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Abstract

This study examines the impact of consumer knowledge and familiarity with private label brands (PLBs) on

perceptions and preferences toward PLBs and patronage intentions; in addition, it examines the incremental

effects of a department store image over consumer knowledge and familiarity with perceptions, preferences, and

patronage intentions. This  study focused on midscale department store PLBs of apparel products and middle age

consumers between the ages of 30 and 50 who are the main consumer group of private label brands of apparel

products. A structured questionnaire was developed and data were collected from a convenience sample of 257

female consumers between the ages of 35 and 54, living in the Southeastern United States. A factor analysis

identified the dimensions of department store image constructs; in addition, a hierarchical regression and multi-

ple regression analyses examined the hypotheses. Consumer knowledge and familiarity with PLBs at department

stores is recognized as a major determinant to shape consumer perceptions of and preferences for the PLBs as

well as patronage intentions. The present study reveals the significant incremental effect of a store image on

consumer preferences, perceptions, and patronage intentions beyond that explained by consumer knowledge and

familiarity about PLBs. The study reveals that, among four store image constructs, the store atmosphere and store

service factors had significant positive effects on consumer perceptions of PLBs. Store service and atmospheric

aspects also affect consumer patronage intentions toward PLBs. The price factor shows a significant and positive

influence on the preference consumers have for PLBs, but not on perceptions and patronage intentions. This

study has practical implications for department store executives and managers on how to allocate resources in

order to increase positive consumer perceptions toward PLBs, preferences over other brands, and patronage

intentions of PLBs at a store as well as how to create effective store environments to promote PLBs.

Key words: Private label brand, Store image, Knowledge and familiarity, Perception and preference, Patronage

I. Introduction

Since private label brands (PLBs) evolved in the

United Kingdom, spreading to Canada and the United

States, they became of great importance to retailers

and consumers over the past decades (Symphony IRI

Group, 2006). Until recently, private label brands were

found primarily in grocery chains, being considered

lower priced alternatives to national brand products.

However, due to its nature of creating more profit

margins for the store with lower priced products,

PLBs began rapidly disseminating across other non-

food product categories. With the rising competition

in recent retail markets, retailers found that increas-

ing the variety of products with a private label brand

(PLB) is one of the ways to satisfy consumers' vari-
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ous needs and wants, and thus, build customer loy-

alty and create differentiation from the competition.

Moreover, as PLBs garnered increased profits for re-

tailers compared to national brands, retailers began

stocking their shelves and aisles with exclusive and

high quality private labels to satisfy their customers

and enlarge their clientele (Stone, 2009). According to

the Private Label Manufacturers Association (2009),

one in every five products sold in U.S. supermarkets,

drug stores, and mass merchandisers in 2008 was from

a private label brand. The Private Label Manufactur-

ers Association also states that 60 percent of consum-

ers report buying private label brands on a regular

basis, which brought retailers $80 billion in 2008, up

22 percent from 2007. In addition, an increasing num-

ber of consumers bought private label brands since

the economic downturn in 2008 (Lockwood, 2010).

Although once private label brands were considered a

lower-price, lower-quality substitute for name brands,

private label products are now viewed positively by

the majority of U.S. consumers. According to a survey

by the Nielsen Company, nearly three-quarters (72%)

of American consumers believe that private label pro-

ducts are good alternatives to name brands (Nielsen-

wire.com, 2008).

Recognizing that branding is crucial in the highly

competitive retail market to capture a wider market

share and maintain a harmonious relationship with its

customers (Dennis et al., 2002), midscale department

stores such as Belk, JC Penney and Macy's have pla-

ced great emphasis on their private label brands. Begin-

ning with a single PLB, most department stores have

launched multiple private label brands (PLBs), vary-

ing in style, quality, price, and target market (Symphony

IRI Group, 2006), thus affording consumers greater

variety in product choices among PLBs offered by the

store. As private label brands are considered a differ-

entiator of one store from others, private label brands

increasingly cover more sales floor area in midscale

department stores, and more energy is devoted to de-

veloping and maintaining private label brands. In fact,

private-label sales at Macy's and other midscale depart-

ment stores have been increasing three-times faster

than sales of national brands (Eisenberg, 2009). Today

private label sales account for up to 50% of total

apparel sales by U.S. department stores, up from 25%

a decade ago (Team, 2010). Moreover, midscale de-

partment stores such as Macy's and Kohl's have re-

cently added more private labels. Sales of private la-

bel brands at Macy's, for example, represented 19%

of Macy's total sales in 2009 (Macy's, Inc., 2010).

Despite increasing trend of private label sales at

department stores, these brands often do not have the

same name recognition that would come from na-

tional or international brands. Besides, with the prolif-

eration of discount retailers such as Wal-Mart and

Target, consumers can easily trade down to another

store if they are not satisfied with private label mer-

chandise at JC Penney or Macy's. Private label ap-

parel products are not differentiated yet enough to keep

fashion-conscious consumers purchasing them in lieu

of lower-priced alternatives. If private label products

do not excite or interest consumers enough to compel

them to spend money, these brands can be a setback

to the growth of department stores. Thus, it is imper-

ative that executives of department stores should un-

derstand and ensure what consumers expect and want

from PLBs in their department stores.

Consumers often gain a great deal of information

about PLBs through various channels such as adver-

tising and promotional efforts made by retailers, as

well as repeat purchase experiences. The level of

knowledge about and familiarity with a brand can be

used as a guideline in purchase decisions, influencing

preference for purchasing private label brands. Re-

searchers asserted that amount of knowledge about a

brand determine overall attitude or perception toward

a brand (Keller, 1993; Kim et al., 2008; Romaniuk &

Sharp, 2003). In addition, as brand familiarity reduces

uncertainty about a brand, familiarity with a brand

could increase the consumer's brand recognition, and

influence brand attitude (Collins-Dodd & Lindley,

2003). Earlier studies also provide evidence that the

amount of knowledge and familiarity with a brand

affects the patronage of a brand (Flavian et al., 2006;

Keller, 1993). As such, much of the existing research

literature supports the importance of knowledge and

familiarity of a brand on attitude, perception and patro-

nage of the brand; however, questions remain unan-

swered whether it is applied to private label brands of
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apparel products offered by midscale department stores.

