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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Can desire for a particular identity improve the taste of food 

related to that identity? Across two studies, we show that those who 
desire a particular identity evaluate food products associated with 
the desirable identity as tastier. In study 1, participants rated the 
taste of products supporting a desired identity more highly for both 
brands and product types. In study 2, participants who wanted to be 
seen as athletic rated a sports drink as tastier. Importantly, that hap-
pened only if they did not already see themselves as athletic. In other 
words, people find foods tastier if those foods help establish a desired 
identity.

Background: Identity and Choice
The choices we make are strongly influenced by our sense of 

identity. Our career, our life partners, and our hobbies are all affect-
ed by the social and personal identity we try to maintain. Everyday 
consumption choices as well are influenced by identity, as products 
and brands become part of how we define as ourselves (Feirstein 
1986;Rosenbaum 1972). In this, products in general and food prod-
ucts in particular can serve as part of a more general process of shap-
ing and supporting a desired self.

People are generally motivated to create a favorable and con-
sistent identity (Gecas 1982;Turner 1982). They actively participate 
in constructing and maintaining their identity (Berzonsky 1993) in 
their decisions and through a variety of processes such as encoding 
self-relevant information to maintain a coherent sense of self and 
reality, dealing adaptively with personal stressors and conflicts, and 
maintaining positive social relations with others (Berzonsky 1990; 
Epstein 1980).  

Ideal, Future and Possible Selves
Our choices are led not only by our current selves, but by possi-

ble selves – our ideas of what we might become, what we would like 
to become, and what we are afraid of becoming. Both current and 
possible selves change and motivate behavior (Markus and Nurius 
1986) Accordingly, product choices and preferences may be driven 
not just by who one currently is but who they would like to become. 
In fact, choices and preferences might specifically aim at arriving 
closer to a desired identity.

Some attempts to get closer to the ideal future self are bound 
with personal consumption. Product choices help us express the peo-
ple we would like to become. Our accumulation of possessions pro-
vides a sense of future as well as past, and tells us who we are, where 
we have come from, and where we would like to go (Belk 1988).

Aspiration Groups as Consumption Guides
Ideal selves are used as a standard to which one can aspire. As-

piration groups - groups to which one would like to belong - can serve 
as one avenue to promote a desired self, since reference groups can 
be closely tied to one’s self-definition (Brewer and Gardner 1996). 

The products and brands that group members use are an eas-
ily observable characteristic that can serve consumers in order to 
identify members of groups they would like to feel part of (Elliott 
and Wattanasuwan 1998;Erdem, Swait, and Valenzuela 2006). Such 

products can serve as useful tools to grow closer to a desired group 
and thus promote a desired identity. 

Choosing or purchasing a particular product may help individu-
als signal either their identity or social differences, growing closer to 
a desired reference group and so supporting a desired identity (Berg-
er and Heath 2007;Berger and Heath 2008;Bourdieu 1984;Tian, 
Bearden, and Hunter 2001). Consequently, people may imitate the 
consumption behavior of members of their aspiration groups (Sim-
mel 1957;Van den Bulte and Joshi 2007;Van den Bulte and Wuyts 
2007). 

Social Influence on Food Choice
Studies of food choice give some clues as to the influence of 

desired identity on taste.  The culture in which one grew up has an 
important role in shaping taste preference (Rozin 1976). In general, 
peoples’ social environment can play a meaningful role in shaping 
their taste preferences, such that people come to have different taste 
reactions to foods depending on the environment in which their tastes 
develop (Rozin 1990).  The social environment interacts with intrin-
sic properties of the food to determine its palatability (Rozin and 
Vollmecke 1986).

How Moving Towards a Desired Identity Can Affect Taste: 
Taste Experience as Functional Pleasure

Pleasure is known to be a function of need fulfillment (James 
1890). The consumption of a food that’s physiologically needed can 
resolve tension, and resolving tension by reducing a need state feels 
pleasurable (Fite 1903). 

The functional perspective on pleasures argues that pleasure can 
essentially be seen as indicating usefulness to the organism (Cabanac 
1971). Based on one’s current state, particular physical stimuli can 
feel pleasurable or painful. For instance, if one’s body is hypother-
mic, degrees of warmth that may be unpleasant in other situations 
can feel pleasant (Cabanac 1969). 

This applies broadly in the domain of food. Food taste can gen-
erally be improved when it answers physiological needs. 

Food taste is particularly enhanced when people are calorie 
deprived. For example, hungry participants show a preference for 
sucrose-sweetened drinks (Mobini, Chambers, and Yeomans 2007). 

Fulfilling physical needs, then, results in pleasure. When food 
answers current needs, it would be experienced as tasting better  (Ca-
banac, Chantal and Everett, 1997). 

To date, no research has more directly demonstrated that an-
swering mental needs can generate physical pleasure. 

Some initial evidence attests that food might indeed taste bet-
ter when answering psychological needs. Food tastes better when it 
matches one’s values, such as power or hedonism (Allen, Gupta, and 
Monnier 2008), or aligning with one’s political positions (Tal et al. 
2014). 

As argued above, we expect that if a brand can help alter one’s 
identity to render it closer to a desired identity, it would be experi-
enced as tastier.  

Hypothesis 1: Taste evaluation will be higher for consumers 
who desire an identity the product supports. 
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Hypothesis 2: Enhancement in taste due to a desired identity 
will be more pronounced if a person does not 
already see themselves as a member of the desir-
able identity. 

