
ABSTRACT 

 

SHIN, DAEUN. Selling to a Larger Company for Growth: The Impact on DTC Startups’ Brand 

Authenticity. (Under the direction of Dr. Byoungho Ellie Jin). 

 

Over the past decade in the fashion industry, a class of startups, collectively referred to as 

direct-to-consumer (DTC) brands, has been growing in number and popularity. DTC brands 

begin as pure e-tailers, capitalizing on the lower entry barrier and leveraging digital channels for 

sales and marketing. However, establishing long-term viability in a competitive online 

marketplace remains a formidable challenge. For further growth, some successful DTC brands 

are choosing to sell their businesses to big companies. While this growth strategy offers clear 

benefits from an operational perspective, little is known about the potential trade-off from the 

perspective of branding. Consumers may consider selling the business to a big company a 

departure from its startup identity and question whether the brand will remain true to its core 

values. This notion of remaining faithful to core values is at the heart of brand authenticity, 

which has been shown to be a significant determinant of various important retail outcomes, 

including brand loyalty. Therefore, this study aimed to examine acquisition-related factors that 

can illuminate the impact of this growth strategy on brand authenticity, thereby identifying 

important considerations that can influence the post-acquisition viability of startups.  

Based on the heuristic-systematic model, consumer lay theory, zero-sum heuristic, and 

cue diagnosticity theory, this experimental study tested eight hypotheses on the effects of both 

systematic (acquirer reputation and operational independence) and heuristic (consumer lay 

theory) factors on perceived brand authenticity through three independent studies. Study 1a (H1, 

H2) aimed to establish the existence of a consumer lay theory relating to company size and 

greed, in which consumers associate big companies with a mercenary intent because they tend to 

perceive them as greedy (hereafter the consumer lay theory of corporate greed). Study 1b 



 

 

 

 

 

examined (H3) how different types of acquirer reputation (positive vs. negative vs. unknown) 

influence brand authenticity, and (H4) whether the consumer lay theory of corporate greed plays 

a role when consumers are unable to form a clear judgment regarding an acquirer’s reputation 

(i.e., unknown reputation). Study 2 examined (H5) the effect of operational independence and 

(H6, H7, H8) how it interacts with the acquirer reputation to influence brand authenticity. 

To this end, 551 usable responses were collected through Prolific, an online platform for 

recruiting survey participants. Results supported the existence of the consumer lay theory of 

corporate greed proposed in Study 1a. That is, consumers generally believe that larger companies 

pursue their own gains, often at the expense of others, and thus tend to place profits over all else 

(H1, H2). However, the results of Study 1b showed that consumers do not rely on the lay theory 

to assess brand authenticity in the absence of the information regarding acquirer reputation (H4). 

As predicted, consumers perceive higher brand authenticity when the acquirer’s reputation is 

positive, compared to when the reputation is negative or unknown (H3). The effect of operational 

independence was not significant (H5), indicating that consumers do not perceive operational 

independence as a meaningful predictor of brand authenticity. Similarly, there was no significant 

interaction effect of operational independence and acquirer reputation (H6, H7, H8). 

The findings of this study contribute to the literature on consumer responses to M&As by 

revealing acquisition-related management factors that shape brand authenticity. They also 

contribute to the research on consumer lay theory by empirically demonstrating a novel lay 

theory about company size and greed. For fashion startups and prospective acquirers, the 

findings offer practical suggestions that can help ensure the long-term viability of the acquisition. 

The dissertation ends with a discussion of this study’s limitations and new avenues for future 

research.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter discusses the background of the study, from the rise of direct-to-consumer 

(DTC) brands and their biggest challenge, to the growth strategy of successful DTC brands. 

Against this backdrop, research questions are raised and research gaps are identified. Next, the 

contributions of this study are discussed, the key terms are defined, and lastly the dissertation’s 

organization is outlined.  

Background 

The Rise of DTC Brands and their Biggest Challenge 

Over the past decade in the fashion industry, a class of startups, collectively referred to as 

DTC brands, have been growing in number and popularity, springing up across product 

categories from apparel and footwear to accessories and handbags (Lieber, 2019a). As implied 

by the name, DTC brands sell directly to consumers without intermediaries such as department 

stores. Typically, they begin as pure e-tailers, capitalizing on the lower entry barrier and 

leveraging digital channels for sales and marketing. For instance, founded in 2012, Gymshark, a 

sportswear brand, reaped $50M in revenue within six years and, in 2018, more than doubled its 

sales, amounting to $128 million (Winkler, 2018).  

However, it remains a formidable challenge to establish long-term viability via acquiring 

new customers and scaling the business in a competitive online marketplace (Picken, 2017). In 

the past two years, the cost of digital marketing—DTC brands’ major channel of customer 

acquisition—has increased by more than 10%, with up to 80% of the venture capital dollars 

raised by DTC brands being spent on digital ads (Lieber, 2019b). Thus constrained by limited 

financial resources, DTC brands have been exploring low-cost ways to attract new customers, 
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with many experimenting with pop-up stores (CB Insights, 2019), and some others pursuing 

wholesaling. The successful among them are choosing to sell their business to a larger company 

for further growth. 

Selling the Business to a Larger Company 

To illustrate, Bonobos, a men’s clothing brand founded in 2007, and ModCloth, a 

women’s clothing brand founded in 2002, sold their businesses to Walmart in 2017 (Go Global 

Retail, 2019; Walmart, 2017). In the same year, True&Co, a lingerie brand founded in 2012, sold 

its business to Phillips Van Heusen (PVH), the owner of Calvin Klein and Tommy Hilfiger 

(Scarano, 2017). In 2018, ELOQUII, a women’s plus-size apparel brand founded in 2011, sold 

its business to Walmart (Walmart, n.d.). In 2019, Lively, a lingerie brand founded in 2016, sold 

its business to Wacoal International Corporation, a Japanese women’s underwear and lingerie 

company (Clark, 2019). Selling a business to a larger company can be an attractive choice for 

startups and small companies: it allows them to access funds and other valuable assets necessary 

for further growth and development (Porter, 1987). Acquiring DTC brands is also an attractive 

option for large companies, owing to the startup brands’ unique resources, such as their data 

analytics capability, expertise in digital marketing, unique product offerings, and young customer 

base (Clark, 2019).  

Potential Risk: Diluted Brand Authenticity  

While this growth strategy offers clear benefits for startups, less is known about the 

potential tradeoff from the branding perspective. Consumers may consider selling the business to 

a large corporation a departure from its initial identity and question whether the brand will 

remain true to its core mission and values (Gulati, 2019). This notion of remaining faithful to the 

core values is at the heart of brand authenticity, a construct broadly conceptualized in academic 
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research as “a consumer’s perception of the extent to which an entity corresponds to a referent” 

(Moulard et al., 2021, p. 99). The potential trade-off of this growth strategy may be the 

undermining of brand authenticity, the consumer’s perception of the extent to which the acquired 

brand (i.e., entity) corresponds to its founding values (i.e., referent). 

Selling the business thus runs the risk of alienating customers, one of the most important 

stakeholders. Many DTC brands owe their fast growth to their loyal customer base. For example, 

during Warby Parker’s early years, 50% of their foot traffic and sales were driven by word-of-

mouth (Kasperkevic, 2013). Customer loyalty stems from their past experiences with the brand 

that solidified the association of the brand with superior products and services (Erdoğmuş & 

Büdeyri‐Turan, 2012; Yoo & Park, 2016). This association is threatened when major 

organizational decisions made in pursuit of growth, such as selling the business to a large 

corporation, lead customers to question the brand’s fidelity to its founding identity and values. 

This uncertainty may be particularly troublesome for existing customers who are satisfied with 

the brand’s current offerings and prefer no deterioration in quality or other aspects. When 

Walmart announced its acquisition of Bonobos and ModCloth, the customers of the two brands 

took to social media and gave media interviews to express their concerns about the product 

designs becoming generic and the deterioration in quality (Bain, 2018). Since then, Walmart saw 

losses in its e-commerce division that includes Bonobos and Modcloth, which led to layoffs of a 

few dozen of Bonobos' 600 employees (Nassauer, 2019) and the sale of Modcloth in 2019 

(Thomas, 2019).  

Research Gap 

There may be only a handful of cases where startup brands garnered enough traction and 

growth potential in the market to receive an acquisition offer from a large company. However, 
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such brands are high-impact companies that extend their positive influence over multiple 

important stakeholders in the economy from customers to fellow startup brands. Their 

popularity, above all, attests to the unique values these brands offer to customers. As exemplars 

of success, these brands offer valuable lessons to not only aspiring entrepreneurs but also to other 

companies regardless of size. Ensuring the long-term viability of such brands is thus essential for 

the stakeholders beyond those directly involved, such as the startup brand, investors, and the 

company acquiring the brand.  

There is only scant literature to illuminate the potential risk of this growth strategy from 

the branding perspective, despite a growing body of research examining customer response to 

mergers and acquisitions (M&As) in multiple sectors, including consumer electronics (e.g., Fang 

& Wang, 2018), food and beverage (e.g., Heinberg et al., 2016), and fashion (e.g., Chang et al., 

2015). The following section discusses four major gaps in the current literature.  

First, most of the prior studies have examined behavioral intentions and attitudes as 

outcome variables, such as consumer purchase intentions and attitudes toward the acquired 

company (e.g., Chang et al., 2015). In contrast, despite the importance of consumers’ cognitive 

evaluations of the brand to the consumer–brand relationship (Hardestry & Bearden, 2003), 

researchers have paid less attention to post-acquisition consumer evaluations of the acquired 

brand. According to past research, consumers are motivated to make cognitive evaluations about 

the acquired company notably in terms of its brand authenticity (Siemens et al., 2020; Spiggle et 

al., 2012). Examining brand authenticity as an outcome variable would thus enrich the 

understanding of an acquisition’s effects on consumer perceptions of the acquired brand. 

Second, much variance remains unexplained because existing research under-identified 

important variables (King et al. 2004; Chung & Kim, 2020). Thus far, prior studies have shown 
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that customer response to an acquisition depends on their interpretations of available 

information, such as the acquirer’s country-of-origin, as well as their evaluations of the 

acquisition, such as the perceived fit between the acquiring and acquired companies (Fang & 

Wang, 2018). However, the acquired company’s level of operational independence from the 

acquirer has not been researched as a predictor of consumer response to M&As even though it 

has been empirically shown to influence post-acquisition financial performance (Datta & Grant, 

1990; He, 2008) and is typically reported in acquisition announcements (Walmart, 2017).  

While prior research has examined acquirer reputation as a critical predictor of consumer 

response including purchase intentions (Fong et al., 2013; Matarazzo et al., 2018; Resciniti et al., 

2019), brand image (Fang & Wang, 2018), and brand equity (Lee et al., 2011), its impact on 

brand authenticity is less understood. Acquirer reputation may be a critical determinant of brand 

authenticity given the accessibility of this information and its relevance. Notably, the consumer 

tendency to perceive firm resources as zero-sum (i.e., zero-sum heuristic) implies a perceived 

trade-off between profit maximization and resource investments to maintain the acquired brand’s 

founding values, whether it is consumer-centricity or superior quality products at competitive 

prices (Chernev, 2007). As the zero-sum heuristic suggests, consumers are likely to evaluate the 

likelihood that the startup brand can maintain its authenticity, based on the acquirer reputation 

regarding how the company prioritizes its competing goals, namely its financial goal of 

maximizing shareholder value over ensuring other stakeholders’ value. Thus, the different types 

of acquirer reputation (e.g., positive vs. negative vs. unknown) deserve a thorough examination.  

The unknown type of acquirer reputation refers to when consumers may not be able to 

make a conclusive judgment about the acquirer for two reasons: unfamiliarity and complexity. 

One, they may be unfamiliar with the acquiring company or the brand owned by the company 
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because they have little direct or indirect experience with it. Second, the issue of complexity 

stems from a common characteristic of large corporations in which the company has a portfolio 

of multiple brands, and the corporate name is different from that of the brands the customer 

interacts with (e.g., PVH vs. Calvin Klein or Tommy Hilfiger) (Varadarajan et al., 2006). While 

prior research examining the spillover effects on the parent company suggests that customers are 

likely to integrate their experiences to make an overall judgment (e.g., Dall’Olmo Riley et al., 

2013), it may be too cumbersome to integrate and weigh different experiences, particularly if 

customers have conflicting experiences across different brands. In light of this possibility, it 

would be worthwhile to consider consumers who may be unable to make a clear judgment about 

the acquirer reputation. 

The third major research gap concerns consumer lay theories. While the absence of direct 

information and the complexity of integrating information (e.g., unknown acquirer reputation) 

may lead consumers to rely on heuristics, such as consumer lay theories, they have not been 

explored in the M&A context (e.g., Raghunathan et al., 2006; taste inferences). Consumer lay 

theories have been most heavily researched in the context of product evaluations in which 

consumers make a judgment about product quality (e.g., Cronley et al., 2005; Kramer et al., 

2012). In an acquisition where a startup is acquired by a large company, the contrast in terms of 

the organizational size makes the factor of company size salient. The prior findings 

demonstrating the role of perceived company size in guiding consumer evaluations (e.g., Yang & 

Aggarwal, 2019) suggest that consumers may apply a lay theory relating to the company size to 

fill in the missing information. Thus, investigating the role of consumer lay theories can reveal 

whether they also operate at a company level (vs. product level) and is a significant determinant 

of M&A-related judgments. 
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Fourth, despite evidence corroborating that consumers typically infer unobservable brand 

quality by processing multiple cues available in the environment (e.g., Akdeniz et al., 2013), 

most prior studies examined a single piece of information in isolation (e.g., acquirer reputation 

alone), without considering the simultaneous effects of multiple informational cues. The failure 

to consider multiple pieces of information related to M&A accessible to consumers (e.g., 

acquirer reputation, founder involvement, and operational independence) can lead to incomplete 

or misleading conclusions (Purohit & Srivastava, 2001). Therefore, it is necessary to examine 

how consumers integrate multiple cues to make M&A-related judgements. 

Research Objective 

By examining customer response, this study aimed to identify the important managerial 

considerations when pursuing the growth strategy of selling the business to a large company (i.e., 

acquisition) in order to inform the strategic decision-making of both startup brands and acquirers. 

In particular, this study investigated how this growth strategy might influence customer beliefs 

regarding the startup brand’s fidelity to its founding values (i.e., brand authenticity), an 

important variable in the context of M&A (e.g., Siemens et al., 2020) and a determinant of 

several important retail outcomes, including brand loyalty (e.g., Choi et al., 2015). This section 

outlines the two research objectives that were addressed via three independent experimental 

studies.  

The first research objective was to examine how acquirer reputation impacts the brand 

authenticity of the acquired brand. To this end, it considers not only when the acquirer reputation 

is known (i.e., positive or negative) but also when it is unknown. Also examined was whether the 

consumer perception of brand authenticity would be influenced by a consumer lay theory 

relating to the company size when the acquirer reputation is unknown. Specifically, this study 
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aimed to establish a consumer lay theory about the relationship between company size and 

corporate greed, where consumers tend to believe that big companies place profits over all else 

because consumers generally perceive them as greedy. Then, the consumer perception of brand 

authenticity was compared across the three types of acquirer reputation, and the moderating 

effect of the consumer lay theory of corporate greed was examined.  

The second research objective was to investigate the role of operational independence in 

influencing the consumer perception of brand authenticity. Further explored was how consumers 

integrate multiple informational cues—operational independence and acquirer reputation—to 

make judgements about brand authenticity. This was answered by determining the relative 

diagnosticity of the informational cues in evaluating brand authenticity, which is defined as the 

perceived reliability of a cue in reaching accurate evaluations (Purohit & Srivastava, 2001). 

Academic and Practical Contributions 

Academic Contributions 

 First, it is one of the first few studies focusing on an acquisition where a startup/small 

company is acquired by a large company, thereby expanding the scope of the literature on 

consumer responses to an M&A. Further, this research examines the acquisition’s implications 

on brand authenticity, an under-researched variable in the M&A context. The findings can 

provide further empirical support for the variable’s relevance to the M&A context, thereby 

adding to a growing body of literature on brand authenticity as an important variable in the 

formation, maintenance, and enrichment of the consumer-brand relationship (e.g., Moulard et al., 

2021). 

Second, this study deepens the understanding of a previously researched predictor (i.e., 

acquirer reputation) and examines a novel predictor of consumer responses to an acquisition (i.e., 
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operational independence). Examining the different types of acquirer reputation (i.e., positive vs. 

negative vs. unknown) can offer a comprehensive understanding of their effect on consumer 

perception of brand authenticity. Testing operational independence can show whether it is a 

significant determinant of consumer responses to an acquisition.  

Third, it is a novel application in the consumer lay theory literature to empirically test 

whether consumers believe that a company’s size reflects the organization’s greediness (i.e., 

larger companies tend to be greedier than smaller ones) and examine its role in an M&A context. 

The study’s findings can show whether this intuition takes effect when consumers are unable to 

process information systematically, similar to how other lay theories operate (e.g., Haws et al., 

2017). By examining the relationship between the greed perception and company size as a 

potential consumer lay theory, this study bridges consumer studies and the management 

literature that have primarily viewed corporate greed from the perspective of corporate 

governance and financial performance (e.g., Haynes et al., 2017). 

Fourth, examining how consumers combine and process multiple informational cues (i.e., 

acquirer reputation and operational independence) can specify the conditions under which each 

cue is used to make judgments. This can uncover the relative diagnosticity and delineate when 

and how each cue is used to evaluate brand authenticity. In particular, the study’s findings can 

show whether operational independence consistently predicts brand authenticity across different 

types of acquirer reputation (i.e., positive vs. negative vs. unknown).  

Practical Contributions  

For both prospective acquirers and startup companies, this study can inform strategic 

decisions from the branding perspective by highlighting the important considerations in choosing 

an acquisition partner as well as in the post-acquisition integration.  



 

10 

 

 

 

The findings of this study can help startup brands make a more holistic assessment on 

whether selling its business to a larger company would be a worthwhile pursuit, beyond its 

tangible benefits. The findings can also help them better anticipate customer reactions and design 

outbound communication messages accordingly to minimize potential backlash, with 

comprehensive insights into the effects of the acquirer’s reputation alone and in combination 

with perceived level of operational independence. For prospective acquirers, the findings of this 

study can 1) show how their reputation might impact the acquired brand’s customer base they are 

seeking to retain and 2) offer empirical support for the role of operational independence.  

In short, this study can shed light on the factors influencing the post-acquisition viability 

of startups and inform companies what they should consider to maintain brand authenticity that 

may be threatened by an otherwise sound business strategy.  

Definition of Key Terms 

• Direct-to-consumer (DTC) brands refer to brands that sell directly to consumers without 

intermediaries such as department stores. They typically begin as a pure e-tailer, capitalizing 

on the lower entry barrier and leveraging digital channels for sales and marketing. They are 

known for offering quality products at competitive prices, being digital savvy, innovative, 

and customer-centric (Lieber, 2019). 

• Acquisitions refer to the purchase of a company by another company. It is a type of growth 

strategy employed by successful DTC brands where they sell their business to a larger 

company with more resources. 

• Brand authenticity refers to “a consumer’s perception of the extent to which an entity 

corresponds to a referent” (Moulard et al., 2021, p. 99). It is conceptualized as the 
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consumer’s perception of the extent to which the acquired brand’s offerings (i.e., entity) 

correspond to its founding values (i.e., referent). 

• Founder involvement refers to the extent to which a company’s founder is involved with its 

business operations after the acquisition. 

• Operational independence refers to the extent to which an acquired company operates its 

business independently from the acquirer after the acquisition. 

• Company reputation refers to “a stakeholder’s overall evaluation of a company over time” 

(Gotsi & Wilson, 2001, p. 29). This evaluation is based on the stakeholder’s direct 

experiences with the company and the external sources that provide information about the 

company. 

• The heuristic-systematic model involves two modes of processing information: systematic 

and heuristic processing (Chaiken & Ledgerwood, 2011). The former entails a thorough 

analysis of the available information; the latter relies on salient information associated with 

simple decision rules known as heuristics. 

• Consumer lay theory is a type of heuristic that refers to the rules of thumb consumers use to 

make consumption decisions, such as the price-quality heuristic (Gneezy et al., 2014). 

• Zero-sum heuristic refers to a consumer lay theory that views firm resources as zero-sum 

when considering the firm’s resource allocation (Chernev, 2007).  

• Corporate greed refers to a company’s tendency to pursue gain often at the expense of other 

stakeholders, such as customers, suppliers, and the environment (Lee et al., 2017). 

• Cue diagnosticity explains how consumers integrate multiple informational cues to make 

judgments and choice decisions (Purohit & Srivastava, 2001). The extent to which specific 
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cues are used is determined by diagnosticity, the perceived reliability of a cue in reaching 

accurate evaluations (Akdeniz et al., 2013).  

Dissertation Outline 

This dissertation consists of five chapters. Chapter I provides an overview of the study, 

contextualizing the research topic, illustrating the current research gaps, specifying the research 

objectives and contributions, and introducing the key constructs and theories. The literature on 

the key constructs and theories is reviewed in Chapter II, which then offers a research framework 

with eight hypotheses. The methodology of the study is detailed in Chapter III, including the 

sample, stimuli, measurements, as well as data collection and analysis methods. The results of 

the data analysis are offered in Chapter IV. Finally, Chapter V discusses the findings, theoretical 

and practical implications, as well as research limitations and suggestions for future research.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter reviews the literature on the key concepts and theories that lay the 

foundation of this research. First, corporate acquisition is discussed from its definition to 

associated risks. Then, prior studies on customer response to M&As are analyzed. Third, brand 

authenticity, heuristic-systematic model, consumer lay theory, zero-sum heuristic, and cue 

diagnosticity theory are discussed as the research’s theoretical foundations. Based on the 

literature review, a research framework is proposed, followed by the rationale for each 

hypothesis. 

