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The skincare sector is among the fastest growing consumer branded products, boasting 

unprecedented growth rates in emerging markets, as well as steady growth in developed and 

post-developed markets. Yet, a more relevant question to marketers of branded skincare products 

is what factors influence consumersô decisions about where to buy such products, and whether or 

not to spread positive word-of-mouth (WOM) about products and store preferences. Sirgyôs 

(1982, 1985) self-congruence theory postulates that the greater the match between a consumerôs 

self-image and the image of a retailerôs typical patron, the greater the likelihood that the 

consumer will prefer and patronize that retailer. However, a review of the literature on self-

image congruence shows a lack of consensus with respect to: 1) the effect of self-image 

congruence on retail patronage, and 2) the relative strength of the four dimensions (i.e., 

actual/ideal self- and social/ideal social self-image) of self-image congruence on consumer 

preferences and choices (e.g., Ibrahim & Najjar, 2008; Kang, Tang, Lee, & Bosselma, 2012). 

Further, Sirgy, Grewal, and Mangleburg (2000) suggested that the more a consumer matches a 

retailerôs store attributes with those of an ideal store, the more likely the consumer will prefer 

and patronize the retailer. Thus, an integrative model (Sirgy et al., 2000) that captures the effects 

of retail environment and self-image congruence on retail patronage served as the theoretical 

foundation of this study. 

The purpose of this study was to examine interactively the effects of retail environment 

and self-image congruence on retail shopping experience and patronage behavior of Generation 

Y-aged (Gen Y) consumers with respect to skincare products (i.e., a sub-sector of cosmetics). 



 

Primary data were collected through online surveys from 336 American and 325 Chinese Gen Y 

consumers. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was used to test the hypothesized relationships 

between self-image congruence, functional congruence, retail shopping experience, and retail 

patronage behavior. The findings indicate that, across the two sample groups examined, both 

self-image and functional congruence are related positively to Gen Y consumersô intentions to 

spread positive WOM about products and store preferences. In addition, functional, but not self-

image congruence, is related positively to purchase intentions across the two groups. 

Importantly, shopping experience, including satisfaction and pleasure, mediates the relationships 

between self-image, functional congruence, and retail patronage. Finally, the results of multi-

group comparisons show that culture moderates the relative strength of the effect of different 

dimensions of self-image congruence on Gen Y consumersô evaluations of retail store attributes 

and their likelihood to disseminate positive WOM. Specifically, the social-domain of image 

congruence (e.g., how others see me) had a greater influence on WOM for consumers from a 

collectivistic culture than it did for those from an individualistic culture. In contrast, the self-

domain of image congruence (e.g., how I see myself) had a greater effect on Gen Y consumersô 

evaluations of store attributes among those from an individualistic culture than it did for those 

from a collectivistic culture. 

This study makes three major contributions to the literature. First, the findings confirm 

the role of self-image and functional congruence on retail shopping experience and patronage 

behavior. Second, by using two sample groups from vastly different cultures, the study cross-

validates the integrative conceptual model that explains consumersô retail patronage. Finally, the 

findings add depth to the original self-image congruence theory by identifying conditions in 

which the relative strength of the relationships differ. 



ii 

Copyright 2015 

by 

Bo Dai 



iii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to my dissertation chair, Dr. Lou E. Pelton, 

for his support and encouragement throughout all stages of my research. Without his dedication 

of time and effort, I would not have been able to complete my dissertation research. 

I am deeply indebted to Dr. Nancy Spears, Dr. Charles Blankson, and Dr. Dee Knight for 

serving on my dissertation committee and for their valuable and constructive comments that 

helped me complete my dissertation. 

I would also like to extend my sincere appreciation to the Toulouse Graduate School, the 

College of Business, and the Department of Marketing and Logistics for the support I have 

received throughout the last four years. 

Finally, and most importantly, I would like to thank my husband, Lei Chen, and my son, 

Ziyue Ethan Chen, for always been there for me. 



iv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page Page 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ........................................................................................................... iii 

LIST OF TABLES ........................................................................................................................ vii 

LIST OF FIGURES ..................................................................................................................... viii 

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION ....................................................................................................1 

Overview ..............................................................................................................................1 

The Present Research ...........................................................................................................4 

Theoretical and Managerial Contributions ..........................................................................6 

CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW .........................................................................................8 

Self-Image and Self-Image Congruence ..............................................................................8 

Skincare Product Consumption in the U.S. and Chinese Markets .....................................15 

Retail Patronage .................................................................................................................16 

Self-Image Congruence and Retail Patronage ...................................................................18 

Self-Image Congruence, Retail Shopping Experience, and Satisfaction ...........................20 

Self-Image Congruence and Product Involvement ............................................................21 

Gen-Y Consumers in the U.S. and China ..........................................................................23 

CHAPTER 3. METHODS .............................................................................................................27 

Purpose of Study ................................................................................................................27 

Study Setting ......................................................................................................................27 

Research Design and Sample .............................................................................................28 

Survey Instrument Development .......................................................................................29 

Independent measurements ....................................................................................30 

Dependent measurements ......................................................................................31 



v 

Moderators .............................................................................................................32 

Procedure ...........................................................................................................................37 

Key Information interview .....................................................................................37 

Pilot Study ..............................................................................................................38 

Main Study .............................................................................................................39 

CHAPTER 4. ANALYSES AND RESULTS ...............................................................................41 

Respondent Profiles ...........................................................................................................41 

Non-response Bias .................................................................................................41 

Demographics ........................................................................................................42 

Measurement Model Assessment ......................................................................................46 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis ................................................................................46 

Cross-Cultural invariance of the measurement model ...........................................55 

Reliability and validity ...........................................................................................55 

Hypothesis Testing.............................................................................................................58 

Research question 1 ...............................................................................................58 

Research question 2 ...............................................................................................67 

Research question 3 ...............................................................................................69 

CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS ..................................................................73 

General Discussion ............................................................................................................73 

Theoretical Implications ....................................................................................................75 

Managerial Implications ....................................................................................................78 

Limitations .........................................................................................................................80 

Future Research Directions ................................................................................................82 



vi 

APPENDIX A. QUESTIONNAIRE U.S.A. MAIN STUDY ........................................................85 

APPENDIX B. QUESTIONNAIRE CHINA MAIN STUDY ......................................................93 

REFERENCE ...............................................................................................................................101 



vii 

LIST OF TABLES 

Page Page 

Table 1 Measurement Scales .........................................................................................................33 

Table 2 ANOVA: Early and Late Respondent Analysis (U.S.) .....................................................42 

Table 3 ANOVA: Early and Late Respondent Analysis (China) ..................................................42 

Table 4 Demographic Characteristics ............................................................................................43 

Table 5 Exploratory Factor Analysis: Involvement and Collectivism/Collectivism .....................49 

Table 6 Item Correlations, Reliability, and Convergent Validity (Self-Image and Functional 

Congruence) ...................................................................................................................................52 

Table 7 Item Correlations, Reliability, and Convergent Validity (Satisfaction and Pleasure) ......53 

Table 8 Item Correlations, Reliability, and Convergent Validity (Purchase Intention and WOM)53 

Table 9 Item Correlations, Reliability, and Convergent Validity (Store Preference) ....................54 

Table 10 Construct Discriminant Validity (U.S.) ..........................................................................57 

Table 11 Construct Discriminant Validity (China) ........................................................................57 

Table 12 Path Coefficients and Model Fit Indices (Structure Model without Mediation) ............59 

Table 13 Path Coefficients and Model Fit Indices (Structure Model with Mediation) .................62 

Table 14 Comparison of Path Coefficients ....................................................................................63 

Table 15 Results of Sobel Test (U.S.) ............................................................................................65 

Table 16 Results of Sobel Test (China) .........................................................................................66 

Table 17 Results of Moderation Test: Self-image and Functional Congruence, Retail Patronage68 

Table 18 Results of Moderation Test: Self-Image and Functional Congruence ............................69 

Table 19 Results of Moderation Test: Individualism/Collectivism ...............................................71 

Table 20 Results of Hypotheses Testing ........................................................................................72 



viii 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Page 

Figure 1 Integrative Model of Self-Image Congruence and Retail Patronage ...............................11 

Figure 2 Emotion-Cognition-Behavior Model...............................................................................20 

Figure 3 Conceptual Research Model ............................................................................................26 

Figure 4 Measurement Model (All Items) .....................................................................................50 

Figure 5 Modified Measurement Model (Retained Items) ............................................................54 

Figure 6 Structure Model with Direct Impact Only .......................................................................59 

Figure 7 Structure Model with Mediation .....................................................................................61 

Figure 8 Final Model (U.S.) ...........................................................................................................65 

Figure 9 Final Model (China) ........................................................................................................66 

Figure 10 Structure Model for Medication Test (Individualism/Collectivism) .............................71 



1 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Every man is inescapably a Machtmensch; his most coveted experience is 

the enhancement of his self-esteem, and his most ineradicable trait is 

vanity. 

Gordon Allport (1937, p. 169) 

Overview 

Allport (1937) postulated that people strive to think highly of themselves. Social behavior 

theorists (e.g., Maslow, 1943; Rogers, 1965) argued that individuals are motivated to enhance 

their self-esteem and maintain a desirable self-image. A person’s need to maintain his/her 

physical appearance is the very manifestation of such a motivation. In fact, consumers today 

place such a premium on keeping an attractive body image that the personal care sector is among 

the fastest-growing of consumer branded products, boasting unprecedented growth rates in 

emerging markets (i.e., China), as well as steady growth in developed and post-developed 

markets (i.e., U.S.). The most recent personal care sector research data (Euromonitor, 2013) 

estimated that the cosmetics market in the People’s Republic of China (hereinafter, China) will 

exceed $26 billion annually, with an expected annual growth rate of 8% through 2017. This 

makes China the world’s third-largest market, trailing only two post-developed economies, the 

U.S. and Japan. However, the U.S. sales growth rate in cosmetics is less than 50% of that of 

China, which increased by 3.4% to $55 billion in 2012. Overall, the global cosmetics industry 

experienced significant growth in 2013. 

However, such positive trends are accompanied by high levels of competition related to 

brand choice and procurement options. The “brick ‘n click” phenomenon, coupled with online-

only sourcing of branded cosmetics has increased consumers’ retail choices. Accordingly, 
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cosmetics marketers expend considerable resources in an attempt to pull consumers from not 

only competing brands, but also retail procurement options (i.e., various retail outlet/channel 

choices). Consumers’ propensity to switch retail sourcing options is an under-researched area, 

despite the fact that it has significant implications for the cosmetics industry. 

Consumers’ purchases of skincare products can be viewed as the function of two basic 

self-concept motives—self-esteem (i.e., self-concept enhancement) and self-consistency (i.e., 

self-concept verification: Epstein, 1980), as physical appearance projects an individual’s 

attributes to others (Regan, 2011). Recent market research conducted in China revealed that 

skincare is not used only to improve appearance. The mere action of caring for the skin or 

appearance projects a sociable, capable, professional, and approachable image and brings a sense 

of power, control, and overall positive feelings about the self to Chinese male consumers 

(Friscourt & Sun, 2012). Past research has suggested that physical appearance is central to an 

individual’s sense of self-identity (Domzal & Kernan, 1993; Featherstone, 1991; Shilling , 2003). 

The notion of “saving face” in the title of this dissertation is a double entendré as: 1) the focal 

domain of the study is the skincare category in the personal care segment of consumer goods, 

and 2) “face” alludes to a widely-known Chinese value that is ubiquitous to consumers. In the 

Presentation of self in everyday life, Goffman (Goffman, 1955)(1955) stated that “face” denotes 

the positive social value a person “claims” for her/his identity relative to others: it is self-image 

through the lens of others. According to Domzal and Kernan (1993), the human body, including 

facial appearance, is highly visible during social interactions and thus signals the presentation of 

one’s self-identity. Therefore, as a social investment, individuals are motivated to be well 

groomed and to maintain a good appearance in social activities. Furthermore, consumers’ choice 

of brands and retailers is expressive of their self-identity. Thus, consumers tend to seek a match 
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between their self-identity and the identity of a brand, product, or retailer among the set of such 

products (Dolich, 1969; Ha & Im, 2012; Hosany & Martin, 2012; Kressmann et al., 2006), a 

notion known as self-image congruence (Sirgy, 1985; Sirgy, Grewal, & Mangleburg, 2000; Sirgy 

& Samli, 1985).  

Accompanying the unprecedented expansion in consumer choices that has resulted from 

the multi-channel marketing of skincare products (i.e., “brick ‘n mortar,” “brick ‘n click,” and 

fully online retail options) is the existence of a paucity of theory-driven empirical research that 

addresses the question of “where does one buy skincare products?” (e.g., retail patronage). 

Clearly, past research has investigated why consumers buy skincare products (i.e., motivation) 

and how to market branded skincare products (Chae, Li, & Zhu, 2013; Kim & Seock, 2009; 

Muise & Desmarais, 2010). However, very little is known about the factors that determine 

consumers’ choices of where to buy branded skincare products. Self-congruity theory (Sirgy, 

1986), offers a grounded theoretical foundation to address this question. According to Sirgy, self-

image congruence refers to the degree of match or mismatch between “a consumer’s self-concept 

and the retail patron image” (Sirgy et al., 2000, p. 130). Self-congruity theory postulates that the 

greater the degree of match, the greater the likelihood that a consumer will prefer a brand/retailer 

(Sirgy et al., 2000). Therefore, consumers make choices among competing retail outlets 

according to the degree to which their self-image aligns with that of a prototypical shopper for a 

specific retailer. However, there is a lack of consensus with respect to: 1) the effect of self-

congruity on retail patronage, and 2) the relative strength of the four dimensions of self-image 

congruence (i.e., the actual self-image, the ideal self-image, the social self-image, and the ideal 

social self-image) on consumer preferences and choices (e.g., Kang, Tang, Lee, & Bosselma, 

2012; Ibrahim & Najjar, 2008). More importantly, self-congruity theory argues that the effects of 
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self-image congruence are so strong that they even bias the effect of functional congruence (i.e., 

consumers’ cognitive evaluation of store attributes) on retail patronage, an effect yet to be tested 

empirically in the context of retailing. 

A review of the literature shows that the extent to which consumer behavior theories 

predict consumers’ attitudes, satisfaction, purchase intentions, and choices is moderated largely 

by contextual factors, such as product involvement (Coulter, Price, & Feick, 2003; Petty, 

Cacioppo, & Schumann, 1983; Sirgy et al., 2000). Moreover, “going global” by no means 

implies standardized approaches to various markets (Bian & Forsythe, 2012; Gentina, Butori, 

Rose, & Bakir, 2013). Surprisingly, little research has addressed the similarities and 

dissimilarities among different markets for cosmetics products. In fact, most theoretical 

development and empirical findings are based on Western cultures, leaving a gap to be explored 

in different cultures. Despite the significant market size and the complexity of the phenomenon, 

the current marketing literature on retail patronage for skincare products is sparse. In fact, an 

overwhelming percentage of the cosmetics sector is dominated by multinational consumer 

products companies (MNCs) that attempt to tailor marketing mix decisions for large portfolios of 

branded cosmetic products to a highly heterogeneous set of consumers. Consistent with the 

unprecedented effort to adapt branded cosmetics to African-Americans, Asian-Americans, 

Latinos, and other non-Caucasian physical and psychological preferences, it is particularly 

important for global cosmetic markets to garner insights into the cultural dissimilarities that exist 

in these growth markets (Zhan & He, 2012).   

The Present Research 

As discussed above, despite the growth in skincare product sales, the literature on 

consumers’ retail patronage behaviors is sparse. In addition, the discrepancy between the 
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propositions of the integrative model (Sirgy et al., 2000) and what has been found in empirical 

studies applying this model indicates that there is much more to be investigated to better 

understand the applicability of this model to consumers’ purchases of skincare products. The 

purpose of this dissertation is to re-examine the factors that determine the retail patronage 

behavior of Generation Y-aged (hereinafter Gen Y) consumers with respect to skincare products 

(i.e., a sub-sector of cosmetics) with a focus on understanding the psychosocial and physical 

predictors related to patronage decisions about such products. Gen Y consumers are those born 

between 1977 and 1994, who are thought to be self-confident and open to learning and seeking 

solutions. Gen Yers account for a significant share of skincare purchases in general and the 

largest share of online skincare purchases in the U.S. (NPD Group, 2013). An extensive review 

of the social sciences literature to date yielded several potential constructs that underlie 

consumers’ retail patronage decisions with respect to branded cosmetics. This study pioneers an 

empirical investigation of the integrated retail patronage framework proffered by Sirgy et al. 

