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ABSTRACT
Building on the work by Carù and Cova (2003, 2006), we ob-

serve Internet users in front of a new virtual environment: a 3D com-
mercial mall. A longitudinal study (4 visits on a 2-months period) 
allows studying the process that leads to the experience of immer-
sion. Although individual differences are observed, the analysis of 
logbooks allow us to observe the realization of the three steps of the 
appropriation model (nesting, investigating and stamping) that lead 
to the experience of immersion. Our results also highlight the central 
role played by the avatar in the appropriation of that new commercial 
space. 

INTRODUCTION
Since the seminal work of Hirshman and Holbrook (1982), con-

sumer experience has been given great attention in literature. The 
postmodern approach considers that the consumer now looks for 
varied and if possible extraordinary experiences (Firat, 2001). The 
notion of experience has then become a key element in consumer 
behavior understanding (Carù and Cova, 2006). More specifically 
regarding online consumption, immersion (or flow as the ultimate 
immersion) is seen as fundamental outcome and stake for online con-
sumption experiences (Hoffman and Novak, 1996; Tisseron, 2008). 
Developing enriching and immersive virtual experience is now a 
main issue for online marketers, be it on traditional 2D websites or in 
3D life simulation, games or commercial virtual universes. Though 
being widely studied as a consequential state, immersion can also 
be presented as a process (Carù and Cova, 2003, 2006): these au-
thors make the difference clear between the process of immersion 
and its result by proposing an appropriation operations model. Carù 
and Cova (2003) explored a specific context (artistic experience) and 
despite extended research on flow following Hoffman and Novak 
(1996)’s founding works, no research has studied this process of im-
mersion in a virtual experience context from a longitudinal perspec-
tive yet. 

Though, getting immerged on the Internet is not always easy, as 
for real. Among the various tools that may help creating an enriching 
and immersive experience online, the avatar has been identified as a 
key for immersion (Biocca, 1997; Taylor, 2002; Tisseron, 2009), as it 
reintroduces the body in a so-said “disembodied” experience (Vicdan 
and Ulusoy, 2008) and allows consumers to play an active role in the 
experience (Peng, 2008; Yee and Bailenson, 2009) that is favorable 
to immersion (Carù and Cova, 2003, 2006).

The first objective of this research is then to observe and ana-
lyze the process that leads to an immersion experience in a new virtu-
al environment (a 3D shopping mall, see Appendix for illustrations). 
Moreover, our second aim is to assess the role the avatar can play in 
the appropriation operations process leading to immersion.

The conceptual framework first deepens the notion of experi-
ence and immersion on the web and presents the appropriation op-
erations theory (Carù and Cova, 2003). The role the avatar might 
take in this experience and immersion process is then discussed. A 
longitudinal study, associating qualitative and quantitative data, al-
lows analyzing and empirically validating the process that leads to 
immersion on the 3D shopping mall and the influence of the avatar. 
Results are presented and discussed and the paper concludes on con-
tributions of the research and its perspectives. 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Since Hoffman and Novak (1996)’s founding works, the experi-

ential approach has be adopted by a great numbers of researchers to 
study what is lived by Internet users while visiting a website. Even if 
the Internet obviously offers wide utilitarian opportunities and value, 
some authors stated that the more immersive, hedonic aspects of In-
ternet could play at least an equal role in predicting online attitudes 
and behaviours (Childers, Carr and Peck, 2001; Mathwick, Malhotra 
and Rigdon, 2001). Moreover, improving the experiential value of 
shopping on the Internet should lead to a better conversion rate, more 
satisfaction, stickiness and loyalty (Childers et al., 2001; Mathwick 
et al., 2001).

Pioneers in this area associated three main characteristics to the 
virtual experience: immersion, interactivity and possibility of real 
relationships (Tisseron, 2008). Regarding more specifically immer-
sion, it is stated that as physical stores, commercial websites might 
induce emotional and affective reactions of Internet users, provoking 
immersion (Charfi and Volle, 2010). 

The Immersion Process: The Appropriation Steps Theory 
Immersion in computer-mediated environment is defined as “the 

extent to which the computer displays are capable of delivering an 
illusion of reality to the senses of the human participant” (Slater and 
Wilbur, 1997). On a broader scope, immersion appears in any case in 
which an individual is plunged, involved or absorbed in a totally dif-
ferent world (Fornerino, Helme-Guizon and Gotteland, 2006). This 
immersion - that can be partial or total, durable or temporary, wanted 
or undergone – or “feeling of” immersion of an individual in a physi-
cal or virtual universe consists in entering the universe and absorb/ 
be absorbed by its atmosphere.

Nevertheless marketing literature, and especially in this ex-
periential marketing area, is ambiguous toward the concept of im-
mersion. Indeed, immersion is presented by some researchers as a 
process to reach the immersion experience (Ladwein, 2003; Carù 
and Cova, 2003, 2006) while for others, it is the final state itself, of 
being immerged in the environment or the experience (Sherry, 1998; 
Pine and Gilmore, 1998, 1999). This state of immersion is often re-
lated to the state of flow (Hoffman and Novak, 1996). Indeed, in 
computer-mediated environments, immersion is often considered 
through or seen as an antecedent of flow (Hoffman and Novak, 1996; 
Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Novak, Hoffman and Yung, 2000). Flow is 
defined as “the state occurring during network navigation which is 
characterized by a seamless sequence of responses facilitated by ma-
chine interactivity, intrinsically enjoyable, accompanied by a loss of 
self-consciousness and self-reinforcing” (Novak et al. 2000). If im-
mersion and flow share concentration and focus on the consumption 
object, flow also implies a high control of actions, due to a confron-
tation between high stakes and high skills (Fornerino et al., 2006) 
while this is not a basic condition for immersion to develop. Moreo-
ver, flow is a state and not a process. 

On one hand, the idea of state of immersion relates to an im-
mediate dive, abruptly going from a non-immerged state to an im-
merged final and ideal state (Firat, 2001; Goulding, Shankar and El-
liot, 2002). On the other hand, the immersion process relates to and 
takes into account a series of steps that lead to the immersion experi-
ence. Carù et Cova (2003, 2006)’s works clearly separates the pro-
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cess of immersion from its results by proposing an appropriation op-
erations model, composed of three operations: nesting, investigating 
and stamping. Understanding means and methods by which the con-
sumer accesses the experience is essential, as this access is neither 
evident nor systematic (Ladwein, 2002). For Ladwein (2003), there 
will then be immersion when the distance between the experience 
and the consumer is reduced by those appropriation operations. Ap-
propriation can be defined as “a fundamental psychological process 
of action and intervention on a space to transform and personalize 
it; this influence system on places entails all forms and interventions 
on the space that translate into possession and attachment relation-
ships” (Fischer, 1992, p.91).  

According to Carù and Cova (2003) on the basis of Fischer 
(1983)’s work, the first step, Nesting, is characterized by the set 
of perceptions and sensations felt by the consumer, on the basis of 
which the consumer is going to look for rooting points, so to “feel at 
home”. The individual isolates a part of the experience he’s facing 
and sets into that part he’s already familiar with. This step allows the 
individual to develop control on and stability within the experience, 
that are necessary for a forthcoming unwinding. 

The second step, Investigating, is linked to observation of 
events and to the positive or negative evaluation of the experience. 
The individual will then develop his knowledge of the context he’s 
facing and progressively extend his territory, by beginning to mark 
rooting and control points. According to that, the consumer will feel 
a more or less important distance toward the environment. 

Finally, the third step, Stamping, is an imaginative activity 
characterized by the elaboration of impressions relative to the situa-
tion, the context and the attribution of a sense to that same situation. 
This sense will be specific according to the individual’s own refer-
ences and experiences. 

The immersion will then be a “strong moment that is felt by 
the consumer, and that results from a partial or complete appropria-
tion process” (Carù and Cova, 2003, p.80).  Two important aspects 
should be given attention. First, the immersion is not necessarily to-
tal (unlike what is implied by the idea of an ideal final state): it can 
be partial and there can be ups and downs. Second, there can be a 
plurality of appropriation sequences within a single experience, like 
cyclic round-trips between the different operations, and sequences 
might not follow the presented hierarchy because of short-circuits 
between the operations. 

Generating Immersion Online? 
Experiential components of websites are then essential to reach 

the immersion experience and improving the virtual experience has 
become a major issue for e-marketers managing websites. Rich me-
dia technologies and web 2.0 concepts have considerably broadened 
the extent to which websites can be used in an experiential and enter-
taining way (Helme-Guizon, 2001; Jeandrain and Limbourg, 2002) 
and possibly generate immersion by going beyond the flat “inhu-
man” screen and display of traditional websites. Those techniques, 
such as high quality sound, video/audio streaming or 3D can lead to 
a decrease in the perception of the computer mediation. Jeandrain 
and Diesbach (2008) noticed that those technologies all follow the 
same pattern: reaching media transparency and generating immer-
sion and so called feeling of (tele)presence (Steuer, 1992; Lombard 
and Ditton, 1997). As a matter of fact, virtual universes perfectly 
fit what consumers may look for to live extraordinary experiences, 
as Goulding et al. (2002, p.281) state that “those immersions in hy-
perreal but reassuring settings contrast with everyday stress”. Such 
universes then provide the thematized, enclosed and reassuring set-
ting (Goulding et al., 2002) that is necessary to favour immersion 

experience. Nevertheless, creating immersion is not that easy, even 
more in a virtual environment. Among the various possibilities, two 
solutions caught our attention. 

First, 3D technology, by creating a hyperreal setting (Baudril-
lard, 1981), should be appropriate to generate immersion of online 
consumers. Indeed it provides an enriching and interactive environ-
ment, high visual stimulation and potentially reduces the distance 
with reality by reproducing it. Though, Garnier and Poncin (2009) 
revealed difficulties that Internet users can meet to immerge during 
the first and only one visit, in their case on a 3D commercial website. 
This was mainly due to the lack of familiarity with this very inno-
vative environment. The frontier between real and virtual and the 
search for a rooting into reality seemed determining in the experi-
ence lived in such a setting (Poncin and Garnier, 2010). As a matter 
of fact, very little attention has been given to 3D shopping malls, de-
spite their development and how they challenge virtual worlds, retail 
marketing and consumer online behavior (Burke, 1996; Garnier and 
Poncin, 2009, 2011, 2012). 

The second feature, the avatar, has been identified as essential 
(Biocca, 1997; Tisseron, 2009) for immersion, as it reintroduces the 
body in a situation where it is not much solicited, contrary to “real 
life” consumption (Vicdan and Ulusoy, 2008).

Toward Re-Embodiment of the Virtual Experience and 
the Immersion Process

Immersion as an Embodied Experience. Immersion is seen 
throughout literature as a fundamentally embodied experience (Joy 
and Sherry, 2003), which may first seem inconsistent with virtual ex-
perience. Any experience is indeed embodied (Niedenthal, Barsalou, 
Winkielman, Krauth-Gruber and Ric, 2005) with the body being a 
processor of sensory stimuli and information (Lakoff and Johnson, 
1980). 

But online experience is usually seen as disembodied, as the 
physical body is not highly mobilized (as staying sat down on a chair 
in front of a screen), while cyberspace allows to free oneself from 
the physical constraints and the finiteness of the bodily incarnation 
(Turkle, 1995). 

Though, the avatar allows individuals to have an online digital 
body that might impact the immersion experience. 

Avatar and Immersion. In a computer-mediated environment, 
an avatar is defined as “a pictorial representation of a human in a 
chat environment” (Bahorsky, Jeffrey and Mason, 1998), “a repre-
sentation of the user as an animated character in virtual worlds” 
(Loos, 2003), or “graphic personifications of computers or processes 
that run on computers” (Halfhill, 1996). Researches related to ava-
tar use and influences are widely spread in Psychology, Information 
Systems or Human-Computer Interactions, in relation with learning, 
life-simulation or gaming virtual universes. Though, in the study of 
Consumer Behavior and Marketing, the subject of avatars in a di-
rect (commercial websites, virtual models, virtual goods purchase) 
or undirect (brand communities, virtual worlds) commercial settings 
is still in its infancy (Crete et al., 2008 ; Kym and Forsythe, 2008, 
2009; Malter, Rosa and Garbarino, 2008; Ulusoy and Vicdan, 2008; 
Vicdan and Ulusoy, 2008; Merle, St Onge et Sénécal, 2009, 2011; 
Garnier and Poncin, 2009, 2010, 2011). 

Beyond debates on body and relationships between body and 
mind1, the use of avatars questions the idea of disembodiment and 
more globally the role of the body in a virtual experience (Turkle, 
1995; Biocca, 1997; Ulusoy et Vicdan, 2008; Vicdan et Ulusoy, 
2008; Yee et al., 2009; Schultze, 2010). A whole range of researches 

1 See for example Descartes (1649) or Merleau-Ponty (1962)’s philo-
sophical works on the topic.   



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 40) / 477

also show that, as a real body would, strong emotional and physical 
reactions can be provoked by an experience that is mediated by an 
avatar (Turkle, 1994 ; Von der Pütten et al., 2010, among others). 

As stated by Taylor (2002), the digital body anchors the self 
in the virtual and social space and the virtual body is then key to 
the experience (Biocca, 1997; Taylor, 2002; Tisseron, 2009). Practi-
cally speaking, creating the avatar is the first thing a new user 
will do: as such, it is clearly the first contact with and the 
entrance point in the universe. It can be considered as a me-
diator (Kolko, 1999), reconciliating Internet users with an inherent 
need for physicality in a virtual space (Meamber and Venkatesh 1999 
; Vicdan and Ulusoy 2008). Academic literature has then regularly 
demonstrated the positive effects of using an avatar on the virtual 
experience and its components, as a potential source of perceived 
presence, immersion and socialization (Taylor, 2002 ; Choi and Kim, 
2004; Turkle, 2007; Smahel et al. 2008; Garnier and Poncin, 2009; 
Davis et al. 2009; Schultze, 2010). The digital body engages the in-
dividual in the virtual world (Biocca, 1997; Taylor, 2002; Tisseron, 
2009), allow him/her to re-embody in the virtual experience and to 
engage in bodily practices (Schultze, 2010). The avatar also makes 
the individual producer and actor of the experience (Peng, 2008; Yee 
and Bailenson, 2009). Thanks to embodiment in the avatar, users can 
indeed play an active role, providing himself a nearly direct experi-
ence (enactive experience), more powerful than mere observation. 
This is particularly interesting as it has been demonstrated that being 
a producer and an actor favors an immersive experience (Carù and 
Cova, 2003, 2006). 

In addition to the appropriation process study, this research then 
tackles the role an avatar can play to favor immersion by allowing 
embodiment, and more specifically how it could participate in the 
appropriation process leading to immersion (Carù and Cova, 2003). 

METHODOLOGY

AuShopping 3D shopping mall
Access to Aushopping website can be found at the following 

URL: http://www.aushopping.com/galerie3d/aushopping/
monde3D/login. This is the first integrally 3D shopping mall that 
is also associated with a price comparison website, a commercial 
social network and 3D apartments consumers can personalize with 
products from their purchases or wish lists. We focus on the main 
feature of the 3D shopping mall.  As the website was a beta version 
when data were collected, some features, such as flats for example, 
were not accessible:  they consequently do not appear in the data 
collection and are not dealt with in that study. 

When using the 3D mall, the consumer enters a fully 3D com-
mercial center (environment, shops, structures and shelves, product 
display) and is represented by an avatar he can personalize and uses 
it to navigate. He can also visualize (picture or 3D display) prod-
ucts and try them on, chat online with avatars of other consumers, 
participate to social or gaming activities within the virtual shopping 
mall and possibly ends his visit by purchasing. Again, it is to note 

that some features (such as gaming activities) were not accessible to 
participants when data were collected. Illustrations of Aushopping 
can be found in Appendix. 

Sample and Data Collection
32 students (22 women and 10 men, aged 19 to 22) were recruited 

on a voluntary basis (following a previous broader data collection on 
a related topic) to participate to a longitudinal study over a 2-months 
period. They visited the website at least 4 times over the 2-months 
period, with instructions for each visit (V1: open visit; V2: product 
retrieval; V3: shopping in a specific shop; V4: open shopping). 

Data regarding the appropriation operations were collected fol-
lowing the methodology recommended by Carù and Cova (2003, 
2006): appropriation operations can be identified in individuals’ 
introspective narratives of their experience using written logbooks 
(Carù and Cova, 2003), as this kind of subjective experience is dif-
ficultly accessible in itself. This method is a form of guided intro-
spection (Wallendorf and Brucks, 1993), with the specificity of being 
executed without any presence of the researcher. Respondents were 
then to fill a logbook directly after each visit to describe their experi-
ence through a series of open questions related to their feelings and 
thoughts on the experience they had just lived during the visit.

In order to deepen our understanding of the phenomenon, an 
online questionnaire was associated to logbooks. Respondents had 
then to fill the  questionnaire right after filling the logbook, with 
items measuring immersion (Fornerino et al., 2008) and identifica-
tion to the avatar (Van Looy et al., 2010). It is to note that immersion 
and identification measures are reported for V1, V3 and V4 only, as 
the questionnaire for V2 did not include them for parsimony pur-
poses (linked to the specific focus of V2). 

DATA ANALYSIS
A content analysis was conducted on textual data from logbooks 

by two independent coders on NVIVO9, based on logbook themes 
and identical coding units. Content was categorized according to the 
characteristics of each appropriation operation, as described by Carù 
and Cova (2003). Codings were then compared and discussed so to 
reach consensus. 

Quantitative data were analyzed on SPSS18. Measures demon-
strate good reliability and validity across visits (see table 1). 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The immersion appropriation process 
Analyses of textual data (vocabulary, described process, de-

scription of feelings and thoughts…) extracted from logbooks al-
lowed us to pinpoint the three appropriation operations of the im-
mersion process (Carù and Cova, 2003). 

First, during the Nesting phase, the consumer uses all per-
ceptions and sensations felt to look for rooting points and “feel at 
home”. Respondents are then looking for elements of proximity and 
safety with regard to reality and familiar experiences: 

Table 1. Psychographics qualities of quantitative measures 
Variables Identification  toward the avatar Immersion

Initial scale Van Looy et al. (2010) ;
8-item scale ; Unidimensional

Fornerino et al. (2008) ;
6-item scale ; Unidimensional

Final scale 8-item scale - Unidimensional 6-item scale - Unidimensional
Explained variance 58% V1; 74% V3; 75% V4 56% V1; 83% V3 ;77% V4

Cronbach α 0.90 V1; 0.95 V3;  0,96 V4 0.82 V1; 0.96 V3;  0.94 V4
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“I had the feeling to be as in a video game, except that I am 
more used to action games thus this world appeared more “peace-
ful” and monotonous.” (M, V1)

“The shops display really looks like real shops display.” (F, V1) 
 “First I was surprised because I hadn’t the impression that I 

was in a shopping mall!” (F, V1) 
Nesting mainly appears during V1 but also later, particularly 

when facing elements not investigated yet. For example, it appeared 
during V3, as participants were to visit a specific shop they had never 
entered previously (as it was not available until that moment): 

“The Willemshop looks like a botanical garden” (M, V3)
The Nesting operation can then reappear regularly when new 

things are to be discovered: respondents keep on looking for root-
ing points, especially though analogies and comparisons with reality. 

Second, during the Investigating phase, starting “from the 
nest”, exploration is expressed through the observation of events and 
new activities in order to evaluate the experience: 

“I wandered around in other places of the mall to see if there 
were more shops than before.” (F, V2) 

“I tried to put products in the basket for the first time: the feel-
ing was ok, it was easy” (M, V2)

This might happen since V2, but also previously during V1 for 
some participants. As Carù and Cova (2003) stated, cycles of ap-
propriation operations can be faster for some individuals, depending 
on their previous experiences and specific familiarity areas. In that 
stage, consumers often refer to previously described elements and 
how they explore the environment:  

“I discover at every visit the different and surprising universes 
by their realistic appearance. The application is then more and more 
stimulating: urge to see everything, to make everything!” (F, V4)

Finally, the Stamping phase is an imaginative and creative ac-
tivity characterized by the elaboration of impressions on the situ-
ation, the context and the attribution of a specific meaning to this 
experience or to a part thereof. It is characterized, in narratives, by 
the meaning given either to the experience itself or to the virtual 
environment: 

“I liked the feeling of controlling everything and the easiness 
of tasks. Making my avatar walk and calmly visit the gallery is 
enough.” (F, V1)

“According to me, it could be a kind of trade for tomorrow.” 
(F, V4)

As a matter of fact, immersion can be felt since V1 or appear 
later: 

“I felt a total freedom! You can do your shopping with no one 
bothering you, you can go where you want – you are free of your 
direction, of your needs…” (F, V1) 

“I really had the feeling to do my shopping in a real garden 
which was very pleasant.” (F, V3) 

“I had the impression to make shopping for real, in a real shop-
ping mall.” (F, V4)

Those differences in the appropriation process pace can be ex-
plained as immersion can be facilitated by familiarity with the ma-
terial of the experience (Aurier and Passebois, 2002): preliminary 
knowledge about playful universes or shopping can help individuals 
to immerge more quickly, by recognizing rites and referents that fa-
vour the appropriation operations. 

Quantitatively speaking, immersion scores significantly prog-
ress between V1 and V3 (V1=2.2, V2=2.45, V3=2.68), confirming the 
process identified in logbooks. However, it does not evolve positively 
anymore at V4. This seems quite normal, as Carù and Cova (2003, 
2006) indicate that immersion is not perfectly linear: there can be ups 
and downs, across visits or within a single visit, with more or less 

immersive moments. The experience of immersion can be composed 
of a succession of strong moments (called small conquests by Carù 
and Cova, 2003) intersected with numerous moments that are lived 
far less intensely. In that perspective the third visit, in the Willenshop 
garden, was an important conquest for most of the participants. 

So the immersion process has been identified thanks to logbooks 
analysis and confirmed with our quantitative results. Our second aim 
was to assess the role the avatar might take to favor immersion. 

The avatar in the appropriation process  
First, it is to state that in order to identify to that virtual self 

(Suh et al., 2011), respondents tend to create an avatar that physi-
cally look like themselves (Suh et al., 2011) or at least project part 
of their identity in the avatar (Vicdan and Ulusoy, 2008; Vasalou and 
Joinson, 2009), creating a sort of idealized self in the virtual char-
acter. This process of avatar personalization helps individuals in the 
Nesting phase by enhancing a cognitive connection with the digital 
body that represents them and consequently becomes a strong root-
ing point related to reality: 

“I find it nice to be able to move with an avatar that looks like 
me as much as possible, it makes things more real.” (M, V1)

The avatar also allows individuals to keep control of their first 
experience, which helps them facing and nesting into the new virtual 
environment: 

“I like the fact to totally control the visit: to be able to move, to 
go where we want” (F, V1)

The avatar might then intervene by being adapted to various 
situations (hedonic vs utilitarian shopping, socialization with friends 
or other consumers) and shops during the Investigating phase: 

“I’ve adapted my clothes to the situation of buying a waffle iron. 
It’s just a bit of shopping. I would have dressed in a more elegant 
way if I had been to pounce about in the shopping mall as during my 
previous visit.” (F, V2)

The avatar can also help exploring the environment by acting 
as a mediator: 

“It is very nice to be able to change the viewing angle of the 
avatar. It helps feeling more immersed in the virtual world” (F, V1)

“My avatar already knows the place and how it works.” (M, 
V3)

Finally, the avatar becomes a source of meaning for individuals 
in the Stamping phase. More specifically, they give meaning to the 
avatar by recognizing it as themselves, consequently stamping the 
experience as their own experience: 

“I’ve discovered the website with him and I think he has become 
a mark in that virtual universe, as a well-known person. It helps me 
to absorb the website even better and to make one with my avatar. 
He’s become me in the virtual universe.” (M, V4)

“There is a great pleasure to wander around myself (as an ex-
tension of the avatar) in the shopping mall. The character is not im-
portant anymore because I feel like being her. There is no distinction 
between her and me anymore.” (F, V4)

The correlation is very significant between identification toward 
the avatar and immersion (V3: 0.88**; V4: 0.87**). Embodiment in 
and identification to the avatar is then strongly linked with the ability 
to fully live the immersion experience. This is line with literature 
highlighting that one salient element of an experience is the active 
role of the consumer (Carù and Cova, 2003). Then, we clearly assess 
that the avatar is really key to immersion by making consumers feel 
actor (Peng, 2008; Yee and Bailenson, 2009) of the navigation into 
the 3D website and by making the virtual experience fundamentally 
(re-)embodied, as any other experience (Joy and Sherry, 2003). 
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Interestingly, a recursive process is also observed: the user 
starts by identifying with his avatar to be able to start the process 
of immersion, but after some visits or achieving a certain level of 
immersion, the process seems to reverse: the more the consumer is 
immersed, the more he identifies to his avatar. 

CONCLUSION
Building on Carù and Cova (2003, 2006)’s work, we 

observed consumers facing a new commercial environment, a 
virtual 3D shopping mall, and we studied the process leading to the 
immersion experience. This is key, as the immersive properties of a 
commercial website can be an important element of differentiation 
among the thousands commercial websites consumers have access 
to (Charfi and Volle, 2011). Thanks to a longitudinal study – that 
is to our knowledge the first on the immersion process in a virtual 
environment and the impact of the avatar, we effectively observed the 
three operations of Nesting, Investigating and Stamping that lead to 
immersion. We also identified, both qualitatively and quantitatively, 
the central role of the avatar in the appropriation of this new 
commercial environment. Embodiment in the avatar appears as a 
crucial point for the experience, as it allows the individual to be an 
actor in the experience and as it reintroduces the body and the self in 

the virtual environment. Our analysis clearly links the avatar to each 
appropriation step. Table 2 synthesizes those findings. 

Furthermore, the relationship between immersion and avatar 
throughout time had never been shown previously. Other interesting 
results lie in identifying that appropriation leading to immersion can 
be more or less fast, varying between individuals and in confirming 
that immersion is not a static linear process, but can fluctuate over 
time. As a matter of fact, it now seems clear that immersion should 
definitely be considered as a process studied from a longitudinal 
perspective, and not as a one-shot state with a linear strength increase. 

Managerial consequences are multiples. As already suggested 
by other authors (Filser, 2002; Carù and Cova, 2006), it is necessary 
for the individual to be accompanied by firms all along the process 
of immersion, so to facilitate it. Environment design with tight 
relations to reality enhancing rooting and nesting, poly-sensorial 
elements that facilitate feeling of telepresence and embodiment, 
effective personalization of the avatar are possible assets that can be 
used by firms in such environments, beyond the usual experiential 
theatralization of the offer. 

Some limits to this research can be highlighted, as the 
relatively small numbers of respondents, the use of a single 3D 
environment, and the limits inherent to the website that was not fully 

Table 2. Results from the qualitative data analyses synthesis
Appropriation step Verbatims linked to the appropriation process Verbatims linked to the avatar in the 

appropriation process

Nesting

Looking for rooting points

References to familiar materials:
“I had the feeling to be as in a video game, except 
that I am more used to action games thus this world 
appeared “peaceful” and monotonous.” (M, V1)
“The display in shops looks like so much that of the 
real shops.” (F, V1)
New nesting process in a newly discovered 
environment:
“The Willemshop looks like a botanical garden” (M, 
V3)

Identification to the avatar linked to reality and 
familiarity:
“I find it nice to be able to move with an avatar that 
looks like me as much as possible, it makes things 
more real.” (M, V1)
The avatar as a source of control of the first 
experience: 
“I like the fact to totally control the visit: to be able 
to move, to go where we want” (F, V1)

Investigating

Exploring

Exploration of new elements: 
“I wandered around in other places of the mall to see 
if there were more shops than before.” (F, V2) 
“I tried to put products in the basket for the first time: 
the feeling was ok, it was easy” (M, V2)
References to previously described elements:
“I discover at every visit the different and surprising 
universes by their realistic appearance. The 
application is then more and more stimulating: urge 
to see everything, to make everything!” (F, V4)

Situational adaptation of the avatar :
“I’ve adapted my clothes to the situation of buying a 
waffle iron. It’s just a bit of shopping. I would have 
dressed in a more elegant way if I had been to ponce 
about in the shopping mall as during my previous 
visit.” (F, V2)
Avatar as a mediator to explore:
“It is very nice to be able to change the viewing angle 
of the avatar. It helps feeling more immersed in the 
virtual world” (F, V1)
“My avatar already knows the place and how it 
works.” (M, V3)

Stamping

Giving meaning

Attribution of a meaning to the experience:
“I liked the feeling of controlling everything and the 
easiness of tasks. Making my avatar walk and calmly 
visit the gallery is enough.” (F, V1)
Attribution of a meaning to the virtual 
environment:
“According to me, it could be a kind of trade for 
tomorrow.” (F, V4)

Attribution of a meaning to the avatar: the avatar 
is me, I’m the avatar
“I’ve discovered the website with him and I think he 
has become a mark in that virtual universe, as a well-
known person. It helps me to absorb the website even 
better and to make one with my avatar. He’s become 
me in the virtual universe.” (M, V4)
“There is a great pleasure to wander around myself 
(as an extension of the avatar) in the shopping mall. 
The character is not important anymore because I 
feel like being her. There is no distinction anymore 
between her and me.” (F, V4)
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accessible to participants. Some features such as the apartment or 
social activities could have been very interesting materials to study 
the immersion process and could enhance (or change) our results. 
Regarding analyses that were conducted on textual data, we were not 
able to formally demonstrate any temporal pattern of appropriation 
operations cycles within a single visit or across visits, as done by Carù 
and Cova (2003). Finally, our quantitative measure of immersion 
is obviously apprehending a state in an a posteriori declarative 
approach, as there is no scale, up to now, that may quantitatively 
assess the appropriation process, if this could be possible. 

Research perspectives cover a wide area of confirmatory 
researches. First, the study of the appropriation process leading to 
immersion should be studied more deeply, in various virtual settings 
such as online games, life simulation universes or commercial 
websites, settings in which immersion is generally considered in 
existing researches as a final abrupt state. A deeper application of Carù 
and Cova (2003)’s methodology on virtual universes experience, in 
order to identify temporal sequences and various paces according to 
individual charactistics, should lead to a better understanding of the 
virtual experience. Confirmatory and longitudinal researches also lack 
on the use of an avatar and its role in the immersion process and more 
globally in any virtual experience related to a consumption context.  
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ABSTRACT
This study inquires how consumers’ experiences of luxury re-

late to consumers’ selves. The objective is to broaden our contem-
porary understanding of luxury experiences by departing from the 
traditional view of conspicuous luxury consumption as a marker of 
social class. Consumer diaries provide fundamental insights into the 
complex nature of luxury experiences as moments of luxury, which 
are an integral part of consumers’ everyday lives. Luxury experi-
ences are inextricably linked with states and processes of self that re-
volve around multifaceted experiences of having (materialistic self), 
doing (liberating, oscillating, integrating, and relating self), being 
(harmony), and becoming (achievement-oriented and self-transfor-
mational). Our findings relate to and extend current self theory and 
fundamentally change our understanding of luxury from its ground-
ings in status consumption towards a transient and abstract concept. 

INTRODUCTION
Consumer behavior literature inextricably ties luxury to de-

monstrative and conspicuous consumption, assuming that luxury de-
rives meaning primarily from the luxury object (Vickers and Renand 
2003) and the social context (Brückner 2008). Based on Veblen’s 
(1902) seminal work, traditional luxury literature has a strong focus 
on social affiliation and social comparison, stressing consumers’ so-
cial identity needs (Stets and Burke 2000; Tajfel 1982). Traditional-
ly, functional characteristics such as high price, outstanding quality, 
uniqueness/scarcity, unnecessity, and aesthetics characterize luxury 
goods and brands (e.g., Keller 2009) that are produced as means for 
social distinction (e.g., Han, Nunes, and Drèze 2010).

Recently, authors have portrayed luxury from a more individual 
and abstract angle, framing the essence of luxury as a special treat 
that is out of the ordinary (Hansen and Wänke 2011). Additionally, 
recent studies increasingly acknowledge the primacy of the luxury 
experience over object (e.g., Tynan, McKechnie, and Chhuon 2009), 
as well as the tendency to view luxury consumption as predomi-
nantly inner-directed and inconspicuous (Bauer, von Wallpach, and 
Hemetsberger 2011). The present study picks up the thread and fo-
cuses on meaningful objects and moments consumers might experi-
ence as luxury.

We propose that luxury is not experienced in enclaved luxuri-
ous spaces and contexts but integrated in consumers’ everyday lives. 
Building on the widely held belief of products and brands as support-
ers of the self (e.g. Belk 1988; Kleine, Kleine III, and Allen 1995), 
this study contributes to previous literature by showing how luxury 
experiences are inextricably linked to the self. Building on narratives 
reported in consumer diaries, this study illuminates the contribution 
of consumers’ lived experiences of luxury to the states and process-
es of having, doing, being, and becoming that underlie consumers’ 
selves. Our radically constructivist view implies that any material 
thing, or any consumer experience might be perceived as luxurious, 
if consumers attach luxurious meaning to it. This article, therefore, 
departs from conceptual presumptions and aims to enrich our under-
standing of luxury with fundamental consumer insights.

The subsequent sections review current conceptualizations of 
luxury first, describe the emerging view of luxury experiences as part 
of the self-narrative of consumers, elaborate on the study findings, 
and discuss their implications.

THEORY

Luxury experiences
Traditionally, premium image, high price, outstanding quality, 

uniqueness/scarcity, unnecessity, and aesthetics characterize luxury 
goods and brands, which are produced as means for social distinc-
tion (e.g., Han et al. 2010). Berthon et al. (2009, 47) characterize 
luxury as “amalgam of the material, the social, and the individual”. 
Postmodernity has radically altered contemporary definitions of 
luxury, adding pastiche and democratized forms of luxury for the 
masses (Atwal and Williams 2009; Tsai 2005; Yeoman and McMa-
hon-Beattie 2006). Additionally, recent postmodern theorizations 
in the field of consumption practices argue that most action is not 
directed towards communication with others but towards the fulfill-
ment of self-regarding purposive projects (Joy et al. 2010; Warde 
2005). Accordingly, research acknowledges the individual meaning 
of luxury consumption, focusing on the measurement of luxury per-
ception (e.g., Christodoulides, Michaelidou, and Li 2009), the value 
of luxury brands for individuals (e.g., Tsai 2005), and individual 
consumption practices (e.g., Atwal and Williams 2009; Gistri et al. 
2009). However, despite the recent prominence of experiential mar-
keting (e.g., Brakus, Schmitt, and Zarantonello 2009), only few stud-
ies stress the importance of consumer experiences in the context of 
luxury brands (e.g., Atwal and Williams 2009; Berthon et al. 2009). 
Tynan et al. (2009) lay the foundation for a distinct experiential ap-
proach, and extract three main types of value consumers derive from 
luxury—symbolic/expressive, experiential/hedonic, and relational. 
Yet, classifications of luxury experiences into taxonomies of value 
have serious conceptual shortcomings from a constructionist per-
spective as they predetermine experiential categories, instead of fo-
cusing on luxury’s essential meaning for consumers’ selves. Hansen 
and Wänke (2011) maintain that the majority of consumers cannot 
afford indulging in luxury every day. As a consequence, luxury goods 
are psychologically more abstract and distant than everyday neces-
sities. We assume that consumers’ desire for luxury is independent 
from accessibility, which necessitates a re-definition of the meaning 
of luxury on the side of consumers. Consumers might exclude inac-
cessible luxury goods and include other, more achievable domains 
of luxury consumption experiences in their everyday lives. Bauer et 
al. (2011) have introduced an interesting perspective on everyday 
luxuries that are situation-specific, individual, and narrated. First 
empirical evidence shows that luxury experiences are much more 
self-related, private, and less materialistic than previously assumed 
in the context of traditional views of luxury. The authors find that 
from a consumer-experiential perspective luxury can be character-
ized as transient, which is reflected in its situation-specific, escapist 
nature, and its integration in consumers’ everyday lived experiences. 

Luxury experiences and the self
Relationships between products, special possessions, brands 

and the consumer’s self have been widely discussed in literature 
(e.g. Belk 1988; Berger and Heath 2007; Kleine et al. 1995; Sirgy 
1982; Sprott, Czellar, and Spangenberg 2009). Existing studies pro-
vide ample evidence of the supportive function of products/brands 
for identity construction and consumers’ self-understanding. In his 
seminal work, Sirgy (1982) suggests that individuals have an “actual 
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self”—a realistic view of how a person perceives herself—and an 
“ideal self”, relating to how a person would like to be. The uncom-
fortable gaps between the real and the ideal selves respectively can 
be removed through consumption. As products and brands commu-
nicate symbolic meaning, their consumption potentially enriches a 
consumer’s self-concept via the transfer of certain product or brand 
meanings to the self.

A more postmodern view has been introduced by Belk (1988), 
Ahuvia (2005), and Bahl and Milne (2010), who draw attention to 
the extended, fragmented and negotiable consumer self. Whereas 
Belk and others (1988; Tian and Belk 2005) introduce the deep 
meaning of possessions as part of individual’s identity, Ahuvia 
(2005) supports a multiple selves view of consumers, who solve con-
flicting facets of their identities through consumption. Consumers 
appropriate specific objects for the purpose of self-transformation 
rather than self-extension as proclaimed by Belk (1988). In contrast 
to Ahuvia (2005), who discusses consumers’ strategies in the for-
mation of a coherent self-narrative, Bahl & Milne (2010) look at 
the constant dialogue of different selves to avoid or solve possible 
conflicts amongst them. Similarly, Obodaru (2012) emphasizes the 
importance of alternative selves for people’s self-narratives, and the 
consequences for their lives. Studying self-representations of who a 
person could have been, she finds affective, self-knowledge, satis-
faction and motivational effects on people’s professional lives (Obo-
daru 2012). Other authors introduced the notion of transformative 
experiences and consciousness transformation to denote short-term 
and long-term self-changes that consumers undergo when consum-
ing valued consumption objects (Hoppe et al. 2009; Mick 2006; Sus-
san, Hall, and Meamber 2012).

To sum up, the consumption of products/brands can help in-
dividuals to master their identity projects by transferring symbolic 
meaning to consumers’ selves (Kleine and Schultz Kleine 2000). 
Identity construction through luxury consumption remained rather 
untouched, probably assuming that the conceptual underpinning of 
luxury is unambiguously related to social status, or remains a per-
manent desire (Belk, Ger, and Askegaard 2003) of the aspirational 
class. Following the assumption that consumers, themselves, define 
what they perceive as luxury, luxury might contribute in many ways 
to consumers’ identity construction. This might encompass a broad 
array of actual, ideal, extended, multiple, alternative, and transfor-
mative self-experiences, eventually involving luxury products and 
brands. Luxury experiences help individuals to negotiate and con-
struct their personal self-narrative (Bauer et al. 2011); luxury makes 
individuals feel unique and generates a multitude of potential self ne-
gotiations and constellations so as to create a coherent self-narrative. 
Our empirical study aims to contribute to this field of research and 
to uncover luxury experiences that go beyond traditional conceptu-
alizations of luxury.

METHODOLOGY
This study applies an interpretative, exploratory approach to 

gain a detailed understanding of luxury experiences’ contribution 
to consumers’ selves. To achieve maximum variation of views on 
luxury experiences and the respective effect on the self, selected in-
formants differed with regard to age group, job/educational back-
ground, and gender (Ritchie and Lewis 2003). We applied purposeful 
sampling, selecting German speaking informants who are in accord 
with our selection criteria. The number of informants amounts to 17 
(7 male, 10 female; age range: 24-84, mean = 41; education: uni-
versity degree: 8, high school degree: 4, no high school degree: 5; 
marital status: married: 7, in a relationship: 8, single: 2).

This study uses diary research for investigating consumers’ 
personal luxury moments. Diaries are documents containing infor-
mants’ regular records of events, observations, and thoughts as well 
as feelings, experiences and consequences (Bolger, Davis, and Ra-
faeli 2003, 580). Qualitative diary research is a method that enables 
the researcher to deeply understand processes, relationships and con-
sumers in their world (Patterson 2005) and to gain intimate and per-
sonal insights in an unobtrusive way (Alaszewski 2006, 43). In the 
present research context, consumers wrote diaries on an everyday 
basis (Alaszewski 2006), providing introspective accounts of luxury 
moments, related experiences, and feelings (Bolger et al. 2003). The 
diaries provide in-depth insights into consumers’ subjective percep-
tions of luxury experience and its contribution to consumers’ selves. 
We analyzed consumer diaries, using an inductive categorization 
process (Kreiner, Hollensbe, and Sheep 2006; Spiggle 1994), and 
constant comparative method (Charmaz 2006).

FINDINGS
The findings of our diary study brought forward a myriad 

of everyday and ‘grand’ luxuries that range from materialistic, 
romantic notions of a life of luxury to metaphysical accounts of eu-
daimonic well-being and living a happy and fulfilling life. Consum-
ers’ perceptions of luxury embrace object- and experience-related, 
abstract and concrete notions of luxury. Our analysis of consumer 
diaries illustrates that consumers’ luxury moments revolve around 
multifaceted experiences of having (materialistic self), doing (liber-
ating, oscillating, integrating and relating self), being (harmony of 
selves), and becoming (achievement-oriented and self-transforma-
tional) (cf. Belk 1988). As Michael succinctly notes:

“There are little, everyday luxuries and the big ones, which is 
something extraordinary, something you have aspired to have, 
do, or be for a long time.” (Michael, 28)

Having
Having strongly reflects traditional conceptualizations of 

luxury, highlighting the importance of luxury objects (Vickers and 
Renand 2003), and experiences (Tynan et al. 2009). Consumers de-
fine and express their materialistic self with strong accounts related 
to precious possessions and places, that is, luxury objects that are 

Table 1: Sample characteristics

No. Code Name Gender Age Education Marital Status
1 David male 29 University relationship
2 Michael male 28 University relationship
3 Eva female 58 High school single
4 Jennifer female 26 University relationship
5 Tina female 51 No high school relationship
6 Claudia female 22 University relationship
7 Sarah female 34 University married
8 Susanna female 24 High school relationship
9 Peter male 30 University single
10 John male 25 High school relationship
11 Philip male 63 No high school married
12 Patricia female 42 No high school married
13 Robert male 48 University married
14 Linda female 32 No high school married
15 Barbara female 84 No high school married
16 Elisabeth female 27 High school relationship
17 James male 56 University married
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“mine” (Belk 1988; Goffman 1959; Mittal 2006). These special 
possessions and eventually multi-sensory experiences are typically 
related to convenience consumption of high-priced ‘little luxuries’.

“I currently own a shampoo that I also used this morning. 
Whenever I use it I am excited because it smells so good, lasts 
much longer and I do only need tiny bits of it. And the bottles 
look really nice . I should probably also mention that sham-
poo and conditioner cost around 80€ and that is pure luxury for 
me… but it is really good.” (Elizabeth, 27)

Traditional luxury objects often derive their value from the su-
perfluous, or unnecessity. We do not need them but appreciate the 
fact that we can indulge whenever we want. Consuming these luxury 
objects reflects traditional luxury consumption at its best. It speaks 
to a “because I’m worth it” self, which is not to be confused neither 
with practices of “self-care”, as discussed by Rindfleish (2005), nor 
with aesthetic consumption practices. As demonstrated in the diary 
excerpt of Patricia, the luxury of having reflects ‘the special treat out 
of the ordinary’, as suggested by Hansen and Wänke (2011).

“Today I bought a beautiful scarf in the berry colors that are 
currently en vogue. I saw it last week already and I really liked 
it. Even though it was not expensive I did not buy it because I 
actually own enough scarves. But then I could not stop thinking 
about it all week long and today I bought it – I was lucky that it 
was still there. I do not really need it but I treated myself and it 
feels great !” (Patricia, 42)

Doing
Apart from classical ownership of luxury goods, reports of 

luxury experiences comprise various states of a self released, liber-
ated, and able to live out the most wanted facet of self. Consumers’ 
narratives revolve around desires of doing and related moments of 
fulfillment. Diaries vividly illustrate how consumers pursue multiple 
selves that mutually co-exist, complement, or conflict with each oth-
er. Consumers constantly balance this multiplicity of selves through 
processes of self-negotiation (Bahl and Milne 2010). We found that 
these processes involve liberating an aspired self (i.e., striving for/
actually achieving a desirable state of self), oscillating between 
selves (i.e., processes of switching between selves), (unexpected) re-
lieving states of self integration, and self-others relations. The goal 
of doing is the achievement of an ideal state of liberation and integra-
tion, which is typically experienced as luxury. 

Liberating an aspired self. Consumers often describe states of 
suspense that precede luxury moments, whose dissolution is experi-
enced as self-release. Liberating an aspired self reflects a consumer’s 
striving for or actual achievement of a desirable, often rare state of 
self. This process eventually involves self-experiences that are per-
ceived as luxury moments. The liberation of one’s self can consist 
of disposing of unwanted parts of a self, for instance, by having the 
possibility to partially externalize or completely overcome certain 
aspects/duties that are typically associated with a specific role.

“With Ms. X as a part-time office manager I have the luxury to 
free myself from bothersome administrative tasks and to con-
centrate on activities that I am qualified for.” (James, 56)

Many narratives illustrate a strong urge to escape the profanity 
of everyday life. Luxury lies in the possibility to do so by trans-
forming common everyday situations into special moments. Similar 
to Atwal and William’s (2009) description of escapist qualities of 

luxury brands, these luxury moments show qualities of high intensity 
and high involvement with the experience. 

“During the day, I really have hardly any time for me, but on 
days, when I don’t get around doing anything, there is at least 
tea for me. A cup of tea is then on that day a little island, on 
which I am. It is so small that nobody else can be there. I’m sit-
ting on it with my tea. As soon as I’ve finished the tea, a pirate 
ship docks with a three-headed crew at the age of 10 months, 3 
years, and 5 years.” (Sarah, 34)

Liberating one’s self is further associated with “doing what I 
want”, that is, the freedom to define one’s ideal state of self, for in-
stance, by choosing between two selves one could or should reside 
in. Freedom can manifest itself through indulgence in forbidden 
pleasures. This type of self- liberation eventually involves struggles 
between conflicting selves, before an ultimate decision is made that 
liberates a self, which is not dominated by moral obligations or, as 
denoted by Cialdini, Reno and Kallgren (1990), by injunctive and 
descriptive norms of doing/not doing. These acts of liberation put 
the “happy self” in the foreground, the self that is not constrained by 
considerations of boundary setting “other” (Joy et al. 2010).

“While looking at the flowerage in front of me, some exception-
ally big blossoms attracted my attention. ‘Come on, pick them 
and put them in a vase’. In this moment I felt like split half: One 
part of me said: ‘Take some of these beautiful, golden branches 
of this spring bush. It would look beautiful in your vase with 
some blue flowers’. The other part of me admonished me: ‘Let 
them here. Here they look most beautiful … In your vase they 
are lovely but only for a short time and without fulfilling their 
actual purpose.’ Guess what I did? My egotism won!” (Bar-
bara, 84)

Not all self-liberation can necessarily be attributed to an in-
dividual’s free will. Self-liberation is in many cases only possible 
due to a force majeure, which unleashes an aspired self from social 
constraints and external circumstances. When externalities happen 
to liberate unexpected time for a more aspired self, these moments 
become like valuable gifts, experienced as moments of luxury. 

“This afternoon I sat on my balcony for the first time this spring, 
although it was a workday. My customer cancelled the meeting 
and I had time for myself. I went cycling, had some coffee and 
was full of joy over the unexpected spare time—that’s luxury.” 
(Tina, 51)

Oscillating between multiple selves. Oscillating between mul-
tiple selves denotes the process of switching between selves and ac-
centuating different selves at different points in time. Both factual 
oscillations and related rituals, as well as mental oscillations are 
experienced as luxury. Factual oscillations involve actually switch-
ing between selves, that is, entering, residing in, and/or expressing a 
desirable self. Mental oscillations describe the process of imagining 
or mentally simulating to switch between selves.

“I love being with my family. I’m really looking forward to see 
my family and my cat every time I’m going home—it’s like a 
safe haven for me. Yet, being with them all the time wouldn’t 
be possible. I simply love being able to live in two worlds, my 
hometown and the town where I’m currently living.” (David, 
29)
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“Today I bought again the somewhat more expensive bio-ba-
nanas from the Dominican Republic. At home I ate them in-
stantly with pleasure. Since my holidays in the Caribbean I do 
not eat bananas carelessly anymore. Whenever I eat them I’m 
mentally on the beach under palm trees enjoying the turquoise 
blue sea—pure endorphins!” (Patricia, 42)

Oscillation is not always based on a deliberate choice but dic-
tated by external forces. While not being a voluntary endeavor, es-
pecially oscillating with nature is experienced as luxury. Consumers 
subordinate themselves to an external force that liberates them from 
the burden of making their own decision and allows them oscillating 
with a naturally recurring pattern.

“After the long winter, which was not really enjoyable, nature’s 
awakening incited a need to stimulate my senses and to really 
pep myself up. And so I got started: first a thorough hot and cold 
shower with the bathroom window wide open. The prickling 
feeling of the stimulated blood circulation already generated a 
pleasant sensation. The ensuing extended body treatment added 
to this pleasant sensation. Finally also the choice of clothes had 
a touch of spring – I chose something extraordinary. Then I 
looked into the mirror and my smiling face told me that it was 
good”. (Barbara, 84)

A phenomenon closely related to oscillation is the integration 
of multiple selves. Integration implies the temporary and often unex-
pected relieving state of partial integration of aspects appertaining 
to one self into another self, for instance, the integration of leisure 
aspects into a professional self. Integrated selves are not necessar-
ily balanced. A specific facet of self dominates whereas another 
self—which is most wanted in a specific context—is permitted to 
squeeze in. These unexpected experiences are very much valued and 
perceived as luxury. On the other hand, consumers experience frus-
tration and non-luxury when an aspired integration of selves fails, 
typically due to some external restriction. 

“Today I was in our plant in Genk, Belgium, where the Mondeo, 
S-Max and Galaxy are built. This time my colleague had plenty 
of time and gave us a tour of the plant. Typically, plant visits are 
very stressful, since we have many problems to solve. But this 
time it was great.” (Robert, 48)

Relations between one’s self and others. Considering our self 
in relation to others indicates the relational value of luxury (Tynan 
et al. 2009). Others extend and complement our selves, evoking the 
feeling that they “are part of my self”. 

“It is a beautiful day. The sun is shining. We have a relaxed 
breakfast and decide to visit the zoo. Emma runs from time to 
time and sits on Christopher’s shoulders. Her eyes are glowing 
with joy and she is laughing. It is so beautiful to see how she 
enjoys it.” (Linda, 32)

Others also contribute to luxury experiences when consumers 
succeed to demarcate the ‘I’ (Mittal 2006) from the social self, for 
instance, by recognizing their current self’s rareness and unattain-
ability for others. 

“My part-time job since October 2009 is a special luxury. It 
gives me the wonderful feeling of a new dimension of freedom 
and control over time. Having the time to enjoy a red traffic 
light and to consciously relax while other people are stressed 
out is quite luxurious”. (James, 56)

Both, enjoying the social self and enjoying one’s very personal 
self are luxury when we deliberately enact them. 
Being

Unity of body, mind, and environment characterize being. Con-
trary to doing, being does not involve actions or activities but rather 
states of the self. Examples vary from simple bodily relaxations, re-
alization of the state of health, stocking up energy or sensorial states 
of wholeness to feelings of unity with the natural or social environ-
ment. Being involves intense existential experiences, enjoying what 
consumers depict as pure existence, relating to what Belk (1988) and 
Mittal (2006) describe as the innermost core self. Here we find love, 
timelessness, and deep, intense feelings of wholeness that consumers 
describe as Dasein (Heidegger 1962), harmony, the authentic self, 
and joy of living. The luxury of Dasein (Heidegger 1962) is com-
monly portrayed as doing nothing but being.

“I meditated today. Being completely relaxed and the sense of 
delight afterwards is luxury to me.” (Michael, 28)

Luxurious states of harmony can be reached if consumers are 
able to organize the interplay of selves and the extent to which they 
live out these selves freely; or when they feel perfect harmony of 
being and living. As harmony is a state of being it is independent of 
doing and merely a consciousness of self as enjoying, valuing what 
is. The harmonious self is not a category of its own but may be the 
sole self, the relational self, or the spiritual self amongst many oth-
ers—all actual selves being harmoniously united. Consumers report 
states of harmony with themselves but also how enjoyable it is to 
share the joy of being with others:

“Today I’ll stay in my apartment, and this is today’s luxury: 
privacy. It’s important for me to isolate myself and to enjoy time 
with myself from time to time. […] sometimes I experience be-
ing alone as luxury, even though this may sound a bit strange.” 
(Peter, 30)

“Desire, fun, amusement, recreation…and what’s most impor-
tant: To know and feel how great life can be! AND to be free to 
share this feeling!” (John, 25)

Authenticity is luxury for those consumers who sense the in-
nermost need to simply be who they are and appreciate being free 
from role pressures. Consumer diaries portray the consciously con-
templating individual, who is very aware of the emptiness of the 
materialistic self and the self being totally straitjacketed in societal 
constraints. Material consumption does not correlate with subjective 
well-being, nor does it capture consumers’ spiritual motivations for 
consumption (Sussan et al. 2012). Consumer narratives illustrate that 
luxury is ultimately associated with joy of living, referring to pleasur-
able feelings, such as warmth, joy, amusement, and felicity.

“It’s Sunday. The warm sun is shining through the window even 
though a cold borealis is blowing outside. I lie in my armchair 
and relax. I enjoy the ‘dolce far niente’ with all senses. As al-
ways, peace and satisfaction confirm that I’m really fine. Com-
pared to politicians who depend on fighting and begging for 
everybody’s favor to ‘be someone’ or better to ‘appear to be 
someone’ I have much more freedom. I enjoy this consciousness 
of being free and perceive it as luxury.” (Barbara, 84)
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Becoming
Becoming ultimately describes those moments when transfor-

mative processes, related to important life projects, are consciously 
perceived and valued as life achievements and self-realization.

“Being able to do a dissertation is luxury; it’s hard work but 
definitely luxury; forget all about new fashion and other mate-
rial goods. Simply knowing that you are getting closer to the 
great achievement feels great. What I mean is: being able to 
proof that I can do it. That’s part of my self-realization process. 
And my company pays for it—that’s luxury.” (David, 29)

Becoming is a process rather than a state and relates to the goal-
oriented achiever as well as to more spiritual processes of self-trans-
formation, or self-transcendence. Becoming draws upon common 
imaginations of an ideal future self but is different from desire as it 
is more fulfilling the more it is close to its realization. Supporters of 
becoming, as for instance a financial sponsor, a supportive environ-
ment, family, or one’s own capabilities are experienced as luxury. 

DISCUSSION
This article illuminates how consumers’ perceptions and expe-

riences of luxury contribute to consumers’ selves. Luxury, from a 
consumer perspective, is not characterized through boldly exhibited 
products and brands but rather constitutes exceptionally valuable, 
potentially hidden moments of luxury that serve as supporters of self 
in everyday living. These luxury experiences are more intimately 
related to different states and processes of self than traditionally 
assumed: Luxury experiences are much more than just a perceived 
extension of consumers’ selves (Belk 1988) but rather an opportu-
nity to live out different selves, reflected by symbolic consumption, 
indulgence in special moments and activities, moments of harmony, 
self-enhancement and self-transcendence.

Our findings suggest that respondents do not privilege any of 
these luxury experiences. Having and owning is as valuable in pro-
viding luxury experiences as doing, being and becoming. Figure 1 
portrays how luxury moments are related to self theory.

Belk’s seminal work on special possessions (1988), Daniel 
Miller’s study about the importance of things (2009), or Klein and 

Hill’s study into forced dispossessions (2008) demonstrate the im-
portance of material things, and why they potentially qualify for 
moments of luxury. Owning and having per se is not a luxury mo-
ment; but the deep symbolic of possessions and how they relate to 
our selves and lives is. Research into motivation theories and auto-
telic activities (Csikszentmihalyi 1997) provides ample evidence of 
the importance of doing. Csikszentmihalyi (2000, 271) emphasizes 
that “…trying to avoid the mental chaos of everyday life by resort-
ing to acquisitions and passive entertainment does not work very 
well”. Our study strongly supports this critical finding, and extends 
this research by relating doing to the transient self. Doing is active 
and qualifies as everyday luxury, when we can freely choose what 
we want to do most in a specific situation. We enjoy doing different 
things at different times. Our study shows that moments of luxury 
emanate from meaningful activities of relating, liberating, oscillat-
ing, and integration of selves at specific times. 

Our findings partly corroborate Ahuvia’s (2005) findings that 
consumers are looking for a synthesis of conflicting selves, or har-
monious states of being, respectively. However, oscillation as a way 
to switch between worlds and selves extends Ahuvia’s (2005) find-
ings. Similar to what Tian and Belk (2005) have coined self-shifting 
and oscillation, we also find that consumers switch among selves 
yet, moments of luxury are experienced only when individuals actu-
ally enact different selves, purposefully, or unexpectedly. Oscillation 
is an important principle and demonstrates the volatile character of 
luxury moments. One day we long for solitude, the other day we ex-
perience togetherness as luxury. It is these contradictions and desires 
(Belk et al. 2003) which are never perfectly fulfilled in life that seem 
to make luxury moments precious, and our lives interesting.

Our findings also clearly extend Bahl and Milne’s (2010) meta-
self theory in that they show that consumers not only avoid or man-
age conflicting selves, or accord with a dominating meta-self, but 
also indulge themselves in luxurious states of perfect harmony. In 
many ways states of perfect harmony liken moments of happiness. 
Harmony is not described as a perfect integration of different facets 
of self but rather acknowledges its facets. Perfect harmony unfolds 
as a metaphysical experience of oneness with nature, or humanness 
with a Dasein-like quality. This is exactly what becoming is about, 
sometimes as an imperfect striving for achievement, sometimes as 

Self BSelf A
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Self C

Relating to 
others

Integrating

BEING

HAVING

BECOMING

Figure 1: Luxury experiences and self
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a self-developmental and self-transcending endeavor. Becoming is 
about the possibility to realize the alternative self that I might have 
become (Obodaru 2012). These spiritual motivations for (non-)con-
sumption have recently been described by Skousgaard (2006)  and 
Sussan et al. (2012). Our study further illuminates the immanent 
spiritual quality of luxury experiences.

Overall, this study suggests that luxury is not a permanent state 
but seems to be a transient concept that manifests in moments of 
luxury and thus, is inherently experiential. Luxury moments include 
the rare and precious. It is the moment when we unwrap the little 
silver spoons, when we look at the wonderful new painting, or when 
we brush our leather shoes with the glossy toecap. Luxury experi-
ences in many ways are preceded by moments of suspense before the 
many little dramas in people’s lives dissolve, and the most aspired 
self is finally liberated. Moments of luxury then comprise experi-
ences of something extraordinary in ordinary life, integrating the de-
mands of different roles, escaping, and oscillating between different 
selves. Luxury experiences are also abstract. Postmodern reflexiv-
ity of individuals and practices of “self-care” —becoming someone 
you were not at the beginning—permeate our search for happiness in 
life (Rindfleish 2005). This search, however, needs some harmoni-
ous ending. Ultimately, human beings are striving for self-transcen-
dence, self-transformation, and engage in conscious contemplation 
resulting in deep feelings of gratitude and harmony, reflecting pro-
cesses of becoming, and perfect states of being. In that sense, mo-
ments of luxury liken concepts of consumer happiness, eudaimonic 
well-being (Bauer, McAdams, and Pals 2008), joy of life, and other 
related constructs. Is it luxury, then?…What else? 
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INTRODUCTION
In contemporary consumer culture, the consumption of media 

content online is increasingly a shared social experience. In the US, 
for instance, as much as 75% of the online audience consumes news 
shared by peers (Purcell et al. 2010). As a result, the importance of 
consumer communities in distributing and marketing professional 
media content is growing (Newman and Dutton 2011). Online media 
and the particular applications designed for sharing media content 
enable and encourage the contemporary media consumers to share 
their media consumption experiences by providing links in e-mail 
messages or web pages, and increasingly by tweeting, using such 
social plugins as the Recommend Button on Facebook, or utilizing 
services like Pinterest and Storify. In the paper, our aim is to contrib-
ute to a better understanding of this phenomenon and Internet-based 
activity by theoretically elaborating on its nature as social curation. 

In building our theoretical argument, we start from the idea that 
curation is essentially about people adding their qualitative judge-
ment to whatever is being gathered and organized, as Rosenbaum 
(2011, 3-4) has argued. In the context of the media, curation is about 
consumers aggregating, sharing, ranking, juxtaposing and critiquing 
content on a variety of platforms (Clark and Aufderheide 2009, 6-7). 
In the literature on computer science (Ball, Whyte, and Donnelly 
2010; Goble et al. 2010), curation is usually discussed in relation to 
data management. More explicitly, digital curation entails the man-
agement and preservation of digital material to ensure accessibility 
over the long-term (Higgins 2011, 79). We part ways with this data 
management approach in our study and rather focus on the aspects of 
sharing and dissemination when discussing social curation (Gaskill 
2010; Liu 2010; Ammann 2011). More specifically, we set out to 
conceptualize social curation as a communal practice, similar to 
practices that characterize brand communities (Muniz and O’Guinn 
2001; Schau, Muniz, and Arnould 2009). The discussion and elabo-
ration of the concept of social curation enables to elucidate the role of 
consumer communities (Kozinets 1999, 259; Prahalad and Ramas-
wamy 2004, 8; Arvidsson 2005, 242) in the practices of distributing 
and marketing media content – imbuing media content with social 
significance – and to understand content sharing as consumption 
phenomena on the Internet (Belk 2010, 730). 

From a technological perspective, social curation refers to the 
communication of media content (e.g. news and entertainment) in 
digital networks, in particular by using social media platforms and 
services. But since we are trying to contribute to a better conceptual 
understanding of social curation as consumption, we work towards 
a more sociological and cultural definition and conceptualization of 
social curation. On a very general level, we look into social curation 
as consumption of media content in online market environments. It 
can be viewed as a social and communicative activity through which 
people engage in appropriation, appreciation and mediation of digital 
media content, for various kinds of personal, social and political pur-
poses (Warde 2005). Media content is put to use (appropriated and 
appreciated) in the course of engaging in the practice of social cura-
tion. In practice, this entails a set of sense-making and sense-giving 
activities that are grounded in individual and social activity (Weick 
1995). These activities of the media consumers include browsing, 
reading, and watching interesting media content; making sense of 

the content by analyzing, evaluating, and categorizing; giving sense 
to the content by commenting, narrating, and tagging; and commu-
nicating and mediating the content by recommending, posting, and 
tweeting. 

From the viewpoint of consumer research, the media audience 
cannot be regarded as a group of passive consumers, but as active 
participants in the processes through which value is created in the 
market (Potts et al. 2008; Cova and Dalli 2009, 315; Banks and 
Humphreys 2008; Merrin 2009). Personalized media consumption is 
experiencing a transition toward consumption as a networked prac-
tice (Jenkins 2006, 244). The transformations in the relationship be-
tween media producers and consumers may suggest a shift in which 
the frameworks of analysis and categories that worked well in the 
context of an industrial media economy are no longer helpful (Banks 
and Humphreys 2008, 402), as the consumption of media content is 
not restricted anymore to the reception of ready-made mass products 
(Chan-Olmstead 2006, 31; Livingstone 2008, 394; Merrin, 2009, 
24). The industrial model of one-to-many mass consumption is giv-
ing way to an interactive model based on partnership and conversa-
tion with consumers (Hartley 2004, 6). 

Despite the fact that social curation represents a strategically 
important change in the business environment for media companies, 
social curation as a phenomenon is currently inadequately under-
stood and studied, particularly theoretically. Along with discussing 
the relevance and the implications of social curation for the media in-
dustry, we consider it to be important to critically refine and elaborate 
on social curation as a concept and a construct in consumer research. 
In the paper, we therefore set out to work towards a theoretically 
more sophisticated conceptualization of social curation, drawing 
firstly from the discussion on art curation.

ANALYSIS OF THE CONCEPT

The Element of Curation in Social Curation
In order to conceptualize social curation, it is necessary to pose 

two questions: (1) what is curation in social curation, and (2) what 
is social in social curation. Curation as a practice and concept has 
extended beyond galleries and museums into different fields of con-
sumption in the creative industries, as the words curate and curator 
have become increasingly common in describing activities such as 
selecting and presenting (Schlatter 2010). In a sense, curation, both 
as a concept and practice, has gone viral. 

We consider it to be important to question the rather loose use 
of the term curation. Conventionally, in the art world, curators have 
functioned as gate-keepers, as arbitrators of taste (Ames 1992), rec-
ognizing, and in some cases nurturing, emerging trends, celebrating 
a previously unknown artist as worthy of our attention, or delegating 
another to oblivion. As such, they carry a position of great trust and 
authority. Little wonder that the term curator, derived from the Latin 
word cuare, translates to to care. Curators care not only about a given 
art object, but also about how that object is perceived and experi-
enced, and, equally important, whether and how it is remembered. 

Through their exhibitions, collections, and catalogues (Lisus 
and Ericson 1999), art museums provide a particular vision of cul-
ture, one imbued with aesthetic value by the individual taste and 



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 40) / 491

knowledge of their curators, the linchpins within the inner workings 
of the art world. Museums’ primary mission, to bring art to the pub-
lic, is carried out through the efforts of curators, who serve as media-
tors between the artist and the observer as they select, organize, and 
display art objects, siting them within a cultural and historical con-
tinuum. Through special exhibits and related educational activities, 
curators target a diverse audience, ranging from artists and fellow 
connoisseurs, to dilettantes in search of an afternoon’s diversion, to 
tourists eager to pose before an important object, documenting their 
visit with a souvenir photograph. 

The curators’ drive to capture their audience’s attention, and to 
leave a lasting impression, has long depended on an array of skills 
both broad and finely honed, with a strong emphasis on writing. 
Curation writing, whether a simple identifying label or a complex 
discussion of an object’s embodiment of a specific trend, or a mir-
roring of social mores, offers a context crafted to pique and sustain 
interest. For many museum attendees, words matter: they can shape 
a museum experience, providing a means for understanding a given 
display. Is an object a variation on a theme, a continuous innovation, 
or a breakthrough into completely new territory? Is it a simple reflec-
tion of, or a heartfelt response to, the political realities of its time and 
place? The more complex the narrative, the greater the importance 
accorded the object, and the higher its value (Morgan 1996). 

Much as research and development are critical to the strategic 
thrust of an organization, so is the work of curators critical to suc-
cess within the art world (Joy and Sherry 2003). The heart of any 
art museum from a curatorial perspective is its permanent collec-
tion, with curators bearing primary responsibility for precisely what 
is collected, how it is classified and interpreted, and how and when 
it is exhibited. Curators are knowledge brokers of a specific nature, 
taking culture created by others, and interpreting and publicizing it 
for the public good.  

Historically, curators have had the cultural cache to make un-
known objects both known and valuable, serving as a link between 
art production and consumption. They have had personal and schol-
arly reputations to develop and sustain; as professionals, they have 
had to be objective in their evaluation of art, as well as of the artists 
and movements on which they choose to focus. Often authors in their 
own rights, curators have exerted a powerful influence within not 
only the art world, but also within the general public—one need look 
no farther than the scholarly, painstakingly produced catalogues, me-
mentos of the equally scholarly and painstakingly produced shows 
that they chronicled, to appreciate the cultural impact curators have 
wielded over the years.

That curatorial role is changing rapidly, however, and concur-
rently diminishing in gravitas, as museums have increasingly (and, 
one might argue, unavoidably), become a highly theatrical hybrid 
form of art commingled with commerce. The once scholarly cata-
logues have been replaced by glossy brochures (Sandler 1996). 
Blockbuster exhibits, necessitated by the realities of museum fi-
nances, are becoming more common. The curators themselves, once 
armed with graduate degrees in the Fine Arts or related disciplines 
and active researchers in niche subjects, have been increasingly su-
perseded by those more involved in overtly commercial endeavours. 
How to appeal to an audience with a less leisurely style of consump-
tion, with an expectation of constantly refreshed imagery? The pull 
between high art and low commerce, while age-old, has escalated 
since the 1980s, as the art market welcomed art writers committed 
to research, conservation, publication, and art exhibition within a 
strong market orientation. As museums increasingly lack the funds 
to acquire new art, they often must sell objects from their permanent 
collections before acquiring new pieces in a bid to stay current. The 

job of curators now, by necessity, includes assessing and monitor-
ing the financial worth of museum holdings. While curators once 
typically were employed solely as permanent members of a museum 
staff, or as freelancers working with an assortment of museums, to-
day many under-employed curators routinely also work for private 
investors, galleries, or auction houses to supplement their incomes. 
Where once a curator’s job was to, in essence, protect an object from 
becoming a commodity, today their job is, in no small measure, to 
ensure that it does become a commodity, and more specifically a 
brand – one ideally with resale value in the museum gift shop.

There are many similarities between art curation and content 
curation in social media. According to Rohit Bhargava (2009), Se-
nior Vice President of Strategy and Marketing for Ogilvy 360 Digi-
tal Influence, “a content curator is someone who continually finds, 
groups, organizes and shares the best and most relevant content on 
a specific issue online.” The New York Times, which curates blog 
posts from outside sources, is a good example of a content curator.  
As Steve Rosenbaum (2009) of the Silicon Valley Insider comments 
about the New York Times, “what the Times knows is that content 
that they validate with their brand and redistribution becomes more 
valuable, both to readers and to the content curators.” The same 
could be said of important curators in the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, or the Smithsonian. The job of a content curator is not to cre-
ate more content, but to make sense of the best and most relevant 
content and thereby to add a voice and point of view about existing 
material. 

In principal, anyone who has an opinion about the value of a 
product and means to inform others about this and also to distribute 
the product itself can be a curator. However, when comparing the 
use of curation in the popular discourse to how it is conceived in the 
art context, we confront several problems with the somewhat inflat-
ed use of curation in describing content sharing online. Those who 
curate content in social media are not expected to use professional 
skills when curating content. They are not presumed to conduct re-
search around the specific topics that they curate. In addition, they 
do not necessarily organize content into collections and structures, 
although such curation services as Storify offer the possibility to ar-
range online content into specific collections and create narratives 
that highlight the importance of the selected articles. On the Storify 
website (http://storify.com/tour) it is proclaimed that “Storify lets 
you curate social networks to build social stories, bringing together 
media scattered across the Web into a coherent narrative. We are 
building the story layer above social networks.”

Professional art curation is more of a top-down process than a 
participatory activity. Gaskill (2010) ties social and curation explic-
itly together and defines the social curator as “a practitioner who 
seeks to contextualise fully the potential of exhibitions as structures 
of communication and exchange, and aims to maximise social in-
teraction and intervention across curatorial approach, process and 
outcome.” However, in this definition the social curator is still a 
(professional) practitioner, somebody who is trained to curate, not 
just a layperson who informs others in social media about interesting 
content.

According to Rosenbaum (2011, 3-4), there can be both ama-
teur and professional curation. Social curation is about amateur cura-
tion, where the curators are ordinary consumers. Social curation is 
about choosing from a group of content possibilities, however not 
necessarily making the choices based on expert skills in, for exam-
ple, art or journalism. Yet, ranking, juxtaposing and critiquing con-
tent requires some kind of knowledge, it is not an arbitrary practice. 
The amateurs might not be experts but they often have an educated 
and informed opinion, involving some accountability. However, it is 
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unclear what is the relevance of this element of selection and quali-
tative judgement in social curation from the perspective of media 
organizations. Does it matter if the choices made by the consumers 
on what to distribute entail knowledge and expertise or not? Do the 
media companies care, what of their content is curated as long as 
their content is distributed as extensively as possible? Do connec-
tions matter more than expertise? Put bluntly, a professional author-
ity with 50 Facebook friends might be less valuable as a curator for a 
media company than a high school kid with 1000 Facebook friends. 

Importantly, in an era of abundance of online content, amateur 
curation – the bottom-up or lay-curation – serves an important role in 
making contents both known and valuable, serving as a link between 
media production and consumption. Social curation is a vital filter in 
content consumption on the Internet. In art curation, the curator is the 
linchpin in a system that imbues art with aesthetic significance, and 
curatorial decisions can catapult an object from obscurity to public 
exposure (Joy and Sherry 2003, 163). In the same vein, social cura-
tion as a practice can imbue various kinds of online media content 
with social significance and extend the circulation of those contents. 

Social curation shares characteristics with both sharing and 
word-of-mouth communication. According to Belk (2010, 715-
720), sharing is a consumer behaviour that bears on a broad array 
of consumption issues ranging from sharing household resources to 
file sharing. In contrast to other acquisition and distribution mecha-
nisms, such as gift giving and commodity exchange, which involve 
transfers of ownership, sharing is about joint ownership and mutual-
ity of possession (ibid.). Similarly, social curation is not about the 
exchange or transfer of ownership, because the one who curates the 
digital content does not lose possession of it – she can still read the 
news article, for example, after having curated it. Importantly, and 
in contrast to sharing, social curation is pronouncedly about distribu-
tion. Curation is not about sharing the car with other family mem-
bers, but distributing content forward. Curation does not represent 
the sharing of ownership but rather the provision of access to others. 

Social curators are knowledge brokers that interpret, publi-
cize and endorse content. Thus, there is always an aspect of recom-
mendation involved. This links social curation with word-of-mouth 
(WOM) communication (Brown, Broderick, and Lee 2007; Kozinets 
et al. 2010). But again, the element of distribution marks the differ-
ence. In social curation, the access to the content itself is provided 
with the recommendation. In the online environment, it is much 
easier to share the (digital, Internet-based) content, not just provide 
verbal descriptions of it. By contrast, in WOM the content or prod-
uct is not necessarily distributed, but rather only an awareness of its 
existence is acknowledged by means of expressing an opinion. This 
is comparable with how in the context of art the curator provides the 
content, as opposed to an art reviewer or art critic who only offers 
information about the content. 

SOCIAL CURATION AS A SOCIAL PHENOMENON 
Now we turn to discuss what is social in social curation. In 

a general sense, social curation is a social activity in that it entails 
communicative interactions and relationships between two or more 
individuals. People engage in social curation as members of particu-
lar social entities, that is, groups, communities and society, as part 
of a whole network of social relations. As such, social curation rep-
resents social action in the sense that it is intentional and rule gov-
erned: it is performed in order to achieve particular purposes and in 
conformity to some social rules, and it is this intentional content that 
specifies what sort of an action it is (Fay and Moon 1994, 21). Social 
curation becomes intelligible based on not only the intentions of the 
social agent who performs the activity (the intentional communica-

tion of the agent) but also based on the culturally shared or collective 
understandings (ideas, norms, and values) that give meaning to and 
thus regulate the activity (Moisander and Valtonen 2012). 

As a result, the ways in which individuals engage in social cura-
tion always and inevitably reflect the social and cultural context in 
which they perform the activity. The cultural context in which social 
curation has emerged and is typically performed is the participatory 
media consumer culture. Social curation may thus be viewed as so-
cial and cultural practice. From this perspective, the analytical focus 
shifts from the particular activities and technologies to the symbolic 
significance and uses of social curation in consumers’ everyday 
lives, as integral parts of consumers’ everyday lives especially as 
members of the contemporary media culture.

As a social and communicative practice, social curation may be 
viewed as a discursive activity through which people make sense of 
themselves as individuals and members of groups, communities and 
society. Much like authoring personal blogs and status updates, so-
cial curation maybe be viewed as a self-defining and self-expressive 
behaviour: people share content that is self-relevant and help them 
to communicate particular ideas and images of themselves to their 
peers (Schau and Gilly 2003). This discursive activity may also be 
something that relates to people’s civic engagement or political ac-
tivity as citizens and members of the political society (Kozinets and 
Handelman 2004). The social curator thus engages in the activity of 
curation in the role of a consumer and citizen.

Social curation is a practice through which people construct 
their individual and collective identities: they engage in identity 
work and pursue their identity projects (Holt and Thompson 2004; 
Mikkonen, Moisander, and Firat 2011; Thompson and Tambyah 
1999) using the complex repertoires of images, narratives, and ac-
counts that the global mediascape (Appadurai 1990, 1996) offers 
as discursive resources. Through social curation, consumers thus 
author and elaborate on coherent “narratives of the self” both for 
themselves and also to their peers and social networks (Shankar 
2001; Thompson 1997). Through this identity work, people not only 
make sense of themselves but also build and maintain their personal 
relationships and create a sense of belonging and community (com-
panionship, friendship) as well as collective identity as members of 
their in-groups and communities (Cova 1997; Cova and Pace 2006; 
Muniz and O’Guinn 2001).

The purpose is to be social, in that by curating content people 
maintain social contacts to other people. Alike any form of sharing, 
social curation is a communal act that links people to others and 
creates feelings of solidarity and bonding; it is an expression of the 
desire for connection (Belk 2010, 716-717). In social curation, this 
personal connection plays an important part. It is significant that the 
curator is somebody familiar, with whom the audience has a personal 
relationship (e.g. by being friends). Alike word-of-mouth communi-
cation, social curation is based on interpersonal exchanges (Brown et 
al. 2007, 4). This idea is expressed well in the way Facebook stresses 
the social aspect of recommending: ”Rather than seeing popular sto-
ries, products or reviews from people you don’t know, you’ll now 
see content that matters to you the most—from your friends” (Hau-
gen 2010). 

Recent research shows how the sharing of media content in 
communities leads often to the receivers actually reading, listen-
ing or watching that content (Purcell et al. 2010, 40). It can be as-
sumed that the curated content is commonly consumed because of 
the personal connection between the curator and the receivers and 
not necessarily because of the significant content-related expertise 
possessed by the curating individual. As Kozinets (1999, 259) notes, 
in the online environment, consumers evaluate quality together and 
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place great weight on the judgments of their fellows. Therefore, a lot 
of the expertise involved in social curation is social in nature – it en-
tails skills in maintaining relationships and nurturing the collective 
identity and the sense of belonging together.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE MEDIA INDUSTRY
Our conceptualization of social curation opens up a number of 

research questions concerning the role of social curation in contem-
porary marketplace and consumer culture, in particular in the context 
of the media industry. Media consumers share media content, but 
they also share their media consumption experiences and especially 
the choices concerning which content they have decided to consume. 
In our research, we are especially interested in the implications of 
social curation for media organizations.

The backdrop for social curation is that, because of digital net-
works, media contents are in constant flux. Manovich (2008, 203) 
uses the term media mobility to describe a state where media con-
tents never arrive at some final destination, as in the mass communi-
cation model. Instead, they continue to move between sites, people 
and devices, and as they move, they accumulate comments and dis-
cussions (ibid.). Similarly, Jenkins (2009) uses the term spreadable 
media to describe how the digital networks facilitate the sharing of 
contents (see also Terranova 2004, 2). What the Internet-based social 
networks have had an effect on are precisely the abilities of people 
to distribute content; because of the new communication platforms 
and services, the audience can now have an audience (Napoli 2009, 
2010). Social curation is well attuned to the nature of the Internet 
as an environment that enables efficient horizontal communication 
between consumers (Lüders 2007, 194-195).

According to Marshall (2009, 81), the successful operation of 
the media industry is in fact as much about media production, as it 
is about facilitating the maintenance of social connections though 
content sharing and communication among its consumers. Pre-ex-
isting social networks are becoming fundamental to the sustenance 
of media, and therefore the media companies need to acknowledge 
the convergence of media and communication, where the social and 
communicative (interpersonal) dimensions have invaded, informed 
and mutated the media elements. When in the traditional model of 
mass communication, a newspaper or a television company created 
the value to the product without consumer involvement, the value 
is now increasingly created as consequence of the process of nur-
turing the activities of media consumer communities (Bowman and 
Willis 2005, 10) and the careful cultivation of consumers’ narrative 
networks (Kozinets et al. 2010, 87). This outlook is characterized 
in how, instead of audiences, media businesses today, indeed, talk 
about networks (Deuze 2009, 152).