In addition to consumers' knowledge and familiar-

ity about a brand, consumers' attitude toward a brand

may be affected by a store's image. Earlier studies sug-

gested the significant impact of retail store image on

perceptions and preferences toward a brand (Collins-

Dodd & Lindley 2003; Semeijn et al., 2004); store

image often serves as leverage for the brand. Collins-

Dodd and Lindley (2003) further suggested retail store

image as a fundamental requirement for a successful

differentiation strategy with its PLBs. According to

Keller (1993), consumers make assumptions about a

brand based on what he or she has already experi-

enced from a particular retailer. Considering its impact

on PLB perceptions and preferences, it is vital for

retailers to develop a strong, positive store image with

various department store environmental cues. Given

the growing importance and popularity of PLBs of

apparel products at department stores, the present

study aims to examine the incremental effect of de-

partment store image over consumers' level of know-

ledge about and familiarity with PLBs on perceptions,

preferences toward PLBs and patronage intentions.

While an immense amount of research has been

conducted on the benefits and effects of grocery chain

PLBs, little research has focused on PLBs of apparel

products at department stores. This study focused on

midscale department stores' PLBs of apparel prod-

ucts. Midscale department stores are typically anchor

stores in shopping malls generally with moderately-

priced merchandise, selling both national brands and

their own private labels of apparel products (Vahie &

Paswan 2006). Moreover, approximately half of the

midscale department store's floor space consists of pri-

vate labels of apparel products (Symphony IRI Group,

2006). The present study also focused on middle age

consumers aged between 35 and 54, because they

are the main consumer group of private label brands

for apparel items, according to Coe (1971) and Hoch

(1996). More recently, a report by Cotton, Inc. (2010)

revealed that mothers of tweens and teens are willing

to buy private label brand clothing for their kids at

department stores. Today midscale department stores

such as JC Penney launched tween brands targeting

both tweens and teens and their mothers in order to

capture this niche market. Thus, the current study

examined consumers who are in between mid-30s

and mid-50s. In this study, we excluded those aged

over 55 because, according to U.S. Census Bureau,

they are considered as being elderly or mature con-

sumers who exhibit different perceptions and behav-

iours in their shopping activities (Moschis et al.,

2003). This study will provide department store exe-

cutives and managers insight on the perceptions con-

sumers have on the store's private label brands, and

grant practical implications regarding how to increase

positive PLB perceptions, preferences over other bra-

nds, and patronage intentions toward PLBs at a store.

The present study may also contribute to department

store executives and managers in determining the ulti-

mate components to create effective store environ-

ments for promoting PLBs and allocating resources

in order to attract consumers to their PLBs. The find-

ings from the study could serve as an important ben-

chmark for PLB marketing strategy.

II. Literature Review

1. PLB Perception

Perceptions of a brand, or a consumer's attitude to-

ward a brand (Vahie & Paswan, 2006), are made up

of a consumer's emotional perceptions, opinions of

quality, and general assessments of a brand (Low &

Lamb, 2000). According to a study conducted by Low

and Lamb (2000), when a consumer develops an atti-

tude towards a brand, he or she assesses any func-

tional and symbolic beliefs associated with the brand,

as well as the brand's overall advantages, quality, and

performance. The combination of these perceptions and

one's overall evaluations of a private label brand de-

velop the PLB perceptions. If a consumer's attitude

toward a brand is constructive and strong, consumers

are more likely to choose that brand and develop

patronage towards that brand (Keller, 1993). In 2003,

Romaniuk and Sharp found that consumers who have

more positive perceptions of brands will have higher

patronage to those brands. More recently, Liljander et

al. (2009) also found that PLB perceptions determine

purchase and repurchase intentions, which in turn leads
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to the actual purchase and repurchase behaviours. 

2. PLB Preference

PLB preference refers to the tendency of consum-

ers to choose private label brands over national brands

in a competing product category (BusinessDictionary.

com, 2009). Researchers found that consumers' pref-

erences toward a private label brand over other brands

will increase the consumers' inclination to purchase

PLBs (Dick et al., 1995). Earlier studies suggested that

consumer preference for PLBs stems from multiple

antecedents such as consumers' perceptions of store

image and the amount of knowledge about and fa-

miliarity with PLBs. In 1996, Dick et al. found con-

sumer preference for PLBs is derived from their

knowledge and familiarity with private label brands.

As consumers become more familiar with PLBs and

develop their knowledge structures pertaining to PLBs,

they comprehend the brand better and gain knowl-

edge of evaluating and purchasing the brand (Dick et

al., 1996). Researchers assert that better brand com-

prehension escalates confidence in purchasing deci-

sions and increases trust in the brand (Dick et al.,

1996; Flavian et al., 2006; Keller, 1993). It is sug-

gested that the increase in brand credibility will then

lead to better perceptions of the brand by the con-

sumer (Collins-Dodd & Lindley, 2003), which will in

turn increase the consumer's preference for PLBs

(Dick et al., 1996). Familiarity with a brand is belie-

ved to moderate alleged risk and quality discrepan-

cies within the brand (Dick et al., 1996). In tests con-

ducted on grocery products, Dick et al. (1996) conclu-

ded that this reduction in risk associated with brand fa-

miliarity may increase consumer preferences for PLBs.