(2000) and grounded in self-congruity theory. Heeding the authors’ call for a research agenda, 

this research examined specifically the product sector that is inextricably linked to consumers’ 

self-concept.   

Key constructs addressed in the study were identified by scanning the extant marketing 

literature on retail patronage to include both: 1) affective factors, such as self-image congruence, 

which is related to consumers’ emotional assessments of the similarity and dissimilarity between 

themselves and other patrons of a particular retailer, and 2) cognitive factors, such as retail 

functional congruence that reflects consumers’ evaluations of retailers’ business operations. In 

light of this, Sirgy et al.’s (2000) integrative model is highly relevant and applicable to this study, 

as it incorporates both factors to explain the variance in retail patronage behaviors. On the other 
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hand, since the publication of Sirgy et al.’s (2000) model, a number of empirical studies have 

attempted to apply it to explain various consumer decisions. However, a review of these studies 

shows a lack of consistency in terms of applications of the model and operationalization of its 

key constructs, which contributes to the discrepancies among the findings with respect to the 

predictive power of the two key constructs (i.e., self-image and functional congruence) on 

consumer decisions. In addition, although Sirgy et al. (2000) set forth the model to guide 

research on retail patronage, only a few empirical studies (Chebat, Sirgy, & St-James, 2006; Ha 

& Im, 2012) have been conducted in a retail setting. This study used a survey to examine the 

effects of such constructs on dependent variables, including overall retail shopping experience, 

such as pleasure and satisfaction, attitudes towards retailers, and retail patronage behaviors. In 

short, this dissertation addressed the following research questions: 

1. What are the factors that determine Gen Y consumers’ retail patronage behaviors for 

skincare products? 

2. How does the effect of such factors on Gen Y consumers’ retail patronage behaviors for 

skincare products differ depending on contextual factors, such as product involvement? 

3. To what extent does the effect of self-image congruence on Gen Y consumers’ evaluation 

of retailer functions and retail patronage differ between American and Chinese Gen Y 

consumers? 

Theoretical and Managerial Contributions 

This study used the lens of culture to advance the marketing literature by investigating 

the effects of dimensions of self-image congruence on retail patronage behaviors for skincare 

products, a highly competitive branded sector. Insights gained in this study may be of great value 

to marketing managers in pinpointing differences among diverse markets and forming 
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corresponding effective marketing strategies. Moreover, this study will serve as the prelude to a 

stream of research in this domain. For example, future research can: 1) test the theoretical model 

with consumers from other cultures than the U.S. and China; 2) modify and test the theoretical 

model with other product categories, such as fashion apparel; 3) include other psychological 

moderators (e.g., consumption emotions) in the model, and 4) use a different research 

methodology to test the effect of activated self-concept dimensions on patronage behavior. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Chapter 2 provides a critical review of the key constructs in the research model put forth 

in this study, which depicts the influences of self-image congruence and functional congruence 

on retail patronage. To that end, this chapter discusses the concepts of self-image and self-image 

congruence by elaborating Sirgy and colleagues’ (2000) original integrative model of retail 

patronage. In addition, this chapter synthesizes the research to date on the effect of self-image 

congruence on retail patronage, as well as other related areas. By exploring both the consensus 

and disagreement regarding the influence of self-image congruence on outcomes such as retail 

patronage and brand choice, the literature review not only sets the stage for the seminal construct, 

self-image congruence, but also identifies the gaps in the extant literature on self-image 

congruence and its effects on functional congruence and retail patronage. The conceptual 

research model encompasses two dimensions of self-image: actual and ideal self-image 

congruence, and identifies the influence of each dimension on retail patronage experiences and 

behaviors. Further, this model incorporates the moderating effect of product involvement, which 

may set boundaries for the effects of self-image congruence and functional congruence on retail 

patronage. The social context of Gen Y consumers in the U.S. and China is discussed, as well as 

the relevance and timeliness of the product context—skincare products. 

Self-Image and Self-Image Congruence 

Self-image/self-concept are defined as the “totality of an individual’s thoughts and 

feelings that reference him/herself as an object” (Rosenberg, 1979, p. 7). Humanistic 

psychologist Carl Rogers (1965) defined the concept of congruence as the state of being in which 

a person’s ideal self is consistent with or very similar to how the individual actually sees 
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him/herself. In addition to the internal assessment of the state of congruence, Rogers (1965) held 

that individual behavior is also regulated by the perceptions of similarities between external 

conditions and his/her self-image. Therefore, self-image acts as a self-based referent that 

consumers compare with the image of a stimulus (e.g., a product, brand, or patron) when making 

decisions. Self-image affects consumers’ purchase motivations, because people are motivated to 

behave in a manner consistent with their self-perceptions (Epstein , 1980). In other words, people 

are motivated to hold a set of beliefs about themselves and act in ways that reinforce their self-

concepts (i.e., need for self-consistency) or improve their self-concepts (i.e., need for self-

enhancement). Therefore, consumers prefer products or brands with images that match their own 

self-image or ideal self-image. Thus, the congruence between consumer self-concept and the 

product/brand-user image affects consumer behavior (Dolich, 1969). 

In synthesizing the research related to self-image/self-concept and recognizing the lack of 

self-concept research in retailing, Sirgy (1985) proposed the self-congruence theory to explain 

the relationship between self-image congruence and consumers’ evaluations of retail attributes 

based on environmental cues, as well as the effects of self-image congruence on retail patronage 

(see Figure 1). Self-congruence theory postulates that consumer responses are influenced to 

some extent by comparisons between one’s self-concept and the image of a target object, such as 

a store, brand, product, or other patrons of a retailer (Sirgy et al., 2000). Along with the 

theoretical foundation of self-concept, the literature on self-image congruence suggests that there 

are four types of self-image congruity based on four types of self-concept, which can be 

categorized into the self- can social-domain of image congruence. Actual self-image congruence 

(i.e., the match between how consumers actually see themselves and how they think of a typical 

brand/brand user) and ideal self-image congruence (i.e., the match between how consumers 
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would like to be and how they think a typical brand/product user should be) fall into the self-

domain of image congruence. In contrast, actual social self-image congruence (i.e., the 

congruence between how consumers think others consider them to be and how they think of a 

typical brand/product user) and ideal social self-image congruence (i.e., the match between how 

consumers want to be seen by others and how they think a typical brand/product user should be) 

fall into the social domain of the image congruence (Kang et al., 2012).  

High self-image congruity occurs when other users’ images match an individual 

consumer’s self-image. In contrast, low self-congruity occurs when other users’ images fail to 

match an individual’s self-image. Self-image congruence positively influences product/brand 

preference, brand choice, satisfaction, and purchase intention (Sirgy, Grewal, Mangleburg, Park, 

& et al., 1997). Sirgy et al. (2000) proposed an integrated conceptual framework (see Fig. 1) that 

incorporates both self-image and functional congruity to explain retail patronage behavior. 

High self-image congruity occurs when other users’ images match an individual 

consumer’s self-image. In contrast, low self-congruity occurs when other users’ images fail to 

match an individual’s self-image. Self-image congruence positively influences product/brand 

preference, brand choice, satisfaction, and purchase intention (Sirgy et al., 1997). Sirgy et al. 

(2000) proposed an integrated conceptual framework (see Fig. 1) that incorporates both self-

image and functional congruity to explain retail patronage behavior. 

Despite the recognition and acknowledgement of the effect of self-image congruity on 

retail patronage, the literature is split in terms of the empirical testing of this effect, due to the 

absence of a theoretical definition of the construct, as well as the lack of consistency in construct 

operationalization. One the one hand, past research has shown that consumers are likely to 
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Figure 1. Integrative Model of Self-Image Congruence and Retail Patronage (Adopted from Sirgy, Grewal, & Mangleburg, 2000) 
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purchase and use goods and/or services that are consistent with and/or have the ability to 

enhance or improve their personal self-concepts. High levels of self-congruence relates to 

positive attitudes towards a brand, store choice, satisfaction, propensity to purchase, and repeated 

purchases (Ahn, Ekinci, & Li, 2013; Dolich, 1969; Hosany & Martin, 2012; Ibrahim & Najjar, 

2008; Kang et al., 2012). The first empirical study of this phenomenon dates back to 1968, when 

Birdwell (1968) examined the construct in the context of automobiles. He found that a 

significantly high degree of congruity existed in the way respondents from all four ownership 

groups (i.e. prestige, medium-priced, low-priced, and economy compacts) perceived their cars 

and themselves. The degree of congruity was highest for owners of higher-class autos (e.g., 

Cadillac, Lincoln), but lowest for economy-minded respondents. Thus, in the less expensive 

ownership classes, consumers expressed less conceptual agreement between their images of self 

and their cars. Automobiles are often extensions of the owner’s self-image. However, other 

factors besides their self-image (e.g., socio-economic status, social norms) motive them to 

purchase a car. Chon (1992) found that tourists who perceived a low discrepancy between a 

destination’s user-image and their actual or ideal self-image were most satisfied with the 

destination, while those with high discrepancies were the least satisfied. 

Litvin and Kar (2003) examined the interaction between self-image congruity (both 

actual and ideal) and individualism/collectivism in the context of tourism. Specifically, they 

studied the effects of cultural differences (i.e., individualist vs. collectivist) on the relationship 

between actual and ideal self-image congruity and satisfaction. The authors argued that 

consumers with high individualistic tendencies are likely to be more satisfied with a destination 

congruent with their self-image than are those from more collectivist cultures, as individualists 

tend to be more hedonistic and thus seek hedonic consumption, resulting in a better evaluation of 
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attributes with products that reflect the consumers’ self-images. However, the 

individualism/collectivism dichotomy was coded arbitrarily based on respondents’ nationality. 

For example, China was coded 20, while the U.S. was coded 91, a method that may have inflated 

the variance. The findings were consistent with those of Chon (1992), as collectivistic travelers 

felt that a destination representative of collectivism culture reflected both their actual and ideal 

self-images and reported a higher degree of satisfaction with their visit than did those who did 

not feel such congruence. More importantly, among individualistic travelers, the relationship 

between self-image congruity and satisfaction was significantly stronger, particularly for ideal 

self-image congruity.  

 Chebat et al. (2006) were among the first to test Sirgy et al.’s (2000) conceptual 

framework in a retail context (i.e., shopping mall). They argued that shopping at an upscale mall 

was likely to generate higher levels of self-congruity than shopping at a downscale mall. Using 

an experimental design, they found that shoppers with a high socio-economic status experienced 

higher levels of self-congruity with upscale malls than did shoppers with low socio-economic 

status. In addition, the higher the self-congruity, the more likely the stores were perceived to be 

of high quality (better store image). Similarly, Kressmann et al. (2006) found that self-image 

congruity predicted brand loyalty and functional congruity positively. When product 

involvement was high, the bias effect of self-congruity on functional congruity was more evident. 

In the context of a hair salon, Yim, Chan, and Hung (2007) found that self-image congruity 

affected customer satisfaction and commitment positively. In addition, (Wang, Yang, & Liu, 

2009) reported that self-image congruence with product-/company-brand personality affected 

purchase intention positively, by moderating the relationship between product-/company-brand 
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image personality and purchase intention in the context of Chinese Mainland’s automobile 

industry.  

However, these findings of a positive effect of self-image congruence on consumer 

response were challenged by Hosany and Martin (2012), who found no direct effect of actual 

self-image congruence on customer satisfaction in a similar service context. Such a discrepancy 

may be due to different measurements of actual self-image congruity. However, their scale 

examined only actual self-image congruity and did not account for the different types of self-

concepts, and therefore, different kinds of self-image congruity. Interestingly, they found that the 

greater the congruity between consumers’ (1) actual self-concept and (2) ideal self-concept and 

his/her image of other users, the more pleasant they perceived their consumption experience. 

Experience affected satisfaction positively, which, in turn, had a positive effect on the intention 

to recommend a cruise line to others. However, neither actual nor ideal self-concept congruence 

affected satisfaction, in contrast to the findings of Chon (1992) and Litvin and Kar (2003). 

Further, their study did not examine functional congruity, which may also affect consumer 

emotions and patronage behaviors, according to Sirgy et al.’s (2000) integrative model. Only 

recently have researchers begun to incorporate the effects of functional congruity and examine 

holistically the explanatory power of the model with respect to pre- and post-purchase constructs. 

Sirgy, Lee, Johar, and Tidwell (2008) that when consumers are involved with a product or brand, 

they are more likely to spend time searching for information related to it. The authors found that 

actual self-image congruity did not have a positive influence on brand loyalty when consumers’ 

involvement with a sports event was low. In contrast, self-image congruity did have a positive 

influence on brand loyalty when customers’ involvement was high. Like Hosany and Martin’s 
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(2012) study, however, this study did not take into consideration other types of self-image 

congruity.   

Ha and Im (2012) examined the effect of self-image congruity in a retail context and 

found that self-image congruity contributed directly to shopping outcomes rather than 

moderating the relationships, consistent with the predictions of Sirgy et al.’s (2000) integrated 

model. Specifically, actual self-congruence influenced hedonic value, satisfaction, and loyalty 

intentions positively. In addition, self-congruence moderated the impact of utilitarian shopping 

value on satisfaction such that the impact of utilitarian shopping values on satisfaction was much 

stronger in the high self-congruence group than in the low self-congruence group. After 

synthesizing these discrepancies with respect to the operationalization of the construct and the 

findings of previous studies, this study examined both dimensions (i.e., actual and ideal) of self-

image congruency on retail shopping experience and patronage behaviors.  

Skincare Product Consumption in the U.S. and Chinese Markets 

Consumers’ motivation to maintain and enhance their physical appearance has fueled 

continuous growth in the personal skincare sector. Both men and women seek polished looks in 

order to achieve social acceptance and career goals (Scelzo & Lerman, 2009). Skincare products 

are purchased by young consumers, both male and female, given the skin problems (i.e., 

hydration, moisturizing, and acne treatment) that they face on a daily basis and the necessity of 

maintaining their appearance in response to the influence of media and other reference points, 

including parents, peers, and celebrities. Appearance is highly symbolic of a consumer’s self-

identity. More precisely, the human body is the very expression of self (Domzal & Kernan, 

1993). Consequently, the control or maintenance of physical appearance becomes central to a 

consumer’s self-identity (Shilling, 2003). Thus, by purchasing and using skincare products, 
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consumers are managing their self-identity by projecting themselves positively to others in 

society. 

The U.S. and China are two distinct markets that offer a rich context for this study. On 

the one hand, the U.S. represents the post-developed economies that have established markets for 

skincare products with saturated market choices and steady growth. In this market, consumers, 

including Gen Yers, are accustomed to branded products. On the other hand, China represents 

the developing economies that are becoming increasingly attractive marketplaces for global 

brands that are seeking growth opportunities. Such markets are characterized by rapid growth in 

sales and furious competition among brands and distribution channels.  

Retail Patronage 

 Retail patronage is a rather complex construct that captures multiple dimensions of 

consumers’ retail experience. However, the literature does not agree on the multifaceted nature 

of retail patronage. Shim and Kotsiopulos (1992) defined retail patronage specifically as “an 

individual’s preference for a particular store for purchasing” (p. 50) products. The authors found 

that store attributes, including both the dimensions of merchandise (e.g., price, variety and 

assortment) and service (e.g., customer service and return policy), explained the retail patronage 

behavior of apparel shoppers better than did their personal characteristics. More importantly, the 

authors developed a distinct profile of patrons for each of the four different types of retailers. In 

other words, each type of retailer was preferred more by a particular consumer segment that 

shared recognizable traits.     

 Based on past studies on retail patronage, Osman (1993) described retail patronage as a 

construct measured by five variables: “1) the percentage of purchases of a specified product 

category at a chosen store; 2) the frequency of visits to the store in relation to other stores during 
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a certain period of time; 3) the ratio of ranking between stores; 4) the propensity of [sic] shop at 

the store in the future, and 5) the extent of the customers’ willingness to recommend the store to 

their friends.” Adopting a simplified definition of retail patronage, he conceptualized and 

measured retail patronage as “the repeated purchase behavior at a particular store for either the 

same products or any other products” (p. 135).  

