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acceptance threat.

 
 
[to cite]:

Bruno Kocher and Luna David (2011) ,"Do I Really Have to Prove Who I Am? the Impact of Identity Denial and Targeted Ads",

in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 38, eds. Darren W. Dahl, Gita V. Johar, and Stijn M.J. van Osselaer, Duluth,

MN : Association for Consumer Research.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/16121/volumes/v38/NA-38

 
[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/16121/volumes/v38/NA-38
http://www.copyright.com/


Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 38) / 869

goal orientations (F= 3.78, p=. 058). Direction of the effect was consistent with our expectations. That is, the prevention-focused ad was 
more favorable (M= 4.92) than the promotion focused ad (M= 4.05) when participants were shown a set of ads containing literal claims. 
The promotion-focused ads, however, became more appealing (M= 4.60) than prevention-focused ads (M= 4. 25) when participants 
were presented with metaphorical claims.

Implications and Limitations
McQuarrie and Phillips (2005) argued that, in general, the use of metaphorical claims (vs. literal claims) in ads is more effective 

to evoke positive attitudes among consumers given its ability to provide diverse references about advertised brands. Our initial phase 
of the study, however, shows that the goal orientation of the message-framing influences the persuasiveness of metaphors in ads, thus 
demonstrating a potential limitation on the suitability of metaphorical claims. The results provide useful guidelines for advertising 
practitioners in effectively utilizing metaphoric techniques in ads. At this stage, we only tested the effectiveness of metaphor in terms 
of verbal expression (i.e., ad copies) for a routinely purchased commodity. To a better understanding of the nature of persuasiveness in 
metaphor, future study should incorporate visual metaphors. It may also be worthwhile to investigate if this interaction occurs in other 
types of purchases. 
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Extended Abstract
American citizens of foreign origins, who might be born and raised in the United States, frequently have to answer questions such 

as “do you speak English” or “where are you really from? (Cheryan and Monin 2005). Since they do not match the prototype of the in-
group, their belonging to that group is questioned. This phenomenon has been labeled as “identity denial” (Cheryan and Monin 2005). The 
purpose of this research is to assess consumers’ reaction to such an acceptance threat (Branscombe, Ellemers, Spears, and Doosje 1999).

Past consumer research has assessed the impact of in-groups, out-groups and dissociative groups from different perspectives (e.g. 
Bearden and Etzel 1982; White and Dahl 2007). Consumption (or abandon) of brands/products was advocated to help individuals build 
their self-concept (e.g. Escalas and Bettman 2005) or to differentiate them from out-group members adopting these tastes (Berger and 
Heath 2007, 2008).

However, to the best of our knowledge, no research has assessed the impact of identity denial on consumers’ attitudes. Cheryan 
and Monin (2005) demonstrate that identity denial leads to an increase in respondents’ effort to show cultural knowledge and claims to 
participate in in-group practices. Nevertheless, we currently do not know to which extent this phenomenon affects consumers’ consumption 
decisions, brand/product attitudes and perception of advertisement executions.

Theoretical Background
Ethnic identities. Advertisers frequently use ethnic cues in order to target members of ethnic groups. Past research has shown 

that, in general, consumers targeted by this tactic respond in a positive manner (Whittler 1989, 1991). According to Deshpandé and 
Stayman (1994), ethnic minorities (vs. ethnic majorities) evaluate spokespersons from the same ethnic background as more trustworthy. 
Subsequently, this increased trustworthiness leads to higher brand attitudes. Most of past research has assessed ethnic cues from an in-
group versus out-group perspective. Respondents were primed by (or exposed to) ads containing (vs. not containing) a cue specific to 
their ethnicity. As Deshpandé and Stayman (1994), we are interested in trustworthiness or honesty of advertisers. However, the present 
study takes a different look at the implementation of ethnic primes. More precisely, we are interested by the impact of a prime which 
denies membership to a group, even though the person objectively belongs to that group. In other words, the purpose is to assess how 
consumers react to ethnically targeted ads when they are denied one of their identities and, concomitantly remembered of another one.

Identity denial. As stated by Cheryan and Monin (2005, p. 718) “whereas stereotypes threat (Steele 1997) is the fear of being 
seen in a negative light because of one’s group membership, identity denial is the fear of not being seen as part of the in-group at all”. 
Rejection from an important group may frustrate the basic need of belonging (Baumeister and Leary 1995; Eisenberger, Liberman and 
Williams 2003). As demonstrated by Schmitt and Branscombe (2001), when people are targeted by a social identity threat, they alter 
their subsequent behavior. The reaction to an identity denial is to assert one’s identity in order to prove to others than one really belongs 
to that in-group (Cheryan and Monin 2005). 
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Study
Procedure. Forty-three American citizens from Chinese origins were recruited through flyers on the campus of a major East Coast 

university. After entering the lab, subjects were asked (or not) about their knowledge of English (do you speak English?). This question 
represents the identity denial manipulation. As shown by previous researchers (Cheryan and Monin 2005), this interrogation makes 
respondents think about their membership of the group. After this question, they received a fake magazine directed toward Chinese 
American or American respondents. The magazine contained the ad for a fictitious brand (Expert Financial Services) as well as some filler 
ads and articles. In the magazine directed toward Americans, the ad was in English. The magazine directed toward Chinese Americans 
was exactly the same, except that the brand name in the ads was written in English and in Chinese characters. After having scanned the 
magazine, respondents were asked to respond to a short survey.

Results. A 2 X 2 ANOVA was conducted with perceived honesty (2 items: dishonest-honest, insincere-sincere) of the magazine and 
the ad as dependent variables and identity denial (identity denial vs. no identity denial) and type of ad (ad targeted toward Americans vs. 
ad targeted toward Chinese) as independent variables. The two-way interaction between identity denial and type of ad was significant 
for the perceived honesty toward the magazine (F(1, 42)=4.17, p<.05). Planned contrasts revealed that when the respondents’ identity 
was denied, they rated the magazine directed toward Americans (Mamerican=5.75, SD=.84) as more honest than the magazine directed 
toward Chinese Americans (Mchinese-american=4.94, SD=0.85; F(1, 39)=4.03, p=.052). However, this was not the case when their identity 
was not denied (Mamerican=5.00, SD=.97, Mchinese-american=5.38, SD=1.06; F(1, 39) =.81, p=.375).

The two-way interaction between identity denial and type of ad was marginally significant for the perceived honesty toward the brand 
(F(1, 43)=3.63, p=.06). Planned contrasts revealed that when the respondents’ identity was denied, they rated the brand directed toward 
Americans (Mamerican=5.33, SD=1.02) as more honest than the brand directed toward Chinese Americans (Mchinese-american=4.40, 
SD=1.79; F(1, 40)=3.17, p=.083). However, this was not the case when their identity was not denied (Mamerican=4.55, SD=.86, Mchinese-
american=5.04, SD=1.12; F(1, 40) =.85, p=.363). These results support our proposition that identity denial affects consumers’ perception 
toward the magazines as well as toward brands targeting certain type of consumers.

As a next step, a series of experiments, which are currently executed, are testing the effect of other moderators on this relationship. 
These moderators include the impact of acculturation and strength of identity. Moreover, we also varied the identity denial manipulation 
in order to increase its external validity. We hope this research will be a first step in the understanding of the relationship between denial 
and consumption.
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