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SESSION OVERVIEW
It is well-accepted that consumers choose specific brands to ex-

press and reinforce their identity (Kline, Kline and Kernan 1993). A 
large amount of research has shown that such identity-related con-
sumptions satisfy consumers’ association and communication goals 
(Escalas and Bettman 2005; Cayla and Eckhardt 2008). However, 
recent literature has started to document how consumers strategically 
change their consumption behaviors in order to protect their identity 
or to restore their threatened identity (Gao, Wheeler and Shive 2009; 
White and Argo 2009). This session adds to this latter research by 
introducing four papers that demonstrate how consumers interpret 
and react to identity threats in various consumption contexts.  

The first paper (Chae et al.) examines how consumers interpret 
a national brand failure as a social identity threat and use out-group 
product evaluation to restore that threatened identity. The authors 
find that a national brand failure can threaten consumers’ social iden-
tity when such information comes from an out-group member. Thus, 
as a way to restore their threatened social identity, consumers dero-
gate out-group products. The second paper (Mathews et al.) demon-
strates another means consumers engage in to restore their threatened 
social identity. The authors document that when a particular aspect 
of social identity is threatened, consumers favor identity-related 
products when the threat is communicated publicly versus privately. 
Desire for self-consistency appears to drive this identity restoration 
behavior. The third paper (Chan and Sengupta) adds to this literature 
by demonstrating a novel way to induce identity threat. Specifically, 
when a consumer observes others being flattered, s/he is likely to 
experience social comparison and thus feel threatened. Interestingly, 
as a result, s/he will endorse the salesperson’s recommendations to a 
greater extent as a way to reduce the threat. The last paper (Ferraro 
et al.) examines the identity threat from a different, yet interesting 
angle. Specifically, they demonstrate that conspicuous brand usage 
can lead to negative perception of the brand users’ identity. 

In sum, these papers add to our knowledge in the identity threat 
literature by documenting a series of important variables that can 
induce such threats (e.g., national brand failure, flattery), and demon-
strating coping behaviors consumers engage in to protect and restore 

their identity. We expect that this special session will be well-attend-
ed and will stimulate much thoughts and interests to this important 
research domain.

We Hate Your Products: The Effects of Social Identity 
Threat on Out-group Product Evaluation

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
How does Toyota Motor Corp.’s massive recall in 2009 and 

2010 change the Japanese’ consumption behavior? Does this recall 
change their attitudes toward domestic versus foreign products? In 
this research, we examine how consumers respond to a national 
brand failure. Specifically, we focus on how a national brand failure 
can threaten consumers’ social identity, and consequently affect their 
evaluation of in-group versus out-group products.

Social identity theory (SIT: Tajfel and Turner 1986) postulates 
that individuals strive for a positive social identity. The individual’s 
need for positive social identity leads people to create, maintain, or 
enhance any valued distinctiveness of the in-group. The attempt to 
achieve positive group distinctiveness can lead to favorable evalua-
tion of one’s own group (Brewer 1999) or derogation of out-group 
values (Rabbie, Benoist, Oosterbaan, and Visser 1974; Worchel, An-
dreoli, and Folger 1977). Of particular relevance to this research, 
extant literature has shown that when an out-group is perceived to 
threaten the group identity, people will react to the threatening out-
group with hostility (Li and Brewer 2004)

Based on the SIT, we propose that a national brand failure can 
threaten in-group members’ social identity, which consequently 
leads to derogation of out-group products as a means to restore the 
impaired identity. Importantly, we theorize that the source of such 
information will moderate the effect. When the national brand fail-
ure information is coming from an out-group member, it will be 
perceived as a threat, and thus leads to out-group product deroga-
tion.  However, when such information is coming from an in-group 
member, it will not be perceived as a threat and will thus attenuate 
the above effect. A series of three studies were conducted to provide 
systematic support to our theorizing. 

Study 1 tested our hypotheses using a failure of Samsung elec-
tronics, the largest company in South Korea. All participants were 
South Koreans. The study was a 3 (Brand information: Brand failure 
from in-group source, Brand failure from out-group source and Neu-
tral information) X 2 (Product country of origin: Korea vs. the USA) 
between subject design. Participants were first asked to evaluate a 
short essay, which contained the Samsung brand failure information 
or the neutral information. The brand failure information was de-
scribed to be written either by a Korean (i.e., in-group source) or an 
American (i.e., out-group source). People in the control condition 
received information about Samsung’s new fridge launch with no 
identification of the information source. Next, participants worked 
on a seemingly unrelated task where they evaluated a MP3 player 
that was either “Made in Korea” or “Made in the USA”. Participants 
rated the products on three 9-point scales: “good/ bad”, “unfavor-
able/ favorable” and “dislike/ like” (White and Dahl 2006). Data 
analysis revealed a significant 2-way interaction. When Koreans re-
ceived the Samsung failure information from an out-group member, 
they formed more unfavorable evaluations towards the American 
product than those who received the neutral information. However, 
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when Koreans received the Samsung failure information from an in-
group member, their attitude toward the American product did not 
differ from that of the control group. 

Study 2 replicated the out-group derogation using the context 
of Toyota’s recall. In this study, we further demonstrated that the 
out-group derogation was robust even when a third party provided 
the brand failure information. The study was a 2(Brand Information: 
Brand failure vs. Neutral information) X 2 (Product country of ori-
gin: Japan vs. the U.S.A) between subject design. A procedure simi-
lar to that of Study 1 was implemented. In the brand failure condi-
tion, the writer of the article was a Canadian (i.e., a third party). The 
results replicated those observed in study1, such that the Japanese 
participants evaluated American electronics more negatively when 
they were presented with the brand failure versus neutral informa-
tion. 

