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Under fierce market competition, firms are accelerating the pace of product innovation, 
which may bring extremely incongruent new products. Generally, consumers are unfamiliar 
with extreme incongruence, resulting in passive product evaluation and a low success 
rate. This study draws on the meaning maintenance model of fluid compensation theory 
to examine how extremely incongruent new products influence product evaluation. Three 
experiments indicate that consumers’ product evaluation of extremely incongruent new 
products is significantly lower than that of congruent products, and it can be notably 
improved by three ways of fluid compensation. The findings revealed that anxiety moderates 
the relationship between extremely incongruent new products and product evaluations, 
and further self-esteem moderates the relationship on the main effects. Overall, our 
research reconciles divergent findings on the effect of extremely incongruent new products 
on the effects of product evaluation and further provides rich managerial implications for 
product innovation management.

Keywords: extremely incongruent new products, meaning maintenance model, fluid compensation, anxiety, 
self-esteem

INTRODUCTION

With the progress of technology and fierce market competition, homogenous products are 
hard to meet consumers’ diverse needs, who gradually shift their pursuit from material utility 
to connotation of products and pay more attention to unconventional products. A variety of 
approaches have been conducted on the practicality and aesthetic perception and identification 
of products to enable the consumers to easily identify their desired product from similar ones 
(de Guimarães et al., 2021; Duong et al., 2022). For instance, Dyson Bladeless Fan, LG Aluminum 
Box Hidden Display TV, and Astrodel Multi-function Heating/Air Purifier are innovative 
products. Product innovation has become a hot topic in academic research in the past 20 years 
(Najafi-Tavani et  al., 2018; Xie et  al., 2019; Awan et  al., 2021). However, some innovative 
products are extremely incongruent with the extant schema of product categories, leading to 
low acceptance and negative evaluation and even failure of the new products (Noseworthy 
and Trudel, 2011; Jhang et  al., 2012), such as crystal colorless Pepsi, and Pamia smokeless 
cigarette. Product incongruity refers to the mismatch between a product and other varieties 
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of the same category (Noseworthy and Trudel, 2011; Jhang 
et  al., 2012; Taylor and Noseworthy, 2020). Statistics also show 
that the failure rate of product innovation is very high in 
both traditional and emerging industries (Gourville, 2006), 
with failure estimates ranging from 40 to 90%. As a result of 
social development and technological progress, enterprises must 
carry out product innovation to occupy market share, and it 
is inevitable to introduce new products. How to solve the 
problem of low product evaluation caused by extremely 
incongruent products has become the focus of research on 
innovative products.

Previous studies on incongruent new products mainly adapted 
the schema congruity theory (Lee et  al., 2020; Wang et  al., 
2020; Zhou et  al., 2021), which argues that once individuals 
can deal with incongruent products based on their knowledge 
of existing products and their evaluation of the products can 
be  improved, namely assimilation effect (Meyers-Levy and 
Tybout, 1989). When the level of incongruity exceeds a threshold 
value (extreme incongruity), the capacity of handling the product 
will decrease exponentially, and so will the evaluation 
(Noseworthy et  al., 2011). At present, there are many studies 
on consumers’ evaluation and adoption mechanism of moderately 
incongruent new products, but only a few scholars have paid 
attention to extremely incongruent products.

Although moderately incongruent products have higher 
acceptance, extremely incongruent products are also meaningful 
to enterprises (Jhang et  al., 2012; Huang and Wan, 2019; Zhu 
et al., 2020). From the subjective perspective, due to the serious 
homogenization of products, enterprises will carry out extremely 
incongruent product design in order to better distinguish their 
products from similar products (Noseworthy and Trudel, 2011; 
Taylor and Noseworthy, 2020), which will lead to better brand 
awareness (innovative brand; Clemente et  al., 2013; Huang 
and Wan, 2019). From the objective point of view, the invention 
of new technology will inevitably make product design extremely 
incongruent with the original product schema. Of course, it 
is undeniable that moderate innovation on the basis of original 
products may make them more acceptable to customers 
(Noseworthy and Goode, 2011; Bagga et  al., 2016), and it is 
a better choice if consumers’ fear and rejection can be reduced 
at a constant rate of product replacement.

Although existing studies attempt to improve the evaluation 
of extremely incongruent new products from the perspectives 
of tactile transmission (Liu et  al., 2018), changing product 
display (Li et al., 2018a, 2021; Zhou et al., 2021), and improving 
cognitive flexibility (Jhang et  al., 2012), these approaches are 
applicable to limited products and channels. For example, touch 
is more suitable for products with rich tactile attributes (such 
as computer mice), not able to be  extended to all visually 
incongruent products and products with incongruent functions. 
It is of weak applicability to the current omnichannel retail 
trend. The meaning maintenance model in psychology argues 
that when meaning is violated, a series of behavioral motivations 
will be  triggered in a bid to maintain the meaning (Proulx 
and Heine, 2010). The extreme incongruity between the product 
and the existing schema damages the meaning of the product, 
and the meaning can be  compensated through meaning 

maintenance strategies. The fluid compensation strategy also 
indicates that when meaning is unable to be  obtained from 
the field, it can be  maintained by affirming other values or 
beliefs (Forehand et  al., 2021; Mandel et  al., 2021; Wang et  al., 
2022). Based on the meaning maintenance model in the field 
of psychology, this study attempts to apply fluid compensation 
theory to improve the evaluation of extremely incongruent 
products and provide solutions for more types of incongruent 
products or sales channels in enterprises.

In this study, theories such as extremely incongruent product, 
meaning maintenance model, and fluid compensation are first 
expounded; then, theoretical inference and hypotheses are made 
that the meaning violation of extremely incongruent products 
may arouse anxiety, and fluid compensation for incongruent 
products can reduce the level of anxiety aroused and improve 
product evaluation, and three experiments were conducted to 
verify the theoretical hypotheses. Experiment 1 mainly validates 
the effect of fluid compensation on the evaluation of the 
extremely incongruent product. Experiment 2 further explores 
the mediating mechanism of the fluid compensation effect. 
Experiment 3 verifies the boundary conditions of fluid 
compensation based on the first two experiments. This study 
aims to provide new ideas for enterprises to promote extremely 
incongruent new products through a series of studies. The 
research framework is shown in Figure  1.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND 
HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

Extremely Incongruent New Products and 
Fluid Compensation
The schema congruity theory initially proposed a dynamic 
non-monotonic relationship between product incongruity and 
product evaluation (Meyers-Levy and Tybout, 1989; Lee et  al., 
2020). Consumers have schematic cognition of a product type 
with moderate incongruity; the incongruity can be  solved with 
the minimum cognitive efforts of consumers to make the 
product pleasing and gain favorable evaluation (Meyers-Levy 
and Tybout, 1989; Lee et al., 2020). However, extreme incongruent 
new products bring high psychological novelty, which is unable 
to be solved through the existing schema and induce consumers 
unwilling to accept extremely incongruent products resulting 
in lower evaluation (Alexander et  al., 2008; Pleyers, 2021).

