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Models play many important roles in advertising. For example, portrayals of models in 

advertisements can suggest the lifestyle and image of product users. Moreover, 

extrinsic features of models, such as race and gender, have been shown to trigger a 

self-categorization process (Forehand and Deshpande 2001; Maldonado, Tansuhaj, 

and Muehling 2003). Specifically, when watching commercials or reading 

advertisements, consumers may categorize the advertised product as "for-me" or 

"not-for-me" based on these extrinsic cues. Drawing on this line of research, this 

paper posits that a model's age is also an important cue for consumers making such 

categorizations. For example, when college students see a model in his or her forties 

featured in a watch ad, they may infer that the watch is less suited for them than for 

people in their forties.  

Age perception is a multidimensional construct (Barak 1987; Barak and Schiffman 

1981). In addition to chronological age (the length of time since one's birth), one 

important age perception is cognitive age, which refers to how old people perceive 
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themselves to be (Barak and Schiffman 1981). The discrepancy between 

chronological age and cognitive age has been widely documented (Barak and 

Schiffman 1981; Sherman, Schiffman, and Mathur 2001). In marketing literature, 

cognitive age has also been shown to be an important predictor of consumer 

behaviors--even as important as chronological age (e.g., Stephens 1991). Most of the 

extant research has focused on the importance of cognitive age in predicting elderly 

consumers' behaviors. The role of cognitive age in explaining younger consumers' 

behaviors has drawn relatively less attention, however.  

This study proposes that consumers' own age perceptions will interact with the 

perceived age of ad models to influence product perceptions ("for-me"/"not-for-me" 

perceptions and perceived affinity between the self and the brand) and message 

processing (brand evaluation involvement and self-referencing), which further 

influence brand evaluations. This proposed process is specified in Figure 1. It is 

reasoned that consumers not only readily perceive the age of models, but also the 

congruency between the perceived age of the model and their own age. Given the 

importance of cognitive age in predicting consumer behaviors, this study explores the 

influence of the congruency between the perceived age of the ad model and the 

consumer's chronological age as well as the congruency between the perceived age 

of the ad model and the consumer's cognitive age on ad persuasion.  



This study has three main objectives: first, to explore whether the congruency 

between perceived model age and consumers' cognitive ages affect the latters' 

advertising responses; second, to propose and test a model that illustrates the 

process by which age congruency influences brand evaluations; and, third, to 

demonstrate that, even for young consumers whose chronological ages do not greatly 

differ from their cognitive ages, cognitive age is an important predictor of advertising 

responses.  

[FIGURE 1 OMITTED]  

COGNITIVE AGE  

Cognitive age has been defined as "the age one perceives one's self to be" (Stephens 

1991, p. 37). It has been considered to be a state of mind (Schiffman and Sherman 

1991) and an important dimension of self-concept (George, Mutran, and Pennybacker 

1980; Stephens 1991). The concept of cognitive age is more inclusive than 

chronological age because it consists of four subdimensions: "feel-age," "look-age," 

"do-age," and "interest-age" (Barak and Schiffman 1981).  

Past research has revealed discrepancies between chronological and perceived 

cognitive age. It has been widely reported that adults age 53 and older tend to 

perceive themselves as younger than their actual chronological age (Barak and 



Schiffman 1981; Sherman, Schiffman, and Mathur 2001). Relatively less research has 

addressed the possible differences in age perception for chronologically younger 

individuals, who were the participants in this investigation.  

The discrepancy between chronological and perceived cognitive age also applies to 

younger people, although the discrepancy is smaller. According to Bei and Chiao 

(2003), people older than 20 perceived themselves to be younger than their 

chronological age (mean difference = -2.81 years), whereas teenagers perceived 

themselves to be older than their actual age (mean difference = 5.16 months). Barak 

et al. (2001) investigated cognitive age in people ranging from 20 to 59 years old and 

found that the discrepancy between chronological and cognitive age was smaller for 

individuals who categorized themselves as young, as compared to individuals who 

categorized themselves as middle-aged. Although the size of age discrepancies may 

vary across chronological age segments, past research showed that the percentage 

of people who perceive themselves exactly at their chronological age is low (Barak 

and Schiffman 1981). Therefore, the relative importance of chronological age and 

cognitive age in explaining consumption behaviors and advertising persuasion effects 

warrants research attention.  

COGNITIVE AGE AND CONSUMER BEHAVIORS  



Cognitive age perception has been shown to lead to important consequences. It is 

generally accepted that people not only feel and think according to their cognitive age, 

but also engage in activities and interests that are consistent with their perceived age 

(Barak and Gould 1985; Barak and Schiffman 1981). For example, elderly people who 

think they are younger tend to be less traditional and old-fashioned (e.g., Barak and 

Gould 1985), are more likely to use the Internet (Eastman and Iyer 2005), and 

participate more frequently in social, cultural, and educational activities (Goulding and 

Shankar 2004).  

Cognitive age has been regarded as an important predictor of consumer behavior. 

Even though most research has focused on consumer behaviors of the elderly who 

have younger cognitive ages (Gwinner and Stephens 2001; Stephens 1991; Wilkes 

1992), findings have shown that for consumers across the age spectrum, cognitive 

age is a significant predictor of consumer behaviors, including dining out, watching 

television, going to bars and discotheques, playing computer games, and shopping 

(Barak 1998; Barak and Gould 1985; Barak and Stern 1985). Furthermore, Wei and 

Bei (2003) reported that regardless of their chronological ages, individuals with 

younger cognitive ages tend to seek more technology information, use more high-tech 

products, and have lower anxiety toward new technology. Cognitive age also predicts 

consumers' brand preferences (Bei and Chen 2005; Wen 2004). One of the possible 



reasons past research has focused less on younger generations is that the small 

discrepancy between their cognitive and chronological ages may suggest that 

cognitive age plays a less important role in predicting their consumer behaviors or 

responses to promotional messages than it does for older generations. This study 

explores whether this is, in fact, the case.  