Study 3 aims to provide further evidence to the underlying pro-
cess. If identity threat is the underlying mechanism, then offering 
in-group members an opportunity to affirm their identity should at-
tenuate the effects observed earlier (Steele 1988; Derks, van Laar, 
and Ellemers 2009). Study 3 was designed to test this hypothesis via 
a 2 (affirmation: group affirmation vs. no affirmation) X 2 (product 
country of origin: Made in Canada vs. Made in the USA) between 
subject design. All participants were Canadians in this study. We first 
introduced a threat manipulation by having all participants read a 
report about a national brand (i.e., Tim Horton) failure, written by 
an American. The second task involved the affirmation manipula-
tion. In the group affirmation condition, participants were asked to 
recall the 2010 Vancouver Olympics Winter Games, which is likely 
to induce national pride and thus affirm Canadians’ positive identity. 
In the no affirmation condition, participants were asked to recall a 
movie they watched or a book that they read recently. The focal task 
involved asking participants to evaluate an organic cereal that was 
either “Made in Canada” or “Made in the U.S.A”. As expected, we 
replicated earlier findings only in the on affirmation condition, such 
that participants formed more negative product evaluations when it 
was made in the USA versus Canada. However, importantly, this ef-
fect disappeared in the group affirmation condition. 

The current research offers several contributions. First, it dem-
onstrates that a national brand failure can lead to social identity 
threat. Second, it extends the SIT literature by showing that the out-
group derogation can be directed toward any out-group. Finally, it 
illustrates that group affirmation mitigate the out-group derogation 
induced by social identity threat. 

Choosing Identity: The Effects of Publicly 
Versus Privately Communicated Threats 

on Consumer Preferences

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Advertisers often link products to different social identities (i.e. 

gender, occupation, nationality). Consider a recent tagline that high-
lights male gender-identity: “Maximum Taste, No Sugar, and Maybe 
Scorpion Venom. Pepsi Max, the First Diet Cola for Men.” Market-
ing practitioners often assume that linking the brand with an aspect 
of social identity leads target consumers to evaluate the brand more 
favorably. Recent research, however, suggests that the effectiveness 
of identity-linking strategies may depend on contextual factors. For 
instance, White and Argo (2009) find that when consumers experi-
ence a threat to an aspect of their social identity (e.g., they receive 
negative information about their gender identity), they sometimes 
avoid products associated with that identity. The present research 
provides evidence for the reverse effect, whereby consumers evalu-

ate identity-linked products more favorably when a social identity 
has been threatened.

Following social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1979), we 
view social identity as encompassing one’s identity derived from 
the groups to which the person belongs or is affiliated with. Previ-
ous research largely finds that products linked with important social 
identities tend to be evaluated favorably (Kleine, Kleine, and Ker-
nan 1993). However, when an aspect of identity becomes temporar-
ily threatened consumers sometimes respond by avoiding identity-
linked products (White and Argo 2009). While these authors found 
the dissociative effect is mitigated for individuals who strongly value 
and identify with the threatened group (i.e., those high in collective 
self-esteem derived from that specific group), this research did not 
find instances of an associative effect, whereby a social identity 
threat induces consumers to increase preference for products linked 
to that social identity. 

One instance wherein an associative effect may emerge is when 
the threat is communicated publicly as compared to privately. Given 
that people are both motivated to compensate for short comings un-
der threat (Pyszcynski, Greenberg, and LaPrelle 1985) and to main-
tain self-consistency when information about the self is made public 
(Schlenker 1975; Tedeschi et al. 1971), receiving a public threat 
to an aspect of one’s own social identity, should lead to a desire to 
maintain self-consistency. In the context of a publicly communicated 
identity threat, avoiding a product that is linked with that aspect of 
one’s own identity would convey an inconsistent self, whereas main-
taining or enhancing one’s evaluations of the product would con-
vey a more consistent self. The present research predicts and finds 
that consumers will be more likely to favor identity-linked products 
under threat when the communication is public rather than private. 
We anticipate that this will be pronounced among consumers high in 
self-consistency motives. 

In study 1, participants (n=242) took part in a 2(Threat: no threat 
vs. social identity threat) x 2(Communication: public vs. private) 
between-subjects design. The social identity that was threatened was 
university student identity. Participants took part in small groups and 
were first exposed to a research article that either reported that their 
own university performed similarly to (no threat) or worse than (so-
cial identity threat) other universities in its class (White, Argo, and 
Sengupta 2011). Communication was manipulated by either having 
the experimenter read the article aloud to the participants or by hav-
ing participants read it silently to themselves. Participants completed 
some filler items and manipulation check items. Our dependent mea-
sure was each participant’s choice of either an identity-linked (clip-
board displaying the university logo) or neutral (plain clipboard) 
at the end of the study. Binary logistic regression with threat, com-
munication, and their interaction term as independent variables and 
product choice as the dependent variable revealed only a significant 
interaction between threat and communication (β =.80, Wald = 6.70, 
p < .02). Under conditions of identity threat, participants were more 
likely to chose the university clipboard when the communication 
was public (79%) rather than private (59%, p < .05). In the no threat 
condition, participants did not differ in their selections of the univer-
sity clipboard when the communication was public (48.1%) versus 
private (60.6%; p < .18).

In study 2, participants (n=186) took part in a 2(Threat: no 
threat vs. social identity threat) x 2(Communication: public vs. pri-
vate) x Self-Consistency Motives between-subjects design. Threat 
and communication were manipulated as in Study 1. Participants 
responded to 4 self-consistency motive-items (e.g., “To be consistent 
with who I am,” “To demonstrate that I have stable preferences”). Par-
ticipants also completed 4 self-enhancement motive-items (e.g., “To 


