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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Marketers often use product labels to target multiple segments 

of consumers with a single product. For instance, Calvin Klein’s fra-
grance CK1 is marketed as “unisex,” targeting both men and women. 
APG’s Snuggie is labeled as “one size fits all.” implying that the same 
blanket can accommodate a range of adult body types. Such all-in-
clusive labels point to the “all-fitting” aspect of the product, thereby 
resulting in the expansion of the potential customer pool. However, 
we argue in this research that marketers may unintentionally be driv-
ing customers away with their omnibus labeling practices because all-
inclusive labels communicate to customers that the product is likely 
to be purchased by not only them but also all sorts of other consumers 
who may not be like them. We focus on this effect of target market 
specificity or generality on consumer reactions to such products and 
develop a counter-intuitive argument that leaving the target market of 
the product ambiguous may actually benefit marketers.

Previous research has shown that consumers avoid products or 
behaviors associated with dissociative reference groups, or groups 
with whom they want to avoid being confused (Berger and Heath 
2007, 2008; Simmel 1904/1957; White and Dahl 2006, 2007). Men 
in a restaurant, for example, avoided steaks labeled as “ladies cut” 
(White and Dahl 2006), and in product domains perceived to com-
municate identity, consumers diverged from out-group members’ 
choices more generally (Berger and Heath 2007). Thus, if an all-
inclusive product label reminds consumers about other consumer 
groups with whom they do not want to be associated, it may drive 
people away from the product.

The value of clear positioning and targeting of brands is so 
widely accepted that it could be considered a law-like generalization. 
The merits of these standard marketing activities is not questioned in 
prominent marketing management texts (e.g., Kotler and Armstrong 
2005), However, we argue that  leaving the target market ambiguous 
may help the marketers of products that are targeted to a wide range 
of consumer segments. We show that the reason people do not like 
unambiguous information such as all-inclusive product labels is that 
such information may act as a cue for consumers to consider others in 
the social space, thus, prompting the inclusion of potentially aversive 
others. On the other hand, when no social cue is present consumers 
tend to anchor egocentrically, that is, consider themselves and their 
preferences as a starting point for evaluating the appropriateness of a 
product (Naylor, Lamberton and Norton 2011). Therefore, we expect 
consumers to evaluate products with ambiguous labels more favor-
ably than products with labels that specify an extended target market. 
We tested our prediction in three studies.

In study 1, we presented participants with a fragrance that is 
either labeled for both men and women (i.e., unisex) or labeled 
ambiguously such that the product’s gender appropriateness is not 
specified. We found that consumers evaluate products with ambigu-
ous labels more favorably than products with labels that specify an 
extended target market.

 In the second study, participants were either primed by self 
or others or were not primed. Then in an ostensibly unrelated task, 
they were shown three different products (in counterbalanced order: 
a ball cap, a travel pillow, and a Snuggie) which were either labeled 
as “one-size-fits-all” or had no such label. Participants were asked 

to evaluate the products and indicate their purchase likelihood. The 
results revealed that ambiguous labeling (vs. one-size-fits-all label-
ing) led to more positive reactions when participants were primed to 
think about the self. The control condition showed a similar effect, 
suggesting that consumers generally anchor on themselves when 
evaluating products with ambiguous labels. However, in the condi-
tion where participants were primed to think of others, there was no 
significant effect of labeling on consumer reactions, indicating that 
one-size-fits-all labeling makes people think about others in the tar-
get market of the product.

While study 1 findings were in line with our predictions, the 
results may be explained by consumers’ perception that the product 
labeled “one-size-fits-all” was less customized to them as compared 
to the product with an ambiguous label. Study 3 was designed to 
assess this alternative explanation and also test whether the process 
by which an unambiguous label results in lower product evaluations 
is due to inclusion of a dissociative group in the target market of 
the product. Study 3 was therefore a 2 (Customization: non-custom-
ized v. customized) x 2 (Label: English only v. English + Spanish), 
between-participants design. Students were randomly assigned to 
one of the four conditions above and evaluated a frozen yogurt. In 
the customization condition, they were able to select from 18 dif-
ferent items to create their own frozen yogurt concoction. In the 
non-customized condition they were presented with the list of po-
tential menu items, but did not actually select any items. In the Eng-
lish and Spanish condition, menu items were listed in both English 
and Spanish (e.g., “strawberries/ fresas”). Participants were asked 
to evaluate their frozen yogurt, indicate their likelihood of purchase 
and willingness to pay. They were also asked to estimate the size of 
the target market (expressed in percentage of the US population) for 
the product. Aversion to Hispanics was measured using a seven-item 
scale. Results suggest that the inclusion of others in the potential 
target market lowers the evaluation of a product, but only when the 
included group is aversive. When consumers are allowed to custom-
ize their product, the label effect persists, suggesting that perceived 
customization level of the product is unlikely to be the underlying 
process. Further, the estimated market size mediates the relationship 
between the label and product evaluation, suggesting that those who 
would choose not to associate with Hispanics are less likely to favor 
products that target these consumers.