Also Jensen (2010, 14) proposes a shift of focus from media to 
communication when studying the media consumption – an agenda 
emphasising the recombination and reconfiguration of one-to-one, 
one-to-many and many-to-many communication. Media consumer 
studies should shed more light on the links between consumption of 
mass media, interpersonal communication and networked commu-
nication. The significance of media use does not remain on the indi-
vidual level alone but it flows from the personal media consumption 
toward more collective experiences and social sharing. (Heikkilä et 
al. 2011.)

With this progression as a setting, our argument is that social 
curation is an important means for media organizations to a) connect 
with consumers and b) utilize the interpersonal networks in consum-
er communities in distributing and marketing their content. Available 
research indicates that social media is already an important chan-
nel for obtaining more readers, listeners and viewers for the online 

content produced by the media companies (Guo and Chan-Olmstead 
2011; Hermida et al. 2012). For instance, in Britain the BBC, Fi-
nancial Times, Guardian and the Economist have seen a sharp rise 
in the number of referrals from Facebook, Twitter and other social 
networks. In fact, search engines are being partly replaced by the 
social media as a portal to news and other information. (Newman 
and Dutton 2011.) Media scholars (Domingo et al. 2008; Thurman 
2008; Wardle and Williams 2010; Qing and Hollifield 2011; Lewis 
2011; Hermida et al. 2012) have argued that for contemporary me-
dia corporations, engaging, encouraging and assisting consumers in 
the circulation and distribution of media content is more important 
than having them participate in content production with or for the 
companies. Thus, a key challenge for the media industry consists of 
tapping into the social and community dimensions of the participa-
tory media culture. 
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INTRODUCTION
The importance of space and its “perception-shaping, behaviour-

inducing properties” (Sherry 1998) has been long acknowledged by 
consumer researchers. Public spaces such as shopping malls (Sand-
icki and Holt, 1998), bridal salons (Otnes, 1998), and converted 
shopping centres (Maclaren and Brown, 2005) have all been investi-
gated as spaces where meanings are unravelled, contested and enter-
tained. Equally, spaces play out emotive experiences such as escape 
(Hewer, 2003), utopia and nostalgia (Maclaran and Brown, 2005). 
Adding to this important opus, the present paper investigates public 
space as a site of contested power and agency manifested through 
consumption. The use of public in this context means a “realm in 
which people define themselves as publics, through ongoing com-
munication, definition and negotiation” (Sargeson 2002, 21). 

Using the case of impromptu car yards where private cars for 
sale are illegally congregated in one space against local council laws 
and regulations, this paper theorises public space and consumption 
as interwoven in a larger discourse of power and agency (Visconti, 
Sherry Borghini and Anderson 2010). Space, in this instance, lays 
the ground for alternative consumption, sharing (Belk 2010) and ex-
change which defy the structures of the formal “marketplace” and 
contest the power held by legal and political entities (Campbell 2005; 
White 2007). While public space in modernity is ordered and man-
aged by political and cultural entities such as councils, governments 
etc, space also “complicates the assumption of a collective experi-
ence of culture and its products” (de Burgh-Woodman and Brace-
Govan 2010).  

This paper uses the work of Henri Lefevbre (1974) to theorise 
the collusion of space and consumption to express power and agency 
struggles between people and formal structures. In this respect, the 
present study extends previous use of Lefebvre’s (1974) work in con-
sumer research (Houliez 2010a 2010b) and urban studies (McCann 
1999, 1995). While previous work has illuminated the importance of 
spatial practices and negotiating processes by consumers, this paper 
advances on this use of Lefebvre by situating space and consumption 
as two collusive channels to agency and dissent. While space creates 
a context for an alternative site for consumption, more significantly 
it is the sense of political and social agency that space facilitates that 
concerns us here. In this respect, this paper draws on previous uses of 
Lefebvre’s work in studies of the urban milieu and racial inequality 
(McCann 1999) where  

“abstract space”, - space represented by elite social groups as 
homogeneous, instrumental, and ahistorical in order to facilitate 
the exercise of state power and the free flow of capital – lends 
itself to a discussion of the manner in which downtown business 
spaces in major U.S. cities are exclusionary territories domi-
nated by White, middle-class male (McCann 1999: 164).

By contrast with concrete space (or everyday life), abstract 
space is a hegemonic space, a space loaded with representations of 
control, power and domination. In the same fashion that Lefebvre’s 
work has been used to dissect this construction of space and subvert 
abstract space in favour of agency over space, this paper looks at 
power and agency struggle in space. This paper aims, through the 
study of these self-fashioned “car yards”, to show how space both 
contests and is contested (Lefebvre 1974), how consumption outside 

of the designated marketplace utilises space and finally what impli-
cations this has for embedded understandings of power and agency.

The paper commences with a conceptual framework that draws 
from Lefebvre’s (1974) theorisation of space as an inhabited yet 
contested site which lays the ground for understanding how space 
is integral to consumption, contest and agency practices. This is fol-
lowed by an outline of the method employed and a discussion of its 
implications. Finally, some concluding comments are made regard-
ing how consumption and space collude to create the conditions for 
the expression of power and agency struggles.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
The theoretical framework for this paper draws from the work 

of Henri Lefebvre (1974). Lefebvre’s argument that space is socially 
constructed and thereby imbued with politically and socially mean-
ingful values and symbolisms is resonant for the present study. As 
a French sociologist writing primarily in the mid-twentieth century, 
Lefebvre’s identification with a Marxist perspective led to his con-
ceptualisation of space as a social enactment of political and social 
ideologies (Stanek 2011) and thereby to his key distinctions between 
dominating (those with power) and dominated space (those over 
whom power is exerted). Echoing Marx’s own distinction between 
the powerful and the powerless or bourgeois and worker, these cat-
egories of dominating and dominated found in social space are, Lefe-
bvre argues, endemic to contemporary capitalist society. 

Lefebvre outlines three different kinds of space operating in 
the contemporary environment. Implicit in his conceptualisation of 
space and his representational space triad of perceived space (spatial 
practice), conceived space (representations of space) and lived space 
(representational space) (Zhang 2006) is its positioning of space as a 
site of control and contestation (see Fig.1) 

Fig. 1 The Spatial Triad Taken from Jensen 2011

These different kinds of space should not be seen as discrete but 
rather as merged, iterative and free-flowing where “it is necessary for 
the interactions between the triadic elements to be appropriate and 
in balance if an [spatial] event was to be persuasive and effective” 
(Watkins 2005 220). Space is not passive or latent. It is inhabited 
(itself a consequence of modernity), constructed and produced or “ 
seen as the site of ongoing interactions of social relations rather than 
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the mere result of such interactions” (Zhang 2006 219).  In the pro-
cess, it is controlled, manipulated and politicised:

(Social) space is a (social) product... the space thus produced 
also serves as a tool of thought and of action... in addition to 
being a means of production it is also a means of control, and 
hence of domination, of power (1974,  26)

In many ways, Lefebvre’s concern with agency and “central 
planning’s ensuing depoliticization, fragmentation and segregation of 
‘possible communities’, in other words, the very denial of every citi-
zen’s right to the city as ongoing communal project of co-habitation” 
(Knoll 2012) finds increasing relevance in contemporary consumer 
research. While Lefebvre’s own consideration of how the dominated 
might resist or find legitimacy in the face of the dominating stemmed 
from his experience of the WWII, the May 1968 demonstrations and 
the reality of communist Russia, his fundamental insights into every-
day life as the real battleground for the dominated and their expression 
through space are echoed in consumer research studies.

While space is not always discussed in such studies, research 
into areas such as consumer resistance, anti-consumption and sub-
cultural appropriation illuminate similar concerns with the agency 
of the consumer and the effort to subvert or avoid perceived power 
structures. For instance, anti-consumption is frequently understood 
as an active ethical, social critique of, and dissent from, exploit-
ative or excessive aspects of the marketplace and its accompanying 
consumer culture (Cherrier, 2009, 2005; Penaloza and Price, 2003; 
Zavestoski, 2002) that result from the capitalist logic that frames 
our modern world (Jameson, 1991). The situation of a mainstream 
capitalist culture as the point of critique and dissent implies the same 
issues that Lefebvre plays out through the dialectic of space. They 
share in a wariness of cultural meta-narratives, a desire to reclaim 
the social sphere and highlight the importance of community over 
structures. Lefebvre sees this contest unfolding through and in space. 

Thus far, the canon of consumer research has seen this con-
test unfold through consumption and, by extension, community 
(Arnould, Price and Otnes 1999; Belk and Costa 1998; Hewer and 
Brownlie 2007; Holbrook 1993; McRobbie 1995; Penaloza 1994; 
Thornton 1995). These two axes, consumption and community, have 
direct relevance here too. While space may be the site of contestation, 
it is at the level of community that dissent is enacted in space. Just 
as community also resides at the centre of Lefebvre’s work (Stanek 
2011), the consumer research canon has illuminated the fine detail of 
how communities, and the social networks that underpin them, en-
able active dissent. This paper endeavours to bring these threads of 
space and consumption through community together, showing them 
to be linked in a shared outlook and agenda.

While there are many variations of this critical negotiation 
between people and the marketplace (Etzioni, 1998; Kingsnorth, 
2003), which have also linked to other issues such as environmental 
sustainability (Dobscha and Ozanne, 2001; Leonard-Barton, 1981), 
excessive consumption (Craig-Lees and Hill, 2002; Shaw and Ne-
wholm, 2002), class inequality (Tomolilo and Shaw, 2003),ethical 
consumption (Borgmann, 2000; Cherrier, 2004) and space itself (de 
Burgh-Woodman and Brace-Govan 2010), the common thread is a 
fundamental emphasis on critique of the status quo and divergence 
through defiance. Taking these significations of critique, agency and 
dissent as definition and praxis, space and consumption collude to 
become a mode of expression and the context through which critique 
(both of structure and capitalist logic) is spoken. These significations 
underpin the point of dissent for geneses of alternate (cultural) con-
sumption discourses.

In following this structuring of space and consumption as a col-
lusion of critique and 

dissent from the logic of late capitalism (Jameson, 1991), we 
move again towards Lefebvre’s work that positions space as some-
thing that structures the mode of expression of structural domina-
tion and everyday consumer resistance. Space, consumption and 
consumer defiance intercept, since one speaks to another, and thus 
consolidate their connection. To this extent, this paper suggests that 
this mutual re-enforcement of space and consumption can be a per-
vasive, subtle tool for agency interpolated with the lived experience.

METHOD
The site of the impromptu car yard is at Forrester’s Beach on the 

Central Coast, one hour north of Sydney, Australia. Forresters forms 
the site of analysis although it should be noted that these impromptu 
car yards are also emerging in Sydney itself and at other locations 
around the Central Coast. The Coast’s demographics range from low 
socio-economic suburbs such as Toukley and Umina Beach through 
to very wealthy areas such as Pearl Beach and Daleys Point where 
homes sell for several million dollars. To this extent, the practice 
of curbside car selling takes in a spectrum of social groups and a 
range of cars. The cars for sale are found on the side of the road with 
“for sale” signs hung on their windscreens (see photo 1 and 2). Oc-
cupying large stretches of road, these impromptu car yards can go 
for several hundred metres. The cars themselves reflect the diverse 
socio-economic scale of the area with everything from old vehicles 
through to new SUVs appearing on the side of the road.

The method adopted for this research was an ethnographic field 
diary documenting shifts in the composition of cars combined with 
a photographic record (Penaloza and Cayla 2006). The synergy be-
tween the field diary and the photographic record was designed to 
enable a thick description (Geertz 1973) of the car selling phenom-
enon. The research commenced with a three month long field diary 
in Summer 2011, notating the number, type and price range of the 
cars for sale at Forresters. Along each of these dimensions, signifi-
cant growth was observed over this period, thus indicating a growing 
civic swell around the impromptu car yard see Fig 2. 

A visual record was maintained through photographic material. 
Secondary material was also consulted including media coverage of 
the issue since there has been reportage driven by local council and 
law enforcement. The response by law enforcement and council in 
popular press is significant in that, from the perspective of author-
ity, this is not a neutral practice that goes unseen. Further material 
including council regulations and laws were also consulted.

Once the visual and secondary data was collected, the inter-
pretive framework derived from Lefebvre’s theoretical distinction 
between dominating and dominated space (1974) was applied to sift 
the political, agentic and power struggles that emerge out of the use 
of space.

The possibility of gathering first hand qualitative data was 
compromised by the unwillingness of both buyers and sellers to be 
interviewed. Given that this practice is essentially illegal, neither 
group was willing to comment on their involvement in curbside car 
trading. This is significant in itself in that participants are aware of 
the political, legal and social dimensions of their acts, realising that 
they are participating in a subversive act of defiance as much as the 
act of buying/selling a car. Hence, this adds further strength to the 
argument that the practice of curbside buying/selling can be seen as 
a symbolically and politically inflammatory act played out as the 
nexus of consumption and space. However, some degree of insight 
was offered through an online forum. This forum is interpreted and 
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discussed below where the use of space and consumption to express 
agency and dissent are illuminated.

DISCUSSION
The use of a roadside to sell private cars seems an innocuous 

act but its political and cultural resonance is immense. In the first 
instance, the physical location of cars illegally placed on the roadside 
represents a being in space, an act of liminal physicality that locates 
objects in illicit space for exchange and consumption. The means 
of contacting the owner is by ringing the advertised phone number 
since being found on-site by police or council rangers would result 
in a fine. Sellers would also be required to remove their cars from the 
curb. The act of dissent against existing power structures is enacted 
physically - in space. But space also mediates, it acts as the interven-
ing buffer between owner and authority and, in doing so, facilitates 
the dissenting act. To this extent, space is complicit in the contesta-
tion of power and agency. 

Equally, space and consumption are linked where consumption 
occurs in space but also through space. The many acts of exchange 
that occur at the site are only made possible through a collective 
understanding and use of the space. By extension then, space makes 
possible an alternative marketplace that again challenges power and 
agency structures. The dynamics here are quite complex in that when 
space and consumption collude, this prompts commentary and re-
action from councils and law enforcement. The New South Wales 
Government passed its Roadside Vehicle Sales Bill in 2011 outlaw-
ing the practice of roadside selling and imposing fines, removal and 
cautionary notes. Most local councils were quick to adopt the bill 
and galvanise it through local bylaws. This legislative act refracted 
an “official” responsiveness at the level of government (filtering 
down to local authorities), demonstrating an administrative or policy 

action against a “social problem”. Yet, at the level of real spatial 
practice or lived space, there is no human body, no face to prosecute 
and the “rule of law” is rendered inert in and by space. 

While it was challenging to collect interview data for this study 
(precisely because the one protection consumers have in this battle 
between dominating and dominated space is invisibility), this one 
trace of an online discussion (that will remain unidentified) illumi-
nates the self-constructed tactics that these consumers enact. The 
thread also reveals the almost subcultural or guerilla community of 
illicit car sellers and the common concern with dissent. The thread 
starts by a forum discussant asking:

Is it legal to sell a car on the roadside in NSW?  I am consider-
ing parking my car on a grassy verge beside a busy road (I’m 
guessing it is council land). Just checking to see if anyone else 
has experienced any issues doing this.

This initial inquiry releases a series of responses that show how 
the boundaries are tested, the parameters are deliberately left unclear 
and though forum members frequently advise one another to check 
with council, none of them do. The ambiguity of practice, ambiguity 
of governmental response in lived space and the latent tensions that 
underpin this practice propel dissent where to clarify the parameters 
potentially threatens action:

There used to be quite a few regular spots people did it all 
around it seemed years ago but alot of those are now fenced and 
signed by Council telling you not to. It was my understanding 
it wasn’t actually legal to sell your car on the side of the road 
anymore but alot of people still do, you just have to pick a spot 

Fig 2. Trajectory of car numbers over a three-month period
Date Car details
4.12.2011

16.12.2011

22.12.2011

27.12.2011

16 cars (mainly priced under 10000AUD) majority are small to medium sedans

14 cars (mainly priced under 10000AUD majority are small to medium sedans)

14 cars (mainly priced under 10000AUD majority are small to medium sedans)

21 cars (slight increase in cars over 100000AUD and a more noticeable number of SUV/ute)

* In general, the calibre of cars was basic. While there were some newer cars SUV/ute and sports models, the majority 
during the month of December were slightly older small to medium sedans and hatchbacks. The most expensive was a 
relatively recent Commodore (GM) priced at 18000AUD.

3.1.1.2012

9.1.2012

14.1.2012

25.1.2012

30.1.2012

23 cars (mainly priced under 10000AUD but with a steady number of SUV/ute along with small to medium sedan)

28 cars (mainly priced under 10000AUD but with a steady number of SUV/ute along with small to medium sedan)

29 cars (mainly priced under 10000AUD but with a steady number of SUV/ute along with small to medium sedan)

31 cars (more priced over 10000AUD with steady number of SUV/ute, more sports and small/medium sedans)

32 cars (more priced over 10000AUD with steady number of SUV/ute, more sports and small/medium sedans)

*In general, the calibre of cars improved in January with a greater number of more recent models, SUVs and sports 
cars being placed on the side of the road. The most expensive car for sale was 41000AUD for a Nissan convertible.

3.2.2012

10.2.2012

14.2.2012

22.2.2012

27.2.2012

36 cars (a steady number priced over 10000AUD with a greater number of SUV/ute and steady sedan numbers)

31 cars (a steady number priced over 10000AUD with a greater number of SUV/ute and steady sedan numbers)

31 cars (same 31 cars as 14.2.2012)

28 cars a steady number priced over 10000AUD with a greater number of SUV/ute and steady sedan numbers)

33 cars a steady number priced over 10000AUD with a greater number of SUV/ute and steady sedan numbers)

*In general, the caliber of cars stayed the same for February. The most expensive car for sale was a Toyota Prado priced 
at 53000AUD but this was unusually expensive. Every other car was under 35000AUD.
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Picture 1



500 / Cars for Sale! An Ethnography of the Collusion of Space and Consumptionin Power and Agency Struggles 

that isn’t going to end up in peoples or the councils way. I could 
be wrong but…

When one forum member directly asks another whether they 
have called council, the response deliberately perpetuates this ambi-
guity, noting “I’ve been busy travelling interstate over the past few 
days, when I get a chance I’ll call the local council and ask them 
what their policy is. Cheers!” The thread goes for several more days 
but no report back on the call to council is recorded.

While this question of clarifying goes deliberately untreated in 
the thread, the conversation about dissent and which spaces best fa-
cilitate dissent dominates the discussion.  

my local councils dont like it, but pretty much can only do 
something about it if you illegally park – for that it means not 
parallel to the roadway. If there is a spot that people use regu-
larly, then you can bet they are not fining people for doing it 
at that spot. I sold mine on the side of the rd – it was parked 
parallel to the roadway without a big sign (there are signage by 
laws for council too). because of the spot – it was clearly a for 
sale car, and anyone interested could walk up to it and get the 
details. (stood for 2 weekends – 2 test drives, then sold).

A similar theme is reflected in the comment of “Not sure of its 
legal implication but I see cars parked on the side of road regularly 
with for sale sign + prices attached to the inside of the windscreen. 
I have even seen trucks and trailers.” In both of these comments, 
the authors demonstrate an awareness of their resistance to local au-
thorities that “don’t like” these impromptu caryards but use space to 
mitigate the risk of prosecution. Forum members are aware of the 
potential consequences with several mentions of fines, towing and 
cautionary notices but employ a spatial strategy to elude prosecution. 
The “side of the road” in both comments represents a safe space as 
long as the space is organised strategically against legal structures. 
The comment from another discussant also captures this strategic 
use of space:

It will all depend on local council, some care others don’t. If its 
a place where many cars are sold every weekend then its prob-
ably safe to assume that they aren’t booking people for it. If 
there are no other cars being sold in the suburb then it probably 
means they give tickets. 

This comment is more explicit in showing the game or contest 
played out through space where both dominated and dominating uti-
lise space in their struggle. Interestingly, at no point in the thread are 
actual people ever discussed as present at the impromptu caryards. 
The cars, their location and their strategic arrangement are all men-
tioned but the only reference made to real people using this space 
is the comment “anyone interested could walk up to it and get the 
details”. Even in this remark, the physical presence of the consumer 
is only required to gather details. The seller is absent, waiting for the 
buyer to create a second space in which the sale takes place. How-
ever, this transactional space is separate from the curbside space of 
contest and dissent.

So, the car yard is a guerilla space, an alternative market that 
trades on collective agency or, to borrow Lefevbre, a reclamation 
of dominated space. Space then operates at several levels – as a 
site, as a facilitator for consumption and a field for contest. Equally, 
consumption acts in space, through space and colludes with it to 
enact contest. In this respect, while this struggle between dominat-
ing and dominated does not tangibly occur in lived space (only 
the cars are present), this power struggle is enacted through both 

perceived and conceived space in that this struggle is represented 
in and through space.

CONCLUSION
The aim of this paper is to theorise the collusion of space and 

consumption as implicated elements of contest, agency and power. 
Space contextualises consumption, provides it with tangible form 
and, in this case, allows alternative consumption acts and exchanges 
to take place.  Our consideration of impromptu caryards as a means 
of analysing agency and power struggles through consumption takes 
a step towards expanding our understanding of how space and con-
sumption collude as a strategy of critique and divergence and a mo-
dality for consumer resistance is animated. The most salient point to 
be taken from this study is that while consumption itself can be situ-
ated as a discursive strategy and practical tactic of resistance, the role 
of space becomes implicated as the context for such resistance too.

This paper shows one instance in which space is enlisted to ar-
ticulate a specific political critique or show of consumer defiance.  In 
the introductory remarks, space and consumption were identified as 
collusive elements in an active defiance of laws and regulations. By 
way of extension, this paper concludes that space and consumption 
provide a modality of critique or resistance and a consequent point of 
divergence. Seen in this way, space and consumption can be strategi-
cally enlisted as a broader critique of modern capitalist culture and 
its attendant restrictions, controls and politics. 

Here, consumption provides the language of critique, a refer-
ential discursive frame upon which communities call to articulate 
their specific form of critique, resistance and divergence. If we ex-
pand our understanding to apprehend space as a framing logic and 
as critique’s ordering effect (or as Lefebvre suggests, society pro-
duces its own specific space) we might also come to see space and 
consumption as mutually implicated in the articulation of various 
cultural interactions in a modern capitalist world. This potential of 
consumption to mediate, and be mediated by, social space specific 
to the cultural conditions of modernity makes it an exciting site for 
marketing investigation. 
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ABSTRACT
This study assumes that individuals’ desires for autonomy as 

well as concessions to conformity inform consumers’ attempts to 
create consumption styles that are different. Our interpretive study 
investigates into male consumers’ pursuit of being different and finds 
willful ignorance, non non-conformity (provocative conformity, 
wearing the old and outdated, consuming the ugly), and defamiliar-
ization practices (delocalization, delabeling, contrasting personal 
practice) of individualization. We introduce the notion of Anders-
sein―a hybrid but distinct form of identity construction via fashion 
and lifestyle that we interpret as existentialist.

INTRODUCTION
Consumers want to be unique. In seeking individuality, con-

sumers use marketplace offers in various ways to pursue a distinct 
lifestyle (Arnould and Thompson 2005), including social status 
consumption (Thompson and Tambyah 1999; Bourdieu 1984,1986; 
Veblen 1899), uniqueness and counter-conformity (Nail 1986; Tian, 
Bearden and Hunter 2001), alternative (Arsel and Thompson 2011), 
and resistant forms of consumption (Thompson and Haytko 1997).

According to Tian et al. (2001) public recognition of taste drives 
the consumption of counter-conform items. Apart from demonstrat-
ing self-directedness, counter-conformity seeks to prevent pigeon-
holing (Thompson and Haytko 1997), or marking as one of a kind 
(Tian et al. 2001). Further theorizations on uniqueness have portrayed 
anti-conform behavior as individual authenticating acts. Lipovetsky 
(1994) argues that a multitude of fashion consumption practices are 
informed by a ‘taste for autonomy’ rather than social differentiation. 

However, in pursuit of differentness and uniqueness, consumers 
oftentimes conspicuously end up in sameness, or worse, conformity 
(Arsel and Thompson 2011). Literature offers several explanations. 
First, society rewards conformity more than differentiation (Snyder 
and Fromkin 1977). Transgressions of boundaries of legitimate con-
sumption choices and behaviors (Rinallo 2007) might lead to social 
sanctions, which consumers try to evade (Ourahmoune and Nyeck 
2008). Second, critics of consumer sovereignty uncover indepen-
dence as a myth arguing that consumers are hardly free from market 
influences (Caruana, Crane and Fitchett 2008, Holt 2002, Thompson 
and Hirschman 1995), and unable to adjust to fragmented styles and 
rapid fashion cycles (Rocamora 2002).

In the context of fashion consumption, Chan, Berger and Boven 
(forthcoming 2012) recently showed in seven experimental studies 
that consumers can satisfy desires for assimilation and differentia-
tion, both, within a single choice context by satisfying different mo-
tives on different choice dimensions. Previous research has typically 
studied these assimilation and differentiation motives in isolation, 
or from a one-dimensional perspective, Chan, Berger and Boven 
(forthcoming 2012) rightly criticize. This study picks up the thread, 
and extends their claims from a micro- towards a meso- and macro 
perspective of social conformity versus the pursuit of individual 
autonomy within mass-marketed domains of consumption. Conse-
quently, we assume that both, concessions to conformity as well as 
individuals’ desire for autonomy, inform consumers’ attempts to cre-
ate unique consumption styles.

To support our assumption, we first review current theory on 
conformity and uniqueness, and discuss it against the background 
of the philosophy of human existence. We investigate into consum-

ers’ pursuit of being different in the context of fashion consumption 
of male handbags, and interpret this consumption style as paradoxi-
cal, non non-conform. We introduce the notion of Anders-sein to de-
nominate this phenomenon of a hybrid but distinct form of identity 
construction.

THEORY

Being different and being the same
Consumer attempts of differentiation and adapting to common 

fashion styles can be placed in a broader context of identity con-
struction. In his seminal works on aesthetics, for instance, Simmel 
(1905/1995) asserted that people as social beings are driven by two 
oppositional forces―belongingness and differentiation. These socio-
logical interpretations of identity construction are mirrored in social 
psychological concepts of conformity and uniqueness.

Literature differs in explanations of why individuals want to be 
unique. Berger and Heath (2008) succinctly summarize motives for 
divergence driven by low-status others, by disliked others, or even by 
similar others, when too much similarity leads to negative emotional 
reactions. Some people feel a stronger need for uniqueness than oth-
ers, experience a decline in self esteem and feel bereft of their iden-
tity when similar to others (Tian et al., 2001; Snyder and Fromkin, 
1980). Fromkin and Lipshitz (1976) characterized uniqueness prone 
people as independent, nonconforming, and inventive. In fashion 
contexts, particularly fashion innovators and opinion leaders rate 
high on uniqueness scales (Workman and Caldwell, 2007). Thomp-
son and Haytko (1997) noted that the desire for consuming differ-
ing fashion items is rooted in the resistance to fashion conformity, 
which is deeply embedded in Western consumers’ values of being 
a self-directed individual. Public recognition of taste drive the con-
sumption of counter conform items. According to Tian et al. (2001) 
counter conformity relative to conventional behaviors, possessions 
and taste notions evince uniqueness and differentiation. The authors 
identified three dimensions of the pursuit of uniqueness―creative 
choice counter-conformity, unpopular counter-conformity, and 
avoidance of similarity. Creative choice counter-conformity refers 
to the consumption of novel, unique and original products to create 
social distinction. Such consumption bears comparatively low risk 
and is considered a good choice amongst others, eliciting positive 
evaluations by consumers’ social environment (Snyder and Fromkin 
1980). Unpopular choice counter-conformity, on the other hand, rep-
resents high risk consumption as it deviates from social norms and 
conventions. Consuming socially illegitimate objects may even elicit 
social sanctions. Nonetheless, consuming the unpopular also creates 
an enhanced self and social image. Avoidance of similarity refers to 
the discontinuation of items considered as mainstream or common 
on the account that these objects are no longer available to generating 
uniqueness. Fashion innovators dispose items attracting style copies 
or fashion followers as they violate their standards of individuality 
and uniqueness (Workman and Caldwell, 2007).

Further theorizations on uniqueness have portrayed anti-con-
form behavior as identity signaling and individual authenticating 
acts. Identity-signaling reflects individual’s attempts to avoid send-
ing undesired identity signal to others. People diverge from main-
stream consumption patterns to ensure that others understand who 
they are (Berger and Heath 2007, 2008). Authenticity quests in con-
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sumption refer to the generation of a genuine self. Strong quests re-
sult from authenticity threats emerging from a postmodern consumer 
society (Rose and Wood, 2005; Firat and Venkatesh, 1995). Thomp-
son, Rindfleisch and Arsel (2006) assert that these threats for the 
authentic self are born out of the increasing homogenization of con-
sumption in consumers’ everyday lives. Authentication strategies in 
consumption thus reflect defense strategies against mass production 
and consumption, standardization, or popularization of consumption 
activities (Arsel and Thompson 2011, Beverland and Farelly 2010, 
Rose and Wood 2005). Arsel and Thompson (2011), for example, 
highlight how high status indie music consumers authenticate their 
music consumption through strategies of demythologization to pro-
tect themselves against popularization.

Counter-conform fashion consumption could also bear activ-
ist purposes of trying to change the moral and ethical conceptions 
of other consumers. Thompson and Haytko’s study (1997), for ex-
ample, shows that consumers resist particular fashion aesthetics and 
fashion brands so as to demonstrate what they are not. Goulding and 
Saren (2009)’s study exemplifies how self styling within the Goth 
subculture constructs individual aesthetic appearances through re-
bellious and provocative behavior as well as highlights differing in-
dividual aesthetic style projects within an aesthetic subculture.

Critics of consumer independence problematize independence 
as a myth arguing that consumers are hardly free from being sub-
jected to any market influence, guidance, or control of other people 
(Caruana et al., 2008; Holt, 2002; Thompson and Hirschman, 1995). 
Consumers can only revert to the similar, limited, and increasingly 
globalized choice of market offerings in their consumption activities. 
Although independence from the market system is often thematized 
in the context of emancipatory and resistive consumer action (Kozi-
nets and Handelman 2004, Kozinets 2002), researchers still assume 
only partial or temporal escapism until markets have re-conquered 
escapist consumptionscapes (Kozinets 2002, Holt 2002, Caruana 
et al. 2008). Caruana et al. (2008) and Schouten and McAlexander 
(1995) conclude that outcries for consumer autonomy and indepen-
dence reflect market discourses, which, in the end, dictate how inde-
pendence and differentiation from mainstream conventions need to 
be performed thus, contradicting independence. 

Fromkin and Synder (1980) maintain that society, in general, 
rewards conformity and the refusal of differentiation more than dif-
ferentiation and anti-conformity. On that account, conformity is the 
rule rather than the exception. Simmel (1905/1995) detects people’s 
desire for being different relative to others in people’s little, incon-
spicuous reworking and alterations of dresses to display the individ-
ual, differing character of personal fashion. Ourahmoune and Nyeck 
(2008) describe male’s concealing and clandestine consumption of 
items considered as illegitimate for males. Males hide their bound-
ary crossing consumption of lingerie due to fears of stigmatization. 
Rinallo (2007) discussed the oppression of individuality in favor of 
conformity and found that consumer’s immediate environment sets 
boundaries of legitimate consumption choices and behaviors. Trans-
gressing these boundaries leads to social sanctions from the immedi-
ate social environment, which consumers try to evade and mitigate 
by relapsing into conformity.

Human existence and individuality
When we critically review different strands of literature we nec-

essarily come to the conclusion that what seems contradictory, might 
eventually be just two sides of a coin. While we see the importance 
for analytical distinctions and the need to investigate conformity 
as well as individuality, here we aim to re-integrate two theoreti-
cal concepts that belong together when viewed from a biographical 

perspective of identity construction. In our search for an integrated 
conceptualization, we review important philosophical notions of hu-
man existence and individuality. 

Talking about identity construction necessitates an understand-
ing of both, human identity, and how it is constructed. Sartre partly 
accords with Marx in that he views human creative acts as consti-
tuting element of human being (Sartre 1989/2011). In criticizing 
the traditional view of a single, coherent and stable individual sub-
jectivity (the Cartesian cogito) in the 18th century, he accords with 
other existentialists (cf. Søren Kierkegaard, Karl Jaspers, Martin 
Heidegger, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty) on the 
superiority of existence (Existenz) over substance (Wesen). Hence, 
becoming is a life-long endeavor without end yet, accompanied by a 
never-ending search and pursuit of being (Sein). Whereas Merleau-
Ponty (1945/1974), later, postulates that human existence is unthink-
able without existence in the lifeworld (Lebenswelt), Sartre speaks 
of pour-soi of human consciousness, which is different from any 
notion of person or individual ego but simply Sein. The conscious 
being, as such, lives in a constant yearning for something which is 
not (yet) (Sartre 1943); human beings develop life projects, live for 
something to happen in the future or in relationship to their past. Hu-
man existence is everything that is possible; that I could eventually 
be. Human beings are never fully what they are and constantly de-
sire for being. This is why and how we construct ourselves. Yet, hu-
man consciousness is not just Sein as Sein but radically complicated 
through the existence of the other (human being) through which the I 
becomes an object. We need the other existence in order to compre-
hend what we are. Similarly, Merleau-Ponty (1945/74) contends that 
we are in the world, there is no human existence except in the world 
around us, and we are as we perceive ourselves within the world.

For most people and for most of the time, people take for grant-
ed the conditions of their existence and their concomitant identities 
(Shankar, Elliott and Fitchett 2009). This implies that there are peo-
ple and there are times when we consciously reflect on our existence, 
how the other views and influences our consciousness of being; we 
develop and pursue life projects, and different styles in an attempt 
to become what we aspire to be. Moving from Merleau-Ponty’s Be-
ing-in-the-world to a Deleuzian Being-for-the-world, contemporary 
philosophers, such as for instance Schirmacher (1994) focus on the 
self-generative powers of the human being. His homo generator (the 
art of giving one’s life a certain, distinct form) provides a model for 
the question of how the art of living could be envisioned; an art of 
living which makes use of different methods of self transformation 
and takes to heart Nietzsche’s premonition that we need to “give 
style” to our existence (Koppensteiner 2009).

Based on these philosophical groundings two different expla-
nations for the need of individuality permeate the literature. One is 
that we want others to understand who we are; the other is that we 
ourselves want to understand who we are (through ourselves and 
through others). Our main argument here is that we cannot pursue 
one without the other. We adopt a view that accepts the juxtaposition 
of both, the human existence and the other, not as a contradiction but 
as a paradox instead that needs no solution. 

METHODOLOGY
In the present study we employed a variety of qualitative and 

interpretive methods. The data were collected with phenomenologi-
cal interviewing (Thompson et al., 1989), participant observation, 
and diary research (Alazewski, 2006) among male fashion consum-
ers in Central European cities. Our purposive sampling followed the 
principles of criterion sampling (Patton, 1991), which focused on 
the phenomenon of boundary-crossing male handbag consumption, 



504 / In Pursuit of Being Different

where handbags are reflective of the aesthetics of female handbags. 
Aesthetic phenomena in urban areas, particularly fashion related 
ones, are subject to certain contemporaneity and similar emergence 
across different locations (Eicher and Sumberg, 1995), which al-
lowed us to sample in different urban locations. We sampled in sev-
eral cities in order to level out local occurrences endemic to a par-
ticular urban environment, such as local trends or local fashionistas. 
Respondents were sampled in smaller (from 130.000 inhabitants) 
and larger European cities (up to 1.3.mio inhabitants). Theoreti-
cal saturation (Goulding, 2005) was achieved with 14 respondents. 
The sample yielded a wide range of different fashion appearances, 
aesthetic understandings, interests and occupations, ranging from 
company owners, students, employees, designers, editors to social 
workers and teachers, thus demonstrating the demographic heteroge-
neity of the limited number of consumers engaging in male handbag 
consumption. Despite these vast differences, an astounding similar-
ity of self reflection and consumption patterns underlie their different 
styles.

We developed our study in a two step process. The first step in-
volved observation of handbag consumption in different locations so 
as to understand why and how this would be different from common 
male bags. We, then, approached male consumers either online or di-
rectly on the streets in urban areas. People, who agreed to participate 
in our study, were provided with a diary. We asked them to freely 
write report not just about their particular handbag consumption but 
also their fashion experiences and related thoughts for a period of 
two and a half to three weeks. In addition, we asked participants to 
take pictures of items they evaluated as aesthetic, and characterize 
their style.

In a second step we conducted phenomenological interviews 
(Thompson et al., 1989) with the participants at their homes or in 
their offices. The long interviews and the trips through their homes 
and offices informed us about the respondent’s life biographies, the 
different aesthetic styles they developed, and their consumption pat-
terns. We further included questions focused on societal changes 
and general opinions, specifically with regard to boundary-crossing 
topics. Diaries were used to identify additional important topics and 
stimulated stories and narrations about respondents’ reflections and 
developments of aesthetic styles. Photoelicitation (Heisley and Levy, 
1991) additionally supported our attempts to gather a rich data set on 
boundary-crossing aesthetic consumption.

Interviews accumulated to a total of approximately 30 hours 
of recorded information. The interviews were transcribed and sub-
ject to a hermeneutical interpretation (Thompson and Haytko 1997). 
The hermeneutic analysis proceeded from idiographic analyses to 
cross-case analysis and the development of themes that permeate 
the stories of our informants (Goulding 2002). We applied constant 
comparative method of interpretation (Charmaz 2006), based on lit-
erature in the area of gender-related consumption, aesthetics, fash-

ion, uniqueness and conformity, and philosophy. Additionally, diary 
entries helped us with the development of our interpretations in a 
constant discursive interaction among researchers.

FINDINGS
Some consumers are anders. Their style irritates. We present 

our findings according to three paradoxical practices of willful igno-
rance, non non-conformity and defamiliarization that aim at distanc-
ing themselves from societal conventions in various consumption 
domains; they reflect personal life projects and convictions about 
how to make sense of these domains in life.

Willful ignorance
Willful ignorance depicts the deliberate avoidance of signifiers 

of prevailing tastes and ideologies (Gould et al. 1997). Whereas will-
ful ignorance characterizes various consumption cultures (Schouten 
and McAlexander 1995, Goulding and Saren 2009, Muniz and 
O’Guinn 2001), we found that our respondents ignore mainstream 
on a broader scope, which surfaces in a plenitude of life aspects that 
are subject to boundaries of legitimate consumption. Ignorance man-
ifests, for instance, in fleeing from societal blueprints of gender, fam-
ily life, relationships, or profession. One of these societal blueprints 
concerns common gender concepts and traditional lifestyles, which 
respondents strongly criticized. Respondents claimed that imposed 
conventions aim at restricting people’s freedom. Ignoring these life-
styles, for Nico, means liberation.

At the age of 23, this episode was over. I have been a little petty 
bourgeois, who thought at the age of 20 that something he needs 
to do is (.) to do it the way everyone else is doing it. Marry, hav-
ing children, build a house, buy an apartment–like that. Now 
when I think of that, it is (...) stupid.

Interviewer: What was changing?

Well back then I thought that everything needs to be done away 
with. All the legacy of junk needed to be done away with. The 
beliefs and ah (...) expectations that I was talked into. All the 
suppression and the expectations of society, and the people, and 
so forth. I abandoned all and (.) what I also did was that I ques-
tioned all other things in my life. And set up new rules; one of 
these was not to wear what others want me to wear but to dress 
the way I want it. (Nico, 35, self employed)

Nico liberated himself from prevailing normative concepts 
through willfully ignoring them at a certain stage in life when he 
started questioning societal conventions. Nico’s narrative also re-
veals that he applied willful ignorance in other life areas as well, 

TABLE 1. Respondent characteristics
Interview 1: Daniel, teacher, 29 Interview 8: Patrick, designer, 30
Interview 2: Marcus, company owner, 28 Interview 9: Simon, editor, 31
Interview 3: Steve, student, 25 Interview 10: Marc, student, 25
Interview 4 : Robert, PhD student, 27 Interview 11: Oliver, make up artist, 24
Interview 5: Peter, hairdresser, 29 Interview 12: Richard, social worker, 27
Interview 6: Thomas, employee, 28 Interview 13: Nico, self employed, 35
Interview 7: Michael, employee, 42 Interview 14: Lukas, student/ marketer, 28
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where he felt societal pressure. At the time of the interview, for in-
stance, Nico reported being in an open relationship with a man, and 
living separately.

Ignorance frees consumers from predefined lifestyles and con-
sumption patterns but requires elaborate consideration and critical 
reflection of own desires, needs and convictions that match the au-
tonomous self. In doing that, consumers liberate themselves from 
societal blueprints, and localize themselves. Willful ignorance is 
commonly a first step in people’s search for a self-determined iden-
tity and leaves consumers with a number of important decisions to 
be made in almost all areas of life. Yet, only after careful reflection―
sometimes over years or even decades―when respondents found 
prevailing societal conventions not to fit their selves, they were apt 
to apply non non-conformity and defamiliarization practices.

Performing non non-conformity
Overall, respondents report about three main practices of non 

non-conformity, which is provocative conformity, wearing the old 
and outdated, and consuming the ugly. Whereas ‘provocative con-
formity’ displays fashion-consciousness, ‘wearing the old and out-
dated’, and ‘consuming the ugly’ is practiced in order to avoid being 
categorized as mainstream fashionable.

Provocative conformity. Respondents portray themselves as 
adjusted and as non-conformers at the same time. Although respon-
dents clearly aim to set themselves apart from group think, they do 
however not construct themselves as oppositional to others. Such 
non non-conform behavior, which generally accords with contextual 
fashion rules, is commonly spiced with a provocative element, as 
for instance wearing a black suit and a pink baguette handbag in the 
opera, a suit with torn sneakers in a business meeting, or dressing in 
crème at a white party, as for instance Patrick reports.

“ For example to a white party I won’t go in white. Because I 
think it is stupid. Well I am not the revolutionary type, but it is 
stupid. I (...) I don’t like white at all anyways and accordingly 
when I am invited to a white party I avoid that by simply wear-
ing crème, ebony or similar and then some (.) something else, 
some other color. Yes.” (Patrick, 30, designer)

By using misplaced objects, respondents distance themselves 
from the conventional style of social contexts and at the same time 
exhibit their connoisseurship of these social settings to ensure that 
they are accepted as knowledgeable. All of these provocations ex-
hibit sophisticated, playful boundary transgressions without putting 
social acceptance in danger. It is these boundaries; the other; that 
which is not me that is used by respondents to reflect about what 
they aspire to be. The other is always different; a moving target that 
demands sophisticated differentiating aesthetic styles for different 
social environments. Fashion items, or life concepts are taken out of 
the situational and/or time context so as to break consumption rules.

Wearing the old and outdated. Wearing the old and outdated 
is not to be confused with nostalgia or retro consumption (Brown, 
Sherry and Kozinets 2003). Respondents rather apply specific prac-
tices to render recently bought consumption items as old and outdat-
ed thus negating the act of purchasing. Informants withdraw from the 
gaze of others through commoditization of the shiny and new; recog-
nition is not their purpose and still, they become exactly recognized 
for that; because it is peculiar in a world of conspicuousness and 
gaze. In order to conceal newness, respondents report that they wash 
their new clothing items several times until they look regular and 
worn. They wear new shoes in the rain to make them look muddy 
and old. “All that jazz” supports consumers in creating a personal-
ized, distinctive appearance. The worn and the old have a history and 

bear the hallmarks of the owner. The item has thus lost its character-
istics as a mass-marketed fashion item; it has lost the sameness of the 
newly bought item that is bought fresh from the rack.

Wearing the old and outdated is non non-conformal because 
consumers do not break with fashion conformities at all. Practic-
ing the old and outdated is not restricted to fashion items. Nico for 
example, reported that he only went to cafés and restaurants which 
were once trendy, but have now been abandoned by the in-crowds. 
He evades being part of a crowd of people who chases after new 
trends. Practicing the old and outdated thus inverts conceptions of 
what is generally conceived as trendy and fashionable. The untrendy 
becomes fashionable, different and, most importantly, a statement of 
who we are/want to be.

Consuming the ugly. Another practice of creating the self as non 
non-conformal is the appraisal of objects or behaviors despite other 
people’s negative evaluations and reactions. This practice resembles 
Tian et al.’s (2001) behavioral category of unpopular counter confor-
mity. However, in contrast to Tian et al.’s (2001) findings, respon-
dents, in their consumption narratives, referred to well known and 
even popular brands and consumption objects . Oliver, for example, 
reports about using an eau de cologne, which a lot of people do not 
like.

“One I like a lot is from Dior “Fahrenheit” but ah (...) but a 
lot of people hate that. I really like it because of that. So many 
people said “Boah, Oliver you are really smelling bad, like rot-
ten moss” or something. I really like it a lot when people talk 
like that about my eau de Cologne” (Oliver, 24, Make-up artist)

Oliver’s excerpt reveals that he uses a perfume, which produces 
social sanctions like ridicule. More accurately, for Oliver the appeal 
of wearing this eau de cologne results from its negative evaluation. 
Being a make-up artist and working with people in the aesthetic 
industries exposes Oliver to constant aesthetic evaluations. Being 
fashionably groomed yet, using objects that other people dislike sets 
Oliver apart from his peers, and even puts his own profession into 
question. Consuming the ugly very strongly resists common conven-
tions of beauty and aesthetics. Therefore, it is non non-conformal. 
Respondents borrow from other people’s negative evaluations. At 
the same time, respondents challenge others’ conventional aesthetic 
evaluations. By turning things upside down, which is rendering ugly 
stuff beautiful, and vice versa, informants construct themselves as 
unconventional.

DEFAMILIARIZATION
Defamiliarization practices aim at altering popular consump-

tion objects, behaviors and conventions in order to disguise their ori-
gin or primary purpose. Respondents report that they remove or add 
features to render consumption objects unusual. Similarly, familiar 
behavior is contrasted through its adoption in inappropriate contexts 
so as to render them unfamiliar. Defamiliarization practices com-
prise delocalization, delabeling and contrasting personal practice.

Delocalization. Delocalization strategies are related to the adop-
tion of typical urban lifestyles which are unfamiliar to the places that 
respondents inhabit. These practices are straight forward attempts 
to consume the latest urban styles in small hometown contexts, and 
show dissent of local narrow-mindedness. Respondents report about 
their discontent with rural lifestyles and aesthetics:

“I am actually a country boy, who on the other hand is not. I 
have always been someone who (...) does not see [the respon-
dent’s home town] as the centre of the world and I am not like 
others (...) Last year in spring I have been to Hongkong for 
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two months. My last relationship has been abroad, too. I orient 
myself on other things. For me [the respondent’s home town] 
is nice, but it’s not that I think that I should stay here; people 
are very provincial here. Like what the local magazine reports 
about styling, that is, yes, well, that is for people who want to 
blend in. Those are people who are satisfied with what society 
tells them to do. I am different. I think “I want to try this and 
that – different things”. I simply try things out and I am the only 
one in my peer group who does that.” (Robert, 27, student)

Respondents delocalize themselves primarily through the adop-
tion of urban and cosmopolitan aesthetics. They adopted specific 
aesthetic styles, which they encountered in metropolitan areas like 
Paris, London, or Berlin. As these aesthetic styles are unknown in 
their home cities, they serve them to display their distinctiveness, 
which, in an urban context, would blend smoothly into contemporary 
urban lifestyles. Examples of such urban aesthetics are skinny jeans 
before they became stylish a couple of years ago, male handbags, spe-
cific hairstyles, color combinations, or particular shoes. Apart from 
aesthetics, respondents also engage in activities they connect with 
urbanism. They listen to particular music, prefer ethnic food and try 
to escape to urbanities whenever possible. Delocalization practices 
liken typical cosmopolitan lifestyles (Thompson and Tambyah 1999) 
and could therefore be straightforwardly be misinterpreted as cul-
tural capital accumulation. In addition to that, the urban lifestyle also 
exposes respondents to resentments from their local environment, 
and confronts them with two paradoxical ways of living and being.

Delabeling. Delabeling aims at detaching consumption objects, 
and lifestyles from their sources so as to decontaminate them from 
their mainstream origins. Practices range from ripping off labels to 
transgressions of gender boundaries.

“When I see an item with something sewn on the back, which 
you can get rid of, then I would consider it. But when it is ahm 
(…) like Dolce &Gabbana there is a big logo imprint on it; well 
I would not spend money on that.”

Interviewer: “Because?”

“Because the thing would be worn by like a million other peo-
ple and everyone would see what label it is. I am my own person 
and therefore I don’t like that.” (Patrick, 30, designer)

Patrick is very clear about his attitude towards mainstream 
labels and mass consumption. The deep resentment against deper-
sonalization through mass marketed brands is noticeable here. His 
resentment resembles Tian et al.’s (2001) avoidance of marking as 
one of a kind and expresses a deep desire for developing a distinct 
personality, keeping some mystique, undefined facet of self. Such 
authentication acts (Lipovetsky 1994) become even more pro-
nounced through cross-gender consumption. Through consumption 
of opposite gender styles, respondents renegotiate typical societal 
gender blueprints (Tuncay and Otnes, 2008, Holt and Thompson, 
2004, Firat and Venkatesh, 1995). They engage in male and female 
performances and situate their self gender in between the extremes 
of maleness and femaleness. Contrasting, blending, and altering 
male and female aesthetics and performances supports the accom-
plishment of a unique gender. 

Contrasting personal practices. Contrary to delocalizing and 
delabeling, which is directed towards others, contrasting personal 
practices aim at altering own behaviors and personal consumption 
habits in order not to become a prototype of oneself. These findings, 
specifically, moved our interpretive frame from nonconformity and 
gender-crossing concepts towards Lipovetsky’s (1994) argument of 
the authenticating self, existentialist notions of Sein, and psychologi-
cal notions of individuation, and self-transformation (Koppensteiner 
2009). Whereas previous findings strongly point towards respon-
dents’ attempts to differentiate from the aesthetics- and gender-illit-
erate crowd, here, respondents seek to render themselves unfamiliar 
through alterations of styles, genders and related practices. Accord-
ing to the respondents, such style reworking is independent of life 
transitions but pursued regularly so as to keep style imitators out, and 
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Figure 1. Semiotic square of Anders-sein and conformity distinctions
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experience how they themselves change as their styles and behaviors 
change. By doing that, respondents continuously alter their selves—
including gender—, reflecting an inner desire to better understand 
who they are. Strict consumption rules provide structure; contrasting 
personal practices provide the means for self-transformation.

DISCUSSION
Our study investigated into the lifestyle of young males for 

making an important theoretical point. We describe and interpret 
a lifestyle which is neither conform, nor non-conform; which is 
unique, yet only within specific social contexts. We introduce the 
notion of Anders-sein for this paradoxical, yet coherent life project. 
The term Anders-sein is rooted in German philosophy and literature 
(cf. Nietzsche 1969/1983, 1989). Anders depicts differentness and 
deviating behavior, or conception, whereas sein is related to an ex-
istentialist notion of self. Figure 1 presents a semiotic square that 
depicts how Anders-sein is related to common conceptualizations of 
conformity and non-conformity. 

Anders-sein refers to a general quest for being different, relative 
to what is common and typical, in an attempt to ultimately cultivate 
one’s self. We understand its opposite, non-Anders-sein, as the lack 
of differentiation desires in favour of generally accepted behaviours 
and conventions. Whereas non-Anders-sein reflects a deliberate in-
dividual decision, conformity refers to the concepts of belongingness 
and identity construction through and within communities, tribes, or 
subcultures (Wooten 2006, Kates, 2004). Counter conformity as the 
opposite of conformity willingly and explicitly diverts from group 
behaviour, while Anders-sein lacks this turn against a particular, de-
fined group, or notion. Rather it tries to contrast what is generally 
perceived as normal in society.

Anders-sein is a concept that informs our understanding of in-
dividuals’ pursuit of differentness in at least two ways. First, An-
ders-sein transcends uniqueness and conformity and remains incon-
spicuous and un-ideological. While uniqueness is infused by counter 
conformity (Tian et al. 2001), Anders-sein embraces practices that 
may be indeed popular. Second, consumer’s small scale boundary 
transgressions in important life domains through practices of pro-
vocative conformity are neither bold social signals, nor unimport-
ant subtleties. They confront consumers with reactions from their 
environment, which they reflect upon vis-á-vis their own critical 
conviction.

Respondents’ accounts are reminiscent of critical and liberal 
discourse of the intellectual elite, spiced with a pretentious under-
tone. Still, critique is not a matter of public discourse and, through 
practices of non non-conformity, remains within the aesthetic do-
main. Respondents’ styles could be interpreted as aestheticism. Just 
as dandyism came up during the 19th century as style “entrepreneur-
ship” so as to gain deference in a period of cultural decay (Smith 
1974), Anders-sein likens dandyism’s refined aesthetics as a form 
of disregard of social structure, and willful ignorance of social con-
ventions. Yet, in stark contrast to dandyism, Anders-sein is far from 
conspicuousness, and social competition. Rather, Anders-sein seeks 
to contrast other, contemporary forms of social conventions, as for 
instance, common understandings of beauty, for instance through 
wearing the old and outdated and consuming the ugly; gender defini-
tions, and the localism-cosmopolitan dualism through practices of 
delocalization, and delabeling.

Gender crossing practices of informants, which are not overtly 
homosexual, remind of Marcel Proust’s famous modern novel A la 
recherche du temps perdu (In Search of Lost Time), and its use of 
feminized masculine names for the portrayal of the novel’s main 
character’s desires (O’Brien, 1949). The gender-crossing practices 

found in our study remain widely uncontested and liken contempo-
rary, everyday popular media representations of boundary crossings 
that are legitimized as popular arts form. Similarly, critique on pro-
vincialism in local communities rather remains a still expression of 
dissent through practicing of different styles hence is non non-con-
form. By mimicking normality, practices of Anders-sein remain apo-
litical and un-ideological. Still, as normality is transposed in other 
contexts, their pursuit of being different gains a slightly provocative 
touch, which is sufficiently anders.

Apart from the distinct but mostly unspectacular outer-direct-
edness of Anders-sein, its pursuit has a strong inner-directedness. 
Through defamiliarization and contrasting personal practices, in 
particular, males permanently oscillate among styles, geographical 
locations, genders, habits, and selves, so as to find out what they 
like, dislike, what kind of gender understanding they have, and have 
not, thereby developing self-understanding. Although less radical 
and less public, Anders-sein practices liken the “constantly changing 
chameleon persona” (Kelley 2000:7) of 20th century popular music 
culture. We interpret this permanent search for self-understanding as 
existentialist. The self, while not unconscious, is impossible to con-
ceptualize, nor directly accessible (Sartre 1964). Instead, individu-
als engage in gradual rapprochement to their self, which they will 
probably never be able to denominate. While we are cautious with 
the notion of the authentic self, we nevertheless could also interpret 
practices of Anders-sein as practices of authentication towards an 
unknown self. Still, Anders-sein strategies help getting a glimpse of 
inner desires, (dis)likes, tastes, and particularities that commonly re-
main inexplicable.
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ABSTRACT
In this paper we extend Holt’s (2004) seminal Cultural Brand-

ing Model within emerging economies, namely India. By studying 
the genealogy of an iconic Indian brand – Bajaj – we reveal how 
a transforming political and socio-economic infrastructure supplies 
opportunities for building iconic brands in the age of fast-moving 
consumer culture. 

THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS
The recent conjugation of traditional brand management and 

consumer culture research has transformed the way we used to inter-
pret the winning stories of some of the most powerful iconic brands 
in the history (McCracken 2009; Holt 2004; Holt and Cameron 
2010). In 2004, Holt noted “Brands become iconic when they per-
form identity myths: simple fictions that addresses cultural anxieties 
from afar, from imaginary worlds…[that reflect] expression of [con-
sumers’] aspired identities [within a nation]” (ibid, p. 8). Conven-
tional branding models have largely misinterpreted identity values 
as cognitive resources for branding. Instead brands that enjoy suc-
cess emerge from their ability to inspire identity values as products 
of a nation’s cultural brief - something Holt identified as The Prin-
ciples of Cultural Branding. Holt believes that targeting a nationwide 
ideological demand with an authentic story-telling (myth) capabil-
ity supplies a brand with intensive and pervasive societal meanings 
and catapults them into iconic status.  For example, think about how 
the historical fit between the populist world of outlaw biking and 
the counter-cultural texts of alternative American masculinities had 
paved the raw materials for Harley Davidson’s iconic constituencies 
(Holt 2004; Schouten and McAlexander 1995).

In this paper we analyse the iconic constituencies of an Indian 
two-wheeler brand – Bajaj – and reveal how cultural innovation has 
been achieved and sustained by constant (re)innovation of myth mar-
kets addressing anxieties and orthodoxies hidden within socio-cultur-
al spheres of a transforming post-colonial society. The inspiration for 
such debate comes in the form India’s changing social, economical, 
and political agendas that supplied widespread ideological resources 
for identity construction as India moved from a post-colonial to a 
modern society (Varma 2007; Desouza et al. 2009), and Thompson’s 
(2011) call for increased research, following CCT conference 6, into 
a nation’s dominant political ideologies and it’s impact on consumer 
culture and identity politics. Our analysis reveals what we like to 
think of as a tale of two campaigns, one rooted in a nostalgic impulse 
for the past and the glory days of yesteryear.  The other, forward-
looking, aspirational, clad if you like in new clothes and new styles 
of riding fit for New Times.

In the past century India has experienced two different kinds 
of economy - first suffocated by slothful growth, multiculturalism, 
genocides, civil wars, and a conservative form of modernity; second, 
economic liberalisation and a land of surging growth and optimism 
which brought a significant transformation in consumption culture, 
identity, and class politics. Today with a projected 34% of youth 
population of the world by 2020, today’s India is young, vibrant 
and restless. Its growing aspirations we suggest are no longer lim-
ited within the postcolonial discourse of Swadeshi1 or multicultur-

1 Swadeshi is an anticonsumption ideology evolved during India’s in-
dependence movement against British colonial rule. The key construct of this 

alism as expressed through Nehru’s ideology to achieve modernity. 
Contemporary India is thus a context of significant change, and such 
changes can be distilled in the ways material objects are advertised 
– the representations which surround such objects of desire – more 
so – we can suggest that such changes can be explored at the level of 
consumption practices.

To express this transformation, we coin the phrase FMCCs 
to characterise consumer culture within economies such as In-
dia, Brazil and China to name but three, as Fast-Moving-Con-
sumer-Cultures. Such economies require objects for movement 
and transportation, objects that are rich in expressive and intensive 
potential (Miller 2010).  Objects which can transcend tradition, na-
tionhood, generation and local community; objects which are full of 
richer promises initiated we believe at the level of representation (the 
changing forms of advertising imagery employed); but also which 
herald and bring in their wake changes at the level of practice – in 
this case how to ride a motorbike with sufficient glamour and allure 
to stand out.

METHOD
Our analysis takes the forms of a case examination of Brand Ba-

jaj, we initiated by investigating the historical development (brand 
genealogy) of brand Bajaj within the Indian marketplace. In doing 
so we scrutinised a number of secondary sources, i.e., Market In-
telligence reports by McKinsey, company reports and case studies 
produced by Bajaj, the official website of Bajaj two-wheelers, and a 
number of influential business magazines and biking gazettes (Forbes 
India, India Today, Business World, Bike India etc.). To complement 
this analysis the first author travelled across India to experience the 
socio-political situation within the context and to collect a number of 
Bajaj two-wheeler advertisements (printed and television) released 
within the Indian mass market. In our efforts to develop a brand ge-
nealogy of Bajaj we moved back and forth between Holt’s (2004) 
suggested ‘three levels’. During the primary analysis we scoured the 
managerial archives to trace the history of Bajaj’s marketing practice, 
while we interpreted the advisements to understand the “resonate or 
disconnect” between the brand and a transforming postcolonial soci-
ety (Holt 2004, p.227). Our systematic comparison of cases reveals 
how the brand Bajaj acted as a ‘cultural activist’ by emulating the 
postcolonial models of ‘desired Indian manhood’ since 1980s (Cayla 
and Koops-Elson, 2006). 

Finally, to add nuance to this textual analysis the first author 
conducted in depth interviews with a number of influential person-
alities within the Indian advertising industry with connections to 
the brand (Cf. Appendix 1). We only chose to participate in those 
agencies who are actively engaged in the creation and promotion 
of Bajaj two-wheeler brands in India, i.e., Lowe-Lintas, Ogilvy & 
Mather, Leo Burnett etc. On average the interviews lasted between 
40 minutes to an hour. The interviews were further supplemented 
by additional observations, photographs, and field notes collected 
throughout India.  

ideology stated: “indigenous goods should be preferred by consumerseven 
if they were more expensive and inferior in quality to their imported substi-
tutes.” (Sarkar 1973, p. 92)
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The first cut:  Hamara Bajaj
The company Bajaj Auto Production was established most sig-

nificantly in 1945, one of the iconic years when India was at its final 
stage of negotiation for independence from British colonial rule. In 
this instance, from the outset it must be understood as one of In-
dia’s first local brands that came into existence by celebrating the 
‘spirit of national independence’ (Cayla and Koops-Elson, forth-
coming). Initially the company sustained their business by selling 
imported Italian Vespa scooters under the name of brand Bajaj. In 
the 1970s however the two-wheeler market in India started to be-
come increasingly competitive and Bajaj was forced to move into its 
own production category. The importation of Japanese motorbikes 
and increasing popularity of the British-made Royal Enfield made 
it increasingly harder for Bajaj to sustain their image on technologi-
cal grounds alone. This was the time in our view when Bajaj turned 
their back on a ‘better mousetrap’ strategy (Holt 2010) and started 
to compete on the grounds of culture. With the release of their land-
mark advertising campaign ‘Hamara Bajaj’ (our Bajaj) in the 1980’s 
Bajaj became so popular that they achieved widespread appeal in the 
national consciousness. Owning a Bajaj in the ‘80s appeared to be 
“similar to owning a station wagon in 1950’s and 1960’s America” 
(Pyssler 1992). People were happy to remain on the waiting list for 
seven years for their chance to purchase a Bajaj scooter (ibid). 

In understanding the logic for the campaign and it’s connection 
with the Indian nation, we reflect on our analysis along with the ex-
director of Lowe-Lintus India, Alyque Padamsee’s interview – the 
man who acted as the head of creative for the campaign: 

Our analysis reveals that Bajaj’s first landmark campaign de-
picted a picture of peace, unity, and most importantly Indian men 
from different religious community (Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, Parsi 
etc.) in the time of social turmoil, when the nation was struggling 
to deal with its post-colonial diversity, multiculturalism, and conse-
quent civil wars. In this context the ‘Hamara Bajaj’ campaign rein-
forced the secular idea of different communities existing peacefully 
and collaborating with each other (Cayla and Koops-Elson 2006). 
The campaign name - ‘Hamara Bajaj’ (our Bajaj) - itself depicted a 
collectivist theme, a sense of Indian citizenship, where as the theme 
song symbolised Bajaj as a symbol of the nation - “our past..our 
present…the stronger India has a stronger picture - Hamara Bajaj 
(our Bajaj)… Hamara Bajaj (our Bajaj)”. 

Images from the campaign express how such sentiments were 
encapsulated within the visual iconography of the brand to add reso-
nance and meaningfulness to its appeal:

In their efforts to supply extraordinary identity value to the 
brand, Padamsee inscribed Bajaj within the nation by depicting it as 
an old, reliable, and hardworking individual, just like the majority of 
Indian men. More so, the phrase ‘Hamara Bajaj’ (or the message of 
collectivism) received a warm reception because of its strong senti-
mental association with colonial movements and wars.

Therefore, the 1980s Hamara Bajaj campaign presented the 
scooters as an object of national consciousness and togetherness, 
powerful seeds to lay as they served to remind Indians of golden 
times when the Indians congregated together to reclaim their identity 
from a foreign power. 

The second cut:  shifting tales of masculinity, power and per-
formance 
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A rich stream of research has explored how economic prosper-
ity and the flow of global knowledge have increasingly educated the 
Indian middle class about global consumption patterns (Mish 2007; 
Varma 2007; DeSouza et al. 2009; Rajagopal 1998). With discre-
tionary buying power middle class Indians have crucially started to 
reinvent their identity and class affiliations (Fernandes 2006; Varma 
2007).  Bajaj has managed to survive this widespread cultural shift 
by renewing their ties with the emerging consumer class. In the most 
recent embodiment of the brand, Bajaj reinvented their image by, 
scrapping scooter production and, introducing a range of motorbikes. 
The earlier versions of national iconic names (Bajaj Chetak2 Scoot-
ers) have been replaced by Western versions of motorbikes (Pulsar, 
Discovery, Avenger, Eliminator etc.). The names seek to signify as-
sociations with power, experience and driving desire as suggested 
through the shift from ‘everyday’ scooters to a new generation of 
faster and sleeker motorbikes.

Central to the new brand imaginary, as we suggest, is not only 
the shedding of the previous national and collectivist ethos, but also 
what, we believe, is championed imagery of modernity, individual-
ism, and risk consumption (Celsi et al. 1993). An image for a rebel-
lious and cosmopolitan Indian Youth who lives for the autonomy and 
free spirit of the open road; an image at one with the fast-moving 
zeitgeist of Contemporary India.  In such images the emphasis is 

2  The ‘Chetak’ was named after the famous horse of the Hindu 
ruler Maharana Pratap. The heroic performance of Chetak in the bat-
tle of Haldighati and his contribution in saving his master’s life made 
him a heroic and iconic symbol of carrier in Indian history.  Elimina-
tor was a name used by Kawasaki in 1984.

upon standing out from the crowd, rather than being at one with the 
crowd.  In explaining the shift, the regional manager of Ogilvy & 
Mather India, Abhijit Avasthi suggested:

“Hamara Bajaj was a different era. In this case we were very 
clear from the beginning that we should position the bikes 
somewhere in the lines of rawness...something that captures 
the macho effect of youth.”

Essential to this new imaginary was the revalorisation of Indian 
Manhood, but not draped in the religious traditional whiteness of Ne-
hru and Gandhi, rather a new style of riding which is encapsulated in 
considering masculinity as an expression of ways of movement, em-
bodied in deed and action. Essential to these changes are not simply 
those of representation, but also how the object affords a new style of 
travel, confident in its status and future potential.  Not nostalgic, but 
driving fast into its anticipated future of possibilities.

Signing Off
Our point of departure for this study was Holt’s (2004) explana-

tion of cultural branding strategies within American societies. The 
aim of this study was to examine the cultural branding principles 
operating within transforming India. Our analysis reveals that what 
we like to think of as a tale of two campaigns, one rooted in a nostal-
gic impulse for the past and the glory days of yesteryear.  The other, 
forward-looking, aspirational, clad if you like in new clothes and 
new styles of riding fit for New Times.  A new ethic of consumption 
which appears to fit more snuggly with the confident days of the here 
and now in contemporary India and thereby find broader appeal with 
the rootless, forward looking, thrill seekers of youth in India.
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An Exploratory Study of Collective Nostalgia
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ABSTRACT
Collective nostalgia refers to the nostalgia originating from 

emotional attachment to collective cultural identities without earlier 
personal experience.  This study shows that collective nostalgia is 
independent of personal nostalgia, the nostalgia originating from 
personal earlier experience.  These two types of nostalgia exert inde-
pendent influences on the formation of identity preferences. 

AN ExPLORATORY STUDY OF COLLECTIVE 
NOSTALGIA

Nostalgia Literature Review
Nostalgia is an individual’s propensity to seek emotional com-

fort from a familiar past.  Individuals in a transition period, such as 
relocation, are particularly likely to experience nostalgic sentiment 
(Davis, 1979).  In nostalgia formation, the attachment of strong and 
subjective emotion to past objects is a necessary factor (Holbrook & 
Schindler, 2003). 

In consumer research, nostalgia can be traced to two origins.  
Personal nostalgia originates from direct earlier experience.  Per-
sonal nostalgia formation takes place through a nostalgic bonding 
process, in which strong personal emotion is attached to a past ex-
perience or treasured objects owned in the past.  The experience is 
direct (Holbrook 1993; Schindler & Holbrook, 2003).  Holbrook 
(1993) developed a Nostalgia Proneness Index to measure personal 
nostalgia.  The consequences of the personal nostalgia are profound.  
For example, personal nostalgia proneness is found to shape aesthet-
ic tastes for cultural products and influence consumption preferences 
(Holbrook & Schindler, 1994).  Personal nostalgia also influences 
donors’ intention to contribute to charitable organizations (Ford & 
Merchant, 2010), alumni giving, and alumni relations (Merkel 2010).

Collective nostalgia originates from a group experience, such 
as stories passed down within a family, or learning from books or 
mass media about one’s cultural heritage.  The emotional bonding is 
formed through exposure to culturally created events for a prolonged 
period of time (Holak, Havlena & Matveev, 2006).

Personal nostalgia is oriented toward internalized cultural iden-
tities associated with the past and subjectively defined by individu-
als; collective nostalgia is oriented toward external collective cul-
tural identities associated with the past and shared among the group.  
While personal nostalgia tends to be richer and more distinctive, 
collective nostalgia tends to be abstract and more consistent among 
individuals within the same generation of the cultural group.  

Little research has been dedicated to the study of collective nos-
talgia.  This study is an exploratory investigation of collective nos-
talgia and its influences on consumption.  This study is interested in 
the following questions:

Study 1: What is the content of collective nostalgia?
Study 2: Are collective nostalgia and personal nostalgia re-

lated?  
Study 3: What possible psychological traits are related to col-

lective nostalgia?
Study 4: What are the behavior consequences of collective nos-

talgia?

METHODOLOGY
Ypsilanti is a town in Michigan with a population of 22,362 

(2010 Census).  Since the 1970s, it has been famous for its cultural 

preservation movement.  However, residents who were born in the 
1980s did not personally participate in this movement.  They only 
learned about Ypsilanti culture from their parents or from the media.  
They experience collective nostalgia.  Therefore, Ypsilanti was used 
as the cultural context in the study.  Seventy-three students in a Mid-
west university with Michigan origin were recruited to participate in 
this study. Their average age was twenty-five.

To identify the content of shared Ypsilanti cultural identities, a 
focus group of two experts on Ypsilanti culture was formed to com-
pose an Ypsilanti Culturescape.  Ten themes emerged, and were used 
to design a ten-item Ypsilanti Culturescape, the collective nostalgia 
questionnaire.  

Seventy-three subjects were asked to rate their preferences to-
ward the ten-item Ypsilanti Culturescape.  In addition, to measure 
personal nostalgia, this study used nine items selected from Nos-
talgia Proneness Index (Holbrook, 1993).  This study also included 
measurements of Consumer Cosmopolitan Motivation (Kao, 2007) 
to examine the possible psychographic trait that might be related to 
collective nostalgia.  For the behavior consequence measurements, 
this study used a dichotomy scale: “Have you ever participated in 
any Ypsilanti cultural events in the past twelve months?”  

Study 1: What is the content of collective nostalgia? 
Factor analysis was performed on the ten-item Ypsilanti Cultur-

escape preference scores.  It resulted in two dimensions: Heritage-
Ypsi (pre-1960s), and Transforming-Ypsi (post-1960s) (Table 1).  It 
is consistent with previous studies in that time is a primary factor 
in defining nostalgia content (Holbrook, Morris, and Robert, 1994).  
Heritage-Ypsi is the major component of collective nostalgia in this 
context.  Heritage-Ypsi includes Depot Town and its associated rail-
road culture, auto industry, and airplane industry development histo-
ry in the Ypsilanti area, Native American history, French exploration 
and trading history, frontier community culture, and the Ypsilanti 
heritage preservation projects since 1970.  The second dimension is 
Transforming-Ypsi, which includes immigrants from the south, the 
increasing African American population, the development of a sub-
urban community in 1960-1990, and the globalization of Ypsilanti in 
the past few years.

The factor scores were then subjected to cluster analysis and 
produced three clusters: Modern-Ypsi-Goers, Ypsi-Culture-Spon-
sors, and Don’t-Like (Figure 1).  The Modern-Ypsi-Goers are char-
acterized by their mediocre scores on both dimensions.  These people 
are indifferent to traditional and transformative identities.  Some of 
them, however, show a slightly higher preference for transformative 
Ypsilanti cultural identity.  This segment comprises the largest per-
centage of the sample.  The second largest segment is The Ypsi-Cul-
ture-Sponsors, characterized by high Heritage-Ypsi scores regardless 
of their Transforming-Ypsi scores.  This group is the traditional value 
sponsors although they may agree or disagree with the transforma-
tion of local cultural heritage.  They are proud of and are interested 
in Ypsilanti culture.  The smallest segment is the Don’t-Like, who 
are not interested in either traditional or in transformative cultural 
identities.

Based on the analyses, the two dimensions of collective nostal-
gia are meaningful.  In addition, collective nostalgia is a valid base to 
segment consumers.  The construct has criteria validity.
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Study 2: Are collective nostalgia and personal nostalgia 
related?  

Personal nostalgia and collective nostalgia are of different 
origins; therefore, it is hypothesized to result in lower correlation 
between these two types of nostalgia.  However, since Heritage-Ypsi 
and Transforming-Ypsi are two aspects of collective nostalgia, it is 
hypothesized that the two dimensions of collective nostalgia should 
have a higher correlation within themselves than with personal nos-
talgia.  Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to examine 
these correlations.  

The result shows that personal nostalgia proneness is correlat-
ed with Heritage-Ypsi with a correlation coefficient of .243, but not 
with Transforming-Ypsi.  However, Transforming-Ypsil and Heri-
tage-Ypsi, which are the two dimensions of collective nostalgia, are 
highly correlated, .532 (Table 2).  This result supports that personal 
nostalgia and collective nostalgia are two separate constructs.  The 
result supports discriminant and convergent validities.

Study 3: What possible psychological traits are related to 
collective nostalgia?

To further investigate discriminant and convergent validities, 
the two types of nostalgia were compared to a different construct: 
consumer cosmopolitan motivation.  Consumer cosmopolitan moti-
vation is the emotional attachment to an out-group cultural identity.  
Since nostalgia bonding involves a strong emotional attachment to-
ward one’s original culture, it is hypothesized that both types of nos-
talgia may negatively correlate with consumer cosmopolitan motiva-
tion.  Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to examine the 
relationship between types of nostalgia and consumer cosmopolitan 
motivation.  

The results show that only personal nostalgia is negatively cor-
related with consumer cosmopolitan motivation with a correlation 
coefficient of -.256; but the correlation between collective nostalgia 
and consumer cosmopolitan motivation is not significant (Table 3).  
The result suggests that personal nostalgia and consumer cosmopoli-
tan motivation are related constructs.  However, these two constructs 

oriented from consumers’ preferences toward opposite cultural iden-
tities: in-group vs. out-group.  A consumer who develops a strong 
emotional attachment to his or her cultural identity through direct 
personal participation experience tends to abhor other out-group cul-
tural identities.  At the same time, the result suggests that collective 
nostalgia and consumer cosmopolitan motivation are independent 
constructs.  Each construct exerts its own influence on the forma-
tion of consumers’ preferences.  In other words, people who develop 
nostalgic sentiment through collective group experience can develop 
a preference for an out-group culture.  It allows for the concomitant 
development of positive emotional attachment to both in- and out-
group cultural identities.

ANOVA was performed to compare the consumer cosmopoli-
tan motivation scores among the three collective nostalgia segments.  
The ANOVA result shows that Ypsi-Culture-Sponsors have signifi-
cantly higher consumer cosmopolitan motivation score than Don’t-
Like segment (Table 4). In other words, those who have higher 
preferences toward in-group heritage cultural identity tend to have 
higher preferences for out-group cultural identities.  However, peo-
ple who are indifferent to their collective cultural identity also tend 
to be indifferent to any out-group cultural identities.  This finding is 
worthy of future research.

Study 4: What are the behavior consequences of collective 
nostalgia?

Personal nostalgia results in in-group cultural consumption 
behavior.  Will collective nostalgia have a similar characteristic?  
If collective nostalgia can predict behavior as personal nostalgia 
does, collective nostalgia should be correlated with in-group cultural 
events participation.  

To investigate this relationship, respondents were asked to in-
dicate on a dichotomy scale: “Have you ever participated in any 
Ypsilanti cultural events in the past twelve months?”  ANOVA was 
conducted to compare the collective nostalgia scores of those who 
answered “yes” and those who said “no.”  The result shows that the 
models are not significant (Table 5).  Collective nostalgia does not 

Table 1: Dimensions of Collective Nostalgia
Rotated Component Matrixa

Component
Heritage- 

Ypsi
Transforming- 

Ypsi
Native American history in Ypsi area. .797 .230
Frontier community culture, i.e. lumber mills, settler lifestyle. .788 .166
French exploration and trading history. .735 .055
Ypsi railroad cultural heritage-- Depot Town. .663 .177
Auto industry development history in Ypsi. .636 .434
Ypsi heritage preservation events since 1970. .520 .516
Willow Run and the history associated with it. .513 .355
Globalization of Ypsi/Ann Arbor: immigration from foreign countries. .147 .784
Ypsi suburbia community in 1960-1990: highway, modern shopping centers. .065 .727
Ypsi township community: immigrants from Southern states, and increasing African American 
population.

.352 .577

Variance Explained 33.23% 21.72%
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.
a. Rotation converged in 3 iterations.
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 Table 2: Convergent vs. Discriminant Validity
Nostalgic Proneness 

Index
Transforming Ypsi 
Preference Score

Heritage Ypsi 
Preference Score

Nostalgic Proneness Index Pearson Correlation 1 .086 .243*

Sig. (2-tailed) .474 .040
N 72 72 72

Transforming-Ypsi Preference 
Score

Pearson Correlation .086 1 .532**

Sig. (2-tailed) .474 .000
N 72 74 73

Heritage Ypsi Preference Score Pearson Correlation .243* .532** 1
Sig. (2-tailed) .040 .000
N 72 73 73

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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Table 3: Correlations between Cosmopolitan Motivation and Types of Nostalgia
Transforming 

Ypsi Preference 
Score

Heritage Ypsi 
Preference Score

Nostalgic 
Proneness Index

Consumer 
Cosmopolitan 

Motivation
Transforming  Ypsi Preference 
Score

Pearson Correlation 1 .532** .086 .196
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .474 .095
N 74 73 72 74

Heritage Ypsi Preference 
Score

Pearson Correlation .532** 1 .243* .127
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .040 .285
N 73 73 72 73

Nostalgic Proneness Index Pearson Correlation .086 .243* 1 -.256*

Sig. (2-tailed) .474 .040 .030
N 72 72 72 72

Consumer Cosmopolitan 
Motivation

Pearson Correlation .196 .127 -.256* 1
Sig. (2-tailed) .095 .285 .030
N 74 73 72 74

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Table 4: Consumer Cosmopolitan Motivation Score
Tukey HSDa,b

Collective Nostalgia Segments
N

Subset for alpha = 0.05
1 2

Don’t-Like 6 3.1250
Modern-Ypsi-Goers 47 3.8138 3.8138
Ypsi-Culture-Sponsors 20 4.0125
Sig. .153 .851
Means for groups in homogeneous subsets are displayed.
a. Uses Harmonic Mean Sample Size = 12.608.
b. The group sizes are unequal. The harmonic mean of the group sizes is used. Type I error levels are not guaranteed.

Table 5: ANOVA: Consequence of Collective Nostalgia
Have you ever participated in Ypsi cultural events? 

(Yes vs. No) Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Transforming Ypsi Preference 
Score

Between Groups 1.585 1 1.585 3.345 .072
Within Groups 34.120 72 .474
Total 35.706 73

Heritage Ypsi Preference Score Between Groups .301 1 .301 .682 .412
Within Groups 31.290 71 .441
Total 31.591 72
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necessarily lead to in-group cultural event participation behavior as 
personal nostalgia does.  The behavior consequences of collective 
nostalgia therefore merit further research.