Although cognitive age is significantly associated with chronological age (Wilkes 

1992), the relative influences of chronological age and cognitive age on consumer 

behaviors and ad persuasion have not been compared. Rather than examining the 

direct influences of cognitive age and chronological age on ad persuasion, this study 

proposes that, when processing advertising messages, a consumer's age interacts 

with the perceived age of the ad models and influences consumer responses to 

advertising messages.  

THE ROLE OF SELF IN ADVERTISING PROCESSING  

Self-Categorization  

Effective advertising always depicts product users and consumption situations that 

consumers can readily identify (Stephens 1991). However, consumers may not pay 

attention to an ad unless the portrayed lifestyles and images are congruent with their 

self-concept. The assumption is that when consumers are exposed to advertising 



messages, they implicitly make "for-me" or "not-for-me" self-categorizations based on 

ad execution. Forehand and Deshpande (2001) argued that self-categorization is a 

spontaneous and unconscious process that can be triggered by ethnicity, gender, 

economic status, or age. People use these salient cues to compare themselves with 

others and categorize themselves based on their similarities and differences. In 

advertising research, race and gender of advertising models have been shown to be 

salient cues for self-categorization (Forehand and Deshpande 2001; Maldonado, 

Tansuhaj, and Muehling 2003). This study proposes that the perceived age of 

advertising models is also a salient cue that can readily activate a consumer's 

self-categorization process.  

It is important to note that ad-triggered categorization may not be based on 

consumers' chronological ages. This may partly explain why a content analysis 

indicated that the elderly are underrepresented in advertising (Carrigan and Szmigin 

1999). In addition, elderly consumers have been shown to avoid promotions that are 

associated with seniors (Tepper 1994). Advertising professionals also believe that 

featuring elderly models in advertising can alienate consumers (Greco 1987). 

Although these studies did not specifically explore how consumers respond to 

advertising featuring models of various ages, these findings may suggest that when 

processing promotion information or advertising, consumers may rely on their 



cognitive ages, rather than their chronological ages, for categorization. This may also 

apply to young consumers.  

Self-Congruency Effects  

Prior research has demonstrated that advertising appeals that are congruent with the 

target audience's self-concept are more effective than incongruent appeals (e.g., 

Hong and Zinkhan 1995; Wang and Mowen 1997). Self-concepts serve important 

selective information-processing functions, directing attention to messages that are 

congruent with the self (Markus and Wurf 1987). Sirgy (1982) proposed that 

self-consistency and self-enhancement are the forces behind these self-congruency 

effects. Chang (2005) argued that individuals reinforce self-concepts by attending to 

self-congruent messages. Identifying with self-congruent messages may also 

represent a symbolic route to self-completion.  

In general, "for-me" self-congruent messages are more persuasive than "not-for-me" 

self-incongruent messages. For example, both Chang (2000) and Hong and Zinkhan 

(1995) found that introverted participants respond more positively to ads that depict 

introverted users, whereas extroverted participants favor ads that portray extroverted 

users. Also, role portrayals that are consistent with an individual's femininity or 

masculinity have been shown to be more persuasive than inconsistent portrayals 



(Jaffe 1990, 1994). Support for self-congruency effects has been provided by 

investigations of the collectivism/individualism dimension as well (e.g., Leach and Liu 

1998; Wang and Mowen 1997).  

AGE PERCEPTION AND SELF-CONGRUENCY EFFECTS  

The congruency between ad models' ages and ad perceivers' cognitive ages may 

also influence ad persuasion; however, this issue has not been previously explored in 

the literature. A recent study by Wen (2004) examined the effect of the congruency 

between participants' perceived age of the product users and participants' own ages 

on attitudes toward the brand. Wen proposed that consumers may have developed 

knowledge regarding which brand is more appropriate for a particular age segment. 

Drawing on the self-congruency effect, she argued that consumers would prefer a 

brand whose projected user age was close to their own cognitive (as opposed to 

chronological) age. Consistent with this expectation, her findings showed that the 

congruency between perceived brand user age and the participant's cognitive age 

significantly predicted attitudes toward the brand, yet the congruency between user 

age and the participant's chronological age did not. Bei and Chen (2005) replicated 

Wen's study and found similar results. These findings showed that the 

self-congruency effect was stronger for cognitive age of the consumer than for 



chronological age; however, this research did not focus on advertising messages or 

explore the self-categorization process triggered by advertising models.  

Past literature has explored the relative influence of congruency between ad 

messages and the real and ideal self. For instance, Hong and Zinkhan (1995) found 

that ads portraying brand images that are congruent with the ad target's ideal 

self-concept lead to more positive brand attitudes than images congruent with the ad 

target's real self-concept. Similarly, the author argues here that chronological age is 

an aspect of the real self, whereas cognitive age is an aspect of the ideal self. Most 

important, because cognitive age pertains to the age a person feels, looks, and acts, it 

should be more frequently activated than chronological age. Past research shows that 

frequently activated concepts are high in accessibility, which is defined as "the 

readiness with which a stored construct is utilized in information processing" (Higgins 

and King 1981, p. 71). Therefore, a person's cognitive age, being frequently activated, 

may be more accessible than a person's chronological age, and is thus more likely to 

be taken into account. Specifically, it is predicted that the congruency between the ad 

model's age and the consumer's cognitive age will influence ad persuasion, whereas 

the congruency between the ad model's age and the consumer's chronological age 

will not.  



