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In this paper we examine consumers’ use of social relationships to facilitate the purchase of goods and services. Our research extends

and refines social capital theory in the context of consumer behavior using grounded theory techniques. Utilizing data from U.S.

consumers, we address how and why consumers leverage their social relationships to manage consumption experiences. We also

identify the benefits and implications of this behavior. Our findings contribute to social capital theory, both inside and outside of the

consumer domain. The results of the study also suggest ramifications for other aspects of marketing inquiry, such as customer

satisfaction and loyalty.
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904 / WORKING PAPERS

Tice, and Hutton 1989; Kunda 1999). Because we believe the avoidance of products associated with a threatened aspect of identity is
related to self-protection, we anticipate that this avoidance tendency would be particularly pronounced among low self-esteem individuals.
Participants were first provided with information that either threatened gender as a social identity or was neutral regarding identity. They
then made a choice between a publication that was either associated with their own gender identity or that was associated with university
student identity. People low in self-esteem tended to avoid choosing a product associated with a threatened facet of identity, whereas
product choice was not influenced by social identity threat when people were high in self-esteem. This effect was mediated by a desire
to protect the self, but not by other motives such as self-enhancement or self-verification.

In study 3 we investigated the moderating role of ingroup identification because research demonstrates that ingroup identification
individuals exhibit self-protective responses to threat. Further, we attempted to rule out alternative explanations for the findings. Because
the gender-related products in the first studies were low in perceived intellectual depth, participants may have responded to threats to the
self by simply choosing a more intellectually-oriented option, rather than avoiding products associated with a threatened aspect of identity.
Second, it is possible that consumers avoid products associated with any identity that is described negatively, not only products associated
with an aspect of their own identity when it is threatened. To test for these alternatives, we had female participants receive a threat to their
own gender identity, threat to the opposite gender identity, or neutral information, and then evaluate both male and female biographies.
In contrast to the two alternative explanations, our conceptualization predicts that females would only avoid female-related products (and
not male-related products) when female identity is threatened and not when male identity is threatened or when no threat is present. In
addition, we had participants evaluate both positive and negative biographies. If motivated by a need for self-protection, those low in
ingroup identification should avoid both positively and negatively valenced products associated with a threatened aspect of identity. Our
design allows participants to enhance the self by preferring products with positive connotations related to their identity. Results revealed
that, females motivated by self-protection (i.e., those low in ingroup identification) avoided positive and negative female-related products
(and not male-related products) when their own gender identity was threatened.

The current research builds on social identity theory by demonstrating a unique response to social identity threat—shifts in product
preferences and choices. Taken together the results of three studies suggest that the avoidance of products associated with a threatened
aspect of identity is related to the desire for self-protection.
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Conceptualization
As the fabric of civilization, social relationships play an important, yet often inconspicuous role in society by binding individuals

together and facilitating correspondence and collaboration among them. Because of their inherent function in social interactions,
relationships influence many different aspects of human behavior, including those related to consumption. Consequently, the purpose of
this paper is to investigate consumers’ use of personal relationships to facilitate purchases. Interestingly, the basic questions of whether,
how, and why consumers utilize personal relationships to improve their purchase outcomes remain largely unaddressed in the marketing
literature. However, given the extent to which consumers are connected to one another, answering such questions becomes important if
scholars are to fully understand this novel and intriguing dimension of consumer behavior.

We approach these important questions using a social capital theory framework, which posits that individuals utilize resources
embedded in social relationships to create benefits or returns (Coleman, 1988, 2002; Portes, 1998, 2000; Lin 2001). From an individualistic
perspective, social capital theory focuses on the resources ingrained in an individual’s social relationships and how using these resources
benefits the individual. These resources are considered social because they can only be accessed through direct and indirect ties with others.
Common forms of social resources include advice, information, ideas, and support. Ultimately, to possess social capital, an individual must
have relationships with others; it is only through social interactions that social capital can exist and benefit the individual (Coleman, 1988,
2002; Portes 1998; Lin 2001).

Given the communicative nature of this phenomenon, it is important to briefly distinguish social capital from word of mouth behavior.
Whereas word of mouth typically refers to informal information transmission related to existing products, services, or events, social capital
extends this conceptualization by focusing specifically on the nature and the strength of the relationships among those involved in the
communication of information. In addition, the information transmission resulting from social capital mobilization tends to be more
structured, intentional, and proprietary than that of word of mouth communication. As a result, consumers utilizing social capital to make
purchases may intentionally and systematically draw upon their personal relationships to find the right person, place, product, or price,
thus enhancing their returns in the marketplace.

Method
As suggested previously, we seek to understand how consumers utilize social capital to make purchases, the benefits of doing so,

and the impact of this behavior on the consumption experience. Given that research on this topic is sparse, our research represents an initial
stride into this realm. As a result, we utilize grounded theory methodology (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) to extend
and refine social capital theory in the context of consumption. We conduct semi-structured depth interviews with 19 U.S. consumers,
yielding 72 unique social capital consumption experiences. Participants were selected using established theoretical sampling techniques
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Charmaz, 2006).


