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BACKGROUND
The Zion & Zion market research team has undertaken a series of studies focusing on how consumers perceive brand personalities. One of these

studies relates to quick service restaurant (QSR) brand personalities utilizing Stanford professor Jennifer Aaker’s brand personality measurement

framework—widely accepted by both marketing practitioners and academics as the standard in brand personality measurement (Aaker, 1997). Our in-

depth study of the nation’s top QSR’s brand personalities can be found here, which reveals how each restaurant chain ranks on the five dimensions of

brand personality: Sincerity, Competence, Excitement, Sophistication, and Ruggedness. These five dimensions are assessed through ratings on a set of

42 traits identified by Aaker’s research.

In this study, Zion & Zion continues to deepen understanding of QSR brand personality measurement through factor analysis by determining how well

the five dimensions of brand personality apply to assessing QSR brands.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Zion & Zion market research team undertook both an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to better understand

the application of Aaker’s five dimensions of brand personality to quick service restaurant (QSR) chains. For both the EFA and CFA analyses in this study,

our research team surveyed 4,363 adults 18 years of age and up. Each respondent was asked to rate one of 26 QSRs on each of the 42 brand personality

traits. Our research team only included data from respondents who were at least somewhat familiar with the particular QSR they were being asked to

rate. That resulted in a usable data set of 3,205 responses. Our CFA reveals that Aaker’s five-dimension brand personality framework is valid for

measuring QSR brand personalities. However, our research team’s EFA reveals a potential new theme for evaluating QSRs’ brand personalities:

Authenticity.

EXPLORATORY FACTOR ANALYSIS
Aaker’s original research into developing a measurement framework for brand personality began with a pool of 309 nonredundant traits. Study

respondents were then asked to rate each of these traits for relevancy. It is important to note that at this stage, respondents were told that, “since this

study is not about any brand or product category in particular, try to think of as many different types of brands [as you can] in various product

categories when you evaluate each trait.” This resulted in whittling down the original 309 personality traits to a manageable 114 for further assessment.

Next, to evaluate these 114 traits, respondents were asked to assess them against 37 different well-known brands, such as Crest toothpaste, AT&T, and

Cheerios cereal. This phase resulted in reducing the personality traits to those that were most meaningful, resulting in the final framework of the 42

traits which were then ultimately organized into Aaker’s five dimensions based upon factor analysis.

Noting that in our research team’s factor analyses, we used a loading of 0.600 as our cutoff for which traits to include in a given factor (i.e. dimension),

we can see in Figure 1 that Factor 1 (Dimension 1) has 23 items loading on it. The fact that Varimax is explicitly designed to avoid this means that it is

particularly interesting that this is what our research team found.

Our research team terms this factor “Authenticity” and defines it as a sense of truthful and meaningful originality brought about by effort exerted by the

brand. Our definition is crafted based upon our interpretation of the traits that load on the factor (i.e. Dimension 1 in Figure 1). A dictionary definition of

“authentic” yields definitions and synonyms such as: genuine, of undisputed origin, real, and true. However, when customers refer to brands as

authentic, they are generally referencing not just the fact that the experience is real and genuine, but that it is also inherently experiential. Imagine a

customer telling a friend to go to a restaurant and saying that it is “authentic.” The referring customer isn’t just trying to communicate that the

restaurant is genuine, but that the restaurant is also “worth the trip” because of the experiential element. In short, for customers to refer to brands as

authentic, they are generally also excited by the brand.

In Figure 1, the Corporate brand personality trait sticks out like a sore thumb as the only item that results in a standalone factor, i.e. the only item in

Dimension 4, not only the only item loading above 0.600 on that dimension, but with an actual loading of 0.846, the highest loading of any of the 42

brand personality traits on any of the four factors in the EFA. Given our hypothesis that our superfactor is Authenticity, one can conceive of our fourth

factor of Corporateness as being anti-Authentic.

It is important to note that this Authenticity superfactor is not made up of a comprehensive set of brand personality traits. This is because the elements

(traits) that comprise it are limited to a subset of Aaker’s 42 traits as opposed to a broader set of possible traits that may have applied had we conceived

of and tested them. However, as an expression of an important “possible” new brand personality dimension for QSRs, authenticity is an element that—

even within the confines of the 42 traits and our EFA—makes sense.

CONFIRMATORY FACTOR ANALYSIS
The Zion & Zion market research team also conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on the data in order to verify that, for the QSR industry,

Aaker’s five personality brand dimensions exist as demonstrated by Aaker, and that Aaker’s 42 brand personality traits apply and can be reliably used to

study and compare restaurant chains’ brand personalities. In this case, one of the reasons for conducting a CFA is because only one restaurant was

included in Aaker’s original 37 brands (McDonald’s), thereby making our exploration of the five dimensions of brand personality in a QSR context

particularly meaningful.

While our EFA uncovered the new Authenticity superfactor, the CFA confirmed that Aaker’s framework has stood the test of time and that it applies in a

QSR context. See Figures 2 through 6.

The brand personality dimension of Sincerity comes out clean with one factor extracted with only one loading below 0.600, i.e. Small-Town. See Figure 2.

The brand personality dimension of Excitement comes out clean with one factor extracted and no loadings below 0.600. See Figure 3.

The brand personality dimension of Competence comes out clean with one factor extracted and only two loadings below 0.600, i.e. Technical and

Corporate. Once again supporting our hypothesis that Corporateness is something distinct and meaningful. See Figure 4.