CONCLUSION
This study shows that collective nostalgia and personal nostal-

gia are independent constructs that exert independent influences on 
consumers’ culture consumption behavior.  The nostalgia that is de-
veloped through personal participation tends to exert significant in-
fluence on consumers’ preferences for their original culture, but has a 
negative impact on their preferences for out-group cultural identities.  
However, the nostalgia that emerges through a collective experience 
tends not to result in in-group cultural consumption behavior, nor 
does it prevent the development of preferences for out-group cultural 
identities.  These two types of nostalgia exert independent influence 
on cultural consumption behavior and deserve additional research.  
Further study can investigate the interaction effects, and possible 
mediating or moderating factors that are involved in the formation of 
cultural identity preferences.
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ABSTRACT
This paper unpacks the ways in which consumer and seller prac-

tices construct the vintage marketplace. In this discussion the role of 
material objects and practices, the way that they intersect in vintage 
consumption, and how these vintage fashion objects are (re) used in 
this second-hand marketplace are explored. Discussion is based on 
ethnographic observations over a ten-month period at a twice month-
ly vintage market, ‘Granny Would be Proud’ in Glasgow, Scotland 
UK and in-depth interviews with key market practitioners. This was 
combined with visual analysis to explore the staging of the market-
place and the context of such practices. Our findings are organised in 
a number of themes that are important in understanding the practices 
of the vintage marketplace: vintage as a social practice, practicing 
the ‘vintage look’ and vintage as a skilled practice. In exploring these 
emergent themes the centrality of the practices in the construction of 
the marketplace is also illustrated.

The first outward sign that there is anything taking place in this 
side street restaurant is the crochet sign that hangs above the en-
trance exclaiming ‘Granny Would be Proud Vintage market’. On the 
second level of the restaurant, in the eaves of this converted cinema, 
is a mixture of vintage clothes, jewellery, bags & briefcases, china 
& crockery. Rails of vintage furs, denim shorts and tea dresses fill 
the space, with tables laid out for stallholders with memorable finds, 
suitcases brimming over with silk scarves & neckties. People move 
from stall to stall and back again, excitedly chattering with friends. 
Vendors smile politely as people enter their area & try to engage 
with the people for a minute or two before they move on. There is 
a busy, bustling atmosphere, food smells waft from the restaurant 
below, stallholders drink tea & coffee from vintage china from the 
restaurant, 1940s and 50s music plays in the background and people 
wander about the stalls, rummaging, lifting, inspecting, coveting, 
new found treasures. (Fieldnotes, January 29th 2012)

INTRODUCTION
Vintage is a global phenomenon, from Decades in Los Angeles, 

Rellik in London to the Saint-Ouen markets of Paris. Vintage is often 
held as being in stark contrast to the perceived homogenised culture 
of mainstream fashion (Tungate 2008; Palmer 2005; Entwistle 2000 
a) however through the rise in popularity and accessibility in the 
marketplace, vintage is changing the consumption landscape. In this 
paper vintage is conceptualised as a set of practices, of the actions of 
consumers that are tied to notions of belonging (Warde, 2005: Mur-
phy & Patterson, 2011), of in essence the performance of ‘doing vin-
tage’. There has been much discussion of how practitioners mobilise 
knowledge, but far less focus on how this knowledge is apportioned 
into their practices (Magaudda 2011). This paper acknowledges this 
gap and explores the practices involved in producing and sustaining 
the vintage marketplace. Coming from the Consumer Culture Theory 
(Arnould and Thompson 2005; Schau et al. 2008) approach in which 
markets are seen as social and cultural constructs, the marketplace is 
unpacked with a focus on the collective effort needed in constructing 
the vintage market. The paper begins with a theoretical exploration 
of vintage and how it links to prior consumption studies and the ma-
teriality of the practice, before outlining the ethnographic methods 
employed in the marketplace: observation, visual analysis and depth 
semi-structured interviews with consumers and sellers, and then pro-

vides an empirical account of the ‘doing’ of vintage. Our findings and 
discussion highlight the emergent themes of the practices of vintage: 
the social nature, the skill involved and the enactment of vintage. 
These are explored and related to existing consumption theory. 

Vintage is not new as a concept: second-hand markets and the 
trading of clothing has been a constant presence. It is a concept that 
has been explored in the consumption literature from flea markets 
(Belk et al, 1988; Sherry, 1990), charity shops and car boot sales 
(Gregson & Crewe 2002), ideas of thrift shopping (Bardhi 2003; 
Bardhi & Arnold 2003), to alternative spaces of consumption (Belk 
et al. 1999; Roux & Korchia 2006; McGrath et al. 1993). The vin-
tage turn in consumer culture cannot be explained in terms of simple 
nostalgia, it must be perceived in conjunction with aesthetics, style, 
fashion and social collectives. One way to conceptualise vintage is to 
anchor it in terms of the postmodern experience, of consumers who 
are alienated and desire to return to a romantic, creative past (Camp-
bell 2005). Vintage could also be depicted as a form of consumer 
politics, of “virtuous consumption” (Chatzidakis et al. 2004) or could 
be considered as a form of consumer resistance (Brownlie and Hewer 
2009). With regards to history, vintage could be anchored quite neat-
ly in discussions of nostalgia and a yearning for an idealised past, 
however nostalgia here is unpacked not with regards to Holbrook 
and Schindler’s (1994) ‘real’ or ‘stimulated’ debate, but nostalgia as 
a learned emotion, of Goulding’s ‘vicarious’ nostalgia (Goulding, 
2002:542.) McRobbie asserts that the retro phenomenon is part of the 
nostalgia enthusiasm for bringing history into an ‘ahistorical present’ 
(1988). Similarly, vintage must give a nod to its retro predecessors 
and finds it’s footing clearly in Brown and Sherry’s (2003) ‘Retro-
scapes.’ This synthesis of past and present, the ‘retro revolution’, 
highlights that retro and vintage are related, they are both strategic 
ways of employing the past in the fast paced consumer present.

This paper adopts a material culture approach to the explora-
tion of consumption practices as it emphasizes the intersection of 
cultural and social practices around vintage objects. Building on 
Miller’s (1998) material culture approach to shopping and Dant’s 
(2005) sociological perspective which argues for a more in-depth 
focus on the ‘material stuff of life’, this approach suggests a consid-
eration of the social and cultural meanings of the object, rather than 
considering the meaning as inextricably linked to the object (Miller, 
1998). The framing and the performance of the consumption sphere 
have been previously explored in marketing and in particular in the 
service landscape. However in these accounts the literature fails to 
discuss the role that objects play in the staging of the marketplace. 
Parsons’ (2009) work on antiques moves this argument forward by 
positing that value is staged and that the presentation of objects and 
the narrative built around them is a key communicator in achiev-
ing this framing. In applying this material culture perspective, it is 
argued that the narrative of the object cannot be separated from the 
vintage object itself. 

METHODOLOGY
This study used an ethnographic approach to attempt to capture 

how the practices of vintage consumption were undertaken in a mar-
ket space and the materials, meanings and competences of the actors 
within that space. The findings presented reflect ten months absorp-
tion by the researcher in the vintage scene, specifically a vintage mar-
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ket titled ‘Granny Would be Proud’ in Glasgow, Scotland UK. The 
market runs twice monthly in the upstairs of a converted old cinema, 
which now functions as a restaurant in the west-end of Glasgow1. 
The restaurant below has 1940s music playing in the background 
and serves food on mismatched vintage china (See Figure 1). The 
wider venue of the west-end of the city acts as a cultural hub and 
has a high student population. The market has been running for three 
years, selling vintage clothes, homeware, accessories, upcycled vin-
tage and independent craft. It was one of the first of this format of 
‘pop-up’ markets in the city. The sellers differ at every market, with 
the exception of a couple of longstanding stallholders. The market 
is run by a young couple that promote the market through the use 
of social media (https://www.facebook.com/GrannyWouldBeProud) 
and flyering on market day (See Figure 2).

Figure 1 Hillhead Bookclub Interior &  
Exterior (February 26th 2012)

1 See http://www.hillheadbookclub.com/GrannyWouldBeProud.  Here 
the website constructs its other-worldly non-mainstream delights in the fol-
lowing terms:  The “Granny Would Be Proud!” fairs started as a small vintage 
and retro venture in mid 2009 and has now grown into a twice a month event, 
each holding 25 colourful stalls from a repertoire of over 80 sellers. Taking 
place in the almighty Hillhead Bookclub, GWBP is one of the biggest fairs 
in Glasgow that brings together some of the finest vintage and retro fashion 
stalls, and arts and crafts lovers. Offering from clothing and accessories to 
the handmade and homemade to present a heaven of all kinds. To keep things 
interesting each fair guarantees to be a bit of a surprising delight for the eyes 
and the purse! It is a shopping experience you will definitely not forget! From 
having your picture taken in its very own retro photo-booth to treating your-
self to tea and brunch in the old fashion laced tearoom, GWBP never disap-
points, the proof? Go and check us out on Facebook: Granny Proud Glasgow 
Fairs and see for yourself.

Figure 2:  Granny Would be Proud Flyer (Aug – Nov 2011)

The ethnographic methods employed included observation over 
this ten-month period; photographic documentation, a research diary 
and six in-depth interviews with key practitioners in the vintage mar-
ketplace were conducted. As is discussed below, traditional market 
roles were less easy to define in this context, and this informs our 
understanding of the vintage practices and the market space. These 
approaches attempted to give an understanding of the practices of 
the vintage marketplace. Observation of the staging of the market-
place and of how the culture of vintage consumption was enacted in 
such spaces was central to the conduct and logic of the ethnographic 
research.  

The researcher assumed a subjective position, being interested 
in the meanings and interpretations of vintage. These individual ac-
tors are assumed to have different cultural interpretations (Miles and 
Huberman 1994) within a ‘shared social milieu’ (Perren and Ram 
2004: 90).  All interviews were conducted in naturalistic contexts, ei-
ther in situ at the market or in practitioners’ homes. Discussions cov-
ered topics such as sourcing goods, the nature of vintage consump-
tion, and the community around the vintage markets. All interviews 
were taped, transcribed and annotated with initial impressions and 
observations noted to crystallise the main themes emerging (Bryman 
and Bell 2007). Interpretation and analysis involved multiple itera-
tions of coding, with the researcher repeatedly returning to the mul-
tiple forms of data to refine thematic codes. Three themes emerged 
as significant in highlighting the practices of the vintage collective: 
vintage as social practice, the practice of the vintage look and vin-
tage as skilled practice. 

The researcher gained access to the market through attend-
ing regularly and building relationships with key characters in the 
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marketplace. The participants were identified through a snowballing 
technique. This sample features three stallholders, two vintage con-
sumers, who are regular market visitors and, one vintage clothing 
storeowner who is also a regular visitor at the market. The ethno-
graphic interviews (McCracken, 1988 b) were used to gain an emic 
perspective of vintage behaviours and practices through their stories 
and descriptions of their own and others behaviour. The interview 
data supplemented the observational data and provided practitioner 
perspectives on the actions and practices of ‘doing vintage’ in the 
marketplace.

VINTAGE AS A SOCIAL PRACTICE
Building on Gregson and Crewe’s (1998, 50) perspective of 

consumption as never purely an economic endeavour but as “emi-
nently social, relational and active, rather than private, atomic or 
passive,” in the marketplace of Granny Would be Proud, the vin-
tage transaction was seen to be a highly personalised exchange. This 
was echoed in the interviews with notions of ‘being in the club’ and 
‘community’ permeating them. Vintage consumption from the ob-
servations was both an individualistic and collective act that enliv-
ened the market space. The development of practices in the market-
place, similarly to Schau et al’s (2008) brand communities, led to 
the exchange of collectively valued goods. From the observations, 
the building of relationships and these sharing practices formed a 
large portion of the interaction between consumer and stallholder 
and through this dialogue could be seen to grant status in the market-
place to both. In this way it was seen as testing emotional practices, 
such as commitment to vintage as a lifestyle. Acceptance by the col-
lective meant that these sharing practices benefitted individuals and 
also created consumption opportunities: stallholders kept stock to 
the side for consumers that they knew or mentioned other items that 
they had that may interest returning customers. These notions were 
highlighted in the interviews Jess explained how this relationship 
even encouraged her to buy more:

“It definitely makes me go back there because I know she is nice 
…they will hold onto something while you go to the bank or they will 
give you advice or their opinion on something, they might be lying 
but you tend to feel like they are probably quite truthful.” 

This dynamic interaction seemed to aid both consumer and 
seller in the exchange. As Jess highlights the consumer receives 
personal attention adding to the experience of the exchange and the 
seller is able to sell their item and start to build a role of expert in the 
marketplace. The personal nature of this exchange was illuminated 
again by Louise who described how when selling her vintage home-
ware pieces she likes to “get a feel for the customer,” and to “try 
and understand their vintage style and preferences” so as to make 
recommendations and know what they would be comfortable with. 
This role that is adopted in the exchange of expert and consumer 
unfolded across the interviews with the stallholders taking pride in 
this position of authority in the market. The building of a relationship 
between stallholders and consumers and the subsequent acceptance 
into the vintage community was marked by the time spend over the 
interactions around the exchange. This relationship and interaction 
of the stallholder and consumer were intrinsic as to how the objects 
would be viewed in their new lifecycle, as illustrated through our 
field notes:

 “In most of the market stalls, the stallholder seems to acknowl-
edge the consumer walking past or stopping to look at their items 
with a smile or a nod or looking up from what they are doing at least. 
Some don’t look up or glance at consumers and it seems like unless 
the consumer has seen something that has caught their attention, 
they don’t bother to stop.” (Researcher field notes, March 25th 2012)

From this extract it is depicted that the interaction although ap-
parently basic, seemed to set the norms for the possible exchange 
and group acceptance. Stallholders asked the consumer questions 
about their style and influences and where they normally find vintage 
objects. This dialogue provided a means for stallholders to present 
their objects to a consumer and enabled them to engage in a discus-
sion around the object’s history. This ultimately aided the stallholder 
in navigating a use value and potential in the mind of the consumer. 

Stallholders often described their consumers as friends and 
these friendships seemed to be longstanding with some spanning 
years. They were relationships that although built around an ex-
change were spoken about in affectionate terms. This friendship in 
some instances seemed almost strategic, in that being friendly with 
a stallholder ensured that the consumer was able to find out about 
other stock that they had, when they would next be selling at the mar-
ket and the stallholder acted as guide as to where to source the best 
vintage items. They appeared to be friendships based on a shared 
understanding of aesthetics and style similarities but also of gaining 
advantage and knowledge in the marketplace. In exploring this rela-
tionship with Tina, she spoke of building up almost familial relation-
ships with the consumers she worked with:

“It is my business but I love working with people for months 
on creating something that will mean so much to them but it always 
shapes me as well…it is important that you have the same vision and 
share a vintage aesthetic…long afterwards I still like to have a drink 
with them as we have been so much part of each other’s lives.”

Tina conveys esteem around these relationships with consum-
ers she highlights the time and involvement with each other, the idea 
that they both invest so much in each other around the exchange – in 
both a personal and a monetary way. She also illuminates the idea of 
the importance of the shared ‘vintage aesthetic’, that this similarity 
in how they view the world, their style preferences and appreciation 
of the vintage scene is key in the development of this relationship. 

These basic exchanges in the marketplace were often followed 
up with encouragement to ‘befriend’ each other on Facebook. This 
move onto a further online connection enabled the consumer to ob-
tain information about when the fairs were occurring, but it also 
more significantly represented a lasting, tangible social connection 
that resulted from this initial exchange. In this way the stallholders 
acted like gatekeepers to the vintage scene and community. Michael 
highlighted the idea that this online platform allowed for an interac-
tion and acceptance of vintage tastes that was hard to find before the 
Internet provided ways of connecting with similar people:

“I think social networking has a lot to do with it, say you had 
a particular thing for vintage clothes, you would maybe meet other 
people who liked vintage clothes at the vintage clothes shop but the 
chances of hitting it off with them or going for a pint with them were 
pretty slim… because now people can express their interests up front 
on Facebook and places like that, there is more interaction with peo-
ple, with groups that are like-minded...” 

This extract conveys that social media acts as a coordinator of 
the marketplace; it connects tribes (Cova 2002) that may have been 
unable to connect without this medium. It also serves as a way to 
market the events of the marketplace to an interested audience. This 
is crucial as the ‘Granny Would be Proud’ market was not a perma-
nent fixture: it occurred every two weeks. In this way social media 
facilitates the marketplace, this allows knowledge of the marketplace 
to reach a potentially interested audience. Molly comments on her 
use of social media to find out information about markets: “Of a 
weekend I normally just look on Facebook to see what markets are 
on that day or I will have seen friends or the organisers posting 
about an event during the week and I will then remember to stop by.” 
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In this way, social media reaffirms the physical connection for Molly 
and also allows for the community to move online. It takes these no-
tions of social exchanges and the desire to be part of ‘the club’ to a 
more visible, tangible state. 

The importance placed on the practices of a shared aesthetic 
and the social demonstration of these practices around the exchange, 
portrayed a social investment in the object from both stallholder and 
consumer in which the value is constructed. The stallholder acts as 
gatekeeper to this vintage community and the friendliness of the 
interactions steers the exchange. Each practice encouraged deeper 
commitment to the vintage collective. The development of relation-
ships and shared understandings suggested that the constitutive el-
ements of vintage are social in character. In considering this, this 
paper demonstrates that ‘vintage’ in the Granny Would be Proud 
marketplace was a social construct. This can be seen in the meaning 
and subsequent value attached to individual possessions (Belk et al. 
1988), the provision of this value and the concept of vintage could be 
argued to be a social practice. 

PRACTICING THE ‘VINTAGE LOOK’
The production of ‘the look’ of the vintage marketplace was 

seen to be key to practitioners and suggested concepts of authentic-
ity, acceptance and stylisation. The marketplace was not permanent 
and the active process of creating the physical marketplace that took 
place every two weeks involved consideration of the staging of the 
event. The creation of ‘the look’ was produced critically as a way to 
create a feeling for the market. This well managed atmosphere was 
a mechanism for stallholders to show their own personality within 
the vintage context but also to act as a framing of their aesthetic vi-
sion. This striving for ‘the look’ also ties in with the consideration 
of the socialites of consumption, as the achievement of this was also 
crucial for the staging of the stall, but also significantly for both the 
stallholder and consumer. The creation of ‘the look’ was seen as key 
in gaining access and approval in the marketplace (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3: ‘Practicing the vintage look’ in the marketplace

“The sellers arrive and are greeted with a brown table and a 
lamp, on returning an hour later, they bring the space to life with 
ornate, embroidered table cloths, rose adorned cake stand holders 
overflowing with costume jewellery, tweed suits and silk scarves 
hanging over the walls, suitcases brimming with goods at the foot of 
the table...” (Researcher notes, March 4th 2012)

Extending this notion further to the construction of the market-
place, the stall and the stallholder must also achieve a certain look 

to gain credibility in the marketplace. The vintage look was seen to 
add to their reputation and either attracts or detracts consumers from 
engaging with them. This proposes that the personal nature of the 
transaction and the focus on the aesthetics was key and again stands 
in contrast to views of exchange as a simple process. This highly per-
sonal and social nature of the interaction can be seen to affect value 
construction as the excerpt above highlights, achieving acceptance 
and building a relationship, if even for the time that the interaction 
occurs, shapes both the consumer and the stallholder’s views of vin-
tage. Building on the idea that the object has a complex history or 
“social life” (Appadurai, 1986) that the consumer is not necessarily 
aware of but that through interaction with the exchange with the sell-
er can be created, rather than diminishing potential value, appeared 
to add to the consumer desire for the object. The central concern of 
stylisation also highlights again the fluidity of vintage and that far 
from being fixed, the production of ‘the look’ can affect the way that 
the vintage objects are seen. 

Practitioners spoke of the “camaraderie” and “community” of 
vintage, and this conveyed forms of sociality tied to their consump-
tion practices. The vintage marketplace can be viewed therefore as 
a performance of community value, which is a collective and social 
undertaking and in which negotiations over objects, use and ulti-
mately price, are intimately woven into the social. By this account, 
while appearing individualistic, vintage consumption must also be 
understood as a communal form of consumption whereby the recla-
mation of social relations and the enlivenment of social spaces are 
made possible through the marketplace. As expressed by Michael:

“There is no doubt about it, there is a community thing going 
on, I think this is what will keep the thing going…” 

And further added to by Louise:
“Vintage is a lifestyle and not just how you choose to shop: it 

is about a way of seeing the world but also I suppose how you see 
your friendships. Yes, I sell at markets as my job, but it is something 
that I love, when I am up at 4 am to go to a house clearance or car 
boot sale on a rainy Glasgow November morning, what I think about 
is selling that object, discussing with the customer about the item, 
building a relationship with them and thinking about what new lease 
of life they will give it… I love those interactions…I have made so 
many friends in this line of work and I always thought that I was 
alone in how I valued vintage stuff over new things…”

Vintage here is considered as more than a consumption habit, it 
is a way of connecting and finding shared values in a busy consumer 
present. In this way it acts as a bridge to shared interests, values and 
practices. Consumption can therefore be viewed as a way to connect 
to others. In conceptualising consumption in this way it allows for 
an understanding of the complex emotional and social relations that 
unfold in the marketplace. The vintage marketplace can be perceived 
as a space for social relations and one in which the practices of ‘self-
fashioning’ are used as a medium for self-differentiation and identi-
fication within the vintage collective (Rafferty, 2011). 

Vintage as a skilled practice
The skills of vintage consumption have long lost their roots of 

necessity and the apparent stigmas of economic thrift. The act of 
vintage is tied to activities such as finding, examining, evaluating, 
haggling, socialising and interacting. In the vintage marketplace 
there was a cache and cultural capital in being able to uncover hidden 
‘treasures’ that differed from the mass production approach of the 
high street. This talent for spotting potential treasures was heralded 
as a revered skill in the community. Sellers expressed the necessity 
of ‘getting a feel for things’, and of knowing what is wanted in the 
marketplace. Ideas of expertise and knowledge were mentioned fre-
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quently with regards to negotiating the marketplace. One of the key 
resources in the stallholders achieving acceptance and subsequently 
success is in their knowledge of the marketplace. This includes both 
where to source the items and also an understanding of what will be 
desired by the current marketplace audience. This skill is revered as 
Alice illustrated:

“What I love doing is raking through all the crap and finding, I 
mean sometimes you don’t, it is not always there, but it is like finding 
gold when you do.” 

This idea that Alice personally finds each individual object that 
she sells, gives her great pride and for her it played an important role 
in the creation of vintage. She observes that this ability to find comes 
from years of experience. She is disparaging of newcomers to the 
marketplace that think it will be an easy way to make money. This 
highlights elements of communities of practice (Wenger 1998) as 
knowledge of rules and procedures must be present for acceptance 
into the vintage community. Alice highlights emotional elements of 
practice as she values the time spent on finding vintage objects as 
representative of their commitment to the vintage aesthetic.  Her ex-
tract also highlights some of the ways in which vintage is achieved, 
of the importance of being able to ‘see’ something in an object that 
has been abandoned as potential stock and a worthy commodity. It 
also illustrates the notion that her finding is not necessarily driven 
by market demand, but that through this active process and knowl-
edge, the stallholders create market demand. This notion was echoed 
throughout the interviews as stallholders expressed the necessity 
in the active processes of vintage: of ‘missions’, ‘rummaging’ and 
‘finding’, illustrating the physicality and labours of ‘doing vintage’: 

“It is a lot of work sourcing, going to car boot sales, jumble 
sales, auctions, house clearances. I mean often bidding on whole 
lots at auction with the hope of finding a couple of good things that 
can be used.” (Tina)

Tina’s excerpt highlights the active nature of searching and 
trawling through items to find something that she thinks is useable.  
In considering the objects of these processes, in order to become 
a thing of value, a transition in how the object is viewed must be 
achieved. This is an important consideration when considering a 
marketplace that is constructed on the basis of items being re-seen 
and re-evaluated. DeLong et al.’s work (2005, 24) moved this prop-
osition forward and assert that being ‘hooked on vintage’ is not a 
haphazard process, but rather it is a complex process that involves 
the consumer possessing the relevant “aesthetics, taste, clever dress-
ing, historical curiosity, and an ability to discriminate the authentic 
product, and revalue it in a new setting.” Many of the stallholders 
revealed that the way to learn about finding objects and unearthing 
value in objects was through the practice of buying and selling. In 
this way vintage can be conceptualised as a doing process, one in 
which over time the necessary skills and values are developed.  

By the very nature of the vintage markets, objects were seen as 
rare and hard to find, this uncovering of objects added social capital 
to the finding process. In introducing the discarded objects back into 
the consumption sphere, the stallholders had to undertake the prac-
tice of ascribing a value to the objects. For stallholders in the Granny 
Would be Proud marketplace this act of placing a monetary price on 
objects was difficult for all the interviewees to put into words, with 
Louise commenting it was “like a black art”. Unlike a traditional 
marketplace, monetary prices were not highly visible in the vintage 
market. 

When discussing the idea of value in the vintage marketplace, 
Michael suggests that by its very nature, vintage was fundamentally 
elusive:

“I’ve stopped so much valuing them on the age of them, its not 
like antique value, its not that, it is intrinsic, the quality, rarity and 
the look of them…it is the how unique or individual they are…how 
irreplaceable they are” (See Figure 4).

Figure 4: The Transience of value - Michael and his  
vintage glasses that he selects before each market

Michael’s excerpt demonstrates that vintage far from being 
a fixed construct is open to active negotiation based on skill and 
knowledge practices. As a skilled practitioner he is able to unpack 
the contained value in the objects and present them again to the mar-
ketplace. In this way value can be seen as an embodiment of capital. 
The stallholders also demonstrated knowledge both of the network in 
which they functioned but also of particular objects and their origins. 
Vintage goods by their nature have characteristics that have merited 
their inclusion in a second or third cycle of exchange. The meaning 
attributed and value constructed around the object are created and 
manipulated by marketplace practitioners. Vintage consumption can 
be seen as culturally and socially shaped through practices as the 
object’s status is created through a process of being withdrawn and 
introduced in a new setting (DeLong et al, 2005). This transition in 
how the item is viewed requires the skill of being able to perceive its 
possibilities in a new setting. This mirrors notions in McCracken’s 
(1988) early work of the possibility of objects, of the “combination 
and recombination take place until a concept and an aesthetic emerge 
that help give substance to a group’s wish to differentiate itself from 
the mainstream” (1988, 136). Vintage objects have a history to them, 
which could potentially be seen to add or detract from their value. 
The stallholder to increase the value, for example through nostalgia 
or styling, could elaborate these histories of previous consumption 
cycles on. Conversely they may attempt to rid the object of its history 
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through rituals of mending and cleaning of the object (Parsons 2008, 
2009). Vintage can be seen therefore not as an inherent characteristic 
of the object, but as a result of emotional and social relationship, in 
which consumption is the result of this engagement. In this way, vin-
tage consumption is embedded within the objects and in the practices 
and also around being able to appreciate and see the potential in these 
objects which became key for acceptance in the collective. 

CONCLUSIONS 
As this paper sought to reveal, consumption spaces such as 

those devoted to vintage represent fields in which the conventions 
of the traditional marketplace are transformed and altered. Vintage 
here speaks of a form of making space: making space for oneself; 
making space for others; making space for fun, fantasy and emotions 
(Holbrook and Hirschmann 1982). Vintage social spaces speak of a 
longing for alternative worlds; alternative modes of consuming and 
exchanging. Drawing on the practice theory lens allowed a re-think-
ing of marketplace dynamics, comprehensions of knowledge appli-
cation and understandings of vintage. This exploratory study of the 
vintage collective in Glasgow has depicted that the knowledge of the 
marketplace is central to in negotiating the boundaries of this market-
place. For a successful exchange there needs to exist a knowledge of 
the object, a competence on the part of the practitioners and also the 
performance of forms of intimacy with such objects and the social. 

It is thus clear that the vintage marketplace is an intimate, per-
sonalised, lived experience that brings with it social and personal 
elements to the exchange. Vintage appeared to be a way of look-
ing at objects, of interacting around these objects and building re-
lationships based on shared appreciations for knowledge and skill. 
As demonstrated from the emergent themes, vintage consumption 
can be conceptualised as an embodied practice that is socially and 
contextually constructed. 

Vintage is constructed as ‘other’, as an alternative to the main-
stream, of being different and doing things differently. Vintage is 
thus the ultimate form of ‘bricolage’, of recycling styles; it allows 
the consumer to play with the stylistic norms, gender boundaries 
through fashion. Wearing vintage clothing can be seen as a way to 
escape the confines and dictates of the modern marketplace. Or as 
Reynolds (2011: 194) proclaims about vintage, the individual acts as 
a ‘curator of their own life-in-style’. In accordance with Thompson 
and Haykto’s (1997) work, vintage allows consumers to use fashion 
to self-define, to construct a personal discourse of their history and to 
negotiate the dynamics of the social. Finally, the concept of time and 
its appreciation is tied to vintage from the outset. By the very defini-
tion of vintage given at the start of the paper, the second-hand object 
is conceptualised as ‘vintage’ only through a certain amount of time 
passing. The discussion highlighted that the learning of ‘doing vin-
tage’ is a social endeavour and is bound by the time commitment 
given to this learning. In this way vintage could be considered a form 
of ‘learned nostalgia’ (Goulding, 2003).  Our analysis reveals that 
vintage must also be understood as a form of embodied practice. It is 
a preference for a time that has long since passed but that is brought 
back to the modern consumption sphere through the revival of inter-
est around an object. Vintage in this way allows for an unlocking 
of an imagined past in every wear of an item. The marketplace has 
facilitated a community based on these shared ideals and aesthetics. 
It has created a consumption space in which the community’s prefer-
ence for the past, be it a 1950s china tea set or 1980s checked flan-
nel shirt, has been cultivated through practices and their associated 
forms of understanding; that is a practice of finding and possessing 
a sensibility to the past and its elusive charms amidst a hectic and 
ever-changing consumer present.
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ABSTRACT
By 2003, Baylor University’s forensic science program had 

grown by ten times the 1999 intake and other universities across the 
US were scrambling to create forensic science courses to cater for 
new student demand (Johnston 2003). The reason? Since it aired on 
the 6th of October 2000, Crime Scene Investigation (CSI), a televi-
sion (TV) series, had stimulated enormous interest in forensics and 
the science of solving crime. So much so that it was affecting student 
choice and behavior. These types of TV inspired phenomenon are 
not uncommon. Although much of the evidence is anecdotal, there 
are many instances where very specific consumption trends have 
been fueled by television programs. The Biggest Loser has gener-
ated an interest in boot camps, American Idol has created a resur-
gence of karaoke games and various home improvement programs 
have inspired their audience to renovate. These trends have become 
more acute with recent reality and lifestyle television focusing on 
particular behaviors that transform the real people on their programs. 
This paper examines how the cultivation of relevant consumption 
values generates these trends through increasing the viewer’s desire 
for associated products and brands integrated within TV programs. 
Specifically, this longitudinal study explores the cultivation of fash-
ion consciousness and its impact on the desire for brands that are 
implicitly endorsed within reality television programming. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Cultivation Theory
Cultivation theory suggests that increased exposure to televi-

sion content creates a worldview, or a consistent picture of social be-
havior, norms, and structure, based on the stable view of society that 
television content portrays (Gerbner et al. 1994). Research in this 
area examines the idea that heavy television viewers will agree with 
the ‘television view’ more often than lighter television viewers. Stud-
ies of cultivation have examined a range of topics including the culti-
vation of violence, substance abuse, individualism, materialism and 
body image (Cohen and Weimann 2000; Harrison 2003; O’Guinn 
and Shrum 1997; Shrum, Burroughs, and Rindfleisch 2005), and, in 
general, have found cultivation effects exist. For example, women 
who watch more television perceive an ideal female body that is 
closer to the curvaceously thin woman depicted on television than 
females who do not watch as much television (Harrison 2003).

One notable consumer study by O’Guinn and Shrum (1997) 
explored the influence of television on peoples’ perceptions of af-
fluence. In particular, they studied consumers’ perceptions of the 
prevalence of convertibles, car telephones, maids or servants, hot 
tubs/Jacuzzis and wine within the USA. One significant factor of this 
study, different to many other studies of cultivation effects, was the 
examination of direct experience with the product. As expected, di-
rect experience enhanced estimates of affluence. That is, participants 
who had a maid, hot tub, sport car, etc, judged these items to be more 
prevalent in society than those who did not. This research found that 
both experience and television viewing were sources of information 
with which to build perceptions of affluence. In addition, it was pos-
ited, although not tested, that those who had no direct experience 
with the products would be more influenced by television as a source 
of information. This is interesting because it suggests that the level 

of television viewing influences consumer perceptions, particularly 
when there is no or little direct experience with the matter being cul-
tivated.

O’Guinn and Shrum’s (1997) study, like many of the early stud-
ies of cultivation effects focused on beliefs about the prevalence of 
phenomena within society (i.e. how much violence there is in soci-
ety, how many people drive sports cars), however, more recent stud-
ies have focused on the cultivation of values, such as materialism 
(Shrum et al. 2005). The distinction is important, as cultivating be-
liefs of prevalence and cultivating values are inherently different pro-
cesses that occur in different ways. Interestingly, unlike judgments 
of prevalence, which are formed at the time the judgment is made, 
consumer values are formed at the time of viewing. Known as online 
processing (Shrum et al. 2011), this formation of values may have 
particular implications for brands that are simultaneously presented 
within TV shows. If a relevant consumption value is formed during 
the viewing experience, when the brand is implicitly endorsed, desire 
for the brand should also be enhanced during viewing. However, this 
effect will depend on both the relatedness of the brand and value as 
well as the power of the television program to elicit a change in view-
ers’ consumption-related values, a power reality television may hold.

The Power of Reality TV
In addition to being entertained, reality television viewers of-

ten examine the behavior of the participants and reflect on their own 
identity and whether they would behave in a similar way (Nabi et 
al. 2003). However, as the viewers observe how the various charac-
ters within the program approve and disapprove of certain behaviors, 
they are presented with opportunities to learn from these experienc-
es. In this way, reality TV may shape viewer norms by allowing a 
vicarious experience of human interactions. This may be particularly 
relevant for what has been termed ‘transformational’ reality pro-
gramming (Bratich 2006), where a transformation takes place during 
the program, such as the ‘make-over’ of a straight male on “Queer 
Eye for the Straight Guy” or the transformation of a participant’s cars 
on “Pimp my Ride”. The power of transformation was described by 
Bratich (2006) as a reason why reality television is more than a rep-
resentation of society, but a mechanism through which society may 
be controlled or changed. Where a program is seen as an authority 
in transforming a participant from the everyday person to a desired 
self, those who identify or wishfully identify with the participants are 
likely to absorb the implications of certain behaviors, attitudes, reac-
tions, styles and brands in achieving that aspirational goal, whether 
it be their inner self or their extended self, such as their home or car, 
that is enhanced. Hence, reality TV is a very powerful context for a 
brand to be promoted within since, on an individual level, the viewer 
is vicariously learning and changing. This individual connection to 
the program may be the mechanism that underpins the cultivation 
effect.

From a consumer behavior perspective reality television’s abil-
ity to cultivate consumption values and instigate trends, such as 
fashion consciousness, is similar to stimulating primary demand. 
However, it may be one step removed, stimulating interest not in a 
specific product category (e.g. high heels) but in an area of interest 
(e.g. fashion). For example, a viewer of MasterChef, a competitive 
cooking show, may begin to value the art of home cooking and fine 
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cuisine as a result of watching ordinary people create culinary mas-
terpieces. Subsequently, this will then enhance the viewer’s motiva-
tion to process information about how to cook, for instance, which 
types of knives are best, what ingredients are fashionable and what 
type of utensils are desirable. If a brand is then presented at the very 
time that this value is being generated (via online processing) there is 
a greater likelihood that the brand will be noticed and ultimately de-
sired. Thus, the closer the brand’s proximity to the cultivation of re-
lated consumption values, the more likely the brand will be desired. 
Unlike a viewer who is already interested in cooking and deliber-
ately watches the program to feed this interest, a viewer that simply 
watches due to their interest in human interactions and competition, 
or to negate boredom may be even more susceptible to influence, as 
they are a clean slate, with no pre-existing knowledge and experience 
with the product category and associated brands. With this in mind, it 
may be important to focus product placement research not solely on 
those with prior product involvement or particular consumption val-
ues but those who experience a change in their consumption values.

The Link Between Brand and Program
The cultivation of consumption values that stem from a reality 

television program will have flow on effects for relevant products 
and brands. For the flow-on effects to be realized, some relationship 
between the brand and the program’s theme or content is required. 
A match between the context and the product aids the acceptance of 
the brand within the program or scene as well as ensures a particular 
target audience, likely to be interested in the product. This thematic 
congruence differs from ‘natural integration’ in that it relates to the 
match with the theme rather than whether it is naturally depicted 
within a particular scene. For example, a toddler tantrum within a 
Subway store may seem to be natural and well integrated within the 
reality program Super Nanny, yet the brand Subway is not necessar-
ily congruent with the theme. Alternately, a scene depicting contes-
tants on the Biggest Loser eating low-fat Subway sandwiches is a 
more thematically congruent placement. In addition to transferring 
meaning from the program to the brand, a thematically congruent 
placement will also provide meaning to the program (Karrh 1998). 
From the viewers’ perspective they will gain value from this brand 
because it may help to fulfill a new consumption value generated via 
the theme of the program. 

A Proposed Test of Cultivation Effects on Brand Appeal
Previous research has often cited a significant association be-

tween television viewing and any particular ‘television view’ as the 
result of cultivation (Cohen and Weimann 2000; Gerbner et al. 1994; 
O’Guinn and Shrum 1997). However, this may be the result of corre-
lation or indeed the reverse relationship may be true, where a partic-
ular attitude may cause greater TV viewing of a particular genre (Co-
hen and Weimann 2000). Therefore, to resolve this issue this study 
will test whether the change in fashion consciousness, rather than 
the absolute level of fashion consciousness, affects the desire for a 
thematically congruent brand. This is not to say that there may not be 
a prior relationship between those who have a high level of fashion 
consciousness and a change in brand appeal. Marketing communica-
tions theory tells us that those that are more involved with a product 
category (or in this case the surrounding theme of fashion) may be 
more motivated to pay attention to a product message (Petty and 
Cacioppo 1986). However, this effect would not be due to the culti-
vation effect of TV viewing. For this reason, we capture and include 
prior product involvement within our model, yet the independent 
variable of focus is the change in fashion consciousness. Denoting 

cultivation, this change may even occur for those who initially have 
low levels of fashion consciousness.

In addition to product involvement, brand familiarity is also in-
cluded within the model to avoid further specification error. Brand 
familiarity has been found to affect product placement outcomes per-
haps due to greater perceptual fluency (Brennan and Babin 2004), 
which is viewers’ superior ability to process a brand due to prior 
familiarity with its shape, meaning and context. Finally, the model 
also needs to account for the audiences’ level of desire for the brand 
prior to viewing. For this reason, prior brand appeal is included in 
the model so that its effect is captured and we can ensure that the 
resultant brand appeal is not simply a factor of the viewer’s previ-
ous desire for the brand. The resultant proposed model is depicted 
in Figure 1.  

METHODOLOGY
A challenge faced by many researchers of cultivation effects 

is discerning between correlation and causation (Hughes 1980). Al-
though it may be argued that causation cannot be proven, a longitu-
dinal design was used to enable the capture of a stimulus effect and 
allow causal inferences to be made (Rindfleisch et al. 2008). To test 
for viewing effects, a panel study was undertaken. The procedure 
allowed for viewers to watch six episodes of a target program on 
an advert-free DVD (totaling four hours and 15 minutes of screen 
time). This was done within their own homes over a three-week pe-
riod. This design is notably different from previous studies of prod-
uct placement effects due to the length of the viewing situation. In 
particular, this design might afford the necessary time and exposure 
for the cultivation of fashion consciousness to take place. Viewers 
were asked to fill in a self-administered online survey both before 
and after viewing. To test whether pre-measurement had a priming 
effect, a small post-test only control group (n=45) also undertook 
the study and tests of significant differences between the control and 
main group responses were carried out with no significant differ-
ences in post brand appeal found. 

As a typical example of transformational reality television, the 
program, Australia’s Next Top Model was used as stimuli. It promot-
ed the value of fashion consciousness. Specifically, it was centered 
on the fashion industry and was closely aligned with well-known 
fashion designers and models. Several brand-program relationships 
were also already established. Four brands were initially assessed 
for the strength of congruence via a pilot study: a small car, a body 
spray, a magazine and a cosmetics brand. The cosmetics brand, Na-
poleon Perdis Cosmetics, exhibited the greatest level of fit and was 
used for the final analysis.

The specific target population would usually comprise indi-
viduals who watch the target program (Neuman 2003). However, 
for this study, the aim was to capture a sampling frame that would 
best replicate the natural viewing audience of the series, whilst ex-
cluding existing viewers to avoid any prior cultivation effects. On 
consultation with the producers and brand managers responsible for 
the placements, the target audience for the program and brands was 
confined to Australian females aged 16 to 35. Considering the nature 
and content of the program, as well as the use of a cosmetics brand, 
this all female sample was necessary to uphold the ecological valid-
ity of the study. To capture a qualified sample, a filtering process was 
undertaken, where the initial invitation for participation was sent to a 
wider population and those outside of the target sample were gradu-
ally filtered out via questioning. The panel of viewers was recruited 
via an email, with a link to the preliminary online survey. The initiat-
ing email was sent to all staff at a large, South Australian, vocational 
training college. This sample was not a student sample and, if passed 
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on to the college students, they would be a more generalisable, non-
traditional student sample in any case (James and Sonner 2001). The 
email request outlined the television program to be viewed, the in-
centive of a $30 mall voucher, the necessary sample characteristics 
and encouraged forwarding of the email. Nineteen percent of the 
sample was recruited directly from the original email, whilst the re-
maining 80.7% were recruited via snowballing. From 663 responses, 
234 eligible respondents were sent the DVD package. Of this, 203 
completed the two surveys and viewing in full, yielding a retention 
rate of 86.76%.

Fashion consciousness was measured both before and after the 
viewing experience and a latent difference score model was devel-
oped (as outlined in Ferrer and McArdle 2003) that provided a three-
item measure for change in fashion consciousness over the viewing 
experience. The measure for fashion consciousness was taken from 
the ‘overall fashion consciousness’ dimension of a 38 item ‘fashion 
consciousness scale’ developed by Gould and Stern (1989). Three of 
the dimension’s items were deemed inappropriate and were removed 
as they related to specific behavioral changes that were unlikely to 
occur over a three-week period. The ten items included (see Table 1) 
were randomized and evaluated on seven-point Likert scales.

Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted on this dimension 
using AMOS software and three separate factors emerged, instead 
of the expected one (Gould and Stern 1989). These factors each re-
lated to slightly different aspects of fashion consciousness, specifi-
cally to reflections on the viewer’s own fashion, their awareness of 

fashion and how fashionable they are (see Table 1). Each of these 
factors were highly correlated (ρ = .86, .89, .91) and exhibited good 
fit as a three-factor higher order construct (χ2 (78) =161.332, p=.056, 
GFI=.931). To reduce the item-to-subject ratio the composites of 
these factors were created and a three item higher-order factor was 
used to generate the difference score measuring the latent construct 
‘change in fashion consciousness’.

Brand appeal was measured both before and after the viewing 
experience. This enabled an evaluation of any resultant desirability 
for the brand to focus on the influence of a cultivation effect and 
not simply on a prior judgment of the brand. The ‘brand appeal’ 
construct was used rather than the possible alternatives (i.e. brand 
image) as it is a more universal measure and may apply to many 
different brand characteristics depending on what is appealing to the 
individual. Brand appeal was measured using a scale that has been 
validated in numerous studies investigating attitudes towards a brand 
(Bruner et al. 2001). The three particular items used in this study (see 
Table 1) were chosen for their generality and relatedness to appeal. 
Each of the items was randomized and measured on seven-point Lik-
ert scales. After several unprompted ‘don’t know’ comments were 
reported during pre-testing, a ‘don’t know’ response category was 
deemed necessary and included. This inclusion was especially im-
portant as the preexposure measure was taken at a time when viewers 
may not yet have been aware of the brand.

Both brand familiarity and product involvement were measured 
before the viewing experience to account for any intervening effects. 

Figure 1: 
Proposed Model of the Effect of the Cultivation of Fashion Consciousness on Brand Appeal
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Brand familiarity was measured using a single-item seven-point Lik-
ert scale that has been validated in previous studies (Bruner et al. 
2001) (see Table 1). Product involvement was measured similarly 
using three statements validated in previous studies with anchors 
of ‘Not at all’ to ‘Very much’, indicating the relevancy, importance 
and viewer interest in the product category (Bruner et al. 2001) (see 
Table 1).

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was used to test the effect 
of cultivation on brand appeal because it allows the impact of other 
variables to be accounted for, avoiding some of the specification er-
ror that may occur in single regressions. It also accounts for both 
measurement and structural error relating to latent variables (Kline 
2005).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The final model was tested and exhibited excellent fit based on 

all fit indices (χ2 (33) = 32.417, p=.938; GFI=.938) and explained a 
good proportion of the variance in brand appeal (R2 = 42.1%) (see 
Figure 2). As hypothesized, both product involvement (βPI=.16, 
p=.024) and brand familiarity (βBF=0.20, p=.011) have a significant 
positive influence on brand appeal. In addition to these established 
effects, the change in fashion consciousness also had a significant 
positive effect on brand appeal as hypothesized (βFC=0.22, p=.000). 
That is, viewers who experienced a greater change in fashion con-
sciousness after watching the program, Australia’s Next Top Model, 
reported a greater desire for the cosmetics brand Napoleon Perdis. 
Hence, through the cultivation of a specific consumption–related 
value, reality television programming was found to increase viewers’ 

desires for a thematically congruent brand. Importantly, this relation-
ship was found to exist while controlling for the effects of prior prod-
uct involvement and the viewers’ original desire for the brand. This 
is an important contribution as it demonstrates that the simultaneous 
cultivation of consumption-related values has the power to directly 
affect consumers’ attitudes towards integrated brands, thus providing 
a better understanding of how product placement operates.

In contrast to previous studies that have focused on whether an 
overall cultivation effect exists, this study extends the current litera-
ture by demonstrating that viewers who experience a greater culti-
vation effect develop a greater desire for the brand; a second-order 
effect. Importantly, these results indicate that it is not just prior inter-
ests and values that dictate individuals’ desire for the brands placed 
within the TV programs they watch. Via online processing, the de-
velopment of consumption-related values also contributes to a desire 
for the brand. This finding is a significant contribution to the mar-
keting literature as it demonstrates the worth of a malleable viewer. 
Furthermore, this malleability pertains to values, which are gener-
ally considered an influential yet stable consumer variable within the 
communication situation. This notion should now be rethought given 
the prolonged viewing of many forms of entertainment.

IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS AND 
CONCLUSIONS

The major findings of this study suggest that, when considering 
brand placements, marketers should look beyond programs with an 
audience that is already interested in the product category or sur-
rounding interests, and consider the potential of programs capable 

Table 1: 
Measurement Scales and Items

Construct and Items Factor
Fashion Consciousness (Gould and Stern 1989)

  1. I reflect about the fashions I wear a lot Own Fashion
  2. I am very involved with the clothes I wear Own Fashion

  3. I’m very conscious of the fashions related to my own gender Fashion Awareness
  4. I’m very alert to changes in fashion Fashion Awareness
  5. I would say I’m very fashion conscious Fashion Awareness
  6. I’m very involved with fashion Fashionable
  7. I’m more fashionable than the average person Fashionable
  8. I’m very fashionable Fashionable
  9. Other people think I’m very fashionable Fashionable
  10. Other people ask me what is fashionable Fashionable

Brand Appeal (Bruner, James, and Hensel 2001)
  1. Brand is appealing Brand Appeal
  2. Brand is desirable Brand Appeal
  3. I like Brand Brand Appeal

Brand Familiarity (Bruner et al. 2001)
  1. I am familiar with this brand Brand Familiarity

Product Category Involvement (Bruner, James, and Hensel 2005)
  1. In general, I have a strong interest in product category Product Involvement
  2. This product category is important to me Product Involvement
  3. This product category is very relevant to me Product Involvement
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of cultivating a relevant consumption value. This notion challeng-
es more traditional media planning techniques that use audience 
analytics, or even those that analyze the mood induced by various 
programs, and encourages analysis of a media vehicle’s ability to 
cultivate relevant values. Product placement provides a benefit over 
traditional advertising through the embedded connection to viewers’ 
online processing of consumption-related values. This provides mar-
keters with an opportunity to increase their market share by gaining 
first access to new consumers at the moment they become interested, 
rather than attempting to steal existing customers from competitors.

Moreover, if brands realize this potential and fund the culti-
vation of particular consumption-related values through entertain-
ment media, in particular reality TV, it may be possible for them 
to actively enhance the size of the entire market. If this occurs on a 
wide scale the entertainment landscape will be changed (or perhaps 
it already has). Based on the traditional funding model for enter-
tainment, content may become skewed towards values that support 
consumption. For example, it would be highly useful for a cosmetics 
brand to fund shows on beautifying individuals or an SUV brand to 
fund programs that promote an outdoor lifestyle. In doing so, brand-
funded programming has the ability to influence consumers by pro-
moting a consumption agenda. Such directed or controlled agendas 
have been discussed in the media psychology literature, however, 
agenda-setting theory is most commonly based on the dissemination 
of information, rather than cultivating values, and it often focuses on 
the control that media has in influencing what society deems news-
worthy (Weaver 2007). Nevertheless, this theory lends itself to the 
influence of advertiser-funded programming, where consumption 
related values are more likely to be at the centre of program content. 
This big picture view suggests a change in how society consumes 
television and has implications for debate regarding rational con-
sumer choice.

A basic interpretation of brand-funded cultivation suggests that 
the viewer is a passive entity, however, critics may argue that view-
ers will not choose to watch a program if the content does not satisfy 
some underlying need. This is not disputed; however, viewers watch 
television programs to gratify many different needs simultaneously 
(Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch 1974). While a viewer may be watch-
ing The Biggest Loser to fulfill their need for voyeurism, they may 
also come to value good exercise and a balanced diet, which in turn 
may generate a desire to attend a boot camp. Alternately, America’s 
Next Top Model may be viewed because it satisfies the viewers’ need 
for downward social comparison (Nabi et al. 2003). At the same 
time, the young women who watch it will begin to value appearance 
and materialism, which may fuel a desire to consume beyond their 
means. These examples suggest that a viewer may be both passive 
and active simultaneously: Active in pursing entertainment needs, 
yet passive to the cultivation of consumption values. These examples 
also highlight that cultivation of consumption values may have both 
positive and negative consequences for the viewer, raising questions 
regarding the responsibility of media and marketing practitioners 
who, while enhancing the desirability of brands, may change soci-
etal values.

It should be made clear that this study does not provide evi-
dence of the dominance of cultivation over other effects on product 
placement. Furthermore, there is a need to reaffirm these results in a 
more controlled manner. In particular, including a control group of 
non-viewers would alleviate concerns of internal validity that may 
stem from the existence of external factors present over the extended 
viewing period. Despite these concerns, this study furthers our un-
derstanding of how cultivation affects more specific brand-related 
outcomes and the different ways in which individuals may be moti-
vated to process product placements. Indeed, Petty and Cacioppo’s 
(1986) Elaboration Likelihood Model purports that more lasting at-
titude change is enabled by a consumer’s motivation to attend and 

Figure 2: 
The Effect of a Change In Fashion Consciousness on Brand Appeal
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process brand information, however, this study advances this extant 
knowledge by demonstrating that motivation itself can be enhanced 
by cultivating the underlying value that fuels this motivation. While 
this finding may seem intuitive, this is the first time it has been em-
pirically confirmed in this context and thus advances our understand-
ing of how product placement operates. Hence, this study moves the 
research agenda beyond questions relating to the validity of the now 
well-established cultivation theory, to questions of its role in effect-
ing identifiable brand outcomes.
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ABSTRACT
This study explores Islamic cyber-activism and finds that ac-

tivists pursue a virtual jihad against transnational brands as an eco-
nomic and non-violent means of asserting Islamic values and identity 
in the marketplace. The study contributes to consumer activism lit-
erature by highlighting the role of religious discourse and authorities 
as market-structuring forces.

INTRODUCTION
While there is considerable research on religion and ideology 

in social sciences, consumer researchers have given little attention to 
how the interplay of these influential forces informs brand attitudes. 
Notably lacking are examinations of consumer activism fueled by 
religious ideology. This is concerning given that brand avoidance 
driven by fundamentalist beliefs is not always substantiated, unlike 
typical boycotting behavior (e.g., Nike protests following media ex-
poses of labor abuse). Yet research shows that consumer activism, 
particularly in the form of boycotts, can have adverse effects on prof-
its (Klein et al. 2004), tarnish brand image (Thompson et al. 2006), 
and may result in violent acts. 

Compounding the dynamics of contemporary consumer activ-
ism is new media. Internet has changed the way individuals pursue 
social change, rendering activism convenient and, largely, anony-
mous. Further, viral activism has dramatically reduced the time in 
which boycott messages proliferate and reach mass audiences (Hol-
lenbeck and Zinkhan 2006; Krishnamurthy and Kucuk 2009). 

While the literature on consumer activism - also known as con-
sumer resistance, anti-consumption, brand avoidance, political con-
sumerism, and boycotting - is vast (Holt 2002; Kozinets 2002; Lee et 
al. 2009; Micheletti et al. 2004; Thompson and Arsel 2004; see spe-
cial issues of Consumption Markets and Culture and Journal of Busi-
ness Research), there is little theorizing on the interplays among reli-
gious ideology, activism, and new media. Considering that Internet is 
instrumental in social mobilization (e.g., Arab Spring, Occupy Wall 
Street) and dissemination of ideologies (Kahn and Kellner 2004), it 
is critical that consumer researchers explore the roles of religious 
ideology and new media on brand attitudes and consumer identity. 

This study seeks to advance our theoretical understanding of 
these issues. Through a netnography of cyber-activism, this research 
investigates how Islamism informs consumption discourses. The 
data includes textual, visual, and audio material collected over two 
years on Islamic boycott websites, forums, and blogs in English. The 
study identifies two themes that underlie and distinguish Islamic 
consumer activism from other examinations of critical consumerism 
(Holt 2002; Kozinets 2002; Lee et al. 2009; Micheletti et al. 2004; 
Thompson and Arsel 2004): 1) tyrannization of the other – the dis-
cursive construction of non-Muslims as tyrants, and 2) formation of 
a cyber-umma (community of Muslims). The study also highlights 
religious authorities’ role in mobilizing Islamic boycotts as unique to 
consumer activism driven by religious ideology.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Consumer Activism
Recent research has identified a broad spectrum of contem-

porary forms of consumer activism. Consistent with a postmodern 
consumer culture, these newer forms of activism represent individu-
alized quests for social change and range from consumer resistance 

(Holt 2002; Penaloza and Price 1993), culture jamming (Handelman 
1999), anti-branding (Hollenbeck and Zinkhan 2010), brand avoid-
ance (Lee 2007), anti-consumption (Lee et al. 2009) to political con-
sumerism (Micheletti, Føllesdal, and Stolle 2004). 

Among various forms of consumer activism, boycotting stands 
out as the oldest (Friedman 1999), the most prominent, and the most 
effective form of consumer expression of discontent (Pruitt and 
Friedman 1986). Friedman (1985, 87) defines a boycott as “an at-
tempt by one or more parties to achieve certain objectives by urg-
ing individual consumers to refrain from making selected purchases 
in the marketplace.” Often viewed as a ‘vote in the marketplace,’ 
or more dramatically as a ‘weapon of resistance’ in socio-political 
conflicts, boycotting commands powerless groups with authority to 
pursue social change. For example, consumer boycotts have played 
a fundamental role in labor unionization and the mobilization of the 
civil rights movements in America (Cohen 2003; Klein, Smith, and 
John 2004), while the Indian boycott of British salt and cloth pro-
pelled the British to withdraw from India. 

While boycotting is a powerful tool consumers use to realize so-
ciopolitical goals, recent research suggests that today’s boycotts are 
less focused on political causes and civic objectives. For example, 
Klein, Smith, and John (2004, 93) state that contemporary boycotts 
“are more typically focused on corporate practices and marketing 
policy issues rather than on broader sociopolitical goals such as civil 
rights.” Confirming this comment, a series of studies have identified 
brands’ unethical business practices (Friedman 1985), ‘hard-sell’ tac-
tics or overt commercialism (Micheletti et al. 2004), negative country 
of origin effects (Klein, Ettenson, and Morris 1998), and representa-
tion of undesired self-image (Hogg, Banister, and Stephenson 2009) 
as significant motivations underlying contemporary boycotts. While 
these studies highlight some of the important drivers of boycotting 
behavior, they inadvertently imply that contemporary consumer ac-
tivism is divorced from ideology. 

However, a close reading of the studies, particularly those 
emerging in the Consumer Culture Theory domain, suggests that 
consumers’ anti-consumption (and consumption) practices are im-
bued with various ideological and moralistic narratives. For exam-
ple, Thompson and Coskuner-Balli (2007, 150) find that a strong 
desire to redress “the ecological and socioeconomic problems fos-
tered by economic globalization,” while contesting the asymmetrical 
power relationships among transnational corporations, nations, and 
labor motivates some consumers to opt out of mainstream grocers 
and to participate in community supported agriculture (CSA) prac-
tices. In addition to these environmentalist, anti-industrialization, 
anti-globalization, and anti-corporate ideologies, Press and Arnould 
(2011) find that American pastoralist ideology is a prominent theme 
underlying CSA practices and discourses. Similar political and moral 
motives can also be found among the proponents of the fair-trade 
and green consumption movements (Connolly and Prothero 2008), 
not to mention the counter-cultural practices of high minded con-
sumers concerned about the socio-economic and environmental im-
plications of McDonaldization (Ritzer 1983) of global food produc-
tion via agricultural bioengineering (Sassatelli and Davolio 2010). 
Lastly, Simon (2011) argues that consumers demand social justice 
and equality while demonstrating civic engagement through the poli-
tics of consumption. These examples show that boycotts, buycotts, or 
other articulations of consumer dissent, are not simply a contestation 
over “corporate practices and marketing policy issues” as Klein et 
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al. (2004, 93) suggest. Rather, these studies suggest that such acts of 
consumer activism remain deeply infused with personal and shared 
ideologies.  

Consumer activism and religious ideology
While the latest literature has addressed the role of political, 

nationalist, and competing marketplace  ideologies in structuring 
consumer choice and identity works (Crockett and Wallendorf 2004; 
Dobscha and Ozanne 2001; Holt 2002; Kozinets 2002; Kozinets and 
Handelman 2004; Luedicke, Thompson, and Giesler 2010; Thomp-
son 2003; Thompson 2004; Thompson and Coskuner-Balli 2007; 
Varman and Belk 2009), there is little theorizing on how religious 
ideology might foster consumer activism (see Friedman 1999 for 
boycotts organized by religious groups on moral concerns). This is 
concerning given that religious beliefs, when coupled with socio-
political tensions and economic conflicts, may become significant 
ideological resources with which activist consumers contest the mar-
ketplace. One good example is Islamic consumer activism. Recent 
boycotts of Danish goods (and of global retailers like Carrefour or 
Tesco that carry Danish goods) by Muslims in response to the ill-per-
ceived cartoon depictions of Prophet Mohammed powerfully dem-
onstrate how religious sentiments may mobilize consumer resistance 
and result in financial damage to the targeted businesses (Jensen 
2008; Knudsen, Praveen Aggarwal, and Maamoun 2008). Far from 
a reflexive response to what is perceived as an offense to one’s faith, 
the Danish boycott is a reflection of Muslim ideological views about 
Western powers that are deeply rooted in the colonial history and the 
recent Western involvement in Muslim-majority countries such as 
Iraq, Afghanistan, and Palestine.

Islamic activism has been extensively examined as a new social 
movement with a political and militant agenda (Ayoob 2008; Roy 
1994), yet little research has explored marketplace articulations of 
Islamic ideology (Izberk-Bilgin 2012a; Rudnyckyj 2009; Sandikci 
and Ger 2010; Wong 2007). Particularly missing is an understanding 
of how Islamic beliefs, coupled with consumers’ political ideology 
and the socio-historical structures, shape brand attitudes and con-
sumer activism in light of consumers’ identity projects. Consider-
ing that consumers increasingly pursue social change and perform 
identity goals through the marketplace and that new forms of media 
has propelled this trend, an interesting area of research lies at the in-
tersection of new media, consumer activism, and religious ideology. 

Islamic activism and new media
Evolving new media environment has led to a profound re-

structuring of societies by enabling an unprecedented degree of in-
terconnectivity among various social groups, cultures, and nations. 
New media has provided an alternative platform for ‘other’ voices, 
which has fostered new interpretations of taken for granted ideas 
and practices. This, in turn, has gradually led to the fragmentation of 
political and religious authorities in not only the democratic societ-
ies of North America or Europe, but also countries under totalitarian 
regimes. These profound changes are perhaps nowhere more visible 
than in the Islamic world. The proliferation of media has played a 
crucial role in amplifying the exchange of ideas, discourses, and 
practices among the Islamic communities in diaspora, homeland-
Muslims, and converts, which led to a wide range of emerging dis-
courses about Islam from fundamentalist to reformist (Eickelman 
and Anderson 2003; Oncu 1995). Dialoguing with Islamic commu-
nities in other cultures allowed Muslims to not only discover alterna-
tive articulations of belief and practice, but more importantly, ques-
tion the authority of the religious scholars, who have traditionally 
served as the spokespersons for Islam. Accordingly, new media has 

transformed the public space into “a marketplace of ideas, identi-
ties, and discourses” (Eickelman and Anderson 2003, xii). Indeed, 
the expansion of Islamic public sphere and identity politics fueled 
by the Internet is quite visible in the global rise of the halal industry 
(Izberk-Bilgin 2012b) and the formation of Islamic consumption-
scapes (Pink 2009). Paralleling the growth of Islamic consumerism, 
interestingly, is a proliferation of discourses and practices of Islamic 
consumer activism. Particularly, in the aftermath of 9/11, there has 
been a wave of Islamic cyber-activism protesting anti-Muslim dis-
courses as well as American and Israeli foreign policies involving 
Muslim-majority countries. This cyber-activism is most evident in 
the increasing number of websites, Islamic forum threads, blogs, 
Facebook boycott pages, and tweets that target transnational brands. 
This paper examines why multinational companies become key tar-
gets of Islamic cyber-activism as well as how religious discourse and 
authorities, combined with socio-historical factors, influence Mus-
lim consumers’ motivation to boycott. 

METHODOLOGY
This study draws from a netnographic analysis of online Islam-

ic forums (e.g., ummah, shiachat, islamicawakenings, turntoislam, 
muslimvillage, and islamicity) as well as websites (e.g., islamicin-
sights, muslimmatters.org, altmuslim, radioislam, missionislam, 
inminds, alqudsday.org) and Facebook pages that address issues 
relevant to Muslim audiences. Islamic forums were initially chosen 
among those awarded the “Top 40 Muslim Forums Award,” which 
ranks Muslim forums based on “the page rank of the Forum, the 
number of visitors, the number of post threads, the number of view-
ers, the quality of the topics debated,…” (http://topmuslimforums.
wordpress.com/). A smaller sample was then identified for closer 
analysis based on the number of forum members; for example, the 
analysed sites ummah.com and turntoislam.com have more than 
58,000 and 93,000 members, respectively, with close to 5 million 
posts combined. The forums were also carefully chosen to reflect 
the diversity of sectarian views; shiachat.com and shiasisters.net 
were included in the analysis despite having fewer members than 
predominantly Sunni forums in order to incorporate Shia perspec-
tives. A similar approach was taken with the identification of Islamic 
websites. For example, islamicinsights, which started out as a print 
magazine and later added a web portal that features news and vari-
ous Muslim lifestyle topics, has garnered more than 8,000 likes on 
Facebook and 5,000 followers on Twitter.

Most of the Islamic forums are structured in a similar way. The 
main categories of discussion include religious topics, political news 
concerning Muslims, Islamic marriage, events, and boycott cam-
paigns. The narratives chosen for analysis were identified from links 
that contained key words such as ‘boycott’, ‘campaign’, ‘protest’ and 
‘activism’. A total of 120 posts were analysed. Data was interpreted 
by moving back and forth individual postings and the entire discus-
sion threads as suggested by Kozinets (2010). The findings are pre-
sented below.

FINDINGS

Tyrannization of the other
The Islamic activist rhetoric found online parallels that of the 

many anti-corporate, anti-globalization movements’. Corporate 
commitment to fair-trade wages, use of non-genetically modified or-
ganisms, and environmental sustainability are of concern to Islamic 
cyber-activists. However, one critical discourse, namely, ‘tyranniza-
tion of the other’ stands out as unique. Islamic boycott materials con-
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strue many multinational companies (MNCs) as tyrants and oppres-
sors of Islamic faith and identity. 

At the core of this criticism is the long standing Palestine-Israel 
conflict. A number of provocative images that mix corporate logos 
with rhetoric infused with religious ideology can be found on forums 
and blogs that appeal to a Muslim audience. One of these images 
(Figure 1) shows a Coca Cola bottle shaped like a missile with the 
texts “Where does our money go?” and “Don’t buy your brother’s 
blood”. 

Figure 1

Source: Islamicawakening.com

The image appears on one of a series of articles that Islamic Insights 
ran from January 2009 to November 2010 urging “god-conscious 
consumers” to boycott MNCs for allegedly providing financial sup-
port to Israel. The author of the article ‘Boycotting for Justice’ urges 
readers to reflect on the war in Gaza by evoking a verse from the 
Qur’an:

Remember the time when joining hands in murdering innocent 
people seemed atrocious? The time when “To kill one soul is 
as though you have killed the whole of humanity” of the Holy 
Qur’an actually meant something to most of us?... Because 

these days … murdering entire families and directing perfectly-
targeted bullets in the chests of innocent babies in Gaza is ha-
bitually supported by Muslims… we continue to support those 
nations which take pride in the unwarranted death of the people 
of Palestine by purchasing and selling their products… 

The author goes on to cite several fatwas (religious decree) that 
have been issued by Muslim scholars such as Ayatollah Sayyid Ali 
Sistani and Khameni that deem the consumption of “any item which 
helps strengthen Zionism” impermissible. Based on these fatwas and 
other canonical evidence, the author then concludes that continuing 
to buy Coca Cola or other global brands would be “committing a 
great sin”: “For those of us who resent the boycott, news flash! We are 
not only committing a great sin, we are also helping the oppressors! 
In regards to the helpers of oppressors, the Messenger of Allah has 
said “On the Night of Ascension, I saw the following inscription on 
the doors of Hell: Do not be a helper of the oppressors.”[emphasis 
original] … what would be wiser is for us to actually act upon this 
narration of the Holy Prophet…Who would have thought buying a 
Nestle chocolate bar would be committing a major sin, and the nega-
tive du’as [prayers] of the oppressed ones would be directed towards 
us, as aiders of oppressors?”

The provocative image of the Coca-Cola missile along with the 
religious rhetoric has attracted several reader comments, which echo 
the views that MNCs are oppressors of Muslim faith and boycotting 
these companies is a religious duty. For example Ahmad, dismissing 
skeptical remarks about boycott effectiveness, comments that: “…
participating in a boycott of companies that support slaughter and 
oppression is for our own benefit. ..you read up on the guilty compa-
nies. You then print out a list of the guilty companies and post it on 
the fridge. Now every time you walk by the fridge, you’ve got a small 
reminder of what our brothers and sisters are going through. Every 
time we go to the grocery store or to a restaurant, we remember 
that there are certain products or chains to avoid. We have a DAILY 
and INTIMATE (in your own kitchen) REMINDER about what our 
brothers and sisters are going through.” Next, Ahmad posts a link 
to a boycott list (Figure 2), which conveniently narrows down the 
number of targeted companies to three: Starbucks, McDonald’s, and 
Coca-Cola. The list displays these three logos next to a picture of a 
group of people, including children, running for their lives as a tank 
chases them. Ahmad ends his remarks by emphasizing that stand-
ing up to oppressors is a religious duty for Muslims: “we should re-
member that a consumer boycott is just one small aspect of fulfilling 
our obligation to support the oppressed and reject the oppressor.” 
Likewise, HiddenSoldier angrily responds to another forum mem-
ber, who suggests political participation as an alternative to boycot-
ting, by reminding this religious duty: “Just because those strategies 
may be considered “easier” than boycotting the companies which 
support zionism, it doesn’t mean it’s not WAJIB [religious duty] to 
boycott. In other words it is still haram [religiously unlawful] if we 
do not boycott! There’s no point in taking party of a political rally 
in front of government offices if we purchase Fanta or Sprite when 
we get thirsty...” 

Similar sentiments can be found on Islamic forums such as um-
mah.com, turntoislam.com, and shiachat.com. For example, on um-
mah.com’s forum, a user nicknamed lonerider evokes what seems 
to be a common analogy within the Muslim community (Figure 3) 
by likening the consumption of McDonald’s and Coke products to 
drinking the blood of Palestinians as s/he sends a call for boycott 
through this provocative post: “Do you go to Marks and Spencer’s 
cos their salad is just too good? Do you do McD’s fish fillet? Do you 
drink Coca-Cola? Have you tried the blood of a Palestinian? All of 
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Figure 2

Source: alqudsday.org

these products have one thing in common: Israel. So the question is 
do you?” It is noteworthy how these cyber-activists collaborate in 
strategically combining graphic pictures of baby corpses, culture-
jammed images of brand logos, and religious rhetoric to link MNCs 
to the Palestine-Israel conflict and portray these companies as “child 
killers” or “murderers” draining “the blood of Palestinians.” Activist 
consumers use many tactics to sustain this discourse and the boycott 
efforts. For example, cyber-activists routinely share greeting cards 
and boycott pamphlets with images reportedly of suffering Palestin-
ians (Figure 4), use subverted logos as avatars or signatures (Figure 
5), circulate boycott lists, share links to youtube clips about the Pal-
estinian resistance movement and boycott organizations, as well as 
sharing fatwas and Israel’s barcode information to discourage buy-
ing Israeli products. 

Figure 5

Source: ummah.com

Notably, the Islamic scholars’ fatwas (and e-fatwas) play a key role 
in motivating the activists, but more importantly, presenting boy-
cotting as a religious duty, thus equating the consumption of global 
brands with committing sin. Also, organizations such as Innovative 
Minds (the prominent face of the Boycott Israel Campaign online), 
the BIG Campaign (Boycott Israeli Goods Campaign), Boycott, Di-
vestment, and Sanctions Movement, and Friends of Al-Aqsa (a UK 
based NGO) are instrumental in providing discursive material and 
paraphernalia such as books, clothing, badges, pins, key chains, boy-
cott lists, and greeting cards to consumer activists, who then share 
these materials to create a global consciousness about the boycott 
and construe global brands as tyrants. 

The conflict between Palestine and Israel and the concomitant 
Arab League’s boycott of Israeli goods date back to 1948; both have 
been well documented in the media and literature (Jevtic 2009). 
Rather interesting is how quintessentially American or Western 
brands that clearly do not have Israeli origins are enwrapped in this 
conflict to be construed as tyrants and become key targets of con-
sumer protest. From a socio-historical perspective this is partly due 
to the transformation of the Israel boycott from a state-led policy 
with a secular, Pan-Arab rhetoric to a consumer-driven campaign in-
fused with religious ideology. The Arab League boycott of 1948 pri-
marily targeted products with Israeli origin and secondarily sought 
to discourage foreign countries to invest in Israel. The boycott was 
largely carried out at a diplomatic level through limited trade rela-
tions, however, participation gradually dropped after Egypt with-
drew its support in 1979 as a result of the Egypt-Israel Peace Treaty 
and other states followed suit to seek membership in WTO. 

In the late 1990s, as the state support for the boycott was dwin-
dling, a grassroots campaign was in the making. Interestingly, this 
consumer driven phase of the boycott targeted American and West-
ern MNCs more aggressively than the earlier phase which focused 
on non-branded Israeli produce like dates. This strategic shift can be 
attributed to the growing involvement of American and Western na-
tions in the Middle East following the 1991 Gulf War. While Muslim 
majority nations such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia participated in the 
Western coalition against Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, for the masses, 

Figure 3

Source: iluvislam.com
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Figure 4

Source: inminds.co.uk

the presence of foreign military forces on Arab lands was reminis-
cent of the colonial years. From the perspective of the consumer 
activists, adding to this bitter colonial past is a collective memory 
of perceived Western indifferences to Muslim suffering in Bosnia 
and Chechnya, not to mention the stigmatization of Muslim identity 
following the tragic events of 9/11 in the US and Europe (e.g., the 
minaret ban in Switzerland), the ensuing wars in Iraq and Afghani-
stan, and the Danish cartoon crisis. 

Collectively, these developments are perceived as threats to 
Muslim identity and faith. From the cultural lenses of the cyber-
activists examined in this study, MNCs with their ubiquity, immense 
financial power, and close ties to Western states, are viewed as the 
hallmarks of these threats to Islamic identity. 

Cyber-ummah: forming a transnational Muslim 
community

Sharing the boycott discourse and paraphernalia is undoubtedly 
crucial for campaign success. To ensure that the boycott messages 
deeply resonate with the Muslim community, cyber-activists fre-
quently borrow from the Quran and Sunnah (Prophet’s practice) to 
urge fellow Muslims to demonstrate solidarity with the oppressed. 
Consider the religious referents used by the activists in the following 
quotes:

Our Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) was reported to have said, 
“The similitude of believers in regard to mutual love, affection, 

fellow feeling is that of one body; when any limb of it aches, 
the whole body aches, because of sleeplessness and fever.” In 
light of the above, I call you, all dear brothers and sisters to join 
hands with us in order to achieve our aims and to defend our 
main issues and primarily that of wronged and oppressed Pal-
estine. It seems ironic and illogical that while Zionists in Israel 
and their supporters in the West are killing the innocent in Gaza 
we keep consuming the products of those aggressors and give 
them the price of the bullets they cold-bloodily use to kill our 
children in Palestine. Have our hearts turned into stone?! Have 
we stopped thinking?! (nosrat-sunna on Islamic-life.com)

…the Qur’an says, on the subject of trading/dealing with non-
Muslims “you are not forbidden from trading fairly with those 
who do not seek to kill you or drive you from your lands”…well 
you can’t say that for companies that support the occupation of 
Palestine, can you? So I’d question whether it’s even halal [per-
missible] to buy from companies that support the state terrorism 
of Israel.” (dhak1yya on ummah.com)

Interestingly, activists’ highly emotional and religiously-laden 
language serve a more important purpose than merely summoning 
solidarity for the oppressed; such rhetoric latently allows consumer 
activists to pursue ummah, a global community of Muslims united 
around common causes. While the concept of ummah has been in-
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terpreted as merely a community of believers by Western scholars, 
Saunders (2008, 303-307) argues that ummah has political connota-
tions as “the nation of Islamic creed” and suggests that ummahism 
is “a new form of postnational, political identity which is as pro-
found as any extent nationalism.” Indeed, this utopia of an imagined 
community (Anderson 1991) of Islam is reflected in the works of 
Islamist ideologues such as Sayyid Qutb and engrained in the lead-
ing Islamist movements’ agenda (Ayoob 2008). While the Islamist 
organizations like Muslim Brotherhood and Jemaah Islamiah pursue 
ummah through political platforms and armed struggle, at the micro-
level, ordinary Muslims, who want to seek this ideal and demon-
strate solidarity around Muslim causes in a non-violent way, do so 
through boycotts and other forms of activism against transnational 
companies. The internet undeniably has facilitated the everyday 
Muslim consumers’ pursuit of ummah by offering a transnational 
space that is relatively free of sectarian divisions and confining local 
power dynamics. Consider how two users utilize this space to cre-
ate and sustain this utopian Muslim community through referents of 
imagined kinship ties in the following quotes:

In the absence of the possibility of Jihad, boycott has become 
in the opinions of many prestigious Muslim scholars, an obli-
gation and not only a desirable action…boycott …helps us to 
prioritize and give more importance to the issues of our ummah 
[emphasis original] and forget our selfish desires. Let us always 
remember the pictures of the innocent being bombed brutally 
by the Zionists… Let us always remember that …, every Mus-
lim has an obligation to support the Palestinian issue in every 
possible way until we free al-Madjid al-Aqsa [a Muslim holy 
site in Jerusalem] from the hands of the children-killing Zion-
ists. (nosrat-sunna on  Islamic-life.com)

Dear brothers and sisters - …We urge the entire Ummah to de-
sist from buying these “HARAM PRODUCTS” immediately. 
.. most of the profits from these large organizations are FUND-
ING The ISRAEL Military to MURDER & KILL the innocent 
Palestinians and ALSO to create chaos in this world. JUST Like 
you all made the DUTCH economy suffer by BOYCOTTING 
products from HOLLAND, NOW dear brothers and sisters 
be steadfast and committed and BOYCOTT ALL ISRAELI 
PRODUCTS. Dear Arab brothers, The Arab world is one of 
the BIGGEST MARKETS FOR THE FOLLOWING PROD-
UCTS: COKE, PEPSI, McDONALDS, STAR BUCKS, TOM-
MY HILFIGER, GIORGIO ARMANI, PERRIER WATER, 
JOHNSON & JOHNSON, MARKS & SPENCER, RALPH 
LAUREN, ARAMIS, CALVIN KLEIN, SPRITE…For the 
sake of your brother/sister/son/daughter/father/mother who are 
been [sic] SLAUGHTERED by the BLOOD THIRSTY KILL-
ERS. PLEASE BOYCOTT NOW. !!! Please circulate this mes-
sage all your contacts. (Murshid on Google Groups).

Noteworthy in the creation and performance of a virtual ummah 
is the role that Islamic scholars play. Among the prominent Muslim 
scholars is Sheikh Yousef Al-Qaradawi; his fatwas are widely cir-
culated on Islamic forums, websites of Islamic organizations such 
as inminds.com, and even youtube. One of his fatwas that presents 
boycotting as an economic warfare encourages Muslims to unite in 
activism against transnational corporations by evoking the concept 
of ummah 18 times:

We must all be united against the aggressors. We are united in 
Islam, …and also united in pain and hope. As Allah Almighty 

says: “Verily this Ummah of yours is one Ummah.” (Qur’an, 
21:92)…Now we see our brothers and children in Al-Aqsa and 
the blessed land of Palestine generously sacrificing their blood, 
giving their souls willingly in the way of Allah…If people ask 
in the name of religion we must help them. The vehicle of this 
support is a complete boycott...The time has come for the Is-
lamic Ummah to say “NO” to America, “NO” to its companies, 
and “NO” to its goods, which swamp our markets…The boy-
cott is a demonstration of Muslim brotherhood and unity of the 
Ummah. It is our duty to say we are not going to betray our 
brothers…Our sisters and daughters, who control the houses, 
have a role to play in this matter, which may be more important 
than the role of the man, because women supervise the needs 
of the house, and buy what must go inside the house. She is on 
hand to guide the boys and girls. She… educates them in what 
they must do for their Ummah and its causes, …especially in 
the area of boycott. 

While many cyber-activists simply copy and paste the fatwa 
on discussion forums with no further input, it is also easy to find the 
fatwa’s discursive motifs woven in users’ personally crafted com-
ments. For example, users allude to the notions of economic warfare 
and ummah as well as the role of ‘sisters’ or the ‘fairer gender’ in 
forging this economic crusade frequently: “The economy is one of 
the major lifelines for this oppressive entity [referring to Israel]. Re-
member the Jahil [ignorant/nonbeliever] Quraish, with their trade 
routes to the north & south. The early Muslims cut the jugular of the 
northern markets, because the trade caravans had to pass Medina. It 
was this series of raids that led to the Jahil Quraish being bled white, 
thus curtailing their growing threat. As much as we are reasonably 
able, let us boycott the apartheid state & her major supporters. Even 
if it stops just one bullet being fired into the skull of a defenceless 
babe in arms on her way to school. Let’s hit them where it hurts i.e. 
in the pocket!  … I know that the majority of the day to day household 
supplies are purchased by the female gender. It is important that the 
fairer gender is educated & made aware of their how the defence of 
the Ummah is in their hands as well…I feel it is incumbent on the 
more educated & aware of the fairer gender to gently proffer the 
pro-Ummah advice to their less aware peers.” (Ashfaq Bahman on 
hansot.com). Bibi’s comments on onislam.net also resounds the dis-
cursive motifs of Sheikh’s fatwa: “Mothers, as you lovingly bathe 
your babies with Johnson & Johnson products, think of the Palestin-
ian babies who died from Israeli bullets — courtesy of J & J, who 
support Israel. Next time we pop a Nestle’s candy in our mouth, let 
us savor the taste of the pain of those who are oppressed by Israel, of 
those whose land was taken from them, of those who will never taste 
the olives they so lovingly grew.….It’s important we don’t ever forget. 
It’s easy to become complacent and be seduced by the consumerist 
culture. Let this be our jihad. Let us strive in our efforts to speak out 
against oppression. Let us not fail in our duty toward our brothers 
and sisters. Let us boycott Israel.” 

