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Abstract 

This study considers brand users’ and non-users’ negative beliefs of private label brands.  

Analysis of perceptual data of private labels is conducted in five categories across Australia 

and three categories in the UK. The results are consistent with findings from past research, 

and show that non-users of private labels are less or equally likely to associate a brand with a 

negative attribute that is category specific than brand users. However, analysis for 

‘stereotype’ attributes such as low quality or high risk, show a rare, reverse evaluative pattern, 

in that non-users are more likely to associate a brand with this attribute than brand users. This 

suggests that unlike the findings of previous empirical research, private label brands may be 

rejected prior to trial.  

Introduction 

Private labels (henceforth PLs) are brands owned by retailers, wholesalers or distributors and 

are distributed selectively in their stores (Bushman, 1993; De Wulf et al., 2005). There are 

many reasons why retailers introduce a PL, primarily to increase in-store loyalty, store traffic 

and profitability, and to strengthen bargaining power over manufacturers (Dick, Jain and 

Richardson, 1995; Batra and Sinha, 2000). Historically, PLs were low priced and low quality 

options (e.g., Bellizzi et al., 1981; Batra and Sinha, 2000). However, in order to cater for the 

range in consumer demographics, retailers introduced a three-tiered system of PLs: value, mid 

and premium tier.  Nevertheless, as noted by Kumar and Steenkamp (2007), premium PLs are 

still more an exception than a rule. The bulk of PLs are still cheaper than national brands, lack 

attractive packaging and are not supported by any marketing activities. All of these cues, or 

the lack of them, may impact the perceived quality of PLs without even trial. This could 

suggest that those who do not use PLs will be more likely to have a negative attitude towards 

them than those who do use them, and this negative attitude stops them from trying the 

brands. 

Past research on negative beliefs provides evidence that those who tried a brand but no longer 

use it are more likely to say something negative about the brand than those who have never 

tried the brand (Bird and Channon, 1970; Winchester, Romaniuk and Bogomolova, 2008).  

Nevertheless, no research to date has investigated how consumers respond to negative beliefs 

of PLs.  If non-users of PLs were more likely to hold negative beliefs about PLs than users, 

this suggests that there is a part of the market immune to PL’s offer. Such information would 

be crucial for marketers of both PLs and national brands. The investigation of this issue is the 

aim of this paper.  There are some aspects relating to PLs that suggests non-users of PLs 

might be more likely to hold negative beliefs than users of PLs. This will be now discussed. 

Cue Utilisation Theory has been used to explain differences in perceptions of quality in retail 

settings (e.g., Richardson, Dick and Jain, 1994; Collins-Dodd and Lindley, 2003) or products 

(Shimp and Bearden, 1982; Eroglu and Machleit, 1988; Richardson, Jain and Dick, 1996). 

These cues can be divided into intrinsic cues that are product specific, such as taste or aroma, 

and extrinsic cues that are external to the product such as price, packaging and advertising. 



For the intrinsic cues to be used in quality assessment, the product has to be experienced. This 

is not the case for extrinsic cues. The level of price or the packaging attractiveness can be 

utilised to judge the quality of the product without its trial. Thus brand non-users can use 

extrinsic cues to assess the perceived quality of a brand.  PLs generally suffer from the lack of 

‘good’ extrinsic cues. First, the low prices of PLs have been found to act as cues for 

consumers and infer quality perceptions (Richardson, Dick and Jain, 1994). In absence of 

other extrinsic cues such as a strong brand name, an attractive packaging or advertising, the 

impact of the price information on consumers’ quality judgement is strongest. Secondly, the 

packaging of value tier PLs is usually plain and not as attractive as the packaging of national 

brands. Savings on PL packaging design and materials allow for the low pricing of PLs. 

Again this suggests that non-users of PLs may utilise the unattractive packaging as a cue to 

infer the low quality of PLs. Finally, literature shows that perceived quality is directly 

affected by consumer perceptions of expenditure on brand advertising (Soberman and Parker, 

2006). The level of advertising is one of the cues customers utilise when assessing perceived 

product quality (Burnkrant, 1978). Since PLs are not heavily advertised, non-users of PLs 

could infer the low quality of these brands based on this lack of marketing support.  The 

above discussion suggests that non-users of PLs may be more likely to hold negative beliefs 

about the brands they have not experienced than users of PLs. The examination of this issue is 

the aim of this paper. Consequently, the research question is as follows: RQ: Are non-users of 

PLs more likely to associate a PL with a negative attribute than users of PLs? 