Our findings indicate that marketers may unintentionally be de-
creasing the attractiveness of their products while attempting to ex-
pand their target market. Labels that contain language aimed to attract 
diverse consumer segments cue consumers to the notion that others 
may purchase the product as well. When these “others” are seen as an 
aversive group, consumer reactions are negatively influenced.

REFERENCES
Aiken, Leona S., and Stephen G. West (1991), Multiple Regression: 

Testing and interpreting interactions. Newbury Park, CA: 
Sage.

Baron, Reuben M. and David A. Kenny (1986), “The Moderator-
Mediator Variable Distinction



578 / “One Size Fits Others”: The Role of Label Ambiguity in Targeting Diverse Consumer Segments 

in Social Psychological Research: Conceptual, Strategic, and 
Statistical Considerations,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 51 (December), 1173–82.

Berger, Jonah and Chip Heath (2008) “Who Drives Divergence? 
Identity Signaling, Out-Group

Similarity, and the Abandonment of Cultural Tastes,” Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 95(3), 593-607.

--- (2007), “Where Consumers Diverge from Others: Identity-
Signaling and Product Domains,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 34(2), 121-134. 

Fitzsimons, Gavan J. (2008), “Death to Dichotomizing,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 35(1), 5-8.

Gilovich, Thomas, Victoria H. Medvec, and Kenneth Savitsky 
(2000), “The spotlight effect in social judgment: An egocentric 
bias in estimates of the salience of one’s own actions and 
appearance,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
78, 211-222.

Henry, Philip J., and David O.  Sears (2002), “The symbolic racism 
2000 scale,” Political Psychology, 23, 253-283.

Irmak, Caglar, Beth Vallen and Sankar Sen (2010), “You Like 
What I Like but I Don’t Like What You Like: The Role of 
Uniqueness Motivations in Product Preferences,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 37 (October), 443-455.

Kotler, Philip and Gary Armstrong (2005). Principles of Marketing, 
Prentice Hall: New Jersey.

Muller, Dominique, Charles M. Judd, and Vincent Y. Yzerbyt 
(2005), “When moderation is mediated and mediation is 
moderated,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
89, 852-863.

Mussweiler, Thomas and Fritz Strack (1999), “Hypothesis-
Consistent Testing and Semantic

Priming in the Anchoring Paradigm: A Selective Accessibility 
Model,” Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 35 
(March), 136–64.

Naylor, Rebecca Walker, Cait Poynor Lamberton, and David A. 
Norton (forthcoming 2011), “Seeing Ourselves in Others: 
Reviewer Ambiguity, Egocentric Anchoring, and Persuasion,” 
Journal of Marketing Research.

Norton, Michael I., Jeana H. Frost, and Dan Ariely (2007), “Less is 
more: When and why familiarity breeds contempt,” Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 92, 97–105.

Ruvio, Ayalla, Aviv Shoham, and Maja M. Brencic (2008), 
“Consumers’ need for uniqueness: short-form scale 
development and cross cultural validation,” International 
Marketing Review 25 (1): 33-53.

Simmel, Georg (1904/1957), “Fashion,” American Journal of 
Sociology, 62 (6), 541–48.

Tian, Kelly Tepper, William O. Bearden, and Gary L. Hunter, 
(2001), “Consumers’ Need for Uniqueness: Scale 
Development and Validation,” Journal of Consumer Research, 
28, 50-66.

White, Katherine and Darren W. Dahl (2006), “To Be or Not Be? 
The Influence of Dissociative Reference Groups on Consumer 
Preferences”, Journal of Consumer Psychology, 16 (4), 404-
414.

--- (2007), “Are All Outgroups Created Equal? Consumer Identity 
and Dissociative Influence,” Journal of Consumer Research, 
34 (4), 525-536.