3. PLB Patronage Behaviour

Patronage behaviour, or the repeat purchasing of a

brand by consumers (Brink et al., 2006), has been the

centre of several previous studies, and is considered

by retailers an essential way to achieve success and

sustainability of their businesses. Retailers have under-

stood that PLBs are more profitable with higher mar-

gins than national brands because of lower produc-

tion costs, lower advertising and marketing costs,

and the removal of the middle-man. Since PLBs are

exclusive at the store and cannot be found in other

retail stores, they entice customers with exclusivity

and help increase store traffic (Ailawadi et al., 2008).

Sudhir and Talukdar (2004) also found that consum-

ers who spend more time in a retail store and pur-

chase more of their PLBs are more likely to make

additional purchases at that store. Researchers sug-

gested that PLB patronage provides retailers with

negotiating leverage with national brand manufac-

turers (Ailawadi et al., 2008), higher retail margins on

PLBs (Ailawadi et al., 2008; Sudhir & Talukdar,

2004), higher store loyalty (Ailawadi et al., 2008), less

competition from other retailers, and increased adver-

tising and promotional efficiency (Kim et al., 2008).

Therefore, it is essential for retailers to understand

consumers' PLB patronage intentions and antecedents

of their patronage intentions. Earlier studies indicate

that PLB patronage behaviour has several anteced-

ents such as store characteristics (store image), PLB

perceptions, and PLB cognitive associations, or know-

ledge of the PLB (Brink et al., 2006). The present

study addresses those variables and the relationships

between them.

4. PLB Knowledge and Familiarity

The Associative Network Theories of Memory

(ANT) can be used to explain PLB knowledge and

familiarity and their effects on PLB perceptions and

PLB patronage behaviour. ANT proposes that “infor-

mation in memory consists of concepts that are lin-

ked together in a network” (Romaniuk & Sharp, 2003,

p. 221). The brand retrieval cues, or the more a con-

sumer knows and associates with a brand, the more

his or her brand knowledge acts as a persuader in

brand assessment and purchase decisions. PLB know-

ledge indicates how much a consumer knows about a

brand and what associations consumers make with a

brand when they think about that brand (Keller, 1993).

The quantity, or amount of knowledge, is a determi-

nant of brand attitude or brand perceptions (Keller,

1993; Romaniuk & Sharp, 2003). The more knowl-

edge a consumer has of a PLB, the better the percep-
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tions of PLBs are formed. Kim et al. (2008) also sug-

gested brand knowledge helps make up brand atti-

tude strength.

PLB familiarity refers to the amount of prior expe-

riences and contact a consumer has had with a brand

(Keller, 1993). More familiarity with a PLB should

increase the consumer's brand recognition, and influ-

ence brand attitude (Collins-Dodd & Lindley, 2003)

because brand familiarity reduces uncertainty about a

brand, adds trust toward the brand, and aids in the

development of knowledge structures associated with

a brand (Flavian et al., 2006). In addition, familiarity

increases self-confidence in purchasing decisions, in-

creasing the occurrence of making that decision. As

the occurrence of making the decision to purchase a

PLB increases, PLB patronage increases. According

to Baltas (1997), PLB familiarity reduces the risky

association with purchasing PLBs as well. PLB re-

purchasing behaviour then increases due to the de-

creased risks and increased confidence in receiving

pleasing product performance. Hence, familiarity with

a brand can affect consumer decision-making pro-

cesses, such as developing perceptions and making

purchase decisions.

Prior research provides evidence that the amount

of PLB knowledge and familiarity affects the patron-

age of PLBs. Keller (1993) suggests that the short-

term effects of advertising and promotional efforts by

a retailer develop knowledge about a brand and af-

fect sales of the brand. As brand knowledge increa-

ses, the likelihood of the brand being chosen by the

consumer for purchase increases. Consumers tend to

confine their choices to brands of greater familiarity.

When consumers do so, the brand's likelihood of pur-

chase is increased and patronage behaviours towards

the brand are developed (Flavian et al., 2006). Also,

with higher brand knowledge and a more positive

perception of the brand, brand loyalty and repurchase

behaviour increases.

5. Store Image

Store image (SI) refers to the overall perceptions

consumers hold about a store, including the physical

(layout, convenience, selection) and psychological or

social (quality, atmosphere, experiential feelings and

emotions) aspects of the store. A consumer uses sig-

nals from the perceived physical, service, quality,

and other experiential factors of a store to form atti-

tudes toward the store (Burt & Mavrommatis, 2006).

SI is considered a valuable asset for many retailers,

providing added value and credibility to the stores

and brands (Martenson, 2007). Previous research has

established that a positive SI is linked to increased

store success and store loyalty. A great number of past

studies have emphasized the relationship between store

image and store patronage. However, little work has

been done to determine the relationship between store

image and brand patronage, and even less has fo-

cused on its relationship with PLB patronage.

The attribution theory explains how consumers

make subjective assumptions about a product from

limited information or data (Vahie & Paswan, 2006).

This data can include experience or other factors,

such as the retail store image. When consumers do

not have much experience with a brand and lack a

brand schema, or cognitive structure, for a PLB, con-

sumers tend to look for other cues to aid in creating

perceptions toward that PLB (Akhter et al., 1994). In

this case, the store image can serve as leverage for

the brand, where the consumer makes assumptions

about a PLB based on what he or she already knows

about a particular retailer (Keller, 1993). Therefore,

according to the attribution theory, it is likely that

store image will significantly affect the consumers'

PLB perceptions, preferences toward PLBs, and pa-

tronage intentions since PLBs are store exclusive

(Vahie & Paswan, 2006). The cue utilization theory

also proposes that SI can influence the perceptions of

PLBs, since store associations can be used to develop

perceptions about PLBs (Collins-Dodd & Lindley,

2003). For example, if a consumer believes a depart-

ment store to be fashionable, he or she will likely

believe the department store's PLBs to be fashion-

able. Also, if a consumer believes a department store

to be of poorer scale, he or she will likely believe the

department store's PLBs to be dated or of lower qual-

ity. Morganosky (1990) studied the effects of store

image on brand quality perceptions by comparing con-

sumer perceptions of brands from department stores,
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discount stores, chain stores, and off-price stores. The

study indicated that consumers perceived the brands

from department stores to be significantly higher in

quality than brands from any of the other retail types

(Liljander et al., 2009). According to Visser et al.