Self-Model Age Congruency Effects on Product Perception  

"For-Me" Perceptions  

According to Chaplin and John, "consumers engage in a matching process to identify 

products or brands that are congruent with their self-image" (2005, p. 119). This 

matching process is likely to lead consumers to generate "for-me" or "not-for-me" 

inferences. The central assumption of this paper is that when consumers are exposed 

to advertising featuring models, they make "for-me" and "not-for-me" categorizations 

based partly on the match between the perceived age of the model and their own age 

perceptions. This assumption will be tested as H1. Previously reviewed literature 

indicated that brand preferences are influenced by the congruency between the 

perceived brand user's age and the consumer's cognitive age, but not the congruency 

between the perceived user's age and the consumer's chronological age (Bei and 

Chen 2005; Wen 2004). Moreover, as argued earlier, cognitive age pertains to the 

age a person feels, looks, and acts, and should be more frequently activated than 

chronological age. The more accessible a self-concept is, the more likely it will 

influence information processing (Ybarra and Trafimow 1998). Therefore, this study 

predicts that the congruency between the perceived age of the advertising model and 

the participant's cognitive age will significantly predict "for-me" perceptions, whereas 



the congruency between the perceived age of the model and the participant's 

chronological age will not.  

H1: The congruency between the ad model's age and the participant's cognitive age 

will encourage participants to infer that the advertised product is for them, whereas 

the congruency between the ad model's age and the participant's chronological age 

will not.  

Self-Brand Affinity Perception  

Past research showed that consumers readily perceive the similarity between ad 

models and themselves (Whittler and DiMeo 1991). Marketing research has identified 

the importance of perceived distance by employing multidimensional scaling to show 

that the perceived distance between a brand and a consumer's ideal point influences 

product perceptions (e.g., DeSarbo et al. 2002). In parallel, this study argues that 

consumers will readily perceive the degree of congruency between a model's age and 

their cognitive age. A high degree of age congruency will enhance the perceived 

similarity between the model and the self, and will encourage consumers to perceive 

a shorter distance between the self and the brand. In this paper, this perceived 

distance between the brand and the self is referred to as self-brand affinity.  



H2: The congruency between the ad model's age and the participant's cognitive age 

will lead to higher levels of affinity between the self and the brand, whereas the 

congruency between the ad model's age and the participant's chronological age will 

not.  

Self-Model Age Congruency Effects on Ad Processing  

Brand Evaluation Involvement  

Wheeler, Petty, and Bizer (2005) documented that messages that are congruent with 

individuals' self-schemas lead to increased message elaboration. Aaker and Lee 

(2001) found that when individuals' self-concepts are primed, they engage in 

systematic modes of processing. In line with these findings, it is proposed that when 

consumers perceive that a model's age is similar to their own cognitive age, they will 

be more likely to engage in message elaboration. This will result in more brand 

evaluation involvement, which pertains to the degree to which consumers pay 

attention to ad messages so as to evaluate the advertised product (Laczniak and 

Muehling 1993).  

H3: The congruency between the ad model's age and the participant's cognitive age 

will enhance brand evaluation involvement, whereas the congruency between the ad 

model's age and the participant's chronological age will not.  



Self-Referencing  

When processing self-congruent ad messages, consumers have also been shown to 

relate the messages to the self or to engage in self-referencing (Chang 2000, 2005), 

which can be defined as "a cognitive process whereby individuals associate 

self-relevant stimulus information with information previously stored in memory to give 

the new information meaning" (Debevec and Iyer 1988, p. 74). Therefore, it is 

proposed that when consumers perceive that a model's age is congruent with their 

cognitive age, they will relate ad messages to their own experiences, and thus 

engage in greater levels of self-referencing.  

H4: The congruency between the ad model's age and the participant's cognitive age 

will generate greater levels of self-referencing, whereas the congruency between the 

ad model's age and the participant's chronological age will not.  

Self-Model Age Congruency Effects on Brand Attitudes  

Ad messages that enhance "for-me" and self-brand affinity perceptions and 

encourage evaluation involvement and self-referencing should generate more 

favorable brand attitudes. Similarity between ad models and consumers has been 

shown to increase trustworthiness, which leads to more favorable brand attitudes 

(Deshpande and Stayman 1994). Chang (2007) showed that consumers who are 



motivated to engage in product evaluations are more likely to pay attention to product 

attributes featured in ads and understand the product's benefits. As a result, they 

report more favorable brand attitudes. Past research has also shown that 

self-referencing enhances brand attitudes (Chang 2005; Debevec and Iyer 1988; 

Martin, Lee, and Yang 2004). Thus, it is predicted that self-model cognitive age 

congruency will lead to more favorable brand attitudes. In addition, "for-me" 

perceptions, perceived affinity between the self and the brand, brand evaluation 

involvement, and self-referencing will mediate the relationship between self-model 

age congruency and brand attitudes.  

H5: The congruency between the ad model's age and the participant's cognitive age 

will generate more favorable brand attitudes, whereas the congruency between the ad 

model's age and the participant's chronological age will not.  

H6: "For-me" perceptions (H6a), perceived affinity between the brand and the self 

(H6b), brand evaluation involvement (H6c), and self-referencing (H6d) will mediate 

the relationship between self-model cognitive age congruency and brand attitudes.  

METHOD  

Overview  



Participants were exposed to one ad featuring a model, and they reported the age 

they perceived the model to be. The degree of congruency between the perceived 

model age and the participant's cognitive age and the degree of congruency between 

the perceived model age and the participant's chronological age were created to be 

the independent variables. The method used to create these two variables is 

explained in a later section that lists the independent variables.  

