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We propose that consumers’ product preferences, in response to social exclusion, are product domain specific. Study 1 shows that

socially excluded consumers conform to their potential affiliations’ product preferences in the value-expressive domain but not in the

utilitarian domain to indicate their social identity in order to seek inclusion.
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Social Exclusion and Consumer Product Preferences
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Shuoyang Zhang, Colorado State Univeristy, USA

Human beings have fundamental needs to feel included and to belong to social groups (Baumeister and Leary 1995).  Prior research 
indicates that socially excluded people have an increased desire to reconnect (Maner et al. 2007).  The impact of social exclusion on consump-
tion has attracted consumer researchers’ interests in recent years.  Mead et al. (2011) suggest that people use consumption to seek potential 
affiliation when they are excluded.  Specifically, the experience of social exclusion increases people’s tendency to conform to their potential 
affiliations’ consumption preferences in order to seek inclusion.  In the current research, we take a closer look at consumers’ reaction to social 
exclusion and examine whether their conformity behavior is product domain specific.  

We propose that excluded consumers conform to their potential affiliations’ product preferences only in the value-expressive product 
domain, and not in the utilitarian product domain. Previous studies have shown that people make inferences about others’ social identity and 
preferences based on their product preferences and purchase decisions (Belk, Bahn, and Mayer 1982; Calder and Burnkrant 1977; Holman 
1981).  However, people do not infer identities equally in all product domains (Shavitt and Nelson 1999; Berger and Heath, 2007; Belk, 
1981).  Instead, people are more likely to make inferences or to communicate with others through product preferences in the value-expressive 
product domain rather than in the utilitarian product domain (Shavitt and Nelson 1999; Berger and Heath, 2007).  Mead at al., (2011) have 
found that high self-monitors align their product preferences to potential affiliations’ preferences but not low self-monitors.  We thus predict 
that when excluded consumers are high in self-monitoring they are more likely to conform in the value-expressive domain, to infer identity 
while seeking inclusion from their potential affiliation, but not in the utilitarian domain. 

METHOD
Study 1 was a 3 (social exclusion: exclusion vs. acceptance vs. control) x 2 (product domain: value-expressive vs. utilitarian) x 2 (self-

monitoring: high vs. low) mixed factorial design.  Social exclusion and self-monitoring were between-subject factors; while product domain 
was a within-subject factor. The social exclusion manipulation was adopted from Gardner et al. (2000). Participants arrived in the lab for 
ostensibly separate studies, and they were randomly assigned to one of the three essay conditions: social exclusion, social acceptance, or 
neutral control. Participants were told to engage in a memory task and asked to write an essay of a personal experience when they either felt 
excluded, accepted or neutral (a lunch experience).  Participants were then led to believe they were engaging in a separate study that was 
interested in their momentary feelings.  They responded to a mood measure using the positive and negative affect schedule (PANAS) scale 
(Watson, Clark, and Tellegen 1988), which served as our manipulation check on social exclusion.  

Following the mood measure, participants were led to believe that the next study was a product evaluation study and they would com-
plete it with an assigned partner.  They then were given a sheet that indicates their partners’ product preferences on a series of 12 sample 
products. They were also told that their response would be revealed to the partner before the face to face meeting (Mead et al. 2011).  After 
reading their partners’ product preferences, all the participants were asked to choose one of two options for 12 product sets, including 6 in the 
value-expressive and 6 in the utilitarian domain.  The order of the product categories is randomized. For example, in the utilitarian product 
domain, participants were given choices between two brands of bike light that have similar functionality.  In the value-expressive product 
domain, participants are given choices between two music genres. 

After the product evaluation task, participants were told to engage in one more independent study before meeting their partners.  All 
participants were led to believe that the purpose of the next study was to find out how people feel about themselves in relationships with oth-
ers.  We used Snyder and Gangestad (1986)’s revised self-monitoring scale to measure people’s self-monitoring levels.  Finally, participants 
were debriefed and released. 

RESULTS
74 undergraduate students in a public university participated in exchange for partial course credit. We used the number of participants 

conformed in each product category as the dependent measure. Consistent with our hypothesis, we found that in the social exclusion condi-
tion significantly more participants who are high self-monitors conform to their partners’ product preferences in the value-expressive product 
domain compared to low self-monitors.  We did not find such difference in utilitarian product domain.  

CONCLUSION
In the current research, we investigate excluded consumers’ conformity behavior in different product domains.  We identified that 

consumers’ desire to reconnect is more likely to be satisfied in the value-expressive domain. Our finding adds to the current literature by 
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suggesting that excluded consumers selectively align their product preferences to their potential affiliations’ in the specific product domain 
that communicates their identity most effectively. In future studies, we plan to use different social exclusion manipulation methods to test the 
robustness of the hypothesis in the first study.  We also intend to further explore excluded consumers’ consumption behaviors in addition to 
conformity in the value expressive product domain.  
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VALUES–BEHAVIOR AND THE MODERATING ROLE OF IDENTITY-BASED MOTIVATION
Values are preceded by culture, society and personality, and extant research has shown that value leads to behavioral outcomes (Rokeach, 

1973; Schwartz, 1992, 1994). Although numerous empirical studies support a value–behavior relation (e.g., Rokeach, 1973; Schwartz, 1996) 
the variability of this relationship may be impacted by facilitating or impeding factors, such as construal level (Torelli and Kaikati, 2009). 
According to situated social cognition perspective, cognition and action are dynamically shaped by contexts (Schwarz, 2007, 2009). In this 
sense, we argue that the value–behavior relation maybe affected by evoked identities. 

Identity-based motivation is the readiness to engage in identity-congruent action (Oyserman, 2007), using identity-congruent mindsets 
in making sense of the world (Oyserman et al., 2009). As part of the self-concept, the identity presents a basis for making predictions about 
oneself and about others’ response to the self. Personal identities focus on traits, characteristics and goals that are not connected to a social 
group. The salience of a personal identity facilitates one to construe the situation in terms of values that are relevant to the self, leading to 
value-congruent judgments and behaviors (Oyserman, 2009). In contrast, when the social identity is salient, the self is contextualized and 
linked to a social group, which in turn downplay the personal values and increase in-group conformity (Briley, 2001).

DOING NON-TRANSCENDENT PEOPLE GO GREENER
The present study examines the interactional effect of identity and self-transcendence values on green consumption. We suggest that the 

fit between values and evoked identities can influence green consumption of non-transcendent values. Specifically, we expect that in social 
(vs. personal) identity situation, people will increase their pro-social evaluations and intentions. This mechanism will change values influence 
on behavior, doing non-transcendence values take into green consumption. 

One hundred and fifty three participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions of a 2 values (transcendent vs. non-
transcendent) x 2 identities (personal vs. social) between-subjects design. In this study, evoked identities were manipulated using as priming, 
similarities and differences between family and friends – SDFF (Oyserman and Lee, 2007). Values were chronically accessed by values 
index: transcendence (α = 0.714) - Non-transcendent values (α = 0.640; Schwartz, 1992). Transcendence and non-transcendence values were 
obtained by median split of composite values index. The main dependent variable is the preference for green products. This DV has been 


