’re in a civilization of immediacy. And even more so when 
you’re in a big hotel ... I think luxury customers today are not just customers who have the means, there’s a bit of a diva 
among the rich Chinese or the Russians. There’s a little diva or caprice: “I want that right away.” And today you have people 
in hotels that do just that. And you didn’t have that 10 years ago. You didn’t have an entire team that met the wishes of the 
rich.”
 
 4.4.2. ... but wait patiently when the product requires it…
 In contrast, professionals from large luxury houses like Diana-Pro explain that rarity and the need to wait before 
getting a product is very important: “There’s also a part of waiting in luxury: there’s a waiting list of 2 years for a Birkin bag: 
it’s part of luxury. It’s related to a craft issue. We’re talking here about luxury products that are handmade and that take 
time to be crafted, and this waiting time is necessary when you’re looking for exclusivity.” These items are exceptional 
because the object has a life and a follow-up of the life, even when they are transmitted or inherited. This long life of the 
object transforms it into a long-term investment. Temporality also covers synchronization of the service. “The customer 
appreciates the staff’s fast reactivity in answering, seeing, and anticipating their needs and desires, but is sensitive to the 
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manner as well as the moment when this help occurs: luxury is not necessarily caviar; it’s having the caviar you want, when 
you want it. Luxury is the moment. There’s a logic of time, of the moment” (Gilles-Univ).

 4.4.3. ... while respecting cultural differences…
 It is interesting to note that the timing of salespersons’ efforts must be culturally tailored. According to Nolwen-Pro, 
the cultural aspect is crucial: a customer, who has just entered the consumer culture, such as a Chinese client for example, 
will find it inadmissible that we do not serve him every 5 minutes, while a Japanese customer will find it unacceptable to be 
disturbed so often.

 4.4.4. ... in order to anticipate and detect the right moment
 According to Jason-Pro, standardized service is not a luxury service: “We must anticipate the customer’s desires 
because the definition of luxury is to meet desires and not needs. Needs are universal worldwide. Everyone needs to eat 
and drink. Desires differ according to nationalities. And in the hotel business, the best service we can get is a non-existent 
service, that’s to say that the customer arrives and everything he might wish for or desire is already there, even before he 
asks, rather than ubiquitous service because the client doesn’t want to be continually bothered with “Do you want this or 
that?” Anticipation emerges here as a fundamental element of the salesperson’s mission to “understand what the customer 
wants, even before she tells him. We have a very high-end service because it’s made up of anticipation.” To summarize this 
temporal aspect of the service, fluidity is important. “True luxury anticipates desires, so the service is very discreet, so you’re 
as gentle as possible, there’s nothing intrusive.” What is quite common in our experts’ discourse is the notion of moment of 
service. A luxury service must anticipate and realize the customers’ expectations and desires when they need them. Detecting 
the right moment and working upstream so that the service flows to perfection for the customer is one of the challenges a 
luxury service must rise to. According to Gabriel-Univ: “Luxury service is having what you want, when you want. Luxury is the 
moment. There is a time-related logic. Luxury means being able to respond when the customer wants it.”
 To sum up, this theme puts the spotlight on the importance of managing temporality as an ability to synchronize 
the service with customer expectations, to be fast and responsive, to anticipate desires and to enhance rarity. Our experts’ 
viewpoints give us an opportunity to reconsider the pre-core and core service encounters (Voorhees et al., 2017) in order 
to take advantage of temporality management through a well-constructed anticipation of customers’ desires and possible 
expectations.

4.5. Know the product

 4.5.1. Showing your expertise...
 The sales literature recognizes expertise as a key dimension. It is natural to see it appear as important in the 
field of luxury, but professional and academic experts also emphasize the staging of the product. For Floriane-Pro: “For 
instance, in catering there’s a culture of service. It’s not just serving tea, it’s knowing where the tea comes from.” Expertise 
about the product seems less important to our experts than sophistication in providing advices. In the field of luxury, the 
product is by definition excellent, thus it is the service that make the difference.