In contrast, synthesizing previous empirical studies, Pan and Zinkhan (2006) 

conceptualized retail patronage as a construct with only two dimensions: 1) store choice, and 2) 

frequency of visit. Specifically, they defined store choice as the “likelihood that a shopper will 

patronize a retailer,” while shopping frequency was defined as “the number of times a shopper 

patronizes a retailers [sic] during a given period of time.” After surveying 80 studies of retail 

patronage, Pan and Zinkhan (2006) concluded that personal factors (e.g., gender, age) were the 

dominant predictors of retail shopping frequencies, whereas market- and product-related factors 

(e.g., product variety and assortment, prices, quality, location, friendliness of salespeople) were 

prominent indicators of consumers’ decisions to patronize a particular store. Following Pan and 

Zinkhan (2006), Seock (2009) operationalized and measured retail patronage by asking 

respondents “the degree of using a particular retail store format when shopping for clothing items” 

(p. 334). This study found that convenience (e.g., location and store hours), customer service 

(e.g., salesperson assistance and return policy) and retail environmental cues (e.g., window 

display, store layout, and music) predicted Hispanic consumers’ retail patronage behavior 

significantly, as measured by their store choice and frequency of visits.  

Grewal and Levy (2007) argued that “…consumers interact with retailers at every step of 

the consumer decision-making process.” According to their research, past studies have examined 

the role of store atmospherics on retail patronage behavior, and the relationships among quality, 
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value, and patronage; however, retail patronage may be affected as well by the extent to which 

the store image matches the self-image of the patrons (Chebat et al., 2006; Ha & Im, 2012).  

Self-Image Congruence and Retail Patronage 

When consumers make a choice among retailers, not only is their patronage functional 

(e.g., buying a jacket in cold weather in order to stay warm), it is also a highly symbolic and self-

expressive behavior (e.g., buying the jacket from a tier one department store says a lot about me). 

In addition, retail buying is a socially interactive process. Consumers interact with other patrons 

of a retailer to a lesser extent than they interact with the retailer. In fact, they compare the store 

image, as well as the image of other patrons, to their self-image. Interestingly, empirical studies 

in either of these two areas are rather scarce, which makes the relationship among such factors 

and their effects on retail patronage unclear.  

Based on the similarity–attraction principle (Selfhout, Denissen, Branje, & Meeus, 2009) 

and social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), Dean (2012) examined the effects of gender 

and ethnic identity on the likelihood that consumers would patronize a unisex hair salon. 

However, his study failed to provide strong support for the predictions based on both theories, as 

neither gender nor ethnic identity predicted consumers’ preferences for a unisex hair salon. The 

study concluded that consumer choice is a complex process, in which consumers undergo a 

socialization process that involves other players, such as the hairdresser, as well as other 

customers in the salon.  

To obtain a better understanding of customers, Puccinelli et al. (2009) identified several 

topics that may provide significant insight into consumer behavior in retail settings, among 

which motivation, involvement, and store atmospherics are highly relevant to this study. 

Puccinelli and colleagues (2009) argued that most consumers are fulfilling specific goals when 
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they shop and these goals have a holistic influence on all aspects of the shopping experience at 

all stages in the consumer decision-making process, including need recognition, information 

search, evaluation, product/retailer selection, purchase and post-purchase evaluation. Specifically, 

goals determine how consumers organize knowledge and information in memory, perceive store 

atmospherics, evaluate retailer and product features, and make choices. This explains why one 

consumer may choose Sephora over Macy’s, despite the fact that both retailers may carry similar 

or the same skincare products/brands. More importantly, consumers seek coherence in their 

shopping behavior that is manifested by aligning their self-image with the image of retailers and 

other patrons. Based on the literature above, the following hypotheses were proposed: 

H1: Retail patronage is related positively to self-image congruence; the greater the match 

between the retail patron’s image of a store and his/her self-image, the more likely the 

consumer will be motivated to 1) patronize the store in the future; 2) recommend the store to 

others, and 3) prefer the store to its competitors. 

H2: Retail patronage is related positively to functional congruence; the greater the consumer’s 

perception of a store’s attributes match those of an ideal store, the more likely the consumer 

will be motivated to 1) patronize the store in the future; 2) recommend the store to others, 

and 3) prefer the store to its competitors. 

H3: Self-image congruence biases functional congruence, such that the greater the match 

between the retail patron’s image of a store and the consumer’s self-image, the more likely 

consumers will evaluate store attributes favorably. 

Self-Image Congruence, Retail Shopping Experience, and Satisfaction 

 It is accepted widely that consumers go beyond utilitarian needs and financial 

considerations when making choices amongst brands and retailers (Ericksen, 1996; Levy, 1959). 
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The experiential facets of the shopping experience, such as pleasure and arousal, influence 

consumer behavior strongly (Fiore & Kim, 2007). Elements or cues in retail environments, such 

as music, fragrance, the combination of the two, color, and layout definitely influence emotions, 

which in turn affect cognition and consumer behavior (see Fig. 2), which is the central argument 

of the pleasure-arousal-dominance (PAD) paradigm (Mehrabian & Russell, 1974). These authors 

defined pleasure as “the degree to which a person feels good, joyful, or happy”, while arousal is 

“the degree to which a person feels excited, stimulated, or active”, and dominance is “the degree 

to which the person feels unrestricted or in control of the situation”. Past empirical studies that 

have implemented PAD paradigm found that both pleasure and arousal strengthen the way in 

which consumers perceive their shopping experiences for both the brick-and mortar (Kellaris & 

Mantel, 1996; Mano & Oliver, 1993) and online settings (Menon & Kahn, 2002).  

 

 

Figure 2. Emotion-Cognition-Behavior Model (Fiore & Kim, 2007) 

Similarly, overall satisfaction with purchases dictates whether or not consumers will 

purchase from that retailer in the future (East, 1997). Thus, satisfaction with the most recent 

purchase is a strong indicator of consumers’ intention to purchase in future. In addition, highly 

satisfied customers are more likely to share their positive experience with others (i.e., positive 

word-of-mouth: WOM). Both purchase intentions and recommendations to others fall into the 

general category of retail patronage behaviors. Thus, the important relationship between 

satisfaction and patronage behaviors cannot be overstated. Past research has found self-image 

congruence predicts satisfaction positively (Jamal & Goode, 2001; Sirgy et al., 1997), which led 

to the following hypotheses: 
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H4: The retail shopping experience is related positively to self-image congruence; the greater the 

match between the retail patron’s image of a store and his/her self-image, the more likely that 

the consumer will rate the shopping experience with a greater level of 1) pleasure; 2) arousal, 

and 3) overall satisfaction. 

H5: The retail shopping experience, including pleasure, arousal, and overall satisfaction, is 

related positively to a greater likelihood to 1) patronize the store in the future; 2) recommend 

the store to others, and 3) prefer the store to its competitors. 

Self-Image Congruence and Product Involvement 

Product involvement is defined as the degree to which consumers view the brand/product 

is relevant or important and motivated to learn more about it (Coulter, Price, & Feick, 2003; 

Zaichkowsky, 1985). Consumer behavior research holds that consumers’ involvement influences 

their decision-making styles and the way in which they process information and the effectiveness 

of marketing communication. For example, Petty et al. (1983) found that undergraduate students’ 

involvement with products moderated the effectiveness of celebrity endorsement. When the level 

of product involvement was low, the persuasiveness of celebrity endorsement increased with the 

status of the endorser. In contrast, when the level of product involvement was high, the 

persuasiveness of a high status celebrity endorser was no greater than that of a citizen endorser.  

Sirgy et al. (2000) suggested that involvement is likely to have similar effects on 

consumer information processing in a retail context. Therefore, it is meaningful to examine how 

involvement sets boundaries for the two key constructs of the integrative model: self-image 

congruence and functional congruence. On the one hand, the task of evaluating a retailer’s 

functional attributes is a process that demands more cognitive resources. A consumer with a low 

level of product involvement is less likely to be motivated to engage in such an effortful process 
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and therefore will tend to rely on more holistic criteria, such as self-image congruity (Sirgy et al., 

2000). On the other hand, the integrative model postulates that consumers who rate higher on 

self-image congruence with a retailer tend to evaluate the retailer’s functional attributes more 

favorably by comparison to those who rate lower on self-image congruence, suggesting a bias 

effect of self-image congruence on functional congruence. Integrating both involvement and the 

relationship between self-image congruence and functional congruence, Kressmann et al. (2006) 

found that self-image congruence had a stronger effect on functional congruence when 

consumers’ involvement with a product was lower. Applying the theoretical foundations of self-

image congruence, Bosnjak and Rudolph (2008) found that, in the context of low product 

involvement, consumers’ perceptions of their association with negative brand-related attributes 

affected adversely their consumption-related attitudes and intentions. In this study, product 

involvement was hypothesized to moderate the effect of self-image congruence on functional 

congruence and retail patronage.  

H6: The relationship between self-image congruence, functional congruence, and retail patronage 

is moderated by consumers’ involvement with a product category, such that: 1) functional 

congruence will have a greater effect on retail patronage among consumers with high product 

involvement than those with low product involvement, but 2) self-image congruence will 

have a greater effect on retail patronage among consumers with low product involvement 

than those with high product involvement.  

H7: The relationship between self-image congruence and functional congruence is moderated by 

consumers’ involvement with the product, such that self-image congruence will have less 

effect on functional congruence among consumers with high product involvement than those 

with low product involvement.  
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Gen-Y Consumers in the U.S. and China 

The boundaries of the Gen Y lack consensus, as various sources have defined the 

generational cohort differently. Although early work on Gen Y defined this group as those born 

between 1982 and 1994, Moroz (2008) defined it as those born between 1977 and 2000, and 

unidentifiable online sources identified Gen Y as a cohort that consists of those born in the 80s 

and early 90s. Recent research has provided a more refined definition of the cohort based on 

generational defining moments and has asserted that Gen Y includes those born between 1977 

and 1995 (The Center for Generation Kinetics, 2013). Ironically, past marketing research has 

targeted this fast growing consumer segment without sufficient explication of the cohort (O'Cass 

& Choy, 2008; Padgett, Kim, Goh, & Huffman, 2013). On the other hand, researchers have 

proposed a more refined view of the Gen Y cohort by breaking the group down into three waves, 

with the “first wave” consisting of those born between 1978 and 1984, the “core group” as those 

born between 1985 and 1989, and the “last wave” as those born between 1990 to 1994. Although 

the debate over the boundary and composition of the cohort is not the focus of this study, it 

shows the importance and significance of the definition. The U.S. Gen Y represents a population 

of 79 million, with an estimated spending power of $200 billion in 2010. The Chinese 

counterpart is a $250 million market segment that is inclined to consume 50% or more of its 

annual income. 

The general view is that Gen Y is characterized by a strong sense of independence and 

significant exposure to technological advances. Leask, Fyall, and Barron (2013) put forth and 

outlined an agenda for future research focused on Gen Y consumers. Their conceptual 

propositions regarding the applicability of generational cohort analysis and the core traits shared 

by the Gen Y cohort provide a relevant context for the purpose of this study. Leask et al. (2013) 
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argued that Gen Y is a distinct market segment in both volume and value. More importantly, this 

segment has a particular set of core characteristics and thus deserves more attention. Specifically, 

Leask et al. (2013) synthesized past research on the generational cohort and outlined four core 

traits shared by Gen Yers, including their adoption and use of digital media, positive views of 

cultural diversity and social issues, strong orientation towards family and social groups, and a 

prominent need for “immediate gratification.” In general, Gen Yers are more likely to spend their 

income for personal services, goods, and experiences (Martin & Turley, 2004). Mandhlazi, 

Dhurup, and Mafini (2013) identified Gen Y consumers as “quality conscious, brand conscious, 

novelty seekers, hedonistic”, confused by excessive choices, brand loyal, and fashion conscious. 

In the U.S., Gen Y is also known as the “echo boom” generation that grew up with ethnic 

and cultural diversity, is influenced by both family/friends and celebrity sources, is dependent on 

different formats of mobile technologies to stay “connected” with the world, and possesses “a 

strong orientation towards recreation and leisure.” More importantly, Gen Yers prefer shopping 

as one of the few leisure activities they enjoy (Keating, 2000; Perez, 2008). In addition, in their 

consumption process, Gen Yers seek not only low cost, and high value and quality, but they also 

look for an overall experience. Therefore, creating an appealing retail environment provides 

meaningful implications for businesses and marketers.  

Chinese Gen Y aged consumers grew up in an era that witnessed globalization, 

transformational changes in ideology, and the transition from a centralized to a market economy. 

The majority of Chinese Gen Y consumers were born after the one-child policy in 1979, a factor 

that influences their behavior patterns greatly as they enter adulthood. Like their U.S. 

counterparts, Chinese Gen Y consumers seek information through the use of technology and 

demonstrate a higher propensity to spend than do older generations of Chinese consumers. In 
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addition, they focus on fashion and brand, and are highly oriented towards Western brands. 

Unlike Gen Y consumers in general, however, Chinese Gen Y consumers are less loyal to any 

single brand. Even though they were raised as the center of their families, they are still 

influenced by the Confucian philosophy, such that they hold the interests of the group in high 

regard. Scelzo and Lerman (2009) found that younger Chinese consumers demonstrate the 

tendency to conform to the expectations of friends, family, and society when choosing and using 

cosmetic products. Therefore, both actual and ideal social self-image congruence will have a 

greater effect on retail patronage than actual and ideal self-image congruence for consumers with 

a collectivist cultural background. 

H8: Collectivism/Individualism moderates the effects of self-image congruence on retail 

patronage, such that: 1) the actual and ideal social self-image congruence (i.e., social-domain 

of image congruence) will have a greater influence on retail patronage on retail patronage for 

consumers with a collectivistic cultural background than for those with an individualist 

background, but 2) the actual and ideal self-image congruence (i.e., self-domain of will have 

a greater effect on retail patronage than actual and ideal social self-image congruence. 

Following the integrative conceptual framework of Sirgy et al. (2000), this study 

examined the influence of self-image congruity and functional congruity on Gen Y consumers’ 

retail shopping experiences and patronage behaviors. In addition, this study examined the 

moderating effects of product involvement and individualism/collectivism, through which the 

effects of self-image congruity and functional congruity on retail patronage may be enhanced or 

mitigated (see Fig. 3).   
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Figure 3. Conceptual Research Model  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

The focus of this chapter is on the methodology used to: 1) answer the research questions 

put forth in Chapter 1, and 2) test the hypotheses presented in Chapter 2 with respect to the 

relationships between the key constructs illustrated in the conceptual research model (Fig. 3). 

Specifically, Chapter 3 discusses the methods employed to examine empirically the influence of 

self-image congruency and functional congruity on retail patronage for skincare products among 

Gen Y consumers in both the U.S. and China. To this end, Chapter 3 begins with discussions of 

the purpose of the study and study setting. An explanation of the research design used in this 

study is followed by a detailed explanation of the measurement choices and the procedures 

undertaken to conduct data collection in three stages: 1) an unstructured key information 

interview; 2) a pilot study, and 3) the main study. Survey instruments used to measure the 

independent and dependent variables measured in this study are thoroughly discussed, as are data 

analysis strategies.  

Purpose of Study 

This study examined the influence of self-image congruence and functional congruity on 

Gen Y consumers’ purchase of skincare products, the effects of functional congruity, and the 

moderating effects of involvement and collectivism/individualism. In addition, this study tested 

the extent to which self-image congruence moderates the effect of functional congruity on Gen Y 

consumers’ retail patronage for skincare products. 

Study Setting 

The study was conducted using a survey to offer a descriptive representation of Gen Y 

consumers’ skincare product patronage behavior in the U.S. and Chinese markets. Therefore, the 
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study did not involve manipulation of constructs or conditions, nor did the researcher have a 

personal influence on or interfere with the survey respondents’ views in the data collection 

process.    

Research Design and Sample 

In order to test the proposed conceptual model, as well the hypothesized relationship 

between constructs depicted in the model, a self-administered online questionnaire was set up on 

Qualtrics.com (see Appendix A for the questionnaire used for the U.S. and Appendix B for the 

Chinese equivalent). By using a single online source to administer the questionnaire and 

following an identical procedure to collect data for both the U.S. and Chinese samples, response 

consistency was improved and contributed to response equivalence across countries and multiple 

locations (Sekaran, 2000). Further, by drawing from a purposeful sample of undergraduate 

students from the U.S. and China, the influence of different samples was controlled and sample 

equivalence was optimized (Dawar & Parker, 1994; Overby, Gardial, & Woodruff, 2004). 