Fluid compensation originated from the meaning maintenance 
model (Proulx and Heine, 2010). This model refers to the 
reaction and behavioral process triggered by the meaning 
violation brought about by the destruction of the original 
understanding that is caused by the contradiction between 
individuals’ expectancy based on their own understanding and 
their experiences (Proulx and Inzlicht, 2012). Such meaning 
violation can be  triggered by uncertainty, dissonance, and 
violation of expectancy (Major and Townsend, 2012). Uncertainty 
refers to the inability of an individual to make accurate 
predictions about the surrounding environment; dissonance 
refers to the subordination of different logical rules between 
an individual’s idea and behavior; and violation of expectancy 
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refers to the unconformity between the facts and the individual’s 
self-image-based expectancy, worldview-based expectancy, or 
category-based expectancy. Extreme incongruent new products 
belong to high-level meaning violations brought by incongruity. 
Meaning violation arouses aversive emotions to stimulate the 
motivation to maintain the meaning, which allows individuals 
to change their existing behavioral patterns to alleviate the 
aversive sentiment and compensates for the missing sense of 
meaning (Proulx and Inzlicht, 2012).

Fluid compensation refers to compensation made with the 
assistance of beliefs outside the field when it is unable to 
be  made through the beliefs within the field after the meaning 
is violated (Tesser, 2000). For example, once the participants 
encounter obstacles in reading surreal short stories, they tend 
to identify more with their culture (Proulx and Inzlicht, 2012), 
and it is a pattern that unconsciously enhances connectivity 
in unrelated domains (Taylor and Noseworthy, 2020). The extant 
means of fluid compensation mainly include semantic associations 
(i.e., dominant brand), ethical beliefs (i.e., green consumption), 
affirming personal culture (i.e., ethnocentric theory), etc. Since 
fluid compensation occurs at the unconscious level, consumers 
may strengthen semantic associations after experiencing a 
meaning violation of expectancy (Randles et  al., 2011). The 
dominant brand is one of the strongest semantic associations 
to a given product category (i.e., Nike’s dominance in the 
sports brands). Dominant brands are considered typical and 
representative of this category, and they are recognized earlier 
than non-dominant brands (Zhou et  al., 2021). Accordingly, 
when consumers are faced with extremely incongruent products, 
the lack of such meaning will be  partly made up by affirming 
the dominant brand. In addition, meaning can be compensated 
by means of affirming ethical beliefs, such as a preference for 
environment-friendly (i.e., green) products (Waheed et al., 2020; 
Awan et  al., 2021; Jabeen et  al., 2021; Stojčić, 2021; Kolling 
et al., 2022), assuming that buying these products is conducive 
to improve society and ease tensions arising from the violation 
of expectancies (Qiu et  al., 2020; Sadiq et  al., 2021). Besides, 
people will affirm their cultural identity through ethnocentric 
consumption after experiencing a violation of expectancies 
(Narang, 2016; Li and Katsumata, 2020). Typical examples are 

studies on the country-of-origin effect, and people prefer to 
pay for products from the region they identify with.

The schema congruity effect builds on the concept that 
people actively seek meaning (Bruner, 1990). Research on new 
products has found that consumers may generate positive 
feedback on a new product only when they do not need to 
abandon or restructure their existing meaningful understanding 
of the product type (Campbell and Goodstein, 2001; Noseworthy 
et  al., 2011; Noseworthy and Trudel, 2011). The meaning of 
extremely incongruent products is unable to be  resolved in 
the established product belief systems and thus violated, which 
often brings adverse evaluation and relies on aversive motivation 
(Proulx and Inzlicht, 2012; Noseworthy et  al., 2014), and 
individuals may regain a sense of meaning through fluid 
compensation to affirm a commitment to another framework 
of meaning (Wang et  al., 2020). The motivation for people to 
compensate for unrelated fields is not to address incongruity, 
but to mitigate aversion due to meaning violation through an 
unconscious way (Major and Townsend, 2012). Overall, 
consumers may raise their evaluation of extremely incongruent 
new products by affirming belief systems in irrelevant fields. 
Therefore, the first hypothesis was proposed:

Hypothesis 1: Fluid compensation influences the 
evaluation of extremely incongruent products.

Mediating Effect of Anxiety
The literature on schema congruity and meaning maintenance 
can be  unified under a common emotional mechanism, that 
is, anxiety aroused by dissonance. Related studies suggest that 
anxiety is a vague and unpleasant mood that comes with the 
premonition that something uncertain is about to happen (Ali 
et  al., 2021; Simpson et  al., 2021). The information theory of 
emotion suggests that people tend to classify their brief empirical 
emotions into judgments if they are asked to evaluate something, 
so anxiety has an impact on information processing (Hong 
et  al., 2019) and cognitive emotion (Kamalou et  al., 2019), 
and it also triggers preferences for safer options to provide a 
sense of control to reduce risk and uncertainty (Gruda and 
Hasan, 2019; Brailovskaia and Margraf, 2021). The anxiety 

FIGURE 1 | Research framework.
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aroused by uncertainty is mainly due to the extreme difference 
in the appearance of extremely incongruent products, which 
leads to the violation of the meaning model related to the 
original product schema (Proulx and Inzlicht, 2012). Therefore, 
the meaning of extremely incongruent products is uncertain. 
To some extent, the difference in appearance may also be  due 
to changes in product functions (such as extremely incongruent 
stress relief mouse), and new functions bring uncertainty in 
product experience. Anxiety can be  divided into trait anxiety 
and state anxiety. The former is a learned behavioral tendency 
that reflects significant individual differences in the frequency 
and intensity of human responses to tension, while the latter 
is a temporary emotional state, a response state that only occurs 
in a specific situation.

Existing studies on schema congruity demonstrate that since 
extremely incongruent products challenge the extant schematic 
cognition of products and bring about uncertainty, people’s 
autonomic neurophysiological response is triggered, manifesting 
as anxiety (Noseworthy et  al., 2014; Holte and Ferraro, 2020). 
When the source of such an anxiety state is unclear, the impact 
on decisions will not be  limited to local-range adjustments 
(Raghunathan et  al., 2006; Wang et  al., 2022). Therefore, for 
the unconscious anxiety state awakened by extremely incongruent 
new products, we  can expand the scope of adjustment, for 
instance, using fluid compensation, to strengthen the affirmation 
of the belief system in unrelated fields to compensate for the 
meaning violation caused by extreme incongruity to relieve 
anxiety (Taylor and Noseworthy, 2020). This is consistent with 
findings in the literature on meaning maintenance that support 
anxiety awakened by expectancy violation and encourage 
consumers to compensate by means of affirming unrelated 
belief systems (Proulx and Heine, 2008) to reduce the degree 
of autonomous responses (such as anxiety aroused by extreme 
incongruity) and improve the evaluation (Noseworthy et  al., 
2014). In conclusion, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2: The effect of fluid compensation for 
extremely incongruent products on product evaluation 
is mediated by the level of anxiety.

