
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Resisting Normative Influences in the Context of Product Placements

Cristel  Russell , University of Auckland, New Zealand 
Valeria  Noguti, University of Technology Sydney, Australia 

 
We use social-psychological experiments to investigate how perceptions of peers’ TV preferences reduce consumers’ intentions to

purchase products placed in the series. We find social conformers less interested in placed-products when peers are perceived as less

connected to the TV series, and non-conformers less interested when peers are more connected.

 
 
[to cite]:

Cristel  Russell  and Valeria  Noguti (2011) ,"Resisting Normative Influences in the Context of Product Placements", in NA -

Advances in Consumer Research Volume 39, eds. Rohini Ahluwalia, Tanya L. Chartrand, and Rebecca K. Ratner, Duluth, MN :

Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 150-151.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1009788/volumes/v39/NA-39

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1009788/volumes/v39/NA-39
http://www.copyright.com/


150 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 39, ©2011

The Dark Side of Social Groups: How Social Reference Groups Inhibit Consumption
Chairs: Breagin Riley, Syracuse University, USA 

Renee Gosline, MIT, USA 

Paper  #1: Resisting Normative Influences in the Context of 
Product Placements

Cristel Russell, University of Auckland, New Zealand
Valeria Noguti, University of Technology Sydney, Australia 

Paper  #2: A Negative Judgment Gives Satisfaction Provided it 
Smacks of Jealousy: Why Negative Feedback from Strong and 
Anonymous Ties Inhibits Decision Making

Renee R. Gosline, MIT, USA
Jeff K. Lee, Harvard Business School, USA
Breagin K. Riley, Syracuse University, USA

Paper  #3: Masking Behavior: Examining the Influence of Social 
Networks on Men’s Consumption Practices

Linda Tuncay Zayer, Loyola University Chicago, USA

Paper  #4: How Consumers Rhetorically Align the Interests of 
Multiple Social Networks

Markus Giesler, York University, Canada
Robin Canniford, University of Melbourne, Australia 

SESSION OVERVIEW
Decision making is often a social process, as we are generally 

influenced by others’ opinions while making choices, like what to 
order at a restaurant (Ariely and Levav 2000), how to navigate a 
career (Levin and Cross 2004), and which new products to purchase 
(Van den Bulte and Joshi 2007). Beyond traditional investigations of 
how individuals’ attitudes and behaviors are impacted by reference 
group members’ attitudes and behaviors, however, lies a dynamic 
and growing domain of social influence. The prevalence and popu-
larity of online social networks (e.g., facebook) have enabled peers, 
friends, acquaintances, and even strangers to make more than 500 
billion product- and service-related impressions on one another (For-
rester 2010). 

Ample research focuses on how social reference groups encour-
age others to consume. For example, Van den Bulte and Joshi (2007) 
focused on the diffusion of innovations, leveraging the sociological 
idea that some consumers are more likely than others to convince 
people to purchase products. Relatedly, many firms are trying to le-
verage these reference groups to aid marketing efforts. For example, 
many firms are integrating their websites with various facebook 
features to provide shoppers with information regarding how many 
people, as well as whom specifically in their social networks, “like” 
the consumption item.

Unfortunately, the current research on social networks presents 
a rosy picture which focuses on how social reference groups encour-
age and facilitate consumption, but ignores the reality that, in many 
ways, social groups are prohibitive, effectively restricting (Wooten 
2006) or reducing certain consumption behaviors (Grayson and 
Ambler 1999). In this special session, we follow in the path of the 
“dark side” scholars and extend the research on how social reference 
groups impact consumption by focusing on how such groups inhibit 
consumption.

Specifically, the four papers proposed for this session leverage 
various methodological and philosophical approaches to examine 
situations where the attitudes of peers, friends, and social network 
members cause individuals to reconsider consuming an item. The 
first paper uses social-psychological experimentation to examine 
how consumers’ perceptions of the influence of TV series on peers, 

affect consumers’ own intentions to buy products placed within those 
series. The second paper employs experimental and quasi-experi-
mental techniques to investigate situations where relying on advice 
from strong social network ties, which are proposed to be more trust-
worthy than weak ties (Granovetter 1973), is actually less helpful 
when making consumption decisions. The third paper employs quali-
tative methods, including text analysis, to examine how consumers 
use masking behaviors to avoid conflicts within one social network, 
while freely and openly discussing and consuming within another. 
The fourth paper draws upon sociological theory and uses in-depth 
interviews to examine how consumers (re)construct consumption 
narratives in an effort to both respectfully resolve between-network 
disagreements, and consume without dissonance.

Combined, the four papers in this session examine how social 
reference groups inhibit consumption. These papers make several 
important contributions. Theoretically, these papers extend and re-
fine literatures concerned with understanding how social reference 
groups affect behaviors. Scholars concerned with topics that em-
phasize the importance of social groups in the consumption process, 
including identity construction, advice acceptance, and the use of 
product ratings and reviews, will find this session especially interest-
ing, as the research presented sheds light on sources of and responses 
to reference-group-related tensions.