Although raised in different cultures, the Gen Y consumers from both countries share common 

interests, such as maintaining their physical appearance.  

Given the scope of the study, college students born no later than 1994 fall legitimately 

into the population of interest; as the youngest segment of Gen Y, students constitute a viable 

sample for the study, although they may not be fully representative of the cohort’s oldest 

segment, which is well over the age of 30. Thus, caution should be used in drawing conclusions 

from and generalizing the findings of this study to all Gen Y consumers.  

Both U.S. and Chinese undergraduate students were recruited using online 

announcements via an electronic platform (e.g., emails and/or electronic announcements from 

instructors to students), along with links to the survey. By clicking and following the survey 
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hyperlink, participants were redirected to the webpage that hosted the questionnaire. They first 

read general information about the study and their rights as a participant, as required by the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) for studies involving human subjects. After participants agreed 

to the terms, they moved on to the first section of the questionnaire. To ensure respondents’ 

focus on skincare, the focal product sector for this study, product images were used in the pilot 

study, and a written description of this particular product sector was added in the main study. In 

addition, for the main study, all participants had to pass a qualifying question that asked, “Do 

you buy skincare products for your personal use (e.g., facial cleansers, masks, toners, 

moisturizers, sunscreen, etc.)?” Only those who purchased skincare products qualified for the 

study and were able to move on to the following sections of the survey. If an individual 

respondent’s answer to this question was “No,” the survey was terminated. 

After passing the qualifying question, respondents moved to the section of the 

questionnaire in which the survey instrument measured respondents’ general skincare product 

use patterns (i.e., use intensity, and estimated average expenditure on skincare products per 

month) and their involvement with this particular product category. In addition, questions in this 

section measured respondents’ retail channel choices for purchasing skincare products. The third 

section of the questionnaire measured respondents’ self-image congruence, functional congruity, 

attitudes toward retailers, involvement with the product category, individualism/collectivism, and 

retail patronage behavior in three dimensions, including behavior intentions, positive WOM, and 

store preference.  

Survey Instrument Development 

The draft questionnaire measured self-image congruency, functional congruity, attitudes, 

product involvement, individualism/collectivism, and retail patronage, using scale items 
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generated from the literature. This was then administered in a pilot study and modified based on 

the results as well as the committee’s feedback. The revised survey instrument was used for the 

main study. As this study involved two vastly different cultures, language/translation 

equivalence was of great important to its validity. Words used in instruments written in two 

different languages should convey the same meaning in the context of the study. Therefore, the 

original English questionnaire was translated independently into Chinese by two bilingual 

scholars in the field of social sciences, and then was back-translated into English by another two 

bilingual marketing researchers. Vocabulary, semantic, and grammatical equivalence were 

examined by all involved in the translation/back-translation process to reconcile any observed 

discrepancies. The modified English and Chinese questionnaires (see Appendices A and B) were 

finalized after being reviewed by two professionals in the general field of marketing research. 

Independent measurements 

Self-image congruency was defined as the congruence between a consumer’s self-image 

and his/her perception of the image of other patrons in a store (Sirgy et al., 1997, 2000). A match 

with the consumer’s self-image indicates high self-image congruency. Some empirical studies 

have approached this construct by measuring both actual and ideal self-image congruence (e.g., 

Chon, 1992). Others have used a synthesized scale measuring one of two dimensions of self-

image congruence (e.g.,O’Cass & Grace, 2008; Wang , Yang, & Liu, 2009). Following the 

practice of Kang et al. (2012), Kwak and Kang (2009), and Sirgy et al. (1997), this study adopted 

the scenario method proposed by Sirgy et al. (1997), in which respondents were instructed to: 1) 

think about typical patrons at a retailer; 2) describe typical patrons using personal adjectives, and 

3) indicate the degree to which respondents agreed that their self-image matches that of typical 

patrons on a six-point Likert scale anchored by “1” (Strongly Disagree ) and “6” (Strongly Agree) 
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with eight questions, four for each of the two dimensions of self-image congruency (see Table 1).  

A higher value indicated higher self-image congruency.  

Functional congruity was defined as the match between “the perceived functional 

attributes” of a retailer and the ideal level of the same attributes (Kressmann et al., 2006). 

Although earlier empirical studies measured this construct by calculating the mathematical 

difference between a consumer’s perception of a retail store attribute and an ideal example of the 

same attribute, this method was criticized for creating unnecessary errors as: 1) it is difficult to 

quantify retail store attributes, and 2) respondents may have a psychologically different 

understanding of the same store attribute. A more reliable measurement of functional congruity 

was proposed by Kressmann et al. (2006), which measures consumers’ perceptions of a retail 

store’s attributes holistically. This study adopted their scale and revised the items for the context 

of skincare product purchases. All items were re-anchored on a six-point Likert scale where “1” 

indicated “Strongly Disagree” and “6” “Strongly Agree.” All twenty items are presented in Table 

1.  

Dependent measurements 

Retail patronage behavior was measured with a 9-item scale developed by Kang et al. 

(2012) that encompassed two key dimensions of retail patronage, including positive WOM and 

store preference. The scale was anchored by “1” for “Strongly Disagree” and “6” for “Strongly 

Agree”. Retail purchase intention was measured using Spears and Singh’s (2004) 5-item scale 

anchored by “Never/definitely”, “Definitely do not intend to buy/definitely intend”, “Very 

low/high purchase interest”, “Definitely not buy it/definitely buy it”, and “Probably not/probably 

buy it”. The combined scale captured the multi-faceted nature of retail patronage. 
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Moderators 

This study incorporated two moderators, product involvement, and 

individualism/collectivism. Product involvement measured respondents’ interest in skincare 

products (Coulter, et al., 2003). A pool of 24 items was used that synthesized four items from 

Kressmann et al. (2006) and 20 items from measures of product involvement in multi-

dimensions, including involvement with skincare products in general, the importance of 

managing appearance, and the tendency to experiment with different products. The four items 

from Kressmann et al. (2006) were anchored on a six-point Likert scale where “1” indicated 

“Not At All” and “6” “Very Much So.” The remaining 20 items adopted from Coulter et al. 

(2003) were anchored on a six-point Likert scale where “1” indicated “Strongly Disagree” and “6” 

“Strongly Agree.”    

The individualism/collectivism construct captured an individual’s preference for being a 

member of the group rather than separate from the group (Hofstede, 1980; Traindis, 1995). This 

study used a six-item scale on a six-point Likert scale where “1” indicated “Strongly Disagree” 

and “6” “Strongly Agree.” Erdem, Swait, and Valenzuela (2006) reported a Cronbach’s alpha 

value of 0.74 for this scale. 
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Table 1. Measurement scales 

Constructs Items Source(s) 

Self-Image 

Congruence 

Actual self-congruence: 

1. The image of the typical customer is similar to who I am. 

2. The image of the typical customer is similar to how I see myself. 

3. The image of the typical customer is similar to how others believe that I am. 

4. The image of the typical customer is similar to how others see me.  

Ideal self-congruence: 

5. The image of the typical customer is similar to who I would like to be. 

6. The image of the typical customer is similar to how I would like to see myself. 

7. The image of the typical customer is similar to how I would like others to see myself. 

8. The image of the typical customer is similar to how I ideally like to be seen by others. 

Ahn et al. (2013) 

Sirgy and Su (2000) 

Functional 

Congruity 

1. The retailer is well established. 

2. The retailer is well known. 

3. The retailer store is clean. 

4. The retailer store has an elegant interior. 

5. The retailer provides a quiet shopping environment. 

6. This retailer has low prices. 

7. This retailer has a wide price range. 

8. This retailer has reasonable prices. 

9. This retailer has prices allowing valued purchases. 

The sales representatives at this retailer’s store are courteous.  

The sales representatives at this retailers store have professional appearance. 

This retailer is highly recommended by my friends. 

This retailer has good promotional sales. 

This retailer’s advertising is highly believable. 

This retailer has convenient location(s). 

Sirgy, Johar, Samli, 

and Claiborne 

(1991) 
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This retailer has a wide selection of skincare products. 

This retailer provides product information that is dependable. 

This retailer has good credit service. 

This retailer has a comfortable atmosphere. 

This retailer has appealing interior design and décor. 

Satisfaction 

1. I would recommend the retailer to my colleagues or friends. 

2. I am pleased to be associated with the retailer. 

3. I have an affinity for the retailer. 

4. Overall, I am satisfied with my experience at the retailer. 

5. My decision to buy skincare products at the retailer was a wise one. 

6. On the whole, I really enjoyed myself at this retailer. 

Chun & Davies 

(2006) 

Oliver & Swan 

(1989) 

Arousal and 

Pleasure 

1. Stimulated/Relaxed 

2. Excited/Calm 

3. Frenzied/Sluggish 

4. Jittery/Dull 

5. Wide-Awake/Sleepy 

6. Aroused/Unaroused 

7. Happy/Unhappy 

8. Pleased/Annoyed 

9. Satisfied/Unsatisfied 

Contented/Melancholic 

Hopeful/Despairing 

Relaxed/Bored 

Joyful/Not Joyful 

Mehrabian and 

Russell (1974) 

Raghunathan & 

Irwin (2001) 
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Product 

Involvement 

1. How often do you use skincare products such as facial cleanser, cream, or moisturizer? 

2. How much are you involved with caring for your skin? 

3. How much do you feel like you are an expert when it comes to skincare products? 

4. How much more are you interested in skincare products, relative to other people? 

5. I am particularly interested in purchasing skincare products. 

6. Given my personal interests, skincare products are not very relevant to me. 

7. Overall, I am quite involved when I purchase skincare products for personal use. 

8. The skincare products I use are a part of my self-image. 

9. Buying skincare products is boring to me. 

The skincare products I use portray an image of me to others. 

Using skincare products is fun to me. 

Finding the right skincare products is important to me. 

Finding the right skincare products is fascinating to me. 

Finding the right skincare products is exciting to me. 

The skincare products I use tell others about me. 

The skincare products others use tell me about others. 

I am really attached to the brands of skincare products that I use. 

I stick with my usual brands of skincare products because I know they are best for me. 

I am committed to my brands of skincare products. 

I switch among brands of skincare products just to try something new once in awhile 

When I am shopping for skincare products, I am likely to buy new brands just for the fun of it. 

I get bored with buying the same brands of skincare products. 

I often try different brands when it comes to skincare products. 

Compared to five years ago, it is important for me to have a well-maintained appearance. 

Coulter et al. 

(2003) 
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Collectivism/ 

Individualism 

1. I like sharing little things with my neighbors. 

2. Being a unique individual is important to me. 

3. Decisions reached in groups are better than those reached by single individuals. 

4. I usually sacrifice my self-interest for the benefit of my group. 

5. I’d rather depend on myself than on others. 

6. It is important to me to be useful to others. 

Erdem, Swait, & 

Valenzuela (2006) 

Purchase 

Intention 

1. Never/definitely 

2. Definitely do not intend to buy/definitely intend 

3. Very low/high purchase interest 

4. Definitely not buy it/definitely buy it 

5. Probably not/probably buy it 

Spears & Singh 

(2004) 

Retail 

Patronage 

(Positive 

WOM, Store 

Preferences) 

1. I plan to maintain my general skincare purchasing at this retailer. 

2. I plan to increase my frequency of visits to this retailer in the future. 

3. I plan to purchase more skincare products from this retailer in the future. 

4. I intend to recommend this retailer to my friends for buying skincare products. 

5. I will say positive things about the retailer to others. 

6. I like this retailer better than other retailers when it comes to buying skincare products. 

7. I would shop at this retailer more than I would other retailers.  

8. This retailer is my preferred retailer over others. 

9. I would be inclined to buy skincare products from this retailer over others. 

Kang et al. (2012) 



 

 

37 

 

Procedure 

This study was conducted in three stages. The first stage involved the initial survey 

instrument generated from the literature, as well as corroboration of the relevance of this study 

by an unstructured key information interview with eight potential survey participants from the 

U.S. market. In the second stage, a draft questionnaire was tested in a pilot study using a small 

sample of both U.S. and Chinese undergraduate students (NA = 88 and NC = 115, respectively). 

The purpose of the pilot study was to gauge the clarity of the instrument, as well as conduct a 

preliminary test of the reliability and validity of the constructs, given that the scale items were 

aggregated based on items used in past studies and were revised to fit the context of this study. 

The third stage was the main study—a self-administered, online questionnaire designed to 

examine the fit of the proposed conceptual model, as well as to test the hypothesized 

relationships between variables depicted in the model for both U.S. and Chinese Gen Y 

consumers.  

Key information interview 

In order to ensure the relevance of the scope of the study to the target population of 

interest–Gen Y consumers—an unstructured key information interview was conducted with 8 

U.S. undergraduate students. During the interview, the researcher asked about the interviewees’ 

patronage and consumption patterns with respect to skincare products. All interviewees 

confirmed that they used skincare products to varying degrees, including facial cleansers, 

moisturizers, body wash and lotions, and lip balms. There was substantial variability in the types 

of products purchased and the selection of retail channels through which they were purchased. 

For example, among the interviewees, the choice of retail channels ranged from superstores, such 

as Wal-Mart, to department stores (e.g., Dillard’s), chain drugstores (e.g., CVS), specialty stores 
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(e.g., ULTA), and so on. In addition, brands of skincare products purchased by the interviewees 

covered a broad spectrum anchored by mass-market brands (e.g., Clean & Clear, Neutrogena) 

and premium brands (e.g., Estée Lauder). Interestingly, although many retailers have adopted the 

internet as a critical and viable distribution channel and younger consumers are well known for 

their acceptance of the internet channel for shopping in general, the Gen Y interviewees reported 

a preference to buy skincare products from a brick-and-mortar retailer, regardless of the types 

and prices of the products. 

Pilot study 

In order to check the scaling and questionnaire formatting options, and conduct a 

preliminary test of the reliability and validity of all scales for the independent and dependent 

variables, a pilot study was conducted using a purposeful sample of 88 U.S. and 115 Chinese 

undergraduate students. Given the focus of this study on Gen Y consumers, the purposeful 

sampling of undergraduate students born after 1994 constitutes a meaningful representation of 

the population of interest. Therefore, external validity was not compromised by collecting data 

from undergraduate students in both the U.S. and China, as they do fully represent a substantial 

portion of the Gen Y. In addition, the main purpose of the pilot study was to check construct 

reliability and validity, not to seek findings that could be generalized to the general population. 

The analyses and results of the pilot study will be discussed thoroughly in Chapter 4. 

Main study 

In the main study, a revised survey questionnaire was administered using a purposeful 

sample of approximately 600 undergraduate students from multiple institutions in the U.S. and 

1000 in China because: 1) as described above, college students purchase and use the focal 

product sector and represent Gen Y consumers, and 2) by having participants from different 
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geographic locations in each nation, the heterogeneity of the sample was likely to be greater, 

contributing to a greater level of generalizability.  

Scales that passed the preliminary tests for reliability and validity were retained in the 

main study. More importantly, structural changes to the questionnaire for the main study were 

made after triangulating the scaling and formatting options with the committee members, who 

are all well-established marketing researchers. Specifically, the scaling of all items was first 

converted from the initial Likert scale anchored by seven points to a six-point Likert scale to 

eliminate neutrality, because there is no natural midpoint on a six-point anchored scale. Second, 

the pilot study used images of skincare products to prime respondents’ understanding of the 

skincare product sector and asked them to respond to the questionnaire based on their typical 

experience of buying skincare products at their favorite retailer. However, skincare is a rather 

broad and fragmented sector that encompasses hundreds of brands, prices, and functions, and 

consumers often purchase across different channels depending on the context. In order to capture 

the variability in the market, as well as Gen Y consumers’ decisions and patronage behaviors, a 

written description of the product sector was used and participants were instructed to respond to 

the questionnaire based on their most recent experience in buying skincare products. In addition, 

to ensure the respondents’ eligibility for the study, they asked whether they purchased skincare 

products for their personal use.  