Male and female participants were randomly assigned to read 1 of 12 ads featuring 

models of their gender (six different Caucasian models and six different Asian 

models). Therefore, the ad stimuli fell into 1 of 24 categories: 2 (model gender) x 2 

(model ethnicity) x 6 (model variation). In each of the four gender x ethnicity 

categories, six different models were used to reduce the idiosyncrasies associated 

with using only one model.  

Stimuli  

Young models have been shown to be more effective for youth-oriented products, 

whereas older models are more effective for elderly-oriented products (Rotfeld, Reid, 

and Wilcox 1981). To reduce the confounding influence of the match between the age 

orientation of the product and the model's age, watches were selected to be the 

advertised product because they are used by all age groups. Stimulus ads were 



created by professional copywriters and designers at an ad agency. The models were 

prominent, covering the right-hand side of the page. Based on the Eastern Integrated 

Consumer Profile (2004), the three product attributes of watches that consumers 

regard as most important were also featured in the ads. They were design, durability, 

and a large selection. The ad copy was as follows: "Classic design by a Paris 

designer with aerospace materials. Durable quartz crystal oscillator. A large selection. 

Make your look more in style." The same ad copy was included in each stimulus ad. 

To improve external validity, the stimulus ad was inserted between two real filler ads.  

Photos of female and male models of Caucasian and Asian ethnicity were selected 

from the most circulated magazines in Taiwan. Past research has documented that 

the attractiveness of ad models influences consumers' responses to advertising (for a 

review, see Joseph 1982). Therefore, two pretests (n = 58 and 40) helped identify 24 

models who did not differ in attractiveness.  

In the main experiment, participants also rated the attractiveness of the models. An 

ANOVA (analysis of variance) indicated that the six sets of models did not differ on 

ratings of attractiveness, F(5,252) = .64,p = .67. Models of different genders and 

ethnicities did not generate different attractiveness ratings either (gender: F[1,252] 



= .04,p = .83; ethnicity: F[1,252] = .58,p = .45). Therefore, effects of age congruency, 

gender, and ethnicity were not confounded with effects of model attractiveness.  

Participants  

Participants (n = 254; 49.2% male) were recruited from a university in Taiwan. 

Participants were paid for their participation.  

Procedures  

At the start of the experimental session, the coordinator informed the participants that 

the study was composed of two parts. To discourage participants from discerning the 

actual purpose of the study, they were told that the first part was conducted by 

professors at the communication college to examine the effects of various ad layouts 

and formats on information processing. The second part was a value and personality 

survey for college students designed by a marketing professor. Next, participants 

read a filler ad, followed by a stimulus ad, and then another filler ad. After reading 

each ad, participants rated their brand attitudes, evaluation involvement, perceived 

affinity between the self and the product, degree of self-referencing, and "for-me" 

perceptions. They then rated the perceived age and attractiveness of the ad model. 

Finally, they rated the questions in the second part, which was composed of items 



assessing the participants' cognitive ages and their birth years and filler questions that 

pertained to values and personality traits.  

Age-Related Measures  

Cognitive Age  

Participants reported their cognitive age perceptions using the following four items 

adopted from Barak and Schiffman (1981) and Barak and Gould (1985): "I feel as 

though I were about age: --;" "I look as though I were about age: --;" "I do most things 

as though I were about age: --;" and "My interests are mostly those of a person who 

was about age: --." Cronbach's [alpha] for the scale was .71. Responses to the four 

items were averaged. The average cognitive age was 19.55 (SD = 4.47), ranging from 

10 to 40.  

Chronological Age  

Participants recorded the year in which they were born. Participants fell into three age 

categories: 1984 (24.0%), 1985 (10.2%), and 1986 (65.7%). Since the experiment 

was conducted in December 2005, their birth year was transformed into three age 

groups: 21.5, 20.5, and 19.5. The average age was 19.32 (SD = 1.26).  

Perceived Age of the Model  



Participants also wrote down what they perceived to be the age of the featured ad 

model. The perceived age of the advertising models ranged from 17 to 40, with an 

average of 25.69 (SD = 4.14).  

Independent Variables  

High Versus Low Congruency Between Cognitive Age and Perceived Model Age  

Following Barak and Gould's (1985) methods, the discrepancy between participants' 

cognitive ages and model age was calculated by deducting each participant's 

cognitive age from the perceived age of the model. Larger absolute values thus 

indicate greater levels of discrepancy. Results showed that the average discrepancy 

was 6.14, ranging from -15 to 28. The average absolute discrepancy was 7.13, 

ranging from 0 to 28. The median was 7. Participants were then categorized into high- 

and low-congruency groups based on a median split of the absolute value of age 

discrepancy. The difference between the two groups was significant, F(1, 252) = 

313.19, p < .01, [M.sub.high] = 3.63, SD = 1.82 (n = 126); [M.sub.low] = 10.57, SD = 

4.01 (n = 128).  

High Versus Low Congruency Between Chronological Age and Perceived Model Age  



Self-model chronological age congruency was calculated in the same way as 

self-model cognitive age congruency. The average discrepancy was 6.36, ranging 

from -4.5 to 21.50. The average absolute discrepancy was 6.50, ranging from .50 to 

21.50. The median was 6.50. Participants were categorized into high- and 

low-congruency groups based on a median split of the absolute value of the age 

discrepancy. The difference between the two groups was significant, F(1,252) = 

302.89, p < .01, [M.sub.high] = 3.06, SD = 1.69 (n = 113); [M.sub.low] = 9.25, SD = 

3.46 (n = 141).  

