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This research provides new insights into the effects of observing others being flattered. Even when judging the flattery to be sincere,

observers develop an automatic negative reaction (implicit attitude) towards the flatterer.  This is caused by social comparison and can

actually induce positive behavior vis a vis the flatterer.
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look like I made good selections,” “To be associated with desirable 
products”) to rule this out as a potential explanation. They then made 
a series of hypothetical choices (matched for dollar value) between 
university-linked vs. neutral items (university bookstore or restaurant 
gift certificate; university t-shirt or movie passes; university hat vs. lo-
cal hockey team hat). Neutral items were coded as 0 and university 
items were coded as 1, and the identity preference score was calculated 
by summing across all items. Regression analysis with threat, com-
munication, and the continuous mean-centered self-consistency scale 
and all interactions as independent variables predicting the preference 
index revealed the anticipated 3-way interaction (p < .05). When under 
threat, those low in self-consistency did not differ in preferences in 
response to public vs. private communication (p < .18). However, 
when under threat, those high in consistency preferred the university 
products when the communication was public as opposed to private 
(p < .02). As predicted, self-enhancement motives did not moderate 
the effects. 

When a social identity threat is communicated publicly, com-
pared to privately, participants show greater preference for identity-
linked products. We extend work that finds evidence of consumers 
engaging in self-enhancing self-presentational strategies in public 
settings (Ratner and Kahn 2002; White and Dahl 2006), to show 
that motives for self-consistency can also motivate consumer behav-
ior in public contexts. Indeed, classic consumer research suggests 
that while consumers are often motivated to present themselves in a 
positive light, sometimes self-consistency motives will drive product 
preferences (Sirgy 1982). Finally, we contribute to literature showing 
associative responses to products when identity is viewed positively 
(Cialdini et al. 1976), to demonstrate when associative responses to 
identity-linked products when that particular identity is viewed in a 
negative light. 

Observing Flattery: A Social Comparison Perspective

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Prior research on flattery has shown that in contrast to the tar-

gets of flattery, who frequently respond positively, objective outsid-
ers react negatively to the flatterer – in part because they are able 
to subject the flattering message to objective scrutiny and thus de-
tect any underlying ulterior motive (Campbell and Kirmani 2000). 
What, however, if the flattery is palpably sincere – e.g., you witness a 
salesperson complimenting a stylishly-dressed customer on her dress 
sense after the customer has already made her purchases? In such 
cases, the use of flattery may represent a win-win persuasion tactic: 
a positive response from the target, without any negative reaction 
from observers (Vonk 2002). The current inquiry, however, draws on 
dual attitudes theory (Wilson, Lindsey and Schooler 2000) to posit 
that even when others receive compliments that observers perceive 
to be sincere, they still develop an automatic negative reaction (the 
implicit attitude) towards the flatterer because of the envy caused by 
social comparison. Further, this negative implicit attitude co-exists 
with the more neutral evaluation (the explicit attitude) that arises 
because of a belief in the flattery being sincere.

Apart from documenting the dual attitudes induced in observers 
by flattery, we add to the flattery literature in two other ways. First, 
we illuminate the social comparison process that induces the implicit 
attitude by identifying theoretically-derived boundary conditions. 
Second, we examine the behavioral consequences of observing sin-
cere flattery, finding that flattery which is directed at others can func-
tion as a surprisingly effective persuasive message for observers, in-
ducing them to act in a manner that would be desired by the flatterer 
– because of the observer’s wish to reduce felt envy. We predict that 

this is particularly likely to occur after a delay, because the motiva-
tion to reduce envy can persist even after the negative reaction to the 
source of flattery is forgotten (cf. Kumkale and Albarracin 2004).

Five experiments tested these hypotheses. Experiment 1 used 
a 3 (flattery: after-purchase vs. before-purchase vs. control) x 2 (at-
titudes measure: implicit vs. explicit) between-subjects design to ex-
amine the thesis that observing sincere flattery induces two distinct 
attitudes. Participants imagined that they were shopping in a clothing 
store and had overheard a conversation between a stylishly-dressed 
shopper and a salesperson. The conversation, which contained com-
pliments on that shopper’s fashion sense, was described as occurring 
either before or after that shopper had made a purchase (the latter 
condition should increase perceptions of sincerity; cf. Campbell and 
Kirmani 2000). Those in the control group imagined overhearing a 
neutral conversation that did not contain any compliments. Partici-
pants’ evaluations of the salesperson were then collected under either 
time-constrained (5 seconds per item; implicit measure) or uncon-
strained conditions (unlimited time; explicit measure). As predicted, 
for after-purchase (i.e., sincere) flattery, the implicit attitude was 
lower than the explicit attitude, but no such difference existed in the 
before-purchase (insincere flattery) and control conditions. Further, 
planned comparisons revealed that the implicit attitudes resulting 
from observing flattery were lower than the control group’s evalu-
ations – in both before- and after-purchase flattery conditions (thus, 
perceived sincerity did not enhance implicit attitudes). In contrast, 
explicit attitudes were lower in the before-purchase condition com-
pared to the other two conditions.