Third, scales that measured affective and emotional components (e.g., pleasure, arousal, 

and satisfaction) of the purchase experience were added to the main study questionnaire as 

potential mediators. Finally, the synthesized results of the unstructured key information 

interview from the U.S. market indicated that Gen Y consumers purchase skincare products 
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primarily from traditional brick-and-mortar retailers. Thus, the scope of this study was fine-tuned 

to focus on this particular distribution channel. 
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CHAPTER 4 

ANALYSES AND RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of self-image and functional 

congruence on Gen Y consumers’ retail shopping experiences and patronage behavior with 

respect to skincare products. Chapter 4 details the statistical analytic procedures by which the 

three research questions were addressed. Specifically, the chapter contains three subsections: 1) 

respondents’ demographic profiles, 2) assessment of the internal validity and reliability of the 

measurement scales, and 3) hypothesis testing. Data analyses for the main study were conducted 

with Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) as it has the power to: 1) detect and reduce 

measurement errors, 2) test models with latent constructs and multiple dependent variables, and 

3) assess the overall model fit across multiple groups. Chapter 4 offers a systematic explanation 

of the data analysis process along with the results of the main study. 

Respondent Profiles 

Non-response bias 

The main study data were collected through a self-administered online survey distributed 

to college students at multiple institutions in both focal markets. The population of interest in this 

study was Gen Y consumers born between 1977 and 1994. Therefore, the main study data were 

screened to exclude those who were not in the Gen Y age group, which ranged from 21 to 38. In 

addition, both datasets were examined to eliminate incomplete questionnaires. The data cleaning 

process produced 336 and 325 usable questionnaires from the U.S. and China, respectively. 

Because the data were collected during a two-week period in each focal market, to 

account for non-response error, an Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was performed by comparing 

the first and last 50 respondents in each sample group to determine whether or not early 

respondents differed significantly from late respondents with respect to three continuous 
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demographic variables, including age, average monthly spending on skincare products, and most 

recent skincare product purchase price (Armstron & Overton, 1977). Results of the ANOVA 

indicated there was no non-response bias in either the American or Chinese samples (Tables 2 

and 3). 

Table 2. ANOVA: Early and Late Respondent Analysis (U.S.) 

Demographic Variables Groups N Mean S.D. F-value p-value 

Age 
Early 50 26.66 3.561 

3.115 0.106 
Late 50 21.00 0.000 

Average monthly spending 

on skincare products (U.S. 

Dollar) 

Early 50 47.77 60.55 
2.335 0.130 

Late 50 33.71 21.72 

Most recent skincare 

product purchase price 

Early 50 19.05 24.28 
0.722 0.398 

Late 50 15.54 21.72 

Table 3. ANOVA: Early and Late Respondent Analysis (China) 

Demographic Variables Groups N Mean S.D. F-value p-value 

Age 
Early 50 23.54 9.93 

1.777 0.186 
Late 50 21.63 1.32 

Average monthly spending 

on skincare products 

(Chinese Yuan) 

Early 50 179.82 316.96 
1.162 0.284 

Late 50 125.80 158.44 

Most recent skincare 

product purchase price 

Early 50 106.64 118.75 
0.017 0.898 

Late 50 103.64 113.76 

 

Demographics 

Results of the analyses of the distribution of demographic characteristics for both samples 

are presented in Table 4. A comparison between the two samples provided information with 

respect to the similarities and/or dissimilarities between the samples that represent the population 

of interest in each of the focal markets.   
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Table 4. Demographic Characteristics 

Demographic 

Characteristics 
 U.S. China 

  Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

Age 

21 64 19.05% 116 35.69% 

22 148 44.05% 105 32.31% 

23 64 19.05% 54 16.62% 

24 24 7.14% 23 7.08% 

25 13 3.87% 9 2.77% 

26 11 3.27% 6 1.85% 

27 1 0.30% 3 0.92% 

28 1 0.30% 2 0.62% 

29 1 0.30% 2 0.62% 

30 1 0.30% 1 0.31% 

31 0 0.00% 2 0.62% 

32 3 0.89% 0 0.00% 

33 1 0.30% 0 0.00% 

34 1 0.30% 0 0.00% 

35 1 0.30% 0 0.00% 

36 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 

37 2 0.60% 0 0.00% 

38 0 0.00% 2 0.62% 

Gender Female 231 68.55% 259 79.69% 

Male 105 31.16% 66 20.31% 

Residence type 
Urban 74 21.96% 219 67.38% 

Suburban 235 69.73% 41 12.62% 

Rural 27 8.01% 65 20.00% 

School year 

Freshman 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 

Sophomore 9 2.67% 63 18.69% 

Junior 115 34.12% 101 31.08% 

Senior 209 62.02% 111 34.15% 

Graduate 3 0.89% 40 12.31% 

Other 0 0.00% 10 3.08% 

(Continue on next page) 
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Table 4. Demographic Characteristics (Continued) 

Demographic 

Characteristics 
 U.S. China 

  Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

Channel preference 
Brick-and-Mortar 238 70.62% 70 21.54% 

Online 18 5.34% 21 6.46% 

Combined 80 23.74% 234 72.00% 

Retailer choice (most 

recent skincare product 

purchase) 

Supermarkets 145 43.15% 114 35.08% 

Drugstores 112 33.33% 110 33.85% 

Department 

Stores 
20 5.95% 35 10.77% 

Specialty Stores 38 11.31% 26 8.00% 

Brand Boutiques 10 2.98% 14 4.31% 

Brand Official 

Websites  
0 0.00% 2 0.62% 

Online Retailers 0 0.00% 14 4.31% 

Direct Selling 0 0.00% 2 0.62% 

Other 11 3.27% 8 2.46% 

Total No 336 100% 325 100% 

 

Both the American and Chinese samples represented the younger segment of Gen Y 

consumers, as more than 80% of the respondents in both samples were between 21 and 23 years 

old. Both samples contained more female than male respondents (U.S.: 68.55% female, 31.16% 

male; China: 79.69% female, 20.31% male). In fact, the uneven distribution of gender in the 

American sample is consistent with the observations reported by recent market research on 

skincare consumption (NPD Group, 2013), which stated that women represent the majority of 

users of facial skincare products in the U.S. More than 80% of the respondents in both samples 

reported that their permanent residence was in either an urban or a suburban area. Living in such 

areas provides the respondents in both samples with opportunities to learn about and experience 

various types of retail outlets where they can purchase skincare products (e.g., department stores, 
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drugstores, specialty stores, etc.). The majority of the American respondents were either 

sophomores (34.12%) or juniors (62.02%), while Chinese respondents consisted of 18.69% 

freshmen, 31.08% sophomores, 34.15% juniors, and 12.31% seniors.  

With respect to respondents’ preferences for retail outlets, while only a few respondents 

in both the American (5.34%) and Chinese (6.46%) samples reported a preference for online 

outlets when shopping for skincare products, 70.62% of the American sample preferred to buy 

skincare products from a traditional brick-and-mortar store, and 23.74% preferred to combine 

both online and offline outlets to buy skincare products. In contrast, only 21.54% of the Chinese 

respondents preferred brick-and-mortar outlets, while 72.00% preferred to combine both online 

and offline outlets to buy skincare products. In their most recent skincare purchases, both 

samples showed similar patterns with respect to their choices of retail outlets. Four types of 

retailers, including superstores, chain drugstores, department stores, and stores that specialize in 

skincare and cosmetic products, represented the majority of the respondents’ choices among the 

retail outlets available. As shown in Table 4, 43.15% of the American respondents and 35.08% 

of the Chinese respondents purchased skincare products most recently from a superstore, such as 

Wal-Mart (U.S. and China), Target (U.S. only), and Carrefour (China only). One third of the 

American respondents (33.33%) and 33.85% of the Chinese respondents chose a drugstore (e.g., 

CVS and Walgreens in the U.S., Watsons and Mannings in China) for their most recent skincare 

purchases. Slightly more Chinese respondents (10.77%) made their most recent skincare product 

purchase at department stores (e.g., Isetan and Yinzuo) than did the American respondents 

(5.95%; e.g., Dillard’s and Macy’s). Conversely, slightly more American respondents (11.31%) 

purchased skincare products most recently from specialty stores (e.g., Sephora and ULTA) than 

did Chinese respondents (8.00%; e.g., SaSa).  
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Measurement Model Assessment 

The data analysis process followed Anderson and Gerbing’s (1988) two-step approach, in 

which the first step involves assessing the reliability and internal validity of the measurements 

used in the study. The second step involves testing the hypothesized relationships among 

constructs examined in the study based on the measurements verified during the first step.  

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) 

In order to validate the scales and clean the measurements prior to testing the 

hypothesized relationships between the latent constructs examined in this study, an Confirmatory 

Factor Analysis (CFA) was conducted to examine the validity of the scale items, including self-

image congruence, functional congruence, pleasure, arousal, overall satisfaction, purchase 

intentions, positive WOM, and store preference. Model fit indices, including: 1) absolute fit 

indices, such as model Chi-squared, the Goodness-of-Fit (GFI), and root mean square error of 

approximation (RMSEA), and 2) relative model fit indices, including the Normed Fit Index 

(NFI), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Relative Fit Index (RFI), Incremental Fit Index (IFI), and 

Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), were used to assess the fit of the measurement model. 

The Chi-squared test (χ2) should be non-significant if the null model fits well with the 

data. Yet, Chi-squared is very sensitive to sample size. Typically, a very large sample size, 

multivariate normality, and the assumption of perfect fit in the population will contribute to a 

significant Chi-squared value that in turn leads to in a false rejection of a good model (Bagozzi 

& Yi, 1988; Bentler & Bonett, 1980; Bollen, 1989; Diamantopoulos & Siguaw 2000). Therefore, 

the ratio of the Chi-squared to the degrees of freedom (CMIN) provided an alternative method to 

evaluate the measurement model. An acceptable CMIN is less than 5.0 (Marsh & Hocevar, 1985). 

The GFI indicates the relevant amount of variance and covariance explained by the model and 
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shows how closely the model reproduces the observed covariance matrix. Theoretically, the GFI 

ranges from 0 to 1.00, and may have a negative value (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1993). A GFI value 

greater than 0.90 indicates an acceptable model fit, while a value above 0.95 indicates a good fit 

(Schumacker & Lomax, 2010). However, the GFI can be inflated by large sample sizes. 

According to Browne and Cudeck (1993), the RMSEA answers the question, “How well would 

the model, with unknown but optimally chosen parameter values, fit the population covariance 

matrix if it were available?” (p. 137). Therefore, the RMSEA shows how well a model fits a 

population and it has been recognized as one of the most informative criteria for assessing the fit 

of covariance-based structure models. MacCallum, Browne, and Sugawara (1996) suggested that 

a RMSEA value of 0.05 or less indicates a good model fit; values between 0.05 and 0.08 indicate 

an adequate fit, and those greater than 0.08 indicate a poor fit.  

Comparative fit indices, such as NFI, CFI, IFI, and TLI, are based on a comparison of the 

hypothesized model against a baseline model, unlike absolute indices of fit, which are compared 

with no model. The NFI (Beneler & Bonett, 1980) has been used commonly, but has a tendency 

to underestimate the fit of the model with small sample sizes. Therefore, Bentler (1990) proposed 

the CFI to account for the influence of sample size, and recommended it as the index of choice. 

The CFI should ideally be equal to or greater than 0.90 to accept the model. Hu & Bentler (1999) 

suggested that incremental fit indices of 0.90 or greater indicate a good fit of a measurement 

model. The RFI (Bollen, 1986) is a derivative of the NFI and ranges from 0 to 1.00, and a value 

greater than 0.95 is indicative of a good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). The IFI was proposed by 

Bollen (1989) to account for the issues associated with sample size and to address the parsimony 

of a model. Finally, the TLI (Tucker & Lewis, 1973 ) has been used along with other 
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comparative fit indices to assess the fit of a model. Both the IFI and TLI range from 0 to 1.00, 

and values greater than 0.95 are indicative of a good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). 

Because product involvement and individualism/collectivism were not hypothesized to 

relate directly with the constructs depicted in the proposed conceptual research model, an 

exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and coefficient of reliability analysis (Cronbach’s α) were 

conducted for each of the product involvement and individualism/collectivism scales using SPSS 

22. The decision to delete an item was based on: 1) an item correlation (i.e., factor loading) less 

than 0.40; 2) the item cross loaded on two factors, and 3) the deletion of the item does not 

change the meanings captured by the construct according to the theoretical definition (Churchill, 

1979; Nunnally, 1978). Table 5 shows the results of an EFA for the American and Chinese 

samples. 

All other latent constructs, including self-image congruence, functional congruence, 

overall satisfaction, pleasure, arousal, purchase intention, positive WOM, and store preference 

were pooled, and assessments of the measurement model fit were performed with AMOS 20.0. 

The results of the CFA of the original measurement model for both the American and Chinese 

samples are presented in Figure 5 below.
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Table 5. Exploratory Factor Analysis: Involvement and Collectivism/Individualism  

* indicates reversed coded items

 U.S. China 

 Involvement 

with caring 

for skin 

Involvement 

with product 

Individualism/ 

collectivism 

Involvement 

with caring 

for skin 

Involvement 

with product 

Individualism/ 

collectivism 

Interested in skincare product 0.617   0.800   

Involved in caring for skin 0.810   0.735   

Expert in skincare products 0.578   0.600   

Fascinating to find the right 

products 
 0.724   0.705  

Skincare as part of self-image  0.596   0.696  

Involved when purchasing 

skincare products 
 0.558   0.690  

Interests in purchasing  0.583   0.674  

My skincare products portray 

an image of me 
 0.729   0.666  

Tells other about me  0.837   0.650  

Fun to use skincare products  0.560   0.636  

Tells me about others  0.828   0.631  

Exciting to find the right 

products 
 0.728   0.584  

Important to find to find the 

right product 
 0.601   0.507  

Important to be useful to others   0.819   0.832 

Depend on myself than on 

others* 
  0.555   0.676 

Important to be unique*   0.572   0.624 

Variance extracted 
2.394 

(8.25%) 

9.598 

(33.08%) 

3.913 

(13.49%) 

1.686 

(5.81%) 

9.232 

(31.83%) 

2.528 

(8.72%) 

Cronbach’s α 0.810 0.932 0.725 0.825 0.915 0.726 
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Figure 4. Measurement Model (All Items) 

 

 The results of the CFA indicated that the original measurement model containing 

all scale items produced a less adequate model fit for both the American (χ2
1,511 = 3,777.29; p < 

0.001; χ2/df ratio = 2.50; GFI = 0.67; NFI = 0.80; CFI = 0.87; RFI = 0.79; IFI = 0.87; TLI = 0.86, 

and RMSEA = 0.07) and Chinese samples (χ2
1,511 = 3,914.23; p < 0.001; χ2/df ratio = 2.59; GFI = 

0.67; NFI = 0.74; CFI = 0.82; RFI = 0.72; IFI = 0.82; TLI = 0.81; and RMSEA = 0.07). An 
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examination of the item correlations (i.e., the item-loadings) on their latent constructs showed 

that ten items that measured retailer functional congruence loaded poorly on the construct in the 

combined results of both the American and Chinese samples. In addition, five items that 

measured the arousal experienced during the shopping process loaded below 0.40. The decision 

with respect to item deletion followed the same criterion used in the EFA process, that items 

with correlations below 0.40 were deleted if deletion of the item did not change the conceptual 

meaning of the construct. For example, the original measurement scale for retailer functional 

congruence contained 5 items that measured a retailer’s pricing strategy (i.e., low prices, 

reasonable prices, good sales promotions, price allowing valued purchases, and wide price range). 

Among the five items, only two (i.e., reasonable price and wide price range) loaded higher than 

0.40 on functional congruence. Therefore, the other three items were deleted. The modified 

measurement scale retained 10 items that captured retail strategic and management elements, 

including product selection, price, location and store atmospherics, service, and communication. 

Similarly, the results of the CFA of the Chinese sample indicated that five of the six items that 

measured arousal failed to yield satisfactory item-correlations and should be deleted. The single 

remaining item (i.e., wide awake/sleepy) was deemed to capture the meaning of the construct 

inadequately. Taken together, a total of ten items in the retailer functional congruence 

measurement were removed from the scale for both the American and Chinese samples to retain 

consistency in the measurement. Similarly, the arousal construct was removed from the model. A 

second CFA with all items retained (Tables 6, 7, 8, and 9) was performed to assess the fit of the 

modified measurement model (Fig. 6). The results of the second CFA indicated an adequate fit 

of the model for both the American (χ2
838 = 1,749.65; p < 0.001; χ2/df ratio = 2.09; GFI = 0.81; 

NFI = 0.89; CFI = 0.94; RFI = 0.88; IFI = 0.94; TLI = 0.93; and RMSEA = 0.06) and Chinese 
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samples (χ2
828 = 1,683.83; p < 0.001; χ2/df ratio = 2.03; GFI = 0.81; NFI = 0.86; CFI = 0.92; RFI 

= 0.85; IFI = 0.92; TLI = 0.92; and RMSEA = 0.06). 

