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Abstract. Currently, brands are facing increasingly fierce competition, and rit-
uals have become an important method for brands to create positive feelings
among consumers. In order to establish long-term relationships between brands
and consumers, one issue needs to be addressed: Can rituals enhance consum-
er-brand connections? Existing literature has not yet provided a clear answer to
this question. The current research, based on a self-expansion perspective,
conducted three experiments to demonstrate the impact of ritual consumption on
consumer brand switching. By analyzing the underlying process, the current
research found that self-brand connection plays a mediating role in this process
and further explored the boundary conditions of consumer brand norms. This
research expands the research perspective on ritual consumption in the field of
marketing and provides insights for marketers on how to reduce consumer brand
switching.
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1 Introduction

Ritual consumption, which is easily accepted by consumers and operationally feasible
for marketers, has drawn attention from scholars recently. Existing literature has found
that rituals have positive effects on brands and products. Based on the theory of inter-
active ritual chains, Wei et al. (2018) found that service rituals can significantly en-
hance consumers' happiness. When service providers perform ritualistic actions, con-
sumers are more likely to resonate positively, thus triggering stronger emotions. Re-
search on brand rituals also shows that even if consumers only observe brand rituals
without active participation, they can obtain emotional resources and get closer to the
brand?. Co-created rituals can also enhance consumer loyalty and increase brand
involvement®!. Therefore, as a new way to engage consumers in brand interactions,
ritual consumption can bring many benefits to brands. Exploring the long-term effects
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of ritual consumption on brands will help marketers enhance consumer sticki-
ness.However, previous studies have mostly focused on immediate effects, such as the
improvement of happiness!'), the enhancement of the sense of control™, and the re-
duction of loneliness™!. They have not deeply explored whether rituals can strengthen
the connection between consumers and brands, reduce their tendency to switch to other
brands, nor paid much attention to the internal mechanisms through which rituals
influence the construction of consumers' self-brand relationships.

In view of this research gap, the current study explores the positive effects of ritual
behaviors on consumers and brands from the perspective of self-brand connection. By
using a new theoretical framework, the self-expansion theory, it explains how and why
ritual consumption can have the above-mentioned impacts. This study makes the fol-
lowing contributions: supplementing the literature on how rituals affect consumers'
perceptions of self-brand relationships and subsequent behavioral tendencies; enrich-
ing the research on the effects of rituals on consumers and brands and broadening the
perspective of ritual consumption; further exploring the boundaries of how ritual
consumption affects self-brand connection; providing guidance for practitioners to
reduce consumers' brand switching behaviors.

2 Theoretical background and hypotheses development

2.1 The Effect of Rituals on Brand Switching Behavior: A Mechanism
Mediated by Self-brand Connection

Self-brand connection reflects the extent to which consumers use brands for
self-construction, self-expression, and self-reinforcement. At its core, self-brand con-
nection involves individuals integrating brands into their self-concept!®. Rituals can
enhance group identification, such as among members of a brand community!”!. Simi-
larly, ritual consumption can strengthen consumers' identification with the brand,
deepen the connection with the product or brand, and form a self-brand connection, that
is, it reinforces the association between ritual consumption and self-brand connection.
According to the theory of self-expansion, in order to enhance and explore the self,
individuals incorporate brand experiences and symbolic meanings into their
self-concept through self-expansion. Participating in novel activities is beneficial and
can accelerate self-expansion®). Rituals in consumption can stimulate interest, attract
participation, bring novel experiences, prompt consumers to accept the meaning of the
brand and integrate it into their self-concept, and strengthen the connection with the
brand. It can be seen that ritual consumption can enrich the self-concept and strengthen
the connection. Meanwhile, self-brand connection guides consumers to exhibit positive
behaviors, such as better word-of-mouth communication and a positive brand atti-
tudeP®%, Even if the brand has negative issues, consumers with a strong connection
show good tolerance and maintain a positive evaluation. When they feel connected due
to self-consistency, they have high loyalty!'!l. They regard the brand as an extension of
themselves and increase their trust in it!"?!. Consumers with a high level of connection
internalize the brand's value, highly identify with it, are more tolerant, and are more
likely to change their attitudes due to emotions. Therefore,
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H1: Ritual consumption affects consumers' brand switching intention negatively.