As these examples demonstrate, cyber-activism is a means 
through which Muslims seek the imagined community of ummah. 
This quest for ummah can be more comprehensively understood as 
an exercise to reconfigure Islamic identity in light of modernization 
in the post-colonial era. In the years following independence, the 
modernization movements in Muslim majority countries like Turkey, 
Iran, and Egypt, led by a small, authoritarian, and pro-Western elite 
class left the Islamic identity sidelined to a great extent in the nation 
formation process. Most notably, the abolishment of the Caliphate 
(religious and political leader of all Muslims) institution marked the 
dissolution of the ummah, which had traditionally represented a unit-
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ed Islamic society under the former Ottoman Empire. Losing their 
‘righteous’ leader, seeing the erosion of ummah, falling behind West-
ern powers in science and technology, and witnessing the incapacity 
of local regimes in finding a dignifying solution to the Palestinian 
conflict left the pious believing that they have fallen from grace for 
swaying away from Islam’s path. Islamist movements’ rhetoric of 
justice that promised to end Muslim suffering in the hands of ‘in-
fidel’ powers, to reclaim Muslim dignity, and to revive the ummah 
fueled the perception that Islam was on assault, particularly among 
the economically disadvantaged and those discontent with the local 
regimes. Such sentiments were even more intense among the Euro-
pean Muslims who had difficulties assimilating to the host country 
and yearned for connecting with the ummah (Saunders 2008). This 
quest gained urgency as a crisis for unity among Muslims erupted 
post 9/11.

It is in this socio-historical context that many Muslims seek the 
ummah through the new platforms made possible by information and 
communication technologies. For many Muslims who do not want 
to associate with political or militant Islamist movements, waging 
a cyber-jihad against multinational brands through a rhetoric laden 
with religious ideology is the ideal means to forge an Islamic identity 
and connect with fellow Muslims on a global scale. Boycott websites 
and forums do not only provide a common cause around which a 
community of believers can be formed, but also offer a nonviolent 
and convenient form of ideological resistance, allowing users to cre-
ate a space for Islamic identity and politics. 

DISCUSSION
This study examines Islamic consumer activism at the nexus 

of religious ideology and new media. The findings suggest that the 
quest for a transnational community, coupled with the discursive 
construction of MNCs as icons of economic and social injustice, pro-
pels a cyber-jihad against transnational brands. Jihad, while gener-
ally associated with Islamist fanaticism, also means spiritual rejuve-
nation and self-defense (Ayoob 2008). In this sense, the cyber-jihad 
is an economic and non-violent means of asserting Islamic values 
and identity in the marketplace. These findings offer several interest-
ing theoretical implications. 

First of all, the study highlights the important role that religious 
discourse and authorities play as market-structuring forces. While 
prior studies have addressed how various ideologies motivate con-
sumer activism (Varman and Belk 2009), the role of religious ideol-
ogy in shaping consumption goals and brand attitudes has not been 
examined before. The findings indicate that transnational brands, 
which are perhaps the most conspicuous symbols of the secular, 
easily can get tangled in global webs of ideological conflicts and 
can be enwrapped in religious rhetoric to be construed as tyrants by 
consumer activists. The role of religious authorities such as Islamic 
scholars in this ideological construction of global brands is also note-
worthy; sheiks and the fatwas they disseminate through the internet 
are instrumental in framing MNCs and Islamic activism as tyrants 
and a religious duty to defend sacrosanct values, respectively. In this 
sense, religious authorities represent a unique type of authority and 
market structuring force that previous consumer research literature 
has not sufficiently explored. 

Secondly, this study contributes to our understanding of brands 
as symbolic devices by demonstrating the role that shared brand 
meanings inadvertently play in the formation of consumer identity 
projects and communities (Askegaard 2006; Cayla and Eckhardt 
2008; Holt 2002; Muniz and O’Guinn 2001; Muñiz Jr. and Schau 
2005). The cyber-jihad Muslim consumers discursively wage against 
tyrant brands facilitates virtual activists’ assertion of a pan-Islamic 

identity on a global scale. Moreover, cyber-activism allows these 
consumers to seek and perform a transnational community of Mus-
lims. While this pursuit of ummah is similar to the postmodern quest 
for communal affiliation that has been addressed in detail in previous 
studies (Muniz and O’Guinn 2001; Muñiz Jr. and Schau 2005), it 
is important to note a few nuances. The ummah forged through cy-
ber-activism against global brands, unlike other brand or anti-brand 
communities, is founded on a shared religious identity and ideologi-
cal aspirations of Islam. As such, unlike the postmodern brand com-
munities or evanescent hypercommunities, membership in the cyber-
ummah cannot be established in an ad hoc fashion (Kozinets 2002; 
McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig 2002; Muniz and O’Guinn 
2001), purchased (Thompson and Coskuner-Balli 2007), or easily 
terminated. Future research should explore whether these types of 
market-mediated communities, in which religious identity is a sine 
qua non, are more effective in transforming the policies and practices 
of MNCs than other brand (anti-brand) communities.

The limitations of this study offer opportunities for future re-
search. First, the study focuses on cyber-discourses of Islamic activ-
ism, however, to what extent, if any, these consumers practice the 
boycott remains unexplored. Also, non-boycotters views may not be 
equally represented in the forums since counter-boycott comments 
are effectively rebuffed and such commentators are stigmatized as 
“sinners” or “traitors” by fervent cyber-activists.
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ABSTRACT
Consumption communities face the challenge of dealing with 

economic influences while staying true to their community values. 
Building on Bourdieu’s theory of capital, this interpretive study ad-
dresses the intersection of social and economic capital production 
within social capital-driven consumption communities. The study 
explores the concealment strategies that consumers use to protect 
their communities from contamination through economic influences. 
Drawing on two data sources, the study reveals four distinct conceal-
ment strategies–from total denial, through re-articulation and partial 
appropriation, to teleological alignment–that differ to the degree to 
which consumers conceal economic capital production within the 
community. The study contributes new theoretical insights into con-
sumers’ concealment strategies and documents how pursuing these 
strategies allows social capital-driven consumption communities for 
incorporating economic activities under the primacy of social capital 
production.

INTRODUCTION
Social capital is a key notion in consumer culture theory. Social 

capital concerns “the aggregate of the actual or potential resources 
which are linked to (…) membership in a group” (Bourdieu 1986, 
248). Consumer researchers have used this influential notion to il-
luminate for instance, how brand community members build social 
capital as part of their value-creating practices (Schau, Muñiz, and 
Arnould 2009), how virtual problem-solving community members 
produce social capital on both individual and group levels (Math-
wick, Wiertz, and Ruyter 2008), or how subcultural consumers de-
fend their field-dependent social capital against pejorative stereo-
types (Arsel and Thompson 2011).

For Bourdieu (1986), individuals build social capital by estab-
lishing, maintaining, and defending long-term social relations and 
mutual obligations with their social peers. One particular characteris-
tic of social capital is that it is a “disguised” (252) form of economic 
capital that paradoxically produces its most influential effects to the 
extent to which it hides economic roots. Therefore, for individuals 
to build social capital requires proactive ‘concealment’ of potential 
economic calculations. How does this concealment of economic ac-
tivities work for consumption communities such as brand commu-
nities (Muniz and O’Guinn 2001) and subcultures of consumption 
(Schouten and McAlexander 1995) that draw their consumer appeal 
predominantly from social (rather than economic) exchanges? Which 
(if any) concealment strategies do members of these social capital-
driven consumption communities use to protect the ‘innocence’ of 
their social relations.

Prior consumer research has occasionally addressed the in-
tersection of social and economic production within consumption 
communities. Bonsu and Darmody (2008), for instance, find the 
rhetoric of “well-intentioned commercialism” (363) which Second 
Life  residents use to justify commercial success. Kozinets (2002a) 
documents anti-market strategies such as the reinforcement of a 
“No Vending Rule” (24) within the Burning Man community. In the 
context of community-supported agriculture (CSA), Thompson and 
Coskuner-Balli (2007) report on consumers who defy “commodity 
fetishism” (142) through “practices of decommodification” (142) as 
a response to corporate co-optation. And Weinberger and Wallendorf 
(2012) explain how intracommunity gifting serves the post-Katrina 
New Orleans’ community to rebuff undesired commercial influences.

These studies have produced important insights into the inter-
section of social and economic capital production in consumer re-
search. However, prior research has not yet systematically addressed 
the strategies through which consumers’ conceal potential economic 
activities within social-capital driven consumption communities.

To address this gap in knowledge and to reveal a comprehen-
sive range of concealment strategies within social capital-driven con-
sumption communities, I conducted an interpretive study drawing 
on two data sources. The first data set consists of netnographic data 
(Kozinets 2002b) from two social capital-driven online communi-
ties–the outdoorseiten.net community (www.outdoorseiten.net) and 
the veganelinke.antispe community (www.veganelinke.antispe.org). 
The second data set consists of eight academic articles that explicitly 
or implicitly address the intersection of social and economic capital 
production within consumption communities. I analyzed these data 
using a qualitative content analysis (Mayring 2002), through which I 
inductively built and iteratively refined categories of how these com-
munities conceal economic influences (aspects of economic capital 
production such as self-interest, profit maximization, competition, 
private ownership, or wage labor (see also Bourdieu 1986)).

The study reveals four concealment strategies that social cap-
ital-driven consumption communities tend to use when confronted 
with economic capital production. I differentiate the strategies by the 
degree to which consumers conceal economic capital production–
from total denial, through re-articulation and partial appropriation, to 
teleological alignment. 

To best reveal these findings, I first review the notion of social 
capital in sociology and existing consumer research studies that di-
rectly address the intersection of social and economic capital within 
social capital-driven consumption communities. Then, I present a set 
of four concealment strategies and show how consumers use these 
strategies to manage economic capital production within the confines 
of their communities. Finally, I discuss these theoretical insights and 
conclude with outlining paths for future research. 

THEORY ON SOCIAL CAPITAL
Bourdieu (1986) offers the first and most deliberate analysis of 

social capital. For him, social capital is “the aggregate of the ac-
tual or potential resources which are linked to (…) membership in 
a group” (Bourdieu 1986, 248). In contrast to other forms of capi-
tal (e.g. economic or human) social capital possesses an intangible 
character that resonates in structures of relationships (Bourdieu 
1986; Coleman 1988; Portes 1998). Consequently, social capital is 
an influential asset that individuals accumulate through continuous 
investments in relationships to family, friends and associates (Put-
nam and Goss 2001; Woolcock and Narayan 2000). For Bourdieu 
(1986), individuals build social capital by establishing, maintaining, 
and defending long-term social relations and mutual obligations with 
their social peers. Social capital investments are associated with a 
high degree of uncertainty because of indefinite obligations, vague 
time horizons, and the potential danger of ingratitude or noncompli-
ance to reciprocity expectations (e.g. exchanges of gifts or mutual 
visits) (Bourdieu 1986).

However, according to Bourdieu (1986), the notion of social 
capital, its inner structure and way of functioning is inseparable from 
that of economic capital. Economic capital “is immediately and di-
rectly convertible into money” (monetary capital) (Bourdieu 1986, 
243). Economic theory has devoted itself to this (one-sided) inter-
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pretation of capital which constrains the universe of exchanges to 
commercial exchanges. Thus, today, economic capital is the most 
obvious and direct form of capital characterized by capitalist tenets 
such as self-interest, profit maximization, competition, private own-
ership, or wage labor (Bourdieu 1986). 

Despite the ostensible independence between social and eco-
nomic capital, Bourdieu systematically elaborates on the interplay 
between economic and social exchanges in appropriating capital. For 
Bourdieu (1986), all forms of capital, including economic, social and 
cultural, must be understood as “accumulated labor” (241). Thus, 
both forms of capital are highly related–even transferable into each 
other. Social capital, for instance, is converted into economic capital 
when members of a social network gain privileged access to special 
investment-tips or job offers by making use of previously established 
social obligations. Transferability is due to one particular character-
istic of social capital–it is a “disguised” (Bourdieu 1986, 252) form 
of economic capital. Paradoxically, social capital produces its most 
influential effects only to the extent that it conceals its economic 
roots. 

Although Bourdieu (1986) addresses the significance of ‘con-
cealment’ in the accumulation social capital, he does not fully ad-
dress how this dynamic unfolds.

CONSUMER RESEARCH ON THE INTERSECTION 
OF SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CAPITAL WITHIN 

CONSUMPTION COMMUNITIES
Consumption community research also sheds a theoretical light 

on the intersection of social and economic capital, but with a fo-
cus on communal rhetorics and practices that protect the community 
from contamination through economic influences. Investigating the 
Web-based virtual world of Second Life, for instance, Bonsu and 
Darmody (2008) find evidence of residents that “traverse communal 
and commercial boundaries” (364) when they turn a communal idea 
of creating animal avatars into a commercial success story. Howev-
er, facing the mingling of community-driven ideas and commercial 
agendas, Second Life residents frame commercial success as a com-
munal enrichment. Bonsu and Darmody (2008) mark these rhetorical 
efforts as “well-intentioned commercialism” (363). 

Kozinets (2002a) investigates the Burning Man festival, a com-
munity-oriented anti-market event which is specifically designed to 
offer participants a social space that is distanced from market log-
ics. Burning Man’s gift economy, the “No Vending Rule” (24) and 
the prohibition of brand names are illustrative mechanisms of how 
the Burning Man community frames the event as uncommercial. Al-
though Kozinets concludes that the Burning Man community still 
“materially supports the market” (20), the set of communal-resistive 
practices and rhetorics demonstrates participants’ perception of com-
mercialism and economic exchanges as contaminating threat within 
the community. 

Similarly, participants of the CSA market niche interpret com-
mercialism, capitalist motifs, and modern “commodity fetishism” 
(Thompson and Coskuner-Balli 2007, 142) as threats that have the 
potential to pollute consumers’ sacred alternative market system. 
Thus, CSA farmers and consumers jointly strive for controlling the 
commercial nature of their food products through decommodifica-
tion practices which relate CSA food to “symbol[s] of natural splen-
dor and ecological harmony” (142).

Weinberger and Wallendorf’s (2012) multi-layered analysis 
within the context of the Mardi Gras festival reveals how intra-
community gifting serves the post-Katrina New Orleans’ commu-
nity to rebuff undesired commercial influences. The authors detail 
how post-Katrina New Orleans’s geographic community repaves 

the damaged “intersection of moral and market economies” (77) 
through traditional practices of intracommunity gifting. In particular 
they show how moral economy logics either harness or reject market 
economy logics in intracommunity gifting, depending on the giver’s 
local cultural knowledge and community membership. The study re-
veals that commercial sponsorship–only to certain moral confines–is 
legitimated within communal boundaries. 

Taken together, these studies suggest that the relationship be-
tween social and economic capital production is an important and 
delicate one for consumption communities. These consumption 
communities draw their appeal from social capital production (i.e. 
building relationships, pursuing social exchanges, freely sharing 
knowledge) and–to different degrees–from their denial of economic 
capital production. As the above authors show, consumers put much 
effort in protecting the community from contamination through 
economic influences. Seen through the lens of Bourdieuian capital 
theory, the appeal of such social capital-driven consumption commu-
nities largely thrives on the members’ ability to conceal present and 
emerging economic interests and thus remain ‘purely’ social entities. 

However, despite these important insights into the intersection 
of social and economic capital production in consumption communi-
ties, consumer researchers have not yet systematically explored the 
full range of consumers’ concealment strategies–representing a po-
tentially relevant endeavor for community perpetuation.

METHOD
This interpretive study draws on two data sources. The first 

data set comprises empirical data from an netnographic investiga-
tion (Kozinets 2002b) of two social capital-driven online communi-
ties - the outdoorseiten.net community (www.outdoorseiten.net) and 
the veganelinke.antispe community (www.veganelike.antispe.org). 
Online communities offer “a novel medium for social exchange be-
tween consumers” (Kozinets 2002b, 63) and allow unobtrusive ac-
cess to consumers’ discursive and interactive encounters at the inter-
sections of social and economic capital production. Pursuing the goal 
of revealing a comprehensive range of communities’ concealment 
strategies and assuming that online consumption communities with 
diverse (political-ideological) backgrounds might react differently to 
economic capital production, I searched for communities that have 
potentially divergent political orientations, but evolve particularly 
around social rather than exchanges.

The outdoorseiten.net community and the veganelinke.antispe 
community have different fields of interest and community goals, 
however, they both draw their appeal from social exchanges to ex-
perience and consume a “linking value” (Cova 1997, 297). Out-
doorseiten.net has its roots in 1999 and since then the community 
has developed into a 20.000-member flourishing online community. 
It exhibits passionate discussions about nature, outdoor sports, and 
advances an independent and creative outdoor consumption. This 
community provides a fascinating environment to study the range 
of concealment strategies which consumers use to respond to eco-
nomic influences since the community shows elements of both eco-
nomic and social capital production. On the one hand, community 
members are engaged in testing commercial outdoor equipment, in 
jointly innovating and branding products; On the other hand, com-
munity members feel inspired by their social, communal network 
and their independence from corporate influence (Füller, Lüdicke, 
and Jawecki 2008). Veganelinke.antispe’s 1,300 members are mo-
tivated to fighting capitalism. Since 2006, this forum has offered a 
dialogue platform for community members who discuss progressive 
movements against all sorts of oppressions such as capitalism, sex-
ism, racism or speciesism. The official anti-capitalist orientation of 



542 / How Do Social Capital-Driven Consumption Communities Conceal Their Economic Interests?

the veganelinke.antispe community promises a fascinating context 
to study consumers’ strategies to conceal economic influences.

Data collection within the online communities proceeded 
through screening and observing the fora’s archives and resulted in a 
data set of 4.008 posts from 47 threads. I particularly included those 
discussions in which community members were confronted with 
aspects of economic capital (i.e. self-interest, profit maximization, 
competition, private ownership, or wage labor).

The second data set consists of eight published academic arti-
cles. These articles, explicitly or implicitly, deal with the intersection 
of social and economic capital production within consumption com-
munities. Consumers within these communities primarily draw their 
appeal from social rather than economic exchanges. With the excep-
tion of Bonsu and Darmody (2008) all articles were published in the 
Journal of Consumer Research (Giesler 2008; Kozinets 2001, 2002a; 
Mathwick et al. 2008; Schouten and McAlexander 1995; Thompson 
and Coskuner-Balli 2007; Weinberger and Wallendorf 2012). The 
combination of empirical netnographic data and data from journal 
articles provided fruitful grounds to reveal consumers’ concealment 
strategies within consumption communities. 

I analyzed these two data sources using a qualitative content 
analysis (Mayring 2002). I identified concealment strategies through 
isolating consumers’ efforts to conceal economic influences within 
social capital-driven consumption communities. These influences re-
fer to (aspects of) economic capital production such as self-interest, 
profit maximization, competition, private ownership, or wage labor 
(see also Bourdieu 1986). I moved back and forth between the two 
data sets and exposed the inductively emerging categories (conceal-
ment strategies) to iterative refinement.

FINDINGS
Four focal concealment strategies emerge from my analysis. I 

differentiate these strategies with respect to the degree to which con-
sumption communities conceal economic capital production. The 
degree of concealment varies according to consumers’ level of refus-
al and legitimization of economic influences within the community. 
Figure 1 summarizes the findings followed by a detailed description 
of each concealment strategy.

Concealment Strategy One: Denial of Economic Capital 
Production

The strategy of denial of economic capital production is the 
most direct form of concealment. Community members use this 
strategy to demonize economic capital production and rhetorically 
frame corporate players as “industrial monsters” (Giesler 2008, 747) 
or legal community owners as “demigods” or “wizards” (Bonsu and 
Darmody 2008, 362). In my data, community members use three 
expressions of denial: 1) Actively repelling economic capital pro-
duction; 2) waiting until the (economic) turbulence passes by; and 3) 
relocating the community into a new, uncontaminated realm.

Actively Repelling Economic Capital Production. The out-
doorseiten.net community actively repels the capitalization of a 
community project in which community members plan, organize, 
and design the construction of an outdoor-cooker. The project starts 
out without any economic agenda. However, when individual com-
munity members suggest the idea of cooperating with a commercial 
investor to sell the outdoor-cooker to the mass market, an emotional 
discussion emerged. Does the community betray its spirit when con-
verting a community project into profit-opportunities? The initiator 
of the outdoor-cooker project finally holds an arousing plea for the 
social benefits of the project to the community.

„I proposed a project herein, because of the idea of producing 
a low-priced and improved product that is currently not avail-
able in the market. And because I was convinced of the fact that 
one could even make this project better through challenging a 
community of enthusiast to develop a perfect product. With all 
the accumulated know-how and the ideas of a creative commu-
nity…Beyond this original idea I had the idea that the commu-
nity would profit from this product too: more members (product 
would serve as a promoter externally), more reputation for the 
community, more ideas… and so on and so on…Why do I write 
this? Because I perceive the idea of this project is endangered.” 
(community member, outdoorseiten.net)

The initiator perceives the commercialization of the commu-
nal project as a threat (“endangered”) to the community. Finally, the 
community refuses capitalizing on the marketability of an improved 
outdoor-product and thus actively repels economic capital produc-
tion. The community upholds the primacy of social capital produc-
tion and community spirit, and consequently, conceals economic 

Figure 1: Concealment Continuum
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capital production. In a more general tone, community members of 
the veganelinke.antispe community debate the possibilities of how to 
consume best in an exploitative capitalist system. In favor of social 
capital production within and beyond the confines of their commu-
nity, participants propose to actively repel economic capital produc-
tion of cooperations through boycotting.

“For sure, our togetherness is improvable and as long as it is 
improvable I strive for improvements. I make a small contribu-
tion through my consumer behavior and boycotts.” (community 
member, veganelinke.antispe) 

Similarly, Giesler (2008), Bonsu and Darmody (2008), Math-
wick et al. (2008), Kozinets (2001, 2002a) and Schouten and McAl-
exander (1995) report on communities actively repelling economic 
capital production.

Waiting Until the (Economic) Turbulence Passes by. Commu-
nity members that wait until the (economic) turbulence passes by 
practice a less aggressive expression of the concealment strategy of 
denial of economic capital production. In his investigation of the war 
on music downloading in which downloaders and representatives of 
the music industry negotiate the price of music downloads, Giesler 
(2008) introduces the notion of “outpeacing” (747) as a graceful ex-
ercise of passive consumer resistance. A similar form of concealment 
appears within the Second Life community. Bonsu and Darmody 
(2008) report on the prevailing inequality and hierarchical structures 
between the regular residents (“creative consumer masses” (362)) 
and the Lindens (corporate owner) of the virtual platform.

“Even though they [the residents] recognized this inequality 
in the world, many residents pointed to the fluid nature of this 
structure, believing that it was only a matter of time before the 
tables turned in their favor” (Bonsu and Darmody 2008, 362).

Again, community members appear suspicious about economic 
influences within their community and perceive corporate power as 
contaminating. However, the community does not deny economic 
capital production by actively resisting the economic influence, but 
by sitting it out peacefully.

Relocating the Consumption Community. A third expression of 
denying economic capital production implies the relocation of the 
consumption community into a new, uncontaminated realm. The 
case of community-supported (CSA) agriculture investigated by 
Thompson and Coskuner-Balli (2007) serves as the most illustra-
tive example. Agents of the originally anticorporate organic food 
movement respond to the economic contamination of corporate co-
optation through relocating the communal realm of social capital 
production into a new CSA market–an “emotionally and existen-
tially engaging communal project” (Thompson and Coskuner Balli 
2007, 139). Similar to idea of relocating a consumption community 
into a pure social realm, community members in the veganelinke.
antispe community discuss the idea of moving to and living on self-
sufficient farms in an attempt to escape from capitalist market ex-
changes. Patterns of relocation emerge in Kozinets’ (2002a) Burning 
Man festival which can be read as a community-oriented anti-market 
event, staged remote from civilization, specifically designed to offer 
participants a social space that is distanced from market logics.

Concealment Strategy Two: Re-Articulation of Economic 
Capital Production

Second, community members using the strategy of re-articula-
tion of economic capital production also perceive economic influ-
ences as threat to the community. Yet, consumers do not repel, but 

rhetorically re-articulate aspects of economic capital production that 
are indirectly supportive of community members’ interests and mor-
als. Consumers re-articulate external service providers or commodi-
ties by 1) decommodifying them as artisan, creative or performative, 
or 2) sacralizing them through endowing it with transcendent mean-
ing.

Decommodifying the Commercial Product. Decommodifying 
commodities constitutes a well-known practice in consumer research 
(Wallendorf and Arnould 1991). Members of the outdoorseiten.net 
community, for instance, decommodify commercial products as ar-
tisan. Some members are particularly enthusiast about Mr. Geiger, a 
manufacturer of hand-crafted hiking boots. Although Mr. Geiger is a 
regular participant in the marketplace, community members portray 
him as a do-gooder and artisan that manufactures genuine and sensu-
ally superior hiking boots. 

“Something is notably nice: The man who is producing your 
shoes individually customizes them. He looks at your feet and 
you directly feel that he has lots of experience. He does not want 
a quick deal, but he wants to do his trade how he thinks that it is 
right. It is an adventure to meet someone like him these days.” 
(community member, outdoorseiten.net)

Community members refer to Mr. Geiger as an “artist” who 
takes his artistic license to create and improve details of his hand-
made hiking boots. In associating commercial commodities with arts, 
outdoorseiten.net community members deny market-players’ com-
mercial interest and conceal the transactions’ economic character. 
Thus, community members prevent the community from economic 
contamination. Among the consumption communities analyzed pat-
terns of decommodification are prevailing (Bonsu and Darmody 
2008; Giesler 2008; Kozinets 2002a; Thompson and Coskuner-Balli 
2007; Weinberger and Wallendorf 2012).

Sacralizing a Commodity. Sacralizing a product or service is 
a second expression of re-articulating economic capital production. 
Members of the Star Trek subculture, for example, identify with 
the anticapitalist nature of the Star Trek universe and appreciate its 
“utopian sense of the communalism” (Kozinets 2001, 72). However, 
the Star Trek universe is part of a multi-million dollar industry and 
Star Trek fen constitute active participants. In response to this over-
whelming economic irritation which is, in effect, an inherent com-
ponent of Star Treks subculture’s existence, participants engage is 
sacralizing practices by framing Star Trek rhetorically as a religion. 
Kozinets (2001) reveals:

“Legitimizing articulations of Star Trek as a religion or myth 
underscore fans’ heavy investment of self in the text. These 
sacralizing articulations are used to distance the text from its 
superficial status as a commercial product.”(Kozinets 2001, 67)

Kozinets’ analysis of consumers that read Star Trek as religion 
or myth involves the idea of concealing an economic agenda that 
threatens to contaminate Star Treks subcultural “moral and inclu-
sive community” (82). Members of the Harley-Davidson subculture 
of consumption are similarly engaged in sacralizing efforts as a re-
sponse to economic influences. 

Concealment Strategy Three: Partial Appropriation of 
Economic Capital Production

Consumers using the concealment strategy of partial appropria-
tion of economic capital production deliberately embrace 1) selected 
marketing tools or 2) financial support to leverage their social capital 
production. Community members do not use tools and support un-
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reflectedly, but take both out of their initial economic context and 
imbue them with communal spirit to conceal economic influences.

Embracing Selected Marketing Tools but Imbuing them with 
Communal Spirit. Consumption communities appropriate economic 
capital production through embracing and adjusting selected market-
ing tools. For instance, the outdoorseiten.net community organizes 
community competitions such as “best travel report”, “wiki writing 
competition”, and “best photo competition” or pursues a project in 
which community members design and create a community logo. 
Thus, the outdoorseiten.net community makes use of basic tools that 
are closely related to economic capital production, but appropriate 
them for the cohesive needs of their community. The playful compe-
titions and logo development processes encourage social exchanges 
and foster bondings among community members. Following vignette 
from the logo development threat shows how community members 
within the outdoorseiten.net conceal the logo’s economic character 
through imbuing it with communal spirit.

“Hm, everything is initiated from users. Nonone is making prof-
it with the logo batches; it is something that is done by and for 
the community. It is just nice when the forum is showed to the 
world.” (community member, outdoorseiten.net)

The community does not conceal economic capital production 
in general as it draws on its equipment, however, community mem-
bers cover the tools’ inherent economic character and revitalize them 
with a social agenda. The embracement and adjustment of selected 
economic tools is empirically supported in the veganelinke.antispe 
community in which community members similarly discuss and or-
ganize the order of community stickers.  

Embracing Financial Support but Framing it as Gift. Embrac-
ing financial support but framing it as gift constitutes a second ex-
pression of the strategy of partial appropriation of economic capital 
production. Communities take advantage of group members’ fi-
nancial resources accumulated in the external commercial market. 
Community members accept this economic encroachment in form 
of financial resources but rhetorically frame the financial support as 
gifts from insiders which provide opportunities to encourage social 
capital production. Thus, internal agents with financial resources, al-
though strongly involved with commercialism, do not contaminate 
community. For instance, Kozinets (2002) reports on impressive art 
installations at the Burning Man festival which are essentially gifts 
from participating artists to the community:

“My fieldnotes capture a fireside conversation with “Giovanni 
Maximi,” an artist (a millionaire businessman in his life outside 
Burning Man), late one evening… It is worthwhile to note that, 
as indicated by Giovanni’s personal wealth, status at Burning 
Man is often constructed from conditions requiring consider-
able economic standing in the outside commercial realm”. 
(Kozinets 2002a, 28-29)

Empirical support of this concealment strategy can be found 
in Weinberger and Wallendorf’s (2012) investigation of the Mardi 
Gras geographic community in which rich krewe members give - 
officially noncommercial - parades to the community. These gifts, 
although sponsored through crew members’ real-life commercial 
involvements are not considered as stemming from the logic of eco-
nomic capital production.

Concealment Strategy Four: Teleological Alignment of 
Economic and Social Capital Production

The strategy of teleological alignment of economic and social 
capital production shows the least degree of concealment. In these 
cases, community members show how certain economic activities 
are useful for relevant community goals and consequently for com-
munity perpetuation. Community members conceal detrimental side 
effects of such economic activities by 1) emphasizing the higher 
goals that they support (e.g. survival of the community) or by 2) fo-
cusing on functional goals (e.g. testing outdoor-material). Thus, the 
community conceals the flaring up of economic capital production 
through justifying it with a mutual goal-orientation. 

Emphasizing Higher Goals of the Consumption Community. 
One expression of teleological alignment of economic and social 
capital production revolves around community members’ effort to 
emphasize higher goals of the community. Goals are, for instance, 
the survival of the community or the maintenance of the community 
as a vibrant, inspiring and emotionally attracting space. If economic 
activities assist in accomplishing these goals, community members 
seem to refrain from framing them as threat. For instance, after Hur-
ricane Katrina had destroyed parts of New Orleans in 2005, a public 
discussion emerged whether to hold or to skip the traditional Mardi 
Gras celebration that was set few month after the catastrophe. Local 
community members, personally strongly involved with the rituals 
and inherent meanings of the celebration, but generally skeptical to-
wards commercial influences within the Mardi Gras, use the logic of 
social and economic capital to argue for the realization (survival) of 
the Mardi Gras communal festival:

“[Mardi Gras] is essential for the spirit of New Orleans, because . . .”  
“Plus it pumps a lot of money into the economy, which they 
need. A lot of jobs, all the people who build the floats and make 
the costumes, and sell all the junk you throw.” (Weinberger and 
Wallendorf 2012, 88)

Bonsu and Darmody (2008, 363) use the notion of “well-inten-
tioned commercialism” to capture Second Life residents’ rhetorical 
efforts to legitimize commercial success. Similarly, Burning Man 
participants justify high ticket fees through its contribution to the 
“good of the Burning Man community” (Kozintes 2002, 20).

Focusing on Functional Goals of the Consumption Commu-
nity. Communities conceal economic capital production through 
teleologically aligning it with social capital production when they 
legitimize economic capital production efforts with functional goals 
of the community. They legitimize and even welcome the aspects 
economic capital production to the extent that it helps to reach func-
tional goals of the community. For instance, members of the vegan-
elinke.antispe community support an advertising campaign that fol-
lows the logic of economic capital production. However, community 
members conceal this economic influence by focusing on functional 
goals of the community–to spread the idea of vegan life and equality 
between humans and animals.

„United Creations has created a really interesting and profes-
sional advertisement campaign, together with the Austrian veg-
an society. The basic idea is that not all people that eat vegan 
live according to clichés.”(community member, veganeline.
antispe)

Interestingly, the limits of unmolested concealment appear ex-
hausted within the confines of this community. Some community 
members start reflecting on the campaign and complain about its 
lack of criticism on capitalism. Members of the outdoorseiten.net 
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community who are primarily engaged in discussing, testing, and 
improving outdoor products appear to positively evaluate the fact 
that profit-driven outdoor manufacturers might read their test re-
ports. Community members perceive themselves as outdoor experts 
and being used by corporate manufactures as “beta tester” is a mean-
ingful step toward the goal of creating improved outdoor products.

DISCUSSION
This study illuminates the strategies that consumers in social 

capital-driven consumption communities use to manage the inter-
section of social and economic capital production. Grounded in 
Bourdieu’s (1986) notion of capital, I investigated how these con-
sumption communities face the challenge of dealing with economic 
influences while staying true to their community values.

The study contributes three insights to consumer (culture) the-
ory. First, this research uncovers a set of four concealment strate-
gies that social capital-driven consumption communities tend to use 
when confronted with economic capital production. These strategies 
range from total denial of economic capital production, through re-
articulation and partial appropriation of economic capital production, 
to teleological alignment of economic and social capital production. 
Each concealment strategy manifests through different expressions, 
and differentiates to the degree to which consumers conceal eco-
nomic influences. The degree of concealment varies according to 
consumers’ level of refusal and legitimization of economic capital 
production within their community.

This comprehensive range of four concealment strategies in-
tegrates prior findings of consumption community research dealing 
with the intersection of social and economic capital production. For 
instance, the “No Vending Rule” (Kozinets 2002a, 24) within the 
Burning Man community is an illustration of the first, most direct, 
concealment strategy. This official rule can be read as an institution-
alized mechanism that helps the community to actively repel eco-
nomic capital production. CSA participants that are jointly engaged 
in rhetorically decommodifying CSA food products (Thompson and 
Coskuner-Balli 2007) make use of the strategy of re-articulation of 
economic capital to conceal the market niche’s commercial nature. 
And “well-intentioned commercialism” (Bonsu and Darmody 2008, 
363), which serves Second Life residents to justify commercial suc-
cess, illustrates the concealment strategy of teleological alignment of 
economic and social capital production.

Two expressions of the isolated concealment strategies emerged 
exclusively from empirical netnographic data. First, social capital-
driven communities embrace selected marketing tools such as play-
ful competitions or creative logo development processes, imbue 
those with a communal spirit, and thus leverage the community’s 
social capital production. Second, social capital-driven consumption 
communities legitimize aspects of economic capital production to 
the extent that it helps the community to reach functional goals (e.g. 
spreading the word of vegan life, testing outdoor material, etc.).

Although this study proposes a first step towards a comprehen-
sive range of concealment strategies, depending on the context, other 
social capital-driven consumption communities might use slightly 
different strategies (or expressions). Locating the strategies on a con-
cealment continuum implies the potential existence of further con-
cealment strategies that differ in the degree to which communities 
conceal economic influences.

Second, this research contributes consumption-specific empiri-
cal evidence to Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of concealment of social 
capital. The diversity of four concealment strategies exhibiting mul-
tiple degrees of concealment suggests that concealment is a more 
nuanced concept than previously assumed.

Third, the study empirically supports the idea that concealment 
is one focal strategy for managing social capital-driven consumption 
communities’ various interfaces with economic capital production. 
Building on Bourdieu (1986), the study shows that social capital-
driven consumption communities conceal economic capital produc-
tion through moving back and forth between repelling and–to certain 
extents–legitimizing economic capital. Thus, the study suggests that 
engaging these concealment strategies allows consumption commu-
nities for incorporating economic influences under the primacy of 
social capital production–yielding a potentially important dynamic 
for community perpetuation. 

To conclude, these insights are of particular interest for Western 
society that is said to  suffer from a loss of community spirit (Putnam 
and Goss 2001). The pluralization of lifestyles and attitudes avail-
able within society hampers a joint value creation among people. 
Thus, Western society faces the danger of social dissolution (Dubiel 
1998; Heitmeyer 2004; Putnam and Goss 2001). However, societal 
cohesions (or ‘social capital’), solidarity, community spirit, and the 
ability to build community are central resources of healthy societies 
(Weidenfeld 2001). This study implies that cohesive forces still per-
meate Western society. But today, social capital might prevail in mi-
cro socio-cultural spaces such as (online) consumption communities 
and might comprise potentially new consumption-specific dynamics 
such as the necessity of concealing economic capital production on 
behalf of community perpetuation. Future research should address 
these new consumption-specific aspects of social capital produc-
tion–conceding potentially relevant insights into the social glue of 
Western society.
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ABSTRACT
Anchoring is typically forwarded to explain how available 

numeric instances alter beliefs.  The anchoring literature typically 
focuses on exposure to either single anchors or lengthy numeric se-
quences.  We fill in the gap between single-anchor and large-series 
studies by assessing the effect of dual anchors on target judgments.  
We do so since individuals are often exposed to two numeric rep-
resentations from a domain and the features of dual anchors and, 
in turn, likely processing of associated information, differ from the 
features of both single-anchor and longer-sequence anchor scenarios.  
Results of Experiment 1 indicate the low-knowledge participants ex-
hibit a recency effect in which estimates are lower when a high an-
chor is presented first than when a low anchor is first.  Conversely, 
high-knowledge participants display a primacy effect as estimates 
are higher when a high anchor is presented first than when a low an-
chor is first.  Experiment 2, indicates that the effects of target knowl-
edge on anchor order are moderated by anchor extremity. Practical 
advice for managers as they consider how they communicate dual 
pieces of numeric information such prices or attributes is offered.  

THE EFFECT OF DUAL ANCHORS ON NUMERIC 
JUDGMENTS

Anchoring (Tversky and Kahneman 1974) is the process that 
is typically forwarded to explain how available numeric instances 
alter beliefs.  Anchoring holds that numeric estimates are assimilated 
toward available anchors.  A classic example of the anchoring effect 
is the estimation task employed by Tversky and Kahneman (1974) 
which asked participants to estimate the number of African nations 
in the United Nations.  Prior to providing their estimates, participants 
were informed that a randomly generated estimate suggests that the 
number is either 10% or 65% (manipulated between subjects).  Par-
ticipants who were exposed to the 10% anchor estimated the per-
centage of African nations in the UN to be 25% while participants 
who were exposed to the 65% anchor estimated that 45% of African 
nations are in the UN.  The effect of single numeric anchors on tar-
get estimates has been widely studied.  Results across domains such 
as height, age, and temperature judgments (Mussweiler and Strack 
1999; Wegner, Petty, Detweiler-Bedell, and Jarvis 2001), product 
purchase decisions (Wansink, Kent, and Hoch 1998), and real estate 
valuation (Northcraft and Neale 1987) consistently demonstrate that 
a numeric anchor influences numerical judgments toward the anchor 
(see Ku, Gallinsky, and Murnnghan 2006 for an exception).  

As is the case with the United Nations example above, much 
of the anchoring literature focuses on exposure to a single anchor.  
Single exposures to a numeric instance of a domain are frequently 
encountered.  For instance, a motorist may be exposed to several 
domain-specific individual instances of numeric domains.  For in-
stance, when driving a motorist may pass a single speed limit sign, 
take one glance at the speed readout on the speedometer, or notice 
one price for gas.  Lengthy numeric series are also frequently en-
countered.  For instance, the same driver may be exposed to a series 
of street addresses, speed limits, or gas prices.  Similarly, shoppers 
observe many prices while shopping in any grocery category.  Inves-
tors are exposed to stock returns over a number days, quarters, and 
years.  Sports tickers inform fans of the scores of dozens of games.  
Fittingly, the effect of numeric sequences on subsequent target judg-

ments has also been widely explored.  Research across contexts such 
as pricing (Monroe 1971, Janiszewski and Lichtenstein, 1999; Nied-
rich, Sharma, and Wedell, 2001), exam scores (Wedell, Parducci, and 
Roman 1989), gambling options (Lim 1995), and salary allocations 
(Mellers 1986) has studied the effect of exposure to fairly lengthy 
numerical sequences (e.g., sequences of ten or more numerical oc-
currences) on subsequent target judgments.  The results of this re-
search stream indicate that judgments following exposure to numeric 
sequences are a function of the range, median, mode, and order of 
the sequence.

The frequency with which numbers are encountered decreases 
nearly monotonically from one (Dehaene and Mehler 1992).  That 
is, the most frequently written and verbally stated number is one, 
followed by two, and three, etc.  Similarly, the frequency with which 
a domain-specific anchor series are encountered is likely a mono-
tonically decreasing from zero.  Given the mind-boggling array of 
domains in the world, most people are likely to go unexposed to most 
numeric target objects.  People are next most likely to be exposed to a 
single numeric instance in a domain, followed by two instances, etc.  
We attempt to fill in a gap in extant literature, a gap between single-
anchor studies and large series studies, by studying the effect of dual 
anchors.  We do so due to a) the likelihood that individuals are, rela-
tively speaking, often exposed to two numeric representations from a 
domain and b) the fact that the features of dual anchors and, in turn, 
likely processing of associated information, differ from the features 
of both single-anchor and longer-sequence-anchor scenarios.  As-
suming dual anchors are not of the same numerical value (e.g., that 
a person is not given two sources both estimating the number of Af-
rican countries in the UN at 30%), dual-anchor scenarios differ from 
single-anchor scenarios in terms offering higher and a lower anchor 
values that may be conveyed in two orders.  Dual anchor situations 
differ from longer numerical sequences in that instance frequency 
and sequence mode are not relevant and that any one anchor is likely 
to carry greater weight thereby magnifying order effects.  

LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESIS 
DEVELOPMENT

Despite their differences, the process by which single anchors 
affect such judgments sheds light on how dual anchors will likely 
affect numeric judgments.  Evidence indicates that anchors affect tar-
get judgments via a selective accessibility process in which anchors 
prime anchor-consistent knowledge that is subsequently used to form 
the target judgment (e.g., Mussweiler and Strack 1999; Strack and 
Musswieler 1997).  Thus, an anchor that suggests that 65% of Af-
rican nations are in the UN may prompt thoughts of relatively large 
African Nations (South Africa, Egypt) and the role of such nations in 
international relations – information that is consistent with the high 
anchor.   However, while this process explains reactions to a single 
anchor, perhaps of greater import when considering dual anchors is 
the relative effect of each anchor.  On one hand, accessibility of in-
formation that is consistent with the first anchor may suppress access 
to information that is consistent with the second anchor.  In such a 
case, judgments will be more aligned with the first of the two an-
chors and a primacy effect will emerge.  Conversely, if information 
consistent with the second anchor is accessed, judgments should be 
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more aligned with this information and judgments should reflect the 
second anchor value thereby demonstrating a recency effect.  

Research on the order in which non-numeric arguments are 
presented (e.g., Haugtvedt and Wegener 1994; Lana 1961, 1963) 
provides further insight into how dual numeric anchors will be pro-
cessed.  Such research assesses how individuals integrate conflicting 
written arguments into attitude structures.  For instance, participants 
may see arguments in favor and against topics such as senior com-
prehensive exams for college students, nuclear power, or animal ex-
perimentation.  As an example, Haugtvedt and Wegener (1994) ma-
nipulated argument valence for senior exams via statements such as 
“students graduating from schools with comprehensive exams were 
more likely to be accepted into very good graduate schools” and 
“capturing the benefits of a four-year program on a single standard-
ized exam would be difficult.”  This line of research indicates that the 
effect of the order of conflicting arguments is a function of an indi-
vidual’s motivation and ability to elaborate on the arguments.  When 
individuals are able and motivated to process message arguments, a 
primacy effect emerges (Haugtvedt and Wegener 1994; Lana 1961, 
1963).  This primacy effect is driven by elaboration of the initial 
message in the form of greater message consistent thinking.  In turn, 
greater integration of the message into existing schema occurs, re-
sulting in greater attitude change toward the initial argument, and 
subsequent attitude resistance to the conflicting second argument 
presented (Haugtvedt and Wegener 1994).  This process is consistent 
with selective accessibility.  When motivated to process the initial 
message, participants accessed argument-consistent information that 
swayed attitudes toward the argument and insulated the attitude from 
subsequent counter argumentation.  

When less able and/or motivated to process arguments, a re-
cency effect emerges (Haugtvedt and Wegener 1994; Lana 1961, 
1963).  The recency effect is driven by the lack of elaboration in 
response to the initial argument leading to weak attitudes.  In turn, 
when prompted to indicate an attitude toward the focal object, reli-
ance on available information (i.e., the second argument) biases at-
titudes toward the latter of the two arguments presented (Haugtvedt 
and Wegener 1994).  

The results described above lead to the question of what will 
determine people’s anchor elaboration.  Although many factors may 
affect anchor elaboration, we focus on target knowledge for two rea-
sons.  First, as opposed to environmental factors such as time con-
straints, the issue of the respondent’s knowledge is omnipresent in 
responses to anchors.  Second, as evidenced by the title of one of 
the first articles on the anchoring heuristic (“Judgment under Uncer-
tainly: Heuristics and Biases”), the anchoring phenomena explains 
judgment under uncertainty (Tversky and Kahneman, 1974).  The 
level of uncertainty surrounding a numeric judgment task will de-
pend on the level of knowledge of the target object of the individual 
making the estimate.  In some instances, people will have complete 
knowledge and thus no uncertainty.  For instance, exposure to an 
anchor or multiple anchors is unlikely to have a significant effect on 
judgments of one’s own age.  Conversely, someone with some, but 
less than perfect, knowledge will have anchor-consistent aspects of 
that knowledge primed and demonstrate a bias toward the anchor. 
Although even experts in a domain may exhibit anchoring effects 
when primed with domain specific anchors (e.g., Joyce and Biddle 
1981; Northcraft and Neal 1987), consistent with the role of knowl-
edge in determining uncertainty, knowledge has been shown to af-
fect anchor-driven judgments such that greater knowledge (i.e., less 
uncertainty) is associated with smaller anchor effects (Mussweiler 
and Strack 1999).

The selective accessibility and elaboration-based accounts 
of dual anchors hold that initial exposure to the first anchor may 
prompt recall of anchor-consistent information that reinforces the 
anchor’s legitimacy.  For instance, when asked to estimate the num-
ber of students at the University of Rhode Island, someone exposed 
to a high anchor may access knowledge of the general size of flag-
ship state schools, past basketball successes for the University, and 
noted alumni (e.g., Christian Amanpour, Lamar Odom).  One the 
other hand, someone exposed to a low anchor may consider the di-
minutive size of the state, that URI’s football team competes at the 
FCS level (a level below the top level of competition), and that the 
basketball team is in a conference with relatively small schools.  As-
suming the two anchors are fairly discrepant, but not so discrepant 
as for one or both to be summarily dismissed, a scenario we refer to 
as low anchor extremity, generating anchor-consistent thoughts in 
response to the first anchor should interfere with generating thoughts 
that are consistent with the second anchor.  As a result, dual-anchors 
should be subject to a primacy effect in which the first anchor has a 
stronger effect on numeric estimates than does the second anchor.  
However, this expectation assumes that the respondent has anchor-
consistent knowledge to be primed by the first anchor.  For people 
with little knowledge of the target object, elaboration is unlikely and 
the second anchor should carry more weight simply due to its more 
recent encoding.  Thus, the effect of dual anchors on target estimates 
will be a function of anchor order and target knowledge such that 
responses to dual anchors will demonstrate a primacy effect when 
target knowledge is high and a recency effect when target knowledge 
is low.

Hypothesis 1: Target estimates following exposure to dual an-
chors of low extremity will demonstrate a pri-
macy effect when target knowledge is high and a 
recency effect when target knowledge is low.

Given evidence that estimates display a greater anchoring effect 
in single anchor contexts when target knowledge is low than when it 
is high suggest the same might hold in a dual anchor scenario.  If so, 
estimates of low-knowledge targets should display an overall greater 
anchoring effect than those of high-knowledge targets.  As formalize 
in H2, a stronger anchoring effect for low-knowledge targets would 
result in estimates for such targets reflecting a larger recency effect 
than the corresponding primacy effect arising for high-knowledge 
targets.

Hypothesis 2: Target estimates following exposure to dual 
anchors of low extremity will demonstrate a 
greater recency effect when target knowledge is 
low than they will demonstrate a primacy effect 
when target knowledge is high.

Hypothesis 1 in founded upon the expected effect of target 
knowledge on individuals’ ability to access anchor-consistent knowl-
edge in response to anchors that are of low extremity.  Knowledge 
should also affect individuals’ perceptions of anchors as the anchors 
become more extreme.  When subjected to a numeric judgment task, 
individuals access a mental model of the range of plausible responses 
(Epley and Gilvich 2006; Mussweiler and Strack 2000; Quattrone et 
al. 1981).  When an anchor is within the range of plausibility, respon-
dents engage in the anchor-consistent accessibility process described 
above and, in turn, bias judgments toward the anchor.  Conversely, 
anchors outside the range of plausibility are either ignored or met 
with counter-argumentation (Mussweiler and Strack 2000).  As a re-
sult, more extreme anchors often produce less of an anchoring effect 



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 40) / 549

than do less extreme anchors (e.g., Bochner and Inkso; Mussweiler 
and Strack 2000; Wegener et al. 2001).  

Individuals with high target knowledge should produce a less 
variant range of plausible responses.  As such, the likelihood that a 
given anchor value is judged to be outside the range of plausibility 
decreases.  Thus, despite having more anchor-consistent knowledge 
to access, the likelihood that knowledgeable respondents access such 
knowledge decreases as anchor extremity increase.  In turn, the fail-
ure to access anchor consistent information will mitigate the effect 
of extreme anchors.  Conversely, individuals with lower knowledge 
of the target object will lack the ability to discern that an anchor is 
implausible and thus should produce more extreme target estimates 
in response to extreme anchors than in response to less extreme an-
chors.  H3 reflects the resulting interaction between anchor extrem-
ity, anchor order, and target knowledge.

Hypothesis 3:  Extreme anchor values a) attenuate dual-anchor 
order effects when target knowledge is high and 
b) magnify dual-anchor order effects when tar-
get knowledge is low. 

ExPERIMENT 1

Method
Experiment 1 is designed to test the effects of dual anchors 

across targets about which individuals have lower- and higher-
knowledge (i.e., Hypotheses 1 and 2).  Such a test may be under-
taken in many ways.  For instance, existing knowledge of a single 
target object can be measured or knowledge about the object may be 
imbued.  In Experiment 1, we selected a pair of objects about which 
knowledge among the sample population differs.  More specifically, 
the target objects are a pair of universities.  The universities were 
selected via a pretest with participants (n = 25) from the same subject 
pool used to recruit subjects for Experiment 1.  The pretest asked 
students to estimate the size of several universities and indicate their 
confidence that their estimate is within 20% of the actual enrollment.  
Confidence was measured on a one-to-ten scale in which 1 = not at 
all confident, 5 = moderately confident, and 10 = very confident.  The 
two universities chosen as a result of the pretest are the university 
in which the participants are enrolled and the university of Rhode 
Island.  The two universities differed as intended with respect to con-
fidence with mean confidence of  2.64 for the University of Rhode 
Island and 8.52 for the participants’ home university (t = 17.38, p < 
.001).  Further, the pretest indicates that the two universities are per-
ceived to be generally of the same size (Rhode Island mean = 14,100, 
home university mean = 15,483, t = 0.96, p > .30).   

Experiment 1 called for participants (78 undergraduate students 
at a mid-sized Midwestern university) to estimate the number of stu-
dents enrolled at either the high-knowledge target (i.e., the students’ 
home university) or the low-knowledge target (i.e., University of 
Rhode Island) university.  Experiment 1 features a 2 (anchor order 
– low first, high first) x 2 (target knowledge – low, high) design.  Par-
ticipants completed Experiment 2 via pencil and paper.  On the cover 
page, participants were first informed of the general estimation task, 
and that to help them with the task, they would be provided two ran-
domly selected estimates of student enrollment provided by students 
attending the target university.  On the next page, participants were 
informed of the identity of the target university and were exposed 
to the first anchor.  Participants then advanced to the second anchor.  
The low anchor was 13,600 and the high anchor was 18,400, values 
that are minus and plus 15% of a 16,000 midpoint.  After viewing the 

second anchor, participants advanced to a page that asked them to 
provide their estimate of the enrollment at the target university.  

Results
Two focal estimates were in excess of three standard deviations 

of the mean and were removed from the analysis.  ANOVA results 
of the remaining 76 data points Consistent with H1, a significant 
knowledge by anchor order interaction emerged (F(1,75) = 5.15, p < 
.05).  As can be seen in Figure 1, when the low anchor is presented 
first, estimates do not differ across the high- and low-knowledge tar-
gets (F(1,35) = 0.78, p > .35).  When the high anchor is presented 
first, estimates are higher when target knowledge is high and lower 
when target knowledge is low (F(1,38) = 10.16, p < .01); an outcome 
indicative of a recency effect when target knowledge is low and a 
primacy effect when target knowledge is high.

Figure 1
Target Estimates in Experiment 1

To test Hypothesis 2 we consider whether the change across an-
chor order conditions is greater for the lower-knowledge target than 
for the higher-knowledge target.  Specifically, we created a variable 
that reflects the strength of anchor effect by subtracting the mean 
estimate in the high-knowledge, low anchor first task (M = 15,626) 
from participants’ estimates of the high knowledge, high anchor first 
condition and by subtracting the mean estimate of the low-knowl-
edge, high anchor first target (13,856) from participants’ estimates of 
the low knowledge, low anchor first condition.  While the result is di-
rectionally consistent with the belief that low-knowledge targets will 
be associated with greater differences across order conditions (M = 
1439) than will high-knowledge targets (M = 521) the difference is 
not statistically significant (F(1,38) = 1.63, p > .20).

Discussion 
Experiment 1 offers support for the belief that the effect of an-

chor order differentially affects estimates as a function of individu-
als’ target knowledge.  As noted, this hypothesis was based on the 
individuals assessing anchors that are of low extremity.  Study 2 is 
designed to test the effect of more extreme anchors and the specific 
relationships between anchor order, target knowledge, and anchor 
extremity hypothesized in H3.  
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ExPERIMENT 2

Method
In Experiment 2, forty-four undergraduate students at a mid-

sized Midwestern university provided estimates for nine target ob-
jects drawn from world events (states won by Barrack Obama in 
the 2008 election, deaths in the Mumbai terrorist attacks, closing 
Dow Jones average), pop culture (Grady Sizemore’s career homerun 
total, number of Madonna studio albums, number of players in the 
World Series of Poker), and pricing (Honda Accord EL base price 
per honda.com, 8GB iPod Nano price on apple.com, 1.7 oz Obses-
sion by Calvin Klein perfume price on calvinklein.com) domains. 
Anchor order (low first, high first) and anchor extremity (low, high) 
were randomized across questions.  Question order was randomized 
across respondents.  Anchor extremity was manipulated by varying 
the anchor distances from the correct response by either plus or mi-
nus 15% (low extremity, consistent with Study 1) or plus or minus 
30% (high extremity).  For example, anchor values for the number of 
homeruns hit by Grady Sizemore, who had hit 129 homeruns at the 
time of the study, were 110 and 148 in the low extremity condition 
and 90 and 168 in the high extremity condition. 

The general method of Experiment 2 follows that of Experi-
ment 1 except that anchors were supposedly the estimates of other 
students enrolled at the participants’ university and participants re-
sponded to a set of four items measuring their subjective knowledge 
of the target objects (alpha = .854). The knowledge questions, which 
were tailored to each target object, asked participants the extent to 
which they a) know more about the topic than most people, b) know 
more about the topic than most students at their university, c) attend 
to the general domain (e.g., pop music, US politics, poker), and d) 
attend to the specific target object (e.g., Madonna, the 2008 election, 
the World Series of Poker).  

Focal estimates were normed to the center of the anchor range 
(i.e., the actual value of the focal question).  For instance, an estimate 
that is 5% above (below) the actual target value was coded as 1.05 
(0.95).  The effects of anchor order, anchor consistency, and target 
knowledge  (median split) on normed estimates were assessed via 
mixed model ANOVA with the estimation task as a repeated factor.  

Results
The mixed model ANOVA results indicate a significant three-

way interaction between knowledge, anchor order, and anchor ex-
tremity (F(1, 356) = 5.78, p < .05).  We investigate the nature of this 
relationship in two ways.  First, looking at the data associated with 
the low anchor extremity condition allows us to retest Hypotheses 1 
and 2.  When anchors are less extreme, a significant anchor order by 
knowledge interaction emerges (F(1, 93) = 12.11, p < .01, see Figure 
2).  Consistent with H1, the form of the interaction is such that pre-
senting the low anchor first is associated with higher estimates for 
lower-knowledge targets and lower estimates for higher-knowledge 
targets (F(1, 21) = 5.41, p < .05).  This pattern reverses when the high 
anchor is presented first (F(1, 62) = 7.40, p < .01).  Thus, in the case 
of low anchor extremity, estimates of low-knowledge targets display 
a recency effect while estimates of high- knowledge targets display 
a primacy effect.

Figure 2
Normed Target Estimates in the  

Low Extremity Condition of Experiment 2

Value reflect estimates normed against the actual target value (e.g., an 
estimate 5% above the actual target value is coded as 1.05)

As with Study 1, we assess the possibility that the anchoring ef-
fects observed in the low extremity conditions of Study 2 are greater 
for low-knowledge than for high-knowledge targets (i.e., is the 0.22 
difference across anchor orders in for low-knowledge targets greater 
than the .17 difference across anchor orders in the high-knowledge 
target?).  Estimates were transformed as in Study 1 to form a mea-
sure of relative anchor strength.  Subsequent mixed model ANOVA 
provides support for H2 as the difference in estimates across order 
conditions is greater for low-knowledge targets than for high-knowl-
edge targets at p < 001 (F(1,45) = 21.50).

Testing Hypotheses 3 calls the inspection of estimates across 
levels of anchor extremity.  As displayed in Figure 3, when target 
knowledge is high, anchor order and extremity interact (F(1, 167) 
= 5.27, p < .05).  The form of the interaction is such that a primacy 
effect emerges for high-knowledge targets when there is low (F(1, 
45) = 6.89, p < .05), but not high (F(1, 54) = 0.22), anchor extremity.  
This is consistent with H3a’s prediction that anchor extremity will 
mitigate the effect of anchor order when target knowledge is high.  
For low-knowledge targets, there is a non-significant trend toward 
a recency effect in the low-extremity anchor condition that revers-
es toward a primacy effect for high-extremity anchors (F(1,148) = 
1.80, p > .15).  This outcome is inconsistent with H3b’s prediction 
that greater anchor extremity will magnify the effect of anchor order 
when target knowledge is low.  Thus, H3 is partially supported. 
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Figure 3
Normed Target Estimates in Experiment 2

Value reflect estimates normed against the actual target value (e.g., an 
estimate 5% above the actual target value is coded as 1.05)

Discussion
This research advances knowledge of general anchoring effects 

by evaluating the specific context of dual anchors.  Some of the re-
sults add confirming evidence to existing beliefs regarding anchor-
ing in general that arise from single anchor studies.  For instance, 
that anchors differentially affect people of greater and lesser knowl-
edge has been established (e.g., Mussweiler and Strack 1999).  This 
research adds to this research by demonstrating that, in the context of 
dual outcomes, the difference in reactions to anchors across lower- 
and higher-knowledge contexts is one driven by the relative weight 

placed on the first versus the second anchor.  Specifically, the results 
of the two experiments support the notion that anchors of moderate 
extremity exhibit a primacy effect when target knowledge is high, 
but a recency effect when target knowledge is low.  The possibil-
ity that the recency effect associated with low-knowledge targets is 
stronger than the primacy effect observed for low-knowledge tasks 
received directional support in Study 1 and statistical support in 
Study 2.

Within a marketing context, consumers are often exposed to, 
and marketers can often control the order of, dual anchors.  For in-
stance, regular and sale prices may be conveyed in either order as can 
attributes such as highway and city miles per gallon.  This research 
indicates that managers must consider their audience when ordering 
dual prices or numeric attributes.  This suggests, for instance, that a 
retailer may reinforce the perception of low prices among its regular 
(high knowledge) customers by conveying sales prices before regu-
lar prices (i.e. “$2.99 was $4.09”).  Conversely, an automobile com-
pany or salesperson would want to convey the lower city miles per 
gallon before the higher highway MPG when talking to an inexperi-
enced car buyer.  When in doubt, the possibility that anchor effects 
are stronger for lower-knowledge targets suggests erring on the side 
of presenting the less attractive numeric value first. 

Limitations and Future Research
The effects of anchor order and anchor extremity were held to 

arise due to different levels of anchor elaboration across high- and 
low-knowledge targets.  Although this is derived from existing re-
search (e.g., Haugtvedt and Wegener 1994; Lana 1961, 1963), this 
process was not tested directly. This represents a theoretical limita-
tion and the opportunity for additional research.  In particular, one 
issue that arises from the current results that can benefit from process 
measurement involves the failure to find support for H3b.  H3b hy-
pothesized that more extreme anchors would magnify order effects 
when target knowledge is low.  This expectation was based on the 
assumptions that (1) more extreme anchors would be viewed as fall-
ing within the bounds of reason when target knowledge is low, but 
(2) not be subject to diligent elaboration. The reason for the observed 
failure to support this hypothesis, which could be a function of a fail-
ure of either or both of the underlying assumptions, might be tested 
with process measures such as thought-listing tasks.  Similarly, fu-
ture research may want to investigate potential differences across 
targets low vs. high in need for cognition given that these groups 
have been found to differ in the care with which they process numer-
ical information (Chatterjee et al. 2000).  Moderation from need-for-
cognition would be consistent with an elaboration-based explanation 
of H3b’s failure, but a lack of moderation would be consistent with 
a perceptual explanation.    

While providing an initial look at basic effect of anchor order 
across lower- and higher-knowledge targets, this research tests only 
one additional moderator, anchor extremity, and this moderator was 
assessed at only two levels.  Regarding anchor extremity, just as a 
more extreme anchor mitigated order effects, so too could less ex-
treme anchors.  For instance, anchors of +/-5% of the actual target 
could be interpreted as indicators of agreement and precision.  

From a marketer’s perspective, research has explored how con-
sumer responses to numeric information are affected by framing the 
information as percentages versus raw numbers (e.g., DelVecchio, 
Krishnan, and Smith 2007), as round versus sharp numbers (e.g., 
King and Janiszewski 2011), and as gains versus losses (e.g., Heath, 
Chatterjee, and France 1995).  Each of these could moderate the 
extent to which the extremity and order of dual anchors affect tar-
get judgments.  For instance, employing dual anchors in percentage 
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terms (e.g., save 20% as opposed to save $2.00) or in sharp numbers 
(e.g., save $2.07 as opposed to save $2.00) makes the numeric infor-
mation harder to interoperate.  Greater difficulty in processing may 
mitigate elaboration and, in turn, magnify the effect of the second 
anchor.  Similarly, potential gains may be scrutinized less than po-
tential losses thereby exacerbating the effect of the second anchor 
value when dual anchors are framed as gains.  Research on such 
moderators of dual anchor effects and the processes by which they 
occur is merited. 
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ABSTRACT
Our netnographic study of an open-source marketing commu-

nity investigates collective practices of authentication. We find that 
the community embraces emerging contradictions—open closed-
ness, professional amateurs, market logic of doing good, and a face-
ful mass—instead of solving them and thus constantly fuels collec-
tive authentication practices. Our study extends existing findings on 
authenticity in three ways: We see a high potential in the dynamic 
perspective of authenticity paradoxes, find additional paradoxes rel-
evant to the marketing context, and point out the relevance of the 
individual, even against the backdrop of collective authentication.

INTRODUCTION
How come a collective that initially formed around a communal 

resentment to market hegemony is now so well integrated in the mar-
ket that it becomes an award-winning brand? This is what happened 
to the online open-source community around Mozilla Firefox at the 
biggest computer fair in Germany in 2011, when they were elected 
brand of the year for their successful introduction of the Firefox 
brand (“Mozilla Awards” 2011).

In their beginnings, many consumer-producer communities fol-
lowed a grassroots effort, distancing themselves from the profit motive, 
and, by thriving on values of openness and transparency, they were able 
to blur the boundaries between internal and external realities, granting 
consumers “the authority to walk backstage” (Holt 2002, 86). In do-
ing so, they have been perceived and recognized as authentic, valuable 
cultural resources that were able to compensate for the perceived loss 
of a personalized self in mass society. Some well-established consumer-
producer communities have given up parts of their anti-conformist and 
resistant aura and turned to gradual professionalization in favor of a 
more mainstream logic of market success. They have turned into “com-
mercially viable” (Fitzgerald 2006, 587), entrepreneurial (Hemetsberg-
er 2006, 2008) organizations and are so displaying characteristics of 
commercialization; factors which have been associated with a gradual 
loss of authenticity (Alexander 2009; Arsel and Thompson 2011; Baron 
2004; Beverland 2005, 2006; Carroll and Swaminathan 2000; Holt 
2002; Kozinets 2002a; Thompson and Arsel 2004).

A collision of two contradictory notions very often initiates a 
vast number of discussions displaying polarized either/or viewpoints 
(Lewis 2000). Likewise, researchers are raising concerns about the 
seeming commercialization of non-profit organizations, regarding it 
to be against a non-profit organization’s nature to rely on commercial 
revenues (Child 2010). 

This study wants to understand how entrepreneurial consumer-
producer communities, which are similarly challenged by contradic-
tory discourse, aim to balance the need to adapt to market conven-
tions and, simultaneously, keep up their authenticity. In other words, 
this study aims to understand authentication practices of a collective. 
In the theory part, we aim to conceptualize the need for understand-
ing collective authentication, drawing on authenticity and organiza-
tion theory literature. Next, we present our specific research subject, 
the Mozilla marketing community, and provide details on our empiri-
cal study. We find four major contradictions arising from the commu-
nity discourse that are enabling authentication—open closed-ness, 
professional amateurs, market logic of doing good, and a face-ful 
mass—and describe how the contradictions are fueling discourse 
and, simultaneously, authentication processes. 

THEORY

Views on Authenticity
Authenticity has been discussed in various disciplines, grounding 

its relevance in the world’s growing superficiality (Boyle 2004; Gilm-
ore and Pine 2007; Grayson 2002; Leigh, Peters, and Shelton 2006). 
In conceptualizing authenticity, we identify three major viewpoints 
across disciplines; objective, constructivist, and existential views on 
authenticity (Wang 1999, Leigh et al. 2006, Alexander 2009).

According to an objective viewpoint, authenticity can be pinned 
down to absolute, objective criteria, leading to a definition of authen-
ticity that is closest to genuineness and originality. While Grayson and 
Martinec’s (2004) indexical authenticity can be compared to objective 
authenticity, the authors define an additional type, iconic authenticity, 
which denotes an authentic reproduction and is judged according to 
its similarity to something that is indexically authentic. Grayson and 
Martinec (2004) do not regard these two kinds of authenticity to be 
exclusive either and support the idea that authenticity is not inherent 
to an object, but rather a socially or individually constructed judg-
ment. Rose and Wood (2005) further develop the constructivist un-
derstanding of authenticity by studying how the perception of reality 
television programming is negotiated. In line with Kozinets (2001) or 
Peñaloza (2001), Rose and Wood (2005) argue that―in postmodern 
times―consumers are blurring the boundaries between fiction and 
reality and so create their own “hyperreality” (Baudrillard 1983) in 
which they perceive a kind of “hyperauthenticity.” Similar to Cohen 
(1988) and Arnould and Price (2000), Rose and Wood (2005) find 
that an “experience is not objectively real but rather endowed with 
authenticity by the individual” (295). Beverland’s (2009) studies on 
brand authenticity follow a similar notion; however, he takes on a 
more management-oriented perspective when he suggests authentic-
ity attributes (Beverland 2005, 2006) or habits of iconic brands (Bev-
erland 2009) to contribute to authenticity claims.

Existential authenticity is deeply grounded in existential phi-
losophy, with Kierkegaard, Sartre, and Heidegger among the repre-
sentatives (Golomb 1995). In this tradition, authenticity takes a cen-
tral role and describes the existential condition of being, in which an 
individual is “true to oneself, and acts as a counterdose to the loss 
of ‘true self’ in public roles and public spheres in modern Western 
society” (Berger 1973, as cited in Wang 1999, 359). The focus on 
the authentic self has been adapted in various other fields; manage-
ment literature is vastly discussing the concept of the authentic leader 
(e.g., Special Issue of The Leadership Quarterly, 16, 2005) and tour-
ism literature has recognized the potential of existential authenticity 
in tourism experiences (Wang 1999; Steiner and Reisinger 2006).

Although interested in self authentication, community research 
takes a quite different stance towards the self which is not existen-
tialist but rather (social) constructivist. Subculture and community 
research identified means to authenticate the self within a collective 
(Arnould and Price 2000; Beverland, Farrelly, and Quester 2010; 
Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1990). Wang (1999) and Arnould and Price 
(2000) find as well individual and collective factors that influence the 
authentic self as a member of a group. Wang (1999) distinguishes 
between intra-personal authenticity, involving individual physical 
and psychological concerns, and inter-personal authenticity, which 
can only be reached in a social context and having relationships with 
others. Similarly, Taylor (1991) locates authenticity as part of a dia-
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log between the individual and others of significance. Arnould and 
Price (2000) find self-authenticating acts, “self-referential behaviors 
actors feel reveal or produce the ‘true’ self” (138), and authoritative 
performances, “collective displays aimed at inventing or refashion-
ing cultural traditions” (Arnould and Price 2000, 140) that situate the 
self within society.

These three literature streams leave us with diverging view-
points and insights into various idiosyncratic research contexts, and 
the conclusion that authenticity can either be judged on objective/
existential grounds, or is rather co-constructed based on a specific 
frame of reference. Whereas the objective view emphasizes genu-
ineness and originality, the authentic self is either self-referential/
existentialist, or other-referential, becoming an authentic group 
member through authoritative performances. An other-referential 
view implies that authenticity is not a question of being true to self 
for all time, but rather of being true to self-in-context or true to self-
in-relationship (Erickson 1995), emphasizing the impossibility to be 
authentic but rather act authentically. Authenticity, then, is a tran-
sient concept, changing its system of reference across different situ-
ations, relationships, times, and places. Even historical objects can 
only be judged as authentic from the perspective of their origins; 
their use/display in museums is not authentic but rather constructed 
as appropriately authentic in a contemporary setting. For collectives 
representing social entities, their existence is inherently based on so-
cial institutionalization. As such, they are void of any essentialist 
character. The postmodern challenge of authenticity for collectives 
is that of many different possible authenticities that are contextually 
co-constructed. 

But how do collectives cope with multiple possible authentici-
ties? How can they authenticate their existence, not only vis-à-vis 
their members but also the “the outer world”? Authenticity litera-
ture offers insights into the role of the community as a means to 
authenticate the self; the authenticating collective remains an under-
researched domain. 

Authenticating Collectives
Some references to a collective form of authenticity are made 

in organizational theory. Authors like Carroll and Wheaton (2009), 
who take on an internal identity perspective, focus on the question of 
how authenticity can be effectively projected to an audience. Carroll 
and Wheaton do not regard authenticity construction as a collective 
endeavor but as features that are deeply grounded in the organiza-
tion’s identity. Similar to literature on authenticity, the authors back 
out of the perspective of the organization as an authenticating collec-
tive, and present authenticity as a bundle of characteristics, such as 
sincerity and “being true to one’s self” and one’s craft. Yet, the au-
thors introduce an interesting perspective on authenticity as related 
to organizational identity.

Harrison and Corley (2011) offer a practice-oriented and more 
open attitude towards authenticity, when they employ an open-sys-
tems perspective. They define authenticity as a balancing act be-
tween practices of cultural infusing, importing and translating cultur-
al material, and cultural seeding, exporting cultural material. In their 
model of cultural cultivation, the authors lay grounds for a circular 
view of organizational authentication. A circular view emphasizes 
the necessity to not just seed and propagate organizational ethos and 
style but simultaneously bring in new members, new knowledge, 
and ways of doing, thus keeping organizational structures flexible 
and open. Harrison and Corley’s (2011) notion of authenticity as 
constructed through cultural cultivation explicitly integrates exter-
nal parties as co-constructors of the organization. Through parallel 
processes of infusing and seeding, the authors claim, organizations 

can solve the authenticity paradox of being unique as an organiza-
tion and similar to interested external parties at the same time (Lewis 
2000), thereby solving issues of authenticity with members, custom-
ers, and a larger social audience (Carroll and Swaminathan 2000). 
Similar to Harrison and Corley (2011), Driver (2006) argues that 
being connected is part of an authentic, relational organizational 
self-definition. Hence, collective authentication means connecting 
various actors and claims. By doing that, Driver (2006) and Liedtka 
(2008) argue, authentication also takes on a moral quality, exposing 
organizational action to public scrutiny. 

In accordance with Driver (2006), Liedtka (2008), Harrison 
and Corley (2011), and other (social) constructivist approaches in 
authenticity literature (Beverland 2005; Leigh et al. 2006; Peterson 
1997, 2002), we assume that authenticity is the result of an interplay 
between various actors and therefore, a dynamic process of authenti-
cation that resolves the paradox of multiple authenticity claims. We 
will focus on processes of authentication, thereby contributing to an 
understanding of the practices employed by actors involved in the 
authentication of a collective.

METHODOLOGY
Our investigation into collective authentication processes is 

based on the information-rich case of the Mozilla Foundation and 
Corporation. The Mozilla online marketing community is especially 
interesting, because it is the first one of its kind trying to combine 
all the contradictory assumptions of the open-source movement 
and marketing practice. In 2007, popular media was talking about 
the Mozilla paradox, praising Mozilla’s successful way of operat-
ing (Freedman 2007). However, changes such as increasing market 
share and growing professionalization were perceived as a challenge 
for Mozilla’s core values, thus endangering its claims of authentic-
ity. The marketing community was identified as a kind of bottleneck 
where open-source collides with a business logic, and presumably 
leads to appropriation by the capitalist market system. The Mozilla 
Corporation is critically aware of these perils and therefore offers 
rich data on collective authentication discourses.

Our netnographic study (Kozinets 2002b, 2010) focuses on 
Mozilla’s marketing community, taking into account data collected 
from the Mozilla mailing lists (the marketing and the community 
Drumbeat mailing list), respective Mozilla Wiki pages, 13 blogs, 
and eight interviews with key engagement staff and marketing vol-
unteers. Before entering the online field, we tried to get to know 
more about how Mozilla is organized on- and offline. We, therefore, 
researched the web presence of Mozilla, tried to learn more about 
Mozilla’s history and projects, and became familiar with the open-
source phenomenon. We got into contact with local Mozillians (a 
common denomination of Mozilla community members) and attend-
ed two community meetings in Munich. We then entered the field 
by gathering data from the official Mozilla marketing mailing list. 
We selected posts for coding according to their relevance and the at-
tention they attracted among community members (Kozinets 2010). 
The mailing lists and other central information websites helped us to 
identify key and most active participants within the field. Based on 
this observation, we gathered data from 13 blogs dealing with issues 
germane to our study—with a focus on blogs written by employees 
of the Mozilla Corporation or Foundation. Blogs hosted by well-
known employees proved to be most relevant, as they were well fre-
quented and most interactive. In many cases they served as informa-
tion source for voluntary contributors, because staff reported on their 
projects and published professional or personal thoughts. In those 
first steps, we took a purely observational position (Kozinets 2006) 
and when necessary, checked the Mozilla Wiki for background in-
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formation. The online observation covers a period of about one year, 
from August 2010 to August 2011—a time when tremendous chang-
es, such as the hiring of a large number of new employees, were 
taking place within the Mozilla community. In order to complement 
the online data, we conducted four in-depth interviews with core en-
gagement employees from different positions in the marketing field, 
one in-depth interview with a SUMO (Support Mozilla) employee, 
and three in-depth interviews with active volunteers selected accord-
ing to their active participation on the marketing mailing list.

The transcript of more than eight hours of interview footage, 
the downloaded online material, and memos written during the data 
gathering and initial coding stages, were abstracted and coded ac-
cording to grounded theory (Goulding 2002; Strauss and Corbin 
1998) and constant comparative method (Charmaz 2006) by using 
open-source software for qualitative data analysis (TAMS analyzer). 
Most often, Mozillians referred to their mission and core values, to-
wards the Mozillian way of doing things, and how to develop and 
safeguard it. We were able to gain a deeper understanding of the 
Mozilla community through the first author’s attendance at a ma-
jor European community meeting, MozCamp Europe 2011. This al-
lowed her to meet some interview partners and bloggers face-to-face 
and engage in enlightening discussions with them. 

FINDINGS
Our analytical journey from first categorization to an advanced 

understanding of Mozilla discourse around authenticity issues cul-
minated in four fundamental contradictions—open closed-ness; 
professional amateurs; market logic of doing good, and a face-ful 
mass. These contradictory notions are not there to be resolved but 
are fueling discourse and initiate collective authentication processes. 
Figure 1 gives an overview of the various contradictions and respec-
tive authentication processes identified.

Figure 1: Collective Authentication Processes and 
Contradictions.

Open Closed-ness
The Mozilla marketing community translates its demands 

for openness and transparency, rooted in their open-source coding 
background, directly into the field of marketing. By doing so, they 
are often reaching the limitations of traditional marketing theories’ 
assumptions of closed/internal development of marketing tactics. 
When openness and transparency is one of the key values, the sur-
prise factor of a campaign launch can easily get lost. Pitt et al. (2006) 
refer to these opposing dimensions of brands, but predict that with 
rising demands of authentic brands traditionally closed brands will 
have to move along the continuum toward openness. Two authenti-
cation processes emerge from this contradiction and simultaneously 
expand the closed branding approach; giving reasons and intentions 
and revealing the hidden agenda.

Complete transparency within a community is difficult to ac-
complish, as communication among a large group of people in-
creases complexity—even more so, if it is globally distributed as 
in the case of Mozilla. Despite a variety of communication tools 
available, information exclusivity is not unusual and can have dif-
ferent sources; though some information might be available, it does 
not necessarily mean that everyone receives it. Communication at 
Mozilla takes place on two levels. The first level conveys straightfor-
ward, informative content about what is done at Mozilla with regard 
to marketing efforts. The second level, which can be regarded as 
a kind of meta-level, serves to process this sober information con-
tent in a more subtle way and involves giving reasons and intentions 
and, sometimes, revealing the hidden agenda. Communication on 
this meta-level becomes essential when the marketing volunteers are 
not sufficiently integrated in a specific project, and thus, this kind of 
closed-ness needs to be balanced. The following passage taken from 
the Mozilla Wiki, illustrates best, how projects are presented to the 
whole community.

“Purpose

• Build on (and grow) brand affinity for Firefox: help people 
understand that we’re about something bigger than just a 
browser.

• Grow a bigger base to back 50k Mozillians who donate 
time: millions of supporters backing our community.

• Raise funds for grants and programs like Mozilla Drum-
beat that create new tools and drive innovation.

Anti-purpose

• Join Mozilla is NOT a replacement for our existing con-
tributor community 

• We already have programs to support Firefox and 
Thunderbird contributors, and plan to grow and im-
prove them throughout 2011 

• We also have programs like Mozilla Drumbeat aimed 
at getting new kinds of contributors and projects into 
Mozilla…” 

(“Join Mozilla” from the Mozilla Wiki)

The information provided by the initiators of this project, called 
“Join Mozilla,” goes far beyond the key data that would usually be 
communicated to relevant stakeholders. Outlining the purpose, and 
even the anti-purpose, of the project, helps voluntary contributors 
to better understand why it is necessary to pursue this project—its 
existence becomes legitimated within a wider community and will-
ingness to support it might rise. 