(2006), developing a strong, positive SI is crucial for

retailers due to its influence on PLB perceptions and

its aiding in store differentiation.

Previous studies suggest purchase decisions, such

as patronage behaviour, are influenced by a store's

image (Akhter et al., 1994; Semeijn et al., 2004). Ac-

cording to Martenson (2007), retail store images have a

positive relationship with brand patronage, and many

retailers use their store image as a means of promot-

ing their PLBs. Store image provides the customer

with an added value to the product as well as famil-

iarity, credibility, and confidence in the store's ability

to produce products. Associations with store image

may make it easier for consumers to try PLBs, which

are commonly less well known. Retailers can then

increase loyalty towards their PLBs by developing

PLBs that are consistent with a store's SI.

6. Research Hypotheses

The Associative Network Theories of Memory

(ANT) elucidates PLB knowledge and familiarity

and their effects on PLB perceptions and PLB patro-

nage behaviour. Existing evidence from the research

supported the impact of knowledge and familiarity of

a brand on attitude, perception and patronage of the

brand (Collins-Dodd & Lindley, 2003; Flavian et al.,

2006; Keller, 1993; Kim et al., 2008; Romaniuk &

Sharp, 2003). In this vein, the present study, first of

all, endeavored to examine whether this notion applies

to private label apparel products offered by depart-

ment stores. This study, further, examined the incre-

mental effect of department store image over con-

sumer knowledge and familiarity of PLBs on percep-

tions, preferences and patronage behaviors. Earlier

researchers pointed out the importance of retail store

image on perceptions and preferences toward a brand

(Collins-Dodd & Lindley, 2003; Semeijn et al., 2004)

and patronage behaviour (Akhter et al., 1994; Seme-

ijn et al., 2004). Furthermore, Collins-Dodd and Lind-

ley (2003) and Martenson (2007) suggested that re-

tail store image serves as leverage for a brand and

can be used as a means of promoting the store's PLBs,

in addition to other branding strategies. Thus, the

current study attempted to discover whether retail

store image can account for a significant increment

in determining the effect on preferences, perceptions

and patronage intentions above and beyond that being

explained by consumer knowledge and familiarity.

Besides, researchers found that positive perceptions

of brands lead to higher patronage behaviour to those

brands and repurchase intention (Liljander et al., 2009;

Romaniuk & Sharp, 2003). Dick et al. (1995) asserted

that consumers' preferences toward a private label

brand over other brands will increase the consumers'

inclination to purchase PLBs. Derived from the Asso-

ciative Network Theories of Memory and the previ-

ous literature on knowledge and familiarity of PLBs,

store image, perceptions and preferences toward PLBs

and patronage intentions, the following research hy-

potheses were formulated for the study (Fig. 1).

H1-1. Consumer knowledge and familiarity of

PLBs will have a significant influence on

PLB perceptions.

H1-2. There will be an incremental effect of store

image over consumer knowledge and famil-

iarity of PLBs in determining the effect on

PLB perceptions.

H2-1. Consumer knowledge and familiarity of

PLBs will have a significant influence on

preferences toward PLBs.

H2-2. There will be an incremental effect of store

image over consumer knowledge and famil-

iarity of PLBs in determining the effect on

preferences toward PLBs.

H3-1. Consumer knowledge and familiarity of

PLBs will have a significant influence on

PLB patronage intentions.

H3-2. There will be an incremental effect of store

image over consumer knowledge and famil-

iarity of PLBs in determining the effect on

PLB patronage intentions.

H4. PLB perceptions and preferences toward

PLBs will have significant influences on

PLB patronage intentions.
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III. Research Methods

1. Sample and Data Collection

The population for the current study comprises fe-

male consumers whose ages range between 35 and

54. A structured questionnaire was distributed to a

convenience sample of 300 female consumers aged

between 30 and 50s, living in a South-eastern state of

the United States. In order to collect data, the re-

searcher contacted local department store managers to

get permission to conduct the survey at their stores.

The midscale department stores included in this study

were Belk, JC Penney and Macy's, which rely hea-

vily on private label brands in addition to selling pro-

ducts from other companies. Belk offers exclusive

private label brands, such as Madison, Red Camel,

Kim Rogers and Biltmore. JC Penney has a number

of private label brands including Arizona Jeans Co.,

Stafford, St. John's Bay and Towncraft. Macy's also

carries various private label brands, such as Alfani,

American Rag, Charter Club, Hotel Collection, I.N.C.

and Style & Co. Times were arranged to visit the

department stores for the purpose of administering

the surveys, and the researcher stood by several

entrances of three major midscale department stores

(Belk, JC Penney, and Macy's) in two south-eastern

cities, distributing the surveys to any customers who

appeared to possibly meet the profile. Participation

was voluntary, and no incentives were offered for

participation. The stores were visited during various

days and time ranges, including weekdays and week-

ends during morning, mid-day, and evening hours.

Of the 300 surveys distributed and returned, 257

responses were used for data analysis after eliminat-

ing those completed incorrectly or missed too many

questions and by the respondent who did not meet

the sample criteria.

2. Instrument Development

A structured questionnaire was developed to col-

lect data. The questionnaire began by asking the par-

ticipants demographic questions, such as age, gender,

income, and education level. The questionnaire then

asked participants a series of questions with regard to

their experience and opinions of their favourite depart-

ment store in order to validate that the participants

were frequent department store shoppers and that

their opinions about department store image and pri-

vate label brands were significant. The remainder of

the questionnaire provided participants with a state-

ment, and asked them to rank the statement on a five

point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree; 5 = Strong-

ly Agree).