H2: Self-brand connection mediates the relationship between ritual consumption
and consumers' intention to switch brands. Specifically, ritual consumption has a
positive impact on self-brand connection, while self-brand connection has a negative
impact on brand switching behavior.

2.2 The Moderating Role of Consumer-brand Relationship Norms

The norms of consumer-brand relationships originate from social psychology and are
used to distinguish public relations based on the interests of relationship partners!'3).
Exchange relationships mean giving benefits to partners with the expectation of getting
returns, while communal relationships involve showing care without expecting explicit
returns!'¥l. They reflect consumers' views and expectations of brand relationships and
also influence their behaviors towards brands!'4l,

Brand relationship norms classify according to the types of relationships between
consumers and brands, which affects consumers' expectations of brand behaviors and
explains how relationship norms influence brand evaluations and perceptions!4I131t16],
High-communal" brands are greatly influenced by communal norms, have close con-
nections with consumers, receive higher evaluations and loyalty, are more likely to be
forgiven in negative events, and possess more assets and stronger relationships
[12]0171018] - Consumers who regard brand relationships as transactional focus more on
their own investments and practical values. They approach brand relationships ration-
ally during ritual consumption and have weak perceptions and identifications of brand
meanings. In contrast, those guided by communal norms care more about the emo-
tional benefits brought by brands, such as happiness. They are more likely to notice
the connections between rituals and brands during ritual consumption, which is bene-
ficial for brand identification, emotional connection, and integrating brands into their
self-concepts. They are also more likely to form self-brand connections. Thus, the
hypothesis is proposed.

H3: Consumer-brand relationship norms moderate the impact of ritual consump-
tion on self-brand connection. Specifically, consumers guided by communal relation-
ship norms have a stronger self-brand connection compared to those guided by ex-
change relationship norms.

3 Study 1

3.1 Design

Study 1 aimed to provide preliminary causal evidence for the relationship between
ritual consumption and brand switching. A total of 120 volunteers were recruited from
the Credamo platform. In the ritual consumption condition, participants were asked to
imagine following the Oreo ritual when consuming the cookies and were provided with
the following steps of the ritual: Step 1: Twist the cookie with both hands to separate it
into two halves. Step 2: Lick the creamy filling between the two halves. Step 3: Dunk
the cookie in milk and then eat it. In contrast, participants in the non-ritual condition
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were asked to imagine eating Oreos in their usual way and were instructed to perform
the following actions: Step 1: Make a fist with the right hand and tap the table twice
with the knuckles. Step 2: Extend the left hand and then clench it repeatedly three
times. Step 3: Take a deep breath, close the eyes for two seconds, and then open them.
The non-ritual condition served as a contrast to the ritual consumption and involved
random meaningless actions. After that, all participants completed a measurement
questionnaire on brand switching!®((a. = 0.87). The questionnaire was rated on a
7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

3.2 Results

The Influence of Ritual Consumption on Consumer Brand Switching Intentions: To test
the hypothesis, this study conducted data analysis using a one-way analysis of vari-
ance (ANOVA). The results, shown in Figure 1, indicate that ritual consumption had a
significant effect on consumer brand switching compared to the non-ritual group (Mritual=
5.25, SD = 1.24 VS. Mhon-riwal =5.7542, SD = 1.03; F (1, 117) = 5.684, p <0.05), sup-
porting Hypothesis 1.
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Fig. 1. The effect of ritual consumption on brand switching behavior in Study 1