Whenever the community still does not feel sufficiently enlight-
ened and says so, it is critical that staff reacts, further explains the 
project, and reveals its hidden agenda. This goes even as far as lay-
ing marketing strategies completely bare. An extract from a discus-
sion on one of the employee’s blogs shows how such a hidden agen-
da might look like. This discussion was about whether a donator, 
without having contributed, should be able to become a Mozillian.

“All the best practices show that you need to give people a 
small and easy way to get involved first, and then slowly to help 
the most motivated amongst them dig into deeper contribution.
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So, that’s the thinking behind the $5 — based on what we’ve 
seen in other big nonprofits that use volunteers.” (staff member, 
posted to his/her blog, January 6, 2011)

In this case, the employee reveals the hidden agenda by publicly 
stating online that the thought behind this idea was to drag more 
contributors into the project.

On other occasions, closed-ness is even created purposefully; 
when contributors need to sign up for project groups. This is how a 
voluntary contributor describes this situation:

“They have had you sign up for the launch campaigns. I have 
been too busy to sign up for those and those were purposely 
done secretly, so that... so anyone could be involved in the 
launch, but all the plans were happening close, so that it would 
be a surprise to people who weren’t involved.” (voluntary con-
tributor, interview, June 23, 2011)

On the one hand, this quotation shows how easily community 
members feel excluded from the project, but on the other hand, the 
person is still aware of what is going on. Mozillians do not leave 
anyone in the dark. Though the contributor is not very happy about 
being excluded, he or she shows understanding. Within this exclu-
sive group, however, unrestricted and targeted communication is 
possible. Interestingly, fully embracing the contradiction of open 
closed-ness, which means full information on demand but avoidance 
of complexity (Hemetsberger and Reinhardt 2009), leads to the high-
est level of transparency.

Professional amateurs
The contradiction of the professional amateurs derives from the 

heterogeneity within the marketing community consisting of both 
paid staff und voluntary contributors with different backgrounds and 
knowledge in marketing. Though this category might be reminiscent 
of what Beverland (2009, 63) refers to, when he writes about “ap-
pearing as artisanal amateurs,” it is distinctive in several ways. It 
neither involves the element of “appearance” implying a kind of con-
ceit, nor is it about downplaying their professionalism. 

The question which arises in the context of Mozilla is who 
is the amateur and who the professional. Is it the fully trained and 
experienced marketer or is it the dedicatedly involved community 
member? Three processes transcending this contradiction of profes-
sional amateurs could be identified; jointly reflecting, relativizing 
their roles, and educating.

There are instances when the whole community is jointly re-
flecting on what Mozilla is and does, making concessions, relativ-
izing their roles, and consequently embracing their disparities. The 
discussion forum but also blogs are vital sources for such discourses. 
Here an example where one of the basic qualities of Mozilla―open-
ness―is revisited. 

“Working open is a means to an end. As [Ben] pointed out, the 
key question is not whether every itty bitty piece of communi-
cation or decision-making should be “open” or “closed.” The 
key question is: How does working in the open enable useful 
participation? How does it help us be more agile? How does it 
produce visible progress and momentum? How does it help us 
do good?” (staff member, posted to his/her blog, April 6, 2011)

Here, voluntary contributors and employees are reflecting on 
what working in the open means. By referring to another person and 
raising questions, the author of this passage suggests that there is a 

discussion on this central issue and that he would love others to join 
in on this discussion. 

While marketing staff emphasizes that they are first and fore-
most community members, the distinct roles of staff and voluntary 
contributors become evident nevertheless. However, staff members 
are trying to work against such boundaries by giving each communi-
ty member a voice and listening to these voices. Staff regularly asks 
the community for their feedback and so lessen power discrepan-
cies. While staff might have a better knowledge about how market-
ing should look in theory, voluntary members are the acknowledged 
experts when it comes to localizing them. Voluntary contributors are 
explicitly consulted when it comes to local decisions; accordingly, 
their expert statuses are relativized. An interview partner, a Mozilla 
staff, put it best when he or she said that the voluntary contributors 
were their “checks and balances” (interview, June 16, 2011). 

In another attempt, staff offers marketing tools to the whole 
community—educating them in doing marketing, enhancing their 
understanding of actions, and so helping them to digest marketing 
efforts. By doing so, they reduce knowledge differences and, at the 
same time, teach the community to spread Mozilla’s message in a 
desirable way. One of the best examples for this is the Firefox Brand 
Toolkit, which, developed by marketing staff, should help the com-
munity to tell the Mozilla story as consistently as possible. By ex-
plaining theoretical marketing concepts, as shown in the following 
verbatim, professionalization of volunteer contribution is supported, 
too. 

“I’ve been asking myself recently: what does effective social 
marketing look like in the internet era? How could it improve 
internet literacy? The core of social marketing is extremely sim-
ple messaging that makes people care about seemingly hard to 
grok concepts. It’s difficult to imagine millions of people get-
ting excited about ‘how to read a URL’ — but this is what so-
cial marketing is about.” (staff member, posted to his/her blog, 
April 14, 2011)

Straightforwardly, this staff member explains the concept of 
“social marketing” in an easy language. The practice of asking for 
feedback and these processes of educating approve to the meta-
phor of infusing and seeding raised by Harrison and Corley (2011) 
and are signs for openness. The passage also implies that Mozilla 
staff does not aim to downplay or even hide its professional atti-
tude towards marketing. Though the community is also striving for 
professionalism, their actions are still done in an amateurish style; 
especially local marketing efforts, aimed at spreading Mozilla’s mis-
sion and gaining new community members, are organized by the 
local community, without following strict marketing rules. Neither 
are amateurs trying to mimic professionalism, nor are professionals 
mimicking amateurish action; Mozillians rather pursue both styles, 
depending on who is talking and who they are talking to. In order not 
to resolve this contradiction, it is crucial for Mozilla to keep up this 
element of amateurship which helps them to mitigate their alignment 
with the market and emphasizes their communal spirit.

Market logic of doing good
Though Mozilla does not base its decision-making on profit 

motives, as their corporation is fully owned by the foundation, its 
marketing is well-embedded in the market logic. This contradiction 
of working with means that are in line with the current market logic, 
but not striving for profit maximization, is balanced by the authenti-
cation process of reminding themselves and others of their mission. 

Mozilla staff and volunteers embrace the market logic for pur-
suing their agenda and proudly discuss their marketing efforts and 
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achievements—though they might not support the market ideology 
entirely. The following example is part of a discussion among staff 
and volunteers about whether to use or not to use non-free services 
for their viral marketing efforts. This volunteer clearly argues for 
making use of such market logic tools.

“The main focus that convinced me into joining Drumbeat is 
involving people to jump into a wider garden. If we deliberately 
ignore or just don’t use such media like the “walled/non- free 
etc...” to communicate our goals, ideas and approach, we are 
putting ourselves into another walled garden. Probably more 
pure, better and cleaner. But it’s walled same way. Given the 
fact that ppl just use them, and we want to reach out for new 
people to join open web approach, I don’t really see any other 
option rather than using nonfree services in other to spread our 
ideas, projects and results.” (voluntary contributor, message 
posted to the community Drumbeat mailing list, February 17, 
2011)

What this contributor impressively argues is that, as long as it 
is for reaching their goals, it is okay to use methods that might be 
opposed to their values because if they were avoiding them, they 
would also act against their principles. Implicitly, this contributor 
already balances the contradiction of a market-based logic of do-
ing good when he or she implicitly refers to Mozilla’s mission by 
claiming that “we want to reach out for new people to join open 
web approach.” This process of reminding themselves and others of 
their mission to strive for the betterment of the Web is also visible in 
communication efforts. Here a quotation of what a Mozilla employee 
writes about the Mozilla Parks campaign, where Mozilla cooperated 
with several nature parks.

“Comparing the need to protect physical commons with the 
need to protect digital commons is showing promise as an ef-
fective way to talk about Mozilla’s mission, so we wanted to re-
fine the idea further with one more park (or in this case, beach) 
page.” (staff member, posted to his/her blog, April 9, 2010)

By cooperating with nature parks that aim to “protect physical 
commons” Mozilla wants to convey an impressive picture of their 
mission. As their Mozilla’s mission is very much grounded in their 
history, reciting their evolution story and the reason the project came 
into existence is another powerful tool used to further legitimize 
Mozilla’s actions, no matter how much they might be in line with 
the market logic. Only by embracing both ends of the continuum, 
Mozilla is able to balance this contradiction; a contradiction that re-
flects Holt’s (2002) prediction that authenticity judgments will no 
longer depend on profit motives and simultaneously objects to cur-
rent literature regarding commercialization to be a disauthenticat-
ing factor (Alexander 2009; Arsel and Thompson 2011; Baron 2004; 
Beverland 2005, 2006; Carroll and Swaminathan 2000; Holt 2002; 
Kozinets 2002a; Thompson and Arsel 2004).

A face-ful mass
Though it is the power of the community as a whole that em-

powers Mozilla, they nevertheless aim to single out the individual. 
This finding adds to Smith and Berg’s (1987) notion that within 
successful groups, members must be able to express their individu-
alities. Lewis (2000) lists three methods that help to manage such 
paradoxes: “maintaining a task focus, valuing differences, and re-
ducing power discrepancies” (770). While the issue of power dis-
crepancies supports our findings on professional amateurs, this study 
can add two processes at the Mozilla marketing community that are 

transcending the contradiction of the face-ful mass: sharing personal 
details and being visible and approachable.

Staff members try not to be faceless decision makers responsi-
ble for a large number of people. They share personal details through 
various personal blogs, but also through social networks sites, where 
most Mozillians, both staff and volunteers, have signed up. Exhibit 
1 shows a picture posted by a Mozilla employee on Facebook—a 
snapshot of a funny moment at the office. It reveals a lot about the 
character of both people in it and gives others a glimpse of how work 
life at Mozilla might sometimes look like. 

Exhibit 1: Picture posted on Facebook (November 23, 2011)

Twitter is one of the main media in order to find out what is go-
ing on at Mozilla and has even been recommended as being the most 
effective tool in order to be up to date about Mozilla. On Flick’r, 
anyone can access pictures of community events and private, more 
intimate ones, as for example wedding photos. Mozilla even hosts an 
online video channel, Air Mozilla, where various videos and com-
munity meetings are aired. This format, which allows a globally dis-
persed community to get a feeling of intimacy and closeness, has 
been very well received. All those tools are basically there to foster 
practices of sharing—resembling Belk’s (2010) concept of sharing 
in, thus “making extended self boundaries permeable to others” 
(726). Sharing in extends sheer expressions of individuality that dif-
ferentiate the individual from the other (Smith and Berg 1987) and 
is more about letting others in. Simultaneously, sharing can lead to 
a higher visibility and a certain accountability of actors. An inter-
viewee describes the importance of being visible and approachable:

“…assuming that you as an individual are close to the project’s 
meaning and that you are accountable to the community and the 
people there… that they know you, that you’re visible, that you 
are not faceless. That you are prepared to stand up for what you 
are doing.” (staff member, interview, June 8, 2011)

As staff and other community members “stand up for what 
[they] are doing,” actions are always linked to a certain person who 
is personally made responsible for what is going on. This kind of 
personification is very important, because when there is something 
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wrong about a project, the person responsible can directly be ad-
dressed. However, personification at Mozilla goes even further, with 
a staff member describing Mozilla as a “sea of smiling faces” (staff 
member, interview, June 16, 2011) and a contributor who claims 
to think a lot about “the Mozilla mission through […] a person” 
(voluntary contributor, interview, July 5, 2011). The extent of vis-
ibility and accessibility of Mozillians seems quite unmanageable 
to outsiders and paradoxical, considering their immense workload. 
Mozillians’ solution to this paradox is quite counterintuitive. Visibil-
ity of the private side of Mozillians provides cultural and personal 
information, and accessibility increases trust, which both lead to less 
information needs. Again, contradictions are not tackled but natural-
ized through actions reviving their contradictory nature.

DISCUSSION
Contradictions are constructed (Lewis 2000). In the same man-

ner as we accept harmony and consistency as being balanced and 
harmonious, we discursively construct contradictions and paradoxes 
as paradoxical and contradictory. The findings of our study not only 
show that we are able to find contradictory elements when we search 
for them, but that in successful producer-consumer communities 
contradictions fuel discourse in a positive way and so authenticate 
community action. Our study finds that authenticity is not plain and 
one-dimensional, but what is seemingly inauthentic is just the other 
side of the coin of authenticity. By showing that both sides can fruit-
fully complement each other instead of threatening authenticity, or-
ganizations can find positive paths of change without losing identity, 
hence authenticity.

Our findings also highlight in what ways contradictions contrib-
ute to authentication. We find nine collective authentication practices 
which constantly engage people in lively discourse. Yet, communi-
cation about tasks and daily activities is not sufficient. We found 
that community members engage in strategic thinking, formulating 
theses and anti-theses in accounts of purposeful communication and 
revelations of the hidden agenda. These findings also support the 
assumption that transparency is essential for authentication (Holt 
2002). Similar to Harrison and Corley (2011), we also find a constant 
exchange of what they frame as ethos and style, however, we find no 
internal and external party but rather a flow of meta-communication 
among all members of the community. Infusing and seeding culture 
(Harrison and Corley 2011) comes from all members, facilitated by 
practices of relativizing roles. Relativizing roles critically depends 
on the paradox of professional amateurs that inspires the community 
to continuous reflecting and educating where it is not that profession-
als educate amateurs, but equally so vice versa (Hemetsberger and 
Reinhardt 2009; Kozinets, Hemetsberger, and Schau 2008; Schau, 
Muñiz, and Arnould 2009). 

Embracing the market logic out of a former resentment against 
the hegemony of the market seems an adventurous, or at least a 
brave-hearted move. Yet, even marketers today claim that it is not 
the market logic that prevents positive and authentic organizational 
action but rather its misinterpretation as capitalism (Arnould 2007). 
The Mozilla case shows that producer-consumer communities as-
cribe a functional role to market mechanisms as enablers and mul-
tipliers of value-creating practices; value that is judged against the 
community’s mission, which members constantly remind themselves 
of. The market logic of doing good reflects Holt’s (2002) predic-
tion that authenticity judgments will no longer depend on profit mo-
tives. Authentic consumer-producer brands seem to be prototypical 
citizen-artists, providing cultural resources for the community and 
beyond (Holt 2002).

These citizen artists have a face and share. Our findings under-
score the importance of sharing (Belk 2010) as a collective authen-
tication practice but also as an important theoretical concept for un-
derstanding producer-consumer communities. Community members 
impressively demonstrate that by being visible and approachable, 
they are able to reduce communication complexity and overload, 
corroborating findings from other open-source community research 
(Hemetsberger and Reinhardt 2009). 

In order to enhance understanding of the functionality of col-
lective authentication practices and its grounding in contradictions, 
we draw on organization theory and literature about paradoxes, in 
particular. Generally, organization literature maintains that we are 
used to think in a dialectical manner, and our language feeds the 
tendency to polarize (Lewis 2000). Westenholz (1993) juxtaposes 
the concept of paradox with other similar concepts, such as conflict, 
inconsistency, ambivalence, irony, or dialectic. “Paradoxes differ 
from…[other]…concepts in that no choice needs to be made (is 
possible) between the two contradictions constituting the paradox. 
The contradictory elements are present simultaneously and are ac-
cepted as such” (Westenholz 1993, 41). Westenholz (1993), Lewis 
(2000), Lüscher and Lewis (2008), and Smith and Lewis (2011) in 
their works on organizational change maintain that organizational 
change is at the same time hampered and enhanced by paradoxes, 
depending on how well organizations are able to reframe and rein-
tegrate paradoxes into organizational processes. They outline three 
main paradoxes of learning, organizing, and belonging which liken 
our findings in many ways. Major commonalities in the resolution of 
these paradoxes are “open communications,” “superordinate goals” 
(reminding of mission) (Lewis 2000, 765), and “reducing power dis-
crepancies” (relativizing roles) (770). It seems that the majority of 
authenticity literature has largely overlooked this great potential to 
integrate inauthenticity into the authenticity paradox. Only Rose and 
Wood (2005) found that contradictions of reality television program-
ming lead to the engagement of the consumer; an engagement which 
the authors interpreted as “a causal role for paradox in judgment 
of authenticity” (294). Harrison and Corley (2011) also recognize 
authenticating practices as a way of balancing organizational para-
doxes such as the need to be similar and unique at the same time. 

Our study contributes to a reframing of authenticity in three 
ways. Firstly, we see no positive end state of being authentic but 
rather high potential to learn from authenticity-inauthenticity para-
doxes. Secondly, we contribute to organizational accounts of authen-
ticity and organizational paradoxes in that we add two paradoxes 
that are relevant in a contemporary marketing context―the paradox 
of professional amateurs and market logic of doing good. Thirdly, 
we extend authenticity theorization beyond issues of the authenticat-
ing self (in society) and add a collective dimension of authentication 
practices. However, collective authentication does not go without in-
clusion of individual action, as demonstrated by our findings. Simi-
larly, Liedtka (2008) and Driver (2006) argue that an organization is 
both an entity in and of itself and a collective of specific individuals, 
thus complicating the concept of organizational authenticity.

Collective authentication resembles the transcendence of para-
doxes (Lewis 2000) as it implies the capacity to think and act para-
doxically. It involves a leap in thinking and acting inauthentically 
authentic and authentically inauthentic.
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ABSTRACT
The study offers a rich non-Western context for theorizing 

about co-creation and the ideological role of social media for global 
brands. This paper is the result of a netnography of six social me-
dia communities in Turkey focusing on the Coca Cola brand. Our 
findings suggest that some local rituals integrate the brand with the 
traditions of the local culture. Each culture has its own way of deal-
ing with such tensions by daily consumption experiences and rituals. 
Resolutions are not the province of those produce anti-Coke rheto-
ric, as Holt’s (2002) study of resistant brand activists suggests, but 
rather of the average consumer. Thus, this study offers insights on 
how local and global social media and online discussions co-create 
the meanings surrounding a brand. Global-local social media-based 
brand co-creation can be understood as an ideological element of 
consumption processes in people’s daily lives. 

INTRODUCTION
Social media and online communities have transformed the 

world of marketing as a source of ideas and insights for more than a 
decade. This transformation has also made the cultural contexts that 
influence the ideological and political sides of consumption more 
visible. Ideologies in consumer narratives trigger tensions and stand 
as both a threat and an information source for global brands that 
have to face varying cultural contexts. Ironically, global brands can 
both be a source of such tensions but also become successful at the 
same time, as with Thompson and Arsel’s (2004) study of Starbucks. 
Brand meaning is produced collectively. The brand value co-creation 
process is social and continuous, and is a highly dynamic and inter-
active process between the firm, the brand, the community and all 
stakeholders. Thus, consumer narratives from social media sources 
are useful data to study such processes. Despite the importance of the 
anti-branding, the literature does not offer us an adequate explanation 
about the role of the social media in how such contrasts and tensions 
are resolved in different cultural settings, and about how a brand still 
remains a global sweetheart. Coca Cola is one such context.

Thus, the purpose of this research is to explore the ideologi-
cal and cultural bases of how such tensions are resolved through the 
social media. To explore these issues, our research includes locating 
richly textured venues in the extensive user-generated content on the 
internet (Kozinets 2010).

Theoretical Foundations
Co-Creation and (Online) Brand Communities

Consumers are acting as creative agents in the co-production 
of value that alters our understanding of consumers as merely users 
of the value provided by firms or other organizations. Both the con-
sumer and the producer as (operant) resource integrators co-create 
value (Vargo and Lusch 2004). Given this result, value depends on 
the context of complex and dynamic networks (Venkatesh, Peñaloza, 
and Fırat 2006) that comprise not only firms and customers but also 
the circumstances involving their communities and the other stake-
holders (Merz, He, and Vargo 2009). 

Others examine online communities under the contexts of col-
lective consumer creativity because social interactions can trigger 
new interpretations that consumers cannot generate alone (Hargadon 
and Bechy 2006; Szmigin and Reppel 2004). Online collective cre-
ativity not only provides researchers a new field for understanding 

the social phenomena, but also adds an alternative, free resource 
that the industry can exploit (Kozinets, Hemetsberger and Schau 
2008). This, in effect, realizes the value creation (Schau, Muñiz, and 
Arnould 2009). There are also ideologically oriented cultural excep-
tions that we explore in this study. 

Coke as the Context 
Coke has been chosen as the context as first it is a part of the 

daily lives both in the  online and offline worlds, and second, it is 
among the few brands that promote the creativity motives in consum-
ers (Ives 2004). Coca-Cola’s branding history also reflects the history 
of marketing (e.g., Hartley 1998). Hence the literature and market-
place mythologies (Thompson 2004) about Coke are relatively richer 
than any other global commodity (Ger and Belk 1996). As consumer 
cultures are continuing to evolve, the branding culture of Coke is a 
part of this evolution, giving it a value in marketing research in a 
variety of fields. The dynamism of Coke contains contrasts and con-
tradictions; that is, it has held the top spot in the global rankings for 
each of the past nine years (Interbrand 2011). 

Among global brands, Coke is always the subject of successful 
branding that creates emotional bonds even in the area of childhood 
memories (LaTour, LaTour, and Zinkhan 2009 and many others). It 
is also a symbol of globalization and Coca-Colanization (Askeg-
aard and Csaba 2000), of consumer resistance and anti-consumption 
movements (Varman and Belk 2009; Yazıcıoğlu and Fırat 2007; 
Krishnamurthy and Kucuk 2009) and as one of the few demoniz-
ing agents of imperialism (Klein 1999). Coke can even encourage a 
rhetoric of the West versus Islam (Özkan and Foster 2005; Sandıkçı 
and Ekici 2009) in non-Western contexts. 

Schroder (2005) refers to one of Andy Warhol’s most famous 
quotes, “A Coke is a Coke. You can’t buy a better Coke,” and ar-
gues that it captures the core strategy of the world’s most successful 
brand – its distribution power, marketing activities and emotional 
bonds with the consumers. Indeed, Coca-Cola does not segment its 
market based on quality or price, but remains a psychological entity 
as much as a physical product; its brand equity goes beyond mere 
material ingredients. Miller (1998: 171) refers to an advertiser who 
claims, “I don’t think Coca-Cola projects. I think that Coca-Cola re-
flects’’ in the pursuit to explore the underlying corporate strategies 
for globalization. Yet the literature is relatively silent on how this 
reflection really takes place, that is, through the cultural elements of 
a global brand (Askegaard 2006) and the place of mass communica-
tion (Borak 1986) due to its wide segmentation. 

RESEARCH METHOD
 Netnography

This research deploys netnography as the method that enables 
us to examine the multifarious and multiplicative nature of consumer 
cultures through a sphere of networked communications that the in-
ternet illuminates (Kozinets 2002; 2006; 2010). 

Data Collection
The data collection has taken place in six online communities 

and social media in Turkey. To start with, Eksisozluk (www.eksiso-
zluk.com) is currently one of the biggest online communities in Tur-
key. Established in 1999, it is a collaborative hypertext dictionary 
on the web (i.e., a wiki) with over 220,000 members contributing 
to it. The dictionary attracted the most crowded online traffic in 
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Turkey a couple of years ago. Due to its vast public influence, new 
online dictionaries emerged, each of which generally represents an 
ideological group. Eksisozluk deliberately avoids being associated 
with any ideology, but rather defends the freedom of speech. Hence, 
the online community enables us to compare and contrast conflict-
ing views in the same space. Despite competition, its online traffic 
currently ranks twenty-second in the country – even when Yahoo! 
(the twenty-fifth) is considered (alexa.com 2012). Unlike Wikipedia, 
eksisozluk is a de facto encyclopedia because each entry has to be 
written as a dictionary item that reflects subjective views containing 
experiences, rituals, discussions and critiques. They are like mini-
blogs, but there are a hierarchy and collective norms in the group that 
make it one of a kind as compared to other global practices. That is, it 
does not belong to any online community categorizations in Western 
cultures (e.g., the classification of online communities by Kozinets, 
Hemetsberger and Schau 2008). From eksisozluk the study includes 
all 516 definitions of Coke, entered between 1999 and June 2011 
and all 427 definitions of Rock’n Coke, a rock festival that has been 
organized by Coke since 2003. The number of entries shows the in-
volvement of consumers with a topic (e.g., people, brands, political 
events). For example the number of entries for Pepsi is 181 and Nike 
is 202 since 2000 (publicly open statistics of www.eksizsozluk.com 
by July 2011). Due to its both textual and contextual diversity when 
compared with other social media, eksisozluk represents the richest 
resource in our study.

The yahoogroup called Coca-Cola Collectors Club (which ap-
pears as Coca-Cola Koleksiyoncular Kulubu in Turkish) constitutes 
the second community in the study. The group was established in 
2001. In this online community, there are 170 members with 4693 
posts and 56 photographs about their experiences with Coke as the 
collectors. Like eksisozluk, this group represents the initial versions 
of the online communities in the sense that some of the members still 
use nicknames. The membership is restricted. Hence, the researchers 
had to disclose their identities and purposes due to the ethical issues 
involved. 

The data collection have included four Facebook groups on 
Coke in Turkish. Turkey represents one of the most crowded Face-
book countries in the world with more than thirty million users; this 
puts it in sixth place globally (socialbakers.com 2012). This popular 
social networking is also the second top website in the country (al-
exa.com 2012). Anybody can join and post these groups. The suben-
tries sometimes point to the degree of interaction among the group. 
But sometimes instead of a response, a new post is an answer. 

The first Facebook group in the study is one for Coca-Cola fans 
called Those Who Say That They Don’t Drink Any Other Cola But 
Coca-Cola (it appears as “Coca-Cola’dan Baska Kola Icmem Diy-
enler” in Turkish). The group was established in February 2008, and 
had 961 Coke fan members, 139 posts, 14 responses and 26 photos. 
The focus of this group (Facebook Coke Fans hereafter) is mainly 
socialization under the brand and to share their experiences. There 
are only a few negative remarks about Coke among the discussions. 
The group is open to the public and not moderated. 

The second Facebook group is for Rock’n Coke (it appears this 
way in Turkish). It was established in April 2008 and it has 3937 
members. The data contains 181 posts and 228 photographs from this 
group. The members are either the participants of previous Rock’n 
Coke festivals or those who plan to participate in that year’s festi-
val. The discussion topics are mostly about the performing bands or 
camping area in the festival or the tickets for sale. It is not moder-
ated. There are a few posts which criticize the festival. 

The third Facebook group is Coke Collectors (it appears as: 
“Coca-Cola Koleksiyonculari” in Turkish). Established in October 

2007, it had 89 members. The data contains 44 posts and 75 pho-
tographs from this group. This community counts as a subgroup of 
the yahoogroup because one finds the same people there who are 
members mainly for sharing, exchanging and trading the Coke col-
lection items. The posts are generally either announcements of meet-
ing dates and places or for exchanging and trading collectible items. 

The fourth Facebook group -- Coca-Cola - Continue the Boy-
cott (it appears as: “Coca-Cola Boykota Devam” in Turkish) -- is 
focused on anti-Islamic Coke boycott. The group started in February 
2009. There are discussions regarding the unhealthiness and pro-
military activities of Coke, but these are leitmotivs. The content of 
the discussions as well as its jargon describe the religiously oriented 
ideological standpoint of over 73,000 group members. The data con-
tains 614 posts and 1835 responses to these entries from this group. 
As the Coke boycott represents only a logo to attract those with 
the same ideological tendencies and discourses, the discussions are 
mostly about tangential topics (e.g., radical religious propaganda). 
This group has shown how Coke, as a logo, can become instrumental 
in attracting many people and for providing condensed anti-Coke 
discourses in a non-Western context. 

Analysis
The qualitative data analysis and interpretation that this study 

undertakes is in line with those that are adopted by the mainstream 
methods (Fischer and Otnes 2006; Kozinets, de Valck, Wojnicki and 
Wilner 2010). The data collection includes 6793 entries and posts 
that are coded and grouped in terms of consumption meanings, dai-
ly life events and co-creation as will be discussed in the findings. 
The researchers code the data into initial categories so as to analyze 
them for themes relevant to the research questions. In-person discus-
sions by the researchers and reiteratively visiting the data enable the 
achievement of a grounded interpretation. Revisiting and comparing 
the data continuously through multiple rounds of analysis provide 
sufficient interpretive convergence. At this stage the researchers 
constantly check for the mismatching cases in the data. Due to the 
limitations of space in this article the contextual richness and origi-
nality of eksisozluk entries is used as the main source of the intra-
thematically consistent excerpts.

FINDINGS
Coke not only satisfies the criteria of a brand community (Mu-

ñiz and O’Guinn 2001; Schau, Muñiz and Arnould 2009) but beyond 
this provides an umbrella value universe of a commodity (Askegaard 
2006) that collects alternative communities. The multi-dimension-
ality of Coke branding enables observation of such a strategically 
produced and disseminated commercial set of signs from different 
perspectives. The social media discourses revealed a number of both 
theoretical and methodological contributions to the literature that fo-
cus on the co-creation of meanings as will be discussed below.

Brand Meanings Causing Social Tensions: The Anti-Brand 
Rhetoric

In some parts of the world, non-western countries in particu-
lar, when there is a social movement against globalization and con-
sumption Coke is among the first to provide the symbol for an attack 
(e.g., Varman and Belk 2009; Sandıkçı and Ekici 2009). In line with 
Klein’s arguments (1999) it is often described as an agent of global-
ization and imperialism that is anti-union and anti-labor. In Turkey, 
Coke is the main target of those who are radical Islamists, an uncom-
mon theme in the western contexts. The activists often choose the 
brand (Krishnamurthy and Kucuk 2009) to attract anti-Coke com-
munity members who discuss various topics not necessarily under 
the heading of Coke. While including such data into the findings, 
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we were aware of the extreme emotions (Kozinets and Handelman 
1998), that a brand triggers, particularly regarding anti-branding and 
addiction. Yet these play important roles in creating social tensions 
and in resolving them.

As the data suggests, those who oppose Coke describe it as a 
company capable of doing anything to promote the product, from 
murder to animal testing. The evolving constellation of such nega-
tive connotations seems to materialize in an anti-Coke rhetoric that 
not only activists who are against globalization, but also by those 
who ideologically belong to radical religious groups utilize:

It is a company that sells sweetened water and makes millions of 
dollars by illegally treating workers in South America through 
anti-unionism and murderers. Because of this it is called “killer 
Coke” (www.killercoke.org). (tsan chan, posted on eksisozluk 
in 14.05. 2007)

The compulsion that Coke produces and the relevant health 
risks are among the favorite topics of the anti-Coke rhetoric as peo-
ple often regard them as obvious facts that are not subject to discus-
sion. Despite these, the pleasure it gives is also undeniable for many: 

It is a shitty drink whose formula is kept secret…It gives plea-
sure to everybody. If you ask me, with every sip, I only feel 
sorry remembering that the son of the pharmacist who invented 
it died of a morphine overdose. (melyus, posted on eksisozluk 
in 14.11.2009)

In a country where the majority of the population consists of 
Muslims (Izberk-Bilgin 2008; Sandıkçı and Ekici 2009), wherever 
necessary the theme of Israel under the leitmotiv of military action 
is used in the anti-Coke rhetoric. The perception of a pro-Israel com-
pany automatically implies opposing Islam and consequently, the 
Muslims in the local culture. Specifically, in the religiously oriented 
Facebook Coke Boycott group, such themes constitute one of the 
major topics that excite the group members: 

There cannot be anything dirtier. I got a friend who tells us not 
to drink it as they put cockroaches in it. The real purpose of 
my not drinking it is because of my Palestinian sisters. (Guher, 
posted in Facebook Coke Boycott group in 28.08. 2009)

[Response] Oh, I don’t believe that. Look at what we are drink-
ing. Thank you very much for this information. (Filiz, posted in 
Facebook Coke Boycott group in 29.08. 2009)

The anti-Coke discourses contain comments on how the com-
pany is anti-union and anti-labor and against cultural values (i.e., 
including both local culture and rock culture). The narratives reveal 
the negative connotations with corporate communications like the 
sponsorship of a rock festival: 

[Rock’n Coke] is a festival where we see that the bands per-
forming have nothing to do with rock. It is the organization that 
makes me furious because it qualifies rock’n roll as something 
governed by a power like Coca-Cola, like some cheap simula-
tions. (kuyku, posted on eksisozluk in 06.07.2003)

Brand Meanings Potentially Resolving Social Tensions
The use of positive word-of-mouth techniques (Keller 1993) 

builds up brands by also providing a trustworthy resource for con-
sumers. Yet it is rather difficult to capture all such processes due 

to the complexities of data collection in real-life settings. By using 
netnography as the methodology we have been able to observe these 
almost in vivo, yet in a condensed way. 

This positive aspect is apparent in a number of discourse 
schemes that resolve the tensions from the anti-Coke rhetoric. First, 
some of them prefer to exemplify both the global and local corporate 
success and some act sarcastically on such negative claims so as to 
disparage the anti-Coke rhetoric. It seems that the corporate success 
is sufficient to prove that pro-religious discourses opposing Coke 
are wrong and to resolve tensions (Kozinets and Handelman 1998):

I got a few words for those idiots who believe Coca-Cola is 
pro-Israel: Do you think the company is as stupid as you are?... 
Are those managers who are graduates of Harvard, Wharton as 
dumb as you are?… (vito Genovese, posted on eksisozluk in 
03.01.2009)

Pointing to the company’s employment rates, particularly in a 
country where unemployment represents a major social issue, also 
helps counter the anti-labor claims. Highly involved Coke fans focus 
on their personal experiences and tastes:

When I look at these [anti-Coke] photos, I understand how 
ignorant a people we are once again. Just imagine how many 
people are being employed by them you idiots. If Coca-Cola of-
fers you a job, you’ll run to it. (yener, posted in Facebook Coke 
Fans in March 8, 2009)

Addictiveness is almost the only common theme that both Coke 
fans and adversaries accept. Interestingly, Coke fans convert this 
compulsion into a positive dependency, and the enjoyment of the 
consumption experience seems to override all other issues: 

Its only competitor is tap water. (jacqueline wilson, posted on 
eksisozluk in 31.10.2005)

Let me also ask you. Have you ever seen anybody who got 
sick because of Coke????? Sugar, salt, fat, cigarettes, alcohol 
etc. etc. You must know lots of people who got sick because 
of these. I have always drunk it. I’ll make my son drink it too. 
(Bernev, posted on Facebook Coke Fans in April 3, 2008)

Coke fans explicitly explain that they see Coke as a traditional/
local soft drink by illustrating the consumption of it by the elderly 
and the poor segment of the society such as the construction workers. 
The local culture emphasizes the family values such as loyalty and 
respect for elderly people (Kağıtcıbaşı 1996). The poorer segment le-
gitimizes the overall Coke experience because it does not constitute 
a consumption pattern that is privileged (like a luxury product), but 
rather is one that is accessible and democratized. It is the common 
people’s drink: 

It is the official soft drink of construction workers. (orion ares, 
posted on eksisozluk in 23.01.2010)

It is a soft drink that elderly people like my grandmother call 
‘black’. They call Fanta ‘yellow’. (acme, posted on eksisozluk 
in 28.01.2010)

Despite the emergence of such local values that reinforce and 
legitimize Coke’s presence, Coke fans also note how the global po-
sitioning of the brand seems to strengthen that of the local market. 
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Hence, both the global and local histories focus on the distinctive-
ness of the brand over time. Not only John Pemberton the founder, 
but also the first contractor of the Coca-Cola brand in Turkey are 
well-known within the brand community in Turkey. This retelling of 
history (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001) completes the overall experience 
as it connects the Coke fans to both global and local brand cultures 
and their legacies:

Its history is like this: In 1886, the pharmacist John Styth Pem-
berton starts selling a french coca wine he discovered with the 
slogan “the best tonic for the brain.” (infe, posted on eksisozluk 
in 13.01.2003)

It is a drink that first entered Turkey from the Incirlik base [a 
US military base]. At that time Kadir Has [a publicly known 
wealthy man] is a young guy and lives in Adana... Our young 
Kadir meets Coca-Cola there and buys cases to store at home... 
(alyoop, posted on eksisozluk in 11.11.2007)

Apparently, the mediation and developing use of commercial 
texts (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001) and the advertisement of the prod-
ucts (i.e., brands, bottles, tastes, etc) and their rituals (McCracken 
1987; Özkan and Foster 2005) play a part in transmitting such values 
of Coke branding. This will be further discussed in the next section.

Rituals, Collecting and Advertising: The Daily Co-creative 
Media of a Global Brand

Consumers can create possession rituals to relocate the brand in 
their daily lives (Rook 1985); to start collecting (Pearce 1999; Belk 
2006) and even to create ads for the brand they are strongly attached 
to (Muñiz and Schau 2007). In other words they can act independent-
ly of marketers and advertisers. Among global brands, Coke stands 
at the center of such richly varied consumption experiences.

The role of advertising in the context of consumption puts it 
at the disposal of modern culture as an area of play, experimenta-
tion and innovation with which to fashion new cultural meanings. 
Consumers examine advertisements searching out meanings to use 
in their construction of new versions of the self, of the family, of a 
community (McCracken 1987). They even try to fill in the lack of 
advertising of a discontinued brand with the documents they write as 
Muñiz and Schau (2007) explore. 

Other corporate communication schemes can work in line with 
that of advertising. McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig (2002) 
show that participation in brandfests can lead to significant increases 
in feelings of integration into brand communities and to positive 
feelings about the brand and product category. Indeed, the opportu-
nity to watch world-famous bands’ performances enhanced Rock’n 
Coke’s welcome. Despite the tensions coming from the ideological 
anti-Coke rhetoric that refuses to identify rock with Coke, there are 
people who enjoyed the festival experience and think that it has even 
criticized the system:

It was a wonderful festival… I wished some of them [perform-
ing bands] would stay longer… We had fun. Let those who 
weren’t able to come feel sad about it. (angelic purple, posted 
on eksisozluk in 08.09.2003)

It is a festival that criticizes the existing system under the 
umbrella of Coca-Cola. (gothic evil, posted on eksisozluk in 
29.11.2007)

Apparently, the community members created a variety of rituals 
such as exploring old and new ads, and collecting and sharing them 
with friends. These went beyond what the corporation had actually 
displayed and/or suggested. Despite a few studies (e.g., Mick and 
Buhl 1992; Muñiz and Schau 2007; Kozinets et al 2010) co-creative 
meanings involving advertising still expect different cases to fully 
capture the processes. Among the data sets, eksisozluk specifically 
showed how Coke fans share their consumption related rituals, even 
by referring to Milan Kundera: 

Coca-Cola Manifesto: …You shouldn’t consume it light unless 
you are obese. It has to be drunk cold as ice. It is never the same 
when you drink those kept 3-5 minutes in the fridge… You 
should never drink Coke with a standard straw. Wide straws 
are acceptable. The burning potential of carbon dioxide can de-
crease… It has to be consumed very quickly. It’s not Turkish 
coffee. (alha, posted on eksisozluk in 19.03.2006)

After a football game, the unbearable happiness of sharing the 
2.5lt version with my friends, that’s enough for me. (hmmm, 
posted on eksisozluk in 12.02.2002 00:31)

Advertising emerges as a medium for displaying their creativity 
as well as resistance and the will to become self-appointed promot-
ers of the brand (Muñiz and Schau 2007). The community members 
open-heartedly share their experiences without minding about the 
exploitation of their views by corporate marketing or advertising 
agencies. Eksisozluk acts as an open forum that offers everybody 
access for reading its content that sometimes offer suggestions to 
Coke: 

The jingle was great. The film was taken with the correct vi-
sual planning. The success of the creative team is so obvious. 
When I see such work, I’d like to be a part of these campaigns. 
Although we weren’t in the creative team, this work is highly 
admirable. (sir erdoquan, posted on eksisozluk in 01.09.2006)

In addition to daily life themes, collection rituals also emerge 
as a way to express not only people’s attachment to the brand, but 
also as a way to become a part of the brand (Belk 1995). Forming a 
community to exchange and share the Coke collectibles manifests an 
alternative ritual for co-creation specifically in mundane consump-
tion (e.g., Schau, Muñiz and Arnould 2009). As Danet and Katriel 
(1994) suggest, if the Coca-Cola collector concentrates on bottles, 
for example, a collector will want exemplars of all the shapes and 
colors produced by different factories and in different countries, etc. 
Collectors socialize among themselves and mostly exchange their 
duplicate materials, but the real challenge for them is catching the 
limited promotional material. Some of the collectors are highly in-
volved with dressing or painting (e.g., knitted or dazzling) the cans 
and bottles and uploading to the website in both yahoogroup and 
Facebook. These all leverage emotional attachments towards the 
brand and customer-firm interaction. Thus semiotic analysis can 
support the existence of the collection rituals that point to different 
forms of consumption: 

Friends, how many of you were able to collect the new bottle? 
And would you please tell me how many of them are in the 
market now? I was able to obtain only 4 varieties and I know 
that there is the 5th. (sinem, posted on Facebook Coke Collec-
tors in 21.01.2008)
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Given all the rituals and experiences, the cultural facet explored 
by this study reveals the meanings inherent in consumers’ daily lives 
related to Coke, in particular the desire to co-create it better.

Ice-cold Cokes were drunk by the glasses with the Coke logo. 
Can you get how such stuff is like luxury for a student house 
dear uncle Muhtar Kent [the global CEO of Coca-Cola Com-
pany who is Turkish]?... Would they know the newly met girl-
friend can be made happy by taking out a polar teddy bear with 
a scarf from under the table and saying “I got a gift for you 
Mualla. Close your eyes” after the meal and that makes you her 
lover boy? How would you know these Uncle Muhtar Kent? 
Have you ever had a girlfriend who cried after receiving a ri-
diculous polar teddy bear? (nouma21, posted on eksisozluk in 
11.08.2009)  

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION
The findings of this netnography group brand meanings into 

three broad themes within the context described as above. First are 
the negative connotations of brand meanings that create tensions. 
Second are the positive connotations of brand meanings that have 
the potential to resolve such tensions. Third are a host of co-created 
meanings that symbolize openness, transformation, and change. 
Negative connotations materialize into an anti-brand rhetoric ideo-
logically positioned against globalization and related to radical Is-
lam. These radical Islamic discourses contain the most radical form 
of opposition to Coke’s meanings. In the anti-brand communities, 
unrelated topics are used by participants to instrumentalize Coke in 
order to support their views. We found two core meanings in the 
anti-Coke online communities: anti-branding and addiction. These 
core meanings play important roles in creating social tensions and 
also in resolving them. 

The study offers a valuable non-Western context for theorizing 
about co-creation and the role of the social media. Local and non-
Western cultural contexts may deserve separate scrutiny despite the 
fact that the subject of study is a leading global brand with uniform 
global positioning. Coke’s brand community reveals practices with 
intrathematically consistent discursive elements. Some local rituals 
integrate the brand with the traditions of the local culture. Interest-
ingly, environmentalism did not emerge among the anti-branding 
discourses we studied. We might suggest that this flexibility of 
ideological orientation could be a further finding to investigate in 
research on the ethical aspects, particularly in an anti-brand context. 

Through local social media contexts, self-appointed advertis-
ers emerge as a type of agent of cultural resolution. Thus, this study 
offers insights on how local and global social media and online dis-
cussions co-create the meanings surrounding a brand. Each culture 
has its own way of dealing with such tensions by daily consumption 
experiences and rituals. Adding to a growing body of knowledge in 
this area (e.g., Cova and Pace 2006; Izberk-Bilgin 2008; Sandıkçı 
and Ekici 2009), our research suggests that global-local social me-
dia-based brand co-creation can be understood as an ideological ele-
ment of consumption processes in people’s daily lives. Nevertheless, 
resolutions are not the province of those produce anti-Coke rhetoric, 
as Holt’s (2002) study of resistant brand activists suggests, but rather 
of the average consumer.

Finally, our study shows how branding evolves as cultures and 
marketing evolve. At a time when the literature points to the devel-
opments of social media collaborative co-creation, new research that 
studies the interaction of local and global meanings in these contexts 
offers potentially novel insights into these processes of marketing re-
ception and the dynamic nature of brand ideology and sustainability. 

A Coke is never a Coke, but an evolving product of its time and its 
relationship with consumers.
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ABSTRACT
In times of increasing uncertainty, authenticity is an essential 

human aspiration, making it a key issue in contemporary market-
ing and a major factor for brand success. By conducting a literature 
review and several studies with different consumers and brands, we 
develop a scale for measuring the strength of consumers’ perceived 
brand authenticity, where authenticity is analyzed as consisting of 
four dimensions identified as continuity, originality, reliability, and 
naturalness. We also demonstrate the discriminant validity of brand 
authenticity with regard to related marketing constructs such as 
brand involvement, brand image, and brand satisfaction. Finally, 
we conclude our paper by discussing the implications for marketing 
practice and by offering stimuli for further research.

INTRODUCTION
Nowadays, our society is increasingly characterized by a grow-

ing feeling of uncertainty due to events such as the global financial 
crisis, increasing political instability, or climate change. People try 
to relieve this uncertainty by seeking authenticity in their daily lives, 
even in the products they consume and the brands they own. Thus, 
authenticity is as an essential human aspiration, making it “one of 
the cornerstones of contemporary marketing” (Brown, Kozinets, and 
Sherry 2003, 21). Moreover authenticity is also defined as one of the 
key values of brand image (Ballantyne, Warren, and Nobbs 2006) 
and a major success factor for brands in being a characteristic of 
brand identity (Beverland 2005; Kapferer 2004).

However, academic research on brand authenticity is still in its 
infancy. The few studies that do exist are predominantly of a general 
nature, either in establishing theoretical foundations or analyzing 
manifestations of authenticity in the marketplace: “Yet, consumer 
research has not given considerable focused attention to authentic-
ity” (Grayson and Martinec 2004, 296). Past research (Ballantyne et 
al. 2006; Beverland 2006; Brown et al. 2003; Grayson and Martinec 
2004; Groves 2001) presents a differentiated understanding of au-
thenticity in general, and of brand authenticity in particular. This is 
often enhanced by the studies’ focus on a specific product category 
such as wine (Beverland 2006), tourist attractions (Grayson and Mar-
tinec 2004), or food production (Groves 2001). Therefore, there is 
no consensus on a general definition for brand authenticity as well 
as no agreement regarding its dimensional structure in consumer re-
search. Thus, it is necessary to conceptualize brand authenticity us-
ing a “bottom-up approach” and to acquire a deep understanding of 
how consumers perceive authentic brands.

To address this research gap, we aim to conceptualize the phe-
nomenon of brand authenticity. As with other brand research, the 
underlying dimensions of brand authenticity need to be identified by 
means of a conceptual analysis. We generate a scale to assess the 
intensity with which a brand elicits diverse authenticity dimensions. 
As the phenomenon cannot be attributed with any one specific basic 
discipline, we have to conceptualize our construct based on a variety 
of academic fields and develop scale items based on this comprehen-
sively derived theoretical conceptualization.

In order to define, conceptualize, and analyze the construct of 
brand authenticity, we structure our paper as follows. We begin by 

classifying brand authenticity within the general authenticity concept 
and derive its particularities. Based on this, we distinguish brand au-
thenticity from other branding concepts. We then provide a review of 
the literature to understand and differentiate several brand authentic-
ity dimensions. Additionally, we conduct qualitative consumer in-
terviews (study 1) to assess the consumer’s understanding of brand 
authenticity. Combining the results from the literature review as well 
as the interviews, we derive the different brand authenticity dimen-
sions. In study 2, we ask test-persons to review the identified items 
and complement the item list with further brand authenticity associa-
tions. Using standard procedures, we reduce the number of items. 
In study 3, we request students to evaluate brands on the elaborated 
item list and run an exploratory factor analysis to identify the dimen-
sions of the brand authenticity construct. In study 4, we empirically 
validate the scale and expand its generalizability. Moreover, in study 
5, we examine the scale’s discriminate validity. We conclude our pa-
per by discussing the implications for marketing practice and by of-
fering stimuli for further research.

THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The Concept of Brand Authenticity
The concept of authenticity is derived from the Latin word au-

thenticus and the Greek word authentikos conveying the sense trust-
worthiness (Cappannelli and Cappannelli 2004, 1). Due to its perti-
nence to the humanities and social sciences, it covers a wide field of 
conceptual associations. Within marketing research, a definition of 
the concept of authenticity can only be rarely found. Thus, a variety 
of associations and denotations of the term are implemented by dif-
ferent researchers (Grayson and Martinec 2004; Leigh, Peters, and 
Shelton 2006). It has been defined as a positively connoted concept 
with semantic associations of “genuineness” (Stern 1996; see also 
Aaker and Drolet 1996), agelessness and tradition (Aaker and Drolet 
1996), “positive valuation”, “cultural” and “personal” aspect (Stern 
1996), originality (Ballantyne et al. 2006; Holt 2002; Stark 2002), 
substantiveness (Ballantyne et al. 2006; Stark 2002), “uniqueness 
[…]”, “cultural or traditional associations”, “characteristics of the 
production process”, “presence of an authority” (Groves 2001, 251), 
“evidence and truth” (Grayson and Martinec 2004, 310), “heritage 
and pedigree, stylistic consistency, quality commitments, relation-
ship to place, method of production” (Beverland 2006, 253), and 
dissociation from commercial motives (Beverland 2006; Holt 2002). 

To sum up, the definitions of the general concept of authen-
ticity differ. Nevertheless, the following conclusions can be drawn 
for the specific context of brand authenticity: (1) Authenticity in the 
context of brands deals with the authenticity of market offerings 
(objects and services) in contrast to the authenticity of human be-
ings; (2) Brand authenticity is based on the evaluations of individuals 
rather than being solely related to the inherent attributes of the brand 
(for references on this topic cf. Beverland and Farrelly 2010); (3) 
Brand authenticity corresponds to a variety of attributes since there 
is no unique definition of the authenticity concept, particularly in the 
branding context.
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Distinction Between Brand Authenticity and Further 
Brand-related Constructs 

Although brand authenticity has conceptual commonalities 
with several other constructs within the branding context, it neces-
sarily possesses its own distinctive features. It differs from brand 
involvement, brand image, and brand satisfaction. Brand authentic-
ity differs from brand involvement in that the latter is defined as “A 
person’s perceived relevance of the object [brand] based on inherent 
needs, values, and interests” (Zaichkowsky 1985, 342). In contrast 
to this definition, brand authenticity does not involve a motivational 
aspect. Consumers may perceive a brand to be authentic without be-
ing motivated to possess it or linking it to themselves in any way. 
Equally, brands that elicit a consumer desire for involvement need 
not possess any aspect of authenticity. 

Brand authenticity is also not identical to brand image, but it 
could be seen as an aspect of brand image and thus as constitut-
ing characteristics that consumers associate with a brand. Brand im-
age consists of the consumers’ mental pictures of a brand which are 
linked to an offering (Dobni and Zinkhan 1990) and thus to a set 
of the consumers’ perceptions about the brand, namely brand asso-
ciations (Dobni and Zinkhan 1990; Keller 1993). This implies that 
brand authenticity can be regarded as one specific (positively con-
noted) brand association of consumers and thus a highly authentic 
brand could be assumed to have a positive effect on the overall im-
age of a brand. 

Brand authenticity can also be conceptually distinguished from 
brand satisfaction. Brand satisfaction can be defined as a positive 
emotional state of mind resulting from the fulfillment of a desire to 
consume a brand (cf. Hunt 1977 cited after Mano and Oliver 1993). 
It results from the perceived discrepancy between an initial reference 
point, the expectation, and the actual brand perception (Oliver 1980). 
Alternatively, brand authenticity need not be seen as depending on 
consumption of the brand. A consumer’s judgement of a brand’s au-
thenticity then derives rather from an a priori notion of it. Moreover, 
brand authenticity is not the result of a perceived discrepancy, but 
instead is based on a single variable rooted in the consumer’s brand 
mindset. Nevertheless, it could be expected that consumers who at-
tribute a high degree of authenticity to a brand are more likely to be 
satisfied with that brand.

The Role of Authenticity in Other Scientific Disciplines
Considerable consensus exists on the meaning of authenticity 

among philosophers, sociologists, anthropologists, and psycholo-
gists. Within the field of philosophy, authenticity is related to the 
emancipation from conventional bonds as well as with originality 
(Taylor 1991). Moreover, the authentic individual is often defined 
as not being self-deceptive and thus being self-reliant as well as 
true-to-self (Steiner and Reisinger 2006). According to Heidegger 
(1996), authenticity is related to being oneself and thus implies that 
individuals who strive for conformity in their lives are inauthentic 
and risk losing their own identity (Steiner and Reisinger 1996). So-
ciologists investigate authenticity with regard to individuals, objects, 
their representation and/or performance. They denote authentic ex-
periences or performances as being original, credible, sincere, genu-
ine, natural, and unaffected (Carrol and Wheaton 2009; Fine 2003; 
Grazian 2003). In anthropology authenticity is often associated with 
the preservation of cultural values. Authentic experiences are com-
prehensively characterized as natural (e.g., unspoiled, untouched) 
(Handler 1986) and the opposite of being a fake, plastic, and kitschy 
imitation (Gable and Handler 1996). Anthropologists also under-
stand authentic as being credible and convincing and at the same 
time closely related to distinctiveness (Bruner 1994; Cameron and 

Gatewood 1994). Psychologists state that authentic individuals pos-
sess a strong and unique inner reality (Smelser and Baltes 2001). 
They regard the increasing orientation of the individual’s behavior 
towards social expectations as the opposite of authenticity (Guignon 
2004). Within psychology several researchers have proven an indi-
vidual’s authenticity to be a multidimensional construct (Goldman 
and Kernis 2002; Kernis 2003; Kernis and Goldman 2006; Lopez 
and Rice 2006; Wood et al. 2008). 

Consistent with our conceptualization, the literature review of 
the different scientific disciplines reveals that authenticity is a ra-
tionally-created characteristic informing an individual’s subjective 
perceptions and is thus not a characteristic interpreted as being im-
manent in objective reality. Combining these thoughts and results, 
authenticity seems to be related to and connected with terms such as 
stability, endurance, consistency, particularity, individuality, trustful-
ness, credibility, keeping promises, genuineness, and realness. In or-
der to establish a holistic conceptualization of brand authenticity, we 
integrate the consumers’ understanding of brand authenticity within 
the brand authenticity construct. Thus, we complement the results 
gained from the relevant research disciplines with an exploratory, 
qualitative study.

STUDY 1: ASSESSING THE CONSUMER’S NOTION 
OF BRAND AUTHENTICITY

As we aim to ensure that the consumer’s notion of brand au-
thenticity corresponds to the one we have developed so far, we ask 
17 people to describe their perceptions of authentic brands by think-
ing of one brand of their choice. In a first step, using open-ended 
questions, we ask participants to select a brand which they perceive 
as highly authentic, to write down the brand name as well as the rea-
sons why they perceive the brand as authentic. In a second step, we 
ask them to select a brand from an identical or closely related prod-
uct category which they perceive as being hardly authentic or totally 
inauthentic. Contrary to the first case, participants in the second case 
are stimulated by words that we identified through the literature re-
view as representing brand authenticity. This allowed us to establish 
whether consumers share our understanding of brand authenticity 
and investigate whether their perceptions of very authentic brands 
and hardly authentic brands differ (for the procedure of this study, 
cf. Brakus, Schmitt, and Zarantonello 2009). For a detailed analysis 
see table 1.

Later, we ask three raters to assign descriptions derived from 
the concept of authenticity to each brand identified as being authen-
tic. For a better visualization of the descriptions, table 2 presents 
two characterizations selected by the raters for each of the strongly 
authentic brands. For Nivea and Porsche, we provide six descriptions 
and four descriptions, respectively, as these brands are named more 
than once. As displayed in table 2, respondents gave descriptions 
referring to stability, endurance, and consistency (e.g., “constant in 
its style,” “offers consistent high quality,” “was always like this”), a 
plethora of clues regarding particularity, individuality, and innova-
tiveness (e.g., “novel ideas,” “very innovative marketing campaigns,” 
“satisfies exceptional needs,” “witty creations”), descriptions about 
trustfulness, credibility, and keeping promises (e.g., “answers my 
product expectations,” “trustworthy,” “reliable,” “confidence-build-
ing,” “keep this promise”), and different indications regarding genu-
ineness and realness (e.g., “it is what it is,” “naturalness,” “genuine,” 
“uncontrived”). Participants situate their reminiscences of the brand 
in a commonly shared context (e.g., “I’ve been knowing it from my 
grandma’s bathroom since I was little,” “the company is still locally 
anchored in the area where it has its roots”). We also contrast the 
participants’ descriptions of weakly and strongly authentic brands. 
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This reveals that weakly authentic brands are perceived primarily in 
terms of their lack of an unambiguous brand image, which is not the 
case for strongly authentic brands.

Finally, additional findings that appear to be interesting were 
that all characterizations of strong authentic brands are positive, ex-
cept for two. Moreover, many descriptions referring to authenticity 
are formulated in the same general terms that our conceptualization 
offered. The results of the first study indicate that all consumers have 
an idea of brand authenticity and that the descriptions assigned to 
brand authenticity by the respondents are mostly in line with the 
findings we derived from the literature review. Building on these re-
sults, it seems that the terms related to authenticity can be grouped 
into four overall categories representing a brand (1) to be stable and/
or continuous over time; (2) to be creative, original and/or innova-
tive; (3) to keep promises and/or be reliable; (4) to be genuine and/
or natural. Thus, we anticipate brand authenticity to be a four-di-
mensional construct. We term the four dimensions comprehensively 
as (1) continuity, (2) originality, (3) reliability, and (4) naturalness.

STUDY 2: GENERATING AND SELECTING ITEMS 
FOR THE BRAND AUTHENTICITY SCALE

To capture the four elaborated dimensions of perceived brand 
authenticity, we develop a brand authenticity scale. The development 
of an appropriate scale presents specific methodological challenges. 
On the one hand, brand authenticity is a concept that has a very wide 
spectrum of reference. Therefore, we have to investigate several 
research disciplines in order to select items that are suitable in es-
tablishing its definition for our present investigation. On the other 
hand, the scale items should refer to the extent to which a consumer 
evaluates the brand as continuous, original, reliable, or natural; they 
should not measure the continuity, originality, reliability, or natural-
ness of the brand’s specific components (e.g., whether the brand’s 
advertisement is credible and likely to be true). 

We conduct an extensive literature review to identify concepts 
associated with the four dimensions of authenticity that also prove to 
be transferable to the branding context. The literature demonstrates 
that continuity is an important concept, being often discussed in the 

Table 2
Description of Authentic Brands

Adidas
Offers reliability regarding the quality and 
continuity of its products.  
Answers my product expectations.

Alnatura

Principles, promoted in marketing campaigns, 
are observed; i.e., employee satisfaction and 
organically produced. 
Always offers exceptional high-quality food. 

American Apparel

American Apparel offers successfully reliable, 
beautiful, and consistent products. 
They’ve taken care of ecologically and socially 
sustainable production for a long time.

Axe

Very innovative marketing campaigns; they 
differ from one another but fundamentally have 
the same content. 
It’s not a copy – it is what it is. 

Calida
A confidence-building brand. 
A reliable brand that delivers what it promises; 
i.e., high quality and pleasant wearing comfort. 

Coca-Cola
The advertisement is always modern and new but 
constant in its style. 
A classic beverage that hasn’t changed over time. 

Landliebe
Offers uncontrived and environment-friendly 
groceries. 
A natural-taste adventure. 

Miele

Reliable, rich in tradition, and thereby constantly 
premium of quality. 
Longstanding success without aggressive 
advertising. 

Nivea 

Nivea offers consistent high quality in diverse 
product categories. 
Nivea is trustworthy and even abroad I can rely 
on its products being harmless. 
Nivea was always like this. 
It also satisfies exceptional needs. 
Stands for naturalness. 
I’ve known it from my grandma’s bathroom 
since I was little. 

Nutella

I buy it because it’s delicious and I know what 
I get.
Nutella promotes its brand with honest product 
claims. 

Persil
Advertising messages are honest and appropriate. 
Persil has a long-standing market success and is 
always up-to-date. 

Porsche

Genuine brand image of sportiness, exclusivity, 
and high quality. 
Company is still locally anchored in the area 
where it has its roots. 
Products are not very innovative, but the design 
still reminds me of nostalgic cars. 
Porsche is a brand with a long tradition. 

Tamaris 
I can trust in finding witty creations at Tamaris. 
The shoes are affordable and keep this promise, 
but are not made for eternity. 

66° North

I can rely on the brand’s quality even in extreme 
weather conditions.
Products are created by experts who always have 
novel ideas.

Table 1
Authentic and Inauthentic Brands

Strong Authentic Brands Weak Authentic Brands

Number of Naming (in parentheses)

Adidas (1) Ariel (1)
Alnatura (1) Balea (1)

American Apparel (1) Bally (1)
Axe (1) Crane Sports (1)

Calida (1) Dove-Men (1)
Coca-Cola (1) Fila (1)
Landliebe (1) H&M (1)

Miele (1) Jägermeister (1)
 Nivea (3) Müllermilch (2)
Nutella (1) Nestlé (2)
Persil (1) Opel (1)

Porsche (2) P2-Cosmetics (1)
Tamaris (1) Samsung (1)

66° North (1) Snickers (1)
Tata Motors (1)

Note: Some of the brands named in the studies were only known in the area 
where the study was conducted, and are therefore outlined in Appendix A.
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context of relationships between individuals, consumers, and com-
panies. However, research so far only defines and measures the con-
tinuity of relationships in terms of relationship duration (Anderson 
and Weitz 1989; Hess, Ganesan, and Klein 2003; Lusch and Brown 
1996). For originality, we examine research on brand image, con-
sumer, and advertising research (Lynn and Harris 1997; Netemeyer 
et al. 2004; Olney, Holbrook, and Batra 1991) and identify scales 
such as the originality scale, which assesses how a person views 
him- or herself as being creative, individual, and spontaneous (Im, 
Bayus, and Mason 2003). For reliability, we review the literature 
on branding, consumer, and advertising research (Goldsmith, Laf-
ferty, and Newell 2000; Ohanian 1990; Rodgers 2004; Sengupta and 
Johar 2002) and find scales such as the brand trustworthiness scale 
(Erdem and Swait 2004), the brand trust scale (Delgado-Ballester, 
Munuera-Alemán, and Yagüe-Guillén 2003) and the ad believabil-
ity scale (Beltramini 1988). Finally, for naturalness, only a limited 
number of literature streams that deal explicitly with the naturalness 
of products or brands are identified. The naturalness of products has 
recently become an important feature in the food sector, reflected 
in the huge demand for organic groceries. Thus, we review articles 
dealing with the naturalness of these and related products (Tenbült et 
al. 2005; Verhoog et al. 2003).

This literature review led to the identification of 31 terms. Al-
though, we invested substantial effort in reviewing adequate scales 
and scale items, we cannot adopt these specific items and apply them 
to our four authenticity dimensions without reservation. One of the 
main reasons for their sometimes limited transferability often relates 
to their implementation within a non-branding context. Additionally, 
these identified items only refer to a partial aspect of brand authen-
ticity and thus cannot comprehensively reflect whether and to what 
degree a consumer has a continuous, original, reliable, or natural per-
ception of a brand. 

Thus, to check the identified terms and to determine further 
items designed to capture the brand authenticity construct, we ask a 
sample of 10 students as well as marketing experts to name a brand 
which they perceive as highly authentic. Participants are then re-
quested to specify on a seven-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 in-
dicating ‘not at all’ to 7 indicating ‘very much’) the extent to which 
the 31 items describe the brand’s authenticity. Additionally, respon-
dents are asked to name further associations characterizing authentic 
brands that are missing in the initial list. Another 36 additional items 
are generated by this procedure, augmenting the total number to 67 
items, which are then assigned to: (1) the continuity dimension cov-
ering items referring to stability, endurance, and consistency; (2) the 
originality dimension covering items referring to particularity, indi-
viduality, and innovativeness; (3) the reliability dimension covering 
items referring to trustfulness, credibility, and keeping promises, and 
(4) the naturalness dimension covering items referring to genuine-
ness, realness, and non-artificiality.

For item purification, we ask a new sample of 20 students to 
name a brand they would classify as authentic and then ask them to 
point out the degree to which the 67 items describe the brand’s au-
thenticity using a seven-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 indicating 
‘describes poorly’ to 7 indicating ‘describes very well’). Building on 
the results of the participants’ ratings, we remove items with a mean 
rating below four. We also reject the items that were not rated by 
more than 10% of respondents, supposing poor comprehensibility of 
these items (see Brakus, Schmitt, and Zarantonello 2009; Thomson, 
MacInnis, and Park 2005 for this approach). We also rephrased some 
items based on respondent’s comments and conducted a face-validi-
ty check regarding the plausibility of the items as well as in order to 

examine whether the items’ content overlap. After these validations, 
we finally retain 24 applicable items. 

Next, another sample consisting of 10 test-persons complete a 
comparative rating task for our assessment of substantive-validity. 
In this item-sort task, the respondents are requested to ascribe each 
identified item to one of the four authenticity dimensions. Respon-
dents are then asked to verify their assignment of items to the re-
spective construct and to review their responses as well as to make 
– in their opinion – any necessary changes. Following Anderson and 
Gerbing (1991), we calculate the “substantive-validity coefficient”. 
This value indicates “the extent to which respondents assign an item 
to its posited construct more than to any other construct” (Anderson 
and Gerbing 1991, 734). This conducted procedure confirms the va-
lidity of all included items, confirming the developed item structure 
for the four brand authenticity dimensions.

STUDY 3: REDUCING ITEMS AND ASSESSING THE 
DIMENSIONALITY OF THE SCALE

The aim of study 3 is to further reduce items and establish the 
number of constituent brand authenticity dimensions. We choose to 
conduct the study with brands from the sports apparel and the soft 
drinks industry for two reasons: (1) First the brands that were most 
often mentioned in study 1 belong to these two product categories; 
(2) Second these categories differ as sports apparel represents du-
rables and soft drinks represent commodities supporting the gener-
alizability of the results. Based on this, we conduct a survey asking 
60 students to name one authentic brand within these two product 
categories. The stated authentic brands are Adidas, Boss, Burton, Ca-
pri Sonne, Carpe Diem, Coca-Cola, Diesel, Esprit, Fanta, Gatorade, 
Gazosa, Gucci, H&M, Lacoste, Levi’s, Nike, Orangina, Red Bull, 
Rip Curl, Rivella, Schweppes, Sprite, Strellson, Tommy Hilfiger, 
Vittel, Volvic, and Zara.

In the main study, we ask a new student sample (n = 288) to 
judge how well the 24 items describe the authenticity of one of the 
brands listed above. We use a seven-point Likert scale (ranging from 
1 indicating ‘strongly disagree’ to 7 indicating ‘strongly agree’) to 
capture the test-persons’ evaluations of brand authenticity. As the lit-
erature review as well as the results of our empirical studies 1 and 2 
lead to the assumption of four distinct brand authenticity factors, we 
conduct a factor analysis using varimax rotation limiting the number 
of factors to four. The factor analysis with a strict loading condition 
( > .7 ) reveals a solution with eigenvalues greater than 1 (the variance 
explained shows a value of 70.33%). Fifteen items out of 24 are found 
to fulfill this condition (cf. Table 3). The identified four factors con-
firm the theoretical assumption of a four-factor structure. This means 
in more detail that solely reliability items load on the first factor (4 
items), merely continuity items load on the second factor (4 items), 
only originality items load on the third factor (4 items), and finally, 
just naturalness items load on the fourth factor (3 items). Additionally, 
we test the derived items regarding their reliability using Cronbach’s 
alpha (Nunally 1978). The Cronbach’s alphas are in line with the re-
quired minimum value regarding all items of the four factors: continu-
ity (.90), originality (.90), reliability (.96), and naturalness (.95).

STUDY 4: VALIDATING THE DIMENSIONS OF 
BRAND AUTHENTICITY

In study 4, we aim at validating the four dimensions by con-
ducting exploratory as well as confirmatory analyses. We employ 
again new group of participants and brands to verify the stability 
of our scale. By doing this, we ensure that the scale items do not 
depend on the participants and brands. This enables us to reveal a 
general brand authenticity. For pre-testing we conduct 27 interviews 
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by asking participants to name two brands they regard as authentic 
and one brand they would classify as inauthentic. We focus on the 
brands with the highest frequencies of mention, for example Nivea 
and VW (each 5 mentions as being authentic), BMW and Coca-Cola 
(each 4 mentions as being authentic) and Müller-Milch (2 mentions 
as not being authentic). Most of the mentioned brands belong to the 
following product category: automobile, sports apparel, beverages, 
and body care. Following explicit calls for research regarding the 
attribution of human characteristics to retail brands (Ailawadi and 
Keller 2004), we integrate retail brands as an additional product 
category into the subsequent study, leading to a total number of 15 
brands (three per category). Based on this broad pool of authentic 
and inauthentic brands, we conduct a main study to validate the gen-
eralizability of our proposed scale. 

The study has the purpose to verify the scale’s stability and to 
compare the four-factor model with other possible models for fur-
ther validation. Thus, we analyze three different models which are 
oulined in the following: (1) a four-factor model (continuity, origi-
nality, reliability, and naturalness) with correlated factors, (2) a one 
factor model assuming that the entirety of items load on one brand 
authenticity factor, (3) a second-order model with four subdimen-
sions. We conduct structural equation modeling and employ confir-
matory factor analyses in order to define the model that produces a 
fit which is better than the fit of the other two models. We generate 

a sample of 857 participants with an age range of 34 to 69 and an 
average age of 49.6 years.

The results of the analysis demonstrate that the four-factor 
model fits the data very well: χ2(84) = 457.63, p < .001, normed 
fit index (NFI) = .97, the comparative fit index (CFI) = .98, the 
goodness-of-fit index (GFI) = .93, the root mean square error of ap-
proximation (RMSEA) = .07. The four-factor model shows a clear 
superior fit to the one-factor model. The comparison to the second-
order model with four subdimensions demonstrates a very good fit of 
both models and can not reveal one model to demonstrate a superior 
fit (table 4). As our theoretical derivations support the four-factor 
model with correlated factors and as there is no theoretical founda-
tion that would privilege the more complex second-order model, we 
approve the four factor-model with correlated factors as the most 
suitable model (figure 1).

STUDY 5: ASSESSING DISCRIMINANT VALIDITY 
OF BRAND AUTHENTICITY AND RELATED
The objective of study 5 is to test for discriminant validity of 

the brand authenticity scale, demonstrating its discriminability from 
other relevant latent variables. A new sample of 115 participants 
respond to the 15-item brand authenticity scale and scales relating 
to brand involvement, brand image, and brand satisfaction. These 
constructs are measured implementing measurements that have been 

Table 3
Exploratory Factor Analysis

Item
Factor

Reliability Continuity Originality Naturalness

I think brand is consistent over time. .29 .81 .20 .08

I think the brand brand stays true to itself. .27 .79 .20 .30

Brand offers continuity. .28 .84 .16 .24

The brand brand has a clear concept that it pursues. .17 .77 .32 .17

The brand brand is different from all other brands. .10 .23 .86 .15

Brand stands out from other brands. .12 .35 .83 .15

I think the brand brand is unique. .33 .07 .79 .13
The brand brand clearly distinguishes itself from other 
brands. .21 .19 .83 .23

My experience of the brand brand has shown me that it 
keeps its promises. .81 .31 .25 .27

The brand brand delivers what it promises. .84 .30 .23 .29

Brand’s promises are credible. .82 .28 .19 .33

The brand brand makes reliable promises. .83 .28 .21 .32

The brand brand does not seem artificial. .33 .24 .17 .79

The brand brand makes a genuine impression. .32 .20 .23 .86

The brand brand gives the impression of being natural. .31 .22 .22 .85

Table 4
 Model Fit Comparison

Model χ 2 d.f. NFI CFI GFI RMSEA
Independence model 17531.13 105 – – – –
One-factor model 5898.74 90 .66 .67 .46 .28
Four-factor model 457.63 84 .97 .98 .93 .07
Second-order with four 
subdimensions 457.97 86 .97 .98 .93 .07
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already developed and approved in previous works (Appendix B). 
To create variation in brand authenticity values, we followed the 
procedure of Thomson, MacInnis, and Park (2005). We requested 
about one third of the participants to imagine a brand which they 
evaluate as “strongly,” “moderately,” or “not authentic” in order to 
fill out the questionnaire. For manipulation checks, we examined the 
consumers’ reported brand authenticity. Results demonstrate that the 
scores average 3.03, 5.63 and 6.67 in the three manipulation condi-
tions (weak, moderate, and strong). Moreover, the resulting means 
significantly differ from one another (p < .01). 

Prior to the analysis of discriminant validity, we transform all 
semantic differential scales to Likert scales ranging from 1 to 7 and 
compute composite scores for the four brand authenticity dimen-
sions. The discriminant validity of the brand authenticity scale is 
assessed using an exploratory factor analysis with varimax rotation 
that included the composite scores of the brand authenticity dimen-
sions as well as the items indicating brand involvement, brand im-
age, and brand satisfaction. The factor analysis reveals four factors. 
Table 5 reports the results of this analysis.

Factor one and two represent brand satisfaction and brand in-
volvement, respectively, whereas the third factor that emerges re-
flects brand authenticity. The fourth factor is comprised of items 
from the brand image construct. These results demonstrate the dis-
criminant validity of the brand authenticity scale compared to other 
related marketing constructs, and it also shows that continuity, origi-
nality, reliability, and naturalness load on a single brand authenticity 
factor.

DISCUSSION
This paper primarily aimed at the development of a measure re-

flecting the consumer’s perception of a brand’s authenticity. We iden-
tified brand authenticity as a construct consisting of four dimensions, 
namely continuity, originality, reliability, and naturalness – with the 
dimensions being differentially evaluated for various brands. The 
final brand authenticity scale (15-items) is reasonable regarding its 
length and therefore easy to implement. The existence of the four-
factor model is consistent across different samples and studies and 
thus passes reliability and validity tests successfully. Moreover, evi-

Figure 1
Confirmatory Factor Analysis: The Brand Authenticity Construct
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dence of discriminant validity is obtained in study 5, where brand 
authenticity is distinguishable from other branding concepts.

Several implications for brand managers can be drawn from the 
results of our studies. In order to positively influence a brand’s con-
tinuity and thus its authenticity, it seems necessary to determine key 
facts (historically as well as over time) about the brand, such as its 
foundation and its circumstances, the features upholding its tradi-
tions, its anniversary, the values based on its traditions, and to imple-
ment these in the marketing mix. Implementations can take a variety 
of forms: a brand’s permanent pledge to its roots, and the introduc-
tion of proxies (e.g., founders, innovations, stories) that symbolize a 
brand’s heritage. Key facts about the brand can also be implemented 
within brand communications in order to promote positive brand 
features associated with its traditionalism. This can be achieved by 
presenting images of traditional elements on brand packaging and 
integrating these values visually in brand logos and verbally in slo-
gans. Events can also be used to convey these key facts about the 
brand: traditional occasions and brand anniversary celebrations offer 
opportunities to animate such associations.

Brands which symbolically embody the image of the consum-
er’s national identity benefit from epithets such as ‘rich in culture 
and tradition’, and are thereby attributed with authenticity. More-
over, brand’s originality and naturalness can be positively influenced 
by stimulating local icon value, as this is unique for every single 
brand and part of its real self. Thus, brand managers firstly have to 

examine the values of a specific country and its culture, respectively. 
Secondly, they have to investigate the symbols (e.g., a logo, an im-
age) that represent these values, which can be expected to vary wide-
ly between different countries and cultures. Numerous channels exist 
for conveying these identified values and integrating them within the 
company culture: They can be incorporated in symbols printed on 
the brand’s packaging and, if possible, integrated in the product de-
sign; they can be transmitted graphically, verbally or actively using 
the media of the brand’s communications (e.g., storytelling through 
advertising, events); they can be incorporated in rituals and artifacts 
designed to promote them and be reflected in a pricing strategy and 
distribution channels that serve to reinforce them.

To enhance a brand’s authenticity, companies should also aim 
at creating a unified brand perception, using all internal and external 
communication sources in order to ensure its reliability. This implies 
a persistent presentation of the brand name, logo, and slogan through 
all communication media and communication tools. Additionally, 
marketers need to focus on a contextual, formal, and temporal inte-
gration of all these communication activities. Contextual integration 
can be achieved through a consistent implementation of messages, 
arguments, and statements which should particularly emphasize the 
different dimensions of a brand’s authenticity. Formal integration 
can be attained by a consistent brand appearance. This entails es-
tablishing fixed brand references such as the brand name, logo and 
slogan as well as to the font, typography, layout, colors, and images. 
Finally, temporal integration demands an action plan regarding the 
implementation of the different communication activities. In addi-
tion, communication also needs to be consistent with regard to the 
different target groups (consumers, retailers, the public) and external 
communication activities need to be coordinated with internal brand 
management. This also enhances a brand’s reliability. One specific 
example of how to create authenticity using an integrated brand pres-
ence would be to create a communication platform to address the 
topic of sustainability and thereby highlight the company’s engage-
ment in supporting this issue (e.g., advertising campaigns, sponsor-
ing activities). This communication platform could then be imple-
mented for external as well as internal communication purposes. In 
summary, in order to achieve an integrated brand presence, compa-
nies need to ensure consistency (consistent statements), congruence 
(between communication and behavior), and continuity (regarding 
the implementation of the different communication instruments) of 
brand communications.

Thus, the brand authenticity scale developed in this paper is 
not only theoretically relevant, but will find application in marketing 
practice. As marketers strive to satisfy the consumer’s search for au-
thenticity more than ever before and as companies try to understand 
and improve the authenticity of their brands by clearly communicat-
ing their brand’s salient sale’s features, both groups will be able to 
use the brand authenticity scale for assessment, planning, and track-
ing purposes. With regard to using brand authenticity for appraisal 
and planning purposes, the brand’s positioning should be assessed, 
and brand authenticity should be integrated within the company-
specific brand model as a major component of brand positioning. 
The application of brand authenticity to brand positioning is also a 
relevant factor in the context of brand repositioning in a competi-
tive market. Moreover, the scale can be used to track changes in 
brand perception when implementing any kind of marketing action 
(e.g., communication campaign), and it can also be used to track 
and evaluate important competitors over time in terms of their brand 
authenticity. 

Nevertheless, our study is not without limitations. Although, 
we have been successful in validating the generalizability of the 

Table 5
Exploratory Factor Analysis with Brand Authenticity, Brand 

Satisfaction, Involvement and Image
 Factor

Item Satisfaction Involvement Authenticity Image

Naturalness .40 .31 .71 .28

Reliability .47 .39 .72 .09

Continuity .29 .16 .86 .04

Originality .19 .34 .65 .41

Satisfaction 1 .76 .39 .21 .30

Satisfaction 2 .76 .32 .25 .35

Satisfaction 3 .83 .28 .32 .21

Satisfaction 4 .80 .31 .40 .10

Satisfaction 5 .78 .37 .39 .07

Satisfaction 6 .77 .42 .22 .27

Satisfaction 7 .79 .32 .17 .30

Involvement 1 .35 .80 .18 .22

Involvement 2 .34 .82 .19 .27

Involvement 3 .31 .84 .22 .23

Involvement 4 .33 .80 .23 .28

Involvement 5 .33 .63 .40 .02

Involvement 6 .35 .78 .27 .25

Image 1 .22 .26 .20 .83

Image 2 .15 .29 .21 .86

Image 3 .26 .11 -.01 .82
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brand authenticity scale across various product categories, we have 
not fully achieved the aim of capturing the respondents’ reports on 
brands that reflect extreme levels of brand authenticity. One possible 
explanation for this might be the fact that respondents in German-
speaking regions tend to tick less extreme response categories than 
respondents in southern European countries (Van Rosmalen, van 
Herk, and Groenen 2010). This implies that it is necessary to vali-
date the scale in further countries by paying particular attention to 
the country-specific differences in response behavior. This leads to 
another interesting area for future research; namely, an intercultural 
comparison of brand authenticity. It can be assumed that certain 
characteristics of brand authenticity are differently evaluated de-
pending on cultural background.