In order to measure store image with various retail

store environmental cues, sixteen items were adapted

from Vahie and Paswan (2006). Participants were

asked to rank how they agree or disagree with state-

ments such as “The employees are very friendly,”

“The store is easy to shop in,” “The prices at the store

are fair,” and “The appearance of the store is appeal-

ing.” Adapted from the study of Flavian et al. (2006),

consumer knowledge and familiarity of private label

brands in department stores was measured by asking

questions about the consumers' amount of perceived

knowledge and familiarity with the PLBs of their

favourite department store. Five statements were used

to measure this variable. Statements, including “I know

a lot about the private label brands of my favourite

department store” and “I can tell a difference between

private label brands and national brands offered by

my favourite department store,” measured the know-

ledge the consumer believes himself or herself to

have of the department store's private label brands.

Other statements, including “In comparison with the

typical purchaser, I believe I am quite familiar with

the private label brands offered by the store,” mea-

Dotted lines indicate incremental effect of a store image over

consumer knowledge and familiarity of PLBs on each depen-

dent variable.

Fig. 1. Proposed research model.
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sured the perceived familiarity of the consumer with

the department store's private label brands. 

To measure consumer preferences for private label

brands, participants were given three statements cre-

ated by the researcher, such as “I shop at my favou-

rite department store because I like the private label

brands it carries” and “I prefer to purchase private

label brands of my favourite department store rather

than national brands.” Perceptions consumers have

of private label brands were measured in the ques-

tionnaire using four items adapted from Liljander et

al. (2009). The questionnaire contained statements

such as “I consider the private label brands to be a

good choice” and “I believe that private label brand

items will be of high quality.” Finally, the question-

naire adapted five items from various studies by Lil-

jander et al. (2009), Kim et al. (2007), and Matzler et

al. (2008) in order to measure consumers' patronage

intentions toward private label brands in department

stores. This section of the questionnaire sought to

determine the likelihood that the consumer will make

future purchases of department store PLBs. Partici-

pants were asked to rate how much they agree or dis-

agree with a proposed statement, such as “I will

definitely consider buying a private label brand,” “I

will buy private label brands the next time I shop at

my favourite department store,” and “I would be

willing to pay a higher price for the private label

brands of the department store over other brands.”

The content validity of the questionnaire was assessed

through examination by a panel of three experts in

the area. Initial changes were made to clarify or delete

some statements according to recommendations or

comments of the experts. Based on the feedback col-

lected from the pilot test, the instrument was revised

to improve the clarity of the questions and to increase

the content validity of the measurement instrument.

IV. Data Analysis and Results

Data gathered from the survey was analyzed using

the Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS)

program. The data analysis consisted of descriptive

statistics, exploratory factor analysis and multiple re-

gression analysis. Cronbach's alpha values were com-

puted to assess the internal consistency aspect of reli-

ability of the multi-item scales measuring store image

(0.72), knowledge and familiarity of PLBs (0.91),

preference for PLBs (0.96), perceptions of PLBs

(0.90), and consumers' patronage intentions toward

PLBs (0.87). In preparation for testing Hypotheses,

scores for PLB perceptions, preferences toward PLBs,

and patronage intentions were computed by summat-

ing the items in each scale.

1. Demographic Profile of the Sample

When asking frequency of purchasing clothing items

at department stores, approximately 40% of respon-

dents reported that they occasionally purchased clo-

thing items at department stores. More than half of

the respondents (55%) answered that they often pur-

chased clothing items at department stores. All res-

pondents reported they have a favourite department

store. Based on the demographic information pro-

vided by the respondents, slightly over half of res-

pondents (52%) had four-year college degree (B.A./

B.S.) and 22% of them held graduate degree (M.S./

M.A./MBA/Ph. D.) or professional degree. The in-

come frequency revealed that 9% of the respondents

reported annual household incomes of less than

$20,000 before tax, while 11% reported household

incomes over $70,000 per year. Around 38 percent of

them had a total of annual household incomes bet-

ween $25,000 and under $40,000 per year, 31% bet-

ween $40,000 and under $55,000, and 11% between

$55,000 and less than $70,000.

2. Preliminary Analysis

A principle component of factor analysis with vari-

max rotation was conducted to identify the constructs

of department store image. To set the criteria for the

factor analysis, factors with eigenvalues greater than

1.0 and items with rotated factor loadings of 0.50 or

greater were retained because factor loadings of 0.50

or greater are considered statistically and practically

significant (Hair et al., 1998). To ensure that each

factor would have only one dimension, any items

loading on more than one factor with a loading score
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equal to or greater than 0.40 on each factor were

eliminated from the analysis. In addition, because

communality of a variable represents the amount of

variance in the factor solution explained by that vari-

able (Hair et al., 1998), variables with communalities

less than 0.40 were deleted for reasons of insufficient

contribution to explaining the variance. Variables that

did not meet the above criteria were excluded from

the analysis. Of the total 16 items, 12 items of depart-

ment store image cues were retained for the factor

analysis, and four constructs were identified: Store

Atmosphere, Service, Price, and Convenience (Table

1). A total of 76.21% variance was explained by

these four store image factors in the study.