 4.5.2. ... and exceeding expectations
 The service should give pleasure, an emotion that comes as a supplement to the discovery of the product. It helps to 
please the customer because in luxury everything is in the service performance details, which should exceed expectations. 
Elisa-Univ told us “The Ritz-Carlton hotels have absolutely understood everything, since their motto expresses itself in 
four words: exceeds unexpected customer expectations.” The academic expert added that the staff stage a theatrical 
presentation of the product as, according to her “everything is in the detail: be it gestures, language, body language... We 
must be trained to be attentive to detail, including in our gestures, our vocabulary, etc.” The aim of exceeding expectations 
is to create emotion for the client: “It’s the divine surprise you didn’t expect. On the continuum of emotions, I didn’t expect 
it to be as good as that, truly better than I could have imagined.” Staff must therefore have these luxury codes and be up 
to the mark in their presentation of the product. For Floriane-Pro, this meticulousness is hard to find in staff: “Many people 
don’t have the skills or the requirements to be able to work in luxury. It’s very difficult to find qualified staff... who have a 
sense of others, namely, the customer, who is well educated and not interested in glitter.” The expert added “In terms of the 
main hiring criterion (since I’m the HRD), it’s the requirement: in other words, to live up to the product we sell.”
 To conclude, in this last area our experts pinpoint the importance of product knowledge and the salesperson’s 
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ability to stage the product, to dramatize the presentation and to be sophisticated to make the experience delightful for 
customers. Their quotes are in accordance with Berry et al. (2006), Holmqvist, Van Vaerenbergh and Grönroos (2017) 
and Wang, Luo and Tai (2017). Exceeding the unexpected is essential to surprise luxury customers and to cultivate the 
emotional dimension of the luxury service experience.

5. Discussion 

 Burton, Gruber, and Gustafsson (2020) call for greater cooperation of academic with practitioner to promote 
research relevance by sharing problems, ideas and data. Experts can provide new light that complement finding gained 
from customer viewpoint on the competencies and behaviors expected from frontline employees in luxury industries. 
Firstly, the results show that luxury practitioners and academic with a managerial experience share a similar vision, with 
one exception. Academic experts tend to cite personalization more often, while professional experts refer more frequently 
to product knowledge. This discrepancy might come from the academic taking from granted that frontline people have the 
necessary product knowledge while manager have come across more disappointments. Our qualitative study highlights 
five dimensions of luxury service. First, the creation of an emotion of exclusivity and prestige. This most frequently cited 
dimension is specific to the luxury sector. Second, service personalization. This dimension is not specific to the luxury 
sector, but personalization with luxury customers requires more experience and acute attention to the customer specificities 
given the multicultural nature of the clients. Third, it is the frontline employees’ “savoir-être” that gives the client a feeling 
of being at the heart of the experience, a dimension particular to the luxury sector. Fourth, diligence in synchronizing with 
clients’ expectations is also specific to the luxury sector. Fifth, the ability to stage a sophisticated and theatrical product 
presentation. For this last dimension, knowledge of the product is not specific to the luxury sector, but its staging is specific. 
 This research confirms the interpersonal aspects of the Idiosyncratic Service Experiences (ISE) proposed 
by Collier et al (2018) and so is the central role of frontline employee attitudes and emotional work in delivering this 
experience. The employees’ desire to achieve this level of experience and the capability to be empathetic are crucial in 
luxury service delivery. Sophistication is important but our experts insist on the emotional competency. Experts explains 
that the customer should not perceive the effort. The service delivery should appear natural, authentic and adapted to 
cultural differences. Emotional intelligence skills may be essential or even indispensable for achieving such goals (Lechner 
and Paul, 2019). Furthermore, according to the theory of emotional contagion, employee perceptions of customer delight 
can affect positively the employee’s emotions as discussed by Barnes et al. (2015).
 If the literature and academic experts underline the importance of customer orientation and adaptation in service 
delivery, professional experts insist on the expertise and the “savoir-être” a frontline employee should possess in order to 
deliver a luxury service.
 Finally, while the reactivity is an important aspect of service delivery, this research underlines the importance of 
rarity and waiting time, which are specific of the luxury industry.

