
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Are They Who They Claim? Intentionality and Authenticity in Identity Signaling With Brands

Rosellina  Ferraro, University of Maryland, USA 
Amna  Kirmani, University of Maryland, USA 
Ted  Matherly , University of Maryland, USA 

 
We examine how observers react to consumers who use brands in a conspicuous

manner. Three studies demonstrate that conspicuous brand usage triggers

thoughts that the consumer is using the brand for extrinsic reasons, which

leads to negative inferences about the user’s authenticity. This further

results in less favorable attitudes toward the user and may lead to brand

dilution.
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80 / Interpretations and Responses to Identity Threats

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.