Moderating Effect of Self-Esteem
Self-esteem is closely related to the pattern of meaning 
identification in individuals’ working memory (Sowislo and 
Orth, 2013; Li et  al., 2018b; Dhandra, 2020) and indicates 
their expectation of success, degree of confidence in failure 
(Dumas et  al., 2020; Xie et  al., 2020) and a good sense of 
themselves (Sun et  al., 2017; Tibber et  al., 2020). Accordingly, 
self-esteem impacts significantly on an individual’s cognitive 
system and behavioral control system and affects the processing 
of incoming information through experience-based cognitive 
representations (generally oneself).

Many studies have found a close relationship between self-
esteem and anxiety (Kim and Koh, 2018), for instance, the 
Anxiety Buffer Hypothesis and the Mortality Salience Hypothesis. 
In addition, Zohreh et  al. (2007) pointed out that full self-
concept and propensity toward high-level self-esteem not only 
protect state anxiety but also suppress trait anxiety. As individuals 

with high-level self-esteem have strong self-efficacy, the adjustment 
function of self-esteem is effectively performed to enable the 
individuals to act more actively and positively under situations 
prone to anxiety and have a more rational and peaceful attitude 
so that they experience less anxiety (Berger et  al., 2017).

People with low-level self-esteem are more likely to develop 
anxiety than those with higher-level self-esteem (Sowislo and 
Orth, 2013), and they are more likely to stimulate self-protection 
mechanisms and maintain meaning through compensatory 
measures. Specifically, people with low-level self-esteem tend to 
perceive that they are unable to solve the threats posed by 
extremely incongruent products and thus enhance anxiety and 
their psychological defensive behaviors induce them to accept 
the meaning maintenance of fluid compensation. However, people 
with high-level self-esteem have a lower perception of extreme 
incongruity than those with low-level self-esteem, and they are 
more confident that they can solve the meaning violation caused 
by this incongruity through their personal efforts, not need to 
use other means, such as fluid compensation to maintain the 
meaning so that the motivation for meaning maintenance is 
weakened. Besides, people with high-level self-esteem tend to 
have more positive self-evaluation by recognizing their self-worth, 
facilitating them to face the meaning threats caused by the 
incongruence in the product schema incongruity, and within 
the cognitive framework, the physiological arousal characteristics 
of anxiety can be reduced by changing the thoughts that promote 
anxiety (Pyszczynski et  al., 2004), and therefore, the positive 
evaluation of people with high-level self-esteem benefit them to 
reduce the level of anxiety aroused by extreme incongruity, and 
they are not likely to trigger their psychological defensive 
mechanisms. Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 3: The effect of fluid compensation for 
extremely incongruent products on product evaluation 
is moderated by the level of self-esteem.

METHODOLOGY

This study conducted three sub-studies. In study 1, we conducted 
Experiment 1 to examine the effects of fluid compensation 
on the evaluation of extremely incongruent products. In study 
2, we  conducted Experiment 2 to examine the mediating role 
of anxiety on the relationship between fluid compensation and 
the evaluation of extremely incongruent products. In study 3, 
we  conducted Experiment 3 to examine the moderating effect 
of self-esteem on the relationship between fluid compensation 
for the evaluation of extremely incongruent products. The 
approaches of fluid compensation adopted in the three 
experiments were a dominant brand (Study 1), green consumption 
(Study 2), and ethnocentric consumption (Study 3), respectively. 
We selected three kinds of stimuli, including tissue paper (Study 
1), vacuum cup (Study 2), and computer mouse (Study 3). 
First, the three types of products were selected for their high 
familiarity and strong perceptual prototype, which could arouse 
the necessary product schema of the individual; second, these 
three types of products not only took into account the 
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requirements of extremely inconsistent visual products, but also 
of extremely inconsistent products brought by technological 
innovation (extremely incongruent stress relief mouse); third, 
these three types of products had also been used by prior 
work to explore the impact of product congruity on product 
evaluation (Li et  al., 2018b; Taylor and Noseworthy, 2020).

Study 1
The first study examined whether fluid compensation impacts 
the evaluation of extremely incongruent products. The pretest 
procedure followed the experimental procedure on new products 
of Noseworthy et  al. (2014). First, three kinds of tissue paper 
with very different appearances were selected, and 163 participants 
in a comprehensive university in south China were chosen 
and randomly divided into three groups. Participants of each 
group viewed a picture of one of the tissues on a computer, 
and they were asked to rate the appearance congruity of the 
products. Measurement scales of congruity applied the items 
developed by Noseworthy and Trudel (2011) with the seven-
point scale, and the example items were “Compared with 
common products, I  think the appearance typicality of this 
product (reverse coding) /commonness complies with your 
expectancy” (α = 0.873). All participants in the experiment will 
receive a certain amount of cash reward. The results showed 
that the incongruity of the three types of tissue paper was 
significant [M1 = 5.46, M2  =  4.59, M3 = 2.24, F (1, 161) = 61.97, 
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.588], referring to the dividing criteria of 
Noseworthy et  al. (2011) and Jhang et  al. (2012). In this study, 
the black tissue paper was taken as the extremely incongruent 
product and the white tissue paper as the congruent product 
for the experiment (Table  1).

The brand description for each kind of tissue paper was 
designed with the same number of words. The dominant brand 
was described as “the brand of this tissue paper is very typical 
and representative, closely correlated with the product and 
almost known by everyone,” and the non-dominant brand was 
described as “the brand of this tissue paper is extremely common 
and niche, weakly correlated with the product and only known 
by a few people.” The product presentation consisted of a 

product picture (picture of the extremely incongruent product), 
product name, and brand description; the pictures of the 
products processed by Photoshop software are of the same 
size and put above the brand description.

In this experiment, 128 participants from a comprehensive 
university in south China were randomly divided into two 
groups: dominant brand group and non-dominant brand group, 
and they were asked to choose which brand the tissue paper 
was more likely to be  based on the description, Mind Act 
Upon Mind or Meeg. Before differences in brand perception 
were examined, the above answers were coded, namely Mind 
Act Upon Mind was coded as 1, Meeg as 0, α = 0.73. It turned 
out that in the description of dominant brand, more participants 
chose Mind Act Upon Mind (70% vs. 30%), whereas, in the 
description of non-dominant brand, more participants chose 
Meeg (80% vs. 20%), Pearson χ2 (1) = 32.28, p < 0. 001, showing 
that the operations were effective and can be  used in the 
experiment. In addition, participants in the pretest would not 
participate in the subsequent formal experiment.

Experimental Design and Procedures
In study 1, we designed a 2 (product congruity: congruent product 
vs. extremely incongruent product) × 2 [fluid compensation: with 
(dominant brand) vs. without (non-dominant brand)] between-
subjects factorial design. G*Power 3.1.9.2 (Faul et  al., 2007) was 
used to estimate the planned sample size. Setting a significance 
level of α = 0.05, estimated power of 1-β = 0.80 (requiring more 
than 0.8, Faul et  al., 2007; Taylor and Noseworthy, 2020), and 
medium effect size f = 0.25 (small: f = 0.1, medium: f = 0.25, large: 
f = 0.4) as the standards to calculate the minimum sample size 
of the effects (main effects and interaction effects) of all factors. 
This setting refers to previous similar experiments (Huang et  al., 
2021; Miao et  al., 2021), and the result was 128. Considering 
the possibility of participants not responding seriously in the 
experiment and the requirement of a greater estimated power, 
more participants were selected.

In this experiment, we  randomly selected 200 participants 
from a comprehensive university in south China, and they 
were randomly assigned to four groups and completed the 

TABLE 1 | Pretest of tissue paper.

Congruent Product Moderately Incongruent Product Extremely Incongruent Product

M1 = 5.46 M2 = 4.59 M3 = 2.24
SD = 1.11 SD = 1.04 SD = 1.30
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study on the computer in the laboratory. All participants were 
told that they were taking part in a consumer survey to explore 
consumers’ opinions about a new tissue paper product, and 
the true purpose of the experiment was concealed from the 
participants. Then, white or black tissue paper products were 
displayed on the computer screen for the participants to evoke 
the necessary patterns. At the bottom of the product picture, 
the two groups of participants would see product descriptions 
of the dominant brand and non-dominant brand, respectively. 
A minute later, the participants were directed to the next page 
to complete the measurement items.

Additionally, all participants were asked to answer nine 
random items on a scale of seven points. Specifically, four 
items are measured for overall evaluation (α = 0.851; Campbell 
and Goodstein, 2001), three items for perceived typicality 
(α = 0.767; Noseworthy and Trudel, 2011), two items for 
incongruity resolution (α = 0.745; Jhang et  al., 2012). Then, 
they were asked to fill in the demographic information. The 
detailed information is shown in Table  2.

Results and Discussion
Operation Verification: Perceived Typicality of Products
In line with reverse items, invalid questionnaires that based on 
the same attitude except neutral in the positive and negative 
items were eliminated, and 170 valid participants were left. The 
effective rate was 85%, which still met the sample requirements. 
Among them, 43 were in the incongruent non-dominant brand 
product group, 42 were in the incongruent dominant brand 
product group, 42 were in the incongruent non-dominant brand 
product group, and 43 were in the incongruent dominant brand 
product group. Among them, 57.6% were female, 78.8% were 
between 18 and 25 years old, 95.3% had a bachelor’s degree or 
above, and 87.1% had an income of less than 3,000 yuan per 
month. The result of data analysis showed that in terms of 
products’ perceived typicality, the extremely incongruent products 
were significantly lower than the congruent products [Mextremely 

incongruent = 3.71, SD = 1.04, Mcongruent = 4.02, SD = 0.71, F (1, 168) = 5.44, 
p = 0.021, η2 = 0.128], indicating once again that the operation 
was valid. In addition, the main effect of fluid compensation is 

not significant [F (1, 168) = 2.17, p = 0.142, η2 = 0.042], indicating 
that fluid compensation may not have changed the perceived 
typicality to eliminate its influence.

In terms of product evaluation, the main effect of product 
congruity was significant, and the extremely incongruent 
product was significantly lower than the congruent product 
[F (1, 166) = 6.22, p = 0.014, η2 = 0.144], and the main effect 
of fluid compensation was also significant, the evaluation of 
dominant brand was significantly higher than that of the 
non-dominant brand [F (1, 166) = 10.24, p = 0.002, η2 = 0.232], 
and the interactive effect was also significant [F (1, 166) = 5.90, 
p = 0.016, η2 = 0.136]; further simple effect analysis showed 
that for extremely incongruent products, the product evaluation 
of dominant brand was significantly higher than that of the 
non-dominant brand [F (1, 166) = 15.84, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.348], 
but for congruent products, there was no significant difference 
between the two brands [F (1, 166) = 0.298, p = 0.586, η2 = 0.008]. 
In terms of incongruity resolution, the main effect of product 
congruity was significant [F (1, 166) = 8.90, p = 0.003, η2 = 0.204], 
but the main effect of fluid compensation was not significant 
[F (1, 166) = 0.514, p = 0.475, η2 = 0.012], demonstrating that 
fluid compensation may not bring about incongruity resolution 
and excluding the possibility of incongruity resolution as a 
mediating variable. Moreover, demographic variables such 
as gender, age, education, and income had no significant 
effect on product evaluation. The specific results are shown 
in Table  3.

In study 1, we  conducted experiment 1 to test Hypothesis 
1 that fluid compensation influences the evaluation of extremely 
incongruent products. The result supports this hypothesis. 
Consumers’ evaluation of extremely incongruent products was 
lower than that of congruent products. By means of fluid 
compensation, the meaning violation brought about by the 
extremely incongruent products could be  compensated to 
improve the product evaluation. As for congruent products, 
since the meaning was not violated, fluid compensation did 
not have a significant effect on product evaluation nor bring 
about incongruity resolution. This in turn proves that fluid 
compensation does improve product evaluation by compensating 
for incongruity with meaningful content outside the domain, 
but the product incongruity is not solved yet, and the meaning 
of the product is compensated in other ways. Experiment 2 
would be designed to further explore the mediating mechanism 
of the effect of fluid compensation on the evaluation of extremely 
incongruent products.

Study 2
A pretest was designed to examine the extremely incongruent 
products in study 2, and the product category chosen for the 
congruity manipulation was vacuum cup. A total of 163 college 
students that were used in Study 1 pretest were randomly 
divided into three groups to conduct a congruity test on three 
vacuum cups with an obviously different appearance. The 
procedure of Experiment 2 follows Experiment 1. Due to the 
follow-up experiment only studying the extremely incongruent 
products, in line with the data results, the vacuum cup (cactus 
vacuum cup) with appearance typicality lower than 3 which 

TABLE 2 | Scale items of different variables.

Variables Items

Product 
Evaluation

 1. I think this product is very unfavorable/ very favorable.
 2. I think this product is bad/ good.
 3. I think this product is unappealing/ appealing.
 4. I think this product is undesirable/ desirable.

Perceived 
Typicality

 1. Compared to the general products, I think this product looks 
not at all novel/ extremely novel (r).

 2. Compared to the general products, I think this product looks 
very unlikely/ very likely.

 3. Compared to the general products, I think this product 
matches my expectations not at all well/ very well.

Incongruity 
Resolution

 1. The extent of the new product made sense to me (“makes no 
sense/ makes sense”).

 2. I understand the rationale of the product (“disagree/ agree”).

“R” means the reverse scoring item.
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is the lowest [M3 = 2.50, F (1, 161) = 23.65, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.489] 
would be  used in the experiment as the visually extremely 
incongruent new product (Table  4).

Green consumption consumer behavior was applied to 
estimate the fluid compensation. Product descriptions with the 
same number of words were designed for vacuum cups. In 
particular, the description of a green product was that “This 
vacuum cup uses green and environment-friendly high-quality 
raw materials which can be reused, and the production process 
is of low-carbon emission,” and the non-green product was 
described as “This vacuum cup adopts double vacuum technology, 
superb thermal insulation, seven layers of exquisite technology, 
and 360-degree Celsius leakproof sealing,” and the remains 
were in line with the process of Experiment 1.

The remaining 128 participants in the pretest of Study 1 
were randomly divided into two groups. Since the study showed 
that the green product was pro-social, a seven-point scale was 
applied: people who buy this product are (a) friendly, (b) 
caring, and (c) altruistic (α = 0.784; Griskevicius et  al., 2010), 
and the results showed that the prosocial perception of green 
product was significantly higher than that of non-green product 
[Mgreen product = 5.13, Mnon-green product = 4.37, F (1, 126) =15.49, 
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.173], and therefore, the pretest operations 
were valid.

Experimental Design and Procedures
In Study 2, the second experiment was designed to examine 
the mediating effect of anxiety on the main effect. Experiment 

2 was a one-way (fluid compensation) and a two-level [with 
(green product) vs. without (non-green product)] between-subjects 
factorial design. G*Power 3.1.9.2 (Faul et  al., 2007) was used 
to estimate the planned sample size. Setting a significance level 
of α = 0.05, estimated power of 1-β = 0.80 (requiring more than 
0.8, Faul et al., 2007; Taylor and Noseworthy, 2020), and medium 
effect size f = 0.25 (small: f = 0.1, medium: f = 0.25, large: f = 0.4) 
as the standards to calculate the minimum sample size of the 
between-factors experiment. This setting refers to previous similar 
experiments (Huang et  al., 2021; Miao et  al., 2021), and the 
result was 128. Considering the possibility of participants not 
responding seriously in the experiment and the requirement of 
a greater estimated power, more participants were selected.

Consistent with the operation of Experiment 1, about 150 
participants were randomly selected in a comprehensive university 
in south China and randomly divided into two groups: green 
product group and non-green product group. At the start of 
the experiment, participants were asked to listen to soothing 
music, which was thought to reduce stress and calm the mind 
and then filled out an anxiety test. Ten measurement items 
were chosen from the State–Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI, 
Spielberger et  al., 1970). Five items were applied to measure 
the trait anxiety (e.g., I  feel nervous and restless; I am a steady 
person: 1 = almost never; 4 = almost always, α = 0.715), and five 
items for state anxiety (e.g., anxious, 1 = not anxious at all; 
4 = extremely anxious, α = 0.886). This scale was selected in 
reference to the research of Spielberger and Reheiser (2009). 
The detailed information is shown in Table  5.

TABLE 3 | Differences between variables for different products.

Congruent New Product Extremely Incongruent New Product

Non-dominant brand (without 
fluid compensation)

Dominant brand (with fluid 
compensation)

Non-dominant brand (without 
fluid compensation)

Dominant brand (with fluid 
compensation)

Product Evaluation 4.29 (0.88) 4.40 (0.80) 3.60 (1.17) 4.39 (0.74)
Perceived Typicality 4.05 (0.78) 4.00 (0.64) 3.48 (1.04) 3.93 (1.00)
Incongruity Resolution 4.49 (1.16) 4.34 (1.09) 3.64 (1.51) 4.05 (1.12)
Cell Sizes 43 42 42 43

TABLE 4 | Pretest of vacuum cups.

Congruent Product Moderately Incongruent Product Extremely Incongruent Product

M1 = 4.98 M2 = 3.28 M3 = 2.50
SD = 1.12 SD = 1.01 SD = 1.10
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Two groups of participants were asked to comment on a 
new vacuum cup product and see the pictures of extremely 
incongruent products to evoke necessary patterns (Meyers-Levy 
and Tybout, 1989). The only difference between the two groups 
was the product description, and then, participants were asked 
to complete the measurement items on the next page.

The participants answered measurement items regarding 
overall product evaluation, perceived typicality, and incongruity 
solution. The previous anxiety scale questions on the measurement 
of state anxiety were then filled out again, and the basic idea 
of the previous measure of trait anxiety levels was to control 
participants’ trait anxiety levels in tests for changes in state 
anxiety (Noseworthy et  al., 2014). After that, the participants 
were asked to fill out the demographic information.

Results and Discussion
Referring to the method of Experiment 1, the invalid 
questionnaires were deleted based on the reverse question items, 
and 132 valid participants were retained. The effectiveness rate 
was 88%, including 67 in the extremely incongruent non-green 
product group and 65  in the extremely incongruent green 
product group, among which 64.3% were female, 73.8% were 
18–25 years old, 75.7% were bachelor degree or above, and 
71.4% were income group of less than 3,000 yuan. And the 
four-point system of state anxiety and trait anxiety was converted 
into a seven-point system. The one-way analysis of variance 
found that fluid compensation had no significant effect on 
perceived typicality [F (1, 130) = 0.015, p = 0.902, η2 < 0.001], 
indicating that fluid compensation may not have changed the 
perceived typicality of the product.

As for product evaluation, the main effect of fluid 
compensation was significant, and specifically, the evaluation 
of green products was significantly higher than that of non-green 
products [Mgreen product = 4.38, SD = 0.60, Mnon-green product = 4.15, 
SD = 0.63, F (1,130) =4.34, p = 0.039, η2 = 0.107]. In terms of 
product incongruity resolution, the effect of fluid compensation 
was not significant [F (1, 130) = 0.015, p = 0.904, η2 < 0.001].

By comparing the levels of state anxiety and trait anxiety 
of the two groups before the formal experiment, no significant 
differences were found between the two groups on state anxiety 
[F (1, 126) = 0.023, p = 0.877, η2 < 0.001] and trait anxiety [F 
(1, 126) = 0.014, p = 0.907, η2 < 0.001]. However, after the 

participants scanned through the extremely incongruent vacuum 
cup and comparing the two groups’ state anxiety, the effect 
of fluid compensation was significant, and the state anxiety 
level of green products was significantly lower than that of 
non-green products [Mgreen product = 3.86, SD = 0.91, Mnon-green 

product = 4.62, SD = 0.93, F (1, 130) = 14.00, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.314].
In line with the mediating analysis procedure proposed by 

Zhao et  al. (2010) and referring to the Bootstrap method 
proposed by Preacher and Hayes (2004), the mediating effect 
test was conducted, Model 4 was selected for the mediating 
variable test, and the sample size was 5,000, 95% confidence 
intervals. The results of the mediating test did not contain 0 
(β = 0.4896, SE = 0.0924, LLCI = 0.3094, ULCI = 0.6702), indicating 
that the mediating effect of anxiety was significant. Furthermore, 
after controlling the mediating variable anxiety, the effect of 
the independent variable fluid compensation on the dependent 
variable product evaluation was not significant, as the 95% 
confidence interval contained 0 (LLCI = −0.1504, ULCI = 0.2263).

Experiment 2 was designed to verify Hypothesis 1 and 
Hypothesis 2 that the effect of fluid compensation for extremely 
incongruent products on product evaluation is mediated by 
the level of anxiety, which was supported by the empirical 
results. The low degree of perceived typicality of extremely 
incongruent products awoke anxiety and reduced product 
evaluation. Fluid compensation for the meaning violation of 
extremely incongruent products could reduce the level of anxiety 
and thus improved product evaluation. Although Experiment 
2 verified that high-level perceived incongruity awakens high-
level anxiety and fluid compensation is conducive to alleviating 
anxiety levels, whether the effect of fluid compensation for 
extremely incongruent products has boundaries or not would 
to be  investigated in Experiment 3.

Study 3
Study 3 was to explore the moderating or boundary role of 
self-esteem between fluid compensation effects and anxiety for 
extremely incongruent products. In fact, the boundary role can 
be seen explored in many similar studies (Liu et al., 2018; Taylor 
and Noseworthy, 2020). On the one hand, it is to contribute to 
the enrichment of the theory, and on the other hand, it is to 
better guide practical activities. In study 3, we  assume that self-
esteem would affect fluid compensation for the evaluation of 
extremely incongruent products. The product category chosen 
for the congruity manipulation was computer mice. A total of 
163 college students that were used in Study 1 pretest were 
randomly divided into three groups to conduct the congruity 
test of three types of computer mice with obviously different 
appearances. Participants of each group viewed a picture of one 
of the mouse on a computer, and they were asked to rate the 
appearance congruity of the products. Measurement scales of 
congruity applied the items developed by Noseworthy and Trudel 
(2011) with the seven-point scale. All participants in the experiment 
will receive a certain amount of cash reward. According to the 
data results, the mouse (heterotypic) with appearance typicality 
below 3 which was the lowest [M3 = 2.40, F (1, 161) = 21.42, 
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.513] was used as the visually extremely incongruent 
new product for the experiment (Table  6).

TABLE 5 | Measurement scale of anxiety variables.

Variable Items

State Anxiety

 1. I feel secure (r).
 2. I feel anxious.
 3. I feel out of sorts.
 4. I feel stressed and confused.
 5. I feel self-confident (r).

Trait Anxiety

 1. I feel nervous and restless.
 2. I wish I could be as happy as others seem to be (r).
 3. I have disturbing thoughts.
 4. I am a steady person (r).
 5. I worry too much over something that really does not matter.

“R” means the reverse scoring item.
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Product description with the same number of words was 
designed for each type of mouse. The ethnocentric product 
was described as “the mouse is designed by a designer of a 
domestic mouse brand, with exquisite craftsmanship,” and the 
non-ethnocentric product was described as “the mouse is 
designed by a designer of a foreign mouse brand, with exquisite 
craftsmanship,” and the rest were in line with the processes 
of Experiment 1. The product presentation consisted of a 
product picture (picture of the extremely incongruent product), 
product name, and brand description; the pictures of the 
products processed by Photoshop software are of the same 
size and put above the brand description.

The remaining 128 participants in the pretest of Study 1 
were randomly divided into two groups, which were the ethnic 
product group and the non-ethnic product group, and then, 
the participants were asked to fill in their own descriptions 
of which brand the mouse was more likely to be  in accord 
with the product description. This approach can effectively 
eliminate the influence of brand dominance on the perception 
of ethnic brands, because the brand that participants first 
associate with is more prominent and influential in that series 
of products. To test the participants’ perceptions of the product, 
the above answers were coded. Ethnic brands were coded as 
1, and non-ethnic brands as 0, with reliability being α = 0.81. 
It was found that more participants chose ethnic brands (64% 
vs. 36%) in the ethnocentric product description and more 
participants chose non-ethnic brands in the non-ethnocentric 
product description [70% vs. 30%), Pearson χ2 (1) = 15.18, p < 0. 
001], demonstrating that the operation was valid and could 
be  applied to the experiment.

Experimental Design and Procedures
In Experiment 3, we  designed a 2 (fluid compensation: with 
(ethnocentric product) vs. without (non-ethnocentric product) × 2 
(self-esteem level: high self-esteem vs. low self-esteem) between-
subjects factorial design. G*Power 3.1.9.2 (Faul et  al., 2007) 
was used to estimate the planned sample size. Setting a 
significance level of α = 0.05, estimated power of 1-β = 0.80 
(requiring more than 0.8, Faul et al., 2007; Taylor and Noseworthy, 

2020), and medium effect size f = 0.25 (small: f = 0.1, medium: 
f = 0.25, large: f = 0.4) as the standards to calculate the minimum 
sample size of the effects (main effects and interaction effects) 
of all factors. This setting refers to previous similar experiments 
(Huang et  al., 2021; Miao et  al., 2021), and the result was 
128. Considering the possibility of participants not responding 
seriously in the experiment and the requirement of a greater 
estimated power, more participants were selected.

Following the first two experiments, 150 participants were 
randomly selected in a comprehensive university in south China 
and randomly divided into two groups which were the ethnic 
product group and the non-ethnic product group. All participants 
were told that they were participating in a consumer survey 
designed to explore the consumer’s perception of a new computer 
mouse, and before the experiment, they were asked to listen 
to soothing music and filled out a state and trait anxiety 
inventory for which to control the participants’ level of anxiety 
mainly aroused by the experiment. Then, they saw pictures 
of the extremely incongruent computer mice with product 
descriptions on computers and filled in the measurement items 
on the next page.

The measurement items mainly include overall product 
evaluation, perceived typicality, incongruent resolution, state 
anxiety, and individuals’ self-esteem levels. Measurement scale 
of self-esteem applied the scale of State Self-Esteem proposed 
by Heatherton and Polivy (1991), from which seven items 
with a factor loading exceeding 0.50 were selected, including 
three items measured performance self-esteem (e.g., I  feel like 
I’m not doing very well, 1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree, 
α = 0.750), two items measured appearance self-esteem (e.g., 
I  feel unattractive, α =  0.713), the remaining two measured 
social self-esteem (e.g., I  am  worried about what other people 
think of me, α =  0.701). The detailed information is shown 
in Table  7. The process of the State Self-Esteem scale began 
with recoding partially reverse-coded entries; then, the coded 
scores were averaged to form an equally split state self-esteem 
scale, and those below the median were low self-esteem levels, 
and those above the median were high self-esteem levels. Then, 
participants were asked to fill in the demographic information.

TABLE 6 | Pretest of computer mice.

Congruent Product Moderately Incongruent Product Extremely Incongruent Product

M1 = 5.34 M2 = 3.23 M3 = 2.40
SD = 1.20 SD = 1.12 SD = 1.33
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Results and Discussion
After removing invalid questionnaires, 128 valid participants 
were retained. The efficiency rate was 85.33%, including 33  in 
the low self-esteem non-ethnic product group, 30  in the high 
self-esteem non-ethnic product group, 32 in the low self-esteem 
ethnic product group, and 33  in the high self-esteem ethnic 
product group, among which 73.6% were women, 68.8% were 
people aged 18–25, 78.4% were people with bachelor’s degree 
or above, and 70.4% were people with an income of less than 
3,000 yuan per month. The one-way analysis of variance found 
that the main effect of fluid compensation was not significant 
in terms of the product’s perceived typicality [F (1, 126) = 0.384, 
p = 0.538, η2 = 0.030], showing that fluid compensation may not 
change the perceived typicality of the product and the subsequent 
experiment can be  conducted.

The one-way analysis of variance was selected, with fluid 
compensation, self-esteem level as the independent variables, 
and product evaluation as the dependent variable. The results 
showed that in terms of product evaluation, the main effect 
of fluid compensation (ethnocentric consumption) was 
significant [F (1, 124) = 13.41, p = 0.001, η2 = 0.294] and the 
main effect of self-esteem was also significant. The product 
evaluation made by participants with high-level self-esteem 
was significantly higher than that with low-level self-esteem 
[Mhigh self-esteem = 5.46, SD = 0.80, Mlow self-esteem = 4.10, SD = 1.09, F 
(1, 124) = 37.92, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.532], and the interactive 
effect of fluid compensation and self-esteem was also significant 
[F (1, 124) = 17.35, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.391]. The simple effect 
analysis found that the interactive effect of fluid compensation 
and self-esteem indicated that as for the participants with 
low-level self-esteem, their evaluation of ethnocentric products 
was significantly higher than that of non-ethnocentric products 
[Methnocentric product = 5.02, SD = 0.21, Mnon-ethnocentric product = 3.43, 
SD = 0.18, F (1, 124) = 33.04, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.359], and as for 
the participants with high-level self-esteem, there was no 
difference between their evaluation of ethnocentric products 
and non-ethnocentric products [F (1, 124) = 2.12, p = 0.151, 
η2 = 0.002].

As for the product’s incongruity resolution, the effect of 
fluid compensation was not significant [F (1, 126) = 1.57, p = 0.733, 
η2 = 0.006]. Additionally, demographic variables such as gender, 
age, education background, and income had no significant 

effect on product evaluation. And the effect of fluid compensation 
was not significant, as shown in Figure  2.

No significant difference was found between the four 
groups on state anxiety (F (1, 126) = 0.78, p = 0.452, η2 = 0.002) 
and trait anxiety (F (1, 126) = 1.05, p = 0.309, η2 = 0.012). The 
one-way analysis of variance was made, with fluid compensation 
and self-esteem as the independent variables and state anxiety 
as the dependent variable. The results showed that in terms 
of state anxiety, the main effect of fluid compensation 
(ethnocentric consumption) was significant, for that the level 
of state anxiety aroused with fluid compensation (ethnocentric 
product) was significantly lower than the level of state anxiety 
aroused without fluid compensation (non-ethnocentric product; 
Methnocentric product = 3.62, SD = 0.75, Mnon-ethnocentric product = 4.73, 
SD = 0.92, F (1, 124) = 25.66, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.303); the main 
effect of self-esteem was also significant, the level of anxiety 
aroused by participants with high self-esteem was significantly 
lower than that of participants with low self-esteem [Mhigh 

self-esteem = 3.61, SD = 0.70, Mlow self-esteem = 4.64, SD = 0.99, F (1, 
124) = 23.42, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.284]; and the interactive effect 
of fluid compensation and self-esteem was also significant 
[F (1, 124) = 8.60, p < 0.005, η2 = 0.127], and the results of 
simple effect analysis indicated that in terms of the interactive 
effect of fluid compensation and self-esteem, the level of 
anxiety of the participants with low self-esteem with fluid 
compensation (ethnocentric product) was significantly lower 
than that without fluid compensation [non-ethnocentric 
product; Methnocentric product = 3.81, SD = 0.18, Mnon-ethnocentric 

product = 5.24, SD = 0.16, F (1, 124) = 28.16, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.323]. 
However, the level of anxiety of the participants with high 
self-esteem was not affected with or without fluid compensation 
[F (1, 124) = 1.96, p = 0.166, η2 = 0.032], and thus, the effect 
of fluid compensation was not significant, and the detailed 
information is shown in Figure  3.

Additionally, the mediating effect of anxiety on the main 
effect was retested by using the method of Experiment 2, and 
the result showed that the 95% confidence interval did not 
contain 0 (β = 0.6028, SE = 0.2640, LLCI = 0.1612, ULCI = 1.1979), 
indicating that the mediating effect of anxiety was significant, 
and Experiment 2 was verified once again.

Experiment 3 verified Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2 while 
testing Hypothesis 3. The effect of fluid compensation for 
extremely incongruent products on product evaluation is 
moderated by the level of self-esteem. As for the extremely 
incongruent product, the fluid compensation of the participants 
with low self-esteem reduces the individual’s anxiety level and 
thus improves the product evaluation, whereas the effect of 
fluid compensation was not significant on the participants with 
high self-esteem. The reason is that as for extremely incongruent 
products, the participants with low self-esteem do not think 
they can solve product incongruity and they need to reduce 
the anxiety level through fluid compensation to improve the 
product evaluation, whereas the participants with high self-
esteem are confident to solve product incongruity, and the 
level of anxiety awakened by extremely incongruent new product 
was low; thus, no matter with or without fluid compensation, 
the product evaluation is not changed. Theoretically, for those 

TABLE 7 | Self-esteem variable measurement scale.

Variable Primary factor Items

Self-esteem

Performance 
self-esteem

 1. I feel confident about my abilities.
 2. I feel confident that I understand things.
 3. I feel that I have less scholastic ability right 

now than others (r).

Appearance 
self-esteem

 1. I feel satisfied with the way my body looks 
right now.

 2. I feel unattractive (r).

Social self-esteem

 1. I am worried about whether I am regarded 
as a success or failure (r).

 2. I am worried about what other people 
think of me (r).

“R” means the reverse scoring item.
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with high self-esteem levels, the presence or absence of fluid 
compensation does not change the level of anxiety in the face 
of extremely incongruent products, so product evaluations 
remain unchanged. For people with low self-esteem levels, the 
presence or absence of fluid compensation will significantly 
change the anxiety level and thus the product evaluation. For 
companies, in the process of marketing new products, 

differentiated marketing is carried out by analyzing the 
characteristics of the product’s target customers. Specifically, 
if the target customer has a high level of self-esteem, the 
width and depth of product innovation can be  increased. And 
if the target of the product service is mostly low self-esteem, 
then the emphasis on the sense of meaning related to the 
product needs to be increased in the product marketing process.

FIGURE 2 | Interactive effects of self-esteem and fluid compensation on product evaluation. Error Bar: 95% confidence interval.

FIGURE 3 | Interactive effects of self-esteem and fluid compensation on anxiety. Error Bar: 95% confidence interval.
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GENERAL DISCUSSION AND 
IMPLICATIONS

Based on the meaning maintenance model, this paper focused 
on the fluid compensation theory to explore the effect of fluid 
compensation on the evaluation of extremely incongruent 
products as well as the intrinsic mechanism and boundary 
conditions under which the effect occurs. Three experiments 
were conducted to verify the hypotheses. Experiment 1 designed 
a 2 (product congruity: congruent product vs. extremely 
incongruent product) × 2 [fluid compensation: with (dominant 
brand) vs. without (non-dominant brand)] intergroup experiment 
to explore whether fluid compensation changes product evaluation 
of extremely incongruent products; Experiment 2 designed an 
one-way [fluid compensation: with (green product) vs. without 
(non-green product)] intergroup experiment to explore the 
mediating mechanism for fluid compensation to change the 
evaluation of extremely incongruent products; Experiment 3 
designed a 2 [fluid compensation: with (ethnocentric product) 
vs. without (non-ethnocentric product)] × 2 (self-esteem: high 
level vs. low level) intergroup experiment to explore the 
moderating effect of the individual’s self-esteem level on the 
state anxiety aroused by extremely incongruent products.