With regard to the authenticity levels, the findings also dem-
onstrate that brands with low measures of authenticity are scarce. 
However, some brands show moderate levels of overall brand au-
thenticity, while they show very low values for specific authenticity 
dimensions. This result indicates that managers who aim to enhance 
their brand’s authenticity should pay attention to the specific authen-
ticity dimensions and implement dimension-specific analysis. The 
sparseness of results on highly authentic brands may either indicate 
that such brands are rare in the general branding context or that 
managers still have a considerable distance to go in improving their 
brand’s authenticity. This requires future research.

Additionally, further research should be undertaken using the 
brand authenticity scale. It is interesting that the brands chosen by 
the respondents tended to be consumer goods, as opposed to services 
or even industrial goods. It is possible that consumer goods’ brands 
are more frequently mentioned, because they are more salient and 
memorable, irrespective of their authenticity level. However, future 
research must investigate whether the type of product is relevant to 
the level of brand authenticity perceived and required by the con-
sumer. 

Additionally, longitudinal research on the development of 
brand authenticity over time would also be useful in order to identify 
the changes in brand authenticity that are possibly connected with 
changes in society. In the context of these issues, it would also be 
interesting to investigate whether the often-stated assumption of an 
increased consumer quest for authenticity in times of uncertainty, for 
example in financial crises or periods of political instability, can be 
empirically proven. In this context, an investigation of the role that 
brand authenticity performs in critical corporate situations arising, 

for instance, from environmental scandals or public outcries against 
poor working conditions would present an interesting field for fu-
ture research. Finally, an application of the authenticity concept to 
other contexts such as the authenticity of politicians would offer very 
promising research questions, particularly in view of the public’s in-
creasing political apathy today. Given the increasing relevance of 
brand authenticity in a constantly changing marketing environment, 
our findings provide a threshold to a wide area of future research.

APPENDIx A
Alnatura: Alnatura is a retail brand in the biological grocery 

sector. Alnatura offers groceries and textiles which are fabricated 
according to ecological standards and certified by an independent 
accredited institution for organic product testing.

Balea: Balea is a private body- and hair-care brand of a drug-
store chain.

Calida: Calida is an underwear brand that specializes in day 
and night wear for men and women as well as on luxurious lingerie.

Landliebe: Landliebe is a dairy brand that emphasizes the natu-
ralness of their products by claiming to guarantee that their animals 
are not fed on genetically modified food. 

Lidl: Lidl is a discount chain for groceries.
Müllermilch: Müllermilch is a milky drink brand that is of-

fered in a variety of basic flavors such as strawberry, vanilla, and 
chocolate, as well as special flavors such as pistachio-coconut.

Persil: Persil is a brand of laundry detergent.
P2-Cosmetics: P2-Cosmetics is the private make-up brand of 

a drugstore chain.
Rewe: Rewe is a retail chain for groceries.
Ryan Air: Ryan Air is a low-cost airline.
Tamaris: Tamaris is a shoe brand offered in their own outlets 

or in multibrand stores selling women’s shoes at reasonable prices.
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Judging by Appearances: The Effect of Goal Pursuit on Product Preferences
Tess Bogaerts, Ghent University, Belgium

Mario Pandelaere, Ghent University, Belgium

ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Self-determination theory (SDT) is a well-known theory of hu-

man motivation that explores both the process and the content of 
goal-directed behavior (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Sheldon, Ryan, Deci, 
& Kasser, 2004). Intrinsic goals are contrasted with extrinsic goals 
based on the extent to which they are directly satisfying one of three 
innate psychological needs - competence, relatedness and autonomy 
(Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996). The attainment of intrinsic aspirations 
such as personal growth, close relationships fostering or community 
involvement, is intrinsically rewarding because it directly fulfills the 
basic needs. In contrast, extrinsic goals, such as wealth, image or 
fame, are externally rewarding (e.g. result in praise) (Deci & Ryan, 
2000; Sheldon et al., 2004). Accordingly, intrinsic motivations lead 
to behavior that is satisfying by itself, whereas extrinsic motivations 
result in instrumental behavior in order to reach outcomes extrinsic 
to the behavior itself.

Research has shown that placing relatively more importance on 
extrinsic rather than on intrinsic goals, is negatively associated with 
well-being (Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996; Ryan & Deci, 2000). An ex-
tensive body of research has demonstrated that intrinsic and extrinsic 
goals can affect how people feel, but, to our knowledge, no evidence 
has shown that intrinsic and extrinsic goals can influence consumer’s 
product preferences. However, as consumers can incorporate product 
characteristics to their sense of self (Escalas & Bettman, 2005; Mc-
Cracken, 1989), it seems plausible that they prefer product qualities 
that are appealing to them. Hence, we expect that people who pursue 
extrinsic goals will attach greater value to the aesthetic quality of a 
product, whereas people who pursue intrinsic goals will appreciate 
the inner quality of a product more.

In Study 1, 122 people participated (Mage=29.22; SD-
age=13.13) in an online survey. We presented them two alternative 
products for five product categories, one superior version with a bad-
looking package and one inferior version with a good-looking pack-
age. The products were basic, low-involvement products that people 
often buy: laundry detergent, orange juice, shower gel, kitchen roll 
and chocolate biscuits. We told the participants that the products 
were tested by a well-known national consumer organization which 
is specialized in testing and evaluating consumer products. Based 
on the expertise of this consumer organization, each product scored 
points out of ten. The superior products scored between one and two 
points higher than the inferior alternatives. To distinguish between 
good-looking and bad-looking packages, we designed the packages 
so that the good-looking packages had a more colorful and superior 
graphical layout. Participants had to indicate for each product cat-
egory which version they would rather buy by moving the slider to 
their favorite product (0=superior product with bad-looking package; 
100=inferior product with good-looking package). To assess partici-
pant’s aspirations, we administered the Aspiration Index developed 
by Kasser and Ryan (1996). Multilevel analysis revealed that the 
more people are extrinsically motivated, the more they are inclined 
to buy inferior products with a good-looking package (F1,119=5.36; 
p=.022). In contrast, the more people are intrinsically motivated, 
the more they prefer superior products with a bad-looking package 
(F1,119=3.41; p=.067). Figure 1 demonstrates that people with a 

strong intrinsic motivation (M=30.00) are less inclined to buy prod-
ucts of superior package design compared to people with a strong 
extrinsic motivation (M=36.57). Additionally, people with a weak 
intrinsic motivation (M=35.83) would rather buy inferior products 
with superior package design compared to people with a weak ex-
trinsic motivation (M=29.27).

Figure 1: The effect of extrinsic and  
intrinsic goal pursuit on intention to buy
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To find out why extrinsically motivated people would even 
consider buying an inferior product, we ran a second online study 
in which 125 people participated (Mage=41.15; SDage=14.24). We 
presented them two alternative products for six different product cat-
egories: chocolate chip cookies, body milk, olive oil, coffee, mascara 
for female participants and aftershave for male participants. We ma-
nipulated both the package design (good-looking versus bad-look-
ing) and the product quality (superior versus inferior). Participants 
had to indicate to what degree each product appealed to them on 
a 7-point scale. Afterwards, all products were displayed separately 
and without quality information. The participants were asked to as-
sess the quality of each product on a 7-point scale. To measure par-
ticipant’s aspirations, we used the Aspiration Index (Kasser & Ryan, 
1996). In line with Study 1, we found that the more people are extrin-
sically motivated, the stronger their preference for products with an 
appealing package design (F1,121=8.69; p=.004). The more people 
pursue intrinsic goals, the more they opt for superior products with 
an unappealing package design (F1,126=5.67; p=.019). Moreover, 
as shown in Figure 2, we found that the more people want to attain 
extrinsic life goals, the more quality they assign to the products with 
an appealing package design (F1,122=7.29; p=.008). Current results 
suggest that extrinsically oriented people not only appreciate the aes-
thetic qualities of a product, but they actually infer from the nice ex-
terior that the product itself should be of good quality too. Thus, even 
though they received objective information about the product quality, 
extrinsically oriented people derive information about the product 
quality from the package design. This might explain why extrinsi-
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cally motivated people are more inclined than intrinsically motivated 
people to buy inferior products with an appealing package design.

Figure 2: The effect of extrinsic and  
intrinsic goal pursuit on quality estimation of products  

with an appealing package design
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Taken together, we found that the extent to which people ap-
preciate exterior over interior product qualities depends on the goals 
they pursue in their life. The contribution of this article is twofold. 
First, we contributed to self-determination theory. This research is 
the first to demonstrate that the aspirations people pursue in their life 
can affect which type of products they intend to buy. Second, current 
research adds new insights to the theory on product packaging. For 
people who strongly pursue image, fame and financial success in 
their life, product design can be of great importance, even for low-
involvement products. Future research will be conducted to arrive at 

a better understanding of the effect of goal pursuit on the intention to 
buy inferior, but good-looking products. For now, we can conclude 
that people with a strong desire to attain extrinsic life goals, will be 
more inclined to judge products by their appearance.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
The impact of narrative transportation on persuasion continues 

to attract research attention (e.g., Escalas 2004; Escalas 2007; Green 
and Brock 2000, 2002; Slater and Rouner 2002). When consumers 
lose themselves in a story, their attitudes and intentions change to 
reflect that story (Green 2008). Since Green and Brock (2000) initiated 
quantitative transportation research, many studies have investigated 
narratives, how they transport consumers, and how they change 
consumers’ views. Furthermore, recent developments have enhanced 
the significance of transportation effects, including interactive video 
games (Baranowski et al. 2008), narrative advertising (Chang 2009), 
and reality TV (Hall 2009). Thus, transportation demands theoretical 
and applied research attention (Singhal and Rogers 2002).

Despite notable strides, extant transportation literature remains 
fragmented, in terms of both its conceptual breadth and its empirical 
findings (e.g., Green, Brock, and Kaufman 2004; Moyer-Gusé 2008; 
Nabi and Krcmar 2004). A comprehensive synthesis that can unify 
and advance the field after a decade of transportation research is 
thus needed. Therefore, this research pursues three objectives: (1) 
develop a conceptual framework integrating the antecedents and 
consequences of the transportation effect; (2) empirically assess a 
model derived through a quantitative meta-analysis; and (3) uncover 
issues that deserve further attention.

We seek meaningful relationships of transportation with 
affective and cognitive responses, attitudes, and intentions. In line 
with the postulates of transportation theory (Green 2008; Green and 
Brock 2002), our meta-analytic model comprises the story, medium, 
and consumer attributes as the antecedents of the transportation 
effect. Finally, our model considers methodological factors in prior 
studies.

METHOd
To appear in our meta-analysis, a study must include transporta-

tion as a key variable. A vast array of experimental designs is accept-
able. We limited our search to literature published after Green and 
Brock’s (2000) empirical operationalization. Our search produced 
12 unpublished and 187 published articles (including book sections) 
related to transportation.

We analyzed 287 effect sizes. To ensure the independence of the 
effect sizes, we applied Johnson and Eagly’s (1989) technique. Two 
expert researchers classified the multitude of dependent variables 
reported in the identified studies, using four categories: affective 
response, cognitive response, attitude, and intention. These expert 
coders achieved acceptable agreement levels (Cohen’s κ = .74, p < 
.001) but disagreed on 54 variables (18.8%).

For these 54 variables, 189 undergraduate students served as 
the coders. Each variable was summarized in several sentences and 
included on a questionnaire. The questionnaire instructed respon-
dents to read each variable description carefully and decide which of 
the outcome categories it represented, as described at the top of the 
questionnaire. Respondents coded the variables and we entered the 
mode into the analysis. 

The effect size statistic contrasts groups on their mean trans-
portation and outcome scores. The Pearson correlation provides the 
effect size indicator. We calculated not only the sample-weighted, re-
liability-adjusted r but also the conservative random effect z (Hunter 

and Schmidt 2004). To determine the presence of heterogeneity, we 
used the QWithin statistic (Huedo-Medina et al. 2006). In addition, 
we determined the file drawer N, or the number of studies with a 
zero effect size required to reduce the mean effect size to a probabil-
ity level of α = .05 (Rosenthal 1991). The QBetween statistic tests 
whether the size of the effect differs across factor levels (Borenstein 
et al. 2009; Hedges and Olkin 1985).

rEsULTs
Transportation had significant, positive on affective responses 

(file drawer N = 2,955), cognitive responses (file drawer N = 
330), attitudes (file drawer N = 8,001), and intentions (file drawer 
N = 3,304). Because we determined positive main effects for all 
outcomes, we could merge the correlations of transportation with 
the four outcome variables into an overall persuasive transportation 
effect.

The transportation effect varied for chronology and intrusive-
ness. However, character similarity did not have an effect. The 
transportation effect was also greater with greater media readabil-
ity. However, richness did not enhance the transportation effect. The 
transportation effect further differed depending on consumers’ famil-
iarity and transportability. However, no significant effect emerged 
for attention.

Finally, transportation occurs when a study uses participant 
distraction, simple observation, or in-story perspective manipulation; 
assigns participants randomly; focuses on a communication or 
marketing domain; provides incentives; and includes highly 
educated, young, male participants.

dIsCUssIOn
This research underscores the robustness of the effect of narra-

tive transportation and builds on previous research to refine extant 
understanding. Transportation has a significant impact on each stage 
of narrative processing, from mental processing invested to empa-
thize with story characters to changes in consumers’ beliefs. More-
over, transportation’s effect appears influenced by key variables, 
such as the consumer’s familiarity with the story topic and chronic 
propensity to be transported. These findings have implications for 
not only persuasion research but communication practices overall—
as demonstrated by the growing popularity of public narratives. As 
consumers increasingly experience transportation in their dealings 
with persuasive narratives, it becomes increasingly important to 
understand the processes underlying narrative communication. We 
have identified some research paths and thus hope to have enabled 
scholars and practitioners alike to see the way forward as well.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Pro-social behavior is common. A rich literature explains why 

people act pro-socially (e.g., Boezeman & Ellemers, 2007; Erez, Mi-
kulincer, Ijzendoorn, & Kroonenberg, 2008), and documents positive 
consequences of pro-social behavior on well-being and health (Bor-
gonovi, 2008; Post, 2005; Strahilevitz, 2011; Thoits & Hewitt, 2001; 
Van Willigen, 2000). Recent evidence suggests accessible pro-social 
decisions transiently influence self-perceptions and consequently 
choice. Khan and Dhar (2006) find that in a hypothetical-choice task, 
choosing among volunteering options transiently boosts a positive 
self-concept, thereby “licensing” the choice of a self-indulgent op-
tion in a subsequent task. Mazar and Zhong (2010) find people act 
less altruistically after purchasing green products than after purchas-
ing conventional products. The authors propose that by boosting a 
person’s moral self-concept, virtuous decisions “license” indulgence 
in self-interested and unethical behavior. 

We suggest accessible pro-social behaviors may also increase 
risk taking. Specifically, we propose that in addition to making people 
feel virtuous, accessible pro-social behaviors may signal a safe en-
vironment (Mikulincer et al., 2001, and Mikulnicer & Shaver, 2005, 
for evidence that people tend to volunteer when they feel secure), in-
crease one’s feelings of interdependence (Borgonovi, 2008), prompt 
an optimistic outlook (Mellor, et al., 2008), and increase sense of 
control (Mellor, et al., 2008). We propose these outcomes either in-
dependently or jointly contribute to feelings of security, which, as we 
outline next, increase financial risk taking, presumably via a mecha-
nism whereby decision makers gauge risk by how they feel at the 
time of choice (Loewenstein, Weber, Hsee, & Welch, 2001). 

Hsee and Weber (1999) report the size of a person’s social net-
work is positively correlated with one’s willingness to take finan-
cial risks. The authors suggest the network serves as a safety net 
should the risky financial decision fail. Mandel (2003) found that 
people primed to think about their friends and family increased their 
financial risk taking, acting as if they had a safety net. Last, Levav 
and Argo (2010) show that being lightly touched by another person 
increases one’s feelings of security, which mediates preference for 
risky financial decisions.

In light of these findings, we propose that accessible volunteer-
ing behavior increases feelings of security, which promotes risky de-
cision making. We test our prediction in four studies. In each study, 
we assessed risk taking by asking participants to make 14 choices 
between sure payoffs and risky gambles. Studies 1a and 1b demon-
strate that an accessible act of volunteering increases risky monetary 
decision making, the mediating role of sense of security, and that the 
volunteering effect is not contingent on just-world beliefs. Study 2 
shows that expressing volunteering intent increases monetary risk 
taking in participants primed to feel insecure, but not in participants 
primed to feel secure. This finding demonstrates the moderating role 
of feelings of security. Finally, study 3 shows the effect of volun-
teering intent on risky decision making can be eliminated when the 
reason for volunteering is attributed to an external source. 

Study 1a tested whether an accessible pro-social act increases 
monetary risk taking. Participants were asked either before or af-
ter they engaged in a purportedly unrelated monetary risk-taking 
task whether they had volunteered in the past six months. The mon-
etary risk taking task consisted of making 14 hypothetical choices 
between a sure cash payoff and a risky gamble (Hsee and Weber 

1999). Participants were told they would participate in a lottery and 
the four winners would receive payment according to their decision 
in a randomly selected choice out of the 14. We also measured sense 
of security. Supporting our prediction, accessible pro-social activity 
increased risk taking and sense of security mediated this effect.

Study 1b replicated the initial effect, ruled out an alternative 
account, and showed the effect is not contingent on just-world beliefs

Study 2 examined whether feelings of security moderate the 
effect of pro-social intent on risky monetary choices. Participants 
were randomly assigned to one of four conditions of a 2 (secure/in-
secure) x 2 (volunteering/control) between-subjects design. Partici-
pants completed three purportedly unrelated tasks; first, participants 
were primed to feel insecure or secure. Then, they either chose a 
community services or a chair. Finally, participants made the same 
14 monetary choices as in Study 1. Consistent with our prediction 
expressing virtuous intent led to increased risk taking (relative to the 
control condition) in participants primed to feel insecure but not in 
participants primed to feel secure.  

Study 3 examined whether attributing pro-social intent to an ex-
ternal source attenuates the effect of virtuous intent on risky decision 
making. As in Study 1, choices were consequential.

As we predicted, when people felt the decision to volunteer was 
not their own, they did not infer a benign environment and therefore 
were not more willing to take risks.

Four studies demonstrate a link between accessible volunteer-
ing behavior, feelings of security, and monetary risk taking. Impor-
tantly, in the introduction, we were careful to note that accessible 
volunteering may also increase monetary risk taking via a boost in 
optimism, sense of control, and positive mood (all of which may also 
contribute to feelings of security). 

For example, although our manipulations did not produce sig-
nificant mood changes, a stronger effect on mood may be experi-
enced while volunteering, which could also increase monetary risk 
taking (Mano, 1994). Also, although individual differences in just-
world beliefs did not moderate the effects of an accessible act of 
volunteering on risk taking in Study 1b, priming just-world beliefs 
may have such a moderating effect. 

In summary, our findings extend existing research on volunteer-
ing behavior and on risk taking. First, we demonstrate a relatively 
distant, and therefore seemingly unrelated, consequence of acces-
sible volunteering behavior and intent, and second, we document yet 
another factor that can transiently influence risk-taking preferences. 
Critically, we demonstrate that an accessible act of volunteering in-
creases feelings of security, which increase the willingness to choose 
risky options.  
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
When are frugal consumers not frugal? Increasing recogni-

tion by marketing researchers to understand non-consumption has 
sparked an interest in exploring the spending habits of frugal con-
sumers (Bardhi and Arnould 2005; Lastovicka et al. 1999; Rick, Cry-
der, and Loewenstein 2008). By definition, frugality is a “unidimen-
sional consumer lifestyle trait characterized by the degree to which 
consumers are both restrained in acquiring and in resourcefully using 
economic goods and services to achieve long-term goals” (Lastovi-
cka et al. 1999, p. 88). It is the extent to which individuals exhibit 
self-restraint in their consumption behavior (Kasser 2005).

For the most part, literature on frugality has primarily focused 
on individual characteristics and behavior, ignoring the impact of in-
dividuals’ network (and/or reference group) on their frugal behavior. 
Given that consumers are often influenced by how others will judge 
and perceive them (Calder and Burnkrant 1977), individuals’ person-
al networks should play an influential force in one’s frugal identity. 
Personal networks can also act as reference groups for consumers. 
Reference groups are important because it can be an influential force 
in establishing social norms (Fisher and Ackerman 1998). The nor-
mative pressures that the group exerts result in high levels of influ-
ence over a variety of individuals’ decision (Feldman 1984). A major 
source of influence comes from consumers’ belief about how others 
will perceive their decisions (Calder and Brunkrant 1977).

However, previous research suggests that frugality may be an 
exception; it is a trait that is considered not to be influenced by social 
factors. Lastovicka et al. (1999) suggest that frugal consumers are 
more independent than the average consumer, and thus they are less 
swayed by their interpersonal network. Since frugal consumers are 
disciplined in their spending, they are better able to withstand the so-
cial pressures to be engaged in money-spending activities (Lastovic-
ka et al. 1999). However, this research will suggest that under certain 
conditions, the frugality trait is malleable to social influences, espe-
cially when they are consuming with individuals from high-spending 
networks. More importantly, frugality may be a relative trait, rather 
than a constant trait as people presumed it to be. Four studies were 
conducted to explore this inquiry.

Study 1 was a two-way between subjects design with two mea-
sured factors, average spending of their personal network (ASPN) 
and frugality (scale from Lastovicka et al. 1999) (n=110). High (low) 
ASPN indicates high (low) spending networks. Individuals were 
asked to list a close group of friends whom they see on a regular ba-
sis. Then participants rated each of their friends on three seven-point 
bi-polar items (Save Money / Spend Money, Thrifty / Spendthrift, 
Economical / Splurge). To calculate the degree of spending by their 
personal network, we averaged the scores of these three items (α = 
.89) for each person and then averaged the scores of friends listed 
(participant’s social network) to get the ASPN index. Next, partici-
pants were asked to choose an ideal meal that they would have in 
their outing with their friends (the friends that they listed). The re-
sults show a significant interaction between individual’s frugality and 
ASPN, β = .25, t = 2.76, p <.01, f2 = .07. Simple slopes test confirmed 
that the effect of frugality on the amount ordered was significant for 
those in the low ASPN groups (one SD below the mean of ASPN), b 
= -4.17, t = -5.81, p < .001 and non-significant for those in the high 
ASPN groups (one SD above the mean), b = -1.20, t = .22, ns.

This study was replicated in a field setting using an actual social 
network (n=42). Instead of asking individuals to list their friends, 
network analysis was used to determine people’s social network. The 

dependent variable for this study was average monthly spending (not 
including rent, groceries, and bills). Consistent with study 1’s find-
ings, there was a significant interaction between frugality and ASPN, 
β = .30, t = 2.03, p <.05, f2 = .11. Simple slopes test confirmed that 
the effects of frugality on monthly spending was significant for those 
in low SN groups (one SD below the mean), b = -51.67, t = -2.50, p 
< .05, and non-significant for those in high SN groups (one SD above 
the mean), b = 7.80, t = .34, ns. More importantly, this study also 
revealed that frugal individuals in high spending networks have an 
inaccurate perception of their own level of frugality. Specifically, fru-
gal individuals perceived that they were frugal, although they were 
not perceived to be frugal by their friends. This perhaps can explain 
why frugal individuals in high spending networks were willing to 
spend, because relatively, they may have perceived that they were 
spending less than their peers, thus believing that they were frugal.

The results from study 3 show that the effects of prior studies are 
limited to strong-tie networks, thus, introducing a boundary condition. 
When frugal individuals are consuming with high spending acquaintanc-
es (weak-tie ASPN), they behave according to their trait. However, when 
frugal individuals are consuming with high spending friends (strong-tie 
ASPN), they spent nearly as much as those who were non-frugal.

Finally, the results from study 4 show that the effects of prior 
studies are limited to publicly-consumed goods. Under the private-
ly-consumed good (i.e., mattresses) condition, frugal consumers 
behaved according to their trait. However, under the publicly-con-
sumed good condition (i.e., notebooks), frugal consumers spent more 
when they were primed to list a network of high spending friends.

In conclusion, findings from four studies (two experimental, 
two field-based studies) reveal that when frugal individuals consume 
with high spending networks, they spend more than those that con-
sume with low spending networks (Study 1). These results are rep-
licated in a field study, but also show that frugal consumers in high 
spending networks were not perceived to be frugal, even though they 
believed themselves to be frugal (Study 2). Next, the results demon-
strate that these effects occur only in strong-tie networks (as opposed 
to weak-tie networks), introducing a boundary condition (Study 3). 
Finally, these effects apply only to publicly consumed products and 
not privately consumed products (Study 4). 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Can reading the word “bye” influence how much someone is 

willing to pay to “buy” a product? Or can telling consumers to “wait” 
influence their perceptions of a target object’s “weight”? We investi-
gate conditions where one homophone – a word that sounds the same 
as another but has different spelling and meaning –primes percep-
tions and behaviors related to the complementary homophone. We 
suggest that this priming effect is an outgrowth of the reading process 
and is more likely to occur when individuals experience cognitive 
load, as load suppresses a secondary corrective process (Gernsbacher 
and Faust 1991). This research represents the first demonstration of 
homophone behavioral and perceptual priming and contributes to our 
understanding of priming in general. 

We argue the described effect is an outgrowth of an automatic 
process—wherein stimuli induce processing (Bargh 1994; Schneider 
and Shiffrin 1977). We also draw from research on homophones and 
their relationships from the cognitive psychology literature (Lesch 
and Pollatsek 1993; Lukatela and Turvey 1994; Van Orden 1987). 
This research finds that homophones are linked via their phonology 
and can influence subsequent tasks (e.g. lexical decision tasks, Pex-
man et al. 2001; stem completion tasks, Rueckl and Mathew 1999; 
and also induce memory errors, Azuma et al. 2004; Starns et al. 
2006), however these investigations never extend to the behavioral 
realm—where homophones can prime behaviors and perceptions. 

In four studies we investigate how one word in a homophone 
pair (i.e. wait, right, bye, or phew) can influence behaviors and/or 
alter perceptions related to the complementary homophone (weight, 
write, buy, and few, respectively). We find support for homophone 
priming, relative to control conditions, but only when participants 
experience cognitive load, suggesting participants suppress the in-
fluence of homophone primes with sufficient cognitive resources 
(Gernsbacher and Faust 1991).

In study 1, we test if reading, “wait” can influence perceptions of 
“weight”. The experiment had eight conditions (Wait Type: No Wait, 
30sec wait labeled “delay”, 30sec wait labeled “wait”, 30sec wait 
without labeling) x (cognitive load: load vs. no load). Participants 
were primed then completed the target task, wherein they viewed 
a grocery bag depiction and answered, “If you placed the bag on a 
scale, what is your guess for the readout in pounds?” and “To ask an-
other way, how heavy is the bag above?” on a 7-point scale anchored 
by “not heavy at all” and “very heavy”. Responses were combined 
into a composite measure of subjective weight (cronbach’s alpha = 
.83). An ANOVA revealed a marginal main effect of wait type (F(3, 
223) = 2.5, p = .06), and a significant wait type x load interaction 
(F(3, 223) = 3.74, p < .05). Planned contrasts revealed that subjec-
tive weights in the wait/wait load condition were significantly greater 
than in any other condition (all ps < .05). Indicating that participants 
who read “wait” perceived the grocery bag to weigh more, but only 
when under cognitive load. 

In study 2, we test if reading, “right” elicits longer essays from 
participants (i.e. they “write” more). The experiment had five in-
struction conditions (two containing the word “right” and three con-
trols) crossed with a load manipulation. The main task was to “tell us 
about” a recent grocery trip. Initial analyses confirmed that collaps-
ing conditions into “right” vs. “control” was appropriate. An ANOVA 
revealed a main effect of condition (F(1, 150) = 10.02, p < .01) such 
that people who saw the word “right” wrote fourteen more words on 
average, a marginal effect of load (p = .059), which was qualified by 

a significant condition x load interaction (F(1, 150) = 5.20, p < .03). 
An inspection of the means revealed that participants wrote more 
(eighteen words more on average) when they read “right” under load. 
Control conditions did not significantly differ from each other. 

In study 3, we test if reading “bye” influences “buying” behav-
iors. Participants read an ostensibly unrelated story about a vaca-
tioner’s last day. The story either concluded with the writer saying 
“Bye Bye” or “So Long” to their vacation spot. These conditions 
were crossed with a load manipulation. Participants then read about a 
restaurant promotion and indicated their WTP for dinner for two, this 
was the dependent variable related to “buy”. An ANOVA revealed 
a significant condition x load interaction (F(1, 109) = 4.03, p < .05) 
such that people under load who read “Bye Bye” were willing to pay 
the most for the restaurant deal. Planned contrasts revealed that WTP 
in this condition was significantly greater than in any other condition 
(all ps < .05). 

In study 4, we test if reading “phew” can have a downward ef-
fect on behavioral intentions. Participants read a story that ended 
with the protagonist exclaiming “phew” or “close call”. These condi-
tions were crossed with a load manipulation. Participants then an-
swered a behavioral intention question (9-point scale) about saving 
money in the next year (a socially desirable behavior). This served 
as the dependent variable. An analysis revealed a significant prime x 
load interaction (F(1, 173) = 5.85, p < .02) such that individuals who 
read “phew” while under load indicated that they intended to save 
less money than any other condition (planned contrasts, all ps <.05). 

Taken together these studies provide initial evidence for how 
homophones can prime perceptions and behavior. It contributes to 
our understanding of how and when behavioral priming can occur, 
by identifying a new way to prime behavior and influence percep-
tions. Homophones can prime both “more” and “less” of a behavior, 
behavioral intention, and perceptions. Additionally, this research may 
contribute to a related stream of research on phonemes and the role of 
phonology in branding (Argo et al. 2010; Lowrey and Shrum 2007; 
Yorkston and Menon 2004) and marketing in general. Consider for 
instance, the case of the weight loss drug “Alli”. It is a constructed or 
psuedohomophone designed to help consumers understand that the 
drug is their “ally” in weight loss.
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1. Introduction
With more than 520 million daily-active Facebook users (April 

2012), social media have now become part of many customers’ life. 
Individuals use social media to obtain information, entertain them-
selves, and fulfil mood-management needs (Shao, 2009). We argue 
and show here that social media also fulfil more profound identity 
construction needs, and can be used to communicate with brands 
about symbolic aspects of consumption. Using the example of con-
sumers running weblogs about fashion and luxury products – which 
represent one of the most common types of weblogs on the Internet 
(Rickman & Cosenza, 2007) – we address one of the paradoxes of 
social media: namely, that despite the social nature of these media, 
many customers use them primarily for managing personal and sym-
bolic aspects of their identity construction and relations with brands. 
The present paper contributes to the literature on social media and 
consumer identities, by offering a way of framing the existing litera-
ture and findings, combining both traditional literatures on symbolic 
consumptions (Levy, 1959) and more recent approaches to indepen-
dent and interdependent identities and self-construals (Markus & 
Kitayama, 1991).

2. Methods
We carried out a netnography (Kozinets, 2010) from mid-2005 

to end of 2011 on 30 popular fashion / luxury weblogs to research 
individual differences in self-construal and further corroborated our 
interpretations through in-depth interviews with 20 of these 30 blog-
gers.

3. results & discussion
Our findings – summarised in table 1 - suggest that fashion and 

luxury bloggers develop different types of independent and interde-
pendent identities through personal branding, and carefully designed 
interaction strategies with others. The type of personal brand - or 
‘character’- construed differs on what we identified as the four di-
mensions of a blogger’s identity: dominant mode of self-construal, 
type of ‘others’ he/she interacts with, type of relationship he/she 
aims at, and dominant type of social media used.  Based on differ-
ent combinations of these dimensions, consumers develop different 
characters, which they use to signal to others - and particularly to 
brands - the kind of communal activities bloggers would like to en-
gage into and with what members.

Celebrity bloggers are bloggers who became very famous, reg-
ularly work for famous brands and designers, and post their work and 
stories on their weblog. Their primary motivation is to be recognized 
as a like of the people they admire (designers, photographers…), but 
not to belong to or interact with a community of bloggers. They thus 
hold a highly dominant independent self-construal - only making ob-
vious bonds with the fashion and luxury people they have worked 
with - and low levels of interdependent self-construal. The ‘others’ 
they interact with are mainly brands and brand representatives or 
fellow professionals. The ‘type of relationship’ they aim at creating 
with brands is a worshipping one. Celebrity bloggers signal potential 
partner brands their willingness to work for them. Interestingly, we 
found that while these bloggers engage into active networking with 

professionals they want to become like, they mostly do so offline. 
Celebrity bloggers gather most of their online social media content 
on their weblogs and make scarce use of other social networks like 
Facebook or Twitter.

Character bloggers are those who became famous among 
a very dedicated audience and web marketing agencies, being oc-
casionally mentioned in women’s magazines. They are rather in-
dependent, while entertaining very close relationships with a few 
peer- bloggers and web-marketing representatives with whom the 
have become friends. These types of bloggers have a high level of 
independent self-construal, and a moderate level of interdependent 
self-construal. The ‘others’ made obvious in their weblogs are their 
blogger friends and brands promoted by their web marketing agen-
cies’ connections. The relationship they aim for is a ‘clique’ one: 
sharing scarce resources, with limited access for new entrants. The 
dominant social media used are weblogs, where most of the brand 
narrative happens. Facebook, Twitter, Lookbook or Flickr are used 
for a public account of activities, serve as a recruitment platform for 
other readers, and also as a location for extended self-construal and 
personal branding.

spokesperson bloggers are bloggers that became famous and 
received media coverage, eventually turning their blogging activities 
into a job (journalism, acting…). Spokespersons usually use their 
influence to speak up about causes such as fighting for larger sizes in 
fashion. By embracing issues that federate other bloggers, they dis-
play a high level of interdependent self-construal. Their status also 
contributes to moderate levels of independent self-construal. The 
‘others’ they like to introduce on their weblogs are fellow bloggers, 
most of whom are simple readers, with whom they want to share 
opinions and co-produce debates and discussions. Brands are not al-
ways present in these discussions, except if relevant to the cause be-
ing defended. The type of relationship Spokesperson bloggers want 
to create is a highly interactive and communal one. Thus, discussions 
happen on every platform possible (e.g. commenting on their we-
blog, Facebook page, professional website, Twitter account…).

Finally, buddy bloggers are those who are not famous but who 
are liked by a strong loyal community of readers / followers. Their 
motivation to weblog is most of all about sharing their passion and 
ideas about fashion and luxury consumption with other passionate 
people. Consequently, Buddy bloggers display high levels of interde-
pendent self-construal, and low levels of independent self-construal. 
The ‘others’ they interact with are firstly their readers, then fellow 
bloggers. Buddy bloggers are organized in ‘bastions’ or subgroups 
of similar bloggers, who adore each other within the subgroups and 
hate each other outside those subgroups. Brands are also very present 
in their narratives. Buddy bloggers mainly promote them directly in 
accordance with what they feel their audience will like. The relation-
ship built with the audience is about recommending and trusting, and 
Buddy bloggers therefore always try and balance branded narratives 
with readers’ expectations and comments. Because interactions and 
recommendations are at the heart of Buddy weblogs, discussions 
happens on all possible loci, whether in the weblogs comments or on 
various social networks.

Overall, our paper is the first to investigate the relation between 
the use of social media and the development of different types of 
independent and interdependent identities, via self-construal.
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APPEndIx
Table 1: The four characters of bloggers’ identities

Type of Self-Construal

Type of communal 
tools used

Type of relationship 
aimed at

Types of 
“Others” bloggers 

interact withIndependent Self- 
Construal

Interdependent 
Self-Construal

Celebrity High Low Weblog Brand worshipping 
Professional networking

Brands 
Brand representatives

Character High Medium

Weblog Textual 
social networks 

Visual social 
networks

Implicit brand 
promotion Networking 
with friends & agencies

Brands 
Friend- bloggers

Spokesperson Medium High

Weblog Textual 
social networks 

Professional web 
resources

Co-production High 
communal activities

Fellow Bloggers 
Readers

Buddy Low High

Weblog Textual 
social networks 
Responding to 

comments

Bastion High 
Communal activities 

Recommendation
& Trust

Friend- bloggers 
Readers
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Scholars have noted that many consumption phenomena are 

time and context-dependent, but have offered limited directions that 
would help researchers study consumers over the course of their 
lives. The life course paradigm, which is considered one of the most 
important achievements of social science in the second half of the 
20th century and is widely used globally and across disciplines (El-
der et al. 2003), can address time and context dependent consumer 
issues. 

The life course approach focuses on examining gradual or abrupt 
changes in behavior of a unit (e.g., individual, family) that take place 
over time.  These changes are assumed to be embedded with earlier 
life experiences, including earlier changes in behavior, and are stud-
ied as time- and context-dependent events, changes, or transitions. 
Behavior at any stage in life or given point in time is viewed as the 
product of responses to earlier life conditions and the way the indi-
vidual or other units have adapted to various circumstances (Mayer 
and Tuma 1990).  The purpose of this paper is to illustrate the life 
course approach. Theories and methods are presented, hypotheses 
based on theoretical life course perspectives are developed, and data 
from a national longitudinal study are used to test the proposed rela-
tionships. Implications of study findings for theory development and 
future research are also discussed. 

According to the life course paradigm, biological and psycho-
logical changes during a person’s life and social demands across the 
life course define typical life events and social roles that serve as 
turning points and affect a person’s life; they create physical, emo-
tional, and social demands and circumstances to which one must 
adapt by changing his or her thoughts and actions.  Patterns of 
thought and action at a given stage in life are viewed as outcomes of 
one’s adaptation to various demands and circumstances experienced 
earlier in life, with adaptation entailing the processes of (a) stress and 
coping responses, (b) socialization, and (c) development or growth 
and decline.  These processes are the underlying change mechanisms 
of the three most widely-accepted life course perspectives: stress, 
normative, and human capital, respectively (Moschis 2007). 

The rapid diffusion of the life course as a research framework 
across disciplines was largely because of the development of mod-
els collectively known as event history analysis (EHA) (Mayer and 
Tuma 1990).  Most EHA models are defined by expressing the haz-
ard rate of an event or change (or transition rate when a shift to one 
of several states is possible) as a specific function of relevant time 
dimension (e.g., duration, age), measured covariates, and unmea-
sured random disturbances (Mayer and Tuma 1990). When an event, 
transition, or change at any given point depends on how long an indi-
vidual has been at a given state, it becomes duration-dependent; that 
is, it can be modeled as a probability in the rate of transition (change) 
with respect to time on the basis of how long (duration) a person 
has been in that state. In life course research, a change in behavior 
is equivalent to an event; it is viewed as a transition from one state 
to the next (e.g., from a nonuser to a user of a product). Movement 
from an original state to a destination state defines transitions.  All 
people begin in the original state (e.g., nonusers) and are “at risk” of 
making the transition to the destination state. The risk of making a 
transition is defined as a function of time, and the dependent variable 

is expressed as a probability of change given the length of time a 
person has been at a given state.  

We illustrate the application of life course paradigm by formu-
lating our hypotheses based on the three theoretical perspectives to 
explain consumers’ responses to two types of consumption choices 
(studied as events)—one first-time and another repeat choice. Ac-
quiring membership in age-segmented associations that serve people 
over a certain age (ASAS) is a first time decision that requires age 
eligibility (age 50 that marks the beginning of the “risk” period and 
defines a person’s membership in the “older-age” subculture (e.g., 
AARP). The second, changes in investments (CINV), which may 
involve both new investments and new allocation of existing assets, 
can be a repeated behavior (event) that requires no age eligibility; it 
is relevant to adult consumers regardless of their stage in life.

A stratified sample of 9500 household heads, heavily skewed 
toward older-age brackets received the first questionnaire, and ex-
actly five years after the first survey was administered, the 709 identi-
fied respondents who agreed to participate in the second survey were 
mailed the second questionnaire.  A total of 379 usable question-
naires were returned (53.4% of those who had agreed to participate), 
of which 318 could be matched to the first anonymous questionnaire 
by means of date of birth and other demographic information in rare 
cases. In our EHA models, the dependent variables were expressed as 
events that occurred after a consumer had entered the “risk” period of 
experiencing the specific consumer behavior change. 

Among the study findings, results suggest that consumers change 
their behaviors in anticipation of specific life transition events, sug-
gesting the importance of studying the timing of these changes in 
response to the expected transitions, and the types of consumers who 
change their behaviors earlier than others. The life course approach 
could make a useful contribution to research in consumer behavior 
because it because it makes time, context, and process more salient 
dimensions of theory and analysis.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Extensive psychological research suggests that the quality and 

quantity of interpersonal relationships are linked with increased life 
satisfaction (Argyle 1999).  For example, a meta-analysis of almost 
300 empirical studies shows that elderly people who enjoy exten-
sive or high quality social contacts report elevated well-being (Pin-
quart and Sorensen 2000). What is absent, though, is a simultane-
ous consideration of well-being in light of a person’s consumption 
relationships (i.e., service and brand relationships). To explore this 
opportunity, we contemplate consumers’ more broadly-construed re-
lationship portfolios.

Relationships are dyadic enterprises with different types of 
interaction that may confer a variety of benefits and costs.  Inter-
personal relationships have myriad possible forms and features, in-
cluding emotional support (e.g., providing reassurance of self-worth 
and concern), appraisal support (e.g., feedback and confirmation), 
information support (e.g., advice and information) and instrumental 
support (e.g., money or resources) (Wills 1991).  These interpersonal 
relationships “have a powerful effect on happiness and other aspects 
of well-being, and are perhaps its greatest single cause (Argyle 2001, 
p. 71).  

Likewise, research suggests service relationships have many of 
these same features and play a non-trivial role in consumer’s lives. 
Indeed, “many services are almost exclusively based upon person-
to-person interactions” (Gremler and Brown, p. 174) and service re-
lationships may provide many of the same benefits as interpersonal 
relationships (Wellman and Gulia 1999). 

They typically include the servicing of important human needs 
such as autonomy, security and belonging (McKenna and Bargh 
1999; Wellman and Gulia 1999) that leads to higher life satisfaction 
both directly and through enhanced self-esteem (Diener and Diener 
1995; Kwan, Bond and Singelis 1997).  

Here, we explore that possibility that not all relationships are 
beneficial: Specifically, we investigate whether the number and 
strength of brand relationships has a negative impact on a person’s 
well-being (e.g. life satisfaction and self-esteem).  Consumers form 
meaningful relationships with brands – this has been amply demon-
strated by decades of research (Belk 1988; Fournier 1998). We pro-
pose several reasons to believe brand relationships can be detrimen-
tal to consumers’ well-being. First, brands cannot act on their own 
behalf. Compared to relationships that involve humans (e.g. interper-
sonal and service), consumer-brand relationships are less interactive: 
“Brands do not experience emotions and therefore [do] not return a 
person’s love…” (Batra et al. 2011, p. 3). Since brands are unable to 
reciprocate in a similar fashion to the consumers who hold them dear, 
there will be ever-increasing chasm between partners representing a 
lack of social exchange that over time will erode self-esteem. More-
over, brands’ relational ‘toolkits’ are barren.  They are less capable 
of reassuring communications such as pledges of commitment, en-
couragement or intimate self-disclosure that are common in and form 
the foundation of interpersonal and service relationships (Price and 
Arnould 1999).  There is consistent evidence that physical proximity 
affects the likelihood of communication between actors (Krackhardt 
1994), presumably by increasing the probability of positive, seren-
dipitous interactions (Monge et al. 1995). These qualities are lacking 

in brand relationships.  Finally, having many strong brand relation-
ships may be associated with devaluing importance of interpersonal 
relationships (Thomson, Whelan, and Johnson, in press).  Such con-
sumers may prefer to gain comfort and psychological support from 
their possessions rather than with actual people (Kasser and Ryan 
1993). Thus, this may cause individuals to become socially lethargic, 
as brand relationships become central to their lifestyle (Kasser and 
Ryan 2001). In consequence, people who value brand-relationships 
may become less socially productive and exhibit greater numbers of 
antisocial behaviors (Burroughs and Rindfleisch 2002; Cohen and 
Cohen 1996; Kasser and Ryan 1993), thus contributing to their lower 
self-esteem and well-being. 

We examine the effect of people’s relationship portfolio on their 
general well-being (i.e. “life satisfaction’; see Table 1) both directly 
and through self-esteem. We recruited 323 respondents using a pri-
vate research panel composed of adults. We collected the follow-
ing variables: Life Satisfaction (Diener et al. 1985), Rosenberg’s 
Self-Esteem scale (1965), people’s current state of health, financial 
strength, and a trait-measure of worry (Stober and Joormann 2001), 
as well as gender and age. We then asked in random order for indi-
viduals to list relationships that “mean a lot to you” in the context of 
other people (i.e. interpersonal), service providers (i.e. service) and 
brands (i.e. brand). For each relationship, respondents answered a 
two-item metric of ‘relationship strength’ (e.g. ‘This brand [person] 
is important to me’). Once all this information was provided, we cal-
culated respondents’ number and average strength of each respective 
type of relationship.  Upon centering each variable, we also calcu-
lated the interaction terms.

Using structural equation modeling, we conducted and replicat-
ed the basic result that interpersonal relationships improve a person’s 
well-being.  We also show that while person-service provider rela-
tionships have a similar effect, person-brand relationships are associ-
ated with significantly diminished self-esteem and well-being, even 
after accounting for a person’s tendency to worry, age, gender and 
financial and physical health.  In model 1, we find that stronger inter-
personal relationship predict life satisfaction and self-esteem. With 
respect to service relationships, neither the number of the strength 
matters, but the interaction is a positive predictor. However, more 
and stronger brand relationships are related to significantly lower life 
satisfaction and self-esteem.  

Understanding how this portfolio behaves is a worthwhile ex-
ercise not only because integrating across domains has theoretical 
value, but also because relationships are centrally implicated in pre-
dicting people’s general well-being.  Thus, there are considerable 
managerial and public-policy implications of understanding what 
patterns of portfolios are most beneficial for people. It also allows us 
to address the issue of whether the variety of target objects involved 
in the portfolio are complementary or competing with respect to an 
individual’s well-being.
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Table 1: structural Equation Model results
Model 1*

From To γ p<
Numberperson

Life Satisfaction

0.16 0.01
Strengthp 0.07 0.17
Interactionp 0.01 0.90
Numberservice -0.10 0.13
Strengths 0.05 0.40
Interactions 0.10 0.09
Numberbrand -0.03 0.70
Strengthb -0.04 0.50
Interactionb -0.10 0.10
Numberp

Health

-0.07 0.37
Strengthp 0.20 0.01
Interactionp 0.16 0.01
Numbers 0.00 0.96
Strengths 0.18 0.01
Interactions 0.14 0.05
Numberb -0.07 0.43
Strengthb -0.08 0.28
Interactionb -0.08 0.32
Numberp

Financial 
Weakness

0.28 0.01
Strengthp 0.09 0.13
Interactionp 0.00 0.97
Numbers -0.09 0.28
Strengths -0.02 0.82
Interactions -0.15 0.05
Numberb -0.05 0.64
Strengthb 0.06 0.43
Interactionb 0.06 0.47
Numberp

Self Esteem

0.01 0.93
Strengthp 0.19 0.01
Interactionp 0.07 0.28
Numbers 0.05 0.53
Strengths -0.11 0.11
Interactions 0.27 0.01
Numberb -0.03 0.73
Strengthb -0.10 0.17
Interactionb -0.20 0.01
Financial Weakness

Life Satisfaction
-0.21 0.01

Health 0.18 0.01
Self Esteem 0.43 0.01

DF 25
Chi-Sq. 42.01

CMIN/DF 1.68
RMSEA 0.05

*note: gender was not a significant covariate (p> .10) but increas-
ing age (γ= .09, p< .05) and decreasing worry (γ= -.29, p< .05) 

significantly predicted higher life satisfaction. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Market mavens are “individuals who have information about 

many kinds of products, places to shop, and other facets of markets, 
and initiate discussions with consumers and respond to requests from 
consumers for market information” (Feick and Price 1987, p.85). 
Previous research has suggested market mavens act as important 
social beings for the marketplace. Specifically, they have a desire 
to help others and have a sense of obligation to share their market 
knowledge with others in their social networks (Walsh, Gwinner, 
and Swanson 2004). Even though prior research has documented 
the links between market mavens and a variety of social traits, what 
remains underexplored is how it influences consumers within the do-
main of emerging social networks. Our work fills this gap by tracking 
market mavens longitudinally and observing their network growth 
and their personal outcomes over time. 

Our findings contribute to the extant literature in three distinct 
ways. First, despite their social nature and desire to interact, market 
mavens have a lower rate of network growth over time. They tend 
to build a selective network, rather than a larger network. Second, 
market mavens occupying central positions experience both positive 
(satisfaction) and negative (stress) personal outcomes over time. Fi-
nally, we identify the importance of differentiating perceptual net-
works (vs. objective networks) as the primary driver of consumers’ 
personal outcomes. 

Method
We conducted a longitudinal field study at a large North Ameri-

can university. Participants filled out questionnaires at two different 
time-periods. Time 1 data was collected approximately five to six 
weeks after the start of the academic freshman year (early October) 
and Time 2 data was collected about five months after the initial data 
collection (early February). The final sample (N=71) included 37 fe-
males and 34 males.

Network data were collected using the roster method, a tech-
nique that is widely used in network research (Wasserman and Faust 
1994). This method is consistent with previous network studies in 
marketing and is useful in identifying individuals’ network positions 
(Iacobucci et al. 1996). Then, participants rated their relationship 
strength (1 – do not know or barely know; 2 – acquaintance; 3 – 
friend; 4 – close friend) with every other student on the floor (Lee 
et al., 2010). To identify one’s friendship network, a rating of 3 or 
above was chosen to reflect individual’s strong-tie network. There-
fore, for every direct link (a rating of 3 or above), the focal actor 
received a score 1 and all other responses were given a rating of 0. 
Given that this was a longitudinal study, we were able to track the 
change in development of outgoing ties and incoming ties over time. 

To analyze the effects of market mavenism on individuals’ social 
network development, a stochastic actor-oriented model of network 
dynamics was assessed using the SIENA 3.14 software (Snijders et 
al. 2007). The actor-oriented model, when elaborated upon for appli-
cation use, contains parameters that are estimated from the observed 
data by a statistical procedure (Snijders et al. 2010). The effects of 
market mavenism on the development of network ties are assessed 
by examining the parameter estimates of three selection effects: ego 
effect, alter effect, and similarity effect (Burk et al. 2007). A posi-
tive (negative) ego effect implies that market mavenism is positively 

(negatively) associated with an individual’s ability to develop social 
ties and thus is likely to increase (decrease) the number of friend-
ship nominations made over time. A positive (negative) alter effect 
implies that market mavenism is positively (negatively) associated 
with being attractive as a friend and thus is likely to result in an 
individual receiving more (fewer) friendship nominations over time. 
Lastly, a positive (negative) similarity effect implies that individuals 
prefer friendships with others that have similar (dissimilar) levels of 
market mavenism (i.e., homophilous selection). To test the interac-
tion of market mavenism x centrality on stress and satisfaction, we 
analyzed the data using regressions. Market mavenism, out-degree 
ties (for out-degree models), in-degree ties (for in-degree models) 
were centered and entered into a regression, along with their respec-
tive interaction terms, as predictors of satisfaction and stress.

results
Contrary to our expectations, we find that market mavenism 

is negatively associated with network growth (negative ego effect). 
This result is unexpected given the social nature of market mavens. 
We speculate that despite market mavens’ desire to interact and 
to connect with others, their motivation for building relationships 
stems not from assembling a larger network (connection quantity), 
but from nurturing a selective network that can bring social benefits 
(connection quality, positive similarity effect). 

Further, we find that market mavens occupying central positions 
experience both positive (satisfaction) and negative (stress) personal 
outcomes over time. While previous research has generally viewed 
market mavenism as a positive characteristic (e.g., Feick and Price 
1987), we find that market mavens are prone to experiencing stress 
as a result of their network position. We suggest that greater satisfac-
tion was generated by centrally-located market mavens through more 
strategic and active use of their network. While this did not create 
satisfaction immediately, the results of their network building efforts 
garnered them greater satisfaction over time. On the same token, 
we also found that the market maven role came at a personal cost. 
Based on the demands-resources model of stress (Bakker and De-
merouti 2007), the relationship between market mavenism and high 
network centrality was found to be positively associated with stress. 
We believe this was due to their increased investment in the time and 
energy to respond to the demands, which thereafter faltered due to 
their inability to keep up with the resource requirements necessary 
to meet those demands. This presents a paradox for market mavens 
as their market knowledge and sharing behavior, when linked with 
network centrality, may beneficial and detrimental to their personal 
well-being. 

Finally, we find that individuals’ perception of their network 
position were more strongly associated with their personal outcomes 
than others’ perceptions. This is an important finding because it re-
veals that how one perceives him/herself within their network acts as 
the primary driver of his or her psychological well-being. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
The services marketing literature generally indicates that atten-

tive, friendly, and personalized services can help improve customer 
satisfaction (Bitner, 1990; Bitner, Booms, & Mohr, 1994; Hui, Au, & 
Fock, 2004; Price, Arnould & Tierney, 1995; Surprenant & Solomon, 
1987). Some researchers even suggest that firms should attempt to 
transcend customer expectations by delighting them (Oliver, Rust, 
& Varki, 1997; Rust & Oliver, 2000). Consequently, it has become 
imperative for many service firms to invest in customer-focused pro-
cedures or programs in order to create more competitive service of-
ferings (Lemmink & Mattsson, 2002), and some of them are even 
willing to go the extra mile in serving customers. For example, the 
wait staff of many restaurants is trained to get to know their custom-
ers, frequently drop by customer tables and enquire if things were 
going well (Scanlon, 1998). 

The underlying assumption is that such outwardly concern for 
consumers and personalization would be well received. Yet, some 
customers may find such efforts to be overwhelming and disruptive 
of their service experience. As observed by Solomon, Surprenant, 
Czepiel, and Gutman (1985, p. 107), “greater personalization of ser-
vice does not necessarily result in a more positive service expecta-
tion.” Indeed, there is considerable anecdotal evidence suggesting 
that, rather than increasing customer satisfaction, highly attentive 
service may lead to customer complaints, dissatisfaction, and even 
switching behavior. This raises the paradox that more attentive ser-
vice is not always better. From the perspective of the organization, 
Schneider, Paul, and White (1998) suggest that an overemphasis on 
service quality for end users may be detrimental to the organization 
in the long-term as overemphasis on a single constituent will be in 
conflict with the expectations and demands of other constituents such 
as employees and shareholders. 

The literature in related areas indicates that too much of a good 
thing may not always turn out well. For instance, in the context of 
product choices, Iyengar and Lepper (2000) challenge the popular 
notion that “the more choice, the better.” They find that consumers 
faced with extensive choices may find them to be initially more ap-
pealing but are subsequently less satisfied with their choices com-
pared with those in the limited-choice condition. Similarly, when 
manufacturers put too many features into a product, it can be over-
whelming for consumers and result in “feature fatigue” (Thompson, 
Hamilton, & Rust, 2005). We expect the effects of highly attentive 
service to be analogous to such choice overload effects. 

Our review of the literature yields surprisingly little insight into 
the paradox of highly attentive service (see Estelami & De Maeyer, 
2002). Questions on how customers respond to highly warm or gen-
erous service attention, and to what extent should firms attend to their 
customers, have not been systematically addressed. Knowing the an-
swers would be relevant and important for both managerial practice 
and marketing scholars. Accordingly, our objective in this research 
is to understand the nature of highly attentive service and how it 
affects customers’ responses and evaluations of service providers. 
As little has been done in this area, we use a two-phase research 
design in conducting this study (Creswell, 1994). We first perform 
an exploratory qualitative research to define the concept of highly 
attentive service from the perspective of the customer. Based on the 
dimensions identified, we then proceed to conduct two experiments 

to better understand customers’ response mechanisms. Specifically, 
we address the following research questions:

1. How do customers define or perceive highly attentive ser-
vice?

2. How does highly attentive service influence customer af-
fective response and evaluation of the provider? 

3. Do customers’ characteristics and situational factors influ-
ence their affective response and evaluation of highly at-
tentive services?

Based on the related literature and content analysis of our quali-
tative study, we establish a conceptual model of highly attentive ser-
vice and develop the relevant hypotheses. We conduct two experi-
ments to test the model. Finally, we discuss the results, the theoretical 
and managerial implications, and conclude with the limitations of 
this study and directions for further research.

We contribute to the literature by expanding the scope of in-
vestigation beyond monetary generosity. As the literature is sparse 
on the “attentiveness fatigue” problem, our exploratory study on 
the nature and consequences of highly attentive service fills a major 
theoretical void. The main results of our empirical analysis are that 
highly attentive services have an inverted U-shaped relationship with 
customer satisfaction, and this relationship is partially mediated by 
customers’ affect and moderated by customers’ need for interaction. 
These findings are new to the literature, and impel us to reconsider 
the received wisdom of providing services that exceed the desired 
level (Zeithaml, Berry, & Parasuraman, 1993, 1996). 

Specifically, our results confirm the affective satisfaction model 
(Oliver, 1993; Westbrook, 1987; Westbrook & Oliver, 1991); service 
attributes influence customer satisfaction both directly and indirect-
ly via positive and negative affects. While past research highlights 
the effect of positive affect on satisfaction (Lemmink & Mattsson, 
2002; Price, Arnould, & Tierney, 1995), our study reveals the cross-
over effects between service attributes and positive and negative af-
fects simultaneously. Our factor analysis elicits one positive affect, 
“warmth,” and two types of negative affects, “pressure” and “sad-
ness/anger.” This is in line with Russell’s (1980) “circumplex model 
of affect,” which posits two dimensions of affective structure, plea-
sure/displeasure and arousal/boredom.

In our three-factor affect model, “warmth” and “sadness/anger” 
are almost polar opposites on the same continuum, and are indepen-
dent of (orthogonal to) “pressure.” Additionally, we find that while 
both negative affects, “pressure” and “sadness/anger,” are evoked by 
unfavorable service attentiveness conditions, the underlying mecha-
nisms are different. Results show that “pressure” is more likely to 
be evoked by highly attentive services, but “sadness/anger” is not 
significantly different for either excessive or too little attention. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
The concept of exchange has long been of interest to market-

ing researchers (e.g., Alderson 1957; Houston and Gassenheimer 
1987). According to Bagozzi (1975), any type of human intercourse 
is a form of exchange. Such reflections have prompted a stream of 
research on exchange theory in marketing, from which two opposi-
tional perspectives emerge. The economic perspective stipulates that 
exchanges are valued for their economic worth, as determined by 
factors outside the dyad, including the monetary price (Belk 2009). 
Thus, the term “exchange” implies that each party to the exchange 
gives and receives something simultaneously (Bagozzi 1979; Sahlins 
1972). A more social view of the phenomenon points to the (mostly 
non-economic) benefits available to consumers who engage in ex-
changes. Scholars subscribing to this social perspective understand 
exchange as an expressive act, not an instrumental response (Belk 
and Coon 1993). They investigate, for example, emotional bonds en-
joyed by consumers who engage in exchanges within their family 
network, such as parents and their children (Belk 2009; Ozanne and 
Ozanne 2011), siblings (Tinson and Nuttall 2007), or couples (Belk 
and Llamas 2011).

What is lacking from both perspectives though is a consum-
er-centric understanding of what people seek when they engage in 
exchanges outside the family, such as with friends. Consumer re-
searchers thus far also have not sufficiently explored exchanges 
during a crucial time in consumers’ lives: their adolescence (Belk 
and Llamas 2011). Research in this area is particularly necessary 
because exchange transactions pervade the everyday lives of mod-
ern adolescents and are woven tightly into the matrix of their social 
lives (Gianinno and Crittenden 2005). During adolescence, children 
emerge from their family setting and begin to achieve independence 
from parents (Youniss and Smollar 1985). To support this process, 
adolescents increasingly rely on their friends to help construct their 
social identity (Mangleburg, Doney, and Bristol 2004). 

With this research, we examine whether and how different 
forms of exchanges with friends contribute to define adolescent iden-
tity and explain the dynamic interplay of individual, relational, and 
group identities. Accordingly, we study the experience of exchanges 
in a field particularly relevant to adolescents: clothing. Clothing 
symbolizes adolescents’ connections to their peer group and enables 
them to “fit in” with this group (Auty and Elliott 2001). Moreover, 
we focus particularly on adolescent girls, for whom, relative to ado-
lescent boys, exchanging clothes with friends is a common practice 
(Lurie 1981). 

An interpretive study of 20 adolescent girls (ages 13–18 years) 
provided a stronger understanding of the experience of clothing ex-
changes between friends. We combined photographs of the most of-
ten exchanged clothes by adolescent girls with in-depth interviews, 
conducted in the adolescent girls’ bedrooms, to ensure an apprecia-
tion for their intimate and living space. The data set includes 382 
pages of interview transcripts and 60 pictures. Each interview was 
analyzed for thematic categories, following an emic and bracketing 
approach (Thompson, Locander, and Pollio 1989).

Why do adolescent girls exchange clothes so often with their 
friends? Clothing exchanges are a practical way to minimize costs 
and enlarge their wardrobes with no additional expenditures. Beyond 
these economic benefits, adolescent girls exchange clothes to interact 

with their friends and manage their multiple identity projects. Instead 
of defining a sharp distinction between economic exchange and so-
cial exchange though, our results call for a more gradational contin-
uum of clothing exchange that highlights a social scale of friendship, 
from most to least intimate (“just friends,” “good friends,” and “close 
friends”). The clothing exchange continuum guides different forms 
of exchanges, including balanced reciprocal exchanges with just 
friends, loans without any expectation of a reciprocal act with good 
friends, and unbalanced exchanges with close friends. It also deter-
mines rules for exchanging (e.g., time periods, place) (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: The clothing exchange continuum

Three of the four metaphors identified by Holt (1995), namely, 
classification, integration, and play, provide a theoretical frame for 
understanding different processes that underlie the different forms 
of clothing exchanges. Our findings reveal that adolescent girls use 
clothing exchanges with just friends as classification, to build affili-
ations with some adolescent groups and enhance distinctions from 
others, in an instrumental way. With good friends, adolescent girls 
exchange clothes through an integration perspective: Clothes serve 
as resources to interact with significant others and mimic friends’ 
behaviors or attitudes. The analysis further reveals that adolescent 
girls use clothes sharing with close friends as play, to socialize and 
preserve existing social bonds. These three consumption practices 
(following Holt’s definitions) contribute to three dimensions of iden-
tity construction. That is, by exchanging clothes, adolescent girls 
define or enhance their individual identity, their group identity, and 
their relational identity. 

Our discussion provides insightful accounts of the status of ado-
lescents as materialistic consumers. Social scientists argue that mod-
ern adolescents are “the most brand-oriented, consumer-involved, 
and materialistic generation in history” (Schor 2004, p. 13). Consum-
er researchers also posit that materialistic values develop strongly 
in adolescence and that adolescents need to acquire material goods 
to develop positive social identities (Chaplin and John 2007, 2010). 
Concerns about the rising level of materialism in adolescents are thus 
increasing among consumer behavior researchers. Unlike previous 
accounts, our research revisits the very question of whether adoles-
cents are materialistic beings in a marketplace that is increasingly 
oriented toward them as consumers. Because adolescents, who exist 
in a period of significant uncertainty, count on the symbolic property 
of clothes (Piacentini 2010), clothing exchanges offer a way to con-
sume more. However, the social scale of friendship offers a different 
view that reveals how adolescent girls manage multiple identity proj-
ects, depending on the form of their clothing exchanges with friends. 
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Their purpose is not merely to “have” but rather to “be” or even to 
“become.” Thus, adolescent girls seek, express, and ascertain a sense 
of being through the act of exchanging. With this finding, we provide 
a more nuanced conceptualization of materialism as a means to un-
derstand adolescents’ world.

rEFErEnCEs
Alderson, Wroe (1957), Marketing Behavior and Executive Action, 

A Functionalist Approach to Marketing Theory, Homewood, 
IL: Richard D. Irwin.

Auty, Susan and Richard Elliott (2001), “Being Like or Being 
Liked: Identity vs. Approval in a Social Context,” in Advances 
in Consumer Research, Vol. 28, eds. Mary C. Gilly and Joan 
Meyers-Levy, Valdosta, GA: Association for Consumer 
Research, 235-241.

Bagozzi, Richard P. (1975), “Marketing as Exchange,” Journal of 
Marketing, 39 (4), 32-39.

Belk, Russell W. (2009), “Sharing,” Journal of Consumer Research, 
36 (5), 715-734.

Belk, Russell W. and Gregory S. Coon (1983), “Gift-Giving as 
Agapic Love: An Alternative to the Exchange Paradigm Based 
on Dating Experiences,” Journal of Consumer Research, 20 
(3), 393-417.

Belk, Russell W. and Rosa Llamas (2011), “The Nature and Effects 
of Sharing in Consumer Behaviour,” in Transformative 
Consumer Research for Personal and Collective Well-Being: 
Reviews and Frontiers, eds. David Glen Mick, Simone 
Pettigrew, Cornelia Pechmann, and Julie L. Ozanne, London: 
Taylor and Francis.

Chaplin, Lan Nguyen and Deborah Roedder John (2007), “Growing 
up in a Material World: Age Differences in Materialism in 
Children and Adolescents,” Journal of Consumer Research, 34 
(4), 480-493. 

Chaplin, Lan Nguyen and Deborah Roedder John (2010), 
“Interpersonal Influences on Adolescent Materialism: A New 
Look at the Role of Parents and Peers,” Journal of Consumer 
Psychology, 20 (2), 176-184.

Gianinno, Lawrence and Victoria L. Crittenden (2005), “Assessing 
Shared Understanding of Economic Exchange Among 
Children and Adults,” Psychology & Marketing, 22 (7), 551-
576.

Holt, Douglas B. (1995), “How Consumers Consume: A Typology 
of Consumption Practices,” Journal of Consumer Research, 22 
(1), 1-16.

Houston, Franklin S., and Jules B. Gassenheimer (1987), 
“Marketing and Exchange,” Journal of Marketing, 51 
(October), 3-18.

Lurie, Alison (1981), The Language of Clothes, New York: Random 
House.

Mangleburg, Tamara F., Patricia M. Doney, and Terry Bristol 
(2004), “Shopping with Friends and Teens’ Susceptibility to 
Peer Influence,” Journal of Retailing, 80 (2), 101-116.

Ozanne, Lucie K. and Julie L. Ozanne (2011), “A Child’s Right 
to Play: The Social Construction of Civic Virtues in Toy 
Libraries,” Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 30 (2), 
263-276. 

Piacentini, Maria (2010), “Children and Fashion,” in 
Understanding Children and Consumers, ed. Davis Marshall, 
London: Sage Publication, 202-217.

Sahlins, Marshall D. (1972), Stone Age Economics, Chicago: 
Aldine Atherton.

Schor, Juliet B. (2004), Born to Buy, New York: Scribner.
Thompson, Craig J., William B. Locander, and Howard R. Pollio 

(1989), “Putting Consumer Experience Back into Consumer 
Research: The Philosophy and Method of Existential-
Phenomenology,” Journal of Consumer Research, 16 (1), 
77-91.

Tinson, Julie and Pete Nuttall (2007), “Insider Trading? Exploring 
Familial Intra-Generational Borrowing and Sharing,” The 
Marketing Review, 7 (2), 185-200.

Youniss, James and Jacqueline Smollar (1985), Adolescents’ 
Relations with their Mothers, Fathers, and Friends, University 
of Chicago Press: Chicago.



600 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 40, ©2012

Alliteration Alters: Its Influence in Perceptions of Product Promotions and Pricing
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Alliteration is the repetition of the initial sound in a word 

across two or more consecutive and/or adjacent words in a sentence 
or phrase. Alliteration is common in brand and organizational 
names (e.g. Best Buy, Coca-Cola, Better Business Bureau), is 
used extensively in advertising copy, political speeches, poetry 
and prose, and can facilitate memory and recall (Lea et al. 2008). 
Alliteration is one of many rhetorical devices, the main purpose of 
which is to persuade via effective communication (see McQuarrie 
and Mick 1996 for a framework). As noted by McQuarrie and Mick 
(1996), rhetoric is used widely, but little has been done (excluding 
the framework they present) to further theoretical understanding of 
how rhetorical devices influence consumers. Empirical research in 
this area is even more rare. Many questions remain in this field of 
research. Do rhetorical devices in the consumption domain truly 
exert influence on consumers? If so, in what way? Furthermore, 
what are some potential mental processes driving any observed ef-
fects? We present evidence that alliterative pricing presentations can 
positively influence price perceptions as well as process evidence 
for the observed effects. 

In this paper we focus on the use of alliteration in communi-
cating pricing for multiple items. We theorize that alliteration has 
a positive effect on evaluations such that alliterative prices (9 for 
$.90) are evaluated higher than objectively better nonalliterative 
prices, such as 9 for $.88, because the alliteration imparts a rhythm 
to the presentation that “sounds” better. Additionally, we theorize 
that if brand or product name is included in such pricing presenta-
tions, and whether than name is alliterative or not can also influ-
ence perceptions. For instance, we predict that “3 Threybles $30” 
will be rated higher than “3 Fables $30” because all components 
are alliterative in the former presentation and therefore “sounds” 
better. We present three studies that demonstrate this effect and 
provide evidence that supports our contention that the repetition of 
phonological units in alliterative prices “sounds” better, which in 
turn influences perceptions of the deal presented. 

In study 1 (n = 118) we compared two types of price pre-
sentations for multiple items (a fictitious soap brand): one where 
the quantity, brand, and price were all alliterative, and one where 
quantity and brand where alliterative, the price was not (e.g. 10 
Teven for $10 vs. 10 Teven for $9.70). Participants found the fully 
alliterative presentation (10 Teven for $10) to be a more attractive 
offer, more attention grabbing, had higher purchase intentions for 
the product, were happier with the deal, and thought the deal was 
a better value, than the alternate presentation (all ps < .03). In each 
case, the effects were fully mediated by participant’s perceptions 
of whether the deal “had a ring to it” or “sounds right” (bootstrap 
mediation; Preacher and Hayes 2008). 

In study 2 (n = 244) we used a different product (fictitious 
shirt brands) and compared the price presentations used in study 
1 with two additional presentations, one where quantity and price 
were alliterative, but the brand was not (e.g. 3 Fables $30), and one 
where nothing was alliterative but the product was less expensive 
(e.g. 3 Fables $29). Planned contrasts revealed that participants who 
saw the fully alliterative presentation (e.g. 3 Threybles $30) were 
more likely to buy the product, thought the deal was more attention 
grabbing, were happier with the deal, and thought it was a better 

deal than any other type of presentation (all ps < .05). As in study 
1, all the effects were fully mediated by participant’s perceptions 
of whether the deal “had a ring to it” or “sounds right” (bootstrap 
mediation; Preacher and Hayes 2008). Additionally, we rule out 
other potential process explanations including message recall, unit 
cost calculation difficulty, cost importance, attention, brand name 
typicality, and verbal/visual processing style (Childers, Houston, 
and Heckler 1985). 

Study 3 was a 2 (Price/Quantity Presentation: Alliterative vs. 
Nonalliterative) x 2 (Cognitive Load: High vs. Low) full factorial 
between-subjects experimental design (n = 108). Nonalliterative 
price/quantity presentations (e.g. 2 for $19) always represented an 
objectively better deal than alliterative price/quantity presentations 
(e.g. 2 for $20). Cognitive load was achieved by asking partici-
pants to remember 7 words (high load) or 2 words (low load). We 
reasoned that rehearsal of the words in high load conditions would 
inhibit the positive effect of alliteration on price perceptions by 
disrupting the repetitive rhythm present in the price presentation. 
Therefore alliteration effects should persist under low load, but 
not high load conditions. Analysis of the data revealed significant 
two-way interactions for six dependent variables (all ps < .05). 
Planned contrasts revealed that the means were in the predicted 
direction, individuals who read alliterative price/quantity presenta-
tions while experiencing low cognitive load thought the offer was 
more attractive, were more likely to buy the product, thought the 
deal was more attention grabbing, had higher purchase intentions, 
and thought the deal was better and presented more value than in 
any other condition (all ps < .05). 

In summary, this work presents the first (to the best of our 
knowledge) empirical demonstration that alliterative price pre-
sentations can influence perceptions of promotions. We contribute 
theoretically to the understanding of how rhetorical devices, such as 
alliteration, can influence consumers. More specifically, we provide 
process evidence supporting our contention that the rhythm-induc-
ing effect of alliteration “sounds right” to consumers, which in turn 
influences perceptions. Furthermore, we can “turn off” this effect 
by interrupting the alliteration’s repetitive rhythm via memorizing 
nonalliterative words. We situate this research at the intersection 
of phonological theories in marketing (e.g. Argo, Popa, and Smith 
2010; Lowry and Shrum 2007; Yorkston and Menon 2004) and the 
use of rhetoric in marketing (McQuarrie and Mick 1996). 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
The influences of superstition in consumer’s daily life are prev-

alent. Superstition are peculiar beliefs which presumed to not be ve-
ridical (Berenbaum, Kerns, and Raghavan 2000) and do not have a 
rational, empirical, or scientifically established link to an outcome 
they are intended to influence (Kramer and Block 2011). Despite it 
may be denied on the conscious level, recent development in con-
sumer psychology has demonstrated that consumers are affected by 
various superstition beliefs (Block and Kramer 2009; Jiang, Cho, 
and Adaval 2009; Kramer and Block 2008, 2011). Drawing on the 
research in social psychology, this research introduces the secondary 
contamination effect and demonstrates its influences on consumer’s 
self-rated winning likelihood and risk-taking behavior. 

In the current research, we define the secondary contamination 
effect as the consumer’s responses affected by physically contact-
ing with a contaminated vehicle. Originated from medical and social 
psychology literature (Hejmadi, Rozin, and Siegal 2004; Nemeroff 
and Rozin 2000; Rozin, Markwith, and McCauley 1994; Rozin and 
Nemeroff 1990; Rozin et al. 1989), the research stream on the law 
of contagion has indicated the possibility of the secondary contami-
nation effect. Participants in these literatures consistently showed 
negative responses toward some contaminated objects (e.g., food or 
sweaters) because they believed that touching a contaminated object 
may make healthy people sick or catch some negative essences. In 
this research, the authors hypothesize that touching a contaminated 
vehicle may affect consumer’s responses. More specifically, by ei-
ther actually or virtually contacting with a source with different luck 
characteristic (lucky or unlucky), an originally neutral vehicle (e.g. 
a pen) is transformed into a contaminated vehicle, and a recipient’s 
responses will be in turn affected by physically contacting with it. 
The authors conducted four experiments to test the hypothesis.

82 undergraduate students (42 male) participated in a hypotheti-
cal beverage taste evaluation study. They were randomly assigned 
to one of three different source characteristics (Lucky, Unlucky, or 
Control). When participants arrived at the research lab, they were 
asked to wait in a separate room for five more minutes because of 
the late arrival of another research assistant (i.e. our confederate). 
One minute later, the confederate appeared and explained why he 
was late. 

We manipulated source characteristics by presenting different 
excuses for confederate’s late arrival. In the (Un)Lucky condition, 
the confederate told the participant he was late because the local 
police station informed him that his lost wallet was found and his 
money were safe (were taken). In the control condition, the confeder-
ate was late because of traffic jam. After explaining the reason, our 
confederate poured drinks into a plain paper cup in front of the par-
ticipants and told them to taste the drink as much as they want before 
reporting their evaluation. We measured participants’ taste evalua-
tion with three seven-point scales (α = .79). Following the taste eval-
uation task the confederate informed our participants that they had 
a chance to win an additional $30 prize in order to appreciate their 
contribution. Participants were then asked to rate their likelihood of 
winning this lottery game with a seven-point scale. Results of an 
one-way ANOVA indicated that there were significant differences on 
self-rated winning likelihood between groups (F(2, 79) = 10.47, p < 
.001). A post-hoc analysis suggested that participants in the Lucky 
condition reported highest likelihood (M = 4.85), followed by the 

control condition (M = 3.92), and lowest winning likelihood for par-
ticipants in the Unlucky condition (M = 2.79). However, results of 
another ANOVA showed no significant difference on taste evaluation 
(F(2, 79) = .45, p > .60, M = 5.31). Experiment 1 provided initial 
evidence for the secondary contamination effect. 

Experiment 2 examines the influences of consumer’s trait su-
perstition (Carlson, Moen, and Fang 2009). The authors argue that 
consumer’s trait superstition will moderate the relationship between 
source luck characteristics and downstream responses. Specifically, 
the secondary contamination effect will be stronger for those high in 
trait superstition. 145 undergraduate students participated in Experi-
ment 2.

The procedure and manipulations were identical with experi-
ment 1 except two modifications. First, in the current experiment, 
before our confederate’s arrival, participants completed an unrelated 
lifestyle questionnaire. In this questionnaire, we captured partici-
pant’s trait superstition with seven items adopted from Carlson et 
al. (2009). Secondly, participants participated in another ostensibly 
unrelated task after the taste valuation task. They were invited to a 
bigger or smaller game, and they could bet any amount on with their 
participation fee ($5). The betted amount was recorded as the depen-
dent variable. 

Multiple regression was conducted to test our hypothesis. 
Source characteristics were coded as two dummy variables using 
control condition as the baseline. As we expected, results indicated 
that Lucky condition had a positive effect on betting amount (β = .16, 
p < .05) and Unlucky condition had a negative coefficient (β = -.28, 
p < .01). Trait superstition had no direct influence (p > .60), but its 
interactions with both dummy variables reached significance. More 
specifically, for high-trait-superstition participants, the influence of 
(Un)Lucky condition on the betting amount was stronger (Lucky: β 
= .18, p < .05; Unlucky: β = .27, p < .01), comparing with those of 
low trait superstition.

In another two experiments, the authors found that the second-
ary contamination effect was attenuated when the participants be-
lieved that luck is an indivisible personal resource (experiment 3). 
Moreover, by modifying our experiment procedure, experiment 4 
demonstrated that participant’s direct observation was not a neces-
sary condition for the secondary contamination effect. 

This research contributes to the literature in consumer psychol-
ogy in several ways. First, we introduced the secondary contami-
nation effect into consumer research context. Second, our research 
answers a recent call for more research on the synergistic effects of 
various forms of peculiar beliefs (Kramer and Block, 2011). Third, 
the current research also suggests that people may take more risk just 
because they incidentally touch a contaminated vehicle. 
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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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resistance to Persuasion: Minimizing Cognitive Effort by Implicit Forewarning
Marieke L. Fransen, University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands

ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Almost constantly people try to convince others to change their 

behavior. To reinforce their persuasive attempt, senders often use 
heuristic cues, such as ‘expensive is good’ and ‘if an expert says so, 
it must be true’ (Chaiken, Liberman, and Eagly 1989; Kruglanski and 
Thompson 1999; Petty, Cacioppo, and Schumann 1983). Recipients’ 
reliance on these heuristic cues as a decision rule has been described 
as an automatic and unintentional process (e.g., Bargh and Ferguson 
2000; Devine 1989; Dovidio, Evans, and Tyler 1986; Janiszewski 
1988). Persuasion thus often happens because consumers automati-
cally rely on heuristic cues concealed in persuasive messages (e.g., 
Bargh 2004; Cialdini 1993; Langer 1992). This automaticity may 
subsequently result in biased judgment (Tversky and Kahneman 
1974) potentially hurting personal benefits. 