Merger and Acquisition (M&A) 

Definition of M&A 

The umbrella term M&A refers to mergers and acquisitions, which are two types of 

corporate restructuring through the consolidation of companies. Acquisitions, also known as 

takeovers, refer to the purchase of a company by another company. The acquiring company 

becomes the new owner of the acquired company, but the acquired company does not change its 

legal name or structure. Typically, the acquiring company is a larger company with more 

resources, and the acquired company is a smaller company with competitive advantages the 

larger company lacks, which can be products, technology, or market share (CFI, n.d.). The 

smaller company benefits from the acquirer’s infrastructure and economies of scale, while the 

acquirer benefits from increased market share, product offerings, and customer reach. An 

example of acquisition in the fashion industry is Coach (Now Tapestry)'s 2004 acquisition of 

Kate Spade, in which both companies preserved their names and organizational structures 

(Majaski, 2020).  
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Mergers refer to the consolidation of two separate companies that results in a new joint 

organization. In contrast to one company purchasing another, two companies join forces in a 

merger. Typically, mergers involve two firms of approximately the same size and industry scope. 

The benefits of mergers are similar to those of acquisitions: reduced operational costs, increased 

market share, improved labor talent, and enhanced financial resources. For example, when 

Luxottica and Essilor merged in 2018, both companies ceased to exist, and a new company was 

born: EssilorLuxottica.  

Despite the differences in the legal consequences of the terms, mergers and acquisitions 

are often used interchangeably. One reason pertains to the negative connotation of the words 

‘acquisitions’ and ‘takeovers’, which imply unilateralism, whereas ‘mergers’ suggests mutual 

agreement. Sometimes, when it is a friendly takeover, an acquisition is referred to as a merger, 

implying that the management of the acquired company agrees to the transaction (Majaski, 

2020). M&As are commonplace in the fashion industry. For example, in 2018, 38% of all M&As 

in 12 luxury sectors ranging from apparel to hotels were carried out in the apparel & accessories 

and watches & jewelry sectors (Deloitte, 2019). Historically, a majority of M&As have occurred 

between established companies. Recent acquisitions in the U.S. include Coach (Now Tapestry)'s 

2015 acquisition of Stuart Weitzman, a luxury footwear brand founded in 1986; Sears’s 2012 

acquisition of Land’s End, a casual apparel brand founded in 1963; Gap Inc.’s 2008 acquisition 

of Athleta, an athleisure brand founded in 1998; and Nike’s 2003 acquisition of Converse, a 

sneakers brand founded in 1908. The established companies’ acquisitions of digitally native 

startups (hereafter DTC acquisitions) are an emerging type of M&As in the fashion industry. 

DTC acquisitions are examples of friendly takeovers where larger companies like 

Walmart and Wacoal benefit from the digitally native brands’ expertise in digital marketing, 
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product offerings, and increased access to their young customer base. In return, the DTC brands 

gain access to the larger companies’ manufacturing and financial resources, distribution 

channels, and buying power for sourcing not only materials but also backend systems, such as 

shipping costs and payment processing fees (Clark, 2019). Table 1 summarizes the extant cases 

of fashion startup acquisitions in the United States. 

Table 1. Recent Fashion Startup Acquisitions  

Acquired 

Year 

Acquirer 

(Company Type) 

Fashion Startup 

(Year Founded,  

Category) 

Founder/CEO 

Involvement 

Operational 

Independence 

2019 Wacoal International 

Corporation 

(Fashion company) 

Lively  

(2016,  

Lingerie) 

Remained Continued to be 

based in New 

York, NY 

2018 Walmart 

(Retailer) 

ELOQUII  

(2011,  

Women’s plus-size 

apparel) 

Remained Continued to be 

based in Long 

Island City, NY; 

Location in 

Columbus, OH 

was closed 

2017 Walmart 

(Retailer) 

ModCloth* 

(2002,  

Women’s apparel) 

Remained Continued to be 

based in San 

Francisco, CA; 

Los Angeles, CA; 

and Pittsburgh, 

PA 

Walmart 

(Retailer) 

Bobonos** 

(2007,  

Men’s apparel) 

Remained Continued to be 

based in New 

York, NY 

PVH 

(Fashion company) 

True&Co 

(2002,  

Lingerie) 

Remained Continued to be 

based in San 

Francisco, CA 

*Walmart sold off ModCloth in 2019. 

**Bonobos’s founder left the company in 2020. 

 

Post-acquisition Integration 

One of the most important decisions in M&A is how the two companies will be 

integrated (Nahavandi & Malekzadeh, 1988). Two immediate and critical decisions include the 

level of involvement of the acquired company’s founder/CEO and operational independence. 



 

16 

 

 

 

Founder/CEO involvement. Founders not only owns a company but also manages it: 

they are the owner and CEO. They orchestrate the organization’s structure and strategy, which 

influence its direction and performance (Child, 1972). The capability of a company’s top 

management is the single most important determinant of its success and survival (Drucker, 

1954). Founder-managed companies are associated with higher financial performance and have a 

higher survival rate than companies managed by non-founder CEOs (He, 2008). Higher post-

acquisition executive departure is associated with lower post-acquisition performance, and the 

departure of the highest-ranked executives was found to be the most damaging (Cannella & 

Hambric, 1993).  

When a large company acquires a relatively small entrepreneurial firm, retaining the 

founder and key personnel is critical for effecting a smooth transition and maintaining the 

customer base of the small firm. The key personnel often have key information about the product 

and production processes, and small entrepreneurial companies depend heavily on them for 

market knowledge and customer management. Transferring organizational knowledge takes time 

and cannot be easily codified through formal mechanisms such as written reports. Moreover, it is 

often difficult for the acquiring company to understand and cater to the specialized needs of the 

key customers of the acquired company (Chakrabarti, 1990). 

The focus on founders is supported by previous findings that show the founders’ 

significant role in small businesses (Abimbola & Vallaster, 2007; Schein, 1983). This is 

bolstered by customers’ greater exposure to founders through social media platforms (Agnihotri 

& Bhattacharya, 2019). The extant cases of DTC brand acquisitions retained the founders or 

CEO of the acquired companies, at least initially. For instance, although he left Walmart in 2020, 

Andy Dunn, the founder and CEO of Bonobos, was appointed an SVP of the digital consumer 
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brands department of Walmart’s eCommerce division. ELOQUII CEO Mariah Chase and her 

executive team remained after Walmart’s acquisition. Michelle Cordeiro Grant, the founder and 

CEO of Lively, also remained in her role after Wacoal’s acquisition.  

Operational independence. Operational independence, defined as the extent to which 

the acquired company has autonomy in managing its business, is an important determinant of 

post-acquisition performance (Datta & Grant, 1990). Autonomy, however, does not mean a 

disconnect with the acquiring company. While the acquired company has the authority to 

influence major strategic decisions and conduct day-to-day operating decisions without the 

acquiring company’s intervention, an integration into the reporting system as well as close 

cooperation is expected in setting long-term goals and sharing its expertise in areas the acquiring 

company lacks (Datta & Grant, 1990; Zaheer et al., 2013). 

The detrimental consequences of the loss of autonomy include the departure of key 

executives (Hambrick & Cannella, 1993), reduced innovation by the acquired company 

(Puranam et al, 2006), and reduced productivity stemming from employees’ disrupted routines 

and feelings of submission (Paruchuri et al., 2009). To combat this, complete operational 

independence, however, is not the answer—that would only make it difficult to realize the 

synergistic benefits, which is the main objective of M&A. Therefore, it is critical to find the 

optimal balance between integration and autonomy (Zaheer et al., 2013). 

Several factors should be considered when deciding the level of integration (Datta & 

Grant, 1990). One of the most researched factors is business relatedness, operationalized as 

similarity and complementarity. Similarity refers to “the extent to which two firms have a high 

degree of overlap in their technologies, operations, products, customers, or distribution channels” 

(Zaheer et al., 2013, p. 606). Complementarity refers to the extent to which the acquired 
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company has components that the acquiring company want but do not have, whether it be new 

technological and marketing capabilities, product offerings, or market shares (Datta & Grant, 

1990). High similarity typically leads to high integration (Puranam et al., 2009) as it achieves 

economies of scale or scope by eliminating redundant activities or sharing resources (Capron, 

1999). High integration is viable because the acquiring company is familiar with the acquired 

company’s operations and vice versa. On the other hand, high complementarity typically leads to 

low integration and high autonomy as the acquiring company needs to rely on the acquired 

company’s expertise, the complementary components, and their willingness to collaborate to 

reap the potential value (Datta & Grant, 1990).  

In the extant cases of DTC brand acquisitions, the acquired companies were granted 

relatively high operational independence. Lively continues to operate separately, and Bobonos 

and ELOQUII are integrated into Walmart’s digital consumer brands department of the e-

Commerce division, which comprises the company’s digitally native brands. This type of M&A 

partnering, where the acquired companies maintain their own identity and organization, is 

sensible given the high complementarity of the acquired brands. The acquiring companies seek 

synergies in select areas and minimal disruptions to the acquired companies’ businesses. In short, 

the acquirer treats the acquired company like a partner in a strategic alliance. The goal is to 

create a friendly environment conducive to sharing knowledge (Kale et al., 2009).  

Risks related to Sell-offs/Acquisitions 

One of the greatest risks of M&A is losing customers (Bekier & Shelton, 2002; Deloitte, 

2014). However, customer retention is “a much more important driver of financial performance 

after the merger or acquisition than are cost savings.” (Homburg & Bucerius, 2005, p. 107). A 

sense of uncertainty following a major organizational change can harm customer expectations 
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regarding the acquired company’s business continuity and consistency. As a result, customers 

may patronize the company less or switch to a different brand altogether (Chakrabarti 1990; 

Reichheld & Henske, 1991). An acquisition that is sensible from an operations perspective may 

turn out to be an unsound decision. Thus, it is critical to understand how an acquisition may 

affect the customer perceptions of the acquired brand.  

Analyses of Previous Studies on Customer Reactions to Acquisitions 

There is a growing body of research on customer responses to an M&A. Table 2 

summarizes major studies, in terms of research contexts, methodologies, predictors and 

outcomes, which will be discussed in the following section.  

First, most of the studies were conducted in the context of cross-border M&As (e.g., 

Chang et al., 2015; Chung et al., 2014; Fang & Wang, 2018; Fong et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2014; 

Matarazzo et al., 2018; Matarazzo et al., 2019; Resciniti et al., 2019; Shi et al., 2017). The 

industries examined by these studies ranged from consumer electronics (Fang & Wang, 2018; 

Fong et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2014; Lee & Lee, 2011; Li et al., 2011; Jaju et al., 2006; 

Thorbjørnsen & Dahlén, 2011); food and beverage, such as mineral water and snacks (Heinberg 

et al., 2016; Matarazzo et al., 2018; Matarazzo et al., 2019; Thorbjørnsen & Dahlén, 2011; 

Resciniti et al., 2019); telecommunications (McLelland & Goldsmith, 2014; Mclelland et al., 

2014); fashion (Chang et al., 2015; Chung et al., 2014; Chung & Kim, 2020); banking (Machado 

et al., 2012; Toledo & Lopes, 2016); automobile (Shi et al., 2017); and insurance (Thorbjørnsen 

& Dahlén, 2011). M&As in the fashion industry have not received much attention even though 

they have become commonplace in the industry (Deloitte, 2019). Additionally, a few prior 

studies have examined a big company’s acquisition of a small company (Hamby et al., 2019).  
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Table 2. Literature on Consumer Response to M&As 

Author 

(Year) 
Industry Context 

Company 

Size 

(Acquired/ 

Acquirer) 

Predictor Outcome* Methods 

Awan et al. 

(2017) 

Social 

networking 
Domestic Varies/Big • Acquisition decision1 • Brand equity 

Quantitative 

Survey 

Chang et al. 

(2015) 

Fashion 

 

Cross-

border 

Big/ 

Unidentified 

• Consumer-country 

disidentification 

• Brand ownership 

• Brand attitudes 

• Purchase intentions 
Experiment 

Chung & 

Kim (2020) 
Fashion  Domestic Big/Big 

• Consumer M&A 

perception 

• Recommendation 

intentions 

• Purchase intentions 

Experiment 

Chung et al. 

(2014) 
Fashion 

Cross-

border 

Big/ 

Unidentified 
• Country-of-origin  

• Perceived brand 

value  
Experiment 

Fang & 

Wang (2018) 

Consumer 

electronics 

Cross-

border 
Big/Big 

• Perceived fit 

• Acquirer reputation 

• Perceived brand 

image  
Experiment 

Fong & 

Chang 

(2021) 

Multiple 

(stereos, 

cosmetics, 

bicycles and 

pinewood 

furniture) 

Cross-

border 

Unidentified

/ 

Unidentified 

• Brand name 

redeployment 

strategy 

• Marketing strategy 

• Country-of-origin 

• Perceived brand 

value 
Experiment 

Fong et al. 

(2013) 

Consumer 

electronics 

Cross-

border 
Big/Big 

• Acquirer reputation 

• Country-of-origin 

• Brand attitudes 

• Purchase intentions 
Experiment 

Hamby et al. 

(2019) 

Food and 

Beverage 

(Dairy products) 

Domestic Small/Big 
• Narrative fidelity 

• Acquisition decision 
• Brand authenticity Experiment 

Heinberg et 

al. (2016) 

Personal care 

products/Food 

and Beverage 

 

Cross-

border 

Unidentified

/Big 

• Price perception 

• Quality perception 

• Company type2 

• Consumer loyalty 
Quantitative 

Survey 



 

21 

 

 

 

Table 2 (continued)  

Jaju et al. 

(2006) 

Consumer 

electronics 
Varies Varies/Big 

• Perceived fit 

• Brand attitudes 

• Brand name 

redeployment 

strategy 

• Brand equity of the 

acquired and 

acquirer 

Experiment 

Lee & Lee 

(2011) 

Consumer 

electronics 

Cross-

border 
Big/Big 

• Country-of-origin 

• Brand name 

redeployment 

strategy 

• Purchase intentions Experiment 

Lee et al. 

(2014) 

Consumer 

electronics 

Cross-

border 
Big/Big 

• Country-of-origin 

• Brand name 

redeployment 

strategy 

• Brand equity of the 

acquirer 
Experiment 

Lee et al. 

(2011) 

Consumer 

electronics 

Cross-

border 
Big/Big 

• Acquirer reputation 

• Acquired reputation 

• Brand equity of the 

acquired and 

acquirer 

Experiment 

Lee, Hsu, 

Chen, Wu 

(2018) 

Fashion 
Cross-

border 
Big/Big 

• Brand image 

• Country-of-

Manufacture 

• Perceived 

conspicuousness of 

the acquirer 

• Perceived 

uniqueness of the 

acquirer 

• Perceived quality of 

the acquirer 

• Perceived 

uniqueness of the 

acquirer 

• Perceived extended-

self of the acquirer 

Experiment 
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Table 2 (continued) 

Lee, Chen, 

Hsu, & Wu 

(2018) 

Consumer 

electronics 
Unclear Unclear 

• Perceived fit 

• Brand awareness 
• Brand attitudes Experiment 

Legendre & 

Bowen 

(2020) 

Food and 

Beverage 

(craft beer) 

Domestic 
Small/Varie

s 
• M&A type3 

• Purchase intentions 

• Discomfort 

• Brand attitudes 

Experiment 

Machado et 

al. (2012) 
Banking 

Cross-

border 
Big/Big 

• Brand awareness 

• Brand familiarity 

• Brand affect 

• Recognition of logo 

• Preference for logo 

• Preferred brand 

name redeployment 

strategy 

Quantitative 

Survey 

Matarazzo et 

al., (2018) 

Food and 

Beverage 

(snack) 

Cross-

border 

Unidentified

/ 

Unidentified 

• Acquirer reputation 

• Country-of-origin 
• Purchase intentions Experiment 

Matarazzo et 

al. (2019) 

Food and 

Beverage 

(snack) 

Cross-

border 

Unidentified

/ 

Unidentified 

• Acquirer’s cause-

related marketing 

• Country-of-origin 

• Acquirer ability 

• Purchase intentions Experiment 

McLelland & 

Goldsmith 

(2014) 

Telecommunicat

ions 
Domestic 

Unidentified

/Varies 
• Service failure 

following a merger 

• Complaint intentions 

• Negative WOM 

intentions 

• Switching intentions 

Experiment 

McLelland et 

al. (2014) 

Telecommunicat

ions 
Domestic 

Unidentified

/ 

Unidentified 

• Attitudes toward the 

acquired and acquirer 

• Perceived fit 

• Post-merger service 

perception 

• Brand attitudes 

Experiment 

Resciniti et 

al. (2019) 

Food and 

Beverage 

(snack) 

Cross-

border 

Unidentified

/ 

Unidentified 

• Acquirer reputation 

• Country-of-origin 
• Purchase intentions Experiment 

Siemens et 

al. (2020) 

Food and 

Beverage 

 

Domestic Small/Big 
• Acquisition decision1 

• Founder involvement 

• Brand authenticity 

• Purchase intentions 
Experiment 
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Table 2 (continued) 

Shi et al. 

(2017) 
Automobile 

Cross-

border 
Big/Big 

• Attitudes toward 

acquisition 

• Perceived fit 

• Consumer 

ethnocentrism 

• Brand attitudes Experiment 

Thorbjørnsen 

& Dahlén 

(2011) 

Insurance; 

Grocery retail 

Unidentif

ied 

Unidentified

/ 

Unidentified

; 

Small/Big 

• Brand name 

redeployment 

strategy  

• Attitudes toward the 

acquirer 

• Attitudes toward the 

acquired  

• Switching intentions 

Quasi-

experiment; 

Experiment 

Toledo & 

Lopes (2016) 
Banking 

Cross-

border 
Big/Big 

• Nostalgia toward the 

acquired 
• Brand loyalty  

Quantitative 

Survey 

Urban & 

Pratt (2000) 
Banking Domestic 

Medium/Me

dium 
• Customer 

demographics 
• Service perception 

Quantitative 

Survey 

Yao & Wang 

(2018) 
Mobile phones 

Cross-

border 
Small/Big 

• Brand name 

redeployment 

strategy 

• Acquirer reputation 

• Brand authenticity 

• Purchase intentions 
Experiment 

*pertinent to the acquired company unless specified otherwise   
1sell (acquired) vs. not sell (not acquired) 
2local vs. foreign vs. local acquired by a foreign corporation 
3 local company acquired by another local company vs. local company acquired by a national company  
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Second, among the methodological approaches, the quantitative method with an 

experimental design was used by most studies (e.g., Chang et al., 2015; Chung et al., 2014; 

Chung & Kim, 2020; Fang & Wang, 2018; Fong et al., 2013; Jaju et al., 2006; Lee et al., 2014; 

Li et al., 2011; Machado et al., 2012; Matarazzo et al., 2018; Matarazzo et al., 2019; McLelland 

& Goldsmith, 2015; Mclelland et al., 2014; Resciniti et al., 2019; Shi et al., 2017; Thorbjørnsen 

& Dahlén, 2011). A few studies used a simple survey design (e.g., Heinberg et al., 2016; Toledo 

& Lopes, 2016). Consistent with prior research, to draw causal conclusions, this study employs 

an experimental approach. 

Third, prior studies have identified the following as M&A-related factors that can 

influence customer response. The most researched predictor is the acquirer’s country-of-origin 

(Chang et al., 2015; Chung et al., 2014; Fong et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2014; Lee & Lee, 2011; 

Matarazzo et al., 2018; Matarazzo et al., 2019; Resciniti et al., 2019). Other variables that have 

received much attention include acquirer reputation (Fang & Wang, 2018; Fong et al., 2013; Lee 

et al., 2011; Matarazzo et al., 2018; Resciniti et al., 2019; Yao & Wang, 2018), perceived fit 

between the acquirer and the acquired (Fang & Wang, 2018; Jaju et al., 2006; Lee, Chen, Hsu, & 

Wu, 2018; McLelland et al., 2014; Shi et al., 2017), and brand name redeployment strategy (Lee 

et al., 2014; Lee & Lee, 2011; Machado et al., 2012; Thorbjørnsen & Dahlén, 2011; Jaju et al., 

2006).  

The following were identified as the important retail outcomes that can be impacted by 

these M&A-related factors. Most studies focused on behavioral intentions, such as purchase 

intentions (Chang et al., 2015; Chung & Kim, 2020; Fong et al., 2013; Lee & Lee, 2011; 

Matarazzo, 2018; Matarazzo, 2019; McLelland & Goldsmith, 2015; Resciniti et al., 2019; 

Thorbjørnsen & Dahlén, 2011), WOM intentions (Chung & Kim, 2020; McLelland & 
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Goldsmith, 2015), complaint intentions (McLelland & Goldsmith, 2015), switching intentions 

(Thorbjørnsen & Dahlén, 2011), and recommendation intentions (Chung & Kim, 2020). Also 

investigated were consumer attitudes toward the acquired company, acquiring company, or the 

M&A itself (Chang et al., 2015; Fong et al., 2013; Machado et al., 2012; Mclelland et al., 2014; 

Shi et al., 2017; Thorbjørnsen & Dahlén, 2011). What received relatively less attention were 

consumer perceptions, such as quality or service perception (Lee et al., 2014; Mclelland et al., 

2014), brand equity (Chung et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2014; Li et al., 2011; Jaju et al., 2006), brand 

image (Fang & Wang, 2018), and brand authenticity (Hamby et al., 2019; Siemens et al., 2020; 

Yao & Wang, 2018). While a handful of studies examined brand authenticity, the identified 

predictors of this variable in the M&A context are limited to a few (i.e., acquisition decision, 

brand name redeployment strategy, founder involvement, and acquirer reputation).  