4 Study 2

4.1 Design

To further validate the main effects and psychological processes of the current model,
and address the limitations of Study 1, Study 2 recruited 150 volunteers from the
Credamo platform to participate in the study. Similar to Study 1, participants were
asked to prepare a cup of coffee, creating a ritual consumption scenario. Under the
condition of ritual consumption, participants were required to follow specific steps to
prepare the coffee. Specifically: Step 1: Pour half a sachet of coffee into the cup, then
pour half a cup of water into the cup and stir gently with a spoon. Step 2: Tap the table
three times with the knuckles and take three deep breaths. Close your eyes and
meditate for 10 seconds. Step 3: Pour the remaining coffee into the cup, add enough
water, stir again, tap the table three times with the knuckles, take three deep breaths,
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close your eyes and meditate for 10 seconds, then drink the coffee in the cup. In the
non-ritual group, participants were also asked to perform a set of meaningless actions
before preparing the coffee, namely: Step 1: Make a fist with your right hand and tap
the table twice with your knuckles. Step 2: Stretch out your left hand, then clench it
repeatedly three times. Step 3: Take a deep breath, close your eyes for two seconds,
then open them. Subsequently, both groups of participants evaluated the
brand-switching behavior'”l(o= 0.854) and completed the same questionnaire as Study
1. Finally, participants answered 7 Likert-scale questions (o= 0.908) to measure their
self-brand connection and provided demographic information as control variables.

4.2 Results

The Impact of ritual consumption on consumer brand switching: As shown in Figure 2,
participants in the ritual group exhibited lower brand switching intentions towards
coffee compared to participants in the non-ritual group(Mriwwa= 5.24 , SD =1.22 VS.
Mhon-riual =5.65, SD = 1.05; F (1, 187) =4.56, p <0.05) , supporting Hypothesis 1.
The effect of ritual consumption on consumer self-brand connection: As shown in
Figure 3, participants in the ritual consumption group significantly demonstrated
higher levels of self-brand connection (Mriwal = 5.31, SD = 1.43) compared to
participants in the non-ritual group (Mnon-rital = 4.83, SD = 1.16; F(1,244) =4.81,p <
0.05). To test the mediating effect of self-brand connection on the relationship
between ritual consumption and brand switching behavior, this study employed the
PROCESS macro developed by Hayes. (2017)?% using the bootstrap method with
5,000 resamples. Results indicated that ritual consumption had a significant effect on
self-brand connection (f = 0.48, p < 0.05). When brand switching was the outcome
variable, both ritual consumption (f = -0.60, p < 0.05) and self-brand connection (f
=-0.41, p < 0.05) had significant effects on brand switching behavior. Moreover, the
indirect effect of self-brand connection was found to be significant with a value of 0.54
and a 95% bias-corrected CI: [0.0303, 0.7856], which did not include 0. This indicates
a significant mediating effect, suggesting that ritual consumption influences brand
switching behavior through self-brand connection, supporting Hypothesis 2.

Brand Switching Inicniion

No-ritunl Ritual

Fig. 2. The effect of ritual consumption on brand switching behavior in Study 2
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Fig. 3. The effect of ritual consumption on self-brand connection in Study 2

5 Study 3

5.1 Design

Study 3 recruited 240 participants on the Credamo platform. First, the participants read
materials that were used to manipulate the consumer-brand relationship norms. There
were two situations: under the shared brand norm, the materials were like "You often
go to Brand X to drink lemon tea. You have a sense of belonging, a deep emotional
connection with the brand, and a beautiful and unforgettable impression." Under the
exchange brand norm, it was "You go to Brand X because of its affordable prices and
special discounts, and the impression is just okay." Then, the participants were asked to
imagine buying a cup of lemon tea in a store and visualize the related scenes. The ritual
manipulation was similar to that in Study 2. Participants in the ritual consumption
group followed the instructions: "After buying the tea and sitting down, you see the
ritual prompts and operate according to the steps. First, take a sip of the tea. Then, add a
slice of lemon. Stir it clockwise three times with a spoon. Take another sip of the tea.
Add another slice of lemon. Stir it counterclockwise three times with a spoon. Finally,
savor the lemon tea with big sips." Participants in the non-ritual consumption group
performed meaningless actions: "Tap the table twice with the knuckles of your right
hand. Stretch out your left hand and clench it three times. Take a deep breath, close
your eyes for two seconds, and then open them. Place the cup of lemon tea in front of
you. Clap your hands gently twice in front of your chest. Put your hands on your belly.
Blink your eyes twice." Finally, the participants completed the brand switching
scale!"”)(a. = 0.719) and the self-brand connection scale (0. = 0.827)