Method 

The data for this research comes from three brand tracking studies conducted in Australia and 

the UK. It incorporates eight food and non-food categories: Study 1 (2007, Australia, phone, 

N=200 for each category, random & nation wide): toilet paper, salad dressing, sliced cheese; 

Study 2 (2008, Australia, online, N=200 for each category, random & nation wide): tomato 

sauce, dry pasta; Study 3 (2008, the UK, online, N=6,000 for each category, Tesco Clubcard 

members): tea, instant coffee, roast and ground (R&G) coffee. Table 1, shows the brands and 

tiers used in the studies conducted. The two markets were chosen as they represent markets 

with different levels of PL maturity. 

Table 1: Brands and tiers used 

Value Tier Mid Tier Premium Tier 

Black and Gold Coles Tesco Finest 

Coles Smart Buy You’ll Love Coles Woolworths Select 

Homebrand IGA  

Tesco Standard Foodland  

The data has been collected using a free choice, pick any method (Barnard and Ehrenberg, 

1990), where the respondent is presented with a list of brands, given an attribute (e.g. good 

value for money) and asked: Which if any of these brands do you associate with this attribute? 

Both brands and attributes were randomised to avoid priming and inhibition effects.  

Two groups of negative attributes were used in the studies. First group constituted of 

‘category specific’ attributes, such as high in fat for salad dressing or would be too thin for 

toilet paper. These attributes were different in each of the studies. The second group of 

attributes were ‘not category specific’ attributes. These included would be below average 

quality, would be too expensive for what you get, not sure if it would be good enough (risk). 

These attributes were used in the same form in all categories (except in Study 3 not sure if it 

would be good enough was not used). This consistency allows for comparison of results 

across the studies. Positive attributes were also included in the studies. 



Results 

In order to test the research question, the percentage point difference between the private label 

users’ and non-users’ response levels will be calculated. As per Winchester and Romaniuk 

(2003) the following rules have been used: 

• A positive figure of greater than 10pp suggest that users are more likely to associate a 

brand with a negative attribute than non-users; 

• A negative figure greater than 10pp suggest that non-users are more likely to associate 

a brand with a negative attribute; 

• A figure between -10 and 10 suggest that there was no or almost no difference in 

responses to negative attributes between the two groups. 

The analysis will be conducted by attribute and by brand, however when the results are 

consistent across brands, only averaged results are presented due to space limit . Table 2, 

below, presents the results for negative attributes that are not category specific.  

Table 2: Difference between user and non-user response levels to cross-category negative beliefs 

  Risk Below average quality Too expensive 

  U% NU% Diff% U% NU% Diff% U% NU% Diff% 

YLC 0 22 -22 0 18 -18    

IGA Eden 0 18 -18 0 16 -16    

Black & Gold 67 52 15 0 53 -53    

CSB 0 27 -27 0 24 -24    

Homebrand 17 45 -28 25 42 -17    

WW Select 30 25 6 17 22 -5    

T
o

il
et

 p
ap

er
 

Ave 19 31 -12 7 29 -22    

Homebrand 15 38 -22 15 31 -16    

CSB 9 25 -16 17 14 3    

Black & Gold 32 39 -8 37 33 4    

WW Select 24 24 0 0 15 -15    

YLC 38 22 16 25 13 12    

Foodland 20 14 6 20 9 11    

C
h

ee
se

 

Ave 23 27 -4 19 19 0    

Coles 28 33 -6 6 19 -13    

CSB 60 36 24 20 22 -2    

Homebrand 50 49 1 25 43 -18    

IGA  14 29 -15 0 15 -15    

WW Select 13 34 -21 0 19 -19    S
al

ad
 d

re
ss

in
g

 

Ave 33 36 -3 10 23 -13    

Black & Gold 11 64 -53 0 59 -59    

CSB 30 52 -22 10 38 -28    

Homebrand 18 60 -42 14 52 -38    

IGA  0 44 -44 0 21 -21    

WW Select 20 46 -26 0 26 -26    

YLC 8 48 -40 15 26 -11    

T
o

m
at

o
 s

au
ce

 

Ave 14 52 -38 7 37 -30    

Black & Gold 27 48 -21 37 50 -13    

Coles Finest 0 12 -12 0 21 -21    

CSB 28 27 1 18 30 -13    

Homebrand 27 47 -21 18 50 -32    

WW Organic 0 12 -12 0 20 -20    

WW Select 16 18 -3 13 24 -11    

P
as

ta
 

YL Coles 10 18 -8 10 26 -15    



YLC Organic 0 10 -10 0 23 -23    

Ave 13 24 -11 12 31 -19    

Tesco     21 37 -16 1 1 0 

Tesco Finest    0 2 -2 12 21 -8 T
ea

 

Ave    11 20 -9 7 11 -4 

Tesco    23 39 -15 1 1 0 

Tesco Finest    0 2 -2 10 10 1 

In
st

an
t 

co
ff

ee
 

Ave    12 20 -9 6 5 0 

Tesco    15 23 -7 1 1 0 

Tesco Finest    1 2 -1 3 8 -5 

Tesco Coll.    3 4 -1 2 3 -1 R
&

G
 

C
o

ff
ee

 

Ave    2 3 -1 2 5 -3 

The results for the attribute reflecting the risk - not sure if it will be good enough show that 

for the majority of PL brands, non-users were more likely to associate (shaded deviations 

above -10pp) a brand with a this attribute than were brand users. There were some exceptions 

to this pattern including Woolworths Select (a premium private label) in the toilet paper, 

sliced cheese and pasta categories. Here users were either as likely or more likely than non-

users to associate a PL with an attribute.  