Ethnicity of the Model  

Caucasian models are commonly featured in Taiwan, accounting for 46.81% of 

models featured in magazine ads (Chang 2008). Therefore, the purpose of including 

models of different ethnicities is to test whether the congruency between the 

perceived age of the model and the participant's age will generate similar influences 

when models are of different ethnicities. However, it is possible that either ethnicity or 

age will be such a salient categorization cue that it will override the influence of the 

other factor. No past literature exists to help predict which influence may override the 

other; therefore, specific hypotheses about ethnicity were not proposed. This variable 

was included in all the analyses as an independent variable.  



Model/Participant Gender  

A common practice in advertising is to feature female models when products target 

women and male models when products target men. The reason is that consumers 

may infer whether a product is for them based on the gender of the model. To 

eliminate influences of self-model gender incongruency on product perceptions, 

female participants were only randomly assigned to the conditions that featured 

female models, whereas male participants were only randomly assigned to the 

conditions that featured male models. Gender was included as an independent 

variable in all the analyses.  

Dependent Measures  

"For-Me" Perceptions  

A scale measuring "for-me" perceptions had not been previously developed, so the 

following items were created for the purpose of this study. On seven-point Likert 

scales, participants indicated the degree to which the advertised product was for them 

using two items: "The advertised product is for me," and "The advertised product suits 

me." Cronbach's [alpha] for the scale was .76. Ratings for the two items were 

averaged.  



Perceived Affinity Between the Self and the Brand  

A measure of self-brand affinity also had to be created for this study. On a seven-point 

scale, consumers rated their perceived self-brand affinity using three items: "There is 

no distance between me and the brand," "I perceive the brand to be close to me," and 

"There is an affinity between the brand and me." Cronbach's [alpha] for the scale 

was .78. Ratings for the three items were averaged.  

Brand*Evaluation Involvement  

On seven-point Likert scales, participants indicated the degree to which they were 

involved in product evaluation using the following six items adopted from Laczniak 

and Muehling (1993): "I paid attention to what was stated in the ad so I could evaluate 

the advertised brand"; "I paid attention to what was stated in the ad to help me 

evaluate the brand featured in it"; "I paid attention to what was stated in the ad, so that  

I could determine the attributes of the brand featured in it"; "I paid attention to what 

was stated in the ad, so that I could determine the benefits of the brand featured in it"; 

"I paid attention to what was stated in the ad, so that I could rate the quality of the 

brand featured in it"; and "I paid attention to what was stated in the ad so that I could 

determine what the brand featured in it had to offer." Cronbach's [alpha] for the scale 

was .78. Ratings for the six items were averaged.  



Self-Referencing  

Two items were taken from Burnkrant and Unnava's (1995) self-referencing scale: 

"The ad made me think about my personal experiences with the product," and "When 

I was reading the ad, I pictured myself using the product portrayed in the ad." 

Participants rated the two items on a seven-point Likert scale. Cronbach's [alpha] for 

the scale was .75. Ratings for the two items were averaged.  

Brand Attitudes  

On seven-point Likert scales, participants rated the degree to which each of the 

following evaluative items, adopted from Chang (2002), applied to the brand: "good," 

"likable," "pleasant," and "positive." Cronbach's [alpha] for this scale was .90. The 

ratings of the items were averaged.  

RESULTS  

A preliminary analysis showed that the average chronological age for the sample was 

19.54 and the average cognitive age was 19.32. When participants' cognitive ages 

were deducted from their chronological ages, the discrepancy between cognitive and 

chronological age ranged from -11.5 to 21.5, with a mean of .22. In addition, 56.2% of 



the sample reported feeling younger than their chronological age, whereas 43.8% 

reported feeling older than their chronological age.  

MANOVA (multivariate analysis of variance) and univariate ANOVAs were conducted 

to test H1 to H5, and multiple regressions were conducted to test H6. MANOVA 

indicated that neither cognitive age congruency nor chronological age congruency 

generated significant effects. However, Huberty and Morris (1989) argued that the 

failure to obtain a significant MANOVA does not preclude further tests of ANOVAs in 

the search for hypothesized effects.  

ANOVA with cognitive age congruency group, model gender, and model ethnicity 

included as the independent variables indicated that the high cognitive age 

congruency group gave higher ratings on the "for-me" perception scale than the low 

cognitive age congruency group, F(1, 252) = 4.06, p = .05, [[eta].sub.p.sup.2] = .02, 

[M.sub.high] = 3.55, SD = 1.49, [M.sub.low] = 3.11, SD = 1.34 (see Table 1). ANOVA 

with chronological age congruency group, model gender, and model ethnicity included 

as the independent variables indicated that the high chronological congruency group 

also generated higher ratings of "for-me" perceptions than the low-congruency group, 

F(1,252) = 5.43, p = .02, [[eta].sup.b.sub.2] = .02, [M.sub.high] = 3.49, SD = 1.34, 



[M.sub.low] = 3.19, SD = 1.49 (see Table 2). Therefore, H1 was only partially 

supported.  

The main effect of cognitive age congruency on self-brand affinity was also significant, 

F(1, 252) = 4.90, p = .03, [[eta].sup.2.sub.p] y .02, with the high-congruency group 

generating higher ratings than the low group, [M.sub.high] = 4.10, SD = 1.21, 

[M.sub.low] = 3.71, SD = 1.16. In contrast, the two chronological age congruency 

groups did not rate self-brand affinity differently, F(1,252) = 3.05,p = .08, 

[[eta].subp.sup.2] = .01, [M.sub.high] = 4.03, SD = 1.21, [M.sub.low] = 3.80, SD = 1.18. 

The findings supported H2.  