3. Hypotheses Testing

In order to assess the impacts of consumer knowl-

edge and familiarity of PLBs and department store

image on consumers' perceptions of PLBs (H1), pref-

erences of PLBs (H2) and patronage intentions (H3),

three separate hierarchical multiple regression analy-

ses using enter method were conducted. Derived from

the Associative Network Theories of Memory and the

previous literature on brand, knowledge and familiar-

ity of PLBs was first entered into the regression

equation in each hierarchical regression analysis, and

then four store image constructs were entered into the

equation. In this way, the correlations between knowl-

edge and familiarity of PLBs and four store image

constructs were partialled out of the regression analy-

ses, allowing the researcher to examine a significant

incremental increase in R
2
 after controlling the effect

of knowledge and familiarity of PLBs on each depen-

dent variable. Thus, we can understand how much addi-

tional variance in preferences, perceptions and patro-

nage intentions can be explained by store image. In

these analyses, knowledge/familiarity with PLBs and

four department store image constructs were indepen-

dent variables, and each of the perception of PLBs (H1),

preferences of PLBs (H2) and patronage intentions

(H3) was dependent variable. The hierarchical regres-

sion analyses results for the hypothesis 1, 2, and 3 are

reported in <Table 2>. Multiple regression analysis

result for the hypothesis 4 is reported in <Table 3>.

1) Hypothesis 1

First of all, consumer knowledge and familiarity of

PLBs was first entered into the regression equation in

order to examine the influence of knowledge and

familiarity with PLBs on the perceptions of PLBS

(H1-1). The regression model (model 1 for H1-1)

was significant, with F (1, 256) = 121.06 and p<.001,

indicating that 32.2% of the variance in the percep-

tions of PLBs at department stores was explained

only by knowledge and familiarity with PLBs.  H1-1

Table 1. Factor analysis of store image

Factors Items
Factor

loading

Eigen

value

Variance 

explained

Cronbach's

alpha

Factor 1:

Store

Atmosphere

The store is old-fashioned. (R) 0.85

2.74 22.81% 0.82
The store is dirty. (R) 0.84

The appearance of the store is appealing. 0.83

The employees are dressed appropriately and neat. 0.65

Factor 2:

Service

The service is excellent. 0.94

2.74 22.81% 0.93I am pleased with the service I receive. 0.90

The employees are very friendly. 0.89

Factor 3:

Price

The prices at the store are fair. 0.91

2.12 17.62% 0.68I obtain value for my money at the store. 0.84

I can purchase clothes for less at the store. 0.73

Factor 4:

Convenience

The store is easily accessible from the parking lot. 0.85
1.56 12.97% 0.70

The store is easy to shop in. 0.84

(R) means reverse coded.
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was supported. Then four store image constructs

were entered into the regression equation in order to

determine the incremental effect of store image fac-

tors over consumer knowledge and familiarity of

PLBs on perceptions (H1-2). The overall regression

model (model 2 for H1-2) was significant, with F (5,

256) = 39.49 and p<.001, indicating that 41.4% of

the variance in the perceptions of PLBs at depart-

ment stores was explained by both knowledge/famil-

iarity of PLBs and department store image. In this

hierarchical regression model, significant F change

was p = .000, suggesting significant incremental effects

of store image constructs over consumer knowledge

and familiarity of PLBs in determining the effect on

perceptions of PLBs. Thus, Hypothesis 1-2 was sup-

ported. When testing the relative contributions of

independent variables to explain consumers' percep-

tions of PLBs at department stores, consumer knowl-

edge and familiarity of PLBs (β = .59, p<.001) was

the strongest and significant indicator of the percep-

tions of PLBs. Among four department store image

constructs, store atmosphere factor (β = .23, p<.001)

and service factor (β = .17, p<.01) were the signifi-

cant determinants of the perceptions of PLBs.

2) Hypothesis 2

In order to assess the influence of consumer know-

ledge and familiarity of PLBs on consumers' prefer-

ences of PLBs (H2-1), knowledge and familiarity of

PLBs was first entered into the regression equation.

The regression model (model 1 for H2-1) was signif-

icant, with F (1, 256) = 110.95 and p<.001, indicating

that 30.3% of the variance in the preferences of PLBs

at department stores was explained only by knowl-

edge and familiarity with PLBs. H2-1 was supported.

When four store image constructs were entered into

the regression equation in order to determine the in-

cremental effect of store image factors over con-

sumer knowledge and familiarity of PLBs on prefer-

ences of PLBs (H2-2), the overall regression model

(model 2 for H2-2) was significant, with F (5,

256) = 26.46 and p<.001, indicating that 34.5% of

the variance in the preferences of PLBs at depart-

ment stores was explained by both knowledge/famil-

iarity of PLBs and department store image. In this

hierarchical regression model, significant F change was

p = .004, suggesting significant incremental effects of

store image constructs over consumer knowledge

and familiarity of PLBs in determining the effect on

preferences toward PLBs. Thus, Hypothesis 2-2 was

supported. The test of the relative contributions of in-

Table 2. Hierarchical regression analyses results

Variables
PLB Perception (H1) PLB Preference (H2) PLB Patronage Intention (H3)

Model 1 (β) Model 2 (β) Model 1 (β) Model 2 (β) Model 1 (β) Model 2 (β)

PLB Knowledge/Familiarity .587*** .586*** .551*** .530*** .597*** .596***

Store Atmosphere .234*** .127* .184***

Service .168** .102 .194***

Price −.021 .127* .075

Convenience −.081 −.090 −.105

R
2

.322 .414 .303 .345 .356 .437

F 121.06*** 35.49*** 110.95*** 26.46*** 140.92*** 38.89***

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001

Independent variables: PLB knowledge/familiarity, store atmosphere, service, price, and convenience

Dependent variables: PLB perception (H1), PLB preference (H2), and PLB patronage intention (H3)

Table 3. Multiple regression analysis result for Hypo-

thesis 4

Independent

Variables
DF

Standardized

Coefficient (β)
t-value

PLB Perception 2 .69 15.85***

PLB Preference 2 .22  5.10***

R
2

0.744

F (2, 256) 369.72

***p<.001

Dependent variable: PLB patronage intention
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dependent variables to explain consumers' preferen-

ces of PLBs at department stores showed that knowl-

edge and familiarity of PLBs (β = .53, p<.001) was

the strongest and significant indicator of the percep-

tions of PLBs. Among four department store image

constructs, store atmosphere factor (β = .13, p<.05)

and price factor (β = .13, p<.05) were the significant

determinants of the preferences of PLBs. 