Table 6. Item Correlations, Reliability, and Convergent Validity (Self-Image and Functional 

Congruence) 

 

 

  

 U.S. China 

 Self-Image 

Congruence 

Functional 

Congruence 

Self-Image 

Congruence 

Functional 

Congruence 

Similar to who I am 0.908  0.757  

Similar to how others believe that I am 0.920  0.791  

Similar to how I see myself 0.919  0.763  

Similar to how others see me 0.931  0.771  

Similar to who I would like to be 0.936  0.840  

Similar to how I would like to see 

myself 
0.936  0.880  

Similar to how I would like others to 

see me 
0.918  0.861  

Similar to how I ideally like to be seen 

by others 
0.940  0.900  

Clean store  0.794  0.606 

Quiet shopping environment  0.701  0.646 

Courteous sales representative  0.808  0.590 

Professional appearance  0.791  0.633 

Believable advertising  0.613  0.444 

Dependable product information  0.698  0.535 

Good credit service  0.696  0.706 

Reasonable price  0.831  0.601 

Comfortable atmosphere  0.796  0.625 

Appealing interior design  0.758  0.588 

C.R. 0.980 0.928 0.943 0.848 

AVE 0.858 0.565 0.676 0.561 

Cronbach’s α 0.980 0.959 0.948 0.875 
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Table 7. Item Correlations, Reliability, and Convergent Validity (Satisfaction and Pleasure) 

 

Table 8. Item Correlations, Reliability, and Convergent Validity (Purchase Intention and WOM) 

 

 

 

 U.S. China 

 Satisfaction Pleasure Satisfaction Pleasure 

Pleased to be a customer of the retailer 0.873  0.839  

Have an affinity for the retailer 0.891  0.747  

Overall satisfied with the experience 0.781  0.719  

Wise decision to buy from the retailer 0.830  0.797  

Enjoyed myself at the retailer 0.778  0.782  

Take pleasure in being a customer 0.876  0.852  

Happy/Unhappy  0.898  0.864 

Pleased/Annoyed  0.873  0.888 

Satisfied/Unsatisfied  0.846  0.916 

Contented/Melancholic  0.802  0.914 

Hopeful/Despairing  0.765  0.802 

Relaxed/Bored  0.784  0.790 

Joyful/Not Joyful  0.809  0.892 

C.R. 0.935 0.937 0.909 0.955 

AVE 0.705 0.682 0.625 0.753 

Cronbach’s α 0.931 0.937 0.904 0.956 

 U.S. China 

 Intention WOM Intention WOM 

Never buy/Definitely buy 0.868  0.887  

Definitely do not intend to 

buy/Definitely intend to buy 
0.919  0.863  

Very low/high intention 0.887  0.836  

Definitely not buy/Definitely buy 0.909  0.804  

Probably not/Probably buy 0.947  0.746  

Recommend to friends  0.699  0.617 

Recommend for skincare products  0.852  0.748 

Say positive things  0.644  0.658 

C.R. 0.958 0.779 0.916 0.680 

AVE 0.822 0.543 0.687 0.520 

Cronbach’s α 0.958 0.768 0.918 0.769 
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Table 9. Item Correlations, Reliability, and Convergent Validity (Store Preference) 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Modified Measurement Model (Retained Items) 

 

 U.S. China 

Like better than other stores 0.887 0.810 

Shop at the retailer than other stores 0.735 0.875 

Preferred store for skincare 0.862 0.851 

Incline to buy from this store over other stores. 0.825 0.873 

C.R. 0.898 0.914 

AVE 0.688 0.727 

Cronbach’s α 0.894 0.913 
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Cross-Cultural invariance of the measurement model 

Given the fact that this study involved two sample groups from vastly different cultures 

(i.e., the U.S. and China), cross-cultural invariance was tested by following established 

procedures suggested by Steenkamp and Baumgartner (1998). The purpose of this test was to 

determine: 1) whether or not the same measurement factor loadings’ structure was observed in 

both countries (i.e., configural invariance), and 2) whether or not translation and metric 

equivalence was obtained (i.e., metric invariance, Steenkamp & Baumgartner, 1998). Thus, 

metric invariance addresses the issues with respect to differences in the levels of agreement or 

disagreement among respondents from two different cultures and languages. The results of the 

measurement invariance indicated that both the structure and metrics were invariant between the 

two groups. The χ2 difference between the unconstrained model and the equal-loading model 

(∆χ2 = 34.02; df = 43) was not significant (p = 0.835). 

 Reliability and validity 

The internal consistency of the measurement scales used in this study was tested by 

calculating the Cronbach’s α, the commonly accepted threshold for which is 0.70 (Nunnally, 

1978). The results of the reliability tests (Tables 5 to 9) indicated that all scale items achieved 

satisfactory internal consistency, as all Cronbach’s α values loaded above 0.70. 

The construct validity of a measurement model containing latent constructs is measured 

by both convergent and divergent validity. Nunnally and Bernstein (1994) recommended that all 

constructs’ composite reliability should be greater than 0.70. In addition, to demonstrate good 

convergent validity (i.e., the errors in a measurement account for less than 50% of the item 

variance), the average variance extracted (AVE) should be greater than 0.50 (Fornell and Lacker, 
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1981). The results of convergent validity testing of the measurement model used in this study 

showed that both composite reliability and AVE for all constructs met these criteria (Tables 5 to 

9). 

Finally, discriminant validity tested to access whether or not the single factor items were 

associated more closely with their corresponding latent construct than with other latent 

constructs. Discriminant validity was measured by using the correlation methods suggested by 

Anderson and Gerbing (1988). Specifically, the between-item correlations among each pair of 

the latent constructs were computed and compared with the alpha coefficient of each construct 

measurement. Discriminant validity was assessed by examining whether or not the construct 

coefficient alpha was greater than any of the correlation coefficients between a given construct 

and other constructs. The results (Tables 10 and 11) showed that none of the between-construct 

correlation coefficients was greater than the coefficient alpha of the construct. Thus, each 

construct was distinctively different from other constructs, demonstrating adequate discriminant 

validity of the measurements. 
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Table 10. Construct Discriminant Validity (U.S.) 

            

Self-Image 

Congruence 

Functional 

Congruence 

Satisfaction Pleasure Purchase 

Intention 

Positive 

WOM 

Store 

Preference 

Self-Image Congruence 0.858 0.684 0.655 0.546 0.392 0.710 0.584 

Functional Congruence  0.468 0.565 0.629 0.703 0.489 0.691 0.575 

Satisfaction 0.429 0.396 0.705 0.763 0.585 0.712 0.656 

Pleasure 0.298 0.494 0.582 0.682 0.582 0.708 0.559 

Purchase Intention 0.154 0.239 0.342 0.339 0.822 0.630 0.563 

Positive WOM 0.504 0.477 0.507 0.501 0.397 0.543 0.696 

Store Preference 0.341 0.331 0.430 0.312 0.317 0.484 0.688 

Note. The numbers above the diagonal show the item correlation. The numbers on the diagonal are the average variance extracted (AVE) of each 

construct. The numbers below the diagonal are the squared item correlations. 

 

Table 11. Construct Discriminant Validity (China.) 

            

Self-Image 

Congruence 

Functional 

Congruence 

Satisfaction Pleasure Purchase 

Intention 

Positive 

WOM 

Store 

Preference 

Self-Image Congruence 0.676 0.375 0.432 0.222 0.319 0.569 0.416 

Functional Congruence  0.141 0.561 0.663 0.409 0.361 0.713 0.443 

Satisfaction 0.187 0.440 0.625 0.522 0.539 0.690 0.521 

Pleasure 0.049 0.167 0.272 0.753 0.419 0.494 0.286 

Purchase Intention 0.102 0.130 0.291 0.176 0.687 0.694 0.634 

Positive WOM 0.324 0.508 0.476 0.244 0.482 0.520 0.571 

Store Preference 0.173 0.196 0.271 0.082 0.402 0.326 0.727 

Note. The numbers above the diagonal show the item correlation. The numbers on the diagonal are the average variance extracted (AVE) of each 

construct. The numbers below the diagonal are the squared item correlations. 
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Hypothesis Testing 

Research question 1 

The first research question asked what factors influence consumer retail patronage 

decisions, such as purchase intentions, positive WOM, and store preference. Therefore, the first 

set of hypotheses was tested using SEM to determine whether or not: 1) self-image congruence 

(SIC) affects consumers’ evaluations of retailer attributes and retail patronage behaviors 

positively, including purchase intentions (Intention), positive WOM (WOM), and store 

preference (Preference), and 2) functional congruence (FC) influences purchase intentions, 

positive WOM, and store preference positively. To this end, the linear relationships among these 

constructs were tested using the first structure model, as shown in Figure 7 for both the U.S and 

Chinese samples. The results indicated that the structure model achieved an adequate model fit 

for both the American and Chinese samples (Table 12). An examination of the path coefficients 

showed that all hypothesized relationships were supported, except that self-image congruence 

had no direct influence on purchase intentions in the American sample (p = 0.21) and only a 

marginal influence in the Chinese sample (p = 0.06). Hence, Hypothesis 1a was rejected for the 

American sample and marginally accepted for the Chinese sample. Hypotheses 1b and 1c, 2A-C, 

and 3 were all supported across the two sample groups. 
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Figure 6. Structure Model with Direct Impact Only 

 

Table 12. Path Coefficients and Model Fit Indices (Structure Model without Mediation) 

 U.S. China 

Relationship 
Path 

Coefficients 
p-value 

Path 

Coefficients 
p-value 

I.V.  D.V.     

Self-image 

Congruence 
→ 

Functional 

Congruence 
0.618 *** 0.421 *** 

Self-image 

Congruence 
→ 

Purchase 

Intention 
0.085 

0.212 

(n.s.) 
0.115 0.059 

Self-image 

Congruence 
→ Positive WOM 0.185 *** 0.190 *** 

Self-image 

Congruence 
→ Store Preference 0.220 *** 0.154 0.002 

Functional 

Congruence 
→ 

Purchase 

Intention 
0.452 *** 0.428 *** 

Functional 

Congruence 
→ Positive WOM 0.792 *** 0.858 *** 
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 U.S. China 

Relationship 
Path 

Coefficients 
p-value 

Path 

Coefficients 
p-value 

Functional 

Congruence 
→ Store Preference 0.441 *** 0.477 *** 

       

Structure Model Fit Indices U.S.  China  

  Chi-Square/df 2.105  2.246  

  RMSEA 0.057  0.062  

  GFI 0.856  0.840  

  CFI 0.958  0.929  

  NFI 0.924  0.879  

  RFI 0.914  0.864  

  IFI 0.958  0.929  

  TLI 0.953  0.920  

*** indicates p-value is less than 0.001 

The next set of hypotheses addressed the relationships among self-image and functional 

congruence, retail shopping experience (i.e., overall satisfaction and pleasure), and purchase 

intentions, positive WOM, and store preference. Therefore, the second model tested in SEM 

incorporated the hypothesized mediation effects of both satisfaction and pleasure (Fig. 8). The 

results of the SEM indicated that the second structure model achieved an adequate model fit for 

both the American and Chinese samples (Table 13). Importantly, after adding the two mediators 

of satisfaction and pleasure to the model, all previously supported relationships between self-

image and functional congruence and retail patronage decisions became either nonsignificant or 

mitigated to a lesser extent, indicating possible mediation effects. For example, self-image 

congruence was found to have a positive direct effect on store preference (γ = 0.22, p < 0.001) in 

the American sample. However, this relationship became weaker with the addition to the model 

of satisfaction and pleasure (γ = 0.17, p = 0.003). Similarly, the effect of self-image congruence 

on positive WOM became nonsignificant (γ = 0.05, p = 0.24) in the American sample. A similar 
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pattern was observed by testing the same relationships in the Chinese sample. Table 14 provides 

a comparison between the path coefficients for both sample groups. 

Figure 7. Structure Model with Mediation 
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Table 13. Path Coefficients and Model Fit Indices (Structure Model with Mediation) 

 U.S. China 

Relationship 
Path 

Coefficients 
p-value 

Path 

Coefficients 
p-value 

From  To     

Self-image 

Congruence 
→ 

Functional 

Congruence 
0.679 *** 0.401 *** 

Self-image 

Congruence 
→ 

Purchase 

Intention 
0.003 

0.966 

(n.s.) 
0.062 

0.263 

(n.s.) 

Self-image 

Congruence 
→ Positive WOM 0.048 

0.239 

(n.s.) 
0.134 0.002 

Self-image 

Congruence 
→ Store Preference 0.168 0.003 0.139 0.004 

Functional 

Congruence 
→ 

Purchase 

Intention 
-0.107 

0.259 

(n.s.) 
-0.034 

0.693 

(n.s.) 

Functional 

Congruence 
→ Positive WOM 0.159 0.010 0.045 

0.502 

(n.s.) 

Functional 

Congruence 
→ Store Preference -0.008 

0.925 

(n.s.) 
0.160 0.036 

Self-image 

Congruence 
→ Satisfaction 0.176 *** 0.146 0.003 

Self-image 

Congruence 
→ Pleasure 0.123 0.040 0.065 

0.283 

(n.s.) 

Functional 

Congruence 
→ Satisfaction 0.701 *** 0.689 *** 

Functional 

Congruence 
→ Pleasure 0.618 *** 0.398 *** 

Satisfaction → 
Purchase 

Intention 
0.441 *** 0.472 *** 

Satisfaction → Positive WOM 0.863 *** 0.922 *** 

Satisfaction → Store Preference 0.526 *** 0.374 *** 

Pleasure → 
Purchase 

Intention 
0.319 *** 0.146 0.012 

Pleasure → Positive WOM -0.044 
0.358 

(n.s.) 
-0.049 

0.268 

(n.s.) 

Pleasure → Store Preference 0.039 
0.559 

(n.s.) 
-0.023 

0.654 

(n.s.) 

*** indicates p-value is less than 0.001 (Continue on next page) 
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Table 13. Path Coefficients and Model Fit Indices (Structure Model with Mediation) 

 (Continued) 

Structure Model Fit Indices U.S.  China  

  Chi-Square/df 1.989  2.104  

  RMSEA 0.054  0.058  

  GFI 0.810  0.795  

  CFI 0.945  0.917  

  NFI 0.895  0.854  

  RFI 0.886  0.841  

  IFI 0.945  0.918  

  TLI 0.940  0.910  

 

Table 14. Comparison of Path Coefficients 

 

U.S. China 

Relationship 
No Mediation With Mediation No Mediation With Mediation 

γ p γ p γ p γ p 

SIC → FC 0.618 *** 0.679 *** 0.421 *** 0.401 *** 

SIC → Intention 0.085 
0.212 

(n.s.) 
0.003 

0.966 

(n.s.) 
0.115 0.059 0.062 

0.263 

(n.s.) 

SIC → WOM 0.185 *** 0.048 
0.239 

(n.s.) 
0.19 *** 0.134 0.002 

SIC → Preference 0.22 *** 0.168 0.003 0.154 0.002 0.139 0.004 

FC → Intention 0.452 *** 
-

0.107 

0.259 

(n.s.) 
0.428 *** -0.034 

0.693 

(n.s.) 

FC → WOM 0.792 *** 0.159 0.01 0.858 *** 0.045 
0.502 

(n.s.) 