Experiment 2a used a 2 (peer vs. non-peer) x 2 (measures of 
store attitudes: explicit vs. implicit) design to identify a boundary 
condition (based on social comparison theory) for the discrepancy 
between implicit and explicit attitudes. Participants were exposed 
to a store message containing very positive comments, which had 
purportedly been given to another consumer; this consumer either 
belonged to the same university as the participant (peer condition) 
or a foreign one (non-peer).  Implicit or explicit store evaluations 
were then obtained. In the peer condition, as before, the implicit at-
titude was lower than the explicit attitude. However, people are less 
likely to be envious of dissimilar others – accordingly, no difference 
was found for implicit vs. explicit attitudes in the non-peer condi-
tion. This pattern of results was replicated in Experiment 2B, using 
within-subjects measures of implicit and explicit attitudes.

Experiment 3 used a 3 (Enhancement: self-enhancement vs. 
other-enhancement vs. control) x 2 (Measures: explicit vs. implicit) 
design to identify another boundary condition relating to social com-
parison. In the self-enhancement (vs. other-enhancement) condition, 
participants wrote about an attribute on which they rated themselves 
well (vs. better than others), before being exposed to the same flattery 
manipulation and dependent variables as in Experiment 2A. Those 
in the control condition proceeded directly to the flattery manipula-
tion. In the control and self-enhancement conditions, the implicit at-
titude was lower than the explicit attitudes, as before. However, such 
a discrepancy was not observed in the other-enhancement condition 
(implicit attitudes improved), supporting the premise that when par-
ticipants have less reason to be envious of others, the negative effects 
of observing flattery are diminished.

Finally, Experiment 4 examined the behavioral consequences 
of observing flattery. This study used a 2 (Flattery: after-purchase vs. 
control) x 2 (Measures: explicit vs. implicit) x 2 (Timing of behav-
ioral measure: immediate vs. delayed) design. The procedure was 
the same as in Experiment 1, except that after attitude measurement, 
participants were also asked to report their likelihood of buying a 
pair of expensive, stylish jeans from the store, either immediately 
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or after a 30-minutes delay. The attitudes results again showed that 
the implicit attitude was lower than the explicit attitude in the flat-
tery condition, with no difference observed in the control. Of more 
interest, while there was no difference between flattery vs. control 
in immediate intentions to buy the stylish jeans, this changed after 
a delay – observing flattery increased purchase intentions compared 
to the control. Finally, in this and in other studies, measures of envy 
provided process support for our theorizing: greater envy was re-
ported in the flattery conditions vs. the control.

Taken together, results from our studies provide new insights 
into how observers react to flattery, in terms of the outcome (dual 
attitudes), the underlying process (relating to social comparison) as 
well as counterintuitive behavioral consequences.

Are They Who They Claim? Intentionality and 
Authenticity in Identity Signaling with Brands

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Research on identity signaling largely assumes that observers 

will interpret the brand identity signal as intended.  In this paper, 
we examine whether this is a valid assumption. Drawing a parallel 
between identity signaling and impression management, we suggest 
that identity signaling is inferred when observers think that a con-
sumer’s brand usage is motivated by a desire to gain social approval. 
We propose that identity signaling motives are likely to be salient 
when the signaler uses the brand in a conspicuous manner, i.e., inten-
tionally draws attention to brand usage. The driver who revs up his 
Mustang’s engine as he roars by is likely to be seen as behaving more 
conspicuously than the one who drives quietly. Such conspicuous 
behaviors will make observers suspicious about the motives underly-
ing the behavior, leading to an inference of identity signaling.

