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This research consists of four experiments which examine why individuals choose brands that make them distinctive from others. It is

shown that certain individuals (e.g., those low in self-esteem) use counter-conforming brands to cope with social exclusion;  these

individuals also prefer  exclusive brands, when their belongingness needs are fulfilled.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Brand names enable consumers to express their self-identities in 

various ways (Fournier 1994; Swaminathan, Page, and Gürhan-Canli 
2007). For instance, Vans shoes, whose slogan is “Off the wall,” are 
likely to appeal to consumers who would like to exhibit their distinc-
tiveness from the group. In contrast, Mercedes Benz’s “Unlike any 
other” slogan will potentially attract consumers interested in demon-
strating their superiority to others.  Brands can also emphasize their 
power in helping consumers connect with others, such as AT&T’s 
slogan, “Reach out and touch someone.” While the symbolic use 
of brands has been an important topic in consumer behavior (Belk 
1988), more recent research has been devoted to developing a greater 
understanding of why consumers use products and brands to express 
their identities. 

According to symbolic self-completion theory, individuals use 
material possessions and other indicators to communicate aspects of 
the self, particularly when individuals feel insecure in such aspects 
(Braun and Wicklund 1989). Consumers have been known use brands 
to strengthen their belongingness to social groups (Escalas and Bett-
man 2005; Reed 2004; Swaminathan et al. 2007) or to cope with in-
terpersonal rejection and social exclusion (Loveland, Smeesters, and 
Mandel 2010). While there is a lot of research suggesting that social 
exclusion and the need for belongingness can motivate consumers to 
use brands to blend in to their social surroundings, recent research 
has shifted the focus away from belongingness to understanding the 
role of distinctiveness (Chan, Berger and van Boven 2012). 

The present research argues for two moderators that have not 
been examined previously: (1) need for belongingness; (2) self-es-
teem, which jointly create a preference for two types of differenti-
ated brands (i.e., horizontally and vertically differentiated brands). In 
summary, this research suggests that there are two primary ways in 
which individuals (particularly those with low self-esteem) can dif-
ferentiate themselves from others within their reference group: hori-
zontal and vertical differentiation (Tafarodi, Marshall, and Katsura 
2004). Horizontal differentiation implies achieving distinction by 
going against the norms of the reference group and distancing one-
self from it. Second, individuals can achieve distinctiveness by being 
better (or superior) to others in a reference group, which is known as 
vertical differentiation. We argue that a preference for horizontal and 
vertical differentiated brands will be driven by an interaction of need 
for belongingness and self-esteem. Our hypotheses, which argue for 
an interaction of need for belongingness and self-esteem on prefer-
ences for horizontally and vertically differentiated brands as follows:

(1) When need for belongingness is high (i.e., social exclusion), 
preferences for horizontally differentiated brands will vary as a func-
tion of self-esteem such that: (a) Individuals high in self-esteem will 
seek to re-affirm their belongingness by increasing attachment to the 
in-group linked brand; (b) Individuals low in self-esteem will shift 
their identity and increase their preference for brands which are hori-
zontally differentiated from the in-group brand, in order to reaffirm 
their belongingness elsewhere.

(2) When need for belongingness is low (i.e., social inclusion), 
preferences for vertically differentiated brands will vary as a func-
tion of self-esteem such that: (c) Individuals high in self-esteem will 
show no change in their preference for in-group linked brand; (d) In-

dividuals low in self-esteem will increase their preference for brands 
which are vertically differentiated from the in-group. 

METHOd 
 We used multiple approaches to test our hypotheses to establish 

the robustness of these results. In study 1, we identified a particular 
reference group (i.e., college students) and manipulated positioning 
strategies for a brand (i.e., Motorola cell phones) such that the same 
brand was positioned as in-group-consistent, exclusive, or counter-
conformity. In study 2, we allowed the reference group to vary by let-
ting participants name both the reference group as well as the brands. 
Thus, both reference groups and brands were idiosyncratic to each 
individual. In study 3, we pre-selected both the reference group (i.e., 
business school student) as well as the brands using a pretest. Fur-
ther, we utilized multiple dependent variables across studies ranging 
from purchase likelihood (study 1), to brand attachment (study 2), to 
brand choice (study 3). In Study 4, we changed the manipulation of 
social exclusion and used a Cyberball manipulation to demonstrate 
the effects. Results confirm our hypotheses. 

FIndInGs
Taken together, the results from four studies provide strong 

support for the hypothesized conditions under which consumers use 
brands to either blend in or stand out. Our results make a few im-
portant contributions to the literature. First, much of the literature 
has shown how brands help fulfill belongingness needs (Loveland et 
al. 2010; Swaminathan, Stilley, and Ahluwalia 2009). We go beyond 
these findings to demonstrate that when belongingness is satiated or 
made temporarily unattainable, some individuals (i.e., those with low 
self-esteem) may seek differentiating counterconformity brands or 
exclusive brands. 

Second, while the majority of the literature has focused on how 
brands can help consumers belong (Loveland et al. 2010), we extend 
this literature by showing that brands can also help consumers stand 
out, in line with recent research (Chan et al. 2012).  We identify two 
moderators of the desire to seek brands that are differentiated from 
the reference group, i.e., need for belongingness and self-esteem. It 
is shown that when low self-esteem individuals’ belongingness needs 
are thwarted, they shift their identity and increase their affiliation for 
brands that are distinct from the core brand. We show that when low 
self-esteem consumers’ belongingness needs are attained via social 
inclusion their preference for exclusive brands increases. Because 
their belongingness needs have been attained, LSE consumers’ focus 
most likely shifts to eliciting admiration from others in the in-group. 
An exclusive brand, which vertical differentiates one from the group, 
affords consumers the opportunity to be superior, or ideal, members 
of the group. 

The present research demonstrates conditions under which con-
sumers use brands for identity expression, be it group membership 
or differentiation. Reed (2004) supports the idea that identity expres-
sion can vary in importance based on contextual cues that may make 
identity more salient or important. An individuals’ construal of self 
(Escalas and Bettman 2005; Swaminathan et al. 2007), and type of 
reference groups (White and Dahl 2007) also play roles in identity 
expression. We add to this stream by demonstrating that consumers 
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use brands express various identities (individual or social) depending 
upon whether they feel social excluded or included. By highlighting 
the moderating role of self-esteem in the desire for horizontal and 
vertical differentiation, we build upon White and Argo (2009)’s find-
ings regarding the role of collective self-esteem in exhibiting identity 
avoidance effects. 
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