 Research showed that even though the persuasiveness of heu-
ristic cues is subtle and pervasive, people can correct for them by 
motivated effortful processing (e.g., Blair 2001, Forehand and Per-
kins 2005; Gorn, Jiang, and Johar 2008; but see Bargh 1999) which 
can be instigated by traditional resistance strategies like forewarning 
(Freedman and Sears 1965). Forewarning has been found to reduce 
the impact of persuasive messages by signaling risk, subsequently 
inducing effortful processing, counter-arguing, and attitude bolster-
ing. Unfortunately, forewarning requires cognitive capacity (Freed-
man and Sears 1965; Hass and Grady 1975; Papageorgis 1968). In 
many situations, however, people lack the motivation and/or ability 
to devote their limited cognitive capacity (Baumeister et al. 1998; 
Baumeister, Vohs, and Tice 2007; Fennis, Janssen, and Vohs 2009; 
Vohs and Faber 2007) to the resistance of persuasive appeals. 

Does this leave the consumer defenseless against the influence 
of persuasive messages that rely on subtle cues? Recent research sug-
gests not. Laran, Dalton, and Andrade (2011) recently showed that 
consumers sometimes correct for the effects of subtle marketing tac-
tics by relying on automatic responses. The advantage of these auto-
matic responses is that they do not require cognitive capacity (see the 
‘smart unconscious’ Dijksterhuis 2004; Dijksterhuis et al. 2006). In 
the present research, it is suggested that implicitly warning people by 
reminding (i.e., priming) them of a situation in which someone tried 
to influence their behavior may automatically activate the responses 
that are associated with explicit (traditional) forewarning and there-
fore exert similar effects (i.e., reduce persuasion). 

In sum, it is expected that explicit and implicit forewarning both 
enhance resistance towards an advertisement that includes a heuristic 
cue (compared to a control condition). However, explicit forewarn-
ing will consume more energy than implicit forewarning. 

Experiment 1 tested the hypothesis that explicit and implicit 
forewarning both reduce persuasion. We conducted a 3 (forewarn-
ing: explicit vs. implicit vs. control) x 2 (heuristic cue: present vs. 
absent) between-subjects design. In the explicit forewarning condi-
tion, participants were informed that they would be exposed to an ad-
vertisement trying to convince them that the advertised brand is the 
best in it’s kind. Participants in the implicit forewarning condition 
were instructed to recall a situation in which someone had tried to 
influence their behavior. In the control condition participants recalled 
a situation in which they had travelled with public transport. Next, 
participants were exposed to an advertisement in which a heuristic 
cue (‘scientifically proven’) was present or not. Subsequently, the 
persuasiveness of the advertisement was measured.

The results demonstrated no main effects of forewarning and 
heuristic cue. However, we did find the expected interaction effect 
between forewarning and heuristic cue (F(1, 162) = 3.26, p < .05). 
Simple main effect analyses demonstrated that participants who were 
not forewarned rated the advertisement with the heuristic cue as 
more persuasive (M = 2.8, SD = .74) than the control advertisement 
(M = 2.14, SD = .78; F(1, 162) = 8.38, p < .00). This effect, however, 
was not observed in both the explicit (F(1, 162) < 1) and the implicit 
forewarning conditions (F(1, 162) < 1, see figure 1). This indicates 
that forewarning consumers (explicit and implicit) eliminates the im-
pact of heuristics in advertisements.

Figure 1.
Persuasiveness as a function of heuristic cue and warning

In a second experiment we included a depletion measure to assess 
whether implicit forewarning indeed consumes less energy than ex-
plicit forewarning. The design and method was exactly the same as 
in Experiment 1 although we used another heuristic cue (expert en-
dorser). After participants evaluated the persuasiveness of the adver-
tisement, the amount of energy consumption was measured. Partici-
pants responded to several cognitively demanding assignments. The 
idea behind this measure is that participants who provide more cor-
rect answers have more energy left and have thus spent less energy in 
resisting the message (Schmeichel et al. 2003; Fennis et al. 2009).

A main effect of heuristic cue was observed (F(1, 135) = 6.12, 
p < .05, such that the advertisement including the heuristic cue was 
observed as more persuasive (M = 2.65, SD = .70) than the control 
advertisement (M = 2.36, SD = .66). More importantly, the results 
yielded an interaction effect between forewarning and heuristic cue 
(F(1, 135) = 3.64, p < .05). Simple main effect analyses demonstrat-
ed that participants who were not forewarned rated the advertisement 
with the heuristic cue as more persuasive (M = 2.90, SD = .73) than 
the control advertisement (M = 2.19, SD = .64; F(1, 135) = 13.32, p < 
.00). This effect was not found in both the explicit (F(1, 135) < 1) and 
the implicit forewarning conditions (F(1, 135) < 1, see figure 2). This 
indicates that forewarning consumers (explicit and implicit) reduces 
the impact of heuristics in advertisements. However, participants in 
the explicit forewarning condition were more depleted, reflected in 
lower scores on the cognitive demanding assignments, (M = 3.30, 
SD = 1.56) than participants in both the implicit forewarning condi-
tion (M = 4.04, SD = 2.39; p = 0.85) and the control condition (M = 
4.33, SD = 2.11; p < .05, see figure 3). These results demonstrate that 
although implicit and explicit forewarning both enhance resistance, 
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participants in the implicit forewarning condition consume less ener-
gy in doing so than participants in the explicit forewarning condition.

These findings provide a first empirical demonstration of the 
working of implicit resistance strategies. The major advantage of this 
kind of strategy is that it limits energy consumption making it more 
useful in many real life situations.

Figure 2.
Persuasiveness as a function of heuristic cue and forewarning

Figure 3.
Amount of correct answers as a function of forewarning

* Note: lower scores indicate more depletion
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new Variables for the brand Prominence Construct
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Brand prominence is a new construct in the literature 

associated with status signaling. Brand prominence describes, 
“the conspicuousness of a brand’s mark or logo on a product” 
(Han, Nunes, and Dreze 2010, p. 15). The current study was 
designed to extend the literature on brand prominence by supplying 
three new variables of brand prominence: 1) brand presence,  
2) brand frequency, and 3) brand abbreviation. These variables break 
down conspicuousness into more quantifiably measurable categories. 
A survey was conducted where respondents were shown images of 
shirts with manipulations of each of these variables and were asked 
about their behavioral intentions towards these items. Results reveal 
several statistically significant differences between men and women 
in their approach to the process of brand prominence behavioral 
intentions. 

Han, Nunes and Dreze (2010) introduced the construct of brand 
prominence and through content analyses found that for luxury 
brands, brand prominence decreases as the price of the luxury item 
increased. The researchers also developed a taxonomy that classifies 
consumers according to their level of personal wealth and their 
need for status. From this, four consumer lifestyles associated with 
the use of products with difference levels of brand prominence:  
1) patricians, 2) parvenus, 3) proletarians, and 4) poseurs. Individuals 
in these groups engage in strategic behaviors through conspicuous 
consumption in order to associate or dissociate themselves from 
individuals in other social groups. 

The conspicuous consumption literature is the study of status 
signaling by individuals in a community. Conspicuous consumption 
describes the displayed use of a brand or a product in a social 
atmosphere. Veblen (1899/1994) is one of the seminal authors on 
this subject, and is heavily cited in the literature. Contemporary 
conspicuous consumption researchers have studied the social 
meaning (O’Cass and Frost 2002), social utility (Thompson and 
Norton 2011), social value (Wiedmann, Hennings, and Siebles 2009), 
and social power (Crosno, Freling, and Skinner 2009) associated with 
the signaling of one’s status through the conspicuous consumption of 
luxury brands. 

Research by Schulz (2009; 2011) has uncovered several 
themes for brands that are consumed by individuals in the 
public atmosphere. The major themes include: brand visibility, 
brand distribution, brand frequency, and brand abbreviation. 
Each theme also has several sub-themes. For example, brand 
frequency is made up of: 1) individual unique brand frequency,  
2) individual gross brand frequency, 3) product unique brand 
frequency, and 4) product gross brand frequency. Several of these 
sub-themes were adapted into behavioral intention variables for 
brand presence in this study.

A survey was administered to 300 participants in a nationally-
representative sample of the U.S. adult population. The survey 
captured participants’ demographics and behavioral intentions 
towards brand presence variable manipulations across four 
conditions. The photographic stimuli for the brand prominence 
conditions can be seen in figure 1. A cross-sectional analysis was 
conducted in order to see what connections exist among brand 
presence behavioral intentions. 

Figure 1: stimuli for brand Presence Variables

First, frequencies for the brand presence variable in the Armani 
and the Abercrombie & Fitch conditions show evenly distributed 
preferences among the aggregated consumer data. About half of the 
population prefers the shirt with the visible logo, while the other half 
prefers the shirt without the visible logo. However, when the data 
is split by sex, one can see that in both scenarios the majority of 
men preferred the shirt without the visible logo, while the majority of 
women preferred the shirt with the visible logo. In terms of the brand 
frequency (Armani) condition, the majority of both men and women 
prefer the shirt with only one logo versus the shirt with three logos. 
Finally, for the brand abbreviation (Abercrombie & Fitch) condition, 
the majority of both men and women prefer the shirt with the full 
logo rather than the abbreviated logo. Table 1 summarizes these 
results. Chi-square tests also reveal that gender differences produced 
significant effects in every condition. These results can be seen in 
table 2.

Overall, the results of this study show that on average, most 
consumers prefer the more subtle signal variations of brand promi-
nence variables such as brand frequency. However, most consumers 
also prefer the fuller version of a brand signal rather than an abbre-
viated version. Plus, in relation to brand presence most men prefer 
clothes without branded signals, while most women prefer clothes 
with branded signals. Further testing of variables related to the brand 
prominence construct may aid in gaining a better understanding of 
consumer behavior related to status signaling and conspicuous con-
sumption. 
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Table 1: behavioral Intention Frequencies
brand Prominence Variable Condition Women Men Total

Brand Presence No logo (Armani) 31.5% 79.0% 53.3%
Visible logo (Armani) 68.5% 21.0% 46.7%

Brand Presence No logo (Abercrombie & Fitch) 23.5% 75.4% 47.3%
Visible logo (Abercrombie & Fitch) 76.5% 24.6% 52.7%

Brand Frequency One logo (Armani) 77.8% 93.5% 85.0%
Three logos (Armani) 22.2% 6.5% 15.0%

Brand Abbreviation Logo initials (Abercrombie & Fitch) 25.3% 15.2% 20.7%
Full logo (Abercrombie & Fitch) 74.7% 84.8% 79.3%

Table 2: behavioral Intention Chi-square Tests for Gender
brand Prominence Variable df Sample (N) Pearson Value (X2) Significance (p)
Brand Presence (Armani) 1 300 67.57 < 0.001
Brand Presence (Abercrombie & Fitch) 1 300 80.54 < 0.001
Brand Frequency (Armani) 1 300 14.41 < 0.001
Brand Abbreviation (Abercrombie & Fitch) 1 300 4.63 < 0.05
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Preferred Persuasion: 
How self Construal Changes Consumer responses to Persuasion Attempts
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
While the literature on self-construal (independent versus in-

terdependent) has examined such topics as advertisement appeals 
(Aaker 2000) and values (Triandis 1995), no research so far has 
investigated how self-construal influences consumers’ responses to 
persuasion attempts. An independent self-construal is oriented to-
wards the self (Miller 1984). Thus, a consumer with a salient inde-
pendent self-view may evaluate a salesclerk based on his/her prior 
view of salesclerks (e.g., dishonest, a negative stereotype, Babin et 
al. 1995) with less influence of the type of persuasion attempt used. 
An interdependent self-construal is oriented towards social contexts 
(Miller 1984) and is more likely to be influenced by others and situ-
ational information (Iyengar and Lepper 1999), which may make 
the type of persuasion attempt matter when evaluating salesclerks. 
Further, when an interdependent self-construal is activated, people’s 
sense of uniqueness may be threatened, which may make them more 
sensitive to individually focused persuasion (e.g., messages focused 
on distinctiveness) during the interaction with salesclerks.

The following studies examine whether individuals with a dom-
inant interdependent self-construal should have higher perceived 
trustworthiness in a salesclerk and a higher need for uniqueness 
when processing individually focused persuasion attempts than in-
terpersonally focused persuasion attempts. This difference will be at-
tenuated for individuals with a dominant independent self-construal.

sTUdY 1
75 participants from a Chinese university in Beijing were ran-

domly assigned to a 2 (persuasion attempt: individually vs. interper-
sonally focused) × 2 (primed self-construal: independent vs. interde-
pendent) between-subjects design. A pronoun (first-personal singular 
vs. plural) circling task in a paragraph involving a trip to a restaurant 
(Oyserman et al. 2009) primed independent versus interdependent. 
Next, a scenario was used to manipulate the interpersonally vs. indi-
vidually focused persuasion attempt. The dependent variables were 
salesclerk trustworthiness (Main et al. 2007) and need for unique 
choice (Tian et al. 2001). 

Results showed that when participants were primed with an 
interdependent self-construal, individually focused persuasion at-
tempts led to higher trustworthiness (F(1, 71) = 5.21, p < 0.01, Minter-

personally focused  = 4.04, Mindividually focused  = 4.58) and need for unique choice 
(F(1,71) = 3.14, p < 0.1, Minterpersonally focused  = 2.98, Mindividually focused  = 
3.42) than interpersonally focused persuasion attempts. However, 
when participants were primed with an independent self-construal, 
these effects were attenuated. 

sTUdY 2
This was a field study where interdependent self-construal was 

measured (Singelis, 1994).  79 participants were randomly assigned 
to two conditions (persuasion attempt: individually vs. interperson-
ally focused) and received $7 compensation. 

Two new product lines were created solely for the purpose of 
this research so that students would be unfamiliar with the products. 
Participants were instructed to visit a retail store and evaluate the 
new product lines that were on display. A female confederate in her 
mid forties was selected to act as a company representative. She 
was responsible for the administration of the persuasion attempt:  a 

uniqueness focused statement (individually focused) or a connection 
focused statement (interpersonally focused).  

Regression analysis was conducted with persuasion attempts 
(dummy code), level of interdependence (mean-centered score; Ai-
ken and West 1991), and the interaction term included in the model 
as predictors. There was a significant interaction between persuasion 
attempt type and the level of interdependence on trustworthiness (β 
= 0.36, p < 0.05) and need for unique choice (β = 0.31, p < 0.05) 
respectively. Simple slope analysis at one standard deviation above 
the mean of interdependence indicated a significant difference such 
that participants with a high level of interdependence trusted the 
clerk more (β = 0.75, t = 2.58, p < 0.01) and had higher need for 
unique choice (β = 0.63, t = 2.20, p < 0.05) for individually focused 
as compared to interpersonally focused persuasion attempts. Simple 
slope analysis at one standard deviation below the mean of interde-
pendence showed no significant difference. 

sTUdY 3
Study 3 was to test the underlying process for the effect ob-

served in proceeding studies. Briley and Aaker (2006) suggest that 
cognitive load is an alternative way to examine the underlying pro-
cess from cross cultural studies. We propose that under low cognitive 
load, persuasion knowledge mediates the relationship between the 
interaction of persuasion attempts and self-construal on trustworthi-
ness.  

156 participants were randomly assigned to a 2 (persuasion 
attempt: individually vs. interpersonally focused) × 2 (primed self-
construal: independent vs. interdependent) × 2 (cognitive load: high 
vs. low) between-subjects design. First, participants were primed 
with either an independent or interdependent self-construal adapted 
from Mandel (2003). The persuasion attempt manipulation was the 
same as study 1. The manipulation of high (vs. low) cognitive load 
required (vs. did not require) participants to remember eight numbers 
presented in the scenario. 

Results illustrated a significant three-way interaction (F(1,148) 
= 12.8, p < 0.001) that showed self-construal had impacts on process-
ing persuasion attempts under low cognitive load. We bootstrapped 
the indirect effect of the different persuasion attempts and priming 
on trustworthiness (Hayes and Matthes 2009). The 95% CIs demon-
strated that the indirect interaction between persuasion attempt type 
and priming through persuasion knowledge on trustworthiness was 
significantly different from zero under low cognitive load, but was 
not significant under high cognitive load. 

dIsCUssIOn
The present research contributes to the literature from several 

perspectives. First, this research integrates self-construal into the 
Persuasion Knowledge Model (Friestad and Wright 1994). Second, 
we identify a counterintuitive result given current research in the ad-
vertising literature.  Advertising appeals that are compatible with a 
salient independent (versus interdependent) self result in more posi-
tive effects than appeals that are incompatible (e.g., Han and Shavitt 
1994). However, the current study finds that when an interdependent 
self-construal is made salient, individually rather than interpersonal-
ly focused persuasion attempts result in more positive consumer per-
ceptions. That is, an incompatible effect occurs in a retailing context. 
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Third, we contribute to the psychological literature by showing 
that priming participants with an interdependent self-construal can 
threaten their fundamental need for distinctiveness and thus results 
in a higher need for uniqueness. Subsequently, this threat affects peo-
ple’s interactions with others. In a retailing context, consumers may 
be more sensitive to individually focused persuasion attempts (i.e. 
focusing on uniqueness) which may help them rebuild their sense 
of uniqueness. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
This paper offers a valid measure of Consumer Propensity to 

Resist (CPR). A qualitative research helps define the construct. Then, 
a scale is developed through four samples from 1,476 individuals. A 
final model confirms the links between Self-Affirmation and Self-
Protection, their antecedents and effects on various buying behavior.

THEOrETICAL GAP And rEsEArCH QUEsTIOns
Culturalist approaches have explored various forms of opposi-

tion in which people express their rejection of market structures (Pe-
ñaloza and Price 1993). However, from a micro-social perspective, 
research paradoxically presents a significant gap at the individual 
level. Thus, the aim of this paper is to provide a reliable and valid 
measurement tool of the consumer’s propensity to resist (CPR), ca-
pable of predicting critical motivations and various buying behaviors 
in the marketplace. Its theoretical underpinnings rest on Mowen’s 
(2000) hierarchical model of personality and motivation, where CPR 
is conceptualized as a situational trait i.e. resulting from the joint ef-
fects of elemental traits, compound traits and the situational context 
in which the behavior occurs.  

LITErATUrE rEVIEW 
Numerous qualitative approaches have focused on resistant be-

havior in various contexts (Close and Zinkhan 2009; Dobscha and 
Ozanne 2001; Giesler 2006; Holt 2002; Kozinets 2002; Kozinets 
and Handelman 2004; Romani, Grappi, and Dalli 2012; Sandikci 
and Ekici 2009; Thomson and Arsel 2004). Yet, although it is likely 
that people react differently to influences exerted on them, there 
has been very little research on capturing this individual trait. The 
anti-commercial consumer rebellion (ACR) measure proposed by 
Austin, Plouffe and Peters (2005) in fact focuses on resistant behav-
ior rather than the propensity to adopt such behavior. The Iyer and 
Muncy (2009) anti-consumption measure is also mainly behavioral 
and noticeably different from resistance (Lee et al. 2011). Hence, a 
dispositional approach to consumer propensity to resist still has to 
be constructed.

METHOd
A two-step qualitative study provided an in-depth understand-

ing of the dimensions of the construct and of its determinants and 
consequences. A measurement tool was then developed, covering 
four different market influence contexts—selling, advertising, re-
tail and marketing—and replicated for the first two context. Finally, 
a structural equation model, including determinants and effects of 
CPR, was tested.

FIndInGs
The results of the qualitative study first show that CPR is an 

inherently volitional construct expressing the commitment and ef-
fort needed to enact a desired behavior (Bagozzi 1993; Perugini and 
Conner 2000). Two distinct orientations underpin informants’ psy-
chological orientation: for some, the wish to assert themselves, and 
for others, to protect themselves. Hence, CPR is conceptualized as 
a personality trait whose observable manifestations in an influence 
situation—self-affirmation and self-protection—echoes Higgins’s 
(1997) regulatory focus. CPR is thus defined as the consumer’s con-
scious and voluntary psychological tendency to thwart market influ-

ence attempts, in order to self-regulate his consumer decisions and 
maintain self-control. 

The qualitative study provided 31 items—15 for the “Af-
firmation” and 16 for the “Protection” dimension—that were then 
examined by five experts to assess their clarity and relevance. 26 
remaining items were purified through two data collections, finally 
producing a reliable 7-item scale. In the “salespeople” context as 
well as in the “advertising” context, the scale shows good reliability 
and convergent validity, based on the observation of confirmatory 
factor loadings higher than 0.607. It meets the intra-construct dis-
criminant validity condition as the root average variance extracted 
(AVE) indices for each dimensions exceed the correlation between 
the two CPR dimensions. Though, an alternative one-dimensional 
model (in which the two latent variables are regarded as measuring a 
single construct) was tested. It finally attests to the superiority of the 
two-dimensional model. 

Furthermore, discriminant validity is successfully met since 
CPR is more highly correlated with its two dimensions than with 
other potentially similar constructs such as skepticism, metacogni-
tion, psychological reactance and cynicism. Finally, the relationships 
between the antecedents of CPR and its behavioral consequences are 
tested through structural equation modeling. Based on the theoreti-
cal indices that emerged from the qualitative study and the literature 
review, four antecedents are retained:

• Skepticism (Obermiller and Spangenberg 1988), with 
which a positive relationship is postulated on both CPR 
dimensions.

• Metacognition (Friestad and Wright 1994) and Self-confi-
dence (Bearden, Hardesty, and Rose 2001) as antecedents 
of the “Affirmation” dimension, since persuasion knowl-
edge and self-assurance in everyday life inherently protect 
the consumer against sources of influence.

• Psychological reactance as an antecedent of the “Protec-
tion” dimension, since avoidance behavior is likely to be 
response to the perceived threat of loss of freedom (Clee 
and Wicklund 1980). 

Five effects variables are also considered for testing the predic-
tive validity:

• Smart shopping (Mano and Elliott 1997), second-hand 
shoppers’ critical motivations (Guiot and Roux 2010) and 
the tendency to engage in socially responsible consump-
tion (SRC) (François-Lecompte and Roberts 2006). The 
“Protection” dimension, predisposing consumers to exit, 
is expected to favor smart shopping or secondhand shop-
ping rather than SRC. Conversely, the “Affirmation” di-
mension, prompting consumers to openly engage in resis-
tance to the market, would be positively correlated with 
the SRC dimensions and negatively with smart shopping 
or alternative channel solutions. However, because of the 
volitional character of CPR, deal proneness and impulsive 
buying should be negatively correlated with the two CPR 
dimensions.

As hypothesized, CPR-Affirmation is well predicted by skepti-
cism, metacognition and the two self-confidence dimensions, while 
psychological reactance appears, in addition to skepticism, as a 
specific antecedent of CPR-Protection. Regarding the effects, CPR-
Affirmation well predicts expected orientations—both SRC dimen-
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sions and critical motivations towards secondhand shopping. It is 
negatively linked to deal proneness and impulsive buying. Besides, 
CPR-Protection well predicts smart shopping and critical motiva-
tions toward secondhand shopping, but surprisingly, is positively 
linked to deal proneness and impulsive buying. Similarly, the postu-
lated negative link between the CPR-Protection and SRC proves to 
be non-significant, showing that these consumers seem not to view 
responsible consumption as a relevant orientation to avoid market 
influence.

COnTrIbUTIOns
Ultimately, the CPR scale shows satisfactory psychometric 

properties. It has the advantage of being formulated so as to be 
adaptable to other contexts of market influence mechanisms. Over-
all, it captures consumers’ tendency to resist, which reflects their 
dominant orientation in terms of regulatory focus (Higgins 1997). 
Finally, it shows that while CPR-Affirmation profiles are prone to 
oppose influence attempts, CPR-Protection consumers succumb to 
these more easily than first thought.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Consumption outcomes often induce different consumer post-

purchase responses, with one of them being counterfactual thinking 
(CFT). CFT refers to the process of reflecting on past events and 
simulating alternative possible outcomes. For example, in a con-
sumption context, imagine that a consumer finds her HDTV needs 
repair just after the warranty expires. This consumer may think to 
herself: “If only I had purchased a TV with an extended warranty, I 
would not have to incur so much cost on this repair.” CFT impacts 
consumers’ emotions, judgments and decision making, and occurs in 
a variety of contexts, regardless of the valence of purchase outcomes. 
However, negative purchase outcomes are more likely to evoke CFT 
(Wang, Liang, and Peracchio, 2011). CFT plays an important role in 
an individual’s experience of emotions such as regret and disappoint-
ment (Zeelenberg, van Dijk, van der Pligt, Manstead, van Empelen, 
and Reinderman, 1998) and these emotions influence customer dis-
satisfaction and behavioral response (e.g., brand switching and com-
plaint) (Zeelenberg and Pieters, 2004).

Only a handful of studies have explored the impact of CFT 
on information processing and persuasion in consumer settings. In 
their research, Krishnamurthy and Sivaraman (2002) view CFT as 
a problem-solving function and investigate its influence on future 
problem-solving behaviors. They find that CFT makes consumers 
scrutinize ad claims encountered subsequent to the CFT generating 
episode. Upward CFT makes consumers feel worse vis-a-vis their 
chosen product, making them examine incoming information more 
carefully to prepare for the future. If we think of CFT as a preparative 
(problem-solving) function, CFT may influence consumers’ prefer-
ences for different types of advertising. To examine this possibility 
and identify how CFT impacts such ad receipt, this research focuses 
on ad persuasion processes that involve CFT. In specific, we inves-
tigate how CFT initiated by a negative purchase experience impacts 
consumers’ subsequent receipt of comparative versus noncompara-
tive ads. Such motivational priming processes are only beginning 
to be understood in social psychology (Roese, Hur, & Pennington, 
1999), and have not received much attention in the consumer behav-
ior literature. Expanding on prior research in counterfactual priming 
effects (Kray, Galinsky, & Wong, 2006), our investigation examines 
whether a counterfactual mind-set evoked by a negative consump-
tion episode may influence information processing and persuasion in 
subsequent related as well as unrelated consumption contexts.

We argue that comparative ads evoke both, approach and avoid-
ance motivations, whereas noncomparative ads induce mostly ap-
proach motivations (Jain, Agrawal, and Maheswaran, 2006). Further, 
we expect that when individuals engage in counterfactual compari-
sons, the advertised brand in a comparative ad will be judged more 
favorably than the one in a noncomparative ad. This will be so be-
cause motivations (approach and avoidance) evoked by counterfac-
tual comparisons are consistent with the motivations engendered by 
comparative ads. In contrast, when consumers engage in past-tempo-
ral comparisons (fact-based comparisons as opposed to simulation-
based counterfactual comparisons), the brand in a noncomparative 
ad will be evaluated more positively because of the motivational (ap-
proach) consistency between processing focus and ad frames.

We conducted two experiments examining the impact of CFT 
in response to a previous negative consumption experience on the 

effectiveness of subsequently encountered advertising appeals. Ex-
periment 1’s stimulus featured the same category in the consumption 
experience and the ad. Experiment 2 featured a different category in 
the consumption episode vis-à-vis the one featured in the ad. Varying 
the category enabled us to test the robustness of our findings.

In both experiments, counterfactual thinking (CFT and control) 
and ad format (comparative and noncomparative) were manipulated. 
We hypothesized that when presented with a comparative ad, respon-
dents encouraged to think counterfactually (vs control respondents) 
will generate higher ad evaluations, brand evaluations, and purchase 
intentions. In contrast, when presented with a noncomparative ad, 
control (vs CFT) respondents will generate higher ad evaluations, 
brand evaluations, and purchase intentions. The results for the two 
experiments were consistent with our predictions. Examination and 
analysis of thoughts provided additional support for the hypotheses.

Taken together, these two studies support much of our proposed 
theorizing regarding the effect of CFT on consumers’ processing of 
subsequently encountered messages. In addition, we identify the pro-
cess underlying this pattern of response (matching of motivational 
focus). The findings suggest that CFT evokes both approach and 
avoidance motivation whereas past-temporal comparison induces 
largely approach motivation. This difference in motivation leads to a 
difference in the preference for different ad formats. To our knowl-
edge, this is the first attempt to apply CFT to comparative advertis-
ing contexts and advances our understanding of the impact of CFT 
on ad related persuasion. This research also extends CFT priming 
effects research to subsequent information processing in unrelated 
consumption contexts. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Our paper addresses two key questions: firstly how does the 

built environment, both public and private, mediate family relation-
ships; and secondly, how are certain spaces used to re-create family 
life whereas others allow altered relationships between family mem-
bers to emerge? We use empty nest families as our empirical site for 
investigating how consumption is employed in order to maintain a 
sense of family as family life moves increasingly outside its tradi-
tional setting of the domestic household to a variety of new places 
(e.g. children’s new homes; wider urban spaces and consumption-
scapes) as children move away from home.

This paper draws on two sets of literature: firstly about space 
and place; and secondly about the family. There are two main streams 
of research on place: firstly the servicescape literature about the built 
environment which includes studies on shopping malls (Sandikci 
and Holt 1998); flagship brand stores (Kozinets et al. 2002; Peñaloza 
1999; Sherry 1998a); retail outlets (McGrath 1989; Otnes 1998; Ma-
claran and Brown 2005), and leisure venues (Kozinets et al. 2004). 
The second strand of literature on place relates to the built place 
of the home, for instance homes as part of the extended self (Belk, 
1988); creating ‘homeyness’ (McCracken, 1989); and the material 
culture of the home (Miller 2001; Marcoux 2001a; 2001b; Gregson 
2007). Alongside the literature on place and space we also draw 
on the family literature, most notably Epp and Price’s (2008) work 
which identified that family identity comprises individual, relational 
and collective aspects. 

In our study we concentrate particularly on the relational identi-
ties within families and, most notably, the mother/child dyad as an 
important site for generating relational identities within family via 
activities and consumption practices. We chose to track the changes 
in family life via mothers’ perspectives because women have been 
identified as having the primary responsibility for the creation of 
family life in households via nurturance, socialization, relationality, 
and emotionality (De Vault 1991; Hochschild 1975; Hochschild and 
Machung 1989; Lorber 2000). It is women’s relational identities as 
mothers that are particularly destabilized as they undergo dislocation 
and disruption in the context of empty nest households. The home 
traditionally represents the socio-spatial embeddedness of women’s 
mothering identities; and this dislocation of their relational identities 
(as mothers) from its recognized spatial location (the home) is crucial 
to our examination of how space and place mediate the reconfigura-
tion of social-spatial relationships. 

For our data collection, accordingly, we focused on empty-nest 
mothers’ experiences and feelings during the 18 months just after 
their adult child left the parental home, in order to study, first, how 
mothers work to recreate a sense of family life diffused from the 
fixed physical space of the original family household; and second, 
how both private and public spaces are appropriated (or re-appropri-
ated) as family formation changes and relational mothering selves 
are reconfigured. We collected two data sets: firstly we undertook 27 
in-depth interviews with women whose children have just left home 
(within the last 18 months); and secondly we used participant ob-
servation (netnography) on empty nester bulletin boards (this phase 
lasted for 6 months). As an interpretivist study that falls within the 
Consumer Culture Theory programme of research (e.g. identity 
projects, Arnould and Thompson 2005) we tacked back and forth 

between our qualitative datasets and the literature to analyze and in-
terpret the data, identify themes and conceptualize our findings as an 
early stage in theory building. 

Our conceptualization (Figure 1) flows from our findings 
which we map in relation to two main dimensions: spaces (firstly 
for wandering e.g. consumptionscapes; and secondly, for enclosing 
e.g. domestic places); and relational identities (firstly, maintaining 
the status quo and secondly, changing identities) into four quadrants. 
The first quadrant deals with reifying consumption practices where 
enclosing spaces are private, domestic & inward focused. Here there 
is a strong sense of rootedness and relational attachment; activi-
ties are directed at maintaining the status quo; children’s bedrooms 
are used to freeze time and to tempt children to return home; and 
the materiality of the space physically anchors women’s identities 
as mothers. The second quadrant mediates relational consumption 
practices, and here the child’s new apartment/house acts also as a 
hestial space which means that it can exclude the parents and thus 
represent a threatening time for mothers. Mothers therefore seek  to 
influence their children’s strategic decisions about what to take from 
home and what to leave behind, and thereby try and emplace a sense 
of family life in the child’s new space. The third quadrant is about 
reconfiguring relational consumption practices, and here there is a 
temporary appropriation of public spaces for family life. These are 
hermetic spaces that encourage temporary stays: dwelling by wan-
dering versus dwelling by residing; they are outward rather than in-
ward looking, de-centered rather than centered. These spaces tend to 
be unfamiliar, and invite exploration. In these spaces mothers seek 
ways of adjusting to different types of corporeal engagement and 
explore new ways of being with their children. The fourth and final 
quadrant relates to stabilising relational consumption practices by 
emplacing a continued sense of family life to reinforce the habitual, 
for instance by re-enacting familiar family routines away from home. 
Here we can see that consumptionscapes may have hestial qualities 
(cf. Sherry et al.’s work (2001) on American Girl; and Kozinets et 
al.’s (2002) paper on the ESPN zone). In this case, mothers look for 
more neutral environments in which to meet their children and stabi-
lise existing relations. 

Figure 1: nature of Family relational Consumption Practices 
Across Public  & Private spaces

Spaces for wandering
(consumptionscapes)

Enclosing spaces
(Domestic Spaces)

Maintaining relational 
status quo

Changing relational identities

STABILISING

e.g. Traditional family 
venues/hols etc

RECONFIGURING

e.g. New spaces for conducting 
family life (launderette, new 
restaurants etc)

REIFYING

e.g. The home & 
children’s bedrooms

MEDIATING

e.g. Child’s new 
space & the 
‘negotiated’ gift
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In conclusion our study shows firstly, how relational identity 
changes over time and space, and the use of implacement practices 
(e.g. defending, maintaining or changing the relational self in dyads) 
by mothers to maintain a sense of family life; secondly  the embed-
ded nature of power relations and  how they change over time and 
space, and how the balance tips between mother and child; and third-
ly, how relational identities operate across public and private spheres 
and how space is used strategically with respect to relational identity.   
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT 

1. Literature review
“What is the value of the different personality dimensions? Are 

certain personality dimensions more valuable at driving preference 
or loyalty than others?” 

(Keller and Lehmann 2006, 741)
In the mature and highly competitive retailing environment, 

customers are more value conscious than ever before. Therefore, 
creating customer value is particularly vital for retailers to obtain 
satisfied and loyal customers (Sweeney and Soutar 2001). In line 
with Zeithaml’s (1988, 4) definition that “perceived value is the 
consumer’s overall assessment of the utility of a product based on 
perceptions of what is received and what is given”, there has been a 
general consensus that customer value involves a trade-off between 
benefits and costs.

According to the utility theory which provides a theoretical un-
derpinning for the value concept (He and Mukherjee 2007), custom-
ers do not buy products for their own sake, nor do they patronize 
retailers for merely functional benefits. We propose store personal-
ity as a potential source of value in retailing and define it as “the 
way in which the store is defined in the shopper’s mind, partly by its 
functional qualities and partly by an aura of psychological attributes” 
(Martineau 1958, 47). Just as personality has been proven to serve as 
a viable metaphor to ascribe stable human characteristics to product 
brands, so can retail brands be expected to serve as symbolic devices 
(Caprara, Barbaranelli, and Gianluigi 1998). As such, the consumer’s 
first, general impression of a store’s personality may be positive and 
subsequently color further elaborative information processing on the 
store and its offerings (Freling, Crosno, and Henard 2011). 

2. research Objectives
This study examines the strategic role of store personality and 

the related construct self-congruity (i.e., the match between the cus-
tomer’s personality and store personality) by assessing their effect on 
customer value. Additionally, we investigate the potential interaction 
between store personality and self-congruity.

Figure 1 summarizes our hypotheses, with H1 and H2 as the fo-
cus of our research. Apart from unpleasantness, all store personality 
dimensions as well as self-congruity are hypothesized to positively 
impact customer value. Furthermore, the relationship between store 
personality and value is expected to be strengthened by perceived 
self-congruity (i.e., H10).

To obtain a full understanding of the impact of store personality 
and self-congruity on customer value, we take existing knowledge 
about the nomological web of these constructs into account (see Fig-
ure 1). 

Figure 1 
COnCEPTUAL MOdEL

With these research objectives in mind, four unique aspects 
of this study differentiate it from previous studies. First, whereas 
the dominant focus in most customer value studies is on the con-
sequences of customer value (Cronin, Brady, and Hult 2000), our 
focus is rather on the antecedent side. Second, rather than focusing 
on the most easily observable (and also the most straightforward to 
copy by competitors) store cues, such as price, merchandise qual-
ity or store design (Baker, Parasuraman, Grewal, and Voss 2002), 
the antecedents under study situate at a higher level of abstraction. 
Third, although customer value, personality, and self-congruity are 
extensively studied in a product context, these concepts are relatively 
scarcely studied in retailing (Sirgy, Grewal, and Mangleburg 2000). 
Fourth, we contribute to the research stream on the conceptualization 
and operationalization of both customer value and store personal-
ity. With regard to customer value, Holbrook’s (1999) Typology is 
adapted to a retail setting, resulting in seven retail value types (i.e., 
efficiency, product excellence, service excellence, aesthetics, play, 
social-, and altruistic value), as opposed to the traditional dichoto-
mous view on shopping value (i.e., utilitarian and hedonic value; 
Babin, Darden, and Griffin 1994). With respect to store personality, 
the robustness of d’Astous and Lévesque’s (2003) operationalization 
is formally tested.

3. Methodology
We collected data from 206 visitors (61% female) of an interna-

tional fashion retailer. The questionnaire consists of existing scales 
adapted to the setting at hand. As our conceptual model contains both 
reflective and formative constructs, we opted for PLS path modeling 
to estimate the relationships. We evaluated the statistical significance 
of the parameter estimates by using bootstrapping procedures based 
on 5000 samples. 

Since customer value is a second-order construct, we used the 
two-stage approach to model it in PLS (Reinartz, Krafft, and Hoyer 
2003; Ringle, Sarstedt, and Detmar 2012). 

In order to prevent multicollinearity problems commonly asso-
ciated with the product indicator approach, we tested the interaction 
effect between store personality and self-congruity by using the or-
thogonalizing approach (cf. Lance 1988; Little, Bovaird, and Wida-
man 2006).
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4. results
First, we examined the measurement model and conclude that 

all constructs display favorable psychometric properties. 
With regard to the structural model, the R-squared values indi-

cate that our model is very well supported by the data. 
Regarding our main hypotheses, we can conclude that both 

store personality and self-congruity have a significant influence on 
customer value, supporting respectively H1 and H2. In order of de-
creasing (absolute) magnitude of coefficients, value is significantly 
influenced by self-congruity, solidity, unpleasantness, enthusiasm, 
and genuineness. 

Turning to H10, related to the moderating influence of self-con-
gruity on the relationship between store personality and the outcome 
variables, we fail to find any significant effect. Hence, H10 is not 
supported by our data.

5. discussion and Further research
Our findings indicate that store personality indeed can be con-

sidered as a source of customer value. Value has been recognized as 
one of the most significant factors in the success of organizations 
(Slater 1997), leading to satisfaction and loyalty (Cronin et al. 2000). 
Since the latter two constructs are widely acknowledged as anteced-
ents of a firm’s financial performance (e.g., Anderson, Fornell, and 
Lehmann 1994), investing in store personality potentially offers a 
good return on marketing.

Additionally, self-congruity is found to have a positive effect 
on customer value but the moderating effect was not supported. Al-
though future research is needed to assess whether this particular 
finding indeed holds, our results are consistent with the notion that 
store personality and self-congruity are separate and complementary 
constructs (Helgeson and Supphellen 2004) and that store personal-
ity is valued regardless of whether there is a match with the self-
concept (Zentes, Morschett, and Schramm-Klein 2008).
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT 
We propose that an important yet overlooked variable affecting 

individuals’ willingness to be charitable is how the social context 
provides comparative information regarding being better (vs. worse) 
off than others. As a result, seemingly irrelevant social comparison 
situations--such as one’s relative position in line at a store—can af-
fect individuals’ propensity to be charitable. Specifically, social com-
parisons can vary in terms of direction (Aspinwall and Taylor 1993; 
Taylor, Wayment and Carrillo 1996). For instance, comparisons can 
be with those in a relatively better position (i.e., upward compari-
sons) or worse position (i.e., downward comparisons). Direction of 
comparison is important because it can have different motivational 
effects. For instance, upward comparisons can motivate individuals 
to improve their relative position (i.e., a self-improvement motive), 
whereas downward comparisons can cause individuals to relax such 
motives (Taylor et al 1996). We build upon this literature by propos-
ing that downward (vs. upward) comparisons cause individuals to 
feel a general sense of accomplishment, which in turn frees them 
to benefit from sharing their resources with others (e.g., to view 
themselves as kind and generous). Conversely, upward comparisons 
should cause individuals to feel less accomplished, thereby motivat-
ing them to devote their resources to improving themselves rather 
than helping others. In summary, downward (vs. upward) compari-
sons should cause individuals to be more receptive to subsequent 
charitable appeals (H1). We test this and the basis of H1 through 
moderation and mediation in four studies. 

In study 1, we test H1 by giving participants a purchasing sce-
nario in which they have spent less or more than a co-worker for 
the same product (a downward vs. upward comparison respective-
ly), after which they are asked whether they would buy a candy bar 
with a charity incentive (i.e., part of the proceeds goes to charity). 
Because social comparison (SC) effects should be strongest among 
those less confident in their abilities in the domain being compared 
(Festinger 1954), we measured confidence in the compared domain 
(i.e., consumer self-confidence; Bearden, Hardesty and Rose 2001) 
and expected SC effects to be strongest when confidence is low (H2). 
Consistent with H1, downward (vs. upward) comparisons led to 
higher purchase intentions (b = .95, p =.001) and willingness-to-pay, 
or WTP (b = .82, p = .01). Furthermore, the SC x confidence interac-
tion was significant for purchase intentions (b = -1.52, p < .001) and 
WTP (b = -.92, p <.05; see Figure 1). Consistent with H2, SC had 
a significant effect on intentions and WTP for those with less (vs. 
more) confidence in their purchasing decisions.

In study 2, we examine whether these SC effects are specific 
to the presence of a charitable incentive. If downward (vs. upward) 
comparisons free individuals to use their resources to view them-
selves positively by helping others, then downward (vs. upward) 
comparisons should cause individuals to be more receptive to prod-
ucts when they are bundled (vs. unbundled) with a charity incentive 
(H3). We tested H3 with a different manipulation of SC and product 
(a barbeque lunch) that either had a charitable incentive or not. Con-
sistent with H3, a significant interaction emerged for purchase inten-
tions (F(1, 149) = 4.61, p < .05) and WTP (F(1, 149) = 6.40, p =.01).  
When the product was bundled with a charity incentive, purchase 
intentions were higher among those in the downward than upward 
condition (Ms = 1.17 vs. .59, F(1, 149) = 4.35 p < .05), whereas when 
the product did not have a charity incentive, there was no significant 

Figure 1 
Interactive Effect of Confidence and Direction of  

Comparison on Willingness to be Charitable 
Figure 1A. Purchase Intentions (Mean Centered)
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difference between conditions (Ms = .18 vs. .53, F(1, 149) = 1.32, 
NS).  The results for WTP similarly supported our predictions.

If those making downward (vs. upward) comparisons are more 
receptive to charitable requests because such acts allow them to 
view themselves as kind and generous, then our predicted SC effects 
should be greatest among those who highly value such characteris-
tics-- when individuals have a high (vs. low) moral identity (H4). 
Thus, in study 3, we measured moral identity (Aquino and Reed 
2002) as well as used a SC manipulation using line queues (Zhou 
and Soman 2003), thereby making the compared resource time rather 
than money.  Supporting H4, the interaction was significant for both 
purchase intentions (b = .26, p < .05) and WTP (b = .95, p < .005; see 
Figure 2). Downward comparisons led to higher purchase intentions 
and WTP than upward comparisons only when individuals had a high 
moral identity (b = 1.07, p <.05 and b = 2.73, p < .05 respectively). 
For those with a low moral identity, SC had no significant effect on 
purchase intentions (b = -.67, NS) or WTP (b = -1.93, NS).

The final study was designed to test personal accomplishment 
as a mediator (H5) in addition to measuring donation behaviors and 
donations of time. SC was manipulated by providing participants 
with false feedback on a performance test. As part of an ostensibly 
unrelated study on consumer decision making, participants had the 
opportunity to win $25. Similar to past measures of helping behavior 
(Cialdini and Kendrick 1976), participants were told that they had
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Figure 2 
Interactive Effect of Moral Identity and direction of 

Comparison on Willingness to be Charitable  
Figure 2A. Purchase Intentions (Mean Centered)
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five raffle tickets that they could use all, some, or none of to enter 
themselves (vs. a charity) in the raffle. As predicted, those in the 
downward condition donated more tickets to charity than those in 
the upward condition did (Ms = 4.38 vs. 3.37; F(1, 52) = 6.60, p = 
.01). In addition, a higher proportion of those in the downward than 

upward condition opted-in to a volunteering email list (35% vs. 7%; 
χ2 = 6.58, p = .01). Furthermore, those in the downward (vs. upward) 
condition had a higher willingness to volunteer their time (Ms = 4.78 
vs. 3.73; F(1, 52) = 5.05, p < .05). Moreover, the mediation results 
using bootstrapping methods showed that the indirect effect from SC 
to prosocial behaviors and intentions through perceived accomplish-
ment was significantly different from zero at p < .05. In conclusion, 
the results of these four studies provide support for our theory of the 
incidental effects of social comparison on prosocial behavior.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT:
Poor food choices have far reaching negative consequences for 

consumers including obesity and decreased quality of life (Chandon 
and Wansink 2007) and have contributed to the burgeoning health-
care crisis (Cheema and Soman 2008). As a result, government pro-
grams and mandates to inform consumers of the caloric content of 
their food choices have been implemented across the United States 
(Rosenbloom 2010). However, we suggest an alternative to these 
programs by developing the mindfulness of consumers through emo-
tional ability training. Emotional ability training has the potential to 
enable consumers to more systematically think about their choices 
and subvert underlying tendencies to engage in unhealthy, yet he-
donically rewarding decisions.

In this research, we draw upon the emotional calibration frame-
work to understand how emotions impact food choice. Emotional 
calibration involves the correspondence between one’s emotional in-
telligence (EI, also known as emotional ability; Kidwell et al. 2008a) 
and consumers’ confidence in their emotional ability (i.e., subjec-
tive emotional knowledge). Since emotions can have profound influ-
ences on daily decisions (Schwarz and Clore 1996), enhancing one’s 
knowledge about emotions and how emotions can be used to make 
better quality decisions. Despite the potential importance of train-
ing people to more effectively use their emotions, research has yet 
to develop and implement an EI training program that not only can 
increase emotional abilities, but also show improvements in perfor-
mance of trained individuals. In two studies, we utilize the default-
interventionist framework (Evans 2008) to show that the develop-
ment of emotional intelligence creates more emotionally calibrated 
consumers (Kidwell et al. 2008b), allows individuals to more ana-
lytically process their food decisions, and ultimately improves food 
choice. Conversely, individuals who lack emotional abilities are sus-
ceptible to heuristic processing of food choices (i.e. tasty = unhealthy 
heuristic; Raghunathan, Naylor, and Hoyer 2006) and subsequently 
make poorer food choices.

sTUdY 1
Participants completed either EI training or training in nutrition 

knowledge (NK; mirroring current government mandates). One hun-
dred and twenty-three students with high confidence and low emo-
tional ability were selected from a prescreening survey that includ-
ed the consumer EI scale (CEIS, Kidwell et al. 2008a) and related 
confidence items. Of the 123 individuals contacted, 49 signed up to 
participate in the study (Response Rate = 39.8%, 25 EI participants 
and 24 NK participants). Participants in both conditions completed a 
45-minute training session described as equally informative (p > .05) 
and clear (p > .05) across training conditions.

After training, participants completed the CEIS and related 
confidence items. Participants also completed the unhealthy = tasty 
Implicit Association Test (IAT; Raghunathan et al. 2006). Upon leav-
ing the lab session, participants completed the study by keeping a 24 
hour food diary of all food and drinks consumed 48 hours after their 
training session. Calories were computed via independent raters. The 
diary also contained follow-up items measuring how analytically 
their food choices were made during the 24 hour period.

Results showed significantly higher emotional intelligence for 
EI trained participants (norm CEIS score = 109.83) relative to NK 
trained participants (87.98, p < .01). Furthermore, EI trained partici-
pants reported significantly lower caloric intake (M = 1823) relative 
to NK trained participants (M = 2388, p < .05). Lastly, PLS was used 
to demonstrate that emotional calibration was positively related to 
analytic processing (ß =.37, t44 = 2.37 p < .05), which was negative-
ly related to caloric intake (ß = -.32, t44 = -2.45, p < .05). Conversely, 
emotional calibration was negatively related to heuristic processing 
(ß = -.39, t44 = -3.72 p < .05), which was positively related to caloric 
intake (ß = .28, t44 = 3.56, p < .05). Study 1 thus demonstrates the 
ability of emotional ability training to improve food choice. Study 2 
investigated the impact of EI training on confidence, identified the 
underlying mechanism of positive arousal, and demonstrated the lon-
gitudinal effect of training on caloric intake.

sTUdY 2
Participants completed either EI training or were in a no-training 

control condition. Two hundred and seventy students with low con-
fidence and low emotional ability were selected from a prescreening 
survey. Of the 270 individuals contacted, 69 signed up to participate 
in the study (Response Rate = 39.8%, 34 EI trained participants and 
35 control participants).

The design was similar to Study 1. However, after participants 
were (not) trained, they completed measures of positive arousal to-
ward their food decisions in addition to the CEIS, confidence items, 
and the IAT. After the lab session concluded, participants again com-
pleted a food diary after training with similar explicit processing 
items.

Results provided additional support for the effects of training on 
emotional ability, confidence, analytic processing, and food choice. 
Individuals in the EI group following training scored higher on the 
CEIS than the control group (M = 108.5 vs. 91.1, t61 = 5.64, p < 
.01). Furthermore, individuals trained in EI had higher reported con-
fidence in their emotional ability relative to individuals in the control 
group (M = 89% vs. 68.6%, t61 = 5.96, p < .01). PLS analysis dem-
onstrated support for the proposed model. Emotional calibration was 
positively related to positive arousal (ß =.30, t59 = 2.90, p < .01), 
which was positively related to explicit processing (ß = .19, t59 = 
2.13, p < .05). Explicit processing was negatively related to caloric 
intake (ß = -.17, t59 = -2.02, p < .05).

Approximately 3 months after completing the initial food diary, 
participants were again contacted to complete another 24 hour food 
diary. 17 EI trained and 20 control participants completed the follow 
up diary for 10 dollars. Results remained consistent as EI trained 
participants consumed significantly fewer calories relative to control 
participants (Ms = 1555 vs. 2173, t35 = 4.13, p < .01). These results 
provide support for the longitudinal effects of EI training on caloric 
intake.

The results of two studies demonstrate the ability of emotional 
ability training to increase the mindfulness of individual food choice 
and improve food decision making. These findings further develop 
the emotional calibration framework and provide implications for 
transformative research and government programs and mandates 
aimed at improving consumer health.
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Figure 1. Theoretical Model of Emotional Calibration on 
Consumer decision Quality
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT:
At the forefront of the sustainability movement are efforts to 

increase environmental consciousness and promote sustainable con-
sumption (McDonagh, Dobscha, and Prothero 2012). Yet, many 
consumers are either skeptical of or reluctant to embrace green mar-
keting efforts (Luchs et al., 2010). Considerable research has been 
devoted to understanding and overcoming this reluctance through 
policy, regulatory, market, and technological innovations (Critten-
den et al., 2011). However, very little progress has been made in 
actually changing behavior (Polonsky 2011; Prothero, et al. 2011). 
Given the sharp divide in attitudes toward many sustainability issues 
(e.g., climate change) between groups on different sides of the politi-
cal aisle (Baumgartner and Jones 2009; Kim, Rao, and Lee 2009), 
surprisingly little attention has been paid to understanding how dif-
ferences in political ideology might influence sustainable behaviors. 
For example, might conservatives and liberals be differentially likely 
to engage in specific sustainable behaviors like recycling or purchas-
ing green products? Might different types of appeals targeted to these 
two groups of consumers, based on their underlying ideological dif-
ferences, be more effective at persuading them to adopt environmen-
tally conscious behaviors? If so, what process can inform us about 
how these consumers are influenced? 

In this research, we investigate the impact political ideology has 
on sustainability practices and propose ways to appeal to liberals and 
conservatives based on their underlying moral foundations. In addi-
tion, we uncover the mechanism by which political appeals influence 
intentions and demonstrate how the behaviors of each ideology can 
ultimately be changed through tailored persuasive appeals. 

In our efforts to address these issues, we make four main con-
tributions. First, we examine the understudied area of how political 
ideology affects consumer behavior in order to understand its impact 
on sustainability. Second, we highlight the underlying moral founda-
tions of each ideology and develop persuasive appeals based on these 
foundations to influence disposition behavior (recycling) as well as 
the spillover effects on acquisition (selection of sustainable products) 
and usage (conservation of resources) behaviors. Third, we examine 
the effectiveness of these persuasive appeals in a 113-household lon-
gitudinal field study on recycling behavior. Fourth, we offer practical 
implications for marketers, public policy officials, and environmen-
tal scientists interested in changing acquisition, consumption, and 
disposition-related behavior. 

Matching Persuasion to Moral Foundations
We developed persuasive appeals that are congruent with con-

servative and liberal moral foundations to promote enhanced sustain-
able behaviors. Given that conservatives value duty, authority, self-
discipline, and actions consistent with their in-group’s social norms 
(Graham et al. 2009; McAdams et al. 2008), we created a persuasive 
appeal designed around the message to “joint the fight” to help the 
environment. This type of messaging incorporates adherence to so-
cial norms and in-group effects while promoting actions that will 
strengthen the social order (Janoff-Bulman et al. 2009). This is also 
consistent with a binding moral foundation in that this appeal uses 
terms like we, citizens, duty, and our as well as images of patrio-
tism. Conversely, liberals value empathy, fairness, and individuality 
(McAdams et al. 2008; Morrison and Miller 2008). We developed a 

message designed to appeal to liberals underlying moral foundation 
revolving around “making a difference.” This type of messaging sets 
the individual apart as one who helps others while promoting behav-
iors or actions that improve overall social justice (Janoff-Bulman et 
al. 2009). This is consistent with an individualizing appeal through 
a call to individual action, images of helping and fairness, and relies 
on a caring nature.  

study 1
Eighty-two undergraduate business students completed mea-

sures of political ideology and moral foundations. Specifically, 40 
participants saw a “Join the Fight” binding appeal while 42 partici-
pants saw the “Make a Difference” individualizing appeal. Next, par-
ticipants completed a thought listing task and a manipulation check 
measure assessing the moral foundations associated with the appeals. 
Lastly, participants completed recycling intention measures.

A chi-square test of independence revealed a significant differ-
ence in the number of foundational thoughts generated by the differ-
ent appeals. In addition, the full model was also significant (F(3, 78) 
= 2.98, p < .05). The results revealed a significant interaction of po-
litical ideology by appeal (ß = .82, t(78) = 2.37, p < .05). The results 
of study 1 provided support that congruent moral foundation appeals 
affect intentions to recycle depending upon one’s political ideology. 

study 2
Study 2 was conducted to examine the mediating effect of flu-

ency on the relationship between the interaction of political ideology 
and appeal to recycling intentions. We also rule out two alternative 
possibilities that might reasonably result from message congruence. 

Specifically, 73 participants saw the “Join the Fight” appeal 
while 69 participants saw the “Make a Difference” appeal. Next, par-
ticipants completed process measures pertaining to fluency, involve-
ment, and recycling efficacy related to the appeals, and finally their 
intentions to recycle, purchase compact fluorescent light bulbs, and 
to conserve water.

The indirect effect of the interaction onto recycling intentions 
through fluency revealed a positive and significant indirect effect (ß 
= .10) as the 95% confidence interval did not include zero (CI: .02 to 
.26). Study 2 demonstrated that appeals congruent with moral foun-
dations are more effective due to fluency than incongruent appeals. 
Enhanced fluency positively influenced intentions to recycle as well 
as have spillover effects on acquisition and usage disposition inten-
tions. 

study 3
Study 3 was conducted to assess the effectiveness of our per-

suasive appeals on actual recycling behavior in a longitudinal field 
setting. Specifically, a 14-week field study was conducted to assess 
the effects of the two persuasive appeals on recycling behaviors of 
households from a typical southeastern U.S. city.

Study 3 provided an examination of persuasive appeals designed 
to initiate recycling behavior across 113 households. The congruent 
appeals resulted in greater recycling than the control conditions (t 
= 2.04, p < .05 and t = 2.47, p < .05). Appeals congruent with un-
derlying moral foundations were found to influence actual recycling 
behavior for both liberals and conservatives over a 14- week period. 
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Putting Your Eggs in One basket: sex ratio Effects on bet-Hedging
Joshua Ackerman, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, USA
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Human populations, from towns to regions to countries, vary 

in their distributions of men and women. These differences in op-
erational sex ratio, the relative number of sexually mature men to 
women, can produce marked changes in various cognitions and ac-
tions, such as modulating tendencies toward aggression, parenting 
style, and long-term vs. short-term romantic proclivities (e.g., Barber 
2001). The same is also true in a wide variety of animal species (e.g., 
Kvarnemo and Anhesjo 1996). Differences in population sex ratios 
index the availability of potential mates and can produce competitive 
behaviors even in individuals not actively seeking romance. Recent 
research has shown that, in addition to real skews in sex ratios, per-
ceptions of sex ratio skew can also lead people to change their behav-
ior. For instance, male students who believed their school was popu-
lated by more men than women (an unfavorable ratio for heterosexual 
males) were less likely to save income and more likely to spend to 
the point of debt (Griskevicius et al. 2012). In the current paper, we 
expand on this research by investigating how changes in sex ratios 
affect the more general process of decision-making under uncertainty. 
We do so by asking whether perceptions of increased and decreased 
potential mate availability directly influence preferences for option 
variability in situations where choice entails risk. Specifically, we test 
whether sex ratio skew affects bet-hedging behavior.

Bet-hedging refers to the notion that individuals often gain long-
term utility by lowering the variance of their decisions and spreading 
risk over possible outcomes (Slatkin 1974). A specific form of bet-
hedging, diversified bet-hedging, involves an individual investing 
resources in several (possibly competing) strategies simultaneously 
(Olofsson, Ripa and Jonzén 2009). That is, not “putting all your eggs 
in one basket.” Diversified bet-hedging is often considered to be a 
safer strategy than investing resources in single-options and thus is 
more often employed by individuals with a relatively short time-
horizon (Olofsson et al. 2009). In contrast, we predict the percep-
tions of decreased mate availability that accompany an unfavorable 
sex ratio will produce a competitive mindset through which people 
(implicitly) presume that success necessitates risk-taking (cf., Kun-
reuther and Wright 1979). Further, we predict that this mindset can 
generalize to other decision-contexts. Thus, we expect that exposure 
to unfavorable sex ratios will produce decreases in diversified bet-
hedging behavior.

Study 1 investigated this idea in the context of gambles. Par-
ticipants took part in a study labeled “accuracy in interpersonal per-
ception and memory.” Participants were briefly shown multiple ar-
rays of face photographs ostensibly taken from the local area (e.g., 
campus, websites) and were told they would complete a memory 
test on these faces later in the study. After each array, participants 
recalled the number of men and women in each set as a measure of 
“accuracy.” These arrays varied in the ratio of female to male faces, 
and were either female-biased or male-biased between-participants 
(from 68-78% of the more numerous sex). As an interlude before 
a (non-existent) final memory test, participants completed several 
supposed distracter items, beginning with the primary dependent 
measure. This task required participants to imagine playing a lottery 
and choosing between one of two options, either 1 $10 ticket with a 
possible $10,000 prize or 10 $1 tickets for a possible $1,000 prize. 
Analyses revealed that, consistent with predictions, people who 
viewed unfavorable ratios (men + male-biased, women + female-

biased) were more likely to choose the single ticket, high-payoff/
high-risk option—to put their eggs in one basket—than people who 
viewed favorable ratios.

Study 2 expanded on this finding by testing outcomes that al-
lowed for a greater degree of decision diversification. Participants 
received a similar cover story, and after completing the face array 
tasks, were told that they would complete several tasks prior to a 
face memory test. These two tasks included a retirement account in-
vestment procedure and a public funds investment procedure. The 
retirement procedure involved making allocation decisions regarding 
the percentage of one’s investment that should be assigned to stocks 
(described as higher risk, higher return), bonds (lower risk, lower 
return) and cash (no risk, little if any return). The public funds proce-
dure asked participants to imagine that four companies were working 
on a disease vaccine to prevent a possible future epidemic, and to 
decide how the government should allocate research funding support 
between the four (with funding described as increasing a company’s 
research speed, but not necessarily success). For each procedure, de-
cision variance (spread of allocations across the options) was used 
as the dependent measure. Both measures showed similar patterns: 
People who viewed unfavorable sex ratios invested more money into 
fewer options, again putting their eggs into fewer baskets.

In summary, two studies show that perceptions of environmen-
tal variation in the relative numbers of men and women can influence 
whether people choose to diversify their decision outcomes or not. 
“Unfavorable” sex ratios led to less diversification and more high-
risk/high-reward decisions, consistent with the interpretation that 
success under such conditions necessitates risk-taking. This work 
contributes to our understanding of the incidental factors that elicit 
risky behavior and highlights how decision domains with quite im-
portant long-term relevance (e.g., retirement accounts, research fund-
ing) are susceptible to seemingly irrelevant situational cues. Future 
research will investigate particular mediating mechanisms and indi-
vidual differences that may play a role in these decision strategies.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Many studies have explored the way people dispose of items 

they no longer want (Jacoby, Berning and Dietvorst 1977; Cherrier 
2009; Arsel and Dobsha 2011) either through the market economy 
(Chu and Liao 2009; Sherry 1990), the kith and kin gift economy 
(Price, Arnould and Curasi 2000), charities (Bendapudi, Singh and 
Bendapudi 1996) or online (Nelson, Rademacher and Paek 2007; 
Arsel and Dobsha 2011). Studies investigating online recycling have 
generally looked at the trend from a community perspective, con-
cluding that giveaway websites are underpinned by a mechanism 
of generalised reciprocity. However, these websites have a specific 
feature that makes it interesting to analyse the online giving process 
from an individual slant since, unlike giving possessions to charities, 
free recycling websites enable the giver to meet the unknown recipi-
ent and, unlike gifts to close friends or family, they allow the giver to 
meet a stranger. In short, free recycling websites offer a new channel 
whereby individuals can give things away to a stranger in person, a 
factor that is likely to change the way givers perceive gift-giving. 
Underpinned by research on the difficulties inherent to giving (Price, 
Arnould and Curasi 2000; Lastovika and Fernandez 2005; Marcoux 
2009), our paper illustrates how recycling websites resolve the ten-
sions that the giver may otherwise be confronted with when giving, 
by offering an encounter with an alien recipient. 

rEVIEW OF THE LITErATUrE
Many studies have highlighted the romantic aspects of giving 

(Belk and Coon 1993; Joy 2001), but the process also has a darker 
side (Sherry, McGrath and Levy 1993; Ruth, Otnes and Brunel 1999; 
Marcoux 2009). Gifts to kith and kin can lead to unease in both the 
giver and the recipient. The giver is not entirely free when giving, but 
is trapped in a web of constraints and norms. Giving to friends and 
family not only means that the giver gives, but also that the recipi-
ent must receive (Gouldner 1960) or must reciprocate (Godbout and 
Caillé 1992). Giving to charities, on the other hand, presents fewer 
constraints, and is underpinned by a notion of solidarity (Frémeaux 
and Michelson 2011). However, it can also be a source of frustration 
for the givers who have no idea what happens to their donations. In 
effect, some people need to meet the future beneficiary in order to 
be able to detach themselves from their possessions (Roster 2001; 
Lastovicka and Fernandez 2005). While previously, only the mar-
ket enabled two strangers to meet in the circulation of second-hand 
goods (Herrmann, 1997), today free recycling websites also offer this 
possibility. Our aim is to explore what this encounter means to the 
online giver.

METHOdOLOGY
To understand how givers experience online recycling and what 

it means to them as individuals, we conducted 27 long interviews 
(McCracken 1986), adopting a phenomenological approach (Thomp-
son, Locander and Pollio 1989). The respondents were recruited 
through the managers of the free recycling websites www.recupe.
net, www.donnons.org and www.recupe.fr, who put us in touch with 
givers. The interviews began with the question “Can you tell me 
about the different options you choose when you decide to get rid 
of something?” and then focused on online recycling and how this is 
experienced by the giver. 

FIndInGs
In addition to the practical and environmentally-friendly nature 

of the practice (Nelson, Rademacher and Paek 2007; Arsel and Dobs-
cha 2011), our analysis led us to identify two central factors that give 
insights into the meaning of the online recycling experience: first, 
givers experience it as spontaneous gift-giving rather than just an op-
portunity to get rid of unwanted clutter. Second, the gesture is given 
its full sense through the encounter with the unknown recipient. This 
specific feature of online recycling removes the obstacles inherent 
to the three-way gift-giving process that arise in other forms of gift-
giving (Mauss 1924): i.e. the giving, the receiving and the return.

With regard to giving, online recycling means that the giver 
does not run the risk of a refusal as may be the case when giving 
to friends or family, or to a charity. A refusal is often painful for 
the giver: by refusing an object, individuals signal a rejection of the 
relationship. Refusal is very rare in online recycling as recipients are 
aware of the state of the items they will find at the givers’ beforehand. 
Consequently, givers are able to give ‘everything away as they are 
not worried about being judged for the ‘poor’ quality of their objects. 
With regard to receiving, the giver chooses the future beneficiary he 
or she will meet in order to give them the object, along with its his-
tory, its wear and tear and its special way of working. In listening 
to the giver, the recipient implicitly makes a promise to take care of 
the object, thereby reassuring the former (Lastovicka and Fernandez 
2005). Finally, with regard to the return, the interaction with the re-
cipient makes the giver feel (s)he exists and is recognised. Online 
recycling fulfils the need of givers for recognition, without neces-
sarily creating a bond of dependence: the meeting is a brief, one-off 
situation, and reciprocity is immediate. The desire not to get involved 
with the recipient, that is also reflected in other studies (Bajde 2009), 
can be seen in the way the items are passed on: some givers will 
place the items in a neutral space like the hallway or the corridor 
(Korosec Serfaty 1988) to ensure that the recipient does not trespass 
on the giver’s privacy. 

COnCLUsIOn
This article adds to current research on the circulation of sec-

ond-hand goods (Lucas 2002; Cherrier 2009) in several ways. The 
study contributes to our understanding of the topic by analysing on-
line recycling websites from the perspective of the individual. This is 
interesting in view of one specific feature of such websites, namely 
the encounter with an unknown recipient. 

The article also illustrates how free recycling websites remove 
the difficulties inherent in giving to kith and kin or to charities. Such 
sites offer givers the potential for rewarding interaction with the re-
cipient that is also liberating. It is rewarding since they are recog-
nised for their gesture, unlike giving objects to charities. At the same 
time, it liberates the giver as, even if there is a meeting with the 
recipient, it is brief, reciprocity is immediate and it does not create 
a relationship or a bond of dependence in the same way as a gift to 
family or friends. At the same time, the study enriches the model 
proposed by Marcoux (2009): by removing the obstacles linked to 
giving, free recycling websites offer individuals the possibility to re-
main in the gift economy. The gift economy and the market economy 
are two options that free individuals from the obligations inherent 
to other forms of giving, although they are not mutually exclusive.
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The article has implications with regard to three pillars of sus-
tainable development: i.e. economic, as the free flow of objects facil-
itates the decision to replace them (Roster and Richins 2009); social, 
as free recycling websites help people to find what they need at less 
cost, while developing social links, and finally, environmental, as 
free recycling websites contribute to reducing the volume of waste. 

Finally, our research opens up several potential avenues for 
further research to enhance our understanding of online recycling. 
While our study focuses on givers, an investigation of the recipi-
ents could raise some interesting questions: what signals does the 
recipient put out that the giver picks up as recognition for his or her 
gesture, for instance? How does the recipient receive a gift via the 
Internet? Why does the recipient use free recycling websites apart 
from the obvious reason of getting something for free?
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From Luxury Counterfeits to Genuine Goods: Why Would Consumers switch?
Anne-Flore Maman Larraufie, INSEEC & SemioConsult, France

ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Counterfeiting of luxury goods is a key issue for all major lux-

ury industries. Some conglomerates such as LVMH have even set 
up some kind of fighting force to identify, to arrest and to sue coun-
terfeiters. However, little attention has been paid to those consum-
ers who occasionally or on a regular basis do mix legal and illegal 
purchases of luxury goods (Ha and Lennon 2006; Wilcox, Kim, and 
Sen 2009). Various reasons have been advanced as triggers, from 
demographics characteristics (Safa and Jessica 2005) to postmod-
ern ethics (Maman 2009), including rational price-saving strategies. 
This article aims at providing a different view to the issue: instead of 
focusing on the reasons why people buy fake luxuries, it has a look 
at what would make these consumers turn to the purchase of their 
genuine versions.

To our knowledge, no past research has been conducted to 
investigate how consumers of non-deceptive luxury counterfeits 
(knowingly buying a counterfeit good) perceive the worlds of luxury 
and hence which kind of arguments could be used by luxury compa-
nies to convince those people to switch from the fake to the genuine 
item. Therefore, the present research will be exploratory by nature, 
in a discovery-oriented perspective. This is to pave the way for future 
more confirmatory research, by reducing the chance of beginning 
with an inadequate, incorrect or misleading set of research objec-
tives.

Hence, we defined on purpose quite broadly our research ques-
tions: How do consumers of non-deceptive luxury counterfeits 
perceive the worlds of luxury and of counterfeiting? What makes 
them stay away from luxury houses? How could marketers use such 
knowledge to capture these consumers?

To answer these questions, we relied upon a qualitative method-
ology, as it looked like the most appropriate way to really get insights 
and understandings from the consumers. The selected research meth-
od was in-depth interviews, for they “are much the same as psycho-
logical, clinical interview” (Zikmund and Babin 2007). This method 
suits our needs in understanding the various values associated with 
the luxury/counterfeiting world or the consumption of luxury goods. 
Attitudes are mentally-driven, and since we are interested in getting 
the ‘why’ of their existence, and not only identifying them, in-depth 
interviews would really enable us to uncover underlying motiva-
tions, beliefs, attitudes and feelings.

More specifically, 21 in-depth interviews were conducted with 
MBA students from two French Business Schools (13), high-school 
pupils (3) and grown-ups with job activity (5). Students from West-
ern business schools are usually said as having as having more pur-
chasing power and as being more sensitive to the consumption of 
conspicuous goods, such as luxury or luxury-looking goods, than 
other types of students. Besides, they have been found as regular 
consumers of non-deceptive luxury counterfeits. High-school pupils 
are usually considered as having no or low purchasing power, as they 
only get a limited amount of pocket money but might in the future be 
able to buy luxury goods. Working adults dispose of a regular income 
they can spend the way they want. 

The interviews lasted between 40 minutes to one hour and a 
half and were unstructured. The first part of the interview dealt with 
the topic of luxury. Respondents were asked to describe past experi-
ence and express feelings about luxury consumption. Their ultimate 
luxury was also touched upon. The second part of the interview dealt 
with counterfeiting. Past experience about its consumption and vari-

ous thoughts were under investigation in this part. It also included a 
projective drawing to elicit deeper feelings of the respondents. For 
the analysis, the interviews were transcribed and coded, with a goal 
to identify the key dimensions emerging from the discourse (see 
Spiggle 1994 and Strauss and Corbin 2008 for a discussion of the 
procedures used in this stage). Coding schemes were modified as 
analysis progressed and new concepts were uncovered. 

As previously mentioned, the objective of the analysis was to be 
able to identify potential connections in-between how people view 
the world of luxury, and their view of the world of counterfeiting. 
This was achieved in three steps. 

step 1: What’s in the World of Luxury
A content analysis of what the interviewees mentioned about 

luxury goods ended up in the identification of six specificities related 
to Luxury, potentially leading to purchase intents. 

Table 1 sums up the characteristics and identification ‘labels’ 
of these faces.

step 2: What’s in the World of Counterfeiting?
A content analysis of the discourses regarding counterfeiting 

isolated four actors in the consumption process of counterfeits: the 
brand, the context, the consumer and the product per se. These four 
actors are no surprise but what is more interesting is the various char-
acteristics associated with them and how they interact. Figure 1 sums 
up the overall findings.

step 3: What Incentives to switch Consumption from 
Fakes to real Goods?

A comparison of the two previous steps helped us identify three 
necessary conditions that must be met to allow consumers of non-
deceptive counterfeits to switch to the purchase of real goods. These 
are: an exigency of quality, both in terms of product and of sales 
forces’ competencies; a retail environment “smelling luxury” (quot-
ed from one respondent); and a service experience without any flaw. 
Table 2 exhibits this comparison.

AnALYsIs And COnCLUsIOn 
The two content analyses give a better understanding of how 

people develop an initial attitude toward luxury, toward counterfeit-
ing and potentially how one attitude may impact another one. For 
instance, seeing the luxury world as a superficial/artificial world is 
very much connected with the idea that some people engage in the 
consumption of counterfeits to display artificial symbolic codes of 
belonging to a potential social class.

A discourse analysis leading to a semiotic analysis of the dis-
courses hold by the respondents was thus conducted (see Figure 2). 
Out of four types of consumers, three would be eligible for switching 
from fake consumption to genuine one. The reasons why (consump-
tion values) are represented on a semiotic square.

With such better knowledge of deep consumption motives, cap-
turing some counterfeit consumers appears feasible if proper market-
ing strategies are undertaken.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
While years ago consumers’ potential shopping activities were 

limited to eight hours a day, the 24/7 economies of today’s society 
present a never-ending stream of consumption opportunities. Not-
withstanding the positive effects, the ever-present consumption 
temptations pose a serious challenge to consumer self-control (Faber 
and Vohs 2011; Hoch and Loewenstein 1991; Vohs and Faber 2007). 

Whether or not consumers succumb to consumption tempta-
tions depends on their processing style (Fujita, Trope, and Liberman 
2010; Fujita et al. 2006). Self-control failure has been associated 
with low-level construals: a focus on the local, subordinate and sec-
ondary features of an entity or event, whereas high-level construals 
(i.e., a focus on the global, superordinate or primary features) have 
been associated with effective self-control (Fujita and Han 2009; Fu-
jita and Roberts 2010; Fujita and Sasota 2011; Fujita et al. 2010). 
For instance, Fujita et al. (2006) showed that activation of high-
level construals results in less positive evaluations of consumption 
temptations and in decreased preference for immediate over delayed 
consumption. Hence, increasing consumers’ construal level (i.e., 
promoting ones global, as opposed to local, processing; Förster and 
Dannenberg 2010; Förster, Liberman, and Shapira 2009) entails an 
interesting opportunity to promote consumer self-control.  

In the present research we hypothesize that reminding consum-
ers of friendship promotes consumer self-control by increasing glob-
al (conceptual or perceptual) processing. We expected that reminding 
individuals of an abstract, superordinate and long-term goal such as 
friendship (Baumeister and Leary 1995) would broaden consumers’ 
processing style. This, in turn, would allow consumers to transcend 
and see beyond the alluring but subordinate features of consumption 
temptations, resulting in enhanced self-control. 

Findings reported by Förster, Özelsel and Epstude (2010) pro-
vided initial support for our hypothesis. In their studies, individu-
als were primed with either love or lust. The authors reasoned that 
whereas love is generally associated with a long-term perspective, 
lust is associated with the short-term. Indeed, their studies showed 
that love priming enhanced global perceptual processing, while lust 
priming induced a more local processing style. Consistent with our 
hypothesis that friendship increases self-control by enhancing global 
processing, the authors suggested that friendship, like love, is related 
to long-term goals. Moreover, a number of defining characteristics 
of love (i.e., caring for and identifying with a person, and emotional 
bonding) also apply to friendship. Hence, reminding consumers of 
friendship may engender global processing. 

Three experiments tested our hypothesis that friendship increas-
es global processing and subsequently, self-control. In the first ex-
periment, participants were either reminded of friendship by writing 
a short essay about a situation in which they experienced friendship 
or they were not reminded of friendship and wrote about the manu-
facturing process of a table. They then completed the Behavior Iden-
tification Form (BIF) as a measure of (conceptual) processing style 
(Förster et al. 2009; Vallacher and Wegner 1989). Results showed 
that participants who were reminded of friendship construed situa-
tions at higher construal levels than participants in the control condi-
tion. In all three studies reported here, the friendship manipulation 
did not influence positive or negative affect. Experiment 1 shows 

that reminding participants of friendship broadens their (conceptual) 
processing style. 

In the second experiment, we used a 3 (friendship: friend vs. 
peer vs. control) × 2 (self-regulatory resource depletion: depletion 
vs. no-depletion) between-subjects factorial design and aimed to 
disentangle the friendship effect from a mere social presence effect. 
In addition to a friend condition, in which participants wrote about 
their relationship with a good friend, and a non-social control con-
dition, we added a condition where participants wrote about their 
relationship with a fellow student they knew but were not friends 
with (peer condition). The next task consisted of the manipulation of 
self-regulatory resource depletion (Baumeister et al. 1998). We then 
measured participants’ global (perceptual) processing with the Kim-
chi-Palmer task (Gasper and Clore 2002; Kimchi and Palmer 1982), 
asking participants to indicate which of two sample figures looked 
most like a target figure (e.g., a triangle made up of small squares). 
Choice of local sample figures indicates a local processing style, 
whereas choice of global sample figures reflects global processing. 
Finally, we added a measure of self-control by asking participants to 
indicate their willingness-to-pay for a cupcake. Results showed that 
under conditions of susceptibility to consumption temptations (i.e., 
self-regulatory resource depletion), being reminded of a friend, but 
not of a peer in general, enhanced global processing and reduced 
willingness-to-pay relative to the control condition. Moreover, in line 
with our hypothesis, a significant bootstrap analysis (Zhao, Lynch, 
and Chen 2010) showed that the effect of friendship and depletion 
on willingness-to-pay was mediated by enhanced global processing.

In the third experiment, we used a 2 (processing style: local vs. 
global) × 3 (friendship: friend vs. peer vs. control) between-subjects 
factorial design, to provide converging evidence that friendship en-
hances self-control in consumers prone to self-control failure (i.e., 
participants with a local processing style). We directly manipulated 
processing style with the Navon task (Navon 1977), showing partici-
pants a series of composite letters (a global letter made up of local 
letters), and asked them to report either the global or local letters, 
dependent on condition. We used the same friendship manipulation 
as in experiment 2. We subsequently showed participants photos of 
six hedonic products and, following Fujita et al. (2006), measured 
participants’ self-control by measuring their preference for immedi-
ate versus delayed consumption of these products. In line with our 
expectations, reminding participants with a local processing style 
of friendship significantly enhanced their self-control (i.e., reduced 
their preference for immediate over delayed consumption) relative to 
both the control and peer conditions. Unsurprisingly, friendship did 
not influence the self-control of participants in the global processing 
condition.

In sum, employing multiple validated tasks to assess or manipu-
late local versus global processing, we demonstrate the facilitative 
effect of friendship on self-control and the mediating role of global 
processing. By broadening consumers’ (conceptual or perceptual) 
processing style, friends show consumers the proverbial forest be-
yond the trees and as such substantially enhance consumer self-con-
trol.    
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
The research identifies two categories corporate social respon-

sibility information – corporate operational performance (COP) and 
social performance (CSP) – to test their respective impact on con-
sumer brand advocacy and brand trust. Results from two empirical 
studies suggest that product involvement has a moderating effect on 
COP/CSP and brand advocacy and brand trust. 

LITErATUrE rEVIEW
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has been an important 

area of research in brand equity. Consumers may associate CSR with 
a positive product and its evaluations, brand recommendations, and 
brand choice (Drumwright, 1994; Brown and Dacin, 1997; Osterhus, 
1997; Handelman and Arnold, 1999; Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001). 
On the other hand, negative CSR, or Corporate Social Irresponsibil-
ity (CSI), can impair brand equity by weakening consumers’ brand 
evaluations and purchase intentions (Dawar and Pillutla, 2000; Arm-
strong, 1977). However, the debate about the nature of CSR has been 
debating for decades. The purpose of this article is to examine a fun-
damental, yet unexplored, question: Do consumers respond differ-
ently to CSR information? 

rEsEArCH TOPIC 
In answering to the above proposed question, I define two major 

dimensions of CSR – corporate operational performance (COP) and 
corporate social performance (CSP) – to test and predict their respec-
tive impact on consumer brand advocacy and brand trust. The for-
mer captures a company’s publicly released information regarding 
product quality and innovativeness capability (Gatignon and Xuereb, 
1997; Rust, Moorman, and Dickson, 2002); the latter includes a com-
pany’s activities and status related to its perceived societal or stake-
holder obligations (Varadarajan and Menon, 1988). The assumption 
is that successful relationship marketing requires trust as the corner-
stone (Morgan and Hunt, 1994) and relies on advocacy to flourish 
(Berens, van Riel, and van Bruggen, 2005). 