The influence of cognitive age congruency on brand evaluation involvement only 

approached the significance level, F(1, 252) = 3.57, p = .06, [[eta].sub.p.sup.2] = .01, 

with high-congruency participants generating higher ratings than low-congruency 

participants, [M.sub.high] = 4.52, SD = 1.31, [M.sub.low] = 4.16, SD = 1.16. In 

contrast, the two chronological age congruency groups did not differ in their levels of 

brand evaluation involvement, F(1,252) = .71,p = .40, [[eta].sub.p.sup.2] < .01, 

[M.sub.high] = 4.38, SD = 1.30, [M.sub.low] = 4.31, SD = 1.21. Therefore, H3 was 

marginally supported.  



Also consistent with expectations, the high cognitive congruency group reported 

significantly higher self-referencing ratings than the low group, F(1, 252) = 4.84, p 

= .03, [[eta].sub.p.sup.2] = .02, [M.sub.high] = 3.73,SD = 1.58, [M.sub.low] = 3.29, SD 

= 1.29. In contrast, the two chronological age congruency groups did not express 

different degrees of self-referencing, F(1,252) = 1.54, p = .22, [[eta].sub.p.sup.2] < .01, 

[M.sub.high] = 3.62, SD = 1.40, [M.sub.low] = 3.42, SD = 1.50. The results confirmed 

H4.  

Also as predicted, the high cognitive congruency group reported significantly more 

favorable brand attitudes than the low group, F(1,252) = 3.81,p = .05, 

[[eta].sub.p.sup.2] = .02, [M.sub.high] = 4.86, SD = 1.26, [M.sub.low] = 4.58, SD = 

1.07. In contrast, the two chronological age congruency groups did not express 

different brand attitudes, F(1,252) = 1.53, p = .22, [[eta].sub.p.sup.2] = .01, 

[M.sub.high] = 4.82, SD = 1.14, [M.sub.low] = 4.63, SD = 1.19. The results confirmed 

H5.  

The mediation models proposed in H6 were tested using procedures described by 

Baron and Kenny (1986). When dependent variables were regressed on congruency 

group, model ethnicity, model gender, and the four interaction terms were also 



included in the model. The high self-model cognitive age congruency group was 

coded 1 and the low-congruency group was coded -1.  

The results indicated that (1) age congruency group significantly predicted "for-me" 

perceptions (t = 2.02, p = .05, [beta] = .12); (2) "for-me" perceptions accounted for 

significant variance in brand attitudes (t = 6.86, p < .01, [beta] = .40); (3) age 

congruency group significantly predicted brand attitudes (t = 1.95, p = .05, [beta] 

= .12); and (4) when brand attitudes were regressed on age congruency group and 

"for-me" perceptions, age congruency group became nonsignificant (t = 1.24, p = .22, 

[beta] = .07), whereas the influence of "for-me" perceptions remained significant (t = 

6.80, p < .01, [beta] = .41). Thus, "for-me" perceptions met the criteria for a significant 

mediator. H6a was supported.  

Four regressions were conducted to test H6b. The results indicated that (1) age 

congruency group significantly predicted self-brand affinity (t = 2.21,p = .03, [beta] 

= .14); (2) self-brand affinity accounted for significant variance in brand attitudes (t = 

9.49,p < .01, [beta] = .51); (3) age congruency group significantly predicted brand 

attitudes (t = 1.95, p = .05, [beta] = . 12); and (4) when brand attitudes were regressed 

on age congruency group and self-brand affinity, age congruency group became 

nonsignificant (t = .93,p = .35, [beta] = .05), whereas the influence of self-brand affinity 



remained significant (t = 9.44, p < .01, [beta] = .52). Thus, self-brand affinity met the 

criteria for a significant mediator. H6b was supported.  

The results of regressions testing H6c indicated that (1) age congruency group 

significantly predicted brand evaluation involvement (t = 1.89, p = .06, [beta] = . 12); (2) 

brand evaluation involvement accounted for significant variance in brand attitudes (t = 

7.53, p < .01, [beta] = .43); (3) age congruency group significantly predicted brand 

attitudes (t = 1.95, p = .05, [beta] = . 12); and (4) when brand attitudes were regressed 

on age congruency group and brand evaluation involvement, age congruency group 

became nonsignificant (t = 1.27, p = .21, [beta] = .07), whereas the influence of brand 

evaluation involvement remained significant (t = 7.24,p < .01, [beta] = .42). Thus, 

brand evaluation involvement met the criteria for a significant mediator. H6c was 

supported.  

The results of regressions testing H6d indicated that (1) age congruency group 

significantly predicted self-referencing (t = 2.20, p = .03, [beta] = .14); (2) 

self-referencing accounted for significant variance in brand attitudes (t = 7.14, p < .01, 

[beta] = .41); (3) age congruency group significantly predicted brand attitudes (t = 1.95, 

p = .05, [beta] = .12); and (4) when brand attitudes were regressed on age 

congruency group and self-referencing, age congruency group became nonsignificant 



(t = 1.17, p = .24, [beta] = .07), whereas the influence of self-referencing remained 

significant (t = 6.66, p < .01, [beta] = .39). Thus, self-referencing met the criteria for a 

significant mediator. H6d was supported.  

An additional analysis showed that the model's perceived age itself did not account for 

significant variance in brand attitudes (t = -.31, p = .75, [beta] = -.02). In other words, 

consumers did not generate negative attitudes toward the brand when the perceived 

age of the model was high. Moreover, the main effects of model ethnicity on all 

dependent measures were not significant; neither were four of the five main effects of 

model gender. The only exception was a significant main effect of model gender on 

"for-me" perceptions, F(1, 246) = 4.46, p = .04, [[eta].sub.p.sup.2] = .02. When male 

participants were exposed to ads featuring male models, they generated higher 

ratings of "for-me" perceptions than when female participants were exposed to ads 

featuring female models ([M.sub.male] = 3.47, SD = 1.51; [M.sub.female] = 3.18, SD 

= 1.34). In general, the influences of self-model cognitive age congruency were more 

robust than the influences of model ethnicity or model gender.  