The focus of the current body of literature has been on cross-border acquisitions with the 

acquirer’s country-of-origin as the focal independent variable, and much variance remains 

unexplained because the existing research under-identified important variables (Chung & Kim, 

2020; King et al., 2004). Thus, further research is needed to identify additional factors that can 

influence customer reactions to M&As. In particular, critical determinants of brand authenticity 

remain largely unexplored. This study seeks to address these gaps. Furthermore, most prior 

studies examined the effect of a single informational cue on consumer responses (e.g., acquirer 

reputation) even though multiple informational cues related to M&A can be available for 

consumers to consider (e.g., acquirer reputation, founder involvement, and operational 

independence). This study investigates how consumers integrate multiple informational cues to 

make judgments about the M&A. 
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Theoretical Foundations 

This section discusses the concepts and theories used for building the conceptual 

framework of the study. The following concepts, theories, and their applications in the retail 

industry will be discussed: (1) Brand Authenticity, (2) Heuristic-Systematic Model, and (3) 

Consumer Lay Theory, (4) Zero-sum Heuristic, and (5) Cue Diagnosticity Theory.  

Brand Authenticity 

Brand authenticity has been increasingly recognized as a critical determinant of the 

consumer–brand relationship by both researchers and practitioners, with some claiming that “the 

search for authenticity is one of the cornerstones of contemporary marketing” (Brown et al., 

2003, p. 21). Euromonitor International, a market research provider, identifies “Striving for 

Authenticity” as one of the top 20 megatrends highlighting the long-term shifts in consumer 

behavior and demand through 2030 (Euromonitor International, 2019). Interbrand, a brand 

consultancy, includes authenticity as a factor to determine its list of Best 100 Global Brands 

(Interbrand, 2020).  

Recent academic studies have demonstrated that brand authenticity positively affects 

several retail outcomes, such as brand loyalty (Choi et al., 2015; Kumar & Kaushik, 2022; Lu et 

al., 2015), brand trust (Fritz et al., 2017; Schallehn et al., 2014; Moulard et al., 2016; Portal et al., 

2019), purchase intentions (Lu et al., 2015; Napoli et al., 2014), positive word-of-mouth 

intentions (Morhart et al., 2015; Spiggle et al., 2012), brand love (Napoli et al., 2016), 

willingness to pay premium (Kumar & Kaushik, 2022), brand ownership (Kumar & Kaushal, 

2021), and product perception (Napoli et al., 2016). In addition, brand authenticity offers a 

buffering effect, protecting brands from the ramifications of scandals (Guèvremont & 

Grohmann, 2018).  
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Despite the growing research on brand authenticity, there is little consensus on its 

conceptualization (Moulard et al., 2021). While most prior studies have treated it as a multi-

dimensional construct, the dimensions vary depending on the specific research context (Table 3). 

Nonetheless, prior studies share some conceptual similarities. For example, one of the central 

ideas is consistency over time, as demonstrated by the dimensions such as preserving brand 

essence (Spiggle et al., 2012), brand heritage (Napoli et al., 2014), and continuity (Morhart et al., 

2015).  

Table 3. Prior Conceptualizations of Brand Authenticity  

Authors Dimensions Description 

Beverland 

et al. 

(2008) 

Pure (Literal) 

Authenticity 

completely unchanged from the original; continuance of 

historic practices, including production methods, ingredients, 

place of production, and historic product styling (p. 7) 

Approximate 

Authenticity 

overall emotional impression created by various cues in the 

logos and advertisements (p. 9–10) 

Moral 

Authenticity 

The sense that a passionate creator is involved in making 

products, and is motivated primarily by their love of craft, 

rather than the possibility of financial reward (p. 12) 

Spiggle et 

al. (2012) 

Maintaining 

Brand Styles and 

Standards 

consistency of brand standards, manifested in production 

processes, components/ingredients, and other attributes; 

distinctive, traditional, hand-crafted methods and artisanal 

standards that limit the amount of production imply the 

brand is real instead of a mass-produced (p. 969) 

Honoring Brand 

Heritage 

Brands originate in specific places at specific times with 

particular methods of production, designs, and styles that 

reflect cultural associations and concrete referents (p. 969) 

Preserving 

Brand Essence 

The soul of the brand and its fundamental values define its 

essence and identify what it stands for and what makes it 

unique (p. 970) 

Avoiding Brand 

Exploitation 

Brand managers who resist exploiting the brand in the 

pursuit of commercial opportunity exhibit inner-directedness 

and defy external pressures (p. 970) 

Napoli et 

al. (2014)a 

Quality 

Commitment 

The brand is manufactured to the most stringent quality 

standards. 

It feels like artisan skills and customized manufacturing 

processes have been retained in the production of this brand. 

The brand is made by a master craftsman who pays attention 

to detail and is involved throughout the production process 

Brand Heritage The brand has a strong connection to an historical period in 

time, culture and/or specific region. 
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Table 3 (continued) 

 

 The brand reminds me of a golden age. 

The brand reinforces and builds on long-held traditions. 

Sincerity The brand remains true to its espoused values. 

The brand has stuck to its principles. 

The brand builds on traditions that began with its founder 

Morhart et al. 

(2015) 

 

Continuity 

 

The continuity dimension reflects a brand’s timelessness, 

historicity, and its ability to transcend trends (p. 202) 

Credibility 

 

The brand’s transparency and honesty toward the consumer, as 

well as its willingness and ability to fulfill its claims (p. 202) 

Integrity 

 

The integrity dimension signifies the moral purity and 

responsibility of the brand (p. 203) 

Symbolism 

 

A brand’s potential to serve as a resource for identity 

construction by providing self-referential cues representing 

values, roles, and relationships. (p. 203) 

Akbar & 

Wymer 

(2017) 

Originality The degree to which a brand is considered unique and devoid 

of imitation or derivation (p. 25) 

Genuineness The degree to which a brand is perceived to be legitimate and 

undisguised in its claims (p. 25) 

This table is not an exhaustive list. 

Excerpts are direct quotes. 
a Sample scale items are listed (p. 1093). 

 

Moulard et al. (2021) proposed the broadest definition of authenticity, encompassing the 

different conceptualizations from previous studies: “a consumer’s perception of the extent to 

which an entity corresponds to a referent” (p. 99). For example, Akbar and Wymer’s (2017) 

‘Genuineness’ dimension refers to a type of brand authenticity where a brand’s offerings (i.e., 

entity) correspond to its stated claims (i.e., referent). The ‘Preserving Brand Essence’ dimension 

of Spiggle et al. (2012) refers to a type of brand authenticity where a brand’s offerings (i.e., 

entity) correspond to its essence, core identity, and values as perceived by customers (i.e., 

referent). The former pertains to whether the brand is what it says it is (i.e., external consistency) 

while the latter pertains to the fundamental nature of the brand (i.e., internal consistency; Spiggle 

et al. 2012). Internal consistency pertains to the M&A context as selling to another company 

breaks the connection to the brand’s origin and may compromise its core nature (Siemens et al., 

2020).  
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When a brand is placed in a new context, the question of whether it will remain faithful to 

its core values becomes a salient issue. For example, in the case of brand extensions where a 

brand launches new products within or beyond its original product category, the perceived fit 

between the extension and the parent brand determines the consumer evaluation and reception of 

the extension (Völckner & Sattler, 2006). A brand extension perceived to be irrelevant and 

dissimilar to the parent brand dilutes the brand image (Martinez & de Chernatony, 2004). 

Further, consumer response to a brand extension is influenced by the extension’s authenticity in 

terms of maintaining brand standards, honoring brand heritage, preserving brand essence, and 

avoiding brand exploitation (Spiggle et al., 2012). An acquisition where the ownership of the 

brand changes is arguably a case of more drastic change than a brand extension, which is already 

considered “a stretching of the original form” (Spiggle et al., 2012, p. 969). As recent studies 

have demonstrated, perceived brand authenticity is an important variable in the context of M&A 

(Hamby et al., 2019; Siemens et al., 2020; Yao & Wang, 2018). 

An emerging body of research suggests that brand authenticity is determined by 

consumer interpretations of market cues, including employee passion (Fritz et al., 2017), 

perceived commercialization (Cinelli & LeBoeuf, 2020), and perceived transparency (Yang & 

Battocchio, 2020). Brand authenticity thus reflects the consumer’s perception of brand behaviors 

(Kumar & Kaushik, 2022). This study explores the market cues related to an acquisition that can 

influence the consumer perception of the acquired company’s brand authenticity and examines 

how they do so. The following section discusses the theories employed to explain the role of the 

market cues. 

Heuristic-Systematic Model 

The heuristic-systematic model proposes two distinct modes of processing information: 
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systematic and heuristic processing (Chaiken & Ledgerwood, 2011). Systematic processing 

entails a thorough analysis of the available information (e.g., analyzing the content of an 

argument to assess its strength), whereas heuristic processing relies on the salient information 

associated with simple decision rules, known as heuristics (e.g., relying on the credentials of the 

argument source and making a quick judgement, based on a “experts know best” heuristic). 

Because heuristic processing capitalizes on readily available rules-of-thumb, it is more efficient 

but typically confers less confidence in the decision. While systematic processing confers more 

confidence, it requires more resources in terms of time and cognitive capacity. The heuristic-

systematic model thus suggests a trade-off between optimal judgments (maximized by 

systematic processing) and efficient judgments (maximized by heuristic processing) (Chaiken, 

1980). 

The model proposes two principles governing the mode and extent of information 

processing in a given situation: the least effort principle and the sufficiency principle (Chaiken et 

al., 1989). The least effort principle suggests that the economy-minded human nature favors 

heuristic processing unless an individual has the motivation and ability to think carefully about 

information. The sufficiency principle suggests that people will engage with systematic 

processing to reach the minimum level of desired confidence, defined as the sufficiency 

threshold, if the actual confidence conferred by heuristic processing falls short (Chaiken & 

Ledgerwood, 2011). While the model suggests that the two modes of processing can occur 

concurrently, one mode of processing typically dominates the other (Chaiken, 1980). The two 

modes of processing can also interact in such a way that heuristic processing biases systematic 

processing by shaping individuals’ expectations regarding systematic cues, such as the 

persuasiveness of an argument (bias effect; Chaiken & Ledgerwood, 2011).  
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In marketing and retailing, the heuristic-systematic model has been used to understand 

how consumers make judgments under different conditions as well as the consequent retail 

outcomes, such as consumer attitudes and purchase intentions, in a wide range of contexts, 

including products (Zuckerman & Chaiken, 1998; Raghunathan et al., 2006), price (Darke et al., 

1995; Miao & Mattila, 2007), advertising messages (Kim et al., 2018; Tan et al., 2021), 

influencer marketing (Xiao et al., 2018), and customer online reviews (Guo et al., 2020; Yeon et 

al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2014). The research focus has been on identifying what market factors 

drive systematic vs. heuristic processing, the boundary conditions leading to one mode of 

processing over the other, and the ways in which the two modes interact.  

For example, when evaluating a product, consumers can engage in systematic processing 

by analyzing various product attributes, such as price, functionality, and raw materials. 

Alternatively, they can rely on heuristics such as brand name. People tend to engage in 

systematic processing when a purchase is a high-stake decision (i.e., higher need for accuracy) 

(Maheswaran et al., 1992). In a study examining how online reviews impact consumer purchase 

intentions, perceived informativeness and persuasiveness of reviews were identified as 

systematic cues, and perceived source credibility and quantity of reviews as heuristic cues 

(Zhang et al., 2014). The study also demonstrated the bias effect of heuristic processing where 

the heuristic cues biased systematic processing by positively influencing the systematic cues 

(Chaiken et al., 1989).  

While prior research suggests that customers are likely to seek information that can shed 

light on whether the acquired company will remain faithful to its founding values (Hamby et al., 

2019; Siemens et al., 2020; Yao & Wang, 2018), very limited prior research has examined the 

informational cues that are used to determine consumer judgments of brand authenticity in the 
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M&A context. To date, founder involvement was identified as an informational cue used to 

determine the acquired company’s brand authenticity (Siemens et al., 2020). What remains 

unexamined is the role of operational independence, another piece of information commonly 

found in acquisition announcements. Also under-researched is the role of company reputation, 

which influences other outcomes of an M&A, such as post-acquisition attitudes toward the 

acquired company (Fong et al., 2013), and repurchase intentions toward the acquired company 

(Matarazzo et al., 2018; Resciniti et al., 2019).  

Additionally, in the absence of pertinent direct information that allows for systematic 

processing, heuristics such as consumer lay theories may play a role. In the M&A context, the 

importance of the acquired company’s brand authenticity may render customers of the acquired 

company highly motivated to engage in systematic processing, but the limited availability of 

information regarding the acquisition may limit their ability to do so. As described before, when 

customers are unfamiliar with the acquirer or find it cognitively taxing to make an overall 

evaluation, they may not be able to engage with systematic processing. This study, therefore, 

explores whether and how the proposed systematic (acquirer reputation and operational 

independence) and heuristic (consumer lay theory) cues impact consumer perception of brand 

authenticity. 

Consumer Lay Theory and Zero-sum Heuristic  

As a type of heuristics, consumer lay theories refer to the generally accepted guidelines 

that are believed to be true in most circumstances but can bias decisions if indiscriminately 

applied, such as the price-quality heuristic (Gneezy et al., 2014). Consumer lay theory is an 

umbrella term, encompassing various rules-of-thumb used by consumers to make decisions. As 

such, it refers to consumers’ shared intuitions about how the world works, derived from personal 
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and external sources, rather than an academic theory formulated to explain a certain 

phenomenon. Other examples of consumer lay theories include a belief that unhealthy food is 

tasty (Unhealthy = Tasty; Raghunathan et al., 2006), that healthy food is expensive (Healthy = 

Expensive; Haws et al., 2017), and that ethical products are inferior in their performance (Ethical 

= Less strong; Mai et al., 2017). 

Consumer lay theories stem from a combination of salient personal observations and 

experiences as well as external sources, such as the media. For example, according to Haws et al. 

(2017), the Healthy = Expensive lay theory likely came from consumers’ exposure to the value 

pricing on unhealthy food products (e.g., fast-food) as well as food products claiming enhanced 

health benefits (hormone-free, organic, and so on) that are mostly available at higher-end grocery 

stores. Such salient examples of personal experience and observations, coupled with media 

coverage, such as online articles on budget-friendly ideas for healthy eating, and public policy 

focused on improving access to affordable healthy foods, were posited to be the drivers of the 

belief that healthy foods equal more money spent. 

Consumers rely on lay theories to simplify their decision-making and make sense of 

missing information, such as product quality inferences, (Cronley et al., 2005), product efficacy 

inferences (Kramer et al., 2012), and taste inferences (Raghunathan et al., 2006). While the 

uncertainty surrounding an M&A owing to the informational asymmetry between consumers and 

the company suggests that consumer lay theories might play a role, they have not been explored 

in the M&A context. This study proposes company size, an easily observable characteristic, as a 

heuristic cue that can shape consumer judgements. Company size influences not only the 

consumer expectations toward companies but also consumer evaluations of corporate behaviors. 

For example, compared to small companies, large companies are perceived to be less concerned 
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with others’ needs (Yang & Aggarwal, 2019), are expected to be more committed to corporate 

social responsibility (Green & Peloza, 2014), and are assumed to be less sincerely motivated to 

engage in charitable initiatives (De Vries & Duque, 2018). This study proposes a belief that big 

companies tend to pursue their own gain, often at the expense of other stakeholders (big 

businesses = greedy), as a size-based lay theory that can drive consumer judgments when 

consumers have limited information about the acquirer. 

Zero-sum heuristic is one of the most prominent consumer lay theories guiding consumer 

judgments (e.g., Mai et al., 2017). Zero-sum heuristic suggests that consumers view firm 

resources as zero-sum when considering the firm’s resource allocation (Chernev, 2007; Chernev 

& Carpenter, 2001). For example, consumers perceive environmentally sustainable products as 

inferior in attributes such as quality because they assume that allocating more resources to make 

the product more sustainable necessarily implies that the company invested fewer resources in 

other product attributes (Newman et al., 2014). Similarly, consumers perceive the performance 

of all-in-one options marketed as having multiple features (e.g., a detergent with powerful stain 

removal and protection against fading) as inferior to that of a specialized option where a single 

feature is emphasized (e.g., a detergent with powerful stain removal; Chernev, 2007). In the 

context of for-profit social ventures, driven by both social and economic mission, consumers 

may perceive a trade-off between profits and social support where profits are diverted away from 

its social support (Lee et al., 2017). Therefore, the heuristic involves making compensatory 

inferences where a gain in one domain is presumed to be compensated by a loss in another 

domain. 

This study posits that making judgments about the acquired brand’s authenticity will 

invoke the zero-sum heuristic. Maintaining the startup’s brand values will require resource 
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allocation, which is presumed to be diverted away from other business domains or traded off 

with profit margins. Hence, consumers may consider the acquirer’s reputation useful information 

in assessing whether the acquired company can receive the resources and support necessary to 

maintain its founding values. Indeed, the acquirer’s reputation has been shown to play a key role 

in influencing consumer evaluations in the M&A context (Fong et al., 2013; Matarazzo et al., 

2018; Resciniti et al., 2019). Thus, this study examines the role of acquirer reputation in 

influencing consumer perception of the acquired company’s brand authenticity.  

Cue Diagnosticity Theory 

 

Cue diagnosticity theory expanded from cue utilization theory, which posits that  

consumers infer unobservable brand and product qualities from relevant market cues, such as 

brand reputation (e.g.,  Erdem & Swait, 2004) and third-party reviews (Jiang et al., 2008). Cue 

diagnosticity theory seeks to explain how consumers combine multiple cues to make judgments 

and choice decisions (Purohit & Srivastava, 2001). The extent to which the specific cues are used 

is determined by diagnosticity, the perceived reliability of a cue in helping to reach accurate 

evaluations (Akdeniz et al., 2013). Based on diagnosticity, informational cues are classified into 

two: high-scope cues and low-scope cues (Purohit & Srivastava, 2001). High-scope cues are cues 

such as brand reputation that are established over time with considerable investments. Therefore, 

their valence (e.g., positive vs. negative) cannot be easily changed. In contrast, low-scope cues 

are cues such as warranty and price, whose valence (e.g., good vs. bad or high vs. low) can be 

changed relatively more easily. Compared to low-scope cues, high-scope cues are perceived to 

be more credible and, consequently, more diagnostic.  

While high-scope cues are relatively stable, the diagnosticity of low-scope cues can 

change depending on the availability and valence of high-scope cues (Purohit & Srivastava, 
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2001). For example, consumers perceived product warranty (low-scope cue) as less diagnostic of 

product quality than good reputation (positive valence) when the manufacturer had a poor 

reputation (negative valence) (Purohit & Srivastava, 2001). With a company associated with a 

positive high-scope cue (e.g., good reputation), consumers recognize the company’s risk in 

damaging their hard-earned reputation and are more likely to believe that the company is 

unlikely to deceive them by manipulating low-scope cues (e.g., product warranty). In contrast, 

with a company associated with a negative high-scope cue (e.g., poor reputation), consumers 

recognize that the company has little to lose and are more likely to believe that the company is 

likely to send false signals (e.g., offering a lowest-price-guarantee when the product is in fact not 

the lowest price in the market). Thus, the positive (negative) inferences elicited by high-scope 

cues spill over to low-scope cues, rendering them more (less) diagnostic (Akdeniz et al., 2013). 

As a result, a high-scope cue influences the likelihood that a low-scope cue will be used in 

making judgments and choices. Cue diagnosticity theory is thus useful for understanding how 

consumers integrate multiple informational cues to make judgments and choice decisions. This 

study explores how consumers integrate the identified market cues (operational independence 

and acquirer reputation) to make judgments regarding the acquired company’s brand 

authenticity. 

Proposed Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses Development 

Based on the literature review, a conceptual framework is proposed (Figure 1). This study 

has two objectives. The first is to investigate the role of acquirer reputation and consumer lay 

theory in influencing the consumer perception of the acquired startup’s brand authenticity in the 

absence of other informational cues. Specifically, the study will examine the influence of a 

consumer lay theory regarding the size of a company and corporate greed. The second objective 
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is to examine how consumers integrate multiple market cues to evaluate brand authenticity. In 

particular, this study will examine the role of the acquired company’s post-acquisition 

operational independence from the acquirer and how it interacts with the acquirer reputation.  

Three experiments with eight hypotheses will be conducted. In Study 1, two independent 

experiments will be conducted to (1a) establish the consumer lay theory of corporate greed and 

(1b) examine the role of the consumer lay theory of corporate greed and acquirer reputation. 

Study 1a examines whether consumers associate big companies with mercenary intent because 

they tend to perceive them as greedy. Study 1b examines whether acquirer reputation influences 

the customer perception of the acquired company’s brand authenticity, and whether the 

consumer lay theory of corporate greed would be applicable when consumers are unable to form 

a clear judgment regarding the acquirer reputation. Study 2 examines the role of an additional 

informational cue that may influence customer perception of brand authenticity (operational 

independence) and its interaction with the acquirer reputation. 

In Study 1, the heuristic-systematic model provides a rationale for the effect of the 

consumer lay theory of corporate greed and the acquirer reputation on the customer perception of 

brand authenticity. This study predicts that consumers will believe that big companies are greedy 

and tend to place profits over all else (H1, H2). It also expects that customers will rely on the 

systematic cue (acquirer reputation) when they have clear direct information, whereas they will 

rely on the heuristic cue (the consumer lay theory of corporate greed) in the absence of such 

information (H3, H4; Figure 2).  

