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Anecdotal evidence suggests that we have the ability to make attributions about others as poseurs. We integrate the identity signaling

and impression management literature to examine what environmental cues are suggestive of a motive of impression management and

the subsequent impact on downstream inferences.
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Poseurs: Understanding When Product Use is Perceived as Impression Management
Ethan Pancer, Queens University, Canada

Laurence Ashworth, Queens University, Canada

People frequently make inferences of consumers’ personalities based on the products they use. The identity-signaling literature has 
largely assumed that observers interpret an identity signal as intended; e.g. if you ride a Harley, you are seen as rebellious. Along with emerg-
ing research (e.g. Ferraro, Kirmani, and Matherly 2010), we question this assumption and ask: What causes observers to think that a consumer 
is intentionally trying to create a certain impression? What is the effect of such motive judgments?

We know that “our possessions are a major contributor to and reflection of our identities” (Belk 1988, p. 139). This perspective has 
recently evolved into the identity-signaling literature, where researchers have demonstrated empirically that consumers use products to 
construct and express desired identities to others (e.g. Berger and Heath 2007; Escalas and Bettman 2005). In fact, we are pretty good at 
predicting what people will be like based on the products they use. People are able to ‘read’ elements of others (identities and other prefer-
ences) based on their possessions (e.g  Belk, Bahn, and Mayer 1982; Gosling et al. 2002). Observers are able to form remarkably accurate 
impressions based on the belongings of others, even based on minimal information (Funder 2001; Gosling et al. 2002). These findings are 
certainly consistent with the idea that using trait-laden products allows the consumer to absorb and embody their symbolic values. So if we, 
as observers in the general public, believe that “you are what you eat / wear / use / consume,” why would one ever believe this is not the case?

Another research stream questions the connection between a person and their products as solely identity expression. Impression manage-
ment (IM) has been the subject of extensive research in both consumer behavior and social psychology (Schlenker and Weigold 1992; Leary 
1995; White and Dahl 2007). This literature suggests that consumption may not always be motivated by identity expression, but is sometimes 
based on strategically influencing the opinions of others. Consumers have been shown to avoid products linked to dissociative reference 
groups (White and Dahl 2006; 2007), choose higher quality products in presence of others (Argo et al. 2005), and not use coupons to avoid 
looking cheap (Ashworth et al. 2005). Nevertheless, while people may able to ‘read’ people from their possessions, little attention has been 
paid to the ability to understand the intentionality and motives underlying behavior. Anecdotal evidence suggests that we do have the ability 
to make attributions about others as poseurs. Our research begins to examine the conditions where we question why people are using certain 
products, which instead, can lead to the inference that they are attempting to manipulate the image they create. 

At the heart of the inference of an IM attempt is the idea that the observer believes the target is deliberately using a product in order 
to create a particular look. We believe that questions surrounding the target’s motives for their appearance (of which an attempt to impres-
sion manage might be one) are initially inspired by product usage that cannot be explained by the situation. Observers are motivated to 
explain product usage when the product is seen as obviously not needed for the situation. This can be conceptualized as a product-situation 
discrepancy, where the central function of their product cannot be tied to elements of the situation i.e., wearing sunglasses when it is dark; 
using a scarf when it is warm. In these cases, the product use is seen as a little odd, not fitting with the norms of the particular situation. This 
discrepancy leads the researchers to the question: Which environmental cues are more suggestive of a motive of impression management 
versus something else?

Without other cues regarding the functional reasons for product use, observers are likely to use visible and salient cues in the environ-
ment that observers can use to deal with a product-situation discrepancy. The primary cue that is suggestive of an impression management 
motive is the perceived impact the image is having on others. One cause of impact is the overall positivity and extent of the impression, 
referred to forward as efficaciousness or efficacy of their look. If we believe that the product is responsible for making the target look good, 
we are likely to infer that they selected these products to create this impression.

278 university students responded to our 2 (Legitimacy of Product Use: Low vs. High) X 2 (Attractiveness of Product: Ugly vs. Attrac-
tive) X 2 (Brand Prominence: Logo Present vs. Logo Absent) between-subjects factorial design for course credit. Participants were shown an 
image of an individual wearing a scarf either indoors or outside, manipulating the legitimacy of scarf use. The scarf shown was either ugly 
or attractive (pre-tested earlier). Also, consistent with research on brand prominence (Han et al. 2010, Berger & Ward 2010), we manipulated 
the presence or absence of a Burberry logo. 

