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152 / The Dark Side of Social Groups: How Social Reference Groups Inhibit Consumption

acquaintances, and strangers. For example, Grannovetter (1978) ac-
knowledges that generally speaking, close friends and loved ones 
give good advice because they are trustworthy and desire for us to 
have positive outcomes. Although prior research does not provide a 
full explication of how advice of varying valences is accepted across 
the spectrum of social network ties, it does provide insight into what 
consumers do with received advice. Specifically, it suggests that ad-
vice received from people with whom we share close relationships 
is helpful to the extent that the advice-giver is perceived as trustwor-
thy and that trustworthiness increases with tie strength. This idea 
leads to our first hypothesis: usefulness of feedback increases with 
tie strength. This means that feedback from strangers is least useful 
while feedback from strong ties is most useful.

Research on social structure raises some doubt about the ex-
pected positive relationship between helpfulness and tie strength.  
Simmel (1908), for example, identified the potentially benevolent 
role of the stranger, who is “not bound by roots to the particular 
constituents and partisan dispositions of the group,” and possesses a 
“distinctly objective attitude [of both] indifference and involvement” 
(1908, 145). These prescient words aptly characterize the modern 
impact of input from strangers on online websites and message 
boards, as well as offline interactions in restaurants and hair salons.  
It may be that when strangers offer input, it is deemed honest and 
trustworthy due to the stranger’s objectivity. This leads to our second 
hypothesis: feedback from both strangers and strong ties is more use-
ful than feedback from weak ties.

Nevertheless, weak ties, which are typically portrayed as un-
trustworthy, can be quite helpful, not due to benevolence but because 
they occupy “gaps” or structural holes between social network clus-
ters (Burt 1992). Granoveter (1978; 1983) suggests that weak ties are 
helpful because they provide not only unique information relative to 
friends and loved ones, but also more reliable information relative 
to strangers. Granovetter also suggests that weak ties are sometimes 
seen as being most in competition with us. This competition takes 
place within the context of a “field” or social setting wherein indi-
viduals compete for social capital or the valued social relations be-
tween people (Bourdieu 1984). The quest to maximize social capital 
is a competition that is of great relevance, particularly when people 
estimate social reactions to their decisions: Making poor decisions is 
risky because doing so may lead to a decrease in social capital. We 
argue that competition for social capital is strongest between weak 
ties (Burt 1992; Marsden 1987). Strong ties tend to be permanent re-
lationships which are less reliant on social capital, while anonymous 
relationships do not technically exist and thus do not depend on so-
cial capital. As a result, advice from weak ties, though not benevo-
lent, is most helpful specifically because it provides social-capital 
related feedback. Thus, our third hypothesis is that feedback from 
weak ties will be more useful than that from strong or anonymous 
ties.

We test these three hypotheses in a series of studies. Study 1 
is designed to test the three hypotheses and employs a 3 (social net-
work tie: anonymous, weak, strong) x 2 (valence: negative, positive) 
design with “change in purchase intention” as the dependent mea-
sure. Results show that positive feedback from weak ties increases 
purchase intent significantly more than positive feedback from anon-
ymous and strong ties. Negative feedback from weak ties decreases 
purchase intent significantly less than negative feedback from anon-
ymous and strong ties. Based on these results, hypotheses one and 
two are rejected in favor of hypothesis three: weak ties are more 
helpful when making decisions than anonymous and strong ties.

Study 2 is designed to test perceived trustworthiness and per-
ceived helpfulness of feedback as a function of social network tie 

and valence. This study has a 3 (social network tie: anonymous, 
weak, strong) x 2 (valence: negative, positive) design with perceived 
trustworthiness and perceived helpfulness of the feedback as depen-
dent measures. Results show that, regardless of valence, feedback 
from weak ties is perceived as less trustworthy but more helpful than 
feedback from anonymous and strong ties. Based on these results, 
perceived trustworthiness is eliminated as a potential mediator for 
the usefulnessof feedback.

Study 3 examines social capital as a moderator of the relation-
ship found in studies 1 and 2. Study 3 employs a 3 (social network 
tie: anonymous, weak, strong) x 2 (valence: negative, positive) x 2 
(social capital signal: low, high) design. Results show that the help-
fulness of feedback from weak ties is significantly higher when the 
social capital signal is stronger than when it is weaker. This sug-
gests that weak ties are more helpful than anonymous and strong ties 
when making decisions because they provide valuable social capital-
related information.  

Together, these three studies show that feedback received from 
trusted sources (anonymous and strong ties) is not particularly help-
ful when making decisions. 

This research makes two significant contributions. It advances 
the social networks literature by demonstrating that weak ties can 
be more helpful than anonymous and strong ties when making deci-
sions, not through trust but through social-capital-related signaling. 
It also advances the advice acceptance literature by testing a theo-
retical model of consumer responses to acceptance of advice within 
social networks, and showing that the concepts of “trustworthy” and 
“helpful” are not interchangeable. 

REFERENCES 
Bourdieu, Pierre (1984), Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment 

of Taste. London: Routledge.
Burt, Ronald S. (1992), Structural Holes: The Social Structure of 

Competition. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Granovetter, Mark (1973), “The strength of weak ties,” American 

Journal of Sociology, 78 (6) 1360–1380.
Granovetter, Mark (1983), “The strength of weak ties: A network theory 

revisited,” Sociological Theory, 1, 201-233.
Marsden, Peter V. (1987), “Core Discussion Networks of Americans,” 

American Sociological Review, 52: 122-131.
Rogers, Everett (1995), Diffusion of Innovations,” 4th ed. New York: 

Free Press.
Simmel, Georg (1971), “The Stranger.” In Donald N. Levine (ed.), On 

Individuality and Social Forms. 144-149. Chicago, IL: The 
University of Chicago Press.