In Study 2, the heuristic-systematic model supports the proposal of operational 

independence as a systematic cue. This study hypothesizes that higher operational independence 

would lead to higher brand authenticity perception (H5; Figure 3). The cue diagnosticity theory 
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explains which informational cue customers would favor between acquirer reputation and 

operational independence. This study postulates that customers will perceive acquirer reputation 

as a high-scope cue and operational independence as a low-scope cue. The diagnosticity of 

operational independence will thus depend on the valence of the acquirer reputation (H6, H7, 

H8; Figure 4). For both studies, the zero-sum heuristic provides support for the pertinence of the 

acquirer reputation in terms of its mercenary intent. In Study 2, founder involvement, as it was 

shown to be a determinant of brand authenticity (Siemens et al., 2020), will be included as a 

control variable. The following section details the rationale for each hypothesis. 



 

39 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 
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Figure 2. Study 1b: Heuristic-Systematic Model  
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Figure 3. Study 2: Heuristic-Systematic Model  
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Figure 4. Study 2: Integrating Multiple Informational Cues  
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Study 1a 

 

According to the heuristic-systematic model, consumers often lack the ability or 

motivation to gain all the relevant information to make informed evaluations about brands and 

their products (Chaiken 1980, 1987; Chaiken & Eagly 1983; Chen & Chaiken 1999). Prior 

research has shown that consumers then rely on lay theories to simplify their decision-making 

and to make sense of missing information—such as product quality inferences (Cronley et al., 

2005), product efficacy inferences (Kramer et al., 2012), and taste inferences (Raghunathan et 

al., 2006). This study proposes company size as a heuristic cue that can shape consumer 

perceptions and evaluations. Company size plays a role in influencing not only consumer 

expectations toward companies but also consumer evaluations of corporate behaviors (e.g., De 

Vries & Duque, 2018).  

This study proposes big businesses = greedy as a lay theory relating to company size that 

can drive consumer evaluations when there is little direct information or motivation to make 

systematic and effortful evaluations. The greed perception is defined as the perceived tendency 

to pursue its own gain, often at the expense of other stakeholders, including customers (Lee et 

al., 2017). Lay theories are formed via the generalizations consumers make based on readily 

retrievable information, pooled from salient and frequently encountered personal observations 

and external sources (Haws et al., 2016; Tversky & Kahneman, 1973). This study posits that 

both types of sources underlie the big business = greedy lay theory, arguing that it stems from a 

combination of salient personal observations regarding the role big businesses play in the 

capitalist economy and the exposure to messages from various external sources consistent with 

this view, such as the media, public policy, and films. 

Consumer belief in corporate greed likely stems from consumers’ personal experiences 
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and observations as individuals living in a capitalist economy driven by economic self-interest, 

where the goal of firms is to maximize their returns to shareholders (Friedman, 1962). This idea 

is reinforced by key historic events demonstrating the negative consequences of corporate greed 

on people, such as the 2008 financial crisis that is often attributed to the questionable banking 

practices in Wall Street, which epitomizes capitalism (Lewis et al., 2010; Caruana et al., 2018). 

This view is also implied by the growing consumer demand for corporate social responsibility, 

the demand for the transition from shareholder capitalism to stakeholder capitalism, where 

companies optimize for a broader set of stakeholders (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006). 

Media coverage has also been shown to play a substantial role in determining what 

information becomes readily retrievable (Combs & Slovic, 1979). Investigative journalism 

exposing large companies’ socially irresponsible behaviors, from cover-ups and anti-trust 

behaviors to hazardous disposal of waste and unethical labor practices, propagate the idea that 

big corporations have little regard for other stakeholders, such as employees, suppliers, 

customers, and the environment (Lantieri & Chiagouris, 2009). Further, public policy geared 

towards curbing the power of big businesses to promote fair competition and protect consumer 

rights reinforces this perception (Kirkwood & Lande, 2008). Exposure to other external sources, 

such as several movies about corporate greed, including The Wolf of Wall Street, A Civil Action, 

and The Insider, likely further solidify the belief that big businesses = greedy. 

Consumers have greater levels of trust for small firms compared to large companies 

(Green & Peloza, 2014). The issue of the perceived tradeoff between consumer interests and 

company shareholder interests is widely acknowledged (Lantieri & Chiagouris, 2009). This 

general perception of corporate greed is expected to influence company reputation. Consumers 

perceive companies described as unscrupulous, average, or irresponsible in the domain of social 



 

45 

 

 

 

responsibility to be more mercenary—that is, they prioritize economic self-interest above all else 

(Caruana et al., 2018; Dean, 2003). Taken together, this study postulates that consumers believe 

that big businesses are more likely to place profits above all else, compared to small businesses, 

because they perceive big businesses to be more concerned with advancing their self-interests, 

often at the expense of others. More formally, 

H1: Compared to small companies, big companies are perceived to be more mercenary. 

H2: Consumer perception of greed will mediate the relationship between company size and 

company reputation. 

Study 1b 

While brand authenticity is of concern to customers in the M&A context, they do not 

usually have full information about the acquisition to make informed judgments about whether 

the startup brand will be able to continue to deliver its founding values that drove its early 

success. The heuristic–systematic model suggests that, in the absence of little direct information, 

consumers will rely on heuristics to arrive at a conclusion as long as they are accessible and 

applicable (Chen & Chaiken, 1999; Raghunathan et al. 2006).  

This study posits that making a judgment about the acquired brand’s authenticity will 

invoke the zero-sum heuristic, a consumer lay theory that considers firm resources zero-sum 

when considering the firm’s resource allocation (Chernev, 2007; Chernev & Carpenter, 2001). If 

the company is perceived to place profits over all else, consumers may then believe that the 

acquirer is unlikely to invest in the resources needed for the acquired brand to be capable of 

maintaining its founding values. As a result, customers are likely to assess the likelihood of 

maintaining the acquired brand’s authenticity by evaluating the acquirer’s reputation in terms of 

its mercenary intent. 
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Indeed, the acquirer’s reputation has been shown to play a key role in influencing 

consumer evaluations in the M&A context (Fong et al., 2013; Matarazzo et al., 2018; Resciniti et 

al., 2019). However, as described previously, consumers may not be able to make a conclusive 

judgment about the acquirer’s reputation for two reasons: unfamiliarity and complexity. 

According to the heuristic–systematic model’s sufficiency principle, people perform systematic 

information processing when they have sufficient motivation, ability, and cognitive resources 

(Zhang et al., 2014). The unfamiliarity with the acquirer limits the ability to engage with 

systematic processing. Similarly, the complexity of integrating brand experiences to make an 

overall evaluation of the parent company can be too cognitively taxing, thus reducing 

consumers’ ability to conduct systematic processing. Further, such inconsistencies can render an 

informational cue such as company reputation less useful (Qiu et al., 2012). For example, 

product reviews are perceived as less reliable and less helpful for product evaluation when there 

is an inconsistency in the reviews among multiple sources (Byun et al., 2021). As a result, 

customers may rely on an accessible and applicable heuristic and thus perceive the consumer lay 

theory of corporate greed as a valid guide for judgement (Chen et al., 1999).  

For these reasons, it is hypothesized that consumers will rely on the acquiring company’s 

reputation if they can make a conclusive evaluation (positive or negative) to determine whether 

the startup brand will continue adhering to its founding values. If consumers believe that the 

company is not mercenary (i.e., positive reputation), they are more likely to conclude that the 

acquiring company will create an environment more conducive for the acquired brand to 

maintain its founding values. If consumers believe that the company is mercenary (i.e., negative 

reputation), then they are more likely to conclude that the company’s tendency to prioritize 

profits over all else is likely to divert the needed resources and agency away from the acquired 
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brand. When customers are unable to make a conclusive evaluation of the acquiring company, 

they will rely on the consumer lay theory of corporate greed instead, thereby presuming 

mercenary intent. The more strongly consumers subscribe to the corporate greed lay theory, the 

more mercenary they believe the acquiring company to be, resulting in a more pessimistic 

judgment of the acquired brand’s ability to maintain authenticity. As the lay theory primarily 

governs consumer evaluation when the consumer cannot arrive at a clear answer regarding the 

acquirer’s reputation, the extent to which consumers subscribe to the lay theory will not be likely 

to affect consumer perception of brand authenticity when the company reputation is known. 

Taken together, the following hypotheses are proposed. 

H3: Consumers will perceive higher brand authenticity when the acquirer has a positive 

reputation as opposed to a negative or unknown reputation. 

H4: Consumer lay theory of corporate greed will moderate the effect of acquirer 

reputation on brand authenticity such that (a) for consumers who have weak lay theory, unknown 

reputation (versus negative) leads to higher brand authenticity whereas for consumers who have 

strong lay theory, unknown reputation (versus negative) no longer leads to significantly higher 

brand authenticity. (b) For consumers who have weak lay theory, unknown reputation (versus 

positive) does not lead to higher brand authenticity whereas for consumers who have strong lay 

theory, unknown reputation (versus positive) leads to lower brand authenticity. 

Study 2 

Customers are likely to perceive the startup brand’s operational independence from the 

acquirer as diagnostic information that can inform whether the startup brand will remain true to 

their founding values after the acquisition. This is because higher operational independence 

indicates more autonomy, more control over the business, and the brand’s ability to continue 
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doing its business as usual, such as product development and quality control (Datta & Grant, 

1990; Zaheer et al., 2013). In other words, customers will likely consider low operational 

independence a sign of loss of control, which can dilute brand identity. This prediction is 

supported by prior studies that examined the impact of low operational independence on the 

acquired company’s employees. The loss of autonomy was shown to lead to employee 

disidentification with the company because the employees felt that their company’s key 

characteristics, which made it a valuable acquisition partner, were being discredited by the 

acquiring company (Giessener, 2011; Pepper & Larson, 2006). For the acquired company’s 

employees, lower autonomy led to a lower sense of continuity and authenticity, a feeling that 

“the merged organization is predominantly a continuation of the other organization” (van 

Knippenberg et al., 2002, p. 235).  

Low operational independence implies interventions by the acquiring company across 

varying levels of management, which can mean changing the organizational structure or 

enforcing the acquiring company’s organizational culture (Zaheer et al., 2013). Large 

organizations are typically characterized by bureaucratic structures that emphasize efficiency and 

reduced responsiveness to customers, flexibility, and innovation (Grunsky, 1990), whereas 

startups are characterized by an entrepreneurial spirit, the drive to build an impactful business 

that improves people’s lives, and close relationships with customers (Gulati, 2019). This 

generally-held perception may lead customers to believe that more interventions would change 

the acquired company’s business practices in major areas, such as product development, to align 

them more with the large company’s values. Consequently, the customers expect higher barriers 

for the acquired company in remaining faithful to its founding values that drove its success. 

Hence, H5: Consumers will perceive higher brand authenticity in the high operational 
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independence condition than the low operational independence condition. 

As discussed in the previous section, when consumers combine multiple informational 

cues to make an overall judgment, they favor more diagnostic cues for their reliability and a 

higher likelihood of reaching accurate judgment (Filieri, 2015). High-scope cues are considered 

more diagnostic than low-scope cues as they take a long time to be established and cannot be 

easily changed by firms’ marketing activities (Akdeniz et al., 2013; Byun et al., 2021; Narwal & 

Nayak, 2020). Because company reputation requires considerable investment over time and 

cannot be easily reversed or manipulated, it is considered a high-scope cue (Purohit & 

Srivastava, 2001).  

Based on the literature, this study posits operational independence to be a low-scope cue 

as it shares similar characteristics as those that have been previously demonstrated as low-scope 

cues, such as price and warranty (Purohit & Srivastava, 2001). Operational independence can be 

readily overturned by the acquiring company as it is an internal decision that does not require 

consent from other stakeholders such as customers. Further, it is difficult for customers to 

confirm whether the actual level of operational independence will match the level of operational 

independence that is stated or implied in the acquisition announcement. Therefore, it is likely 

that customers will consider company reputation as a more reliable informational cue than the 

perceived level of operational independence. As a result, brand reputation is likely to play a more 

dominant role in consumers’ judgement of brand authenticity.  

The valence of a high-scope cue (i.e., positive vs. negative) can alter the diagnosticity of 

a low-scope cue, influencing the likelihood that consumers use a low-scope to make judgments 

(Purohit & Srivastava, 2001). A low-scope cue is considered more diagnostic when a high-scope 

cue is positive in valence. For example, when the brand reputation is positive, consumers rely on 
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warranty and price to make quality judgements, whereas these cues lose the signaling power 

when the brand reputation is negative (Akdeniz et al., 2013). Underlying this finding is a notion 

that a company with a positive high-scope cue, such as a positive reputation, has more to lose by 

upsetting customers with a false signal, thus making its associated low-scope cues more 

diagnostic (Wang et al., 2016). This suggests that, when the acquirer reputation is positive (vs. 

negative), consumers will be more likely to perceive operational independence as the more 

credible and reliable information. As a result, they will be more likely to base their judgment on 

the acquired brand’s authenticity. 

However, as previously discussed, the acquirer reputation may not be available as an 

informational cue for the consumer due to unfamiliarity with the company or the complexity 

involved in forming a clear assessment. If a high-scope cue such as brand reputation is 

unavailable, the heuristic–systematic model suggests that consumers will prefer to rely on the 

available information that will allow for systematic processing rather than resorting to heuristics, 

such as consumer lay theories (Zhang et al., 2014). This will likely occur if consumers are 

motivated to make informed decisions to reach a certain level of judgmental confidence 

(Zuckerman & Chaiken, 1998). It is a likely scenario given the importance of brand authenticity 

in the M&A context (Hamby et al., 2019; Siemens et al., 2020; Yao & Wang, 2018). Following 

this logic, it is hypothesized that, when the acquirer reputation is unknown, customers are likely 

to rely on the available information regarding operational independence to make a judgment 

about the acquired company’s brand authenticity. That is, consumers will perceive operational 

independence as diagnostic information. However, when the acquirer reputation is known (i.e., 

positive or negative), the diagnosticity of the low-scope cue (i.e., operational independence) will 

be moderated by the valence of the high-scope cue (i.e., acquirer reputation), such that negative 
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acquirer reputation will render operational independence as unreliable information. Thus: 

H6: When the acquirer has a positive reputation, higher operational independence will 

lead to higher brand authenticity.  

H7: When the acquirer has a negative reputation, higher operational independence will 

not lead to higher brand authenticity.  

H8: When the acquirer reputation is unknown, higher operational independence will lead 

to higher brand authenticity.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter details the methodology of the experiments. First, the stimuli development is 

described. Then a pre-test is and the overall study design are described, including the sample, 

measurements, and data collection procedure. Then, the methods of statistical analysis are 

provided. 

Stimuli Development  

To develop stimuli, this study employed a scenario-based approach involving fictitious 

companies. The use of fictitious companies unfamiliar to the participants helps to remove the 

confounding influence of idiosyncratic prior experiences (Nan & Heo, 2007). Similarly, the 

scenario-based approach allows for a tight control of extraneous variables required for a causal 

analysis (Kim & Jang, 2014) and gives results consistent with those of field studies, which are 

considered to more accurately approximate the real-world setting (e.g., Aaker et al., 2008). 

Scenario-based approach is commonly used in consumer research and was employed in prior 

studies examining the consumer reactions to merger and acquisition (e.g., Chung et al., 2014; 

Mclelland et al., 2014). A summary of the stimuli can be found in Table 4. 

 For Study 1a, a fictitious company named Mell Apparel was created. Following previous 

research examining sized-based consumer expectations (Yang & Aggarwal, 2019), this study 

manipulated the perceived company size by providing information about its annual revenue (e.g., 

$27,000 versus $559.2 billion), the number of offline and online stores (e.g., 2 and 1 versus 

11,723 and 11), and the number of employed associates (e.g., 6 versus 2.3 million). In both 

conditions (small versus big), Mell Apparel was introduced as a fashion company that offers 

men’s and women’s casual clothing and footwear.  
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For Study 1b and 2, to represent a fashion startup, a company called Roen was used. To 

represent a large company, a retailer named Cartmann Corp. was used. Roen was described as an 

online fashion startup founded in 2012. The founding year was chosen based on the actual 

acquisition cases in the industry, by calculating the average of each startup’s time between its 

founding and sell-off. Consistent with the key characteristics of DTC brands, Roen was 

described as offering quality products at competitive prices, digitally savvy, innovative, and 

customer-centric (Lieber, 2019). The description of Cartmann Corp. was adapted from the 

company information about an incumbent larger retailer, Walmart (Walmart, 2017). Cartmann 

Corp. was described as a large retailer that offers a wide variety of products, including food, 

electronics, toys, apparel, crafts supplies, and sporting goods. To indicate the size of the 

company, the description included information about the number of stores, operating markets, 

offline stores, e-commerce websites, and employees. 

Consistent with previous studies (Berens et al., 2005; Fong et al., 2013; Walsh & 

Bartikowski, 2013), company reputation was described in the domain of corporate social 

responsibility. Based on prior findings that consumer rating in volume is a reliable indicator of 

company reputation (Byun et al., 2021; Khare et al., 2011), an aggregate consumer rating was 

also provided. Consistent with the format of online reviews, the aggregate consumer rating was 

represented both graphically (star icons) and numerically. To indicate a large volume of reviews, 

the consumer rating was presented as aggregated from 3,470 reviews. In the positive condition, 

the retailer was described in terms of stakeholder capitalism, where the company serves the 

interests of not only its shareholders but also its suppliers, employees, and customers as well as 

the environment. This description was accompanied by a high aggregate consumer rating of 4.6 

stars from 3,470 reviews. In the negative condition, the retailer was described in terms of 
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shareholder capitalism, where the company prioritizes maximizing shareholder value, often at 

the expense of its suppliers, employees, and customers, as well as the environment. This 

description was accompanied by a low aggregate consumer rating of 1.6 stars from 3,470 

reviews.  

For Study 1b and 2, the acquisition was presented in a newspaper article format. It 

included a statement about the acquisition deal, followed by the description of the acquired 

company, along with its market performance. In Study 1b, the article ended with a sentence, “the 

acquisition was completed last month”, without any further information about the acquired 

company’s founder involvement or operational independence, as they were not the variables of 

interest. For Study 2, to manipulate operational independence, the articles included details about 

whether the acquired company will continue to be based in its original headquarters, consistent 

with information available in acquisition announcements (Walmart, n.d.). In the high operational 

independence condition, the article stated that Roen’s founder and its management team will 

continue to be based in NY, New York and operate separately from Cartmann. Corp. In the low 

operational independence condition, the article stated that Roen’s founder and its management 

team will relocate from its office in NY, New York to be fully integrated into Cartmann Corp.'s 

US e-commerce division. In both conditions, the article stated that Roen’s founder and its 

management team will remain, consistent with all actual acquisition cases.  

Table 4. Summary of Stimuli 

Study Stimuli 

1-a Small Company Description 

Mell Apparel is a small fashion company that offers men’s and women’s casual 

clothing and footwear. Its annual revenue averages $27,000. The company 

operates 2 stores, and an e-commerce website. Mell Apparel employs 6 associates.  

 

Big Company Description 

Mell Apparel is a large fashion company that offers men’s and women’s casual 

clothing and footwear. Its annual revenue is more than $559.2 billion. The  
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Table 4 (continued) 

 company operates 11,723 stores and 11 e-commerce websites worldwide. Mell 

Apparel employs more than 2.3 million associates worldwide. 

 

1-b, 2 Startup Company Description 

 

Roen is an online fashion startup founded in 2012. Soon after its launch, Roen 

gained popularity for its high-quality clothing and shoes offered at competitive 

prices. Roen is known for being a digitally savvy, innovative, and customer-centric 

brand. Over the years, the brand has been continuously growing its loyal customer 

base. The startup's management team has 20 employees and is based in NY, New 

York. 

 

Acquiring Company Description 

 

Roen was recently acquired by Cartmann Corp., a large retailer that offers a wide 

variety of products, including food, electronics, toys, apparel, crafts supplies, and 

sporting goods. Cartmann Corp. operates 11,723 stores in 28 countries and e-

commerce websites in 11 countries. Cartmann Corp. employs more than 2.3 

million associates worldwide. 

 

Positive Acquirer Reputation 

 

Cartmann Corp. is known for making sustainable profits by serving the interests of 

not only its shareholders but also its suppliers, employees, and customers. It is 

known that Cartmann Corp. does not abuse its market power to squeeze the 

employees’ benefits and suppliers’ margins for its own profitability. Cartmann 

Corp. is highly committed to reducing the negative impact of its business practices 

on the environment. Below is Cartmann Corp.’s rating by consumers. 

 

Cartmnn Corp. has a consumer rating of 4.6 starts from 3,470 reviews. 

 
 

Negative Acquirer Reputation  

 

Cartmann Corp. is known for making profits to maximize shareholder value, often 

at the expense of its suppliers, employees, and customers. It is known that 

Cartmann Corp. abuses its market power to squeeze the employees’ benefits and 

suppliers’ margins for its own profitability. Cartmann Corp. lacks commitment to 

reducing the negative impact of its business practices on the environment. Below 

is Cartmann Corp.’s rating by consumers. 

 

Cartmnn Corp. has a consumer rating of 1.6 starts from 3,470 reviews. 
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Table 4 (continued) 

1-b, 2 Acquisition Newspaper Article (Study 1-b) 

 

BUSINESS 

 

Cartmann Corp. Acquires Online Fashion Startup, Roen 

 

December, 2021 

 

NEW YORK, United States — Cartmann Corp. announced on Tuesday that it 

acquired Roen, a New York-based online fashion startup founded in 2012 known for 

its high-quality clothing and shoes. 

 

Roen is focused on delivering high quality fashion with great fit at competitive prices 

for men and women. It is one of the leading fashion brands built on the web in the 

United States. Roen saw 200% growth in revenue within two years after its launch. 
 

