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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
We examine the inferences observers make based on individu-

als’ nonconforming behaviors (e.g., not complying with a certain 
dress code). Research in social psychology, sociology, and consumer 
behavior demonstrates the benefits of conforming to group norms and 
expectations (Dittes and Kelley 1956; Phillips and Zuckerman 2001; 
Wang et al. 2012)2 different norms were developed: one concerning 
a social value judgment; the other, a simple perceptual judgment. The 
Ss were experimentally made to feel different degrees of being ac-
cepted by the other members and were then given opportunities and 
incentives to deviate from the norms. Subsequent conformity, partic-
ipation, and attitudes toward the group were studied in relation to the 
different conditions of acceptance. The results point to 2 contrasting 
patterns of conformity evolved by different conditions of acceptance. 
The first appears to consist of a high degree of genuine adherence to 
the norms\u2026 . The second pattern is marked by high conformity 
only under public conditions.\””, “author” : [ { “family” : “Dittes”, 
“given” : “James E.” }, { “family” : “Kelley”, “given” : “Harold H.” 
} ], “container-title” : “The Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychol-
ogy”, “id” : “ITEM-3”, “issue” : “1”, “issued” : { “date-parts” : [ [ 
“1956” ] ] }, “page” : “100-107”, “title” : “Effects of different condi-
tions of acceptance upon conformity to group norms”, “type” : “ar-
ticle-journal”, “volume” : “53” }, “uris” : [ “http://www.mendeley.
com/documents/?uuid=459ecb6e-f9ef-4f2d-b1b7-bc23eb26531a” 
] } ], “mendeley” : { “previouslyFormattedCitation” : “(Dittes and 
Kelley 1956; Phillips and Zuckerman 2001; Wang et al. 2012. In 
this research we argue that under certain conditions, nonconforming 
behaviors, such as entering a luxury boutique wearing gym clothes 
rather than an elegant outfit, or wearing red sneakers in a professional 
setting, can be beneficial and signal a higher status.

High-status individuals generally feel confident about their so-
cial acceptance. Unlike lower status individuals, high-status people 
are more likely to deviate from conventional behavior and common 
expectations about appropriate responses other people might have 
(Hollander 1958). For instance, CEOs of major corporations, such as 
Bill Gates (Microsoft) or Mark Zuckerberg (Facebook), often appear 
without ties or wear sweatshirts at interviews or formal gatherings 
like the World Economic Forum. In this research, we focus on the 
perspective of external observers and investigate when nonconform-
ing behaviors may lead to inferences of higher status. 

We propose that inferences of status demand that the observer is 
aware of the norms of appropriate behavior in the group to which the 
individual belongs and that the context is prestigious. Our investiga-
tion of underlying mechanisms reveals that the inference of status 
from signals of nonconformity is mediated by perceived intentional-
ity and moderated by individual differences in need for uniqueness 
(Snyder and Fromkin 1977). 

A series of lab and field studies explore responses to a variety of 
nonconforming behaviors in different settings. In an effort to ensure 
high external validity of our findings, all our studies are preceded by 
interviews and pilots to explore the expected behavioral norms in 
specific environments and to confirm that higher status individuals in 
these contexts tend to deviate from such norms.

Study 1 examines responses to descriptions of potential pros-
pects by shop assistants in luxury boutiques in downtown Milan. As 
was confirmed in interviews with store managers of luxury boutiques 

in Italy, the accepted norm for shoppers at these high-end stores is 
an elegant outfit that fits the store’s atmosphere. In this study, we 
manipulated between-subjects the descriptions of a client (non-con-
forming vs. conforming) entering the store, and compared reactions 
of shop assistants to those women not familiar with the norm who 
were recruited in Milan’s central station. Shop assistants in luxury 
boutiques have an economic incentive to learn how to interpret the 
unconventional behavior of their prospects. Thus, we predict they 
will infer higher status from signals of nonconformity. 

In particular, in study 1a the prospect entering the store was 
described as wearing gym clothes and a jacket (non-conforming), or 
wearing an elegant dress and a fur (conforming). We find that shop 
assistants of luxury boutiques perceive a client as wealthier and more 
likely to buy when she is wearing gym clothes, rather than elegant 
dresses. Respondents indicated that these poorly dressed shoppers 
are often “playing a role and doing it on purpose.” They mentioned 
that “wealthy people sometimes dress very badly to demonstrate 
superiority”, and that “if you dare enter these boutiques so under-
dressed, you are definitely going to buy something”. In contrast, 
women recruited in Milan’s central station perceived the shopper 
with the elegant outfit as a higher-status individual. 

In study 1b we operationalize nonconformity through usage of 
well-known brand names. The prospect entering the store was de-
scribed as wearing flip-flops and a Swatch watch on her wrist (non-
conforming), or elegant sandals with heels and a Rolex (conform-
ing). Again, we find that boutique assistants attribute higher status to 
the nonconforming individual, whereas people not acquainted with 
these boutique shoppers attribute higher status to the conforming in-
dividual.   

In studies 2 and 3, we examine the effect of non-conforming on 
another dimension and test students’ responses to the nonconforming 
dress-style of their professors. In these studies, we recruited students 
who could ensure that our sample is familiar with the experimen-
tal stimuli manipulated (i.e. descriptions of professors). In a pre-test 
with students we confirmed that participants perceive the majority 
of their professors to dress more formally (i.e. professional / busi-
ness attire), rather than informally (i.e. wear t-shirts). Furthermore, 
in a pilot study conducted at the ACR conference in 2011, we pro-
vided evidence that in this environment high status individuals tend 
to deviate from the norm. We find a significant negative correlation 
between formality in clothing style and the number of publications 
in top journals. Individuals who are well-published were more likely 
to wear an informal or unusual outfit or clothing item (e.g., wearing 
jeans, red sneakers, or t-shirts) rather than a professional / business 
attire (e.g., a button-down shirt). 

In study 2 we demonstrate that undergraduate students perceive 
a male professor who wears a t-shirt and is not shaven as having 
higher status than a professor who wears a tie and is shaven, but 
only when the professor teaches at a top school, i.e. the context is 
prestigious. These inferences of status are mediated by participants’ 
perceived intentionality of the individual’s nonconforming behavior. 
Participants who judged the professor to have higher status when his 
behavior was nonconforming rather than conforming also believed 
that the nonconforming professor was purposely deviating from the 
accepted norm of appropriate behavior in an attempt to distinguish 
himself.
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In study 3, we find that when a specific nonconforming behav-
ior becomes the norm, then the inference of higher status disappears. 
Participants did not infer higher status when they were told that 
wearing a t-shirt to school was the accepted norm in the professor’s 
department.  

Finally, in study 4 we examine nonconformity in the presen-
tation style of participants in an entrepreneurship competition. We 
show that inferences of status are moderated by need for uniqueness 
(Snyder and Fromkin 1977). 

Taken together, these results identify a counterintuitive strategy 
for gaining status in the eyes of others: rather than dressing up and 
adhering to norms, one may instead need to adopt nonconforming 
behaviors.
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