The brand personality dimension of Sophistication comes out clean with one factor extracted and no loadings below 0.600. See Figure 5.

The brand personality dimension of Ruggedness comes out clean with one factor extracted and no loadings below 0.600. See Figure 6.

PUTTING THE DATA TO WORK
By discovering the importance of brand differentiation and uniqueness—as shown by our extraction of an Authenticity factor from Aaker’s 42 traits—our

research suggests that brand marketers and academic researchers alike should continue to think beyond simple interpretations of brand personality,

especially when used as a deep dive for a single industry, as we did here for QSRs.

Aaker’s definitions of Sincerity, Competence, Excitement, Sophistication, and Ruggedness are subjective to the extent that the names of these factors are

simply derived from the brand personality trait that loads most highly on each factor in her research. For example, the word Sincerity may not be the

best characterization of all of the traits found within that dimension when it comes to other contexts beside Aaker’s. In our CFA, the Sincerity dimension

trait that loads most highly on that dimension is actually Honesty, not Sincerity. For Excitement, our highest loading trait is Cool. For Competence, it’s

Confident. For Sophistication, it’s Glamorous. While for Ruggedness, the highest loading trait is Rugged, as Aaker also found. In other words, it’s

important not to feel constrained or confined by the “big five” terminology of Sincerity, Excitement, Competence, Sophistication, and Ruggedness; our

study shows that, for QSRs, these five dimensions would be better labeled as Honesty, Coolness, Confidence, Glamorousness, and Ruggedness. Also, as

our research via EFA has shown with its Authenticity dimension, different industries likely require digging deeper and investigating the supporting data

to uncover unique insights germane to the specific industry.
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Down-to-Earth 0.744 0.287 0.078 -0.05

Family-Oriented 0.777 0.112 -0.054 0.096

Small-Town 0.361 0.609 -0.139 -0.165

Honest 0.792 0.194 0.16 0.005

Sincere 0.745 0.268 0.229 -0.003

Real 0.76 0.153 0.158 0.065

Wholesome 0.722 0.24 0.218 -0.056

Original 0.688 0.124 0.298 0.007

Cheerful 0.763 0.189 0.195 0.037

Sentimental 0.379 0.508 0.32 -0.019

Friendly 0.816 0.086 0.061 0.106

Daring 0.371 0.46 0.453 0.027

Trendy 0.538 0.144 0.507 0.182

Exciting 0.631 0.259 0.455 -0.018

Spirited 0.602 0.343 0.355 0

Cool 0.677 0.191 0.427 0.034

Young 0.375 0.383 0.424 0.065

Imaginative 0.621 0.225 0.421 0.003

Unique 0.602 0.214 0.462 -0.059

Up-to-Date 0.714 0.077 0.341 0.201

Independent 0.598 0.301 0.327 0.057

Contemporary 0.511 0.28 0.354 0.149

Reliable 0.795 0.151 0.133 0.142

Hard
Working 0.755 0.239 0.18 0.113

Secure 0.647 0.298 0.298 0.147

Intelligent 0.633 0.272 0.44 0.052

Technical 0.185 0.526 0.448 0.221

Corporate 0.263 0.154 0.088 0.846

Successful 0.726 0.034 0.142 0.362

Leader 0.67 0.213 0.378 0.111

Confident 0.689 0.222 0.308 0.163

Upper
Class 0.198 0.372 0.632 0.087

Glamorous 0.279 0.418 0.641 0.028

Good
Looking 0.555 0.303 0.465 0.027

Charming 0.601 0.332 0.427 -0.072

Feminine 0.057 0.564 0.43 0.106

Smooth 0.537 0.352 0.461 0.005

Outdoorsy 0.213 0.635 0.317 -0.085

Masculine 0.154 0.716 0.153 0.097

Western 0.127 0.675 0.088 0.155

Tough 0.167 0.672 0.254 0.072

Rugged 0.112 0.745 0.175 -0.001

Dimension 1 Dimension 2 Dimension 3 Dimension 4

Figure 1

Rotated Component Matrix* 
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.     
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.   
*Rotation converged in 9 iterations.    

Down-to-Earth .797

Family-Oriented .761

Small-Town .487

Honest .840

Sincere .832

Real .799

Wholesome .806

Original .755

Cheerful .818

Sentimental .605

Friendly .810

Component 1

Figure 2

Component Matrix* 
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.     
*1 component extracted.    

Daring .717

Trendy .777

Exciting .821

Spirited .786

Cool .823

Young .686

Imaginative .812

Unique .792

Up-to-Date .783

Independent .758

Contemporary .724

Component 1

Figure 3

Component Matrix* 

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.     
*1 component extracted.    

Reliable .814

Hard Working .830

Secure .822

Intelligent .823

Technical .566

Corporate .489

Successful .768

Leader .821

Confident .829

Component 1

Figure 4

Component Matrix* 
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.     
*1 component extracted.    

Upper Class .762

Glamorous .831

Good Looking .796

Charming .810

Feminine .663

Smooth .802

Component 1

Figure 5

Component Matrix* 
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.     
*1 component extracted.    

Outdoorsy .756

Masculine .779

Western .701

Tough .783

Rugged .814

Component 1

Figure 6

Component Matrix* 
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.     
*1 component extracted.    
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