The acquisition was completed last month. 

 

Acquisition Newspaper Article (Study 2) 

 

BUSINESS 

 

Cartmann Corp. Acquires Online Fashion Startup, Roen 

 

December, 2021 

 

NEW YORK, United States — Cartmann Corp. announced on Tuesday that it 

acquired Roen, a New York-based online fashion startup founded in 2012 known for 

its high-quality clothing and shoes. 

 

Roen is focused on delivering high quality fashion with great fit at competitive prices 

for men and women. It is one of the leading fashion brands built on the web in the 

United States. Roen saw 200% growth in revenue within two years after its launch. 
 

High Operational Independence 

After acquisition, Roen’s founder and its management team will continue to be based 

in NY, New York and operate separately from Cartmann. Corp.  

 

Low Operational Independence 

After acquisition, Roen’s founder and its management team will relocate from its 

office in NY, New York to be fully integrated into Cartmann Corp.'s US e-commerce 

division.  
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Pretest 

The purpose of the pretest was to confirm the effectiveness of the manipulation of 

operational independence (high versus low) and acquirer reputation (positive versus negative). 

With IRB approval, the pretest was conducted online, and participants were recruited from 

Prolific Academic. Prolific Academic is an online crowdsourcing platform that “combines good 

recruitment standards with reasonable cost, and explicitly informs participants that they are 

recruited for participation in research” (Palan & Schitter, 2018, p. 23). It recently emerged as an 

alternative to Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk), the most commonly used online sample, that 

was shown to be demographically representative of the general population than the traditional 

student samples (Buhrmester et al., 2011), and offer reliability, demonstrated by successful 

replications of well-known studies (Amir et al., 2012; Crump et al., 2013). However, MTurk 

sample often contain participants who are highly experienced with research participation, with 

10% most productive workers responsible for completing 41% of a sample of behavioral 

research studies (Chandler et al., 2014). There is increasing evidence that participant nonnaiveté 

can adversely affect the validity or the power of research (Chandler et al., 2015; DeVoe & House 

2016; Goodman & Paolacci, 2017).  

A recent study showed that Prolific Academic participants were more naïve and less 

dishonest, and much more diverse than participants from MTurk (Peer et al., 2017). Prolific 

Academic samples have been used in different disciplines, like economics (e.g., Marreiros et al., 

2017), psychology (e.g., Callan et al., 2017; Costin & Vignoles, 2020; Pavetich & Stathi, 2021), 

and consumer studies (e.g., Balaji et al., 2019; Faelens et al., 2019). For these reasons, Prolific 

Academic was used for participant recruitment. The sample will include 60 American consumers. 

The survey took approximately 10 minutes to complete. A copy of the pretest survey 



 

58 

 

 

 

questionnaire is provided in Appendix A. 

In the pretest, participants were randomly assigned to one of the two conditions: 1) high 

operational independence and positive acquirer reputation and 2) low operational independence 

and negative acquirer reputation. Participants will be presented with a brief description of the 

acquirer company, along with information about its reputation. Then they rated the acquirer 

reputation. A two-item scale adapted from Dean (2003) was used to measure the acquirer 

reputation. After reading a newspaper article covering the acquisition, participants reported their 

perception of the extent to which the acquired company would operate independently from the 

acquirer (i.e., operational independence). To measure operational independence, a three-item 

scale was developed by the author (e.g., “After Roen is acquired, the brand will do business as 

usual”). Both scales were measured using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = 

strongly agree). An independent t-test was employed to confirm the effectiveness of each 

manipulation. 

Research Design 

Sample  

The sample consisted of American participants, aged 18 years or older. The geographic 

location was limited to North America because the research context where a large company 

acquires an online startup brand is currently exemplified by the US market. While M&A in the 

fashion industry is also occurring in other regions, the nature of acquisitions differs. For 

example, fashion M&A in the European region is characterized by M&As involving luxury 

brands with heritage (PwC, 2021). In terms of age group, while most fashion startups’ main 

target age groups are younger generations, such as Generation Z and Millennials, there are DTC 

brands whose main target consumers are older consumers, such as baby boomers (Hensel, 2019). 
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Therefore, this study considers a wide age range to gain a comprehensive understanding.  

Measurements  

A total of six measurements were used to measure perceived company size, (consumer 

lay theory of) corporate greed, company and acquirer reputation, brand authenticity, operational 

independence, and founder involvement (see Table 5 for a summary). 

First, to measure consumers’ perceived company size, a single item was adapted from 

Yang and Aggarwal (2019). Using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = very small in size; 7 = very 

large in size), participants reported their size perception, based on the presented company 

information. 

Second, a seven-item corporate greed scale was adapted from Lee, Bolton, and Winterich 

(2017) to measure consumer lay theory of corporate greed. In Study 1a, participants reported 

their greed perception toward the presented company (Mell Apparel) whereas in Study 1b, 

participants reported their general greed perception toward big businesses. This scale was 

measured using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = not at all; 7 = very much). 

Third, to measure the company and acquirer reputation, a two-item scale measuring 

corporate mercenary intent was adapted from Dean (2003). In Study 1a, participants reported 

their perception of the presented company (Mell Apparel), based only on the size description of 

the company, whereas in Study 1b, participants reported their perception of the presented 

company (Cartmann Corp.), based on direct information about its business practices and 

consumer reviews. This scale was measured using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly 

disagree; 7 = strongly agree).  

Fourth, brand authenticity was measured using the four-item sincerity dimension of 

Napoli, Dickinson, Beverland, and Farrelly (2014)’s brand authenticity scale, consistent with this 
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study’s conceptualization that reflects the central idea of remaining faithful to the founding 

values. Participants indicated the extent to which they expect the acquired brand (Roen) to 

maintain brand authenticity, using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly 

agree).  

Fifth, following prior conceptualization of operational independence (Datta & Grant, 

1990; Zaheer et al., 2013), this study developed a three-item operational independence scale to 

measure the consumer perception of the extent to which the acquired company is able to operate 

independently from the acquirer (e.g., “After Roen is acquired, the brand will do business as 

usual”). This scale was measured using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = 

strongly agree). 

Sixth, founder involvement was measured with a three-item scale adapted from Siemens, 

Weathers, Smith, and Fisher (2020). Participants indicated their perception of the extent to which 

the acquired brand’s founder would be involved with managing the company after the 

acquisition, using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). 

Additionally, in Study 2, a binary question (Yes/No) was asked to check participants’ 

comprehension of the scenario (“Roen, a fashion startup, was acquired by Cartmann Corp., a 

large retailer”). In all studies, participants was asked to provide their demographic information: 

their gender, age, ethnicity, income, and education level.
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Table 5. Summary of Measurements 

Study 
Variable Item Scale Source 

1a 1b 2     

*   

Company Size Mell Apparel is 
7-pt Likert 

(1 = very small in size; 

7 = very large in size) 

Adapted from 

Yang & 

Aggarwal 

(2019) 

* *  

(Consumer lay 

theory of) 

Corporate 

Greed 

(Compared to small businesses, big businesses are)  

Mell Apparel is likely 

1. greedy 

2. selfish 

3. selfless (reverse-coded) 

4. motivated by its own interest 

5. motivated by good intentions (reverse-coded) 

6. motivated by a concern for others (reverse-coded) 

7. motivated to improve society (reverse-coded) 

7-pt Likert 

(1 = not at all;  

7 = very much) 

Adapted from 

Lee, Bolton, 

& Winterich 

(2017) 

* * * 

(Company) 

Acquirer 

Reputation 

1. (Mell Apparel) Cartmann Corp. is (likely) really only 

interested in making money 

2. (Mell Apparel) Cartmann Corp. (likely) places profit 

above all else 

7-pt Likert 

(1 = strongly disagree;  

7 = strongly agree) 

Adapted from 

Dean (2003) 

 * * 

Brand 

Authenticity 

After Roen is acquired, the brand will continue to 

1. remain true to its espoused values that define its 

products and services 

2. not compromise the values upon which it was founded 

3. stick to its principles  

4. build on traditions that began with its founder 

7-pt Likert 

(1 = strongly disagree;  

7 = strongly agree) 

Adapted from 

Napoli, 

Dickinson, 

Beverland, & 

Farrelly 

(2014) 

  * 

Operational 

Independence 

1. After Roen is acquired, the brand will do business as 

usual 

2. After Roen is acquired, the brand will still operate 

independently from Cartmann Corp. 

3. After Roen is acquired, Cartmann Corp. will take a 

hands-off approach with Roen 

7-pt Likert 

(1 = strongly disagree;  

7 = strongly agree) 

Author 
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Table 5 (continued) 

  * 

Founder 

Involvement 

1. After Roen is acquired, the founder of the brand will 

continue to manage the brand  

2. After Roen is acquired, the founder of the brand will 

continue to head the brand 

3. After Roen is acquired, the founder of the brand will 

continue to be involved with the brand’s operations. 

7-pt Likert 

(1 = strongly disagree;  

7 = strongly agree) 

Adapted from 

Siemens, 

Weathers, 

Smith, & 

Fisher (2020) 

 * * 
Comprehension 

Check 

Roen, a fashion startup, was acquired by Cartmann Corp., 

a large retailer. 
Yes/No Author 

* * * Demographics Age, Gender, Ethnicity, Income, and Education level   Author 
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Procedure 

 

A total of three experiments were conducted to test the eight hypotheses. A summary of 

the experimental design is shown in Table 6. Study 1a is a one-way between-subjects design 

where the company size was manipulated (small versus big). It is a mediation model, with 

consumer perception of corporate greed as a mediator. Study 1b is a one-way between-subjects 

design where the acquirer reputation was manipulated (positive versus negative versus 

unknown). It is a moderation model, with consumer lay theory of corporate greed as a moderator. 

Study 2 is a 2x3 between-subjects design, where the acquirer reputation (i.e., positive versus 

negative versus unknown) and operational independence (i.e., high versus low) were 

manipulated. Regarding sample size, 50 participants per cell were recruited, more than the 

minimum requirement for experimental research (30) to account for unusable responses (Hair et 

al., 2010). 

With IRB approval, participants were recruited through Prolific Academic. Following 

prior studies’ recommendation to include attention check questions to minimize careless 

responding when using online samples (Behrend et al., 2011; Newman et al., 2021), this study 

embedded items, such as “please select ‘disagree’ to demonstrate you are paying attention”. 

Participants were compensated based on the price calculated on Prolific Academic. The 

questionnaires for study 1-2 are provided in Appendix B. In Study 1a, participants were 

randomly assigned to one of the two conditions (small versus big). They were presented with a 

description about a fashion company, named Mell Apparel. The description included information 

about the company revenue as well as the number of stores and employees. Then, participants 

answered questions regarding their perception of company size, corporate greed and mercenary 

intent (i.e., company reputation).  
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In Study 1b, participants were randomly assigned to one of the three conditions (positive 

versus negative versus unknown). Before reading about a brief description about an online 

fashion startup, named Roen, participants rated their lay theory of corporate greed to avoid the 

priming effect (Ratcliff & McKoon, 1995). They then read that Roen was recently acquired by a 

large retailer, named Cartmann Corp, along with a brief description about the retailer. In the two 

conditions where the acquirer reputation is known (i.e., positive or negative), participants were 

presented with information about the acquirer’s reputation whereas, in the unknown condition, 

no information about the acquirer reputation was provided. Then, participants answered 

questions about perceived acquirer reputation for the manipulation check. Next, participants 

were presented with a newspaper article covering the acquisition, followed by a comprehension 

check question that asked whether Roen, a fashion startup, was acquired by Cartmann Corp., a 

large retailer. Then, they reported their perception of the acquired company’s brand authenticity. 

In Study 2, participants were randomly assigned to one of the six conditions, where 

acquirer reputation and operational independence were manipulated. Study 2 followed a similar 

procedure as Study 1b, except that the newspaper article contained information about the founder 

involvement and operational independence. In all conditions, participants read that the acquired 

brand’s founder would remain. In the high operational independence condition, participants read 

that the acquired company’s founder and its management team would continue to be based in 

NY, New York and operate separately from Cartmann. Corp. In the low operational 

independence condition, participants read that the acquired company’s founder and its 

management team would relocate from its office in NY, New York to be integrated into 

Cartmann Corp.'s US e-commerce division. After reading the newspaper article, participants 

reported their perception of founder involvement, operational independence, and the acquired 
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company’s brand authenticity. All experiments ended with demographic questions asking for the 

participants’ age, ethnicity, income, and education level.  
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Table 6. Summary of Experimental Design 

Context Study Objective Hypothesis 
Sample 

Size 
Design Model 

Single 

Systematic Cue:  

1. Acquirer 

Reputation 

 

1a 

• To establish consumer lay theory of 

corporate greed 
H1 

H2 

100 

(50/cell) 

One-way  

(2 levels) 

Between-

Subjects 

Mediation 

 1b 

• To examine the role of acquirer reputation 

on consumer perception of the acquired 

company’s brand authenticity 

• To examine the moderating role of 

consumer lay theory of corporate greed 

H3 

H4 

150 

(50/cell) 

One-way 

(3 levels)  

Between-

Subjects 

Moderation 

Multiple 

Systematic Cues:  

1. Acquirer 

Reputation 

2. Operational 

Independence 

2 

• To examine the role of the acquired 

company’s operational independence on 

consumer perception of brand authenticity 

• To examine the interaction effects of 

acquirer reputation and operational 

independence on consumer perception of 

brand authenticity 

H5 

H6 

H7 

H8 

300 

(50/cell) 

2x3 Between-

Subjects 
Interaction 
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Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using SPSS Statistics. Prior to hypothesis testing, the following 

preliminary analyses were conducted: descriptive statistics and reliability tests of the 

measurements. The assumptions of normality were checked by examining the Q-Q plot as well 

as skewness, kurtosis, and the existence of outliers (Hair et al., 2010). 

For hypotheses testing, this study employed SPSS PROCESS macro Model 1 and Model 

4, one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA), and  two-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA), as 

well as Tukey’s test for post hoc analyses. Table 7 provides a summary of the variables and data 

analysis methods that were employed.  

To test H1 and H2, PROCESS macro Model 4 was used (Hayes, 2018). PROCESS macro 

uses bootstrapping, a non-parametric method based on resampling with replacement. 

Bootstrapping is recommended over traditional methods, such as Baron and Kenny’s test (1986) 

and Sobel test (1982), due to each test’s major flaw. Baron and Kenny’s test requires evidence of 

a total effect although X can exert an indirect effect on Y through M in the absence of a 

detectable relationship between X and Y (Hayes, 2009). This is because a total effect is the sum 

of different indirect paths, not all of which may be a part of the formal model. For example, it is 

possible that two or more indirect paths from X to Y are in opposite directions, thereby canceling 

each other out and producing a total effect that is not significantly different from zero, despite 

the existence of non-zero indirect effects (MacKinnon et al., 2000). Applying Baron and Kenny’s 

method can thus prematurely terminate a study (Zhao et al., 2010).  

Sobel test requires the assumption that the sampling distribution of the indirect effect is 

normal although it tends to be asymmetric, with nonzero skewness and kurtosis (Bollen & Stine, 

1990; Stone & Sobel, 1990). Bootstrapping makes no assumptions about the shape of the 
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sampling distribution of the indirect effect, and offers more power than Baron and Kenny’s test 

and Sobel test (Hayes, 2009; Zhao et al., 2010). Model 4 will be used as it tests simple 

mediation, which is this study’s hypothesized model.  

To test H3 one-way ANOVA and Tukey’s test were conducted. One-way ANOVA is 

used to determine whether there are any statistically significant differences between the means of 

three or more independent groups (Hair et al., 2010). Tukey’s test was conducted to determine 

which specific group means are different. To test H4, PROCESS macro Model 1 was used. 

Model 1 was used as it tests simple moderation, which is this study’s hypothesized model. 

PROCESS macro allows independent variables to be multi-categorical. PROCESS macro 

automatically centers the variables, computes the interaction term, runs the regression model 

with the interaction term, and then tests the simple slopes (Hayes, 2009). The positive acquirer 

reputation condition was used as a reference group.  

To probe moderation, the Johnson-Neyman technique is recommended over the pick-a-

point procedure. (Johnson & Neyman, 1936; Bauer & Curran, 2005). Also known as an analysis 

of simple slopes or a spotlight analysis, the pick-a-point procedure involves choosing a point on 

the distribution of the moderator and estimating whether the groups on average differ from each 

other on Y, conditioned on the chosen value (Hayes, 2009). The problem with this method is that 

the choice is usually arbitrary, despite its impact on the resulting tests and inference. The 

Johnson-Neyman technique solves this problem by deriving the value along the continuum of the 

moderator where the effect of X on Y is just statistically significant at a specified level of 

significance (Hayes & Montoya, 2017). By examining the p-values for the conditional effects of 

X above and below the identified value, the specific boundary conditions can be discovered. 
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However, the Johnson-Neyman technique was not employed because the results showed no 

significant moderation effect. 

To test H5, H6, H7, and H8, two-way ANCOVA was employed. Two-way ANCOVA 

was used to determine whether there is an interaction effect between two independent variables 

in terms of a continuous dependent variable, controlling for the effects of other continuous 

confounding variables (Hair et al., 2010). The variable of founder involvement was included as a 

covariate. For H6, H7, and H8, because the results showed no significant interaction effect, 

simple main effects of operational independence were not probed.   
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Table 7. Summary of Variables and Analysis 

Study 
Manipulated 

Variable 

Moderating 

Variable 

Mediating 

Variable 

Dependent 

Variable 

Control 

Variable 
Hypothesis Analysis 

1a 
Company 

Size 
- 

Corporate 

Greed 

Company 

Reputation 
- 

H1 

H2 

PROCESS macro Model 4 

1b 
Acquirer 

Reputation 

Consumer 

Lay Theory 

of Corporate 

Greed 

- 
Brand 

Authenticity 
- 

H3 

 

 

H4 

One-way ANOVA, 

Tukey’s test 

 

PROCESS macro Model 1 

2 

Acquirer 

Reputation 

 

Operational 

Independence 

- - 
Brand 

Authenticity 

Founder 

Involvement 

H5 

H6 

H7 

H8 

Two-way ANCOVA 
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CHAPTER IV 

DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

This chapter discusses the results of the data collection and hypothesis testing. The results 

of the pre-test as well as the tests of measurement reliability, manipulation, and the eight 

hypotheses are reported.  

Pre-Test Results 

For the pre-test, a total of 60 participants aged 18 years or older were recruited from 

Prolific. The two measurements, acquirer reputation and operational independence, showed 

acceptable reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha values of .98 and .87, respectively (Hair et al., 

2010). The independent samples t-test result indicated that consumers perceived significantly 

less mercenary intent (i.e. positive reputation) in the acquirer with the positive description 

(Mpositive = 2.47, SDpositive = 1.24) than the acquirer with the negative description (Mnegative = 5.61, 

SDnegative = 1.93). For operational independence, Levene’s test result indicated unequal variances 

(F = 4.56, p = 0.04). As the assumption of homogeneity of variance was violated, Welch’s t-test 

was conducted (Welch, 1947). The result indicated that consumers perceived significant 

differences in the level of operational independence as intended (F(1, 58) = 30.50, p < .00; see 

Table 8). Based on these results, the manipulation stimuli were utilized in the main experiments. 

Table 8. Results of Independent Samples T-test for Manipulation Check (Pre-Test) 

Manipulation Condition N M SD t-value p-value 

Acquirer 

Reputation  

Positive 29 2.47 1.24 
-7.47 .00*** 

Negative 31 5.61 1.93 

Operational 

Independence 

High 29 4.63 1.53 
5.52 .00*** 

Low 31 2.74 1.10 

***p<.001 
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Preliminary Analysis 

Descriptive Analysis  

For the main experiments, a total of 569 responses were collected from Prolific. Table 9 

summarizes the number of responses collected. Of the 569 responses collected, 18 were unusable 

due to inattentive answers (e.g., failed one or more of the attention check questions or the 

comprehension check question). The total usable response rate was 96.8%.  

Table 9. Data Collection Results 

Study Collected Unusable Usable 

1a 101 0 101 

1b 156 6 150 

2 312 12 300 

NOTE: Total Usable Response Rate: 551/569 = 96.8% 

Participants’ demographic information is summarized in Tables 10, 11, and 12. Table 10 

shows demographic statistics of the participants by experimental condition in Study 1a. Overall, 

there was a balanced representation of both genders (Woman = 46.5%, Man = 50.5%, Other = 

3.0%). Most participants were White/Caucasian (60.4%) and in the age range of 18‒25 (38.7%), 

followed by 26‒33 (25.9%). In terms of educational attainment, the majority were university 

graduates (40.6%). The annual household income level showed a bimodal distribution in which 

most participants earned either between USD $20,000 and $34,999 (18.8%) or more than USD 

$100,000 (20.8%).  

Table 11 displays the demographic information by experimental condition for Study 1b. 

Gender, age, ethnicity, educational attainment, and household income of the participants were 

similar to those in Study 1a. There was a balanced representation of both genders (Woman = 

46.5%, Man = 50.5%, Other = 3.0%). Most participants were White/Caucasian (70.7%) and in 

the age range of 26-33 (38.0%), followed by 18‒25 (30.0%). In terms of educational attainment, 
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the majority were university graduates (40.0%). The annual household income level of most 

participants exceeded USD $100,000 (23.3%). 