5.1. Managerial contributions

 Luxury experts do not easily deliver their practices and secrets. It was challenging to select the experts who took 
part in the study and obtain their consent for a long interview. The verbatim collected illustrates the five dimensions and 
competencies needed to provide luxury services. These five dimensions constitutes an important contribution and highlights 
the views of luxury experts. These descriptions and salient anecdotes could enrich the customer orientation content and 
form a benchmark by which to evaluate the quality of service in the field of luxury. The results show that successful luxury 
service should offers a unique, distinguished and personalized customer experience that provides customers with an 
emotion of exclusivity and prestige. While this experience obviously takes place in a luxurious setting, it is the responsibility 
of the “actor” in particular, in other words, the salesperson or the frontline employee, to produce a memorable experience 
as advocated by Torres and Kline (2013) and Wang et al. (2017).
 This dramatization can only be successful by training highly qualified sales personnel. The staff is the cornerstone 
of a luxury service delivery. They must therefore be naturally empathetic and acquire complex skills through appropriate 
training. Enhancement of the status and role of staff in the field of luxury implies rethinking the work and training of these 
key players for luxury brands.
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5.2. Practical implications

 Our results show that the right distance between staff and customers is a key aspect of the luxury sector. It is 
therefore not easy to give managers simple recommendations to answer the question: “Should the devil sell Prada?” 
According to our luxury experts, the distance and disdain advocated by some researchers (Ward and Dahl, 2014) might 
not be systematically advisable. It is certainly important that customers feel the brand is exclusive. However, having a 
distant and haughty demeanor is a stereotyped behavior. Our experts highlight the experiential dimension of a great luxury 
service encounter: i.e., the emotional experience of exclusivity and prestige that sales staff should offer the client. These 
magical moments result from the emotional work of sales personnel in the sense of Hochschild, (1983). This work is largely 
conveyed by “surface acting” with a language, an expression, a gesture, a way of expressing oneself, and the ability to 
“stage” the luxury brand. The staging of the luxury brand, through specific rituals and costumes (like uniforms in the brand 
colors) in the servicescape, corresponds to play-acting as described by Goffman (1973).
 Therefore, a first recommendation concerns the management of frontline employees starting with the recruitment 
and selection of employees that are naturally empathetic and customer oriented so they will be able to personalize the 
relationship. Our experts recommend to recruit salespersons with a sense of service and experience with the luxury 
clientele. Here, personality tests that measure the extent of a salesperson’s proactivity could be useful since it is an 
important trait in the field of luxury and an antecedent to sales performance (Sitser et al., 2013). Even more important, 
luxury brand should identify and select employee that possess emotional competencies so they will be capable to create 
an emotion of exclusivity managing their emotional work.
 The demands on luxury frontline employees are very specific, sophisticated, and sometimes considered as an 
extra role, making it difficult to recruit such profiles. It is therefore essential that managers on the one hand and frontline 
employee’s s on the other work closely together to implement the coaching and competency tests suggested by the 
experts.
 Therefore, a second managerial implication of our research deals with the frontline employees training. Indeed, only 
a well-trained salesperson is able to identify the clients’ desires, meet their specific expectations and produce service quality 
through emotional work, customization, empathy, simplicity, discretion, diligence and sophistication. Frontline employees 
training especially on their emotional role of creating an extraordinary experience is then fundamental. Special training on 
customer welcome and intercultural orientation seems also important. Indeed, our work show that the attentiveness to the 
cultural aspect goes beyond simple language learning. Our experts prescribe advanced training on customer intercultural 
specificities, their requirements and their expectations. Training in simulation or scenario in order to anticipate and adjust 
to the expectations and desires of the often disparate and complex clientele would also be appropriate.
 A third recommendation developed by our luxury experts concerns the job titles that should evolve with the nature 
of the tasks in order to give the staff a more rewarding status. A status more in line with the expertise required by their 
function, and which emphasizes the importance of their role as an ambassador of the luxury brand. Research on the link 
between Human Resource Management and service quality shows that employee satisfaction is a major antecedent of 
customer satisfaction (Hogreve et al., 2017). A higher status will certainly reinforce frontline employee’s satisfaction but 
more than the status the management also play a crucial role here.
 Another recommendation concerns managers. Providing an excellent service require a “servant leader” that has 
himself an empathetic attitude, listen attentively to his collaborators and understand their needs and concerns. According 
to Jaramillo et al (2009), managers’ servant leadership emphasizing genuine concern for subordinate welfare is a catalyst 
of parallel concern by salespeople for their customers.
 Eventually, our experts provided us with a last recommendation, namely, to devise tools to collect and analyze 
historical relational data of (such as notes on regular customers). Those database and customer insight will help frontline 
employee to personalize and anticipate customers’ desire. 

