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Consumers from low socio-economic classes are not considered effective influencers, as they usually do not represent an aspirational

reference group with whom people identify. The current research revisits this widely accepted notion, and demonstrates that low-

status product users can positively influence observers and increase their likelihood of purchasing the target product.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Imagine the following scenario: you are considering a subscrip-

tion to a well established scientific journal. The journal is highly 
respectable and its readers are known to be intellectually curious 
and intelligent. On your way to the office, still undecided, you come 
across a maintenance worker who is sitting on a bench and avidly 
reading the latest issue of the scientific journal. How might such 
an observation effect your subscription decision? Will it increase 
or decrease your likelihood of subscribing to this journal?

The literature on social influence suggests that consumers from 
a low socio-economic class are not ideal influencers, at least not 
of premium brands. Empirical research profiles the “influential” as 
more educated than average (Boster, Serota, Andrews, & Carpenter, 
2009; Row, 2004) and theoretical research (e.g. Berger & Heath, 
2008; White & Dahl, 2006) suggests we are positively influenced by 
those who are similar to us or who are members of an aspirational 
reference group. Since consumers of premium brands typically do 
not aspire to be members of a low status group, it is unlikely that 
they will be positively influenced by actual members of that group. 
If anything, they would probably become less interested in products 
that low status users have chosen. 

The current work questions this basic premise and reexamines 
the ways in which the observation of a low-status consumer using 
a particular product might influence the purchase intentions of an 
observer. We use the term “observer” to denote a consumer, who 
currently does not own the target product, and who observes an-
other consumer using the product. While previous research that has 
investigated this question has taken a reference group perspective, 
we develop an alternative framework based on social comparison 
theory. In contrast to previous findings, we show that, under certain 
circumstances, observers are more likely to emulate the choices of 
low status than high status users–a phenomenon we call “the low 
status user effect”.

Our analysis begins with the notion that products serve a so-
cially symbolic function (Belk, 1988; Grubb & Hupp, 1968; Levy, 
1959). For example, using new technological products may signal 
high levels of innovativeness; eating organic foods may signal high 
levels of health consciouness; and subscribing to scientific journals 
may signal high levels of intellectual curiosity. We hereby define the 
“focal trait” of a product as a human trait, that users of that product 
would be expected to have at high levels. Given our earlier examples, 
the focal traits for new technological product, organic foods, and 
scientific journals would be innovativeness, health awareness and 
intellectual curiosity, respectively. 

Intuitively, we would expect under most circumstances that 
low-status consumers would have low levels of the focal trait of a 
premium product. In fact, their mere usage of a premium product 
is likely to be surprising. An observer might be surprised by a 
low status consumer reading the scientific journal if he associates 
high levels of intellectual curiosity with high education and socio-
economic status. 

In this research, we posit that the observation of a low-status 
person using a premium brand elicits an attribution process whereby 
the observer attempts to reconcile the gap between his expectations 
and his observation of the low-status user’s product choice. The 
observer might reconcile his expectation and his observation by 
reasoning that the low status user, and therefore people in general, 
are, higher on the focal trait than he previously thought. 

This account evokes a social comparison process (Festinger, 
1954) whereby the observer re-evaluates his own relative standing 
on the focal trait and concludes that it is lower than previously 
estimated. In response to the ego-threat posed by this notion and in 
order to restore his expected relative standing on the focal trait, the 
observer purchases the target product (Gao, Wheeler, & Shiv, 2009). 
Ironically, this process leads consumers to emulate the purchase 
behavior of individuals they may under other circumstances not 
wish to be associated with. Our research establishes this low status 
user effect across different product categories, including apparel, 
MP3 players, and WiFi detectors.

We further show that, like other social comparison processes, 
this effect is sensitive to the importance of the focal trait to the 
observer (Tesser, 1988) and the confidence that the observer has 
about his standing on the focal trait (Kruglanski & Mayseless, 1990; 
Morse & Gergen, 1970).