Table 12 presents the demographic statistics by experimental condition for Study 2, 

which were similar to those in studies 1a and 1b. There was a balanced representation of both 

genders (Woman = 48.7%, Man = 49.0%, Other = 2.3%). Most participants were 

White/Caucasian (72.0%) and in the age range of 18‒25 (30.1%), followed by 26-33 (26.4%). In 

terms of educational attainment, the majority were university graduates (39.7%). The annual 

household income level of most participants exceeded $100,000 (17.3%). 
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Table 10. Descriptive Statistics: Study 1a 

Gender   Age   Ethnicity Education Income 

Frequency (% in relation to N = 101) 

Small Company (n = 51) 

Woman 

Man 

Other 

24 (23.8) 

24 (23.8) 

2 (2.0) 

18-25 

26-33 

34-41 

42-49 

50-57 

≥ 58 

18 (17.8) 

16 (15.8) 

7 (6.9) 

5 (5.0) 

3 (3.0) 

2 (2.0) 

White 

Black 

Asian 

Hispanic 

Other 

27 (26.7) 

2 (2.0) 

10 (9.9) 

11 (10.9) 

1 (1.0) 

≤ High school  

Some college 

Associate’s 

Bachelor’s 

Graduate or 

Professional 

7 (6.9) 

15 (14.9) 

5 (5.0) 

16 (15.8) 

8 (7.9) 

 

 

< $19,999  

$20k-$34,999  

$35k-$49,999  

$50k-$64,999  

$65k-$79,999  

$80k-$99,999  

> $100k 

 

8 (7.9) 

9 (8.9) 

7 (6.9) 

8 (7.9) 

5 (5.0) 

2 (2.0) 

12 (11.9) 

Big  Company (n = 50) 

Woman 

Man 

Other 

23 (22.8) 

27 (26.7) 

0 (0.0) 

18-25 

26-33 

34-41 

42-49 

50-57 

≥ 58 

21 (20.8) 

10 (9.9) 

8 (7.9) 

3 (3.0) 

4 (4.0) 

4 (4.0) 

White 

Black 

Asian 

Hispanic 

Other 

34 (33.7) 

6 (5.9) 

5 (5.0) 

5 (5.0) 

0 (0.0) 

≤ High school  

Some college 

Associate’s 

Bachelor’s 

Graduate or 

Professional 

5 (5.0) 

10 (9.9) 

6 (5.9) 

25 (24.8) 

4 (4.0) 

 

 

< $19,999  

$20k-$34,999  

$35k-$49,999  

$50k-$64,999  

$65k-$79,999 

$80k-$99,999  

> $100k 

 

10 (9.9) 

10 (9.9) 

9 (8.9) 

3 (3.0) 

4 (4.0) 

5 (5.0) 

9 (8.9) 
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Table 11. Descriptive Statistics: Study 1b  

Gender   Age   Ethnicity Education Income 

Frequency (% in relation to N = 150) 

Negative Acquirer Reputation (n = 48) 

Woman 

Man 

Other 

28 (18.7) 

19 (12.7) 

1 (0.1) 

18-25 

26-33 

34-41 

42-49 

50-57 

≥ 58 

15 (10.0) 

20 (13.3) 

4 (2.7) 

1 (0.07) 

4 (2.7) 

3 (2.0) 

White 

Black 

Asian 

Hispanic 

Other 

30 (20.0) 

4 (2.7) 

6 (4.0) 

5 (3.3) 

7 (4.7) 

≤ High school  

Some college 

Associate’s 

Bachelor’s 

Graduate or 

Professional 

3 (2.0) 

13 (8.7) 

2 (1.3) 

2 (1.3) 

8 (5.3) 

 

 

< $19,999  

$20k-$34,999  

$35k-$49,999  

$50k-$64,999  

$65k-$79,999  

$80k-$99,999  

> $100k 

 

6 (4.0) 

6 (4.0) 

5 (3.3) 

2 (1.3) 

12 (8.0) 

5 (3.3) 

12 (8.0) 

Unknown Acquirer Reputation (n = 52) 

Woman 

Man 

Other 

24 (16.0) 

27 (18.0) 

1 (0.1) 

18-25 

26-33 

34-41 

42-49 

50-57 

≥ 58 

19 (12.7) 

15 (10.0) 

13 (8.7) 

2 (1.3) 

3 (2.0) 

0 (0.0) 

White 

Black 

Asian 

Hispanic 

Other 

40 (26.7) 

2 (1.3) 

5 (3.3) 

5 (3.3) 

0 (0.0) 

≤ High school  

Some college 

Associate’s 

Bachelor’s 

Graduate or 

Professional 

7 (4.7) 

15 (10.0) 

5 (3.3) 

20 (13.3) 

5 (3.3) 

 

 

< $19,999  

$20k-$34,999  

$35k-$49,999  

$50k-$64,999  

$65k-$79,999 

$80k-$99,999  

> $100k 

 

7 (4.7) 

5 (3.3) 

8 (5.3) 

5 (3.3) 

3 (2.0) 

10 (5.0) 

14 (9.3) 

Positive Acquirer Reputation (n = 50) 

Woman 

Man 

Other 

22 (14.7) 

25 (16.7) 

3 (2.0) 

18-25 

26-33 

34-41 

42-49 

50-57 

≥ 58 

10 (5.0) 

22 (14.7) 

8 (5.3) 

1 (0.1) 

2 (1.3) 

6 (4.0) 

White 

Black 

Asian 

Hispanic 

Other 

36 (24.0) 

5 (3.3) 

3 (2.0) 

4 (2.7) 

2 (1.3) 

≤ High school  

Some college 

Associate’s 

Bachelor’s 

Graduate or 

Professional 

8 (5.3) 

11 (7.3) 

4 (2.7) 

18 (12.0) 

9 (6.0) 

 

 

< $19,999  

$20k-$34,999  

$35k-$49,999  

$50k-$64,999  

$65k-$79,999 

$80k-$99,999  

> $100k 

 

8 (5.3) 

6 (4.0) 

8 (5.3) 

8 (5.3) 

6 (4.0) 

5 (3.3) 

9 (6.0) 
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Table 12. Descriptive Statistics: Study 2  

Gender   Age   Ethnicity Education Income 

Frequency (% in relation to N = 300) 

Negative Acquirer Reputation X Low Operational Independence (n = 50) 

Woman 

Man 

Other 

21 (7.0) 

28 (9.3) 

1 (0.3) 

18-25 

26-33 

34-41 

42-49 

50-57 

≥ 58 

16 (5.3) 

15 (5.0) 

9 (3.0) 

5 (1.7) 

3 (1.0) 

2 (0.7) 

White 

Black 

Asian 

Hispanic 

Other 

34 (11.3) 

4 (1.3) 

6 (2.0) 

3 (1.0) 

3 (1.0) 

≤ High school  

Some college 

Associate’s 

Bachelor’s 

Graduate or 

Professional 

4 (1.3) 

21 (7.0) 

3 (1.0) 

16 (5.3) 

6 (2.0) 

 

 

< $19,999  

$20k-$34,999  

$35k-$49,999  

$50k-$64,999  

$65k-$79,999  

$80k-$99,999  

> $100k 

 

7 (2.3) 

9 (3.0) 

7 (2.3) 

8 (2.7) 

4 (1.3) 

3 (1.0) 

12 (4.0) 

Negative Acquirer Reputation X High Operational Independence (n = 50) 

Woman 

Man 

Other 

26 (8.7) 

23 (7.7) 

1 (0.3) 

18-25 

26-33 

34-41 

42-49 

50-57 

≥ 58 

16 (5.3) 

14 (4.7) 

15 (5.0) 

1 (0.3) 

3 (1.0) 

1 (0.3) 

White 

Black 

Asian 

Hispanic 

Other 

35 (11.7) 

3 (1.0) 

4 (1.3) 

6 (2.0) 

2 (0.7) 

≤ High school  

Some college 

Associate’s 

Bachelor’s 

Graduate or 

Professional 

6 (2.0) 

15 (5.0) 

3 (1.0) 

24 (8.0) 

2 (0.7) 

 

 

< $19,999  

$20k-$34,999  

$35k-$49,999  

$50k-$64,999  

$65k-$79,999 

$80k-$99,999  

> $100k 

 

10 (3.0) 

7 (2.3) 

2 (0.7) 

9 (3.0) 

9 (3.0) 

7 (2.3) 

6 (2.0) 

Unknown Acquirer Reputation X Low Operational Independence (n = 50) 

Woman 

Man 

Other 

25 (8.3) 

24 (8.0) 

1 (0.3) 

18-25 

26-33 

34-41 

42-49 

50-57 

≥ 58 

15 (5.0) 

10 (3.0) 

13 (4.3) 

4 (1.3) 

5 (1.7) 

3 (1.0) 

White 

Black 

Asian 

Hispanic 

Other 

37 (12.3) 

3 (1.0) 

4 (1.3) 

2 (0.7) 

4 (1.3) 

≤ High school  

Some college 

Associate’s 

Bachelor’s 

Graduate or 

Professional 

5 (1.7) 

10 (3.0) 

8 (2.7) 

22 (7.3) 

5 (1.7) 

 

 

< $19,999  

$20k-$34,999  

$35k-$49,999  

$50k-$64,999  

$65k-$79,999 

$80k-$99,999  

> $100k 

 

5 (1.7) 

7 (2.3) 

7 (2.3) 

8 (2.7) 

8 (2.7) 

7 (2.3) 

8 (2.7) 
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Table 12 (continued) 

Gender   Age   Ethnicity Education Income 

Frequency (% in relation to N = 300) 

Unknown Acquirer Reputation X High Operational Independence (n = 50) 

Woman 

Man 

Other 

26 (8.7) 

24 (8.0) 

0 (0.0) 

18-25 

26-33 

34-41 

42-49 

50-57 

≥ 58 

15 (5.0) 

9 (3.0) 

12 (4.0) 

3 (1.0) 

7 (2.3) 

4 (1.3) 

White 

Black 

Asian 

Hispanic 

Other 

41 (13.7) 

2 (0.7) 

2 (0.7) 

2 (0.7) 

3 (1.0) 

≤ High school  

Some college 

Associate’s 

Bachelor’s 

Graduate or 

Professional 

3 (1.0) 

18 (6.0) 

3 (1.0) 

19 (6.3) 

7 (2.3) 

 

 

< $19,999  

$20k-$34,999  

$35k-$49,999  

$50k-$64,999  

$65k-$79,999 

$80k-$99,999  

> $100k 

 

8 (2.7) 

7 (2.3) 

1 (0.3) 

6 (2.0) 

6 (2.0) 

6 (2.0) 

6 (2.0) 

Positive Acquirer Reputation X Low Operational Independence (n = 51) 

Woman 

Man 

Other 

22 (7.3) 

26 (8.7) 

3 (1.0) 

18-25 

26-33 

34-41 

42-49 

50-57 

≥ 58 

14 (4.7) 

17 (5.7) 

11 (3.7) 

3 (1.0) 

2 (0.7) 

4 (1.3) 

White 

Black 

Asian 

Hispanic 

Other 

31 (10.3) 

7 (2.3) 

6 (2.0) 

6 (2.0) 

1 (0.3) 

≤ High school  

Some college 

Associate’s 

Bachelor’s 

Graduate or 

Professional 

8 (2.7) 

11 (3.7) 

10 (3.0) 

16 (5.3) 

6 (2.0) 

 

 

< $19,999  

$20k-$34,999  

$35k-$49,999  

$50k-$64,999  

$65k-$79,999 

$80k-$99,999  

> $100k 

 

12 (4.0) 

8 (2.7) 

6 (2.0) 

2 (0.7) 

6 (2.0) 

5 (1.7) 

12 (4.0) 

Positive Acquirer Reputation X High Operational Independence (n = 49) 

Woman 

Man 

Other 

26 (8.7) 

22 (7.3) 

1 (0.3) 

18-25 

26-33 

34-41 

42-49 

50-57 

≥ 58 

14 (4.7) 

14 (4.7) 

10 (3.0) 

5 (1.7) 

2 (0.7) 

4 (1.3) 

White 

Black 

Asian 

Hispanic 

Other 

38 (12.7) 

5 (1.7) 

1 (0.3) 

2 (0.7) 

3 (1.0) 

≤ High school  

Some college 

Associate’s 

Bachelor’s 

Graduate or 

Professional 

11 (3.7) 

10 (3.0) 

1 (0.3) 

22 (7.3) 

5 (1.7) 

 

 

< $19,999  

$20k-$34,999  

$35k-$49,999  

$50k-$64,999  

$65k-$79,999 

$80k-$99,999  

> $100k 

 

2 (0.7) 

8 (2.7) 

8 (2.7) 

3 (1.0) 

8 (2.7) 

12 (4.0) 

8 (2.7) 
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Reliability Test 

Reliability of measurements were assessed prior to hypotheses testing. Exploratory factor 

analyses of the founder involvement and operational independence measurements using 

maximum likelihood estimation revealed unidimensionality. Therefore, both measurements were 

deemed appropriate for applying Cronbach’s α (Cho & Kim, 2015). Additionally, the 

discriminant validity between founder involvement and operational independence was confirmed 

using the Fornell and Larcker criterion (1981). The square root of average variance extracted 

values for both constructs were .87, exceeding the inter-construct correlation value (.61). As 

summarized in Table 13, all measurements showed high internal consistency, with Cronbach’s α 

values ranging from .85 to .97 (Hair et al., 2010).  

Table 13. Results of Measurement Reliability Tests 

Measurement (# of items) Cronbach’s 𝛼 

Study1a 

Lay theory of corporate greed (6) .85 

Company reputation (2) .86 

Study1b 

Lay theory of corporate greed (6) .89 

Company reputation (2) .96 

Brand authenticity (4) .96 

Study2 

Company reputation (2) .97 

Brand authenticity (4) .97 

Founder involvement (3) .90 

Operational independence (3) .90 

 

Manipulation Check 

In Study 1a, the independent samples t-test result indicated that consumers perceived the 

big company as significantly larger (Mbig = 6.14, SDbig = 1.01) than the small company (Msmall  = 

1.51, SDnegative = .73). In Study1b, as Levene’s test result indicated unequal variances for 

company reputation (F = 11.00, p < 0.00), Welch’s t-test was conducted (Welch, 1947). The 

result indicated that consumers perceived significant differences in the level of company 
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reputation as intended (FWelch(1, 87) = 182.75, p < .00). In Study2, Levene’s test results indicated 

unequal variances for both company reputation, (F = 4.99, p = 0.03) and operational 

independence (F = 8.97, p < .05). Therefore, Welch’s t-tests were conducted (Welch, 1947). The 

results indicated that consumers perceived significant differences as intended in the level of 

company reputation (FWelch(1, 193) = 326.15, p < .00) as well as operational independence (FWelch(1, 

275) = 324.75, p < .00). Table 14 summarizes the results. 

Table 14. Results of Independent Samples T-test for Manipulation Check 

Study Manipulation Condition N M SD t-value p-value 

1a 
Company 

Size 

Small 51 1.51   .73 
-26.42 .00*** 

Big 50 6.14 1.01 

1b 
Company 

Reputation* 

Positive 50 3.18 1.34 
91.38 .00*** 

Negative 48 6.30   .92 

2 

Company 

Reputation* 

Positive 100 3.10 1.38 
163.08 .00*** 

Negative 100 6.38 1.18 

Operational 

Independence 

High 149 4.99 1.36 
162.38 .00*** 

Low 151 2.48 1.03 

*Measures mercenary intent; Higher score indicates negative reputation 

***p<.001 

 

Results of Hypotheses Testing 

Mediation analysis using Hayes PROCESS macro (Model 4) was conducted to test H1 

and H2, which aimed to establish the consumer lay theory of corporate greed, in which the 

company size (i.e., small vs. big) was expected to shape the consumer perception of a company 

(i.e., mercenary intent). To test H3, one-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the effect of 

acquirer reputation on brand authenticity. To test H4, moderation analysis using Hayes 

PROCESS macro (Model 1) was conducted to evaluate whether the consumer lay theory of 

corporate greed moderates the aforementioned relationship. To test H5, H6, H7, and H8, two-

way ANCOVA was conducted to examine the interaction effect of acquirer reputation and 

operational independence on brand authenticity. Prior to statistical analysis, the assumptions of 

equal variances and normality for dependent variables were examined. Examination of Q-Q 
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plots, skewness, kurtosis, and extreme values showed that the data were normally distributed 

with no outliers. Levene’s test results yielded p-values greater than .05, indicating that the 

assumption of homogeneity of variances was met. Therefore, the data were deemed suitable for 

further analysis (Hair et al., 2010).  

Study 1a: Consumer Lay Theory of Corporate Greed (H1, H2)  

Study 1a (H1 and H2) tested the effect of company size on the consumer perception of a 

company. H1 hypothesized that consumers would perceive larger companies to more likely to 

place making profits over all else (i.e., more mercenary) than smaller companies. H2 tested the 

mediation effect of the consumer lay theory of corporate greed, whereby consumers’ belief that 

larger companies are greedier than small companies leads them to perceive larger companies to 

be more mercenary. Mediation analysis using a bootstrapping approach (5,000 bootstrap 

samples) in the PROCESS macro with Model 4 was conducted to test both total and indirect 

effects. Results showed a significant total effect: Consumers perceived significantly more 

mercenary intent in the big company (Mbig = 5.15, SDbig = 1.25) than in the small company (Msmall 

= 3.67,  SDsmall= 1.13; b = 1.48, 95% CI [1.01, 1.95], p < .00). Hence, H1 was supported (Table 

15).  

Table 15. Mediation Analysis Results (Total Effect): Testing H1 

H1 

Manipulated Variable 

(Company Size) 
M SD n b SE p-value Results 

Small* 3.67 1.13 51 
1.48 .24 .00*** 

Supported 
Big 5.15 1.25 50 

 

R2 = .28 F(1,99) = 39.44, ***p = .00 

*Reference group 

***p < .001 

Dependent variable = Company reputation (Mercenary intent) 

 

Results showed that perceived corporate greed significantly mediated the differences in 

the perceived mercenary intent between the small and big company conditions (ab = 1.03, 95% 
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CI [.66, 1.43]; Table 16). The two conditions differed by 1.03 on perceived company reputation 

as a result of the effect of company size on perceived corporate greed. Bootstrapping was used to 

generate a sampling distribution of the indirect effect. This empirical representation was used to 

construct a 95% confidence interval, with the lower bound representing the indirect effect value 

at the 2.5th percentile and the upper bound representing the value at the 97.5th percentile. A 

confidence interval above zero supported the conclusion that the indirect effect is positive. Thus, 

H2 was supported. Figure 5 presents the path coefficients in the mediation model.  

Table 16. Mediation Analysis Results (Indirect Effect): Testing H1 

H2  
b SE 

95%  

Confidence Interval 
# of Bootstrap 

Samples 
Results 

LLCI ULCI 

1.03 .19 .66 1.43 5,000 Supported 

Mediating variable = Consumer lay theory of corporate greed 

 

Figure 5. Path Diagram for the Mediation Analysis 

 

NOTE: Small company condition was the reference group. Path coefficients are unstandardized betas. Value in 

parenthesis indicates the direct effect. 

* p <.05 ***p < .001 

Study 1b: Acquirer Reputation and Lay Theory of Corporate Greed (H3, H4)  

Study 1b assessed the effect of acquirer reputation on brand authenticity as well as the 

moderating effect of consumer lay theory of corporate greed. H3 hypothesized that consumers 

would perceive higher brand authenticity when the acquirer has a positive reputation as opposed 

to a negative or unknown reputation. One-way ANOVA results in Table 17 revealed that there 

was a statistically significant difference between groups (F(2,147) = 34.39, p < .00). A Tukey post 
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hoc test revealed that brand authenticity was statistically significantly higher for the positive 

reputation condition (Mpositive = 4.37, SD = 1.25) than the negative (4.37 − 1.85, p < .00) and 

unknown (4.37 − 1.07, p < .00) conditions (Table 18). Therefore, H3 was supported.   

Table 17. ANOVA Results: Testing H3 

H3 

Manipulated Variable 

(Company Reputation) 
M SD n MS F-value p-value Results 

Positive 4.37 1.25 50 

42.35 34.39 .00*** Supported Unknown 3.29   .99 52 

Negative 2.52 1.08 48 

Reference condition = Positive reputation 

***p < .001, R2 = .32 

Dependent variable = Brand authenticity 

 

Table 18. Acquirer Reputation Tukey’s Post-Hoc Test Results: Testing H3 

H3 

Company Reputation 

(Pairwise Comparisons) 

Mean 

Difference 
SD p-value 

95% 

Confidence Interval 

Lower Upper 

Positive − Negative 1.85 .22 .00*** 1.32 2.38 

Positive − Unknown 1.07 .22 .00***  .55 1.59 

Unknown − Negative   .78 .22  .00**  .25 1.30 

**p < .01, ***p < .001 

Dependent variable = Brand authenticity 

 

H4 hypothesized the moderation effect of lay theory of corporate greed, such that for 

consumers who have weak lay theory, unknown reputation (versus negative) leads to higher 

brand authenticity whereas for consumers who have strong lay theory, unknown reputation 

(versus positive) leads to lower brand authenticity. That is, it was hypothesized that the lay 

theory would take effect only in the absence of information about the acquirer reputation. The 

moderation effect was tested using Hayes PROCESS macro (Model 1).   

Results showed that the effect of unknown reputation on perceived brand authenticity 

compared to that of positive reputation did not differ significantly by the level of lay theory of 

corporate greed (b = -.10, p = .61). Similarly, the effect of unknown reputation on perceived 

brand authenticity compared to that of negative reputation did not differ significantly by the level 
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of lay theory of corporate greed (b = .21, p = .41). That is, the lay theory also did not play a role 

when acquirer reputation was unknown (Table 19). Therefore, H4 was not supported.  

