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Optimal Distinctiveness Theory (Brewer 1991) suggests that individuals exist in a precarious balance between their opposing needs

for similarity and distinctiveness.  Although research has examined social behaviors that individuals use to regain optimal

distinctiveness once threatened, the marketing literature has largely ignored potential consumption-based coping strategies.  In two

studies, I examine consumption strategies by which individuals may regain their optimal distinctiveness following a threat.  This paper

shows that consumers choose (Study 1) more atypical (typical) products after receiving feedback that they are very similar to

(different from) their peers and that this effect is strongest when individuals are choosing among conspicuously consumed products

(Study 2), suggesting that sub-optimal distinctiveness is a threat to the consumer’s public image.

 
 
[to cite]:

Melissa Minor (2010) ,"Consumer Strategies For Regaining Optimal Distinctiveness", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 37, eds. Margaret C. Campbell, Jeff Inman, and Rik Pieters, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages:

866-867 .

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/15426/volumes/v37/NA-37

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/15426/volumes/v37/NA-37
http://www.copyright.com/


866 / WORKING PAPERS

Consumer Strategies for Regaining Optimal Distinctiveness
Melissa Minor, University of Florida, USA

Optimal Distinctiveness Theory (ODT) posits that assimilation and differentiation are opposing forces whose equilibrium is optimal
distinctiveness (Brewer 1991). The need for assimilation refers to an individual’s desire for group membership and inclusion.
Differentiation, on the other hand, refers to the need to feel distinct (Pickett & Brewer 2001). When an individual feels that these forces
are in balance, the individual is said to have reached optimal distinctiveness, and deviations from optimal distinctiveness should motivate
individuals to assimilate or differentiate themselves to regain equilibrium. Research on ODT has found a myriad of effects of heightening
either the need for differentiation or assimilation. Individuals primed to feel overly different from (similar to) their peers overestimate
(underestimate) the social consensus of their attitudes (Simon et al. 1990) and exaggerate (minimize) perceptions of in-group homogeneity
(Pickett & Brewer 2001), importance, and size (Pickett, Silver & Brewer 2002).

The implications of ODT for consumer behavior have not been extensively researched. Because consuming a product places the
individual into a group consisting of users of that product or products like it, two differentiation strategies seem particularly applicable
to consumerism: identifying with numerically distinct in-groups and identifying with a group that positions itself against the mainstream
(Hornsey & Jetten 2004). Indeed, recent work by Timmor and Katz-Navon (2008) suggests that individuals with a heightened need for
differentiation will identify with a numerically distinct in-group in a consumption setting: Individuals predisposed to a high need for
differentiation (assimilation) were more likely to adopt a new product when they perceived the current group of adopters to be small (large).

However, estimating the size of the in-group associated with a product may not always be easy. Some brands carry with them a cult-
like group of consumers (e.g., Apple, Harley Davidson), easily defining the in-group and out-groups for the consumer. However, in other
cases, consumption groups are less well-defined. In those situations, consumers’ needs for assimilation and differentiation may be more
easily met by selecting seemingly “typical” and “atypical” offerings.

Because atypical products or product styles are less frequently instantiated and generally less popular than more typical products or
product styles (Loken & Ward 1990), I hypothesize that they will be chosen more often by individuals with a heightened need for
differentiation because consumers assume that doing so places the consumer into a numerically distinct in-group and/or a group that
positions itself against the mainstream. Alternatively, I hypothesize that individuals with a heightened need for assimilation will select
more typical products or product styles because they assume that doing so places them into a numerically larger and/or more mainstream
consumption group.

These hypotheses were tested in two studies that investigated consumer choices after their optimal distinctiveness levels were
threatened. In both studies, the needs for assimilation and differentiation were manipulated by informing consumers that they were similar
to or dissimilar to a large majority of their peers. This information came in the form of feedback from a task where consumers were asked
to provide their attitudes toward a variety of well-known brands: After providing their attitudes, consumers either learned that they were
similar to 20% of their peers (heightened-need-for-assimilation condition) or 80% of their peers (heightened-need-for-differentiation
condition).

In Study 1, after receiving this feedback, consumers were asked to choose between 13 University of Florida t-shirts differing in how
typical they were (i.e., in how commonly they were worn by members of the student body). As predicted, individuals who were told that
their tastes were very similar to their peers chose less typical t-shirt styles than individuals who were told that their tastes were very different
from their peers, F(1,135)=4.893, p<.05. Open-ended responses also supported the hypotheses: Some consumers explained their atypical
choices by saying that the t-shirt was not worn by thousands of students on campus. Alternatively, other consumers explained their typical
choice by saying it was the t-shirt they felt best represented the University.

In Study 1, choices among t-shirts apparently allowed consumers to regain optimal distinctiveness, but are all products equally suited
to help consumers regain their optimal distinctiveness? Past research suggests that consumers express themselves through classically
“symbolic” goods such as cars and clothing (Belk 1988), whereas recent research suggests that consumers express themselves through
personally important products such as music preferences or hairstyles (Berger and Heath 2007). Study 2 examined two dimensions:
product symbolism and consumption conspicuousness. Specifically, this study explored whether threatening optimal distinctiveness
would affect product choices for all product types, or whether only choices among highly conspicuous or symbolic products would be
affected by such a threat. Thus, the study featured a 2(feedback: similar to or different from peers) X 2(target product consumed
conspicuously or inconspicuously) X 2(target product symbolic or unsymbolic) between-subjects design.