The next attribute, below average quality was tested in all three studies and all categories. The 

results show that for the vast majority of PLs in Studies 1 and 2, non-users were more likely 

to associate a brand with low quality than users of the brands. In Study 3 however, there were 

some clear differences between PLs from different tiers. While non-users of Tesco Standard 

(value tier) were more likely to associate the brands with low quality than brand users, this 

was not the case for Tesco Finest and Tesco collection (premium PLs). Here users were as 

likely as non-users to associate a brand with the low quality attribute. The latter also held for 

all PL brands in R&G Coffee.  

Finally, the attribute too expensive for what you get was examined. Since in Study 1 and 2 the 

average response level for PLs was below 10%, this attribute was not tested for these 

categories. The findings in Study 3 show that users are as likely as non-users to associate a 

brand with this attribute, which was consistent across all categories. In summary, for the 

majority of PL brands, non-users are more likely to associate a PL with risk and low quality 

attributes than users of PLs. Tables 3-5 show results for category specific attributes. Since the 

patterns were consistent for all brands, the averaged results were presented. The results were 

consistent for all studies and show that non-users were less or equally likely to associate a 

brand with an attribute than users of the brands.  

Table 3: Difference between user and non-user response levels to toilet paper category-specific negative 

beliefs for Study 1 

 Unattractive look Too thin 

 Users % 

non-users 

% Diff % Users % non-users % Diff % 

Average 15 18 -3 17 23 -6 

 High in fat High in sugar 

 Users % 

non-users 

% Diff % users % non-users % Diff % 

Average 23 25 -2 18 19 0 

 Doesn’t look like real cheese Would be difficult to handle 

 users % 

non-users 

% Diff % users % non-users % Diff % 

Average 31 18 14 14 5 9 



Table 4: Difference between user and non-user response levels to tomato sauce category-specific negative 

belief Study 2 

 High in salt Would go soggy 

 users % 

non-users 

% Diff % users % non-users % Diff % 

Average 28 26 1 12 17 -6 

 Easy to overcook Too high in carbs 

 Users % 

non-users 

% Diff % Users % non-users % Diff % 

Average 24 17 6 20 16 4 

Table 5: Difference between user and non-user response levels to tea and coffee category-specific negative 

beliefs Study 3 

 Weak flavour Would be too strong 

 Users % non-users % Diff % Users % non-users % Diff % 

Tea Average 12 17 -4 2 2 0 

Instant Coffee Average 15 19 -5 1 2 -1 

R&G Coffee Average 1 2 -1 1 2 -2 

Conclusions, limitations and future research 

The results of this research suggest that when a negative attribute is category specific, users of 

PLs are equally or more likely than non-users to associate a PL brand with a negative 

attribute. This is consistent with past literature on negative attributes (Bird and Channon, 

1970; Winchester, Romaniuk and Bogomolova, 2008).  However, when the negative attribute 

is not a category specific attribute, non-users of a PL brand, especially one from a value tier, 

are more likely to associate a PL brand with the negative attribute than brand users. This 

suggests that non-users of PLs do not necessarily have to try a PL in order to hold a negative 

association of low quality or high risk about this brand. Without any experience with a PL, it 

appears consumers may use stereotypes about PLs (low quality, high risk) and possibly just 

screen out the product from their repertoires.  

This opens up a question for future research: Are PLs more likely to be rejected than national 

brands by consumers? Understanding rejection levels of PLs is important for NB 

manufacturers as it can be used to estimate the size of the segment of customers 'immune' to 

PLs offers. Further research into the levels and reasons for PL rejection is also crucial for PL 

managers in determining how much they need to invest in overcoming consumer objections 

versus just making PLs more salient and more attractive. 

Interestingly, there was no backlash coming from increased price of private labels as shown in 

the findings for the attribute too expensive. This means that people are not likely to reject 

premium private labels just because they are higher priced. This finding implies that the 

investment in marketing activities and passing some of the expenses to consumers in the form 

of higher prices would not affect the buying of these brands. 

One possible limitation of this study is that it included only FMCG/supermarket products.  

Future research could be extended to other categories such as apparel or pharmaceuticals, 

where private labels are rapidly growing. These are also categories where the financial and 

functional risk of trying a product is much higher than in FMCGs. 
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