5.2 Results

The impact of ritual consumption on consumer brand switching: as shown in Figure 4,
Study 3 replicated the findings of the previous two Studies, demonstrating that ritual
consumption leads to lower intentions for brand switching in comparison to non-ritual
consumption. Participants in the ritual consumption condition exhibited lower brand
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switching intentions (Mriwal = 5.76, SD = 1.35) compared to participants in the
non-ritual consumption condition (Mnon-riwal = 6.00, SD = 1.21; F(1, 239) = 4.19, p <
0.05), supporting Hypothesis 1.The effect of ritual consumption on consumer
self-brand connection: Study 3 further validated the effect of ritual consumption on
self-brand connection in a different scenario. As shown in Figure 5, participants in the
ritual consumption condition demonstrated higher levels of self-brand connection
compared to those in the non-ritual consumption condition (Mritwal =5.54 , SD=1.43
VS. Mhuon-ital = 4.71, SD =1.29; F (1, 239) =6.15, p <0.05) . The mediating
role of self-brand connection: Using the PROCESS with 5,000 bootstrap resamples,
Study 3 examined the mediating effect of self-brand connection. Model 4 was selected
for analysis. The results revealed that when self-brand connection served as the de-
pendent variable, ritual consumption had a significant effect on self-brand connection
(f=0.83, p <0.05). When brand switching served as the dependent variable, self-brand
connection also had a significant effect on brand switching (f = -0.50, p < 0.001). In
addition, the indirect effect of self-brand connection was found to be 0.4156, with a
95% bias-corrected CI: [0.2390, 0.6359], which did not include 0. This indicates a
significant mediating effect, suggesting that ritual consumption has a significant in-
fluence on brand switching intention through self-brand connection, supporting Hy-
pothesis 2.The moderating role of consumer-brand norms: As shown in Figure 6, the
data revealed a significant interaction effect between ritual consumption and consum-
er-brand norms on self-brand connection (Mritwal = 5.54 > Mhon-ritval = 4.71, SDritual =
1.84, SDron-rival = 1.85, F(1, 236) = 13.42, p < 0.05). As depicted in Figure 5.3, for
participants in the shared brand norm condition, the mean self-brand connection score
was higher in the ritual consumption condition (Mrital = 5.74) than in the non-ritual
consumption condition (Mnon-ritual = 5.26, SDritual = 1.62, SDnon-rivai = 1.57, F(1, 118) =
18.94, p < 0.05). Similarly, for participants in the exchange brand norm condition, the
mean self-brand connection score was higher in the ritual consumption condition
(Mritual = 5.33) than in the non-ritual consumption condition (Mnon-ritual = 4.71, SDritual =
1.98, SDnon-rival = 1.93, F(1, 119) = 12.74, p <0.05). These results support Hypothesis 3,
indicating a significant moderating effect of consumer-brand norms on the relationship
between ritual consumption and self-brand connection.

Bramd swilching intention

Non-nfual Ritual

Fig. 4. The effect of ritual consumption on brand switching behavior in Study 3
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Fig. 5. The effect ofritual consumption on self-brand connection in Study 3
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Fig. 6. The moderating role of consumer-brand relationship norm

6 Conclusion

The current research explores whether and why ritual consumption can impact con-
sumer brand switching, through a review and summary of literature in the fields of
ritual consumption and self-extension theory. Starting from the perspective of
self-extension theory, this paper demonstrates that ritual consumption, as a novel
approach, can reduce consumer brand switching behavior. Future research could con-
sider incorporating participants' self-generated rituals into the experimental process to
improve the accuracy of the results. Additionally, while this study demonstrates the
impact of ritual consumption on consumer brand switching, there is limited literature
on how to effectively engage consumers in participating in corporate rituals. Future
research can explore strategies for companies to attract consumer participation in
rituals and maximize the positive effects of rituals.
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