3) Hypothesis 3

In predicting the influence of knowledge and famil-

iarity of PLBs on patronage intentions (H3-1), the

regression model (model 1 for H3-1) was significant,

with F (1, 256) = 140.92 and p<.001, indicating that

35.6% of the variance in patronage intentions of PLBs

at department stores was explained only by consu-

mer knowledge and familiarity of PLBs. H3-1 was

supported. When four store image constructs were

entered into the regression equation in order to exam-

ine the incremental effect of store image factors over

consumer knowledge and familiarity of PLBs on pat-

ronage intention, the overall regression model (model

2 for H3-2) was significant, with F (5, 256) = 38.89

and p<.001, indicating that 43.7% of the variance in

the patronage intentions of PLBs at department stores

was explained by both knowledge/familiarity of PLBs

and department store image. In the hierarchical regre-

ssion model, significant F change was p = .000, sug-

gesting the incremental effects of store image con-

structs over knowledge and familiarity of PLBs in

determining the effect on patronage intentions of

PLBs. Thus, Hypothesis 3-2 was supported. The test

of the relative contributions of independent variables

to explain consumers' preferences on PLBs of depart-

ment stores showed that consumer knowledge and

familiarity of PLBs (β = .60, p<.001) was the stron-

gest and the most significant indicator of PLB patro-

nage intentions. Store atmosphere (β = .18, p<.001) and

service factor (β = .19, p<.001) were the significant

determinants of the patronage intentions of PLBs.

4) Hypothesis 4

Multiple regression analysis was conducted to exa-

mine the influence of PLB perceptions and prefer-

ences toward PLBs on PLB patronage intentions. In

this analysis independent variables were PLB per-

ceptions and preferences toward PLBs and the de-

pendent variable was patronage intentions. The re-

gression analysis results for the relationship between

PLB perceptions and preferences toward PLBs and

patronage intentions are reported in <Table 3>. The

regression model was significant, with F (2, 256) =

369.72 and p<.001, indicating that 74.4% of the vari-

ance in the PLB patronage intentions at department

stores was explained by both PLB perceptions and

preferences toward PLBs. Thus, Hypothesis 4 was

supported. The test of the relative contributions of

independent variables to explain PLB patronage in-

tentions showed that both PLB perceptions (β = .69,

p<.001) and preferences toward PLBs (β = .23, p<

.001) were significant indicators of PLB patronage

intentions. However, PLB perception was a stronger

indicator of patronage intention than preference

toward PLBs.

V. Discussion and Implications

Whereas a significant amount of attention has been

directed toward private label brands (PLBs), there

has been very limited academic research to date that

has shed light on private label blends of apparel pro-

ducts at department stores. The current study was de-

signed as an exploratory study to gain insight into

middle aged female consumers' perceptions, prefer-

ences and patronage intentions of private label brand

of apparel at the department store with a focus on the

impact of knowledge/familiarity with PLBs and depart-

ment store image on consumers' perceptions, prefer-

ences and patronage intentions of PLBs. The present

study, in particular, examined the incremental effect

of department store image over consumer knowledge

and familiarity of PLBs in determining the effect on

PLBs perceptions, preferences, and patronage inten-

tions toward PLBs in department stores. In addition,

the present study also determined the influence of

private label brand perceptions and preferences on

patronage intentions.

The results of the present study demonstrate that

consumers' knowledge and familiarity with PLBs at

department stores is a major determinant in shaping
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their perceptions of and preferences for the PLBs

and, thus, their patronage intentions. This finding

aligns with a study by Romaniuk and Sharp (2003)

that suggested knowledge about a brand serves as a

determinant of the attitude toward a brand. That is,

the more consumers know about PLBs and the more

familiar they are with PLBs, the more positively con-

sumers view them. As knowledge structures are built

in the consumer's mind, positive perceptions and pre-

ferences toward PLBs also grow, which lead to their

patronage behaviour with PLBs. According to Keller

(1993), advertising and promotional efforts by a re-

tailer create knowledge about a brand in the consum-

ers' minds and strengthen consumers' attitudes toward

the brand, which determines the brand's level of suc-

cess. The results of the current study further confirm

Keller's (1993) proposition and suggest that when con-

sumers are more exposed to a store's PLBs, whether

through actual usage, advertising, or promotional ef-

forts, they may view PLBs to be as good as national

brands or better and develop preferences for PLBs

over other brands. When consumers have more know-

ledge about and experience with PLBs, they may

demonstrate higher credibility over other national

brands, resulting in greater preference for the PLB

(Dick et al., 1996). Such preference could inspire

greater loyalty to the store, since PLBs are store ex-

clusive. Since greater knowledge and familiarity in-

crease the favourability toward PLBs, department

store retailers should make extra efforts to create

awareness and build consumer knowledge and famil-

iarity with PLBs.  Advertising through various media

and in-store promotions are means by which con-

sumers can be exposed to the PLBs as well as learn

more about the brand. The results also show that

knowledge and familiarity of PLBs is found to direct-

ly influence whether consumers purchase PLBs, while

also indirectly influencing perceptions and prefer-

ences. That is, the more consumers know about PLBs

and the more familiar consumers become with them,

the more likely they are to repeat purchase PLBs at

department stores. The results support the Associated

Network Theories of Memory, which state that infor-

mation in one's memory is made up of concepts

linked together in a network, and, therefore, what one

knows about a brand persuades one's purchase inten-

tions (Romaniuk & Sharp, 2003). Based on this study,

it can be concluded that the more exposure consum-

ers have to a PLB, the more likely they are to pur-

chase the PLB. 