FC → Preference 0.441 *** 
-

0.008 

0.925 

(n.s.) 
0.477 *** 0.16 0.036 

Note. *** indicates p-value is less than 0.001 

In addition, the results of the second structure model test showed that both self-image and 

functional congruence affected satisfaction and pleasure felt during the shopping experience at 

the retailer’s store positively for both samples groups, except that self-image congruence did not 

affect satisfaction among the Chinese respondents (Table 13). Therefore, H4a was supported in 
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part, while H4c was supported fully. As the arousal construct was omitted during the 

measurement elimination process, its relationship with other constructs was not examined and 

hence, is not reported in this section. Hypothesis 5 posited that the retail shopping experience, 

including satisfaction and pleasure, was related positively to purchase intentions, positive WOM, 

and store preference. The results of the second structure model indicated that overall satisfaction 

with the shopping experience (U.S.: γ = 0.44, p < 0.001; China: γ = 0.47, p < 0.001), positive 

WOM (U.S.: γ = 0.86, p < 0.001; China: γ = 0.92, p < 0.001), and store preference (U.S.: γ = 0.53, 

p < 0.001; China: γ = 0.37, p < 0.001) influenced purchase intentions positively in both samples. 

However, pleasure was found to have a positive effect on purchase intentions (U.S.: γ = 0.32, p < 

0.001; China: γ = 0.15, p = 0.01), but not on positive WOM or store preference (Table 13). 

Hence, Hypotheses 5a-c were supported in part. The conceptual research model was modified to 

reflect the findings of the tests of the two models (Figs. 9 and 10).  

The Sobel test was used to determine whether or not the mediation effects were 

significant. Specifically, the Sobel test indicates whether or not satisfaction or pleasure conveyed 

the influence of self-image and functional congruence to purchase intentions, positive WOM, 

and store preference significantly (Sobel, 1982). The results indicated that overall satisfaction 

mediated the relationship between self-image congruence and positive WOM fully and mediated 

in part the relationship between self-image congruence and store preference among the American 

respondents. Similarly, overall satisfaction mediated the relationship between self-image 

congruence and intention to purchase skincare products from the same retailer fully and 

mediated in part the effect of self-image congruence on positive WOM and store preference 

among the Chinese respondents. The results of all mediation effects using the Sobel test are 

shown in Tables 15 and 16 for the American and Chinese samples, respectively.  
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Figure 8. Final Model (U.S.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 15. Results of Sobel Test (U.S.) 

Relationship 
Direct Effect w/o 

Mediator (p) 

Direct Effect w/ 

Mediator (p) 

Indirect 

Effect 

Sobel 

Statistics (p) 
Conclusion 

SIC → Sat → 

WOM 
0.185 (***) 0.046 (n.s.) 0.148 4.773 (***) 

Full 

mediation 

SIC → Sat → SP 0.220 (***) 0.165 (***) 0.096 3.686 (***) 
Partial 

mediation 

FC → Sat → PI 0.452 (***) -0.107 (n.s.) 0.430 4.724 (***) 
Full 

mediation 

FC → Sat → 

WOM 
0.792 (***) 0.151 (0.013) 0.586 7.004 (***) 

Partial 

mediation 

FC → Sat → SP 0.441 (***) 0.003 (n.s.) 0.384 4.468 (***) 
Full 

mediation 

FC → Plea → PI 0.452 (***) 0.222 (0.007) 0.240 4.048 (***) 
Partial 

mediation 

Note. *** indicates a p-value smaller than 0.001 

Satisfaction 

Pleasure 

Purchase 

Intention 

 

WOM 

Functional 

Congruenc

e 

 

Store 

Preference 

 

Self-Image 

Congruenc

e 
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Figure 9. Final Model (China) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 16. Results of Sobel Test (China) 

Relationship 
Direct Effect w/o 

Mediator (p) 

Direct Effect w/ 

Mediator (p) 

Indirect 

Effect 

Sobel 

Statistics (p) 
Conclusion 

SIC → Sat → PI 0.115 (0.059) 0.062 (n.s.) 0.078 
2.588 

(0.004) 

Full 

Mediation 

SIC → Sat → 

WOM 
0.190 (***) 0.134 (0.002) 0.131 

2.687 

(0.007) 

Partial 

Mediation 

SIC → Sat → SP 0.154 (0.002) 0.139 (0.004) 0.053 2.272 (0.02) 
Partial 

Mediation 

FC → Sat → PI 0.428 (***) -0.034 (n.s.) 0.369 
4.522 

(****) 

Full 

Mediation 

FC → Sat → 

WOM 
0.858 (***) 0.045 (n.s.) 0.619 5.121 (***) 

Full 

Mediation 

FC → Sat → SP 0.477 (***) 0.160 (0.036) 0.252 
3.276 

(0.001) 

Partial 

Mediation 

FC → Plea → PI 0.428 (***) 0.309 (***) 0.090 
3.232 

(0.001) 

Partial 

Mediation 

Note. *** significant at p < .001 

Functional 

Congruenc

e 

 

Store 

Preference 

 

Satisfaction 

Pleasure 

Purchase 

Intention 

 

WOM 
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Research question 2 

The second research question asked how product involvement moderates the effect of 

self-image congruence on functional congruence, as well as the effects of self-image and 

functional congruence on retail patronage. When consumers’ involvement with the focal product 

category (i.e., skincare) is high, self-image congruence will have less effect on their evaluations 

of a retailer’s store attributes, because they are more likely to engage in cognitive evaluations of, 

and decision-making with respect to such attributes when they deem the product is highly 

important and/or relevant to them. 

Specifically, H6 suggested that product involvement would moderate the effect of self-

image and functional congruence on retail patronage, such that self-image congruence would 

have a greater effect on retail patronage for consumers with a lower level of product involvement, 

while functional congruence would have a greater influence on retailer patronage for consumers 

with a higher level of product involvement. To test this hypothesis, the data were divided into 

two groups using a median split. First, the composite score was calculated for product 

involvement. The respondents were split into two groups to examine whether or not each 

respondent’s score for product involvement was either no greater or greater than the median of 

the composite score (U.S. and China medians = 4.75). Those who scored greater than the median 

were assigned to the high involvement group, whereas those who scored no greater than the 

median were assigned to the low involvement group. Second, a multiple group analysis was 

conducted by comparing all parameters that estimated the relationships among all the constructs 

in the structure model to determine whether or not, for any single parameter (e.g., the 

relationship between self-image congruence and store preference), the path coefficient of the 

high involvement group was statistically different from that of the low involvement group. Only 
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significant relationships observed from the previous structure model testing were retained for the 

purpose of the moderation test. The multiple-group (i.e., high vs. low involvement) analysis was 

run for each of the American and Chinese groups, and the results are presented in Table 17. The 

results indicated that, in both the American and Chinese samples, the effect of self-image and 

functional congruence on respondents’ evaluations of their shopping experiences and patronage 

intentions did not differ across the low and high involvement groups, except that the effect of 

self-image congruence on store preference differed between the high and low involvement 

groups among the American respondents, but in the opposite direction. Specifically, self-image 

congruence had a greater effect on store preference among the respondents with higher levels of 

product involvement than among those with lower levels of product involvement. Interestingly, 

the effect of satisfaction on purchase intentions was found to be greater for the low than for the 

high involvement group among Chinese respondents. Hence, H6 was rejected. 

Table 17. Results of Moderation Test: Self-Image and Functional Congruence, Retail Patronage 

 Low Involvement High Involvement Group Comparison 

U.S.    

Relationship Estimate p Estimate p z-score 

SIC → Satisfaction 0.113 0.005 0.126 0.027 -0.188 

FC → Satisfaction 0.78 *** 1.007 *** -1.267 

FC → Pleasure 0.665 *** 0.966 *** -1.432 

SIC → Pleasure 0.063 0.225 0.102 0.175 -0.427 

SIC → Preference 0.02 0.721 0.28 *** -2.888*** 

      

China      

Relationship  Estimate p Estimate p z-score 

SIC → Satisfaction 0.196 0.011 0.07 0.297 1.242 

FC → Satisfaction 1.04 *** 0.976 *** 0.248 

FC → Pleasure 0.572 *** 0.448 *** 0.704 

SIC → Preference 0.205 0.031 0.119 0.097 0.724 

SIC → WOM 0.067 0.194 0.136 *** -1.061 

FC → Preference 0.118 0.551 0.344 0.013 -0.936 

Satisfaction → 

Intention 
0.411 *** 0.243 *** 1.754* 

Note. *** significant at p < .001, * significant at p < .05 
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Following the same logic, H7 suggested that the effect of self-image congruence (SIC) on 

functional congruence (FC) would be greater for consumers with lower levels of involvement 

with the focal product than for those with higher levels of product involvement. To test this 

relationship, a multiple group analysis was run for the American and Chinese groups following 

the same procedure used to test H6. The results indicated that the effect of self-image congruence 

on respondents’ evaluation of retailers’ attributes did not differ across the low and high 

involvement groups in both the American and Chinese samples (Table 18). Hence, H7 was 

rejected. 

Table 18. Results of Moderation Test: Self-Image and Functional Congruence 

 

Low Involvement High Involvement Group Comparison 

 
Path Estimate p Path Estimate p z-score 

U.S.      

SIC → FC 0.356 *** 0.378 *** 0.308 (n.s.) 

 

China      

SIC → FC 0.234 *** 0.337 *** -0.982 (n.s.) 

Note. *** significant at p < .001 

Research question 3 

Finally, the last research question addressed the moderation effect of the dichotomous 

construct—individualism/collectivism—on the relationships among the constructs, including 

self-image, functional congruence, and retail patronage behaviors. Specifically, H8 suggested 

that the effects of the self and social domains of self-image congruence on functional congruence 

and retail patronage behaviors would differ across the two cultures. Thus, the self-domain of 

self-image congruence (e.g., the image of the typical patron is similar to who I am, how I see 

myself, how I would like to be, and how I would like to see myself) was hypothesized to have a 

greater influence on functional congruence and retail patronage behaviors among respondents 

from an individualistic culture. On the other hand, the social-domain of self-image congruence 
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(e.g., the image of the typical patron is similar to how others believe I am, how others see me, 

how I would like others to see me, and how I ideally like to be seen by others) would have a 

greater effect on functional congruence and retail patronage behaviors among respondents from a 

collectivist culture. Prior to the multiple group comparison between the two groups of the 

differences in the relationships discussed above, an ANOVA was conducted to establish that the 

two samples were statistically different in terms of the respondents’ rating on the 

individualism/collectivism dichotomy. The results of the ANOVA indicated that, compared to 

the American respondents (M = 3.92), the Chinese respondents embraced group values and 

beliefs to a greater extent (M = 4.74, p < 0.001); thus, the data qualified for subsequent multi-

group comparisons. Further, the self-image congruence construct was divided into two separate 

constructs with each of the two new constructs (i.e., SIC for self-domain image congruence and 

SSIC for social-domain image congruence) that had independent relationships with functional 

congruence, shopping experience, and retail patronage behavior (Fig. 11). Following the same 

statistical procedure used to test the moderating effect discussed above, a multi-group 

comparison was conducted between the American and Chinese samples. The results indicated 

that the self-domain of self-image congruence had a greater effect on respondents’ evaluations of 

retailer store attributes among those from an individualistic culture (i.e., American sample: γ = 

0.28, p < 0.001) than for those from a collectivist culture (i.e., Chinese sample: γ = 0.14, p < 

0.001). In addition, the social-domain of self-image congruence was found to have a greater 

effect on respondents’ intentions to spread positive WOM for those from a collectivist culture 

(Chinese sample: γ = 0.11, p = 0.03) than for those from an individualistic culture (American 

sample: γ = 0.02, n.s.). Hence, H8 was supported in part. Table 21 provides a summary of the 

results of the hypothesis testing.   
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Figure 10. Structure Model for Moderation Test (Individualism/Collectivism) 

 

Table 19. Results of Moderation Test: Individualism/Collectivism 

 
U.S. China 

Group 

Comparison 

 Relationship  Estimate P Estimate P z-score 

SIC → FC 0.28 *** 0.144 *** -2.673*** 

SSIC → FC 0.096 *** 0.138 *** 0.909 

SIC → Satisfaction 0.055 0.047 -0.003 0.936 -1.154 

SIC → Pleasure -0.051 0.175 -0.046 0.313 0.083 

SSIC → Satisfaction 0.052 0.026 0.117 0.005 1.368 

SSIC → Pleasure 0.12 *** 0.056 0.194 -1.201 

SIC → Preference 0.195 *** 0.123 0.021 -1.065 

SSIC → Intention -0.024 0.493 0.054 0.155 1.505 

SSIC → WOM 0.018 0.264 0.103 *** 2.654*** 

SSIC → Preference 0.021 0.585 0.124 0.033 1.49 

Note. *** indicates p-value is less than 0.001 
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Table 20. Results of Hypotheses Testing 

    U.S. China 

Hypothesis     

H1 a) Self-image congruence → Purchase intention Not supported Marginally 

supported 

 b) Self-image congruence → Positive WOM Supported Supported 

 c) Self-image congruence → Store preference Supported Supported 

      

      

H2 a) Functional congruence → Purchase intention Supported Supported 

 b) Functional congruence → Positive WOM Supported Supported 

 c) Functional congruence → Store preference Supported Supported 

      

H3 Self-image congruence → Functional congruence Supported Supported 

      

H4 a) Self-image congruence → Pleasure Supported Not supported 

 b) Self-image congruence → Arousal - - 

 c) Self-image congruence → Satisfaction Supported Supported 

      

H5 a) Shopping experience→ Purchase intention Supported Supported 

 b) Shopping experience→ Positive WOM Partially 

supported 

Partially 

supported 

 c) Shopping experience→ Store preference  Partially 

supported 

Partially 

supported 

      

H6 Moderation effects of product involvement on: Not supported Not supported 

 Self-image congruence → Retail Patronage, and    

 Functional congruence → Retail patronage   

    

H7 Moderation effects of product involvement on: Not supported Not supported 

 Self-image congruence → Functional congruence   

    

H8 Moderation effects of individualism/collectivism on: Partially supported 

 Self-image congruence → Retail Patronage, and   

 Self-image congruence → Functional congruence   
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

General Discussion 

This dissertation was conducted to understand more fully Gen Y consumers’ retail 

patronage decisions with respect to skincare products. More specifically, the purpose of the study 

was to identify the determinants of Gen Y consumers’ purchase intentions, willingness to spread 

positive WOM, and store preferences. The first research question focused on identifying the 

drivers behind Gen Y consumers’ retail patronage decisions by integrating the effects of two 

factors: 1) the match between Gen Y consumers’ self-perceptions and their images of a typical 

patron, known as self-image congruence, and 2) Gen Y consumers’ evaluations of retail store 

attributes (i.e., perceptions of retail environment), known as functional congruence. By testing 

the hypothesized relationships using two different samples groups (i.e., American and Chinese), 

the results of this study revealed that self-image and functional congruence were related 

positively to Gen Y consumers’ likelihood to spread positive WOM and their store preferences in 

both samples. Moreover, self-image congruence was related positively to Gen Y consumers’ 

evaluations of retail store attributes in both samples. However, self-image congruence was found 

to have no direct effect on Gen Y consumers’ purchase intentions in the American sample, and 

only a marginal positive effect on purchase intentions among their Chinese counterparts.  

Further, functional congruence was found to be a strong predictor of Gen Y consumers’ 

overall satisfaction with and pleasure experienced during the shopping experience in both 

samples. While self-image congruence was related positively to the American Gen Y consumers’ 

satisfaction and pleasure experienced during shopping, it only affected Chinese Gen Y 

consumers’ satisfaction positively, but not their ratings of pleasure. More importantly, both 
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satisfaction and pleasure were found to mediate the relationships between self-image and 

functional congruence and retail patronage decisions across the two samples.  

The second research question concerned the moderation effect of product involvement on 

the relative strength of the relationship established in the first research question. The results of a 

multiple-group comparison between the low- and high-involvement groups in both samples 

indicated that product involvement did not moderate any of the observed relationships, except for 

that between self-image congruence and store preference among the American Gen Y consumers; 

however, the effect was opposite to that hypothesized. More specifically, self-image congruence 

was found to have no effect on store preference among the American Gen Y consumers who 

reported a lower level of involvement with the focal product, but the same relationship was 

positive among their high-involvement counterparts.  