In addition, ANOVA showed that the two-way interactions between cognitive age 

congruency and model/respondent gender were not significant for any of the 

dependent measures; neither were most of the two-way interactions between 



cognitive age congruency and model ethnicity. This suggested that in general, the 

influences of self-model cognitive age congruency did not vary as a function of 

model/participant gender or model ethnicity. The only exception was a significant 

interaction between self-model cognitive age congruency and model ethnicity for 

brand attitudes, F(1, 246) = 8.68, p < .01. Simple effect tests found that when models 

were Asian, the high age congruency group generated more favorable brand attitudes 

than the low age congruency group, F(1, 127) = 12.94,p < .01, [M.sub.high] = 4.99, 

SD = 1.23; [M.sub.low] = 4.26, SD = .98, whereas when models were Caucasian, high 

and low age congruency groups did not generate different brand attitudes, F(1, 119) 

= .76, p < .39, [M.sub.high] = 4.48, SD = 1.25; [M.sub.low] = 4.61,SD = 1.12.  

DISCUSSION  

This study showed that the congruency between the perceived age of the ad model 

and the consumer's cognitive age could better predict consumer responses to the ad 

and brand than the congruency between the model's age and the consumer's 

chronological age. One explanation for this result is that cognitive age is not simply 

the age people perceive themselves to be, but also the age they feel, look, and act. 

Therefore, a person's cognitive age may be more accessible and salient than a 



person's chronological age, and thus more likely to be taken into account when 

making judgments.  

Models featured in advertising can play important roles in attracting the attention of 

target consumers. Extrinsic characteristics such as race and gender of the models 

have been shown to be important cues consumers use to judge whether a product is 

for them and whether an ad deserves their attention or elaboration. This study 

extended this line of research to another important cue: age. In general, the influence 

of self-model cognitive age congruency holds regardless of the ethnicity or age of the 

ad models. The only exception is that a significant interaction between model ethnicity 

and self-model cognitive age congruency for brand attitudes emerged, showing that 

the age congruency effect on brand attitudes emerged only when the models were of 

the same ethnicity as the participants (e.g., Asian). This significant interaction only 

emerged for brand attitudes and not other dependent measures, however. It is also 

important to note that in contrast to the robust effects of self-model cognitive age 

congruency, none of the main effects of model ethnicity on ad responses were 

significant. This seems to suggest that model age is a more salient cue than model 

ethnicity. In other words, for young Asian consumers, a young Caucasian model may 

be more effective than an older Asian model. Future research can test the relative 



salience of model gender, ethnicity, and age in self-categorization or the interaction 

effects that occur among them when processing advertising messages.  

This study specifically examined a process that may be triggered when the perceived 

age of an ad model is similar to a consumer's cognitive age. In terms of perceptions, 

high age congruency participants reported higher levels of "for-me" perceptions and 

affinity between the self and the brand. In terms of processing consequences, 

participants who perceived a cognitive age congruency between the model and 

themselves elaborated more on the benefits that the advertised product could offer 

and engaged in higher levels of self-referencing by relating ad messages to their own 

experiences. Regression analyses established that these responses mediated the 

relationship between age perception congruency and brand evaluations.  

Some researchers have argued that older models are less appealing than younger 

models (Carrigan and Szmigin 1999), but this study showed that age of the model 

itself was not a significant predictor of brand evaluations. This is consistent with past 

research that has found no influence of ad model's age on consumers' purchase 

intentions (Greco, Swayne, and Johnson 1997; Nelson and Smith 1988). 

Nevertheless, this study demonstrated that age does make a difference, but in a way 

that has not been previously explored. Participants did not rate the product less 



favorably simply because the model was older; they rated the product less favorably 

when the age of the model was highly different from their own cognitive age. Even 

though this study only explored younger consumers, this finding should apply to 

consumers of various ages. For elderly consumers, who may perceive themselves as 

young, featuring a younger model is effective. In contrast, for consumers in their teens, 

who perceive themselves to be a little bit older, featuring a more mature model can be 

persuasive.  

Past research has shown that consumers' cognitive ages can directly predict their 

consumer behaviors (Gwinner and Stephens 2001; Wilkes 1992). The influence of 

cognitive age can also be implicit, however. In addition to exerting direct influences on 

consumer behavior, cognitive age can interact with the perceived age of an ad model 

and influence consumer responses to persuasion messages. Human models have 

been found to appear in 59.83% of advertisements (Chang 2008).  

Thus, the findings of this paper have important implications for marketers. They are 

advised to seriously consider the cognitive age of their target audience when selecting 

advertising models. First, they should understand the cognitive age of their target 

consumers; second, they should use models who are perceived to be, but may not 

necessarily be, close to the target consumers' cognitive age.  



Past research concerning cognitive age has focused on elderly consumers. It is 

important to note, however, that age perception is important for other age groups as 

well. Self-concepts play a significant role in information processing (Kihlstrom et al. 

1988). Therefore, cognitive age, as an important element of self-concept (Barak 1987), 

should influence responses to persuasive messages just as do other dimensions of 

self-concept. In other words, the mechanism triggered by the influence of self-concept 

on information processing or categorization is not limited to the elderly. Therefore, 

more research on age perception across all age groups is warranted.  