Hierarchical regression analyses results reveal sig-

nificant F changes when four store image constructs

were entered into the regression equations, suggest-

ing significant incremental effect of store image over

consumer knowledge and familiarity of PLBs in deter-

mining the effect on perceptions, preferences and

patronage intentions toward PLBs. This finding sup-

ports the notion from Collins-Dodd and Lindley

(2003) and Martenson (2007) that retail store image

may serve as leverage for a brand and can be used as

a means of promoting the store's PLBs. The present

study, in particular, reveals that the store atmosphere

and in-store service factors have significant positive

effects on consumers' perceptions of PLBs. Consum-

ers' patronage intentions toward PLBs are also affec-

ted by store service and atmospheric aspects. The

more impressed the customer is with the service and

store atmosphere, the more likely it is that he or she

perceives PLBs positively and favourably. The results

of the study suggest that customer service and store

atmosphere are the key environmental cues for ob-

taining consumers' positive perceptions toward PLBs

and also for influencing repeat purchase intentions of

PLBs at the department store. The findings imply

that sales personnel's appearance, attitude, and man-

ner toward their customers, in addition to favourable

store services and policies are crucial for the success

of PLBs. The findings of the study also suggest that

creating a visually appealing store design with up-to-

date product displays and well-organized store layout

might be essential in order to increase consumers'

positive perceptions and repeat visit to the store and

repurchase PLBs of the store. These findings could

provide fundamental guidelines for department store

executives and managers who attempt to resurrect or

improve their retail store's environment and attract

consumers to their PLBs. The results of the study

suggest that department store executives and manag-

ers should make extra efforts on the services and

overall environment at the store and set specific stan-
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dards for it. The store managers should encourage

their sales associates to practice services according to

the standards and proper procedures, and ensure that

those standards are being met. For example, sales

associates may be expected to approach customers

after they enter the department store, check in on cus-

tomers in the dressing room, offer to assist customers

with their needs, keep an upbeat and helpful attitude

through the customer's entire shopping experience,

and so on. In addition, department store retailers

need to offer flexible store return and exchange poli-

cies. The more that customers feel the service level is

satisfactory, the more likely they are to purchase the

store's PLBs, because they see the store and its brands

in a more favourable manner. Stores may be able to

monitor the service the associates give through cus-

tomer surveys to ensure the service is as high as pos-

sible in the effort to increase sales of private label

brands. The department store executives and manag-

ers also should put an emphasis on creating appeal-

ing store environment and keeping it up-to-date and

clean. By doing so, department store retailers may be

able to give their retail stores a unique and positive

image and, thus, strongly market their PLBs to cus-

tomers who visit the store. Consumers are often in-

volved in multiple activities when shopping and may

make their store selections accordingly. Thus, the

proximity to other shopping facilities might be one of

the advantages of department stores in terms of con-

sumer store choices. Consumers may use department

stores more frequently than other types of retail for-

mats partly because department stores carry a wide

variety of product categories beyond apparel items

and are convenient to shop in, so consumers can ac-

complish multiple purposes of their shopping trip by

visiting one place. Therefore, PLBs supported by ex-

cellent services and appealing store environment at

the department stores may have a great chance to

attract consumers to the store and win sales of PLBs. 

In this study, the price factor shows a significant

and positive influence on the preference consumers

have for PLBs. If consumers felt that they were re-

ceiving a lower price with better value for their

money with specific PLBs, they would prefer these

PLBs over other brands and are likely to repeat pur-

chase PLBs. This result suggests that the department

store executives should pay close attention to the

price factor of their PLBs and keep in mind that

when consumers feel that they are able to get the best

deals from PLBs, they prefer PLBs over other brands.

Moreover, offering a wide range of price points based

on the quality of PLB products is a way to diversify

their brands and products, granting their customers

options from which to choose. However, it is inter-

esting to find that the price did not directly influence

consumers' patronage intentions at the department

store. Moreover, although the price factor was not a

significant determinant of perceptions toward PLBs, it

was negatively related to the perception of PLBs.

When examining the influence of perceptions and pre-

ferences of PLBs on patronage intentions, both are

significant indicator of patronage intentions of PLBs.

However, perception of PLBs was a better indicator

of patronage intentions than preferences of PLBs.

Overall, department store atmosphere and in-store ser-

vice aspects are keys to shape a positively percep-

tions of PLBs and patronage intentions accordingly.

The results of the present study offer insight for

private label brand retailers of apparel products. The

success of private label brands may depend on offer-

ing superior store environment, along with effective

advertising and promotional efforts. Placing empha-

sis on enriching the presentation of private label brands

with efficient signage in a pleasant store environment

may be an approach to provide differentiated features

in the store, and impress the consumers who visit the

store. Once consumers are exposed to the PLBs and

attain positive information about the brands, they are

more likely to perceive PLBs positively and also

repeat purchase PLBs, regardless of price. This study

has practical implications for department store exec-

utives and managers regarding how to increase sales

of PLBs and loyalty to the store. However, like many

other empirical studies, this study has some limita-

tions that should be considered when interpreting its

results. As the sample was limited to the individuals

in one South-eastern state in the United States with a

sample size of 257, the findings from the study can-

not be generalized to all populations. Future study need

to expand with a larger sample that includes other
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geographical areas of the United States. This study

included only female consumers, excluding male con-

sumers. Future research needs to include male con-

sumers and explore the differences between female

and male in the variables in the current study. In

addition, future study also needs to include other va-

riables that might shed greater insights into consum-

ers' shopping behaviours with private label brand.

For example, it would be interesting to incorporate

other variables such as advertisement and promotional

efforts made by private label retailers and aesthetic

aspects of store environment (i.e., music, lighting,

window displays), and examine the effects of those

variables on PLBs shopping behaviour.
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