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

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Recent research has explored men’s shopping behavior and con-

sumption practices (Otnes and McGrath 2001; Holt and Thompson 
2004; Tuncay and Otnes 2008). However, while past research has 
demonstrated the influence of peers and other reference groups in 
consumer behavior (e.g. Bearden and Etzel 1982; Childres and Rao 
1992; Escalas and Bettman 2003), research on how men’s behaviors 
in the marketplace may be constrained or facilitated by their social 
networks has not been fully explored. For instance, Zayer and Neier 
(2011) discuss how men have “secret affairs” with certain brands of 
grooming products or fashion goods because they fear being ostra-
cized by peers. Similarly, Tuncay (2005, 231) found that men often 
engage in “masking” behavior, or “actions individuals take to hide 
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or deemphasize the consumption behavior they display to others.” 
Goffman (1956) sheds light on the potential motivations behind this 
masking behavior in his discussion of the presentation of self. He 
notes how misrepresentation, or a “discrepancy between fostered 
appearance and reality,” can occur when the performer is not “au-
thorized to give the performance.” (1956, p. 59). That is, men may 
engage in masking behavior with regard to certain consumer goods 
because they feel they are not “authorized” to give a performance 
which may be perceived as outside of the boundaries of traditional 
heterosexual and masculine behavior. In fact, recent scholars have 
identified some men as culturally vulnerable in terms of their identi-
ties when they consume fashion and grooming products (Tuncay and 
Otnes, 2008). This is attributed to the fact that shopping in general 
is still deemed by society as a feminine pursuit (Miller, 1998). In-
deed, past research (Belk et al., 1982, p. 4) has shown that individu-
als make inferences with regard to other’s consumption patterns and 
that this phenomenon can lead to “prejudicial stereotyping.”

But what roles do social networks play in this masking behav-
ior? This research explores how men’s social networks simultane-
ously constrain and sometimes facilitate consumption of fashion and 
grooming products. To explore this research question, a qualitative 
study was conducted with fifteen men in their 20s and 30s. Most 
of the informants were college-educated, working professionals 
and lived in urban settings. This research utilizes three qualitative 
methods: collage construction, in-depth interviews, and shopping 
with consumers. These methods have been used effectively in past 
consumer research. For example, Belk et al. (2003) uses collages 
in the exploration of consumer desire. Moreover, the shopping with 
consumers technique is paired with in-depth interviews in the explo-
ration of ambivalence experienced by women during wedding dress 
shopping (Otnes, Lowrey, and Shrum 1997). Using these methods, 
over 180 pages of textual data were generated from the transcripts 
and field notes. 

Findings suggest that men feel constrained in the performances 
they give with regard to masculinity and consumption, particularly 
in the presence of other men. Alternatively, men may be “freed” to 
experiment with new forms of consumption due to the influence 
of female others. For example, some men discussed shopping for 
clothes, using anti-wrinkle creams and getting pedicures and mani-
cures at the urging of female significant others or female friends. 
However, they were hesitant to share that information with male oth-
ers due to the potential stigma of femininity or “gayness” that was 
associated with those consumption practices. These findings suggest 
that social networks play a powerful role in men’s consumption prac-
tices. Even as gender roles are shifting in today’s society, traditional 
gender ideologies still persist and may cause tension among male 
consumers of fashion and grooming products because they are con-
cerned with what others may think, particularly male others. On the 
other hand, female others may open up consumption possibilities for 
men as they urge their male partners or friends to try out new prod-
ucts and services. 
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How Consumers Rhetorically Align the 
Interests of Multiple Social Networks 

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
The idea that consumption is “embedded” in networks of social 

relations is of great and growing importance to marketing theory and 
practice (e.g., Iacobucci 1996; Fischer, Otnes, and Tuncay 2009; Epp 
and Price 2008). This research proposes that consumers’ individual 
preferences and decisions are profoundly influenced by the specific 
norms and beliefs that structure their immediate social environment. 
For instance, it is likely to assume that a woman will not use cos-
metic Botox when such a move stands in sharp symbolic contrast 
to the ways in which an important social network (e.g., her family) 
defines the process of bodily aging. However, consumers are never 
part of only one social network. For example, although the woman’s 
family may categorically reject Botox, her Botox-using girlfriends 
may perceive her family’s Botox rejection as a disempowering tra-
ditionalism. Little theoretical attention has been devoted to the ques-
tion of how consumers navigate these competing network interests. 

In this presentation, we draw from actor-network theory in soci-
ology (e.g., Latour 1992; Callon 1986) to develop a common process 
model of rhetorical alignment that explains how consumers bring the 
competing interests of multiple social networks together. Actor-net-
work theory proposes that the acceptance of a certain practice (e.g., 
Botox consumption) presumes a network of interested actors - actors 
who perceive this practice as indispensible for attaining their own 
interests. We demonstrate how consumers draw from cultural value 
systems to create self-narratives that effectively translate strategic 
definitions of one social network (e.g., the community of Botox us-
ers) into the interests and identities of the other social network (e.g., 