As reviewed earlier, age is a multidimensional concept. For example, another age 

perception that may serve as an important self-categorization cue is age of progeny 

(Barak and Gould 1985). The products a family needs and the activities in which a 

family is likely to engage are greatly influenced by the ages of the children in the 

family. When ads feature a model of a similar age to a child in the family, the parents 

may pay attention to the ad and elaborate on the messages. More research on age 

perception is necessary for a fuller understanding of the different possible influences 

of age perception on responses to advertising.  

It is important to note that this study explored the influence of cognitive age only 

among young consumers, whose cognitive ages and chronological ages did not differ 



much (the average absolute discrepancy for this sample was 7.13 years). Yet this 

study found that the influences of self-model cognitive age congruency, but not those 

of self-model chronological age congruency, were significant. In other words, even 

among a group of people for whom the discrepancy between cognitive age and 

chronological age is small, we can still document the effects of self-model cognitive 

age congruency. It is likely that self-model cognitive age congruency may be even 

more important for age groups in which the discrepancy between cognitive age and 

chronological age is large. Future research should explore the influence of cognitive 

age for consumers with a wider range of ages. In addition, it is interesting to note that 

the majority of participants (90.1%) rated their cognitive ages as younger than the 

perceived age of the model. This may be due to the fact that participants in this study 

were young. It is also likely, however, that consumers have an "I am younger" 

self-serving bias. Future research can include a broader age range of models and test 

whether this kind of bias will emerge with even younger models.  

Findings of this study should be interpreted with consideration of its other limitations. 

First, this study did not directly test the assumption that cognitive age is more 

accessible than chronological age. Second, this study only concerned one product 

category. Products vary on different characteristics, which may moderate self-model 

age congruency effects. For example, the influence of age congruency may be 



greater for image products than utilitarian products. Finally, this study was conducted 

in Taiwan. Replications of this study across different cultures are strongly 

recommended, given that the discrepancy between cognitive age and chronological 

age seems to be larger in certain cultures than in others. For example, Uotinen (1998) 

found that the discrepancy between cognitive and chronological age was larger for 

Americans than for Finns. The utility of cognitive age may be greater in cultures where 

this discrepancy is large. Regardless of these limitations, this study sheds light on our 

understanding of the role that age congruency plays in influencing consumers' ad 

responses and the relative importance of self-model cognitive age congruency versus 

chronological age congruency.  

The author gratefully acknowledges the Editor and three anonymous reviewers for 
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funded by a grant from the National Science Council in Taiwan.  
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TABLE 1  

MANOVA and ANOVA Results for Self-Model Cognitive Age Congruency,  

Model Gender, and Model Ethnicity  

  

                   MANOVA            ANOVA  

  

                                     "For-me"          Self-brand  

                                     perceptions        affinity  

  

                     F        P        F        P        F        P  

  

Self-model          1.42     .21      4.06     .05      4.90     .03  

congruency (C)  

Model gender (G)    2.35     .03      4.46     .04       .30     .59  

Model                .68     .66      2.15     .14       .01     .91  

ethnicity (E)  



C x G                .27     .95       .03     .88       .15     .70  

C x E               2.47     .03       .78     .38       .02     .89  

G x E               4.56     .01     22.65     .01      5.87     .02  

C x G x E           1.69     .13      2.25     .14       .73     .39  

  

                   ANOVA  

  

                   Brand evaluation      Self-             Brand  

                   involvement        referencing        attitudes  

  

                     F        P        F        P        F        P  

  

Self-model          3.56     .06      4.84     .03      3.81     .05  

congruency (C)  

Model gender (G)    3.08     .08       .11     .74       .02     .89  

Model                .23     .63       .91     .34       .33     .57  

ethnicity (E)  

C x G                .08     .78       .76     .39       .03     .86  

C x E                .49     .48      1.86     .17      8.68     .01  

G x E               3.52     .06      3.25     .07       .44     .51  

C x G x E           1.55     .21       .01     .90       .01     .97  

  

Notes: MANOVA = multivariate analysis of variance; ANOVA =  

analysis of variance.  

  

TABLE 2  

MANOVA and ANOVA Results for Self-Model Chronological Age Congruency,  

Model Gender, and Model Ethnicity  

  

                    MANOVA            ANOVA  

  

                                          "For-me"         Self-brand  

                                        perceptions         affinity  

  

                      F        p        F        p        F        p  

  

Self-model           1.18     .32      5.43     .02      3.05     .08  

  congruency (c)  



Model gender (G)     2.69     .02      5.02     .03       .73     .39  

Model                 .86     .51      3.06     .08       .23     .64  

  ethnicity (E)  

C x G                 .48     .80       .63     .43       .76     .39  

C x E                1.24     .29      1.70     .19       .55     .46  

G x E                5.03     .01     20.39     .01      6.90     .01  

C x G x E            1.23     .30       .64     .42       .59     .44  

  

                    ANOVA  

  

                    Brand evaluation       Self-            Brand  

                      involvement       referencing        attitudes  

  

                      F        p        F        p        F        p  

  

Self-model            .71     .40      1.54     .22      1.53     .22  

  congruency (c)  

Model gender (G)     4.50     .04       .15     .70       .13     .72  

Model                 .01     .98      1.21     .27       .03     .87  

  ethnicity (E)  

C x G                 .18     .68       .01     .96       .69     .41  

C x E                 .42     .52       .34     .56       .09     .77  

G x E                5.72     .02      3.65     .08       .31     .58  

C x G x E            3.19     .08       .26     .61       .04     .85  

  

Notes: MANOVA = multivariate analysis of variance; ANOVA = analysis  

of variance.  

 