Furthermore, as an unobservable state of motivation, arousal, or 
interest toward consumption (activity) of a product or object (Olsen, 
2007), the role of product involvement on the relationship between 
CSR and brand trust has not, to this author’s knowledge, been tested 
empirically. The objective of this study is to add to the body of theo-
retical and empirical research in CSR by demonstrating that COP and 
CSP information can be applied to a consumer–brand relationship 
context.

HYPOTHEsEs
In the consumer-brand continuum, we expect that the expo-

sure of CSR-COP may strengthen consumer brand advocacy (i.e., 
purchase intention, and evaluation of the corporation, and WOM 
communications, etc.), especially when the brand is in the high in-
volvement product categories. Consumers will rely more on this di-
agnostic information for judgment. That is, when consumers look 
at low involvement products, CSR-CSP/ CSR-COP has a stronger 
effect on brand advocacy than CSR-COP/ CSR-CSP, whereas CSI-
COP/ CSI-CSP has a stronger effect on brand advocacy than CSI-
CSP/ CSI-COP (H1a/b). Similar postulations are held for brand trust 
(H2a/b).

METHOdOLOGY
Study 1 is a 2 (COP-CSR vs. COP-CSI) × 2 (CSP-CSR vs. 

CSP-CSI) × 2 (high- vs. low- involvement) between-subject design. 
Fictitious companies producing juices and manufacturing TV sets 
were used as the low and high involvement product categories, re-
spectively. All the experimental stimuli and the valence of messages 
were pretested. A total of 326 commerce major undergraduate stu-
dents were randomly assigned to eight experimental conditions and 
asked to finish a questionnaire including COP and CSP ratings after 
reading the scenarios. Then, subjects were told that this company had 
recently introduced a new juice drink/a new model of TV set, with 
the product descriptions, and asked to provide a purchase intention 
rating with the assumption that they were interested in buying a juice 
for their breakfast/buying a TV set for their apartment. Finally, sub-
jects were quizzed on whether they had guessed the purpose of the 
experiment before debriefing. 

Study 2 is similar to Study 1 but using actual brand names in-
stead of fictitious ones.

FIndInGs
Study 1 presents a significant three-way interaction (F = 35.24, 

p < .05). Results from further two-way ANOVAs suggested signifi-
cant interaction effects between COP and CSP under low (F = 15.12, 
p < .01) and high (F = 17.36, p < .01) product involvement situations, 
respectively. Simple effects tests showed that in the low involvement 
circumstance (H1a), CSR-CSP had a stronger effect on brand advo-
cacy than CSR-COP (F = 11.78, p < .01), whereas CSI-COP had a 
stronger effect on brand advocacy than CSI-CSP (F = 7.13, p < .05). 
As H1b predicted, COP and CIP presented opposite patterns in the 
high product involvement circumstance. Results from Study 2 indi-
cate the similar patterns.

For brand trust, although the three-way interaction among COP, 
CSP and product involvement is significant (F = 28.87, p < .05), 
only the conditional two-way interactions between COP and CSP in 
the high (F = 14.57, p < .05), but not low (F = 2.03, p > .3) involve-
ment (Study 1 and 2). However, CSR-CSP has a stronger effect on 
brand trust than CSR-COP, whereas CSI-COP has a stronger effect 
on brand trust than CSI-CSP for low involvement products in Study 
2. Thus, both H2a and H2b are supported.

COnTrIbUTIOns
This study suggests that individuals have different WOM pref-

erences in positive/negative CSP and negative/positive COP infor-
mation for low/high involvement products. These findings can fur-
ther contribute to the everlasting WOM information valence research 
as well as the relatively infertile cause-related marketing areas. 

By extending the expectancy value theory that posits overall 
brand attitude through the formation of brand associations held in 
consumer’s memories (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980), results from the 
current study add that for low involvement products (e.g., juice), con-
sumers associate a company’s CSP information as more diagnostic 
information compared with COP in brand evaluation and consequent 
advocacy behavior intentions while for high involvement products 
COP is viewed more diagnostic and valuable. These findings can 
also contribute to clarifying how consumers perceive and react to 
distinctive CSR information and how firms can design communica-
tion strategies to utilize these effects. Finally, the lack of empirical 
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research on brand trust in CSR could be explained by the fact that 
applying interpersonal relationship theories such as trust is not well-
understood because the brand is an inanimate object. In a marketing 
context it is impossible to completely detach trust from the nature of 
its object. These empirical results shed some light on the moderating 
effect of product involvement in this CSR-trust consumer and brand 
relationship.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
One common type of price points is 9-ending prices, also known 

as psychological prices (Kashyap 1995; Levy et al. 2011; Knotek 
2010). In the current research, we use data from a lab experiment, a 
field study, and a large Midwestern US supermarket chain to study 
the rigidity of 9-ending prices. Our results demonstrate a hitherto un-
documented asymmetry in rigidity associated with 9-ending prices, 
and provide a link between consumers’ cognitive costs and pricing 
policies that have significant effects on demand and inflation. 

TEsTAbLE HYPOTHEsEs
Empirical evidence suggests that individuals usually process 

multi-digit numeric information, including numbers and prices, from 
left to right (Poltrock and Schwartz, 1984, Stiving and Winer 1997). 
The marketing literature also suggests that consumers often use 
9-endings as a signal for low prices (Schindler 2001, 2006; Thomas 
and Morwitz 2005). We therefore expect that while consumers will 
process numbers digit by digit, they will use 9-endings as a signal 
when comparing prices. Since relying on 9-endings as a signal in-
terferes with left-to-right processing, we predict that consumers will 
be less accurate in comparing prices and in judging price changes. 
We also predict that retailers are likely to respond strategically to 
these consumer perceptions in setting prices. Specifically, retailers 
will tend to set 9 ending prices after price increases because the con-
sumers are less likely to recognize a price increase when the new 
price is 9-ending. Retailers are less likely, however, to set 9-ending 
prices after price decreases, because price decreases are often pro-
moted by alternative signals of low prices, such as shelf signs and 
leaflets. Thus, we predict an asymmetry in the price rigidity of 9-end-
ing prices, with 9-ending prices being less likely to increase than, but 
as likely to decrease as, non 9-ending prices. 

3. dATA And AnALYsIs

3.1. Evidence from a Laboratory Experiment
Participants compared 300 pairs of numbers or prices on lab 

computers. They were instructed to respond as quickly and as ac-
curately as possible. In addition, they were told that 10 percent of 
them would be selected at random and paid according to their per-
formance. The results suggest that 9-endings reduce participants’ ac-
curacy only for price comparisons but not for number comparisons. 
In addition, we find that 9-endings reduced accuracy only when the 
greater of the two prices ended with 9 but not when the smaller of the 
two prices ended with 9, consistent with our premise that consumers 
oftentimes mistaken a 9-ending price as being smaller. 

3.2. Evidence from a Field study
We recruited 365 shoppers at three supermarkets located in 

different cities in Israel. Consumers exiting the three supermarkets 
were approached, and only those who shopped in the same super-
market also in the previous week were given a questionnaire. The 
questionnaire was composed of a list of 52 goods in 12 categories. 
For each good, respondents were asked whether the good’s price had 
increased, decreased or remained the same from the previous week 
to the current week. 

Recall data suggest that 9-ending is associated with a higher 
probability that a consumer thought that a price had decreased, but 
does not affect the probability that a consumer thought that the price 
had increased. We also find that consumers are more likely to as-
sociate changes from 9-endings to non-9-ending prices with price 
increases, and associate changes from non 9-ending prices to 9-end-
ing prices with price decreases.

Analysis of recall accuracy revealed that consumers are less 
likely to recognize price increases when the new price is 9-ending. 
At the same time, 9-ending prices do not increase the probability that 
the consumers correctly recognized a price decrease. This might be 
because many price decreases are sale prices that are promoted by 
shelf signs, leaflets, etc., regardless of whether the new prices are 
9-ending or not. 

3.3. Evidence from a Large U.s. supermarket Chain
Finally, we use data on price changes in Dominick’s Finer Food, 

a large Midwestern US supermarket chain, to test our predictions 
concerning retailer’s pricing behaviors. We find that retailers are 
more likely to set 9-endings after price increases than after price de-
creases. Moreover, the likelihood that the prices will be 9-endings is 
even lower for sale prices than for regular price decreases, confirm-
ing our speculation that price decreases are oftentimes promoted by 
shelf signs, flyers, etc. rather than by the 9-ending. In addition, when 
the old price is 9-ending, the retailers are more likely to change it to 
another 9-ending price than when the old price is non 9-ending. 

Addition analyses showed that the right-most digits were less 
likely to adjust if the previous prices ended with 9, more so follow-
ing a price increase than following a price decrease; 9-ending prices 
are significantly less likely to increase than, but as likely to decrease 
as, non 9-ending prices; non 9-endings transitioned to 9-ending with 
higher probabilities for price increases than for price decreases; and 
9-ending prices, when they did change, had a larger average mag-
nitude of change than non 9-ending prices for increases but not for 
decreases. These results combined depict a clear pattern for an asym-
metry in rigidity, with 9-ending prices being more rigid than non 
9-ending prices upward but not downward. 

COnCLUsIOn
We use data from a lab experiment, a field study, and a large 

Midwestern US supermarket chain to study the rigidity of 9-ending 
prices. We find that consumers often interpret 9-endings as a signal 
for low prices and therefore, they are more likely to make mistakes in 
price comparisons if the greater prices end with 9, and are less accu-
rate in recalling price increases from non 9-ending prices to 9-ending 
prices. Retailers respond to these consumer perceptions by setting 
prices at 9-endings more often after price increases than after price 
decreases. 

Thus, it seems that 9-endings as an outcome of retailers’ re-
sponse to consumers’ cognitive bias might have significant effects 
on pricing policies and consequently on market structure, demand 
and inflation (Basu, 1996, Kehoe and Midrigan, 2008, Knotek, 2010, 
Eichenbaum et al., 2011). 
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In the Aftermath of an Earthquake: Interactive Effects of self-construal and Victim 
Group-status on Charitable behavior

Rod Duclos, Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, Hong Kong
Alixandra Barasch, University of Pennsylvania, USA

ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
When a natural disaster strikes, consumers often face numerous 

requests to help devastated communities. Only a small percentage of 
people who view these ads, however, wind up contributing resources 
to aid rescue and rebuilding efforts. What factors influence consum-
ers’ decision to help victims of natural disasters and other disadvan-
taged populations? The present research tackles this question by in-
vestigating the interactive effects of self-construal and victim origin 
on prosocial behavior. 

Fundamental to people’s emotional and cognitive responses, 
self-construal characterizes the extent to which one considers oneself 
separate from versus connected with others (Markus and Kitayama 
1991). Not surprisingly, one’s mental representation of personhood 
activates quite distinct mindsets. Whereas individualism (i.e., inde-
pendence) highlights the personal and centralizes individuals as the 
unit of analysis, collectivism (i.e., interdependence) highlights the 
social and contextualizes individuals as parts of socially-connected 
units (Oyserman et al. 1998). Because the interdependent self fo-
cuses on social roles and relations, one might expect interdependents 
to be more generous than independents with needy others. Consistent 
with this view, several studies found positive correlations between 
interdependence and charitable behavior (Moorman and Blakely 
2006; Eckstein 2001; Skarmeas and Shabbir 2011). 

Drawing from work in psychology, however, we nuance the 
above view and argue that interdependents may not necessarily be 
more connected to and generous toward others. Indeed, recent self-
construal research underscores the importance of group status (in vs. 
out) for the interdependent self (Iyengar and Lepper 1999; Kitayama 
et al. 1997). That is, whereas interdependents are generally motivat-
ed to integrate themselves with and meet the expectations of others, 
they do so mostly when these “others” are considered relevant (e.g., 
family members, peers; Heine and Lehman 1997). 

Accordingly, the present research investigates the interaction 
of self-construal and victim group-status on donation behavior. In 
three experiments run in both America and China, we manipulated 
participants’ self-construal before observing their prosocial disposi-
tions toward victims of natural disasters. Our central proposition is 
that victim group-status (in vs. out) influences more heavily interde-
pendents’ willingness to help than independents’ (since the latter see 
themselves as more separate from others, regardless of group-status). 

To test this hypothesis, our three studies adopted a similar 2 
(Self-construal: Independent/Interdependent) by 2 (Victim group-
status: In/Out) between-subjects design. To manipulate self-constru-
al, we asked participants to complete an alleged “emotional empathy 
questionnaire” (Gardner et al.1999) which required reading a story 
written either in the first person (e.g., I, my, me) or in the inclu-
sive plural form (e.g., we, our, us) before completing manipulation 
checks. Next, participants viewed an appeal from “Global Relief”, a 
fictitious charity collecting money to help victims of natural disas-
ters. Vivid in nature, the advertisement featured death toll statistics 
(e.g., “hundreds dead and millions homeless”), a description of vic-
tims’ needs (e.g., “food and medicine for vulnerable children and 
devastated families”), and the pictures of suffering victims under-
neath the text. The ad concluded by asking participants to visit the 
charity’s website to make a donation. Of note, the photographs fea-
tured within each study were identical in every aspect (e.g., content; 

victims’ age, gender, apparent suffering) except race. Extensive pre-
tests further ensured the pictures differed in neither mood nor arousal 
(e.g., nervous, excited, bad, good, depressed, relaxed). 

Study 1 recruited online 292 Americans (all-White sample; 
average age = 35) before randomly assigning them to one of four 
conditions (cf. design and procedure above). Upon completing the 
self-construal manipulation and its manipulation checks, participants 
reviewed an ad from “Global Relief” depicting recent tornado victims 
in the southern U.S. To manipulate group-status, the ad portrayed 
either White (i.e., in-group) or Black (i.e., out-group) victims. Our 
analyses revealed no main effects but a significant crossover interac-
tion (cf. table). On average, independents were neither more nor less 
likely to donate than interdependents. Similarly, White victims elic-
ited neither more nor less donations than their Black counterparts. As 
expected, however, contrast analyses confirmed our central hypoth-
esis. Whereas independents were just as likely to make a donation 
regardless of victims’ origin, interdependents donated significantly 
more to in-group (i.e., White) than out-group (i.e., Black) victims. 

study 2 replicated these findings with 148 Chinese undergradu-
ates. After being induced to think individually vs. collectivistically, 
participants reviewed an ad by “Global Relief” asking them to sup-
port rebuilding efforts following the Sichuan (i.e., in-group) vs. Haiti 
(i.e., out-group) earthquake. Once again, independents were nei-
ther more nor less likely to donate than interdependents. Similarly, 
Chinese victims elicited neither more nor less donations than their 
Haitian counterparts. As predicted, however, independents were just 
as likely to donate regardless of victims’ origin whereas interdepen-
dents donated significantly more to in-group (i.e., Sichuan) than out-
group (i.e., Haitian) victims. A look at our mood (i.e., PANAS) and 
self-esteem measures further revealed that neither affect- nor esteem-
based explanations could account for our findings. 

To articulate these results, study 3 re-enacted the above proce-
dure with 171 Chinese undergraduates but added attitude measures 
intended to capture consumers’ lay beliefs about happiness and pro-
social behavior (Duclos et al. 2012; Oyserman et al. 1998). The same 
pattern of results emerged (i.e., no main effects but a significant inter-
action). Whereas independents were just as likely to donate regard-
less of victims’ origin, interdependents donated significantly more to 
in-group (i.e., Sichuan) than out-group (i.e., Haitian) victims. Once 
again, mood (i.e., PANAS) and self-esteem measures remained inca-
pable of explaining our results. The extent to which participants be-
lieved that “helping others promotes happiness”, however, did medi-
ate the self-construal by victim group-status interaction on donation 
intentions (mediated moderation; Sobel test: z = 2.349, p = .019). 

By uncovering the interactive effects of self-construal orien-
tation and victim group-status on prosocial behavior in both West-
ern and Eastern cultures, the present paper offers novel insights for 
both psychology and consumer research. Moreover, by articulating 
the mediating role of cognitions (vis-à-vis affect and self-esteem) 
in charitable decisions, our findings provide charities actionable in-
sights into the psychology of donors (e.g., matching recipients of 
help to donors’ profile in interdependent contexts, stressing the hap-
piness derived from helping others). Hence, for its contributions to 
both theory and practice, we believe this research would be of inter-
est to a wide audience at ACR.
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Do Open Hands (Always) Open Wallets: The Influence of Gestures on Generosity
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Emerging research on embodied cognition (Glenberg 2010), ex-

plores the influence of the body on the mind. We contribute to this 
literature by examining the influence of hand gestures on generosity. 
Two recent studies provide evidence that generosity can be embodied 
in certain hand processes. Williams and Bargh (2008) found that par-
ticipants whose hands experienced physical warmth (vs. coldness) 
displayed higher generosity. Hung and Labroo (2011) demonstrated 
that participants who firmed their hand muscles were more likely to 
make monetary donations to an earthquake relief appeal. However, 
hand firming did not affect the amount participants donated. To ex-
tend this hand processes research, we focus on two gestures that are 
metaphorically related to generosity: “open-hand” (which relates to 
the idiom open-handed, or generous) and “tight-fist” (which relates 
to tightfisted, or stingy). We hypothesize and demonstrate that hold-
ing an “open-hand” (vs. “tight-fist”) gesture increases consumers’ 
generosity and that this embodied generosity effect is moderated by 
consumers’ idiom knowledge (study 1), gesture timing (study 2), and 
self-monitoring (study 2).

sTUdY 1
The embodied cognition literature suggests that perceptual-

motor patterns are an integral part of the representation of concepts 
(Barsalou 2008). Hence, making a gesture related to a concept 
should increase the accessibility of the concept, which should shape 
thoughts and behaviors to which the concept is applicable. From this 
logic, we propose that consumers who hold “open-hand” (vs. “tight-
fist”) gestures should be more (vs. less) generous. Furthermore, as 
knowledge availability is a necessary condition for its accessibility 
(Higgins 1996), consumers’ idiom knowledge should increase their 
susceptibility to this embodied generosity effect.

Online panel participants were asked to hold certain body po-
sition, including the key gesture manipulation (randomly assigned 
to hold palm or fist gestures with both hands).  To maintain such 
gestures for a sufficient amount of time, they were asked to complete 
some online tasks (e.g., watching and evaluating a tv commercial) 
before releasing the required body position. Afterwards, they com-
pleted a spendthrift-tightwad scale (Rick, Cryder, and Loewenstein 
2008) and a survey of their knowledge of English idioms (including 
open-handed and tight-fisted idioms). It was expected that those cued 
for generosity (open-hand) would report higher spendthrift scores. 
We find participants who had held palm gestures reported marginally 
higher spendthrift scores (p = .10). This generosity effect was more 
pronounced among participants who knew the correct meanings of 
both idioms (p < .01) than those who didn’t (p = .40); thus, support-
ing the moderating role of awareness of the concepts on generosity. 

sTUdY 2
“Effector dependency” theory suggests that embodiment effects 

should only be driven by activation of relevant muscles (Glenberg 
2010). As people use their dominant hand to perform skilled actions, 
the dominant hand, rather than the non-dominant hand, could be the 
more critical effector involved in hand related embodiment effects 
(Borghi and Scorolli 2009). Hence, the proposed generosity effect 
could be driven by the gesture on one’s dominant hand. To probe 
this possibility, we manipulated gesture timing, some participants 

holding the requested gesture then released both hands to complete a 
donation task (i.e., prior gesture condition), and others kept holding 
the gesture with the non-dominant hand while using the dominant 
hand to respond (i.e., simultaneous gesture condition). We predict 
the prior gesture condition would be more likely to activate generos-
ity concepts among participants holding an open-hand (vs. tight-fist) 
gesture, leading to higher generosity in a donation task (as it did in 
study 1).  While the simultaneous gesture condition should lead to 
the opposite effect; holding an open-hand (vs. tight-fist) in the non-
dominant hand would make the dominant hand seem more (less) 
constricted by comparison and could consequently lead to activation 
of “less generous” (vs. “less stingy”) responses.

Another potential moderator lies in individual differences in 
self-monitoring. Existing research shows that individuals who are 
high (vs. low) in self-monitoring are more sensitive to external cues 
(vs. internal states) (DeMarree, Wheeler and Petty 2005). As the prior 
gesture condition does not provide present external cues for the do-
nation task, low (vs. high) self-monitoring consumers would be more 
likely to make their donation decisions based on their internal states, 
including bodily sensations carried over from prior gesture. There-
fore, the proposed embodied generosity effect should be more preva-
lent among low (vs. high) self-monitoring consumers under the prior 
gesture condition. The simultaneous gesture condition, provides the 
still gesturing hand as a salient external cue, rendering high (vs. low) 
self-monitoring consumers more susceptible to the proposed effect.

Participants were assigned to one of four conditions: 2 (ges-
ture: tight-fist vs. open-hand) × 2 (gesture timing: prior gesture vs. 
simultaneous gesture). They completed a questionnaire including the 
Revised Self-Monitoring scale (Lennox and Wolfe 1984). They then 
reset their body position including the manipulated hand gesture. Af-
ter holding the gesture for 60 seconds, those in the prior gesture con-
dition released both hands and proceed with the donation task, those 
in the simultaneous gesture condition were only allowed to release 
their dominant hand. Participants were told that one out of every 100 
participants would receive $100. They indicated, by writing with 
their dominant hand, how much of their $100 they wanted to donate 
to a charity, if selected. 

The results indicated a significant gesture × gesture timing in-
teraction (p < .05). In the simultaneous gesture condition, contrasts 
revealed more generous donations from participants who held a 
tight-fist than from those who held an open-hand (p < .05). In con-
trast, a reversed pattern was found among participants in the prior 
gesture condition, though the level fell short of significance (p < .18). 
Spotlight analyses (Fitzsimons 2008) shows the predicted effects of 
gestures among high self-monitoring participants in the simultane-
ous gesture condition (p < .05) but not among low self-monitors (p 
> .50) and the predicted effects among low self-monitoring partici-
pants in the prior gesture condition (p < .05) but not among high 
self-monitors (p > .70). 

The current study illustrates that generosity can be embodied in 
subtle hand gestures. Further, this embodiment effect is moderated 
by consumer idiom knowledge, gesture timing, and self-monitoring. 
Future research could seek support for this effect in other consump-
tion domains (e.g., product purchase decisions).
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Leisure Consumption as Conspicuous Work
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
One characteristic of postmodernity that is of central interest for 

marketing scholars is the reversal and interpenetration of production 
and consumption (Firat and Venkatesh 1995). This altered relation 
between the two is encountered in distinctive practices such as those 
addressed in the growing literature on co-creation (Prahalad and 
Ramaswamy 2000; Schau et al. 2009; Vargo and Lusch 2004). Beyond 
practices, this altered relation between production and consumption 
also generates the co-existence of sometimes conflicting ideologies 
(Ritzer and Jurgenson 2010; Zwick et al. 2008) that are regarded 
as incompatible when viewed through a modernist lens (Campbell 
1987; Gelber 1999; Weber 1958). Our research addresses this 
cultural condition in a consumer-centric study that asks: what are the 
personal and cultural meanings of consumer practices that emerge 
from contemporary interpenetration of production and consumption 
in leisure?  

This ethnographic project was implemented in two empirical 
contexts of productive leisure (Gelber 1999) where individuals 
intertwine production and consumption both voluntarily and 
consistently across time. That is, they do not engage in productive 
activities because of financial need, as with low income people for 
whom producing may sometimes be cheaper than buying. Further, 
they are not occasional customizers of products or assemblers of do-
it-yourself kits. In productive leisure, individuals (called productive 
consumers) acquire domain-specific skills to enact a continuous 
cycle of production-consumption in which they buy supplies, infuse 
labor and creativity to make a final product, and eventually choose 
the intended user. The formative stage of the research pointed to 
the importance of including both a female-dominated and a male-
dominated context to understand the gendered nature of production-
consumption. Ethnographic fieldwork has been conducted among 
knitters and beer homebrewers to enhance the depth and the 
conceptual nuance of the project (Pyett 2003; Whittemore et al. 
2001). 

Fieldwork indicates a key outcome of the interpenetration of 
work and consumption in leisure is the cultural re-signification and 
repositioning of manual, slow-paced labor. With contemporary late 
capitalism’s emphasis on efficiency and intellectual work, manual 
labor has been devalued in the realm of production (Sennett 2008). 
With regards to consumption, however, we argue that late capitalism 
has created the cultural and economic conditions for the assertion of 
social status through leisure activities that are particularly compatible 
with American production-oriented values of work and self-reliance 
(Gelber 1999; McClelland 1961; Weber 1930). Unlike the privileged 
classes’ historical practice of marking status through conspicuous 
consumption of luxury items produced by others as well as through 
non-productive leisure (Veblen 1899), productive consumers build 
distinction in their social circles (Bourdieu 1987) by dedicating 
leisure time to productive manual activities that are inefficient as 
compared with capitalist mass-manufactures.

We find three practices that productive consumers of both 
genders employ to conspicuously display their work-like leisure and 
its handmade output to demonstrate distinctiveness. First, they find 
ways to take this activity beyond the realm of domestic production to 
also engage in the slow production of their crafts in public settings. 
When they do so with other hobbyists in places where the practice 
of productive leisure is expected (e.g., homebrewing clubs), they 

find recognition for creativity that is often scarce in their middle-
class jobs. Productive consumers value this aesthetic feedback 
based on the emergent standards of the group, inasmuch as they 
operate in craft fields that tend not to have well-defined aesthetic 
standards (Becker 1978). When productive consumers take their 
activities to places where it is somewhat unexpected (e.g., knitting 
in the airplane), they commonly command admiration from others 
who show appreciation for the time and labor productive consumers 
apply to manually produce things in a society oriented towards 
convenience and efficiency. 

Second, productive consumers engage in practices that ensure 
high visibility for the handmade origin of their output. In gift-giving, 
a common outlet for their handmade production, they draw the 
recipient’s attention to the handmade character of the gift through 
cards or commentaries to ensure that the time and effort invested in 
it will be converted into higher esteem (symbolic capital) from the 
recipient (Bourdieu 1987). Moreover, productive consumers from 
both genders often create products to insert in special social events 
(e.g., a homebrewer making beer for Christmas or a knitter making a 
huppah for her wedding) to signal their commitment to the occasion 
and enhance others’ esteem for them. 

Third, in a subtle demonstration of their labor, productive 
consumers enact a self-presentation strategy (Goffman 1959) that 
downplays mass-manufactured items to emphasize both the quality 
and the handmade-ness of the item. Productive consumers use mass-
produced items as a background for the display of the handmade, 
as with knitters who often favor relatively plain outfits that make 
a colorful handmade shawl stand out. Productive consumers 
thus relegate mass-produced items to an inferior position to draw 
attention to what is much more central to their identities and much 
more socially distinctive: their capability to produce things manually 
and inefficiently.

Strikingly, productive consumers invest a substantial amount 
of time and labor that is not remunerated in order to craft products 
that do not necessarily comply with current taste standards. The 
process through which the handmade items acquire value relies 
less on aesthetic and financial criteria than on the distinctiveness 
they convey when delivered in the context of the larger culture’s 
transition from modernity to postmodernity. This research unpacks 
a particular dynamic between time, leisure, and labor that emerges 
from a contemporary reencounter of work and consumption during 
leisure. In this dynamic, which is interestingly consistent across 
genders, relatively privileged classes emulate the work practices 
of lower classes to build distinctiveness and prestige. Unlike non-
productive leisure, this strategy is validated by the centrality of 
work, time, and self-reliance in contemporary American culture. 
Productive consumers use unpaid, time-consuming, and labor-
intensive activities to reassert and display their control over scarce, 
valuable resources, thereby acquiring and communicating symbolic 
capital.  
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Both marketers and scholars have recognized the growing eco-

nomic relevance of older consumers (Yoon, 1997; Yoon et al., 2005). 
While demographic change alone cannot justify research on older 
individuals’ consumer behaviour, this field is nevertheless important 
as there is a great deal of evidence regarding age differences in con-
sumer behaviour (see e.g. Yoon & Cole, 2008). The aim of this re-
search is to extend current knowledge of older consumers’ behaviour, 
focusing on involvement and future time perspective (FTP). Further-
more, older consumers face new challenges in daily life, for instance 
in the realm of medical decision-making (Wood, Shinogle, & Mc-
Innes, 2010). We propose recommendations for the development of 
customer approaches in the context of colon cancer prevention. 

InVOLVEMEnT
Involvement is defined as “a person’s perceived relevance of the 

object based on inherent needs, values and interests” (Zaichkowsky, 
1985, p. 342), and has an affective and a cognitive dimension (Zaich-
kowsky, 1985, 1987, 1994). It affects the cognitive effort people put 
into decision-making processes (Bienstock & Stafford, 2006; Mittal, 
1995). Research mostly focuses on product involvement (Laurent 
& Kapferer, 1985; Michaelidou & Dibb, 2006, 2008; Mittal, 1995). 
This paper extends research in the area of services (Bienstock & 
Stafford, 2006; Varki & Wong, 2003) and health services in particu-
lar (Shaffer & Sherrell, 1997). 

FTP
FTP, a construct embedded in the socioemotional selectivity 

theory (SST), describes a person’s subjective perception of time left 
to live. FTP can vary depending on life situation (Bouffard, Lens, & 
Nuttin, 1983; Carstensen & Fredrickson, 1998) and lifestyle (Lang 
& Carstensen, 2002), and can be influenced through framing in ad-
vertisements (Fung & Carstensen, 2003; Fung, Carstensen, & Lutz, 
1999; Williams & Drolet, 2005). 

SST provides a comprehensive approach to explaining age 
related differences in consumer behaviour (Drolet, Lau-Gesk, Wil-
liams, & Jeong, 2010). For example, consumers with a more lim-
ited FTP prefer more positive information in a health context, and 
avoid negative information (Löckenhoff & Carstensen, 2007). Yet, 
ignoring information is an important issue in the health care context 
(Löckenhoff & Carstensen, 2004). Furthermore, older adults’ focus 
on emotions has been identified in many different studies (for a com-
mentary see Drolet, Lau-Gesk, Williams, & Jeong, 2010). SST holds 
that this focus on emotions is due to older individuals’ limited FTP 
(Carstensen, 2006).

HYPOTHEsEs 
Health is of emotional relevance, especially for older adults. Ac-

cording to SST, emotionally relevant goals are prioritized by adults 
with a limited FTP. We therefore derive the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: Adults with a limited (vs. expansive) FTP have a 
high (vs. low) affective/ cognitive involvement in 
colon cancer prevention. 

In order to prove that the FTP-involvement link is not mainly 
based on a cohort effect, we hypothesize that FTP manipulation in-
fluences involvement as follows:

Hypothesis 2:  Affective/ cognitive involvement can be in-
creased (vs. reduced) through limited (vs. expan-
sive) FTP framing.

METHOd
To test H1, study 1 was carried out among 538 younger (mean 

age: 25.03) and 482 older adults (mean age: 57.89). After reading a 
text containing information about colon cancer prevention, partici-
pants answered a questionnaire including an involvement (Hagen-
dorfer, 1992; Zaichkowsky, 1994) and an FTP scale (Carstensen & 
Lang, 1996; Lang & Carstensen, 2002). Cronbach’s alphas were 
good for involvement (.913) and FTP (.905).

In  Zaichkowsky’s involvement concept and in SST, the emo-
tional component is a substantial part (Zaichkowsky, 1987). There-
fore we checked for the influence of emotions. Furthermore we in-
cluded questions regarding lifestyle (cf. Reitzler, 2001; Hess, 2001). 

In order to test H2, for study 2 we added an FTP frame (based 
on Williams & Drolet, 2005) in the text about colon cancer preven-
tion. A 2 (older vs. younger adults) x 3 (limited vs. expansive vs. con-
trol condition) between-subjects design resulted. 160 younger (mean 
age: 23.58) and 127 older adults (mean age: 64.38) participated in 
this experimental study.

sTUdY 1
Our results confirm that FTP influences involvement. Analyses 

relied on structural equation modeling using AMOS 19. The fit in-
dices show the acceptable model fit (χ²/d.f.=7.439, RMSEA=.079, 
IFI=.852, CFI=.851). The paths from FTP to affective involvement 
(–.17, p<.001) and cognitive involvement (–.26, p<.001) were sig-
nificant. Thus, H1 is supported. The results (see figure 1) show that 
the path from FTP to lifestyle is significant (.55, p<.001). Further-
more, lifestyle is related to cognitive involvement (.10, p<.001). As 
expected, emotions have an impact both on affective (.87, p<.001) 
and cognitive (.84, p<.001) involvement. Findings are consistent 
with the assumptions of SST and earlier research on involvement. 

sTUdY 2
A 2 x 3 ANOVA on the FTP index found a significant effect for 

framing group (F(5, 280)=28.582; p<.000). Although this effect is 
attributed to differences between age groups rather than framing (see 
table 1), data encourages the view that FTP framing can influence 
involvement. Two 2 x 3 ANOVAs on the affective involvement (F(5, 
268)=6.539; p<.000) and cognitive involvement (F(5, 278)=8.491; 
p<.000) indices found significant effects. Differences exist between 
age groups: younger participants have a more expansive FTP and are 
less involved than older participants. Thus, we again find support for 
H1. Furthermore, older individuals are less involved in the limited 
frame than in the expansive frame and in the control condition. For 
the young, the results do not show clear framing effects (see table 1). 
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Figure 1
The relationship between FTP and Involvement: structural Equation Model results

Table 1
study 2 results

Younger adults
Frame Expansive Limited Control
FTP 2.35 (.69) 2.19 (.63) 2.31 (.66)
Affective involvement 4.02 (1.35) 4.04 (1.09) 4.22 (1.17)
Cognitive involvement 2.98 (1.28) 3.13 (1.07) 3.24 (1.30)

Older adults
Frame Expansive Limited Control
FTP 3.63 (1.17) 3.63 (1.38) 3.73 (1.16)
Affective involvement 3.06 (1.59) 3.62 (1.22) 3.05 (1.37)
Cognitive involvement 2.10 (1.52) 2.51 (1.55) 1.77 (1.21)

Results imply that older and younger adults react differently to 
FTP framing. While a limited FTP frame seems to alienate the el-
derly from screenings, merely mentioning life time seems to provoke 
positive reactions towards prevention among the young. Although 
H2 is not supported, results indicate that the FTP-involvement link 
is independent from cohort effects. 

COnTrIbUTIOns
FTP affects involvement in the context of health care services. 

Furthermore, involvement can be influenced through FTP manipula-
tion. These findings provide players in the health care sector with 
the possibility of adopting FTP-based approaches for successfully 
addressing older customers. Concerning the participation in medi-
cal screenings, consumers could be activated more efficiently. Future 
research should verify if the relationship between FTP and involve-
ment exists for other services.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Hyperbolic discounting has been proposed as an explanation 

for impulsive, time-inconsistent behavior (Ainslie 1975; Ainslie and 
Haslam 1992; Strotz 1955). Although previous research on intertem-
poral choice has consistently demonstrated that hyperbolic discount-
ing can explain time preferences better than exponential discounting 
(for a literature review see Frederick, Loewenstein, and O’Donoghue 
2002), the underlying psychological mechanisms involved in this 
process are not well understood. More importantly, the explanations 
for hyperbolic discounting proposed so far in the literature either fo-
cused solely on affective motives and visceral factors (Loewenstein 
1996; Metcalfe and Mischel 1999) or only on perceptual and cogni-
tive factors such as time-sensitivity (Ebert and Prelec 2007; Zauber-
man et al. 2009). We argue that while each of these two approaches 
can successfully explain a wide array of consumer behaviors, affec-
tive and perceptual factors are not independent of each other and the 
interaction between them gives rise to the discount function’s shape. 
More specifically, we propose that affect toward delayed rewards 
reduces sensitivity to time in intertemporal decisions leading to dif-
ferential discounting of hedonic and utilitarian rewards. 

We operationalize time sensitivity using Ebert and Prelec’s 
(2007) constant-sensitivity discount function   which separates im-
patience (parameter a) from time-sensitivity (parameter b). Ebert 
and Prelec (2007) have argued that hyperbolic discounting can be 
explained by insufficient sensitivity to prospective delays and that 
time-sensitivity can be heightened or reduced experimentally. We 
propose that positive affect toward hedonic outcomes reduces time-
sensitivity giving rise to more hyperbolic discounting of affect-rich, 
hedonic rewards compared to affect-poor, utilitarian ones (Dhar and 
Wertenbroch 2000; Hirschman and Holbrook 1982; Khan, Dhar, and 
Wertenbroch 2004). A similar effect has been demonstrated in the 
domain of risky choice. Rottenstreich and Hsee (2001) found that 
sensitivity to probabilities is reduced for affect-rich rewards. 

We report three studies in which we demonstrate: (a) lower 
time-sensitivity for hedonic than for utilitarian rewards, and (b) a 
decrease in time sensitivity as a function of an increase in positive 
affect. In all studies we used two categories of rewards (between sub-
jects): hedonic and utilitarian. In study 1 participants were asked to 
suppose that they had won a contest and could choose to receive 
a reward valued today at $100 or to receive a higher value reward 
in the future. Indifference points were elicited by using sets of six 
matching questions, each relative to a different future time (one day, 
one week, one month, six months, one year, and two years) and to 
a given category. Questions were worded as follows: “what is the 
minimum value of the [reward] in [future time] that would make you 
choose to receive the [reward] in [future time] instead of receiving 
the $100 [reward] today?” Participants also indicated the intensity of 
their feelings when receiving each reward type. Following Ebert and 
Prelec’s constant-sensitivity function (2007), the parameter b was 
estimated for each individual.  Higher b indicates more sensitivity 
to the time dimension. We obtained a significant category effect (β 
= .32, t(57) = 2.54, p < .05). In the utilitarian category b was signifi-
cantly higher (M = .39, SD = .14) than in the hedonic category (M = 
.31, SD = .11). Positive affect mediated this relationship. 

In study 2 we demonstrate that an increase in positive affect to-
wards rewards leads to decreased time sensitivity. A choice task was 

used instead of matching. Positive affect conditions were created by 
introducing the word ‘excitement’ in the options. For example, each 
question read: “Option 1: I prefer the excitement of getting a $100 
[reward] gift certificate now” or “Option 2: I prefer the excitement of 
getting a $x [reward] gift certificate in [future time]”. In the neutral 
condition b was higher for utilitarian (M = .59, SD = .24) than for 
hedonic rewards (M = .51, SD = .21; β = .24, t(122) = 1.97, p = .05), 
but in the positive affect condition b was at the same level for utilitar-
ian (M = .52, SD = .17) and hedonic rewards (M = .54, SD = .24; β = 
.12, t(122) = .91, p > .10).

In study 3 we develop an imagery-based manipulation of posi-
tive affect and demonstrate that cognitive reflection moderates the 
impact of positive affect on b. An iterative choice task was used. In 
both conditions a picture was introduced in the choice screens. In the 
neutral conditions the pictures were factual, e.g., an electricity meter 
to represent bills (example in the utilitarian category). The pictures 
in the positive affect conditions depicted happy people, for example, 
a smiling lady holding coins and a bill to represent bills. The positive 
affect conditions involved an additional task before the choice ques-
tions in which participants were asked to imagine that they won a 
contest and the prize was a $100 [reward] gift certificate. They were 
then asked to visualize themselves when receiving the certificate and 
the excitement and joy they would feel on the occasion. Next, par-
ticipants responded to the CRT (Cognitive Reflection Test) questions 
(Frederick 2005). We found a main effect of category (Mutil = .60 vs. 
Mhed = .51; β = .23, t(126) = 2.65, p < .01) and the two-way interac-
tion between positive affect and CRT (β = .22, t(126) = 2.54, p < 
.05). The predicted effect of positive affect decreased b for low CRT 
participants (Mpositive = .48 vs. Mneutral = .61; β = -.46, t(125) = -2.78, p 
< .01) but did not change b for high CRT participants (Mpositive = .58 
vs. Mneutral = .54; β = -.06, t(125) = -.36, p > .10). 

In conclusion, we propose that positive affect reduces sensitiv-
ity to time, and hence enhances hyperbolic discounting, and dem-
onstrate that time sensitivity is indeed reduced when positive affect 
increases. This argument provides a significant contribution to the 
literature as so far little has been published on how the interaction 
between hedonic motives and “time perception gives rise to the dis-
counting function’s shape. We also provide an explanation for why 
discounting is more hyperbolic for affect-rich, hedonic goods than 
affect-poor, utilitarian goods.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Target’s heartwarming mascot-puppy Bullseye, the adorable 

Pillsbury-Doughboy, the cute Gerber-Baby – emotional advertising 
appeals are prevalent and are even considered as more influential on 
purchase decisions than reason (Binet and Field 2009; Wood 2012). 
Advertising particularly frequently arouses emotional warmth (Fam 
2008; Smit, van Meurs, and Neijens 2006), that is, a positive, mild, 
volatile emotional construct triggered by experiencing a love, family 
or friendship relationship (Aaker, Stayman, and Hagerty 1986). De-
spite the prevalence of warmth in advertising, empirical research on 
the effectiveness of such a strategy has been scarce (Vanden Abeele 
and MacLachlan 1994). So far, it is unclear whether and under which 
conditions emotionally warm (e.g., joy) or cold advertising appeals 
(e.g., disgust) are effective. 

Recent embodied cognition research proposes that cognition is 
grounded in the physical context (Barsalou 2010), and emotional and 
physical warmth are interrelated (e.g., Williams and Bargh 2008). 
Drawing on this interrelation, we introduce and test in an advertising 
context the moderating influence of physical temperature on consum-
ers’ responses to emotional warmth versus coldness. We demonstrate 
in a lab experiment that physical coldness enhances consumers’ at-
titudes towards emotionally warm ads; physical warmth decreases 
consumers’ responses to emotionally warm ads and instead enhances 
attitudes towards emotionally cold ads. Our findings have implica-
tions for seasonal and international advertising campaigns. 

THEOrETICAL bACkGrOUnd
Embodied cognition research proposes that cognitive activity 

is grounded in the environment (Barsalou 2010). Put simply, it sug-
gests that mind and body are closely related. Studies found, that re-
spondents experiencing physical warmth considered a person’s per-
sonality as warmer (Williams and Bargh 2008) and socially closer 
(IJzerman and Semin 2009). In contrast, people feeling physically 
cold were willing to pay more to watch romantic movies (Hong and 
Sun 2012), or felt lonelier (Bargh and Shalev 2012) and vice versa 
(Zhong and Leonardelli 2008).

From a biological perspective, humans urge to keep themselves 
warm to survive (Austin and Vancouver 1996). Hence, feeling physi-
cally cold should lead to an increased desire for warmth. Given the 
apparent link between physical and emotional warmth, an anxiety 
for emotional warmth could channel this desire to warm up under 
physical coldness. 

As emotional warmth is predominant in advertising (Fam 
2008), this study focuses on the ad context, analyzing the relation 
of physical temperature with ad-induced warmth in contrast to ad-
induced coldness. We predict that physical coldness (warmth) acti-
vates a need for psychological warmth (coldness) and thus should 
increase consumers’ response to advertising triggering emotional 
warmth (coldness). 

METHOdOLOGY
In total, 299 students (46.8 % females) were randomly assigned 

to one of the four conditions of the 2 (cold vs. warm physical tem-
perature) x 2 (cold vs. warm advertising) between-subjects design 
experiment. In the warm (cold) temperature condition, we held room 

temperature constant at around 30 °C/86 °F (14 °C/57.2 °F). The 
emotional temperature was manipulated by pretested emotionally 
warm (cold) advertisements.

Participants evaluated the ads on six 7-point scales: ad liking, ad 
interest, convincingness of the ad, ad appeal, the ad’s potential to be 
remembered, and ad effectiveness. Next, participants indicated the 
ad’s perceived emotional warmth and the perceived physical room 
temperature (on 7-point scales, respectively).

We conducted a 2 (physically cold vs. warm) x 2 (emotionally 
cold vs. warm) between-subjects ANOVA. As our dependent vari-
able, we calculated an index for attitude towards the ad (Aad) as the 
mean of our six consumer response items (Cronbach’s α = .836).

We find a significant main effect of emotional warmth of the 
advertisements on Aad (F(1, 290) = 13.52, p = .000, η2 = .045). The 
main effect of physical temperature on Aad (F(1, 290) = .06, p = .800, 
η2 = .000) was not significant. However, as predicted, the interac-
tion effect of emotional warmth and physical temperature on Aad was 
significant (F(1, 290) = 8.37, p = .004, η2 = .028). This result implies 
that respondents’ physical temperature moderated the effect of emo-
tional warmth (see figure 1).

To better understand the interaction effect, we conducted 
planned comparisons. Respondents in the cold temperature condition 
indicated for emotionally warm advertisements a significantly higher 
Aad (M = 3.68) than for emotionally cold advertisements (M = 2.70; 
F(3, 290) = 7.42, p = .000). Thus, under the influence of cold tem-
peratures our results indicate a positive effect of emotional warmth 
(vs. emotional coldness) on consumers’ responses to advertising. 
Moreover, the attitude towards an emotionally warm ad is higher in 
the physically cold condition (M = 3.68) than in the physically warm 
condition (M = 3.29; F(3, 290) = 7.42, p = .072). Hence, the results 
indicate that cold temperature enhances attitude towards emotionally 
warm ads.

Figure 1
Moderating Effect of Temperature on the  

Effect of Warm/Cold Appeals
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Furthermore, as expected, attitude towards the ad arousing 
emotional coldness is significantly higher in the physically warm 
condition (M = 3.17) than in the physically cold condition (M = 2.70; 
F(3, 290) = 7.42, p = .022). However, once people feel physically 
warm, they show no significant difference in attitude towards emo-
tionally cold (M = 3.17) and warm advertising (M = 3.29; F(3, 290) 
= 7.42, p = .581). Hence, while consumers use, as suggested by em-
bodied cognition theory, warm appeals to warm themselves up in a 
physically cold environment, they do not seem to make a difference 
between either cold or warm emotional stimulation when they are 
physically warm. 

dIsCUssIOn And IMPLICATIOns
Drawing on embodied cognition research, we introduce and 

empirically test the environmental context moderator of physical 
temperature on the effectiveness of emotionally warm versus cold 
advertising campaigns. We find that while cold physical tempera-
ture enhances consumers’ responses to emotionally warm ads, warm 
physical temperature decreases consumers’ responses to emotionally 
warm ads and instead enhances consumers’ attitudes towards emo-
tionally cold ads.

Our findings have important implications for the execution of 
seasonal and international marketing campaigns. Managers might, 
for instance, employ either warm or cold appeals in advertising dur-
ing the summer months or in countries with warm climates, while 
they should prefer warm appeals over cold ones in winter or in colder 
regions. 
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The Specificity Heuristic: Consumer Evaluation of Expert Recommendation
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
This research investigates how consumers evaluate expert ad-

vice in the presence of little diagnostic information. Consumers often 
seek recommendations from a range of sources, referred to as con-
sumer agents (Solomon 1986; West 1996). Such advice represents an 
important component of the decision-making process and the offer-
ing (Beatty and Smith 1987; Solomon 1986; Urbany, Dickson, and 
Wilkie 1989). 

THEOrETICAL bACkGrOUnd
Prior research has identified several factors that influence per-

ceptions of the diagnosticity of agent advice, such as expertise and 
past performance (Feick and Higie 1992; Gershoff, Broniarczyk, and 
West 2001), or perceived similarity of the source to the self (Brown 
and Reingen 1987; MacKie, Gastardo-Conaco, and Skelly 1992; Re-
ingen and Kernan 1986). In many cases, however, consumers have 
little access to such information (Gershoff et al. 2001) and resort 
to heuristics in judging the soundness of the advice (Yaniv 2004). 
For example, they may judge the expertise of the agent based on his 
confidence (Karmarkar and Tormala 2010; Keren and Teigen 2001; 
Price and Stone 2004; Sniezek and Van Swol 2001) or the extremity 
of the claims (Gershoff et al. 2003; Goldberg and Hartwick 1990). In 
this research we propose another heuristic that consumers use when 
evaluating advice – the specificity heuristic. 

Individuals who use the specificity heuristic infer that the ex-
pertise of an agent is positively correlated with the level of specific-
ity of his recommendation. Specificity can take various forms, from 
excluding particular options from a recommended set, to specifying 
the manner in which a recommended option should be taken. It is not 
driven by the amount of detail provided, but rather by how restricted 
the recommended course of action is. The specificity heuristic cannot 
be explained through a negativity bias either – it is equally effective 
when it takes the form of including a specific behavior, as it is when 
taking the form of excluding a specific behavior. 

We propose that people seeking advice employ the specific-
ity heuristic because they overweigh the importance of differences 
among available choice options or courses of action. While expertise 
allows one to perceive both more similarities and more differences 
among options, to the person seeking advice the latter ability is more 
important. This is because individuals seeking advice typically lack 
the depth of knowledge necessary to discern between available op-
tions and actions and identify superior one(s) – to the novice eye, 
“they all look the same.” The more specific the advice that an agent 
provides, then, the more knowledgeable he is judged to be. 

While the use of the specificity heuristic may seem as a rea-
sonable inferential process, specificity per se does not determine the 
accuracy or validity of a recommendation. A recommendation can 
be unnecessarily restrictive – for example, the Dukan diet prescribes 
that the daily dose of protein be taken with “no more than 1.5 table-
spoons of oat bran.” While this specification is most likely random, 
consumers may infer that taking their protein with more or less than 
the prescribed amount would affect the success of their diet. Thus 
agents aware of the specificity bias can deliberately include random 
specific restrictions, similar to the manner in which confidence, ex-
tremity, or over criticism can be misused to influence impression of 
expertise.  

We report the results of six studies that document the use of the 
specificity heuristic and identify boundary conditions. 

METHOd And FIndInGs
Studies 1 and 2 demonstrate the use of the specificity heuristic 

when specificity takes the form of excluding particular options from 
a choice set. A travel agent advising a customer on places to visit in 
Brazil, receives more favorable evaluations (Mrestr. = 4.66 vs. Mcontrol 
= 3.88, t(81) = 2.39, p < .05) and is perceived as more knowledge-
able (Mrestr. = 4.51 vs. Mcontrol = 3.74, t(81) = 2.32, p < .05) when she 
excludes specific destinations or modes of transport from her rec-
ommendation. Similarly, in Study 2, a waiter recommending wine 
receives higher evaluations (Mrestr. = 5.68 vs. Mcontrol = 4.94, t(83) = 
3.06, p < .005) and knowledge ratings (Mrestr. = 5.62 vs. Mcontrol = 5.02, 
t(83) = 2.11, p < .05) when he excludes particular  wines from a set 
of recommended wines. 

Studies 3 and 4 document the use of the specificity heuristic 
in the context of medical decision making and demonstrate that it 
cannot be explained with a negativity bias. In study 3 a doctor who 
recommends that the patient include dairy food while taking the pre-
scribed medication is evaluated just as favorably as one who rec-
ommends that the patient exclude dairy food from their diet (F < 
1). In both scenarios, which represent specificity cases, the doctor 
is evaluated more positively, on average (M = 4.75) than a doctor 
who prescribes the same medication but states that dairy intake does 
not impact its effectiveness (M = 4.14, t(150) = 2.40, p < .05).  In 
study 4, a doctor who advises a patient to take three dietary supple-
ments is evaluated more favorably (Mrestriction = 4.90 vs. Mcontrol = 4.38; 
F(1, 125) = 4.42, p < .05) and is perceived as more knowledgeable 
(Mrestriction = 4.90 vs. Mcontrol = 4.33; F(1, 125) = 4.58, p < .05) when 
he recommends that the supplements be taken in a particular order 
(versus a control condition, in which he states that the order makes 
no difference). 

Studies 5 and 6 demonstrate that the use of the specificity heu-
ristic is moderated by the availability of other diagnostic informa-
tion. Individuals are less likely to rely on the heuristic when they are 
familiar with the recommended option (study 5) or when they have 
access to diagnostic information about the agent’s expertise (study 
6). 

COnTrIbUTIOn
This research contributes to the literature on advice taking by 

expanding our understanding about factors which impact the per-
ceived expertise of agents. The research contributes, more broadly, 
to the literature on information source evaluation, by documenting a 
heuristic that people use when they have access to little diagnostic 
information.  Such situations represent a significant proportion of 
real-life decision making, especially given the increased use of on-
line recommendations whose sources are often anonymous. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
In face of positive stimuli, people generally activate approach 

motivation, whereas avoidance motivation is activated in face of 
negative stimuli (Elliot and Thrash 2002). Embodied cognition re-
search has shown that engaging in approach/avoidance-related motor 
actions also activates the corresponding motivational system, and as 
such has a profound influence on consumers’ judgments and choices 
(Cacioppo et al. 1993; Friedman and Förster 2000). Performing ap-
proach motor actions increases both preference for vices over vir-
tues (Van den Bergh, Schmitt, and Warlop 2011) and attractiveness 
ratings of generally positively evaluated consumer goods (Förster 
2004). Likewise, engaging in avoidance motor actions leads to a de-
valuation of generally negatively evaluated stimuli (Förster 2004), 
and is suggested to increase insurance adoption (Van den Bergh et 
al. 2011).

We propose that refraining from engaging in approach/avoid-
ance motor action may be embodied as well, as people often en-
counter situations that require them to override impulsive approach/
avoidance tendencies (Kühn et al. 2009). For example, a person 
who passes a stall selling fresh lemonade may experience the urge 
to buy some, and may yet choose to walk by and avoid consuming 
the calories. Similarly, medicines often evoke an avoidance reaction 
because of their bad taste, yet consuming them is indispensable when 
ill (Hung and Labroo 2011). 

Hence, people often benefit from overriding initial approach and 
avoidance impulses by refraining from executing an impulsive motor 
action. Therefore, we investigate whether experiencing the retraction 
of a reflexive approach/avoidance movement leads to decreased ac-
tivation of approach/avoidance systems. The former should manifest 
in the devaluation of positively evaluated stimuli and a decreased 
preference for vices over virtues, as these consumption-related vari-
ables have been shown to be influenced by differential activation of 
approach motivation (Förster 2004; Van den Bergh et al. 2011).  The 
latter should be apparent in a more positive evaluation of negative 
stimuli, and decreased likelihood to purchase insurance products. 

As people’s behavioral approach and behavioral inhibition sys-
tems may exhibit differential sensitivity (Carver and White 1994), 
the effect of refraining from an approach (avoidance) motor action 
should be moderated by BAS (BIS) sensitivity, such that only people 
with a highly sensitive BAS (BIS) likely experience the influence of 
exercising restraint in the face of positively (negatively) evaluated 
stimuli. 

Study 1 investigates the consequences of refraining from ac-
tion on the evaluation of positive and negative stimuli and addresses 
the moderating role of BIS/BAS sensitivity. 284 students were ran-
domly assigned to one of five conditions; arm positions (flexion vs. 
extension) and the amount of exercised pressure (slight pressure vs. 
refraining from exercising pressure) varied between subjects, and a 
control condition provided no instructions on arm movements. Sub-
jects were presented with consumer goods with either positive and 
negative valences. 

First, the participants completed the Sensitivity to Punishment/
Sensitivity to Reward Questionnaire (Torrubia et al. 2001) as a self-
reported index of BIS/BAS functioning (Caseras, Avila, and Torrubia 
2003). Next, while adopting the required hand positions, participants 
indicated how much they liked each consumer good on a 9-point 
scale by pressing the appropriate number on the keyboard. Most in-

terestingly, the results indicate that engaging in and refraining from 
avoidance motor actions had opposite effects on the evaluation of 
generally negatively evaluated consumer goods. While the former re-
sulted in a devaluation, the latter increased the evaluation of negative 
goods (figure 1a).  In addition,  the more negative evaluation after 
performing an avoidance movement and the more positive evalua-
tion after refraining from an avoidance movement reached its high-
est level among participants with a highly sensitive BIS (figure 1b). 
Evaluations of positive consumer goods improved when participants 
performed approach behavior and worsened when they refrained 
from performing approach behavior (figure 2a). This difference in 
liking reached its highest levels among participants with a highly 
sensitive BAS (figure 2b). 

Figure 1a: Negative Consumer Good Attractiveness Dependent on 
Hand Position and Exercised Pressure
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Figure 1b: Negative Consumer Good Attractiveness for People 
Engaging in Arm Extension, Dependent on Exercised Pressure and 
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Figure 2a: Positive Consumer Good Attractiveness dependent 
on Hand Position and Exercised Pressure
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Figure 2b: Positive Consumer Good Attractiveness for People 
Engaging in Arm Flexion, dependent on Exercised Pressure 

and bAs sensitivity 
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These findings suggest that refraining from approach/avoidance 
behavior likely decreases the activation of an approach/avoidance 
motivation. If so, refraining from approach/avoidance motor action 
should also lower preference for vices/decrease preference for in-
surance. This is tested in Studies 2 and 3 with data gathered from, 
respectively, 183 and 165 students, and a design similar to study 1. A 
2 × 2 between-subjects design, plus a control, manipulating partici-
pants’ right-hand position and the amount of exerted pressure. While 
keeping their right hand in place, participants chose between pairs of 
vice/virtue products (study 2),or indicated their willingness to pay 
for insurance (study 3) by checking an “include” or “do not include” 
box for several car insurance options at a certain price. 

In both studies the interaction of hand position and exercised 
pressure appeared significant. Among participants engaged in arm 
flexion, those who exercised pressure were significantly more likely 
to select vice products than those instructed not to exercise pres-
sure, but no significant difference emerged for those engaged in arm 
extension. Among participants engaged in arm extension, those who 
exercised pressure were significantly more inclined to obtain insur-
ance options than those instructed to refrain from exercising pres-

sure, but no significant difference in insurance adoption emerged for 
those engaged in arm flexion. Studies 2 and 3 yield further confirma-
tion for the influence of refraining from approach/avoidance motor 
actions in consumer choices that reflect the activation of the motiva-
tional approach/avoidance system. 

Overall, this research adds to a body of consumer research on 
strategies to increase self-control (Hoch and Loewenstein 1991; 
Mukhopadhyay and Johar 2005). People are often shortsighted and 
easily tempted by hedonic “sins”, such as overbuying, splurging 
on tasty but unhealthy food, and indulging in luxuries (Baumeister 
2002; O’Guinn and Faber 1998). As these impulsive behaviors result 
from an impulsive approach/avoidance response, they often contra-
dict with long-term goals (Baumeister 2002). From a consumer well-
being perspective it is valuable to gain insight in elements underly-
ing increased willpower.  
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Brand names play a vital role in the construction of a brand 

image that can affect the consumers’ purchase decisions (Kohli and 
LaBahn, 1997). As brand names frequently comprise numerical 
components, resulting in alpha-numeric brand names, number liking 
should be an important consideration of marketers interested in cre-
ating effective brand names. Besides associations with specific, often 
culturally determined, meanings (e.g., the number 7 is lucky) (Battig 
and Spera 1962), structural characteristics of numbers (e.g., magni-
tude) may affect their liking. As people exhibit a general tendency to 
rely on magnitude information in their judgments, even when non-
diagnostic (Silvera et al. 2002), this research investigates whether 
brand name conveyed magnitude information affects alpha-numeric 
brand preferences. 

It is not clear how the magnitude of the numerical part is evalu-
ated. Often when relying on magnitude information people endorse 
the idea that “bigger is better”. People often favor bigger objects 
(Silvera et al. 2002); Larger assortments are evaluated better (Bro-
niarczyk et al. 1998) and increasing the number of attributes accom-
panying a brand increases its favorability (Carpenter et al. 1994). 
Similarly, people also prefer larger numbers and this translates to 
object preference; colors are perceived as better when labeled with 
larger versus smaller numbers (Fias and Fischer 2005). Of particular 
relevance, Gunasti and Ross (2010) show that consumers’ preference 
for alpha-numeric brands increases when the magnitude of the nu-
merical part increases. 

Situations in which small objects are highly valued are also 
prevalent. In today’s society it is a challenge to build the smallest 
microchip, cellular phone or laptop computer. Body weight is typi-
cally evaluated more favorably when it is lower (Meier et al. 2008). 
In addition, lower numbers are better for many health indicators, golf 
scores, product grades, etc. As such, two opposing magnitude inter-
pretation frames may exist and color people’s judgments. Consumers 
may exhibit a preference for higher versus lower level alpha-numeric 
brand names dependent on whether they adopt a “bigger-is-better” 
versus a “smaller-is-better” frame. On which frame consumers rely 
may be influenced by external cues. Priming research has shown that 
people’s interpretation of information depends on concepts that are 
currently active. In addition, priming cues may not only activate spe-
cific conceptual information, but also information processing proce-
dures (Meyers-Levy 1989). 

That both concepts and procedures can be primed suggests in-
terpretation frames (i.e., procedures by which meaning is attached 
to concepts) can also be primed. As such, contextual information 
may affect alpha-numeric brand preferences dependent on whether it 
evokes a “larger is better” or “smaller is better” magnitude interpre-
tation frame. Three studies yield evidence for this proposition.

Studies 1a (n = 122) and 1b (n = 122) rely on attribute specifica-
tion to cue magnitude interpretation frames. Participants were pre-
sented with two printer (Study 1a) or  refrigerator (Study 1b) brands 
and chose one of both. Each choice set varied along 2 dimensions 
(Tables 1a and 1b). The brands were described by units of expression 
representing a higher is better or smaller is better logic. In addition, 
brands were described by neutral terms (Brand A and Brand B) or 
by alpha-numeric brand names (CR-P-9 and CR-P-91 for printers; 
DMB-4 and DMB-96 for refrigerators).

Most importantly, when brands are described by a neutral label, 
changing the logic of the attribute units does not affect brand prefer-
ences. However, when brands are described by alpha-numeric brand 
names, changing the logic of the attribute units flips brand choices. 
When expression mode represents a “lower is better” (“higher is bet-
ter”) logic brands including a small (large) number are chosen more 
often compared to when expression mode represents a “higher is bet-
ter” (“lower is better”) logic (Tables 2a and 2b). These results dem-
onstrate the importance of matching the number of an alpha-numeric 
brand name to the contextually evoked magnitude interpretation 
frame. 

Study 2 (n=122) demonstrates that magnitude interpretation 
frames may also be evoked by brand slogans and that these frames 
may also guide absolute evaluations of alpha-numeric brand names 
including numbers that are generally judged as small (e.g., 1) or large 
(e.g., 100). In this study, participants inspected an advertisement of 
a new soda can ‘Valens’ (see Figure 1 for an example), which var-
ied along two dimensions: the magnitude of the number included in 
the alpha-numeric brand name (No Number = ‘Valens’ vs. Small = 
‘Valens 1’ vs. Large = ‘Valens 100’) and the slogan that was used to 
promote the product (Lower-is-better interpretation frame = ‘Leave 
everyone behind’ vs. Higher-is-better interpretation frame = ‘Take it 
all’). Next, participants rated the attractiveness of the can they had 
been exposed to on a one-item 101-point scale. 

Table 1a: Attribute scores of the Printer Choice Options in study 1a
Attribute Expression logic Attributes brand A Cr-P-9 brand b Cr-P-91

Higher is Better Printing Speed # pages per minute 12 19
Ink Price # pages for 1€ 25 17

Lower is Better Printing Speed # seconds to print 1 page 5 3
Ink Price # cents to print 1 page 4 6

Table 1b: Attribute scores of the refrigerator Choice Options in study 1b
Attribute Expression logic Attributes brand A dMb-4 brand b dMb-96

Higher is Better CO2 Emission # seconds to emit 100 gr 53 61
Price Expenditure # minutes for 1€ 353 286

Lower is Better CO2 Emission # grams per hour 114 98
Price Expenditure # cents per hour 17 21
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Figure 1:Example of a Fictitious soda Can Used in study 2

Most importantly, matching number magnitude onto the magnitude 
interpretation frame generated higher brand attractiveness ratings, 
whereas mismatching decreased the attractiveness ratings (see Fig-
ure 2). 

Figure 2: Mean Attractiveness ratings of brands Including 
no number, asmall or a Large number depending Evoked 

Magnitude Interpretation Frame

This finding shows that not only relative preferences, but also 
absolute evaluations of brands may be influenced by activated mag-
nitude interpretation frames. Studies 1 and 2 activated magnitude 
interpretation frames by changing brand-related information which 
is important, as these elements are under control of brand managers. 
Though, study 3 assesses whether contextual information, unrelated 
to the target brands, also affects alpha-numeric brand preferences, by 
using a different cue. Participants (n=103) rated the attractiveness of 
brand promotions, either announcing a price discount or a package 
premium (see Figure 3 for an example). Next, participants indicated 
their preferences for three pairs of printers. Each choice option was 
presented with a picture and an alpha-numeric brand name. 

Figure 3: Example of brand Promotions used in study 3

The pictures and the left-right presentation of brand names were 
counterbalanced within pairs across participants. Priming differ-
ent types of brand promotions significantly influenced participants’ 
brand choices (see Table 3). Evaluating a price promotion (package 

Table 2a: Choice shares of the Printer Choice Options in study 1a
neutral brand name Alpha-numeric brand name

Attribute Expression logic brand A brand b Cr-P-9 Cr-P-91
Higher is Better 76.3% 23.7% 61.3% 38.7%
Lower is Better 72.4% 27.6% 91.7% 8.3%

Table 2b: Choice shares of the refrigerator Choice Options in study 1b
neutral brand name Alpha-numeric brand name

Attribute Expression logic brand A brand b dMb-4 dMb-96
Higher is Better 59.4% 40.6% 27.3% 72.7%
Lower is Better 45.7% 54.3% 72.7% 27.3%
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premium) leads participants to prefer a printer comprising the lowest 
(highest) numerical portion.  

The current paper contributes to research investigating how 
alpha-numeric brand names’ numerical part affects their appeal. We 
focused on the impact of the conveyed magnitude. While Gunasti 
and Ross (2010) demonstrated alpha-numeric brands to benefit from 
including a higher number, our research demonstrates that this de-
pends on the activated magnitude interpretation frame.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Ever since organic, fair trade, and other ‘special’ products have 

entered the conventional supermarket channel, retailers face “a di-
lemma as to where such products should be shelved” (Dahm, 2005). 
The retailer can place, for example, a line of organic products sepa-
rately from conventional products, and devote part of the total shelf 
space for a product category to these products. Retail managers often 
believe that this will attract new consumers by drawing their atten-
tion to products they might not otherwise have considered (Lazarus, 
2010). However, it also entails the risk that consumers ignore these 
products when they browse the shelf. Alternatively, the retailer may 
integrate an organic product line into the mainstream shelf. This may 
increase the chance that consumers will notice the organic products 
when browsing through the regular products, but also decreases the 
visibility of the organic product line as a whole. 

Whereas previous studies have focused on how assortment orga-
nization affects consumers’ variety perception of the total assortment 
(Hoch, Bradlow, & Wansink, 1999; Mogilner, Rudnick, & Iyengar, 
2008), little is known about if and how the use a specific subcategory 
affects the variety perceptions of the products placed inside and out-
side that subcategory. Whereas the perceived variety of the total as-
sortment might increase as a function of the amount of subcategories 
available, as suggested by previous studies (Kahn & Wansink, 2004; 
Mogilner et al. 2008), the perceived variety of the products presented 
in a specific subcategory may not. We argue that variety perceptions 
can increase and decrease simultaneously, and that whether consum-
ers perceive less or more variety within a subcategory crucially de-
pends on their intrinsic interest in the subcategory. People have a 
natural tendency to selectively attend to categories that are important 
to them, which affects their similarity perceptions (Goldstone 1998). 
Ample psychological studies have provided evidence for in-group 
heterogeneity and out-group homogeneity effects in people percep-
tion (Boldry & Kasy 1999; Judd, Ryan & Park 1991), and we expect 
that similar effects are present in product perception. That is, when 
a subcategory is of interest to consumers, they will focus more on 
these products and attempt to differentiate between them, while at 
the same time giving less attention to the products in another subcat-
egory. These other products are perceived as more similar to one an-
other, because they all share a common product attribute. As a result, 
perceived variety is high for products presented in the category of 
interest (i.e., in-group heterogeneity) but low for products presented 
outside this category (i.e., out-group homogeneity). 

In two studies we investigate the effects of assortment organiza-
tion (i.e. product presented in subcategories vs. products presented in 
a mixed display) and consumers’ intrinsic interest (as an externally 
induced shopping goal in experiment 1 and as a measured individual 
difference variable in experiment 2) on perceived variety of products 
presented in the subcategories. In both experiments, organic products 
(teas and wines, respectively) are presented either mixed with regular 
products or in a separate subcategory in a computer-based experi-
ment. Choice is recorded, as well as which products are clicked on 
for closer examination. The proportion of organic product examined 
is investigated as a mediator to test whether assortment organization 
allows consumers to better focus on the products they are interested 
in, which should drive variety perceptions.

Results for both experiments show that assortment organization 
can indeed trigger in-group versus out-group effects, such that vari-
ety perceptions for one subcategory increase and variety perceptions 
for another subcategory decrease simultaneously. Hence, we show 
that the presence of subcategories does not uniformly increase va-
riety perceptions, but that it can even decrease variety perceptions 
for a specific subcategory. As expected, these effects are moderated 
by consumers’ intrinsic interest in the subcategory: consumers pay 
attention to the subcategory of interest, leading to an increase in per-
ceived variety of the subcategory of interest (i.e., an in-group hetero-
geneity effect), but ignore the subcategory that is not of interest (i.e., 
an out-group homogeneity effect). Moderated mediation analyses 
suggest that these effects are indeed mediated by the attention that 
consumers allocate to the different subcategories. In addition, our 
effects carry-over to consumers’ product choice. 

Our results extend prior research in several ways. In particular, 
whereas previous studies have shown that the use of subcategories 
can increase variety perceptions of the total assortment (Hoch et al. 
1999; Kahn and Wansink 2008; Mogilner et al. 2008; Morales et al. 
2005), we show that subcategories can affect variety perceptions of 
products presented inside and outside the subcategory of interest dif-
ferently. These effects cannot be explained by processes proposed 
in prior research. For instance, whereas prior research has indicated 
that larger assortments are processed differently from smaller assort-
ments (Iyengar & Lepper 2000; Broniarczyk et al. 1998), this alone 
cannot explain why two subcategories of equal size receive different 
variety ratings. 

Our results have important implications for retailers who want 
to promote sustainable (e.g., organic or fair trade) or otherwise ‘spe-
cial’ products (e.g., private labels). Whereas the use of a separate dis-
play might increase the salience of the attribute (e.g., sustainability), 
it may not necessarily increase the perception of variety and choice 
for these products. In fact, when many of the store’s customers are 
not interested in the subcategory, devoting a separate section to these 
products may decrease sales levels. Contrary to current practices 
(Dahm 2005), when consumers’ initial interest in the product cat-
egory is low, retailers may be better off to integrate these products 
in the existing assortment, instead of presenting them in a separate 
product category. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
People experience consumption episodes either in the presence 

of others or individually. For instance, a consumer may tour a muse-
um as part of a group or only by himself. To date, little is understood 
about the impact of social context on how an experience unfolds over 
time or the subsequent effects on experience evaluations. We find 
that people’s preference for improving vs. declining trends depends 
on whether the experience is consumed together or alone. This effect 
stems from differences in how consumers process and incorporate 
early versus later parts of the experience in evaluations.

Past research has demonstrated both direct and indirect social 
influence during experiences. Consumers communicate their reac-
tions to others verbally (Raghunathan & Korfman 2006) or through 
subtle signals, such as facial expressions (Ramanathan & McGill 
2007). We argue that social influence operates on another subtle di-
mension: consumers’ processing style. Research on culture and self-
construal has found that people embedded in social relations pro-
cess information holistically, whereas those less embedded in these 
relations process analytically (Nisbett et al. 2001; Monga and John 
2007). We predict that these differences will also emerge when com-
paring social and isolated hedonic experiences. 

Processing style has been shown to moderate how people inte-
grate sequences. In a person perception task, Forgas (2011) showed 
that participants who processed holistically (analytically) exhibited 
judgments that were more impacted by early (later) presented per-
sonality traits, consistent with a primacy effect (recency effect). 
Under holistic processing the initial information was weighted more 
in summary judgments and also provided an overarching frame to 
which later information was assimilated. Conversely, analytical pro-
cessing suppressed such top-down perception, facilitating recency 
effects.   

Extending Forgas’ findings to consumption episodes, we iden-
tify a preference reversal that emerges due to differences in the pro-
cessing style that the social setting promotes. We hypothesize that 
when people experience episodes alone, they prefer improving (vs. 
declining) sequences of events (i.e., those beginning with the worst 
event and ending with the best event), consistent with past research 
on hedonic experiences (Kahneman et al., 1993; Redelmeier & 
Kahneman 1996). However, when an experience occurs in the pres-
ence of others, the improving trend preference will be attenuated or 
even reversed, because such social experiences promote holistic pro-
cessing, As such, we expect evaluations of later parts of the sequence 
to assimilate to earlier parts of the sequence, leveling the slope of the 
experienced trend. Moreover, when processing holistically, greater 
weighting of early events can produce higher evaluations for experi-
ences that begin with the best event (declining sequences) versus the 
worst event (improving sequence).   

Study 1 was a 2 (analytical vs. holistic processing prime) x 2 
(improving vs. declining vacation experience trend) between-sub-
jects design. Participants were either asked to find embedded images 
in a presented scene (analytical prime), or write about what they saw 
in the scene (holistic prime) (Monga and John 2008). Subsequently, 
they read about a vacation with events presented in either improv-
ing or declining order of pre-tested liking. Finally, participants rated 
their willingness to pay for the vacation. Consistent with past re-
search (Kahneman et al. 1993), we found a main effect of trend, 

showing a preference for the improving sequence (F(1,89) = 3.95, p 
=.05). Supporting our hypothesis, we also found a processing style X 
trend interaction (F(1,89) = 4.09, p <.05). Under analytical process-
ing, participants preferred the improving sequence (Mimproving = 
$1642.86 vs. Mdeclining = $766.67, t(43) = 2.10, p < .05), but there 
was no trend preference under holistic processing (Mimproving = 
$722.68 vs. Mdeclining= $715.38, t(46) < 1).

Study 2 utilized the same design, but differed in two impor-
tant ways. First, we used an actual experience (not simulated) with 
trend (improving vs. declining) manipulated using a sequence of 15 
pre-tested art images. Second, we manipulated processing style us-
ing the presence or absence of others during the experience (vs. the 
processing style prime in study 1). Participants in the isolated con-
dition wrote about themselves prior to viewing the images. Partici-
pants in the social condition were asked to introduce themselves to 
another person and were told that others in the lab would experience 
the same episode, prior to viewing the images. A pre-test confirmed 
that participants in the isolated versus the social condition exhibited 
a less holistic style of thinking (M = 4.45 vs. 4.86, F(1,74) = 5.20, 
p < .05) (Choi et al. 2007). After viewing the images, participants 
indicated their willingness to pay for the experience using a scale 
with different payment levels. Supporting our hypothesis, there was 
a significant social setting X trend interaction (F(1, 178) = 6.69, p 
= .01). Participants in the isolated condition exhibited a preference 
for the improving sequence (Mimproving = 2.95 vs. Mdeclining= 
2.04, t(90) = 2.35, p = .02), whereas participants in the social condi-
tion directionally preferred the declining sequence (Mimproving = 
2.39 vs. Mdeclining= 2.93, t(88) = 1.33, p = .18). Participants also 
rated each art image. Analyzing the slope of their ratings over the 
sequence’s duration, we found a main effect of manipulated trend 
condition (F(1, 178) = 201, p < .001) and a social setting X trend 
interaction (F(1, 178) = 8.65, p < .01). Slopes were steeper in the iso-
lated condition compared to the social condition (see figure 1). These 
results are consistent with our explanation that people undergoing 
the social experience anchor on earlier events in the sequence when 
reacting to later events.   

Three unreported studies examine other operationalizations of 
the social vs. isolated distinction. Combined, this research advances 
our knowledge of the role of social context on consumption experi-
ences, offering several contributions. Foremost, we demonstrate that 
social context influences hedonic experiences even without direct 
social interaction, and we show how these effects emerge over the 
course of the episode. Second, we reveal how processing style differ-
ences emerge due to variations in the social context of experiences, 
whereas past research on processing style focused on individual dif-
ferences and cultural factors. Finally, we find an important bound-
ary condition to the common preference for improving trends. These 
findings have implications for how marketers present experiences 
under different social situations.  
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Figure 1:  Moment-to-moment evaluations of art images

Mean moment-to-moment evaluations of art images in the second study described in the extended abstract. The left hand panel 
depicts evaluations for these images in the isolated experience conditions, and the right hand panel depicts these evaluations for the social 
experience conditions.  Ratings for each image were on a 7-point scale of enjoyment, as reflected by the vertical axis in each panel. The 
sequence consisted of 15 images. The dashed lines indicate mean evaluation for each image in the declining (blue) and improving (red) 

trend conditions separately. The darker lines depict the trendline for each trend condition. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
We often describe people who do the “right” thing as being “on 

a moral high ground”, or we say that they are “taking the high road”. 
There are also other similar sayings that refer to people behaving 
morally as “high-minded” or “upstanding” individuals. All of these 
images suggest a metaphorical connection between the concept of 
morality and the spatial orientation of vertical height. Specifically, 
they suggest that people who behave morally hold a position that is 
higher above ground than those who behave less morally. But are 
there cognitive consequences of being so high above ground – and 
thus, so distant to the world “down below” – that they would process 
their world differently?

Recent research on metaphorical thinking adopts an embodied 
cognition view, suggesting that people use their concrete physical 
sensations to describe abstract psychological experiences (Bargh 
2006; Boroditsky and Ramscar 2002). For example, metaphors in-
volving vertical height often have an embodied basis. In contexts 
of social power, powerful people are said to be “up high”, such that 
individuals with social authority attend to high spatial locations 
quicker than low ones (Moeller, Robinson and Zabelina 2008). In 
many religions, “God is most high”, and people perceive others as 
being more religious when their pictures are displayed at the top of a 
page rather than the bottom (Chasteen, Burdzy, and Pratt 2009). And 
people often give “thumbs up” to communicate positive feedback, 
stemming from the perception that anything “up” is good but “down” 
is bad (Meier and Robinson 2004). These findings suggest that moral 
metaphors referring to vertical height or the physical sensation of 
being high above ground may also have a similar embodied basis. 

We posit that a consequence of behaving morally is that the ver-
tical height increases the distance to the world down below, affect-
ing how people high above ground would cognitively process their 
world. According construal level theory, as distance (vs. closeness) 
increases, so does abstract processing (Trope and Liberman 2003). 
Consider spectators sitting in the highest rows of a sports stadium, 
and hence are vertically high from where the main action is located. 
They describe their experiences as “squinting to see ant-sized play-
ers”, and only see the broader aspects of the game, not its finer de-
tails. Building on these links between metaphorical thinking, embod-
ied cognition, and construal level theory, we thus hypothesize and 
find in four experiments that people who do the right thing process 
their world abstractly.

Experiment 1 demonstrated the main effect that moral thinking 
leads to abstract processing. To prime moral or less moral thinking, 
we had undergraduate students write about an instance in their lives 
in which they did the “right” or “wrong” thing, respectively. They 
then completed the Behavioral Identification Form (BIF; Vallacher 
and Wegner 1989). As predicted, participants who recalled behaving 
morally selected more abstract descriptions on the BIF than those 
who recalled behaving less morally. We also ruled out mood as an 
alternative explanation for our findings.

Experiments 2 and 3 aimed to explore how moral thinking 
may influence specific cognitive consequences of abstract thinking. 
In Experiