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Self-perception theory posits that consumers sometimes infer their own attitudes and attributes by observing their own actions. We

hypothesized that in addition, consumers sometimes infer their own attributes by observing the freely chosen actions of others with

whom they feel a sense of merged identity—almost as if they had observed themselves performing the acts. Before observing an

actor’s behavior, participants were led to feel a sense of merged identity with the actor. As predicted, observers incorporated attributes

relevant to the actor’s behavior into their own self-concepts. These changes in relevant self-perceptions led observers to change their

own behaviors accordingly.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT:
How do we as consumers come to know who we are, and how

does that influence how we act? Over a hundred years ago, Cooley
(1902) described reflected appraisals—how people come to define
themselves by observing how others appraise and respond to
them—as the looking-glass self. We propose that consumers come
to know who they are not only through a looking glass, but through
a spyglass as well. That is, in addition to defining themselves by
registering how others respond to them, we propose that observers
can also define themselves by examining how psychologically
close others respond—not to them, but rather to circumstances
relevant to the observers’ self-concepts.

In light of self-perception theory (Bem 1967), which posits
that we infer our own attitudes and attributes from observing our
own behaviors, and research demonstrating that individuals’ self-
concepts often expand to include close others, we suggest that when
observing a behavior carried out by a close other, the attributes
individuals infer from that person’s behavior should carry over to
inferences about their own attributes—almost as if they had ob-
served themselves performing that behavior. This change in self-
perception should drive these individuals to behave consistently
with these new attributes, often leading them to conform to the
originally observed behavior.

In this study, we propose and test a model of these vicarious
self-perception processes and examine implications for behavioral
conformity. According to the model, observers will internalize the
attributes demonstrated in the actor’s behaviors to the extent that the
observer feels a sense of shared identity with the actor. In addition,
self-perception changes on the part of the observer should only
occur if the actor’s behavior appears to be free of powerful situ-
ational forces—that is, changes should occur when observers have
reason to make dispositional rather than situational attributions for
the actor’s behavior.

To test the central hypotheses of this model, participants read
the transcript of a purported interview in which the interviewee
helped give directions to a stranger who was lost. Before reading the
transcript, half of the participants were informed that their and the
interviewee’s brainwaves greatly overlapped, creating a sense of
merged identity; the other half were given no brainwave feedback.
In addition, half of the participants learned that the interviewee
helped because he or she was paid to do so (a powerful external
controlling force for the behavior), whereas the other half of the
participants did not learn this information. After filling out ques-
tionnaires assessing their perceptions of their own attributes, par-
ticipants were asked if they would be willing to help the researchers
by completing additional surveys.

Consistent with the proposed model, participants were more
likely to help the researchers only when they shared a merged
identity with the interviewee and only when they were led to make
a dispositional inference for the interviewee’s behavior. Moreover,
the increase in these participants’ prosocial behavior was fully
mediated by changes in participants’ self-perceptions relevant to
the originally observed behavior (e.g., self-perceived generosity).
The data also rule out potential alternative explanations such as
modeling or associative priming.

This study also demonstrates the relative context-indepen-
dence of vicarious self-perception by showing the predicted effects

despite the fact that there was little connection between the details
surrounding the originally observed behavior (giving directions
and guidance to a “lost” foreigner) and the details surrounding the
helping dependent measure that we employed (aiding the re-
searcher collect additional data). As Freedman and Fraser (1966)
demonstrated in their investigation of the foot-in-the-door tech-
nique, participants need not see a clear connection between the
content of the first request and the second. If changes in self-
perceived attributes are driving these increases in prosocial behav-
ior—which they appear to be—then the similarity of the details
between the two requests are not of paramount importance; instead,
what is critical is simply that the changes in self-perception follow-
ing the first behavior are relevant to the attributes necessary to
engage in the second.