Finally, recognizing the conceptual differences among the dimensions of self-image, the 

last research question attempted to identify the relative strength of the self- and social domains of 

image congruence through the lens of the individualism/collectivism dichotomy. The results of a 

comparison between the American and Chinese samples showed that the 

individualism/collectivism dichotomy moderated the relative strength of the effects of the self-

and social domains of self-image congruence on Gen Y consumers’ evaluations of retail store 

attributes and their likelihood to spread positive WOM. Specifically, the social-domain of image 

congruence (e.g., how others see me) had a greater effect on the likelihood that respondents 

would spread positive WOM among Gen Y consumers from a collectivist culture, than it did 

among those from an individualistic culture. In contrast, the self-domain of image congruence 

(e.g., how I see me) had a greater influence on Gen Y consumers’ evaluations of store attributes 

among those from an individualistic culture than for those from a collectivist culture. 
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Theoretical Implications 

First and most importantly, this study responded to Grewal and Levy (2007) and Pan and 

Zinkhan (2006) statements that different theories were needed to understand retail patronage. By 

applying Sirgy’s (1982, 1985) self-image congruence theory to the context of retail patronage of 

skincare products among Gen Y consumers, this study provides new insights with respect to the 

relationships between self-image and functional congruence, retail shopping experience, and 

retail patronage behavior. Taken together, the findings of this study make three primary 

theoretical contributions to the retailing literature. The notion of self-image congruence, as a 

theoretical framework, has been applied to explain various consumer behaviors, including brand 

loyalty (Kressmann et al., 2006) and brand preference (Jamal & Goode, 2001), acceptance of 

new technology (Antón, Camarero, & Rodríguez, 2013), travel behavior (Boksberger, Dolnicar, 

Laesser, & Randle, 2011), and so on. This study is the first empirical research to apply Sirgy et 

al.’s (2000) integrative model to understand retail patronage decisions about skincare products. 

More precisely, both consumers’ psychological attributes (i.e., self-image and perception), and 

retailers’ store attributes (i.e., retail environment), were incorporated into the conceptual model 

that explains Gen Y consumers’ retail shopping experiences and patronage decisions about 

skincare products. The findings of this study confirm the applicability of the original self-image 

congruence theory to the skincare purchase context, a highly fragmented, branded product 

section in which not only the product itself, but also the decisions about where to buy such 

products, are tied closely to a consumer’s self-image. This study provided empirical evidence for 

the role of self-image and functional congruence on retail shopping experiences and patronage 

decisions. The findings reported in the previous section confirmed what the self-congruence 

theory predicts in terms of the positive influence of self-image congruence on functional 
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congruence (Kang et al., 2012; Sirgy et al., 2000). More importantly, not only do the findings 

confirm that there is a positive relationship between self-image, functional congruence, and retail 

patronage decisions, but also the results of mediation tests revealed that such relationships are 

mediated to a large extent by shopping experience, including overall satisfaction and pleasure, 

especially among the American Gen Y consumers. Very surprisingly and in contrast to the 

findings of past empirical studies on self-image congruence, neither the American nor the 

Chinese Gen Y consumers’ purchase intentions for skincare products related to self-image 

congruence, either directly or indirectly. This finding provided evidence that retail patronage is a 

complex construct that encompasses various aspects of consumers’ behaviors at all stages of the 

decision-making process. A decision to purchase involves a greater level of financial, emotional, 

and cognitive involvement by comparison to other decisions, such as spreading positive WOM 

and preferences for a particular retailer. Thus, matching the Gen Y consumers’ self-image with 

that of a typical patron alone is not strong enough to influence Gen Y consumers’ decisions 

about buying skincare products from a particular retailer. 

Second, the influence of the retail environment (e.g., retail atmospherics) on consumer 

attitudes and purchase intentions has been recognized (Baker, Parasuraman, Grewal, & Voss, 

2002; Darian, Tucci, & Wiman, 2001; Spangenberg, Grohmann, & Sprott, 2005). The findings of 

this study confirmed the role of functional attributes on Gen Y consumers’ evaluations of both 

their shopping experiences and purchase intentions, including store cleanliness, a quiet and 

comfortable environment, courteous and professional sales representatives, reasonable prices, 

believable advertising, and dependable product information. In addition, compared to self-image 

congruence, functional congruence seemed to have a stronger and more universal influence on 

Gen Y consumers’ satisfaction with their shopping experiences and the pleasure they 
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experienced during shopping among both the American and Chinese respondents. It may be that 

functional attributes, such as whether or not the store is clean, and the salespeople courteous, are 

more salient to consumers than the attributes of an imagined typical customer. Thus, the 

information processing based on retailer functional attributes is more straightforward than are 

comparisons of one’s self-image with that of a typical customer. Ahn et al. (2013) reported 

similar findings in the context of travel destination choices, where functional congruence was 

found to be a strong predictor of tourists’ choices of destination, while self-image congruence 

had no influence on such decisions. It may be concluded that the extent to which the influences 

of self-image and functional congruence hold have to do with the specific context to which the 

self-image congruence theory is applied.  

Third, this study validated the proposed conceptual model across two different cultures 

and found similarities as well as dissimilarities in terms of the relationships and the relative 

strength of specific relationships between the American and Chinese Gen Y consumers. The 

relationship between self-image and functional congruence and the positive effect of each of the 

two factors on Gen Y consumers’ ratings of their retail shopping experiences was very similar 

between the two cultures, except that self-image congruence had no effect on pleasure for 

Chinese Gen Y consumers. Retail shopping experience is a culturally constructed notion that 

suggests that pleasure captures the hedonic aspects of the experience. However, pleasure may 

have different connotations in Chinese culture that do not align completely with Western 

culture’s expectations and understanding of pleasure. Interestingly, self-image congruence 

related positively and directly to positive WOM among Chinese Gen Y consumers, but not 

among their American counterparts. Furthermore, the results of a follow-up analysis that split 

self-image congruence into the self and social domains showed that social self-image congruence 
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was related positively to the likelihood to disseminate positive WOM about a particular retailer 

only among Chinese Gen Y consumers. This finding can be explained with reference to the 

values and beliefs embraced by the collectivist Chinese culture (Litvin & Kar, 2003). Thus, Gen 

Y consumers from a collectivist culture are more likely to be influenced by the social-domain of 

image congruence. As such, when these consumers perceive a match between their social self-

image (both actual and ideal) and that of a typical patron, they are more likely to engage in 

behaviors that occur typically in a social or group setting (i.e., WOM), to a retailer’s advantage. 

Managerial Implications 

The findings of this study also provide several implications for brick-and-mortar retailers 

who carry skincare products and target Gen Y consumers. First, in addition to the effects of 

customers’ perceptions of a particular retailer’s image, and their retail patronage decisions 

(Chebat et al., 2006; Ha & Im, 2012), retailers should also recognize the link between self-image 

congruence (in the sense of self-image compared to other patrons) and customers’ patronage 

decisions. Given the positive relationship between self-image congruence, positive WOM, and 

store preference, retail managers should monitor and manage closely their customers’ self-image 

congruence with that of other store patrons. For example, retailers should identify their target 

market clearly and position their stores accordingly by understanding the psychographic 

characteristics of a target market in order to facilitate a better understanding of the drivers of Gen 

Y consumers’ choices of retail outlets when buying skincare products. Further, retailers should 

develop communication strategies that help customers identify and align their self-images to that 

of a typical patron with respect to desirable traits (e.g., chic, knowledgeable, etc.). Retailers also 

should recognize that managing customer self-image congruence alone is not sufficient to 

influence retail patronage. The results of the mediation tests in this study suggested that the 
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positive effects of self-image congruence on positive WOM and store preference are mediated by 

retail shopping experience, which also relates to a retailer’s functional attributes. In other words, 

maintaining a high level of self-image congruence among customers is not the end, but rather the 

means to an end if the goal of retail management is to influence retail patronage positively (e.g., 

positive WOM and preference).  

These findings also confirmed the role of functional retail attributes on Gen Y consumers’ 

evaluations of their shopping experience. Specifically, for brick-and-mortar skincare retailers, in 

order to assure a positive and pleasant shopping experience, multiple aspects of retailing 

management, such as store atmospherics, pricing strategies, and customer service should be 

addressed according to customers’ expectations of an ideal retailer. The results of the descriptive 

analysis of both samples showed that the younger segment of both American and Chinese Gen Y 

consumers with a college education assigns a high level of importance and relevance to the focal 

product category. The follow-up moderation test found that self-image congruence had a greater 

influence on store preference among Gen Y consumers with high product involvement than 

among those with low involvement. Retailers should leverage this moderation effect by: 1) 

gauging customers’ involvement with the focal product category, and 2) implementing retail 

strategies that foster a greater level of self-image congruence among highly involved customers. 

Finally, despite the similarities observed across both samples, in terms of the effects of 

self-image and functional congruence on retail shopping experiences and retail patronage 

behavior, retailers should also be aware of the dissimilarities between the Gen Y consumers from 

the two cultures. Specifically, Chinese Gen Y consumers place more value on group than 

individual interests. Understanding cultural differences and the effects of such differences on 

consumers’ retail patronage will allow multinational retailers (e.g., Wal-Mart, Carrefour, 
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Sephora) to position their stores and develop more effective strategies. The fact that the social- 

domain of image congruence affects Chinese Gen Y consumers more than it does Americans 

with respect to the likelihood to spread positive WOM, while the self-domain of image 

congruence affects the American Gen Y consumers more than it does the Chinese Gen Y 

consumers’ evaluations of store functional attributes, sends a clear message to retailers: by using 

retail communication to align the self-, but not the social-, domain of the image with the image 

of  a typical patron, retailers will be able to strengthen the positive influence of self-congruity on 

American Gen Y consumers’ evaluations of retail store attributes, which subsequently relates to 

shopping experience, positive WOM, and store preference. If a retailer’s goal is to encourage 

Gen Y consumers to spread positive WOM, they should align Chinese Gen Y consumers’ social-, 

but not self-, domain of the image with that of a typical patron in their stores. 

Limitations 

Despite the theoretical and managerial contributions it brings to the retailing literature, 

this study is subject to several limitations. First, skincare products are a highly competitive and 

fragmented sector with a number of brands available through a variety of retail outlets, and 

retailers today have become more diversified in terms of retail strategies with respect to product 

selection, pricing, customer service, distribution outlets, etc. This study examined only the 

traditional brick-and-mortar outlet across several different retailing formats, which may restrict 

the generalizability of the conclusions drawn from this study to the large body of different 

retailers who carry skincare products and target Gen Y consumers. Although functional 

congruence was found to relate positively to retail shopping experience, some of the attributes 

may not be deemed relevant or important to consumers in an online setting. The term “store 

atmospherics,” for example, may have a completely different interpretation in an online, rather 
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than offline context. Rather than questioning the appearance of a salesperson or the cleanliness 

of the store, consumers who shop online may pay more attention to the delivery time and product 

return policy. Thus, functional congruence may be a conceptually different construct and the 

operationalization of this construct should reflect such differences. Furthermore, while it is easy 

for consumers to observe other patrons and their behavior in a brick-and-mortar store, such 

interactions are literally impossible in the online setting. This may challenge the applicability of 

the self-congruence theory to a context in which information about other patrons of an online 

retailer is not available.    

Second, the conclusions drawn in this study were based on data collected from two 

purposeful samples of college students in the U.S. and China. The population of interest for this 

study is Gen Y consumers who were born between 1977 and 1994. Although the results of 

descriptive analyses of respondents’ ages verified the legitimacy of the data in that respect, both 

samples were skewed heavily toward the younger segment of this cohort, as more than 90% of 

the respondents were born between 1990 and 1993. In addition to the age disparity between the 

sample and the population group, 68% of the Chinese respondents reported their main residence 

was an urban area, while only 20% resided in a rural area. This pattern is not fully representative 

of the population distribution in China. According to World Bank statistics (Rural Population, 

2013), 47% of the Chinese population lives in rural areas. The fact that many Chinese Gen Y 

consumers live in rural areas may restrict their access to branded skincare products greatly, limit 

their experience with such products, and deter them from choosing the optimal retail outlet when 

they are in need of such products because of limited resources and knowledge about products. In 

other words, conclusions drawn from respondents who are wealthier, better educated, and more 

knowledge about the focal product may not be applied readily to rural consumers.  
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Third, during the measurement elimination stage, in order to retain consistency in the 

measurements across the two samples, when one item with a low factor loading was removed 

from the scale of a construct for one sample group, the same item was removed from the scale of 

the same construct for the other sample, regardless of whether or not the factor loading of the 

item was sufficient. For example, items about product selection and location were deleted before 

hypothesis testing because the factor loadings for both were lower than 0.40 for the American 

sample, although the loadings were both over 0.50 for the Chinese sample. This strategy affected 

the interpretation of the results adversely, because the measurements retained may not have 

captured fully all of the critical functional attributes pertaining to each of the two sample groups.    

Future Research Directions 

This study is the prelude to a stream of research in this domain. As have other studies that 

applied the self-congruence theory, this study confirmed the roles of self-image and functional 

congruence on the retail shopping experience from a retrospective point of view by asking 

respondents to recall their most recent in-store skincare purchase. Future studies may measure 

consumers’ immediate evaluations of shopping experience via other methods, such as mall 

intercept interviews conducted immediately after a transaction. In addition, this study examined 

three dimensions of retail patronage, i.e., purchase intentions, positive WOM, and store 

preference. Although each of the three constructs represents the concept of retail patronage from 

a unique perspective, retail patronage also includes actual behaviors, such as shopping frequency 

Pan and Zinkhan (2006) and repeated purchases (Shim & Kotsiopulos, 1992). Grewal and Levy 

(2007) called for more work that focuses on measuring actual behavior. Thus, to increase internal 

and external validity, future research may employ technology to construct a virtual retail store or 
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conduct studies in a behavior lab to measure and understand consumers’ actual patronage 

behavior in a controlled setting that replicates a real store.   

In this study, the conceptual research model was tested with sample groups from the U.S. 

and China. Future research can test this model with sample groups of consumers from cultures 

other than the U.S. and China to corroborate the findings of this study. Further, past research has 

found that consumer behavior may exhibit distinct patterns when consumers engage in 

conspicuous consumption (e.g., of luxury branded products), where both the acquisition and 

consumption of  such products has a greater level of social visibility and ties more closely to a 

consumer’s self-image and social status (O'Cass & McEwen, 2004; Tobias, 2014). Therefore, 

testing the theoretical model with such products may enhance our understanding of the 

relationship between self-image and consumers’ retail patronage decisions. This study examined 

two moderating variables, product involvement, and collectivism/individualism. While product 

involvement did affect the relationship as hypothesized, the descriptive analysis of both samples’ 

involvement showed that both American and Chinese Gen Y consumers believe that maintaining 

skin/appearance and buying the right skincare products is very important. Measured on a 6-point 

scale, the American group had a median score of 4.75 and the Chinese group had a median score 

of 4.50 on product involvement. It may be that both groups are representative of the high-

involvement segment by comparison to the general Gen Y population. Therefore, future research 

should use a more diversified sample with respect to product involvement, such that the sample 

variance is more representative of the population variance, in order to detect a possible 

relationship and minimize Type II error. A recent meta-analysis by Aguirre-Rodriguez, Bosnjak, 

and Sirgy (2012) on the moderators of self-image congruence revealed motivational and 

cognitive factors, such as self-motive sociability, degree of self-enhancement sought, cognitive 
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elaboration, and impression formation processes, all of which are potential moderating variables 

worthy of investigation. 

Future research should also address the ways in which the effects of self-image 

congruence and retail environment on shopping experience and patronage behavior may differ. 

The application of self-image congruence as a theoretical framework to understand consumers’ 

retail patronage behavior may raise two key questions. First, in the online setting, customers of a 

particular retailer may have very limited perceptions of other patrons due to the lack of direct 

contact and interaction. How does one determine the match between his/her self-image and the 

image of other patrons if s/he cannot observe them and their behavior, as is possible in a brick-

and-mortar setting? Second, as discussed above, key functional attributes pertaining to brick-

and-mortar retailers may not be meaningful or should be addressed from a different perspective 

by online retailers. 

Finally, Gen Y consumers are not the only market segment targeted for skincare products. 

Other cohorts, such the Baby Boomers, those born during the Post–World War II years spanning 

1946 to 1964, have their own specific needs for skincare products. There is no question that the 

size of the anti-aging skincare market and the motivation of older market segments to maintain 

their skin and appearance is tremendous. Especially in the U.S. market, where the culture places 

an extremely high value on staying young and active, it is important to understand Baby 

Boomers’ retail patronage decisions when buying skincare products. Baby Boomers, as an older 

generational cohort, represent a more mentally developed, mature, and wealthier consumer 

segment that differs completely from Gen Y consumers, and thus should be examined carefully. 
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QUESTIONNAIRE U.S.A. MAIN STUDY  
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