5.3. Limitations and opportunities for future research

 As any research, this study has some limitations to be overcome in future research. Our experts come from 
European countries. The USA, China, Japan and developing countries are not covered. The study adopts a holistic 
stance to explore experts’ views on the luxury service experience in order to rethink the management and role of frontline 
employees in the field of luxury. It would be interesting to complete this study with research that measures the quality of 
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the service experience simultaneously for the frontline employees and the customer. Specific measurement tools need to 
be developed, adapted to the distinctive features of the luxury industries. The dimensions generally taken into account 
to study service quality, such as those present in the SERVQUAL scale (Parasuraman, Ziethaml and Berry 1988), may 
be insufficient and incomplete. Adapting the SERVQUAL scale to the views developed by our experts would be a useful 
development. The evolving format of flagship luxury brand stores in partnership with art institutions creates new challenges 
for salespersons, as product for sale are displayed alongside art objects customers cannot buy (Joy, Wang, Chan, Sherry 
and Cui, 2014). Experimental studies to reconcile expert viewpoints with the contradictory findings emerging from scenario-
based manipulation conducted on students with little demonstrated evidence of luxury buying experience are needed. 
 As suggested by Ladhari et al. (2017), customer’s emotional responses may particularly influence consumers’ 
assessment of service performance for high-contact services such as luxury service. So capturing the emotional experience 
during extended service interactions and their dynamic constitute another interesting research area. 
 While innovative technologies affect retailing, experts did not insist on their usage. Despite the characteristics of 
luxury retailing (Dion and Arnould, 2011; Joy et al., 2014), smart technologies could strengthen the (human) relationship 
between customers and salespeople, which requires a high involvement (Pantano et al, 2018). Future research should 
examine the benefit of smart technologies on the different dimensions of luxury service quality.
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Appendix 1

Expert’s names and functions

Expert Pseudo Function, type of interview and language

Professionals

Diana-Pro Director Valentino, telephone, in French

Nolwen-Pro
International Market Research and Consumer 
Insights at Guerlain, telephone, in French

Floriane-Pro Director housing, Hôtel Le Bristol, face to face, in French

Paola-Pro DRH Tiffany and Co, telephone, in French

Jason-Pro Director Luxury insight, face to face, in French

Caroline-Pro Gouvernante Hôtel Métropole, face to face, in French

Lucas-Pro Co-founder, Luxury Attitude, face to face, in French

Academics

Pierre-Univ Professor at University Hannover and consultant, telephone, in English

Gabriel-Univ University Professor and consultant, telephone, in French

Elisa-Univ University Professor and consultant Aix Marseille, face to face, in French

Louis-Univ KU Leuven University Professor and consultant, telephone, in English

Nicolas-Univ HEC Paris University Professor and consultant, face to face, in French

Owen-Univ 
Center for Research On Luxury, University Professor and consultant, 
telephone, in English
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