Study 1: Identity Desirability and Taste Experience
Methods

Participants (N = 41) were recruited online on Amazon Me-
chanical Turk, and completed the study in exchange for payment. 
They were presented with a list of eight food products and brands, 
and were asked to evaluate how desirable they found the identity tied 
with the foods. For this, they were asked to rate their identification 
with the consumer image tired to the product, measured by the item 
“how much do you identify with the type of person who eats/drinks 
it”, and the desirability of the identity tied with the product, mea-
sured by the item “to what extent do you want to be seen as the type 
of person who eats/drinks it”.  Taste evaluation was measured by 
the item “how much do you enjoy the taste of this food. Participants 
rated the items on 9-point Likert scales ranging from 1 (= not at all) 
and 9 (= very much so).

Product categories included items such as energy bar, Greek yo-
gurt and mineral water, while brands included Diet Coke, Red Bull, 
and Pabst Blue Ribbon Beer. 

Results and Discussion
We analyzed the results using a mixed model examining the ef-

fects of level of identification with and desire for identity tied to the 
product on taste. Each model controlled for the IV, food item type, 
and their interaction. The model used in each case was a repeated 
measures model with item type as the repeated factor. The covari-
ance matrix was specified as unstructured.

There was a significant effect of identity on taste evaluation, 
such that people who identify more strongly with the those who con-
sume the food, and so are likely to have a greater desire to be like 
them, evaluated this food as tastier. The effect was significant at a 
< .01 level: F(1, 40) = 328.62. We also found a significant effect of 
desired identity on taste evaluation of the food, such that people who 
more strongly desired to the identity tied to the food evaluated it as 
tastier. The effect was significant at a < .01 level: F(1, 40) = 374.81. 
The effect was robust to item type. 

Study 2: Tastes Like Being in Shape
Study 2 was designed to test whether the effect found in study 

1 holds for online vs. merely for retrospective taste experience. This 
is important since in retrospective reports people may report on their 
ideas of how tasty they think a food is versus how tasty it actually 
was. Online reporting of taste is more likely to correctly reflect ac-
tual taste experience. 

Methods
Participants (N = 85) were college students who participated in 

the study as part of their course duties. They were asked to taste and 
evaluate a sports drink. The drink tasted was Gatorade prepared from 
powder. The powdered form was chosen as a less familiar version 
of a sports drink. The brand was presented to participants as they 
tasted the drink. Before they tasted the drink, it was described as a 
sports drink that is consumed mostly by athletes and people who ex-
ercise routinely. After receiving this explanation participants tasted a 
sample of the drink from plastic cups.

They then answered several questions about their experience of 
the drink as well as the desirability of a particular identity. Taste of 
the drink was measured by the item: “How tasty is this drink?” This 

was measured on a scale of 1 (= not at all) to 9 (= very tasty). The 
drink’s perceived quality was measured by the item “to what extent 
do you think this drink is of high quality?” Participants rated this 
on a scale of 1 (= very low quality) to 9 (= very high quality). This 
supplementary measure was included to examine whether subjec-
tive taste evaluations would translate to participants’ evaluations of a 
product’s ostensibly objective quality.

Desirability of identity was measured by the item: “to what ex-
tent would you like to be perceived as part of the group of people 
who usually consume this drink?”). This was rated on a scale of 1 (= 
not at all) to 9 (= very much). Finally, current identity was measured 
by the item: “Do you perceive yourself as an athletic person?” Par-
ticipants answered either yes or no to this question. They were also 
asked how thirsty they were just before tasting the drink, and if they 
had ever tried it before.

Results and Discussion
We tested our hypotheses using a general linear model which 

included the effect of desire for identity as the type of person who 
would drink the drink, self-perception as an athletic person and the 
interaction between the two on taste experience and drink quality 
evaluation. There was a significant effect of desire for an identity 
on taste experience, such that people who aspire more strongly to 
possess the identity of those who consume the drink experienced the 
drink as tastier. The effect was significant at a .01 level: F(1, 84) = 
11.20, η2 = .11. We also found a significant effect of desire for iden-
tity on drink quality evaluation, such that people with stronger desire 
evaluated drink quality as higher. The effect was significant at a .01 
level: F(1, 84) = 7.49, η2 = .08. We found no significant main effects 
of self-perception as an athletic person on either drink taste experi-
ence or drink quality perception.

In support of H2, we found an interaction between desire for 
identity and self-perception as an athletic person. Specifically, de-
sire for identity was positively related to taste experience and drink 
quality evaluation only for those who did not already perceive them-
selves as athletic people: F(1, 83) = 8.32, p = .01, η2 = .08 for taste 
experience, and F(1, 83) = 3.89, p = .05, η2 = .04 for food quality 
evaluation. 

These findings join those of the prior study in supporting the 
notion that products taste better if they support a desirable identity. 
Further, the current study shows that taste is improved only if one 
does not already feel that they possess the desired identity. This is 
because in such cases the drink serves the purpose of supporting the 
person’s motivation to build a desired identity. 

General Discussion
Foods associated with a desired identity are rated as tasting bet-

ter, such that the more a person desires to be perceived as having a 
particular identity, the tastier he or they say products matching that 
identity are. 

In our second study, participants rated a sports drink as tastier 
the more they wanted to be perceived as athletic people. This effect 
occurred for people who did not perceive themselves as athletic, but 
not for people who already perceived themselves as athletic. This 
demonstrates that products are rated as tastier the more they match 
a desired identity that one does not yet feel they possess. The study 
also demonstrated that subjective taste experience is translated into 
judgment of the products’ ostensibly objective quality.

Products appear to be used to attain a desired identity, rather 
than to support or maintain an identity a person already feels they 
have.
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Conclusion
Products taste better if they match an identity consumers desire. 

In such cases, the product is functional; answering one’s psychologi-
cal need to possess a desired identity. Pleasure is functional, provid-
ing reward when one acts in ways concordant with needs. When a 
food product can serve as a tool to build an identity one desires, the 
experience of the product is improved. 
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