Table 19. Moderation Analysis Results: Testing H4 

H4 

Variable b SD t-value p-value Results 

Lay theory of corporate greed (LT) -.18 .16 -1.13 .26  

D1(Unknown - Positive) x LT -.10 .21   -.50 .62  

D2(Unknown - Negative) x LT  .21 .25    .83 .41 Not 

supported 

 

R2 = .35, F(5,144) = 15.20, MSE = 1.21, ***p = .00 
 

R2 Change = .01, F(2,144) = .88, p = .42  

Reference condition = Unknown reputation 

*p < .05, ***p < .001 

Dependent variable = Brand authenticity 

Study 2: Acquirer Reputation and Operational Independence (H5, H6, H7, H8)  

Study 2 examined the main effect of operational independence and how it interacts with 

acquirer reputation to influence brand authenticity. Founder involvement was measured as a 

covariate. H5 hypothesized that consumers would perceive higher brand authenticity in the high 

operational independence condition than the low operational independence condition. H6, H7, 

and H8 hypothesized the simple main effect of operational independence. H6 hypothesized that 

higher operational independence would lead to higher brand authenticity when the acquirer has a 

positive reputation. H7 hypothesized that higher operational independence would not lead to 

higher brand authenticity when the acquirer has a negative reputation. H8 hypothesized that 

higher operational independence would lead to higher brand authenticity when there is no 

information about the acquirer reputation. To test hypotheses, ANCOVA was conducted.  

Results revealed a non-significant main effect of operational independence, controlling 

for founder involvement (F(1, 293) = 2.40, p = .12). Thus, H5 was not supported. The interaction 

between operational independence and acquirer reputation, controlling for founder involvement, 
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was also non-significant (F(2, 293) = .40, p = .67). Thus, H6, H7, and H8 were not supported. The 

covariate (founder involvement) was found to be a significant predictor of brand authenticity 

(F(1, 293) = 111.65, p < .00). Table 20 summarizes the ANCOVA results. 

Table 20. ANCOVA Results: Testing H5, H6, H7, H8 

 H5, H6, 

H7, H8  

Variable df MS F-value p-value Results 

Founder Involvement 1 146.59 111.65 .00***  

Operational Independence (OI) 
1    3.16    2.40   .12 

Not 

Supported 

Acquirer Reputation (AR) 2   22.37 17.04  .00***  

OI x AR 2      .52     .40   .67  

Reference condition = Positive reputation 

***p < .001, R2 =.45 

Dependent variable = Brand authenticity 

 

Consistent with the results of Study 1b, there was a significant main effect of acquirer 

reputation (F(2, 293) = 17.04, p < .00). Pairwise comparisons using the Bonferroni procedure 

(Table 21) showed that brand authenticity was significantly higher for the positive reputation 

condition (Mpositive = 4.48, SD = .12) than the negative (4.48 − .96, p < .00) and unknown (4.48 

− .46, p = .02) conditions. Brand authenticity was significantly higher for the unknown 

reputation condition than the negative condition (4.03 − .51, p = .00). Figure 6 summarizes the 

results of hypotheses testing. 

Table 21. Acquirer Reputation Main Effect: Bonferroni Pairwise Comparisons Results 

Acquirer Reputation 

(Pairwise Comparisons) 

Mean 

Difference 
SD p-value 

95% 

Confidence Interval 

Lower Upper 

Positive − Negative .96 .17 .00*** .57 1.36 

Positive − Unknown .46 .16  .02* .07   .85 

Unknown − Negative .51 .17  .00** .11   .90 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

Dependent variable = Brand authenticity 
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Figue 6. Summary of Hypotheses Testing

1a 

1b 
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• Heuristic–Systematic Model 

• Consumer Lay Theory of Corporate Greed 

• Heuristic–Systematic Model 

• Consumer Lay Theory of Corporate Greed 

• Zero-sum Heuristic 

• Heuristic–Systematic Model 

• Zero-sum Heuristic 

• Cue-Diagnosticity Theory  

Theory Study Research Model 

Control Variable: Founder Involvement 
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(Positive vs. Negative vs. Unknown) 
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CHAPTER V 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

This chapter summarizes the findings from each study and discusses them in relation to 

relevant prior literature. Based on the discussion, theoretical and managerial implications are 

provided, followed by the study’s limitations and suggestions for future research.  

Summary of Findings 

The purpose of this study was to examine acquisition-related factors that can illuminate 

the impact of selling a business to a larger company on the customer perception of the startup’s 

brand authenticity, thereby revealing important considerations that can influence the long-term 

viability of an acquisition. Based on the heuristic-systematic model, consumer lay theory, zero-

sum heuristic, and cue diagnosticity theory, this study investigated the effects of both systematic 

(acquirer reputation and operational independence) and heuristic (consumer lay theory) factors 

on perceived brand authenticity through three independent studies.  

To this end, 551 usable responses were collected through Prolific. Results supported the 

existence of the consumer lay theory of corporate greed proposed in Study 1a. That is, 

consumers generally believe that larger companies typically place profits over all else because 

such companies tend to pursue their own gains, often at the expense of others (H1, H2). 

However, the results of Study 1b showed that consumers do not rely on the lay theory to assess 

brand authenticity in the absence of the information regarding acquirer reputation (H4). As 

predicted, acquirer reputation significantly influenced brand authenticity such that consumers 

perceive higher brand authenticity when the acquirer’s reputation is positive, compared to when 

it is negative or unknown (H3). The effect of another acquisition-related factor –  operational 

independence – was not significant (H5), indicating that consumers do not perceive operational 
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independence as a meaningful indicator of brand authenticity. Similarly, there was no significant 

interaction effect of operational independence and acquirer reputation (H6, H7, H8). Table 22 

summarizes the findings of all three studies, which are discussed further in the following section.  

Table. 22 Summary of Findings 

Study Hypothesis Findings Interpretation 

1a H1 & H2 Supported 

Consumers generally believe that big businesses are 

greedier than small businesses and thus big 

businesses tend to be more mercenary. 

 

1b 

H3 Supported 

Consumers perceive the acquired company as more 

authentic if the acquirer has a positive reputation, 

relative to when the acquirer has a negative 

reputation or there is no information about the 

acquirer reputation (i.e., unknown reputation).  

 

H4 Not Supported 

Consumers do not rely on the consumer lay theory 

of corporate greed (H1, H2) to assess brand 

authenticity in the absence of information regarding 

the acquirer’s reputation. 

2 

 

H5 
Not Supported 

 

Consumers do not perceive the level of operational 

independence of the acquired company as a useful 

predictor of its brand authenticity.  
H6, H7, H8 

 

Discussion of Findings 

Study 1a 

Built on the heuristic-systematic model (Chaiken, 1980) and the extant literature on 

consumer lay theories (e.g., Kramer et al., 2012), Study 1a aimed to establish the existence of the 

consumer theory of corporate greed. The results of a mediation analysis showed that the 

participants perceived significantly more mercenary intent in the big company (Mbig = 5.15, SDbig 

= 1.25) than in the small company (Msmall = 3.67,  SDsmall= 1.13; H1) because they perceived the 

big company to be greedier (ab = 1.03, 95% CI [.66, 1.43]; H2). The results are consistent with 

prior findings that consumers make size-based inferences about companies and that they tend to 



 

88 

 

 

 

hold a negative view of companies larger in size. Specifically, the results (H1, H2) are consistent 

with prior research that showed consumers’ tendency to distrust large companies (Green & 

Peloza, 2014), perceive them to be less concerned with others’ needs (Yang & Aggarwal, 2019), 

and be more skeptical of large companies’ charitable initiatives (De Vries & Duque, 2018). The 

findings thus support the proposed lay theory grounded in a combination of key historic events 

demonstrating the negative consequences of corporate greed and consumers’ exposure to 

external messages consistent with such negative events. That is, the findings demonstrate that 

there exists a generally held belief that big businesses are greedier than small businesses and 

therefore tend to be more mercenary. 

Study 1b 

Based on the heuristic-systematic model (Chaiken, 1980), and the zero-sum heuristic 

(Chernev, 2007), Study 1b examined the effect of acquirer reputation on brand authenticity and 

the role of the lay theory of corporate greed. The results of a one-way ANCOVA and a Tukey 

post hoc test showed that the participants perceived higher brand authenticity when the acquirer 

had a positive reputation (Mpositive = 4.37, SD = 1.25), compared to when the acquirer had a 

negative reputation (Mnegative = 2.52, SD = 1.08) and when there was no direct information about 

the acquirer’s reputation (Munknown = 3.29, SD = .99) (H3). That is, consumers believed that the 

acquired brand had a better chance of maintaining its founding values when the acquirer had a 

reputation for making sustainable profits by serving the interests of not only its shareholders but 

also its suppliers, employees, and customers. The results are consistent with past work that 

demonstrated the positive effects of acquirer reputation on consumer responses in the context of 

M&As, including purchase intentions (Fong et al., 2013; Matarazzo et al., 2018; Resciniti et al., 

2019), brand image (Fang & Wang, 2018), and brand equity (Lee et al., 2011). The results 
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establish acquirer reputation as an informational cue diagnostic of brand authenticity, consistent 

with the study’s theorizing based on the zero-sum heuristic which suggests a perceived tradeoff 

between placing profits over all else and resource allocation in order to maintain the acquired 

company’s founding values (Chernev, 2007). 

However, the results of the moderation analysis using Hayes PROCESS macro (Model 1) 

showed that the lay theory did not moderate the effect of acquirer reputation (H4). That is, the 

negative effect of unknown reputation on brand authenticity did not become stronger for 

consumers who hold a stronger lay theory of corporate greed (b = -.10, p = .61) and did not 

become weaker for consumers who hold a weak lay theory of corporate greed (b = .21, p = .41). 

This suggests that the participants did not rely on the lay theory to assess brand authenticity in 

the absence of direct information that allows for systematic processing.  

The non-significant results of the moderating effect may be attributed to the participants’ 

reliance on a different informational cue that may be even more salient than company size: the 

very act of selling the business. Siemens et al. (2020) argued that the act of selling a business is a 

meaningful informational cue that signals the economic motive of the founder. This rationale is 

based on signaling theory, which posits that consumers use easy-to-acquire informational cues to 

form inferences about unobservable company attributes, such as brand authenticity, to reduce 

informational asymmetry and imperfect information, which also characterize a corporate 

acquisition. As such, Siemens et al. (2020) postulated that consumers would perceive the 

decision to sell the business as a departure from the brand’s past, which indicates a low 

likelihood that the brand will remain true to its founding values. Through a series of 

experimental studies, Siemens et al. (2020) showed that selling the business led to lower brand 

authenticity, compared to maintaining the ownership of the company. This prior finding, coupled 
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with less than neutral evaluation of brand authenticity in the unknown condition (MUnknown = 

3.29, SD = .99), suggests a possibility that the participants in this study made inferences about 

brand authenticity based on the decision to sell the business without seeking an additional 

heuristic cue (i.e., company size).  

While the systematic-heuristic model does not preclude using more than one heuristic 

cue, the participants may not have had a strong motivation to do so because the presented brand 

was not personally relevant, owing to the use of a fictitious brand with which the participants had 

no prior relationships. Despite the relevance and importance of the acquired company’s brand 

authenticity in the M&A context (Siemens et al., 2020), low personal relevance may have 

reduced the participants’ sufficiency thresholds, limiting the level of energy they were willing to 

expend searching for relevant heuristic cues diagnostic of brand authenticity (Chaiken, 1989). As 

a result, the participants may have been less likely to notice and use additional heuristic cues, 

beyond the most readily accessible informational cue (i.e., the act of selling the business). 

Heuristic processing is highly contingent on the activation of heuristics, which are accessed from 

memory (Chaiken, 1980). Two critical determinants of whether a particular heuristic will be 

activated are the presence of relevant cues (i.e., information regarding company size) and 

individuals’ level of motivation for identifying relevant cues and retrieving associated heuristics 

(Chaiken, 1989). In the present study, low personal relevance may have reduced the participants’ 

motivations to the extent that they were unwilling to search for multiple heuristic cues to 

maximize the accuracy of their assessment of brand authenticity. 

Study 2 

Drawing from the heuristic-systematic model (Chaiken, 1980), the zero-sum heuristic 

(Chernev, 2007), and cue diagnosticity theory (Purohit & Srivastava, 2001), Study 2 examined 



 

91 

 

 

 

the role of operational independence and how consumers reconcile it with information about 

acquirer reputation in assessing brand authenticity. The results of a two-way (2x3) ANCOVA 

revealed that the participants did not perceive operational independence as a significant predictor 

of brand authenticity (p = .12). That is, the participants did not perceive operational 

independence as a useful informational cue that they can use to assess brand authenticity. There 

was no significant interaction between operational independence and acquirer reputation, 

controlling for founder involvement (p = .67), suggesting that the effect of operational 

independence on brand authenticity did not vary depending on the type of acquirer reputation. 

However, the participants perceived founder involvement as a significant predictor of brand 

authenticity (p < .00). 

These findings are inconsistent with past work demonstrating the negative effects of low 

operational independence on employees’ sense of continuity and the authenticity of their 

organization (Giessener, 2011; Pepper & Larson, 2006; van Knippenberg et al., 2002). The 

discrepant results may be due to the difference in the level of psychological commitment to the 

acquired organization between employees of an existing company and consumers of a fictitious 

brand. Employees who care about work autonomy (i.e., operational independence) tend to be 

committed to the organization they work for, in terms of having a sense of attachment to and 

identification with the organization (Aube et al., 2007). They are also committed to continuing to 

work for the organization (Degbey et al., 2021). While the literature has shown that consumers 

can develop a close connection with a brand, akin to employees’ organizational commitment 

(Stokburger-Sauer et al., 2012), the participants in this study lacked such a level of commitment, 

owing to the acquired brand’s low personal relevance. Because they lacked a strong 
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identification with the brand, the participants may have overlooked the implications of the level 

of operational independence.  

The significant effect of founder involvement on brand authenticity suggests that founder 

involvement is more important than operational independence in shaping the consumer 

perceptions of brand authenticity. This finding is consistent with prior findings that showed the 

buffering role of founder involvement in weakening the negative effect of selling a business on 

brand authenticity (Siemens et al., 2020). This finding is also supported by previous studies 

revealing the significance of the founder’s role, particularly in small businesses (Abimbola & 

Vallaster, 2007). CEOs are perceived as the embodiment of the company, especially if the CEO 

is also the founder (Fetscherin, 2015), and founders/CEOs are influential in shaping the 

consumer perception of the company’s business practices (Ogunfowora et al., 2018). For 

instance, Ogunfowora et al. (2018) found that consumers make inferences about a company’s 

CSR motives, based on their impressions of the executive leader. This suggests that consumers 

believe that executive leaders —including founders and CEOs— are the ones determining the 

company’s business strategies. As such, higher founder involvement is likely to be perceived as a 

commitment by the founder to maintaining the acquired brand’s founding values, as founder 

involvement implies the founder’s decision to stay with the company. 

Implications 

The findings of this study provide valuable theoretical and managerial implications. 

Theoretically, the findings contribute to the extant academic literature on consumer lay theories 

and consumer responses to M&As. Managerially, the findings give rise to practical suggestions 

for startups and prospective acquirers regarding the acquisition, which is a high-stakes strategic 

decision. 
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Theoretical Implications  

The findings of this study contribute to the extant literature in five ways.  

First, this study examined the role of both systematic (acquirer reputation and operational 

independence) and heuristic (consumer lay theory of corporate greed) factors in influencing 

consumers’ evaluations of brand authenticity. Furthermore, this study examined multiple 

systematic cues to uncover theirs relative diagnosticity. While prior findings have shown that 

consumers engage in both systematic and heuristic processing to infer unobservable brand 

quality by processing multiple cues in the environment (e.g., Akdeniz et al., 2013), most past 

studies on consumer response to M&As have focused on systematic cues with limited attention 

to the concurrent effects of multiple informational cues. The findings of this study showed that 

consumers engage in systematic processing to evaluate brand authenticity in the M&A context. 

Additionally, acquirer reputation was found to be an important systematic cue, unlike operational 

independence. The findings also suggest that company size may not be an important heuristic 

cue in the absence of systematic cues. Taken together, this study supports the utility of the 

heuristic-systematic model in understanding consumer response to M&As, beyond products 

(e.g., Raghunathan et al., 2006), price (e.g., Miao & Mattila, 2007), advertising messages (e.g., 

Kim et al., 2018), influencer marketing (e.g., Xiao et al., 2018), and customer online reviews 

(e.g., Guo et al., 2020).  

Second, this study showed the significant effect of acquirer reputation on the acquired 

company’s brand authenticity, an under-researched yet important variable in the M&A context. 

While prior research has examined the effect of acquirer reputation on consumer responses to an 

M&A, the outcome variables have been limited primarily to purchase intentions (Fong et al., 

2013; Matarazzo et al., 2018; Resciniti et al., 2019), brand image (Fang & Wang, 2018), and 
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brand equity (Lee et al., 2011). While there is a growing body of literature on brand authenticity, 

researchers have paid less attention to identifying its predictors, in comparison to identifying its 

consequences (e.g., Choi et al., 2015; Fritz et al., 2017; Kumar & Kaushik, 2022; Lu et al., 

2015). The findings of this study provide further empirical support for the importance of acquirer 

reputation in positively shaping consumer responses to an M&A. The findings also enhances our 

theoretical understanding of brand authenticity, in terms of its predictors and relevant research 

contexts.  

Third, this study empirically demonstrated the existence of a novel consumer lay theory 

and examined its application in the M&A context. Past literature has primarily focused on 

consumer lay theories about physical products in the context of purchase decisions (Cronley et 

al., 2005; Kramer et al., 2012; Raghunathan et al., 2006). Additionally, company greed as a 

variable of interest has received little attention in consumer research, with a few exceptions 

(Grégoire et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2017; Lim, 2020). The empirical evidence for a lay theory 

about company size and greed expands the scope of the extant literature on consumer lay 

theories and affirms the pertinence of company greed as a construct of interest in consumer 

research. In the M&A context, the findings of this study showed that the lay theory of corporate 

greed may not be perceived as particularly diagnostic of brand authenticity even in the absence 

of systematic cues, such as acquirer reputation. 

Fourth, this study examined a novel predictor of consumer responses to an acquisition 

(i.e., operational independence). Thus far, the acquirer’s country-of-origin has been most 

extensively studied as a predictor of consumer responses to an acquisition (e.g., Chang et al., 

2015), followed by acquirer reputation (e.g., Fang & Wang, 2018), and perceived fit between the 

acquirer and the acquired (e.g., Jaju et al., 2006). Prior research has shown significant effects of 
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operational independence on other outcome variables, such as the departure rate of the acquired 

company’s executives (Hambrick & Cannella, 1993), employee productivity (Puranam et al, 

2006; Paruchuri et al., 2009), and consumer expectations regarding future product offerings 

(Shin & Jin, 2020). However, the current study showed that operational independence may not 

be a significant determinant of brand authenticity. Thus, the findings uncover the differential 

effects of operational independence on the outcome variables of interests in an M&A.  

Fifth, this study showed the significant effect of founder involvement on brand 

authenticity. Founder involvement as a variable of interest has received limited attention 

(Siemens et al., 2020), despite the increasingly significant role of founders and CEOs in branding 

the company, thanks to greater publicity and engagement with customers on social media 

(Agnihotri & Bhattacharya, 2019; Fetscherin, 2015). The founders of DTC startups also make 

conscious efforts to communicate with consumers through various mediums, including social 

media (Dunn, 2015), mass media (Tafoya, 2014), and directly operated channels, such as one’s 

own online store (Cuyana, n.d.). In line with this recent development, the findings of this study 

fills this gap in the current research on consumer response to M&As. 

Managerial Implications  

The findings of this study offer practical implications for fashion startups seeking to grow 

through an acquisition and their prospective acquirers. First, the study found that consumers 

perceived the acquired brand to be more authentic if the acquirer had a positive reputation, in 

terms of its commitment to corporate social responsibility (H3). Therefore, when choosing an 

acquisition partner, it is recommended that startups consider not only the types of resources the 

prospective acquirer can offer from an operational and financial perspective but also its 

reputation among consumers. For big companies, this highlights the importance of maintaining a 
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good reputation as reputation can affect the success of a company’s major strategic decisions, 

such as an M&A. The findings also suggest that it may be strategic for the acquired brand to 

actively communicate to its customers the acquirer’s commitment to corporate social 

responsibility if it is likely that consumers will be unable to come to a clear conclusion about the 

acquirer’s reputation. Such scenarios may include a lack of overlap between the startup’s 

customer base and that of the acquirer at the time of acquisition. 

Second, this study found that consumers perceived the acquired brand as more authentic 

if the founder was highly involved with running the business following an acquisition (Study 2). 

This validates the current industry practice of retaining the founder. However, it is important to 

note that selling a business is one of the most common and lucrative exit strategies, and it is 

common for founders to voluntarily leave the company following the acquisition for various 

reasons, including a desire to start a new venture and engage in serial entrepreneurship 

(Sanguineti et al., 2022). Based on the study’s finding, founders with a plan to exit should be 

cognizant of the potential negative impact of the departure on the consumers’ perception of the 

brand’s authenticity, which can adversely affect the company’s post-acquisition performance. 

The findings also highlights the importance of communicating the founder’s continued 

involvement to consumers to ensure favorable evaluation of brand authenticity. Doing so is 

crucial as the consumers’ default response to an acquisition is negative (Siemens et al., 2020). 

Therefore, it is recommended to take control of the narrative surrounding the acquisition, 

particularly given the ability and willingness of consumers to voice their concerns and 

complaints on social media (Bain, 2018).  