The research results showed that compared with congruent 
products, extremely incongruent products will bring lower product 
evaluation, and the product evaluation will be  improved through 
fluid compensation approaches such as dominant brand preference, 
green consumption concept, and ethnocentric view of consumption 
because the aversion caused by the meaning violation is 
compensated. The aversion caused by meaning violation is mainly 
manifested as anxiety (state anxiety) aroused by schema incongruity, 
and fluid compensation reduces the anxiety level and thus improves 
product evaluation. In addition, the effect of fluid compensation 
varies from person to person, specifically, as for individuals with 
low self-esteem, the fluid compensation of extremely incongruent 
products will reduce the individual’s state anxiety level and thus 
improves product evaluation; nevertheless, as for individuals with 
high self-esteem, the effect of fluid compensation is not significant. 
The approaches of fluid compensation in Experiment 1, Experiment 
2, and Experiment 3, including dominant brand preference, green 
consumption concept, and ethnocentric view of consumption, 
are proved to have a positive effect on product evaluation of 
extremely incongruent products.

Theoretical Implications
First, this paper explores the strategies to improve the evaluation 
of extremely incongruent products from a new theoretical 
perspective. It explores the effect of the indirect strategy of the 
meaning maintenance model, fluid compensation, on the evaluation 
of extremely incongruent products based on assimilation and 
compliance of existing studies on schema congruity. Much of 
the academic literature has studied the theory before, and what 
previous studies mainly focused on is that product incongruity 
in a field will affirm the other products in another field to 
maintain the existing meaning to improve the product evaluation 
(Taylor and Noseworthy, 2020). However, limited research resolved 
incongruity in a belief structure that can be satisfied by affirming 

another belief structure. In this study, the product range of fluid 
compensation is narrowed, with its focus on the meaning 
maintenance of the product itself, for instance, consumers affirm 
the meaning brought by the product consumption (dominant 
brand preference, green consumption, ethnocentric view of 
consumption, and other beliefs), instead of changing or updating 
product models, and there is no need to borrow other products 
to maintain the meaning. This study is consistent with the findings 
of previous research by Liu et al. (2018) on extremely incongruent 
products, holding that the negative evaluation of extremely 
incongruent products can be improved through relevant strategies.

Second, this paper explores the intrinsic mechanism of fluid 
compensation for extremely incongruent products, namely 
extreme incongruity awakens anxiety and fluid compensation 
reduces the anxiety level to enhance the product evaluation. 
This is also consistent with previous research findings that 
uncertainty will arouse anxiety (Noseworthy et  al., 2014). 
Previous studies have also shown that when the source of 
anxiety is unclear, it can be  controlled through a wider range 
of paths (Raghunathan and Pham, 1999). Our findings also 
indicate that anxiety awakened by extremely incongruent products 
is unconscious and it can be  alleviated by fluid compensation.

Third, this paper also explores the moderating effect of the 
self-esteem on state anxiety aroused by incongruent products. 
Limited research has focused on the interactive effects of self-
esteem and anxiety on incongruent products. We  come to the 
conclusion that whether the personal sense of control is threatened 
or not will be  determined by the individual’s self-esteem level, 
and those with high self-esteem tend to have a higher sense of 
self-value and higher self-evaluation, which are conducive to 
dealing with threats. The extremely incongruent product in this 
study means that the schematic meaning of the product is threatened 
and an individual’s self-esteem may also affect the fluid compensation 
of the incongruent product, and the role of self-esteem in the 
extent of threat on meaning is confirmed in this study.

Managerial Implications
The effect of fluid compensation for extremely incongruent 
products studied in this paper may play a role in selling new 
products. If the product is a new visual product, it can affirm 
the positive role related to the product as much as possible 
to make consumers believe that the purchase of the product 
is meaningful rather than invalid consumption. Three approaches 
of fluid compensation have been explored and verified in this 
study including dominant brand preference, green consumption 
concept, and ethnocentric view of consumption, which can 
be  directly used in product marketing.

The reason for enterprises to adopt meaningful ways to improve 
the evaluation of extremely incongruent products is mainly to ease 
consumers’ psychological anxiety when seeing incongruent products 
(Noseworthy et  al., 2014). Since extremely incongruent products 
are likely to cause anxiety, enterprises can take relevant measures 
to reduce or transfer the anxiety, for instance, displaying extremely 
comfortable pictures in the sales scene, playing relaxing music, or 
diffusing perfumes to soothe the nervous atmosphere, etc. These 
ways may reduce consumers’ anxious perception of extremely 
incongruent products. Additionally, enterprises can also attribute 
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anxiety to different reasons to form a better product evaluation. 
Enterprises also need to analyze the features of targeted consumers 
and determine the degree of product innovation that can be accepted 
by the market through the portrait of consumers. The comprehensive 
application of these factors will bring a higher acceptance rate and 
more profits for enterprises in the process of product innovation.

It is worth mentioning that the introduction of extremely 
incongruent products will have great implications for public 
policymakers, primarily in those extremely incongruent products 
that promote consumers’ pursuit of the sense of meaning, for 
example, they will buy more green products or identify with 
domestic products so that consumption is promoted, which 
is conducive to environmental protection and people’s cultural 
identity. Thus, the strategic use of extremely incongruent products 
may exert positive impacts on society indirectly.

Limitations and Future Direction
Although the research results of this paper are basically consistent 
with expectations, there are still weaknesses and deficiencies. In 
terms of research content, this paper discusses the effect of indirect 
strategy (i.e., fluid compensation) under the meaning maintenance 
model on the evaluation of incongruent products, while another 
strategy, extraction, has not been studied yet. It is not known 
whether these strategies are effective in dealing with incongruent 
products. The relative efficacy of these strategies under the meaning 
maintenance model can be further explored in the future. Besides, 
future research could investigate other ways or fields of compensation 
for new findings. For example, consumers can compensate for 
the anxiety caused by meaning violation by affirming their self-
worth (Mandel et  al., 2017). In addition, future research could 
also explore how unrelated compensatory behaviors are required 
for a belief system to be activated. For example, whether a dominant 
brand in a category obtains beneficial effects from introducing 
extremely incongruent products in its own category. The findings 
of the present study shed light on the boundaries of fluid 
compensation while providing unique managerial insights to better 
understand how enterprises directly benefit from extreme innovation 
in their product categories. It is better to explore other possible 

compensation behaviors, and such exploration contributes to 
providing more favorable new product marketing strategies.
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