After receiving feedback about their similarity to their peers (as in Study 1), consumers chose between browsing two special
collections on two mock websites: “unique, one-of-a-kind offerings” and products with “more mass appeal”. Product conspicuousness
and symbolism were manipulated by changing the website’s name (e.g., www.tshirts.com vs. www.movies.com).

When choosing among products consumed conspicuously, consumers who were told that they were very similar (very different) from
their peers chose to browse the “unique” (“mass appeal”) offerings (p <. 05), as in Study 1. However, when choosing among less
conspicuously consumed products, there was no effect of similarity/distinctiveness feedback (p>.15). Thus, consumers seem to perceive
conspicuously consumed products to be more useful for regaining optimal distinctiveness than inconspicuously consumed products
[Feedback X Conspicuous Interaction: F(1,99)=4.29, p<.05].

The results of these two studies suggest that consumption-based coping strategies exist for helping consumers regain their threatened
optimal distinctiveness. Further, Study 2 suggests threatened optimal distinctiveness is best regained publicly. Future studies will examine
whether a non-consumption-based affirmation of optimal distinctiveness eliminates this effect, and, if so, whether this affirmation must
be made publicly.
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Jack of all Trades, Master of None: The Impact of Assortment Inferences on Choice
Chrissy Mitakakis, Baruch College, CUNY, USA
Thomas Kramer, Baruch College, CUNY, USA

Imagine that Sue and Bob would like to purchase a notebook for school. Sue is shopping for the notebook in a store that has a great
assortment variety (i.e., in addition to paper products it also sells household cleaners, fruits, among many others). Bob is shopping in an
equally well-known store, which sells only a few different types of items besides notebooks (i.e., only paper products, household cleaners,
and fruits). Would the size of the assortment available at the store, which is de facto irrelevant to the choice of the notebook, nonetheless
differentially impact Sue and Bob? The current research examines this question. We propose that the number of noncomparable items in
an assortment can indeed affect consumers’ perceptions and choice of a target product. Although prior studies have investigated the impact
of the number of options under consideration (i.e., Chernev 2001, 2003; Lancaster 1990; Broniarczyk, Hoyer, and McAlister 1998;
Chernev 2003; Greenleaf and Lehmann 1995; Huffman and Kahn 1998; Kahn and Wansink 2004; Lin and Wu 2006; Menon and Kahn
1995), such research was focused on the number of alternatives from the same product category. However, the literature is lacking an
investigation into the effect of assortment size of unrelated options on consumer responses to a particular product. This lack is even more
surprising considering the growth of retailing formats such as supercenters or hypermarkets, which sell a seemingly endless variety of
products.

In particular, we argue that consumer responses to a product will be less favorable when it is sold in a store with a greater assortment
of unrelated products. We further posit that these effects are driven by a lay theory that consumers hold about the marketplace, such that
stores that offer products in too many categories cannot offer quality products in all (“jack-of-all-trades-master-of-none”). Thus, we
propose that consumers perceive a product that is found in a large assortment of noncomparable products as worse in quality than one that
is found in a small assortment of noncomparable products. We define noncomparable products as “those that have few attributes in
common” (Bettman and Sujan 1987, p.142), and are generally considered to come from different product categories (Johnson 1984).
According to our proposed theory, a large number of noncomparable products can signal the notion that the store’s attempt to carry many
different types of products detracts from its knowledge about any one product. Consequently, the product will be perceived as having lower
quality, compared to the identical one found in an assortment consisting of only a few noncomparable products. Additionally, since these
judgments involve conscious, cognitive components, it is also argued that the proposed effects will occur only under full cognitive
capacity.

In this research, we propose a new lay theory that consumers hold during the decision making process. Consistent with previous
research that has found that people act as intuitive scientists and develop naïve theories about the world around them (Hong, Levy, and
Chiu 2001; Kruglanski 1990), research in consumer behavior has been able to identify several different beliefs that consumers may have
about the marketplace (Pratap, Mathur, and Maheswaran 2009). For example, consumers have been found to hold lay theories about the
relationship between price and quality (Cronley et al. 2005; Kardes, Posavac, and Cronley 2004), ease of accessibility of information
(Menon and Raghubir 2005; Schwarz 2004), and hedonic contrast effects (Novemsky and Ratner 2003). Our research proposes that
consumers hold a lay theory based on the lack of comparability of surrounding products that are found in an assortment, and thus use this
information in making judgments about a single product.

To examine the proposed lay theory consumers have regarding the presence of noncomparable products, we investigated the effects
of the size of the assortment of noncomparable products in the purchase environment on consumers’ evaluations of a target product (a
notebook). In order to assess consumers’ utilization of the proposed lay theory, we told participants that the notebook was found in an
assortment with either three or twenty noncomparable products (such as household cleaners, food items, etc.), as well varied some
participants’ cognitive resources with a cognitive load task. After the presentation of the hypothetical shopping scenario, we assessed
participants’ attitudes toward the product as well as their likelihood of purchasing that product. Our results support the hypothesis that
consumers perceive a target product to be of significantly lower quality, and are significantly less likely to purchase it, when it is found
in an assortment with several noncomparable products, as opposed to when it is found in an assortment with only a few other