Third, the acquired company’s level of operational independence did not influence 

consumers’ perceptions of its brand authenticity (H5). This suggests that the current industry 
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practice of actively advertising the acquired company’s operational independence may not be 

effective in ensuring favorable consumer evaluation of the acquired company’s brand 

authenticity. This finding calls for the need to identify other approaches. One potential avenue 

may be communicating the rationale for selling the business. This suggestion is based on prior 

findings showing that consumers perceived the acquired company as more authentic if the 

expressed motive was high in communion, which is an interpersonal orientation that prioritizes 

others’ needs and is illustrated by motives such as the desire to provide better offerings to more 

customers (Siemens et al., 2020). Although the effect of operational independence on brand 

authenticity was not significant in this study, prior studies showing its significant effects on 

different outcome variables suggest that operational independence is still an important factor 

(Hambrick & Cannella, 1993; Puranam et al, 2006; Paruchuri et al., 2009; Shin & Jin, 2022). 

Therefore, brands should still be cognizant of the implications of their level of operational 

independence. 

Lastly, the findings showed that consumers perceive big companies as greedier and thus 

more mercenary than small companies (H1, H2). The liability of bigness suggests that, as 

startups grow and become bigger, they should closely monitor how consumer perceptions evolve 

over time and be wary of potential negative changes in their perceptions. As a startup grows 

bigger in size, it may be crucial to reconcile its startup origin and subsequent dominant status in 

the market in a way that does not alienate consumers.  

Limitations and Future Research 

The limitations of this study offer directions for future research.  

First, as discussed in the previous section, low personal relevance stemming from the use 

of fictitious brands may have reduced the participants’ motivation to reach an accurate 
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conclusion, one of the two important criteria that determines the extent of systematic and 

heuristic processing (Chaiken & Ledgerwood, 2011). As a result, the findings may not 

adequately capture the response of consumers who are most committed to a brand and thus 

highly motivated to accurately assess the impact of the acquisition on the brand. A relevant 

group of consumers are loyal customers with “a deeply held commitment to rebuy or re-

patronize a preferred product/service consistently in the future” (Oliver, 1999, p. 34). Thus, 

future study design should incorporate variables that measure personal relevance to consumers, 

such as brand loyalty, to fully understand one of the most important customer groups’ (i.e., loyal 

customers) response to an acquisition. 

Second, the study’s specific context may limit the generalizability of the findings to other 

industries that are also seeing active M&As between digital startups and established companies.  

One such industry is the beauty industry. Similar to the fashion industry, DTC brands have been 

disrupting the beauty industry, which has been dominated by large legacy brands, such as 

Lancôme in the prestige sector, and L'Oréal in the mass sector (Hudson et al., 2018). Recently, 

there has been a growing number of legacy companies’ acquisitions of DTC brands. To name a 

few, in 2019, Shiseido, a Japanese multinational cosmetic company, acquired Drunk Elephant, 

founded in 2012. In 2017, Estée Lauder, an American multinational cosmetic company, acquired 

Deciem, founded in 2013. The global beauty industry’s market size is considerable with sales 

amounting to $538B in 2019 pre-pandemic, which are expected to bounce back in 2022 and 

continue to grow after a slump in 2020 (Goddevrind et al., 2022). Thus, it would be worthwhile 

to pursue empirical studies focusing on the beauty industry to confirm generalizability.  

Third, this study focused exclusively on the acquired company. An acquisition is also a 

high-stakes decision for acquirers with major financial and reputational implications (Thomas, 
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2019). However, there are even fewer studies examining the impact of the acquisition on the 

acquirers. As with studies focusing on acquired company, important predictors as well as 

outcome variables remain under-identified (Jaju et al., 2006; Lee et al., 2018; Thorbjørnsen & 

Dahlén, 2011). Hence, testing the effects of new predictors and outcomes for the acquirer, 

including ones tested in this study, can expand our understanding of consumer response to 

M&As for multiple stakeholders. Another potential predictor is the acquirer’s expressed motive 

for buying a startup, particularly given that acquirers typically explain their motivations through 

mass media (Walmart, 2017). As discussed in the previous section, prior findings have shown 

that communicating a motive for selling a business can shape the consumers’ perception of the 

acquired brand’s brand authenticity (Siemens et al., 2020). What remains unanswered is the 

effect of expressed motive on the acquirer.  

Lastly, this experiment was a cross-sectional study in which consumer response was 

measured upon the acquisition announcement. Brand authenticity is determined by consumers’ 

interpretations and knowledge of the company’s actions (Bruhn et al., 2012; Leigh et al., 2006; 

Oh et al., 2019). This suggests that consumer perceptions of the acquired company may change 

over time as consumers obtain new information regarding the company after the acquisition. 

Accordingly, longitudinal studies are needed to understand how consumer perceptions evolve 

over time. They may also reveal whether brand authenticity that was undermined by an 

acquisition can be recaptured through the brand’s post-acquisition initiatives. 
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APPENDIX A 

PRETEST QUESTIONNAIRE 

A. PARTICIPANT WILL BE PRESENTED WITH THE FOLLOWING PROMPT: 

 

Please read the following company description carefully. 

 

Roen is an online fashion startup founded in 2012. Soon after its launch, Roen gained popularity 

for its high-quality clothing and shoes offered at competitive prices. Roen is known for being a 

digitally savvy, innovative, and customer-centric brand. Over the years, the brand has been 

continuously growing its loyal customer base. The startup's management team has 20 employees 

and is based in NY, New York. 

 

Roen was recently acquired by Cartmann Corp., a large retailer that offers a wide variety of 

products, including food, electronics, toys, apparel, crafts supplies, and sporting goods. 

Cartmann Corp. operates 11,723 stores in 28 countries and e-commerce websites in 11 countries. 

Cartmann Corp. employs more than 2.3 million associates worldwide. 

 

B. PARTICIPANT WILL BE PRESENTED WITH ONE OF THE TWO PROMPTS BELOW: 

 

I. Positive acquirer reputation condition 

 

Cartmann Corp. is known for making sustainable profits by serving the interests of not only its 

shareholders but also its suppliers, employees, and customers. It is known that Cartmann Corp. 

does not abuse its market power to squeeze the employees’ benefits and suppliers’ margins for 

its own profitability. Cartmann Corp. is highly commited to reducing the negative impact of its 

business practices on the environment. Below is Cartmann Corp.’s rating by consumers. 

 

Cartmann Corp. has a consumer rating of 4.6 starts from 3,470 reviews. 

 
 

II. Negative acquirer reputation condition 

Cartmann Corp. is known for making profits to maximize shareholder value, often at the expense 

of its suppliers, employees, and customers. It is known that Cartmann Corp. abuses its market 

power to squeeze the employees’ benefits and suppliers’ margins for its own profitability. 

Cartmann Corp. lacks commitment to reducing the negative impact of its business practices on 

the environment. Below is Cartmann Corp.’s rating by consumers. 

 

Cartmann Corp. has a consumer rating of 1.6 starts from 3,470 reviews. 
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C. PARTICIPANT WILL ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS: 

 

Based on the information above, please select a number that best describes your level of 

agreement.  

  Strongly Strongly 

  disagree agree 

1 Cartmann Corp. is really only interested in making money. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 Cartmann Corp. places profit above all else. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

D. PARTICIPANT WILL BE PRESENTED WITH A MOCK NEWSPAPER ARTICLE: 

Below is a newspaper article about the acquisition. Please read it carefully to answer the next 

question. 

 

 

BUSINESS 

 

Cartmann Corp. Acquires Online Fashion Startup, Roen 

 

December, 2021 
 

NEW YORK, United States — Cartmann Corp. announced on Tuesday that it acquired Roen, a 

New York-based online fashion startup founded in 2012 known for its high-quality clothing and 

shoes. 

 

Roen is focused on delivering high-quality fashion with a great fit at competitive prices for men 

and women. It is one of the leading fashion brands built on the web in the United States. Roen 

saw a 200% growth in revenue within two years after its launch. 

 
I. High Operational Independence 

After the acquisition, Roen’s founder and its management team will continue to be based in NY, 

New York, and operate separately from Cartmann. Corp. 
 

II. Low Operational Independence 

After the acquisition, Roen’s founder and its management team will relocate from its office in NY, 

New York to be fully integrated into Cartmann Corp.'s US e-commerce division.  
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E. PARTICIPANT WILL ANSEWR THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS: 

 

Based on the article above, please select a number that best describes your level of agreement.  

  Strongly Strongly 

  disagree agree 

1 After Roen is acquired, the brand will do business as usual. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 After Roen is acquired, the brand will still operate independently 

from Cartmann Corp. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3 After Roen is acquired, Cartmann Corp. will take a hands-off 

approach with Roen. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Please answer the following questions: 

What is your age?   _________ years old 

What was your total household income before taxes during the past 12 months? 

☐ $19,999 or less         ☐ $20,000-$34,999     ☐ $35,000 - $49,999  

☐ $50,000 - $64,999    ☐ $65,000-$79,999     ☐ $80,000-$99,999  

☐ $100,000 or above  

Which of the following best describes you? 

☐ White/Caucasian    ☐ African American    ☐ Asian     ☐ Native American       

☐ Hispanic   ☐ Pacific Islander    ☐ Other, please indicate ________  

Which of the following best describes you?  

 

☐ Woman    ☐ Man     ☐ Transgender/Trans woman     ☐ Transgender/Trans man 

☐ Non-Binary     ☐ Other, please indicate ________ 

 

What is the highest degree or level of education you have completed? 

☐ Some high school or less     ☐ High school graduate     ☐ Some college, no degree 

☐ Associate’s degree     ☐ Bachelor’s degree   ☐ Graduate or professional degree 
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APPENDIX B 

MAIN TEST QUESTIONNAIRE 

STUDY 1-a 

A. PARTICIPANT WILL BE PRESENTED WITH ONE OF THE TWO PROMPTS BELOW: 

 

Please read the following company description carefully. 

 

I. Small Company  

 

Mell Apparel is a small fashion company that offers men’s and women’s casual clothing and 

footwear. Its annual revenue averages $27,000. The company operates 2 stores, and an e-

commerce website. Mell Apparel employs 6 associates.  

 

II. Big Company  

 

Mell Apparel is a large fashion company that offers men’s and women’s casual clothing and 

footwear. Its annual revenue is more than $559.2 billion. The company operates 11,723 stores 

and 11 e-commerce websites worldwide. Mell Apparel employs more than 2.3 million associates 

worldwide. 

 

B. PARTICIPANT WILL ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS: 

 

Based on the information above, please select a number that best describes your level of 

agreement.  

  Very small Very large 

  in size in size 

1 Mell Apparel is… 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

  Strongly Strongly 

  disagree agree 

 Mell Apparel is likely…                

1 greedy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 selfish 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3 selfless 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4 motivated by its own interest 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5 motivated by good intentions 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6 motivated by a concern for others 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

  Strongly Strongly 

  disagree agree 

1 Mell Apparel is likely really only interested in making money. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 Mell Apparel likely places profit above all else. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Please answer the following questions: 

What is your age?   _________ years old 

What was your total household income before taxes during the past 12 months? 

☐ $19,999 or less         ☐ $20,000-$34,999     ☐ $35,000 - $49,999  

☐ $50,000 - $64,999    ☐ $65,000-$79,999     ☐ $80,000-$99,999  

☐ $100,000 or above  

 

Which of the following best describes you? 

☐ White/Caucasian    ☐ African American    ☐ Asian     ☐ Native American       

☐ Hispanic   ☐ Pacific Islander    ☐ Other, please indicate ________  

 

Which of the following best describes you?  

☐ Woman    ☐ Man     ☐ Transgender/Trans woman     ☐ Transgender/Trans man 

☐ Non-Binary     ☐ Other, please indicate ________ 

 

What is the highest degree or level of education you have completed? 

☐ Some high school or less     ☐ High school graduate     ☐ Some college, no degree 

☐ Associate’s degree     ☐ Bachelor’s degree   ☐ Graduate or professional degree 

 

STUDY 1-b 

A. PARTICIPANT WILL ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS 

 

Please select a number that best describes your level of agreement.  

 

  Strongly Strongly 

  disagree agree 

Compared to small businesses, big businesses are…                

1 greedy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 selfish 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3 selfless 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4 motivated by its own interest 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5 motivated by good intentions 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6 motivated by a concern for others 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

B. PARTICIPANT WILL BE PRESENTED WITH THE FOLLOWING PROMPT 

 

Please read the following company description carefully. 

 

Roen is an online fashion startup founded in 2012. Soon after its launch, Roen gained popularity 

for its high-quality clothing and shoes offered at competitive prices. Roen is known for being a 

digitally savvy, innovative, and customer-centric brand. Over the years, the brand has been 
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continuously growing its loyal customer base. The startup's management team has 20 employees 

and is based in NY, New York. 

 

Roen was recently acquired by Cartmann Corp., a large retailer that offers a wide variety of 

products, including food, electronics, toys, apparel, crafts supplies, and sporting goods. 

Cartmann Corp. operates 11,723 stores in 28 countries and e-commerce websites in 11 countries. 

Cartmann Corp. employs more than 2.3 million associates worldwide. 

C. PARTICIPANT WILL BE PRESENTED WITH ONE OF THE THREE PROMPTS 

I. Positive acquirer reputation condition 

Cartmann Corp. is known for making sustainable profits by serving the interests of not only its 

shareholders but also its suppliers, employees, and customers. It is known that Cartmann Corp. 

does not abuse its market power to squeeze the employees’ benefits and suppliers’ margins for 

its own profitability. Cartmann Corp. is highly commited to reducing the negative impact of its 

business practices on the environment. Below is Cartmann Corp.’s rating by consumers. 

 

 
 

II. Negative acquirer reputation condition 

Cartmann Corp. is known for making profits to maximize shareholder value, often at the expense 

of its suppliers, employees, and customers. It is known that Cartmann Corp. abuses its market 

power to squeeze the employees’ benefits and suppliers’ margins for its own profitability. 

Cartmann Corp. lacks commitment to reducing the negative impact of its business practices on 

the environment. Below is Cartmann Corp.’s rating by consumers. 

 

III. Unknown acquirer reputation condition 

No information will be provided. 

D. PARTICIPANT WILL ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS: 

Please select a number that best describes your level of agreement.  

  Strongly Strongly 

  disagree agree 

1 Cartmann Corp. is really only interested in making money. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 Please select ‘disagree’ to demonstrate you are paying attention. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3 Cartmann Corp. places profit above all else. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

 



 

131 

 

 

 

E. PARTICIPANT WILL BE PRESENTED WITH A MOCK NEWSPAPER ARTICLE: 

 

Below is a newspaper article about the acquisition. Please read it carefully to answer the next 

series of questions. 

 

 

BUSINESS 

 

Cartmann Corp. Acquires Online Fashion Startup, Roen 

 

December, 2021 

 

NEW YORK, United States — Cartmann Corp. announced on Tuesday that it acquired Roen, a New 

York-based online fashion startup founded in 2012 known for its high-quality clothing and shoes. 

 
Roen is focused on delivering high quality fashion with great fit at competitive prices for men and 

women. It is one of the leading fashion brands built on the web in the United States. Roen saw 200% 

growth in revenue within two years after its launch. 

 

The acquisition was completed last month. 

 

 

F. PARTICIPANT WILL ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS: 

  Yes No 

1 Roen, a fashion startup, was acquired by Cartmann Corp., a large retailer.   

 

  Strongly Strongly 

  disagree agree 

After Roen is acquired, the brand will continue to… 

1 remain true to its espoused values that define its products and 

services. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 not compromise the values upon which it was founded 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3 stick to its principles 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4 build on traditions that began with its founder 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

Please answer the following questions: 

What is your age?   _________ years old 

What was your total household income before taxes during the past 12 months? 

☐ $19,999 or less         ☐ $20,000-$34,999     ☐ $35,000 - $49,999  

☐ $50,000 - $64,999    ☐ $65,000-$79,999     ☐ $80,000-$99,999  

☐ $100,000 or above  

 



 

132 

 

 

 

Which of the following best describes you? 

☐ White/Caucasian    ☐ African American    ☐ Asian     ☐ Native American       

☐ Hispanic   ☐ Pacific Islander    ☐ Other, please indicate ________  

Which of the following best describes you?  

 

☐ Woman    ☐ Man     ☐ Transgender/Trans woman     ☐ Transgender/Trans man 

☐ Non-Binary     ☐ Other, please indicate ________ 

 

What is the highest degree or level of education you have completed? 

☐ Some high school or less     ☐ High school graduate     ☐ Some college, no degree 

☐ Associate’s degree     ☐ Bachelor’s degree   ☐ Graduate or professional degree 

STUDY 2 

A. PARTICIPANT WILL ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS 

 

Please select a number that best describes your level of agreement.  

  Strongly Strongly 

  disagree agree 

Compared to small businesses, big businesses are…                

1 greedy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 selfish 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3 selfless 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4 motivated by its own interest 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5 motivated by good intentions 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6 Motivated by a concern for others 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

B. PARTICIPANT WILL BE PRESENTED WITH THE FOLLOWING PROMPT 

 

Please read the following company description carefully. 

 

Roen is an online fashion startup founded in 2012. Soon after its launch, Roen gained popularity 

for its high-quality clothing and shoes offered at competitive prices. Roen is known for being a 

digitally savvy, innovative, and customer-centric brand. Over the years, the brand has been 

continuously growing its loyal customer base. The startup's management team has 20 employees 

and is based in NY, New York. 

 

Roen was recently acquired by Cartmann Corp., a large retailer that offers a wide variety of 

products, including food, electronics, toys, apparel, crafts supplies, and sporting goods. 

Cartmann Corp. operates 11,723 stores in 28 countries and e-commerce websites in 11 countries. 

Cartmann Corp. employs more than 2.3 million associates worldwide. 
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C. PARTICIPANT WILL BE PRESENTED WITH ONE OF THE THREE PROMPTS 

 

I. Positive acquirer reputation condition 

Cartmann Corp. is known for making sustainable profits by serving the interests of not only its 

shareholders but also its suppliers, employees, and customers. It is known that Cartmann Corp. 

does not abuse its market power to squeeze the employees’ benefits and suppliers’ margins for 

its own profitability. Cartmann Corp. is highly commited to reducing the negative impact of its 

business practices on the environment. Below is Cartmann Corp.’s rating by consumers. 

 

 
 

II. Negative acquirer reputation condition 

Cartmann Corp. is known for making profits to maximize shareholder value, often at the expense 

of its suppliers, employees, and customers. It is known that Cartmann Corp. abuses its market 

power to squeeze the employees’ benefits and suppliers’ margins for its own profitability. 

Cartmann Corp. lacks commitment to reducing the negative impact of its business practices on 

the environment. Below is Cartmann Corp.’s rating by consumers. 

 

III. Unknown acquirer reputation condition 

No information will be provided. 

D. PARTICIPANT WILL ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS: 

 

Please select a number that best describes your level of agreement.  

  Strongly Strongly 

  disagree agree 

1 Cartmann Corp. is really only interested in making money. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 Please select ‘disagree’ to demonstrate you are paying attention. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3 Cartmann Corp. places profit above all else. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

 

E. PARTICIPANT WILL BE PRESENTED WITH A MOCK NEWSPAPER ARTICLE: 

 

Below is a newspaper article about the acquisition. Please read it carefully to answer the next 

series of questions. 
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BUSINESS 

 

Cartmann Corp. Acquires Online Fashion Startup, Roen 

 

December, 2021 

 

NEW YORK, United States — Cartmann Corp. announced on Tuesday that it acquired Roen, a New 

York-based online fashion startup founded in 2012 known for its high-quality clothing and shoes. 

 

Roen is focused on delivering high quality fashion with great fit at competitive prices for men and 

women. It is one of the leading fashion brands built on the web in the United States. Roen saw 200% 
growth in revenue within two years after its launch. 

 

High Operational Independence 

After acquisition, Roen’s founder and its management team will continue to be based in NY, New 

York and operate separately from Cartmann. Corp.  

 

Low Operational Independence 

After acquisition, Roen’s founder and its management team will relocate from its office in NY, New 

York to be fully integrated into Cartmann Corp.'s US e-commerce division.  

 

 

F. PARTICIPANT WILL ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS: 

  Yes No 

1 Roen, a fashion startup, was acquired by Cartmann Corp., a large retailer.   

 

  Strongly Strongly 

  disagree agree 

1 After Roen is acquired, the brand will do business as usual. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 After Roen is acquired, the brand will still operate independently 

from Cartmann Corp. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3 After Roen is acquired, Cartmann Corp. will take a hands-off 

approach with Roen. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

  Strongly Strongly 

  disagree agree 

1 After Roen is acquired, the founder of the brand will continue to 

manage the brand. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 After Roen is acquired, the founder of the brand will continue to 

head the brand. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3 After Roen is acquired, the founder of the brand will continue to 

be involved with the brand’s operations. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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  Strongly Strongly 

  disagree agree 

After Roen is acquired, the brand will continue to… 

1 remain true to its espoused values that define its products and 

services. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 not compromise the values upon which it was founded 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3 stick to its principles 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4 build on traditions that began with its founder 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Please answer the following questions: 

What is your age?   _________ years old 

What was your total household income before taxes during the past 12 months? 

☐ $19,999 or less         ☐ $20,000-$34,999     ☐ $35,000 - $49,999  

☐ $50,000 - $64,999    ☐ $65,000-$79,999     ☐ $80,000-$99,999  

☐ $100,000 or above  

 

Which of the following best describes you? 

☐ White/Caucasian    ☐ African American    ☐ Asian     ☐ Native American       

☐ Hispanic   ☐ Pacific Islander    ☐ Other, please indicate ________  

Which of the following best describes you?  

 

☐ Woman    ☐ Man     ☐ Transgender/Trans woman     ☐ Transgender/Trans man 

☐ Non-Binary     ☐ Other, please indicate ________ 

 

What is the highest degree or level of education you have completed? 

☐ Some high school or less     ☐ High school graduate     ☐ Some college, no degree 

☐ Associate’s degree     ☐ Bachelor’s degree   ☐ Graduate or professional degree 
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