Practically, these papers suggest that firms should exercise cau-
tion and employ strategy when leveraging social networks, rather 
than immediately sharing the opinions of various social groups. Prac-
titioners concerned with leveraging social reference groups as a way 
of transmitting information about peer approval or social capital will 
find the discussion of how groups inhibit individual consumption 
compelling, as it might help explain the poor results from various 
marketing campaigns. Lastly, this session demonstrates how theo-
retical advancements can occur when scholars from various back-
grounds share interests in related consumption phenomena. Our  au-
thors leverage experimental social psychology, sociology, economic 
sociology, marketing, and anthropology to present clear examples of 
how social reference groups inhibit consumption. 

Resisting Normative Influences in the 
Context of Product Placement

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
In this research we investigate how perceptions of the influence 

of TV series on peers impact the effects of product placements. Be-
cause people frequently interact around TV, co-viewing programs or 
even developing communities of consumption around them (Kozi-
nets 2001; Schau et al. 2009), product placement effects are likely 
to be affected by viewers’ perceptions of how others are influenced 
by TV series. We define these perceptions as peer-connectedness, in 
parallel to Russell et al’s (2004) studies on audience connectedness. 

We focus here on conditions that favor a reduction in consum-
ers’ desire to purchase placed products as a function of peer-con-
nectedness. Peer-connectedness is proposed (and shown) to reduce 
consumers’ desire to purchase products that appear in TV series, 
contingent upon some conditions, based on individual differences or 
contextual variables. 

One of the individual difference moderators in this research is 
psychological reactance. Reactance (Brehm 1966) is a motivational 
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state due to a threat to behavioral or attitudinal freedom. People 
engage in opposite behavior to restore the freedom and/or adopt or 
avoid positions on the issue (Wright and Brehm 1982). Building on 
Brehm’s (1966) work, other researchers proposed that people natu-
rally vary in the degree to which they pursue these opposite behav-
iors and developed measures for this psychological reactance trait 
(Hong 1992; Hong and Page 1989). The reactance trait has been 
shown to be an important predictor of attitudes and behavior. For 
instance, individuals who score high on reactance move against ex-
pert product recommendations (Fitzsimons and Lehmann 2004), and 
reject goals associated with relationship partners, pursuing opposite 
goals instead (Chartrand et al. 2007). 

The second set of moderating factors in our research are situ-
ational tendencies to conform.  Conformity operates largely out of 
awareness. Although people consider interpersonal influences the 
least important factor in their decisions, these usually have one of the 
largest impacts (Nolan et al. 2008). Moreover, imitation studies have 
shown that people unconsciously imitate others as the perception of 
others’ behaviors automatically generates behavioral outputs (Dijk-
sterhuis and Bargh 2001) and that even brief encounters with others 
can increase one’s tendency to subsequently choose the same brand 
these others buy (Ferraro et al. 2009). In this research, we employ a 
scrambled sentence task to non-consciously prime conformity and 
non-conformity (Epley and Gilovich 1999) and assess its impact on 
responses to product placement in TV series, depending on different 
levels of perceived peer-connectedness  to the series. 

Peer-connectedness was manipulated by explicitly communi-
cating the percentage of peers who are connected to the series (study 
1) or implicitly, through a news article focused on Generation Y 
(the participants’ peer group) that presented a relevant peer as either 
highly connected or not connected to the series (study 2). Product 
placements were digitally inserted in visuals of the series. In study 
2, conformity and non-conformity were primed experimentally in a 
first, unrelated part of the experiment, following Epley and Gilov-
ich’s scrambled task procedure (1999) designed to generate either 
high or low tendency to conform. Purchase intentions for a series of 
brands, including the focal brands, were measured. The psychologi-
cal reactance scale (Hong 1992; Hong and Page 1989) was included 
in a separate section. Prior consumption of focal brands and demo-
graphic information were controlled for. 

The analyses reveal a three-way interaction between peer-
connectedness, conformity, and reactance. Whereas there were no 
significant differences in purchase intentions across conditions for 
participants high in reactance, there was a cross-over interaction 
between conformity priming and peer-connectedness amongst low 
reactance participants. Low reactance participants were less likely 
to follow a peer when primed for non-conformity and more likely to 
follow a peer when primed for conformity. When these participants 
were told that the peer was highly connected to a TV series, non-
conformity priming reduced intentions to buy the products placed in 
the series to which that peer was highly connected. However, those 
low reactance participants who were told that their peer was not con-
nected to the series were more likely to want to buy the placed prod-
ucts when primed for non-conformity.  

Together, the series of experiments identifies conditions that 
trigger behavioral tendencies that go counter to the direction of the 
perceived influence of TV series on peers. Given that detrimen-
tal consumption practices such as smoking, doing drugs, or heavy 
drinking (Pechmann and Wang 2010; Russell et al. 2009) are often 
displayed in entertainment programs, the finding that peer-connect-
edness information can reduce the impact of undesirable consump-

tion images (such as smoking) suggests that it could serve as a tool to 
lessen the influence of TV programs on their vulnerable audiences.
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A Negative Judgment Gives Satisfaction Provided it 
Smacks of Jealousy: Why Negative Feedback from 

Strong and Anonymous Ties Inhibits Decision Making

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
A lot of evidence supports the idea that people often seek advice 

from people across their social networks: friends and loved ones, 