As predicted, there was a significant interaction between legitimacy of product use and attractiveness of the product on the attribution of 
IM motive (F(1,269) = 8.30, p < .01). The target was perceived as significantly more motivated by IM concerns when they wore an attractive 
scarf inside (M = 4.51) compared with an ugly scarf inside (M = 3.97). When outside, a legitimate context for product use, inferences of IM 
motive attenuated. Interestingly, the presence of a large brand logo (M = 4.39) on the scarf was only marginally significant compared with the 
no logo condition (M = 4.15) (F(1,269) = 3.26, p = .072). This suggests that environmental cues and the efficaciousness of product use may 
be cues that are more suggestive of motive inferences than brand prominence. This research begins to examine the environmental cues which 
are suggestive of a motive of impression management. Although the target may have an appropriate functional reason for using a product in a 
certain context, observers may perceive a discrepancy between cues, which can ultimately lead to unintended outcomes. Future research will 
test cues beyond attractiveness that are suggestive of this motive as well as additional observer-related moderating variables.  
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Mirroring recent growth in social networks and consumer-generated content, word-of-mouth (WOM) research has regained attention 
in marketing theory and practice. Among various purposes served by consumer WOM, one important function is to communicate speakers’ 
evaluations of goods or services, and this advisory role of WOM is perhaps most clearly illustrated by online product reviews. A burgeoning 
literature has explored the content of these communication efforts and their relation to audience inferences, persuasion, and firm performance 
(Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; Weiss, Lurie, and MacInnis 2008; Schellekens, Verlegh, and Smidts 2010). In contrast, we focus on the ability 
of consumer WOM to perform its basic communication function. This issue is important to consumers and marketers alike, as more accurate 
WOM not only benefits consumer decision processing, outcomes, and satisfaction, but also enables more efficient use of WOM as a com-
munications and feedback tool. 

Consumers exchange WOM in a variety of forms varying in richness and complexity. We focus on two distinctive forms that represent 
opposite extremes: attribute ratings and commentary. For example, when sharing our opinions about a product online (e.g., a hotel stay), some 
forums allow open-ended discussion of anything deemed relevant (e.g., a description of our experience), while other forums restrict com-
munication to ratings of specific features (e.g., cleanliness, location). Each format has distinct advantages for communicating one’s opinion. 
Attributes are concise and easily understood; to the extent that relevant attributes are included, this format is consistent with multi-attribute 
utility models (Holbrook and Havlena 1988), enabling recipients to ‘calculate’ a sender’s opinion. Commentaries are not conducive to such 
mental calculation and the process of verbally transcribing one’s opinions is inherently noisy. However, commentary provides a far richer 
context offering its own advantages (e.g., West, Huber, and Min 2004; Escalas 2007). Commentaries allow speakers to express not only ‘pros 
and cons’, but also the idiosyncratic importance of those pros and cons to that speaker. In addition, commentaries aggregate components of 
a consumption experience to convey an overall impression, while attributes artificially separate the experience in a manner that may exag-
gerate single positive or negative aspects (Thaler 1985). Importantly, both these advantages are compounded for very positive or negative 
experiences, which often result from extreme performance on a few important dimensions. Therefore, building on prior evidence that narra-
tives elicit stronger affective reactions (Adaval and Wyer 1998), we suggest that commentary is particularly suited to transmission of highly 
valenced opinions, so that any advantage of attributes over commentary in communicating evaluations will be attenuated when those evalu-
ations are extreme.

Utilizing actual consumer reviews from a popular travel website, Study 1 examined individuals’ ability to predict the hotel evaluations 
of reviewers. Twenty five reviews (each from a different hotel) were selected from the website using a stratified random sampling procedure. 
Undergraduate participants (N=109) were assigned to one of three conditions: participants in the commentary condition were given the body 
of review text to read; participants in the attribute condition were given the reviewers’ rating of specific attributes (e.g., “service = 3/5”), and 
participants in the combination condition were given both forms of content together. Participants read reviews for five different hotels, one at 
a time. After reading each review, they were asked to estimate what overall rating the reviewer gave for the hotel (on a 5-pt. scale).