We suggest that under some conditions, this inference of extrin-
sically motivated behavior will trigger perceptions that the consumer 
is not authentic, which we define as the degree to which the signaler 
is perceived as behaving in a manner consistent with her true self. 
Suspicion that the signaler is motivated by impression management 
will raise questions about the signaler’s authenticity and reduce the 
perception that the target possesses the trait he is attempting to sig-
nal through the brand.  This process is consistent with research that 
shows that suspicion of ulterior motives leads to inferences that the 
target is insincere (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Vonk 2002). In our 
context, if a consumer is seen as intentionally using a brand (e.g., 
Apple iPad) to create an impression, she will be perceived as behav-
ing in a manner that is unlike her true self. The observer would infer 
that if the consumer is using the iPad to show off, it is doubtful that 
she inherently enjoys it. This means that she is unlikely to possess 
the traits of a typical iPad user, i.e., innovativeness.

In three studies, we demonstrate that conspicuous brand usage 
will lead to perceptions of inauthenticity and dampen brand-relevant 
trait perceptions. Study 1 was a two-level, one-factor (Conspicuous-
ness: low, high) between-subjects design.  Participants engaged in a 
face-to-face interview with an interviewer who introduced himself 
as “James.” James asked them to describe a special vacation they 
remembered. During the interview, James did or did not engage in 
conspicuous behavior related to BMW. In both conditions, James 
placed a set of car keys in front of him, with the BMW key logo vis-
ible. In the high conspicuousness condition, he also name-dropped 
the BMW brand. After the interview, participants were asked some 

questions about the interviewer, including his perceived competence 
(brand-irrelevant trait), wealth (brand-relevant trait), and authentici-
ty (authentic, genuine, sincere), all on seven-point scales. Consistent 
with the hypothesis, the interviewer was perceived as more authentic 
and wealthier in the low conspicuous condition compared to the high 
conspicuous condition (Wealthy: Mlow = 5.42, Mhigh = 5.00; authen-
tic: Mlow = 4.85, Mhigh = 4.20). However, perceived competence, the 
brand-irrelevant trait, did not vary across conditions (Mlow = 5.87, 
Mhigh = 5.79). 

Study 2 examined whether the negative effects of identity sig-
naling were moderated by self-brand connection, which is the “ex-
tent to which consumers have incorporated brands into their self-
concept” (Escalas and Bettman 2003).  We hypothesized that when 
observers’ self-brand connection was high (i.e., the brand was highly 
meaningful to them), they would react more positively to a target 
who was using the brand appropriately (i.e., low conspicuous). How-
ever, they would react more negatively to a target using the brand for 
extrinsic reasons (high conspicuous). The study involved one ma-
nipulated between-subjects variable (Conspicuousness: low, high) 
and one measured variable (Self-brand connection). Participants saw 
a video of a woman using an iPad in a coffee shop. In the low con-
spicuous condition, she holds the iPad in her hands. In the high con-
spicuous condition, she puts the iPad on a black stand so that the iPad 
is standing up on the table. In addition, she glances around the room 
as though to make sure others are watching. Self-brand connection 
was measured using the seven-item scale in Escalas and Bettman 
(2003). The brand relevant trait was innovativeness (combination of 
innovative and creative) and the brand irrelevant traits were sophisti-
cated, stylish, classy, affluent, rich, and athletic. Extrinsic motivation 
was measured by three items (Elaine was trying to show off, gain ap-
proval, and impress others).  Regression analysis showed significant 
effects of Conspicuousness on extrinsic motivation, authenticity, and 
perceived innovativeness. The target was perceived as more extrinsi-
cally motivated, less authentic, and less innovative when she was 
conspicuously using the iPad than when she was not. In addition, 
higher self-brand connection resulted in higher perceived authen-
ticity and innovativeness. However, the interaction effect was not 
significant. 

In study 3, we examined whether the negative effects of con-
spicuousness were moderated by perspective taking. Perspective 
taking involves applying aspects of the self to the target person (Da-
vis et al 1983) and thus lessens the negative inferences made of the 
target. Because we see ourselves as authentic, we are more likely to 
see others whose perspective we take as authentic. Using the same 
video stimuli to manipulate conspicuousness as in study 2, the study 
also varied perspective taking (low, high). The results replicated the 
effects of study 2 when perspective taking was low; when perspec-
tive taking was high, however, conspicuous behavior did not hurt 
perceptions of the target. Thus, putting oneself in the other’s shoes 
made them seem authentic and innovative even when they were us-
ing the iPad conspicuously. 

Overall, these results show that conspicuous use of brands, as 
opposed to conspicuous brands, may result in an inference of identity 
signaling. Unless the observer is able to take the perspective of the 
signaler, identity signaling will result in negative perceptions of the 
signaler’s authenticity and possession of brand-relevant traits.