One implication of these findings is that influence agents
could potentially make use of vicarious self-perception processes in
what could be considered the “vicarious-foot-in-the-door tech-
nique.” In utilizing such a strategy, an influence agent attempting to
secure a target consumer’s compliance to a sizeable request could,
in the presence of the target, make a smaller, seemingly unrelated
request of someone with whom the target feels close. After securing
compliance from the close other, influence agents could then make
the larger request of the original target. So long as the target
perceived the close other to have freely chosen to comply with the
first request, this strategy should be effective, an outcome due to the
target’s self-perception changes after observing the close other
comply with the first request. The target need not see a clear
connection between the content of the first request and the second.
Instead, as suggested above, what is pertinent is that the attributes
relevant to the close other’s compliance following the first behavior
are relevant to the attributes necessary to comply with the larger
request.

Although the current paper focuses on individuals’ self-per-
ceptions related to the area of prosocial behavior, a severely
understudied area in consumer research, vicarious self-perception
processes should operate in other areas as well. For example, if
consumers observe someone with whom they feel close purchasing
a product indicative of risk-taking (e.g., skydiving lessons), they
should come to see themselves as more risk-taking. This change in
self-perception should, in turn, affect the types of products that
these consumers would consume, including products outside the
domain of the observed behavior (i.e., in this case, outside the area
of leisure activities). Specifically, such consumers might choose a
product whose image is associated with greater risk-taking (e.g.,
Mountain Dew over Coca Cola), a hypothesis open to empirical
verification.

FULL CITATIONS
Aron, Arthur, Elaine N. Aron, Michael Tudor, and Greg Nelson

(1991). “Close Relationships as Including Other in the Self,”
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 60, 241-53.

Bandura, Albert (1977). Social Learning Theory. Englewood
Cliffs. NJ: Prentice Hall.

Bem, Daryl J. (1967). Self-perception: an alternative
inrepretation of cognitive dissonance phenomena. Psycho-
logical Review, 74, 183-200.



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 34) / 643

Cialdini, Robert B., Stephanie L. Brown, Brian B. Lewis, Carol
Luce, and Steven L. Neuberg (1997). “Reinterpreting the
Empathy-Altruism Relationship: When One Into One Equals
Oneness,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73,
481-94.

Cialdini, Robert B. and Noah J. Goldstein (2004). “Social
Influence: Compliance and Conformity,” Annual Review of
Psychology, 55, 591-621.

Freedman, Jonathan L. and Scott C. Fraser (1966). “Compliance
without Pressure: The Foot-in-the-Door Technique.” Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 4, 195-202.

Kelley, Harold H. (1973). “The Processes of Causal Attribu-
tion,” American Psychologist, 28, 107-128.

Maner, Jon K., Carol Luce, Steven L. Neuberg, Robert B.
Cialdini, Stephanie L. Brown, and Brad J. Sagarin (2002).
“The Effects of Perspective-taking on Motivations for
Helping: Still No Evidence for Altruism,” Personality and
Social Psychology Bulletin, 28, 1601-10.

Mead, George H. (1934). Mind, Self, and Society. Chicago, IL:
Univ. of Chicago Press.

Scott, Carol A. (1977). “Modifying Socially-Conscious
Behavior: The Foot-in-the-Door Technique.” Journal of
Consumer Research, 4 (Dec 1977), 156-64.

Sirgy, M. Joseph. (1982). “Self-Concept in Consumer Behavior:
A Critical Review.” Journal of Consumer Research, 9 (Dec),
287-300.

Smith, Eliot R. and Susan Henry (1996). “An In-Group Becomes
Part of the Self: Response Time Evidence,” Personality and
Social Psychology Bulletin, 22, 635-42.

Solomon, Michael R. (1983). “The Role of Products as Social
Stimuli: A Symbolic Interactionism Perspective.” Journal of
Consumer Research, 4 (Dec), 319-29.

Srull, Thomas K. and Robert S. Wyer (1979). “The Role of
Category Accessibility in the Interpretation of Information
about Persons: Some Determinants and Implications.”
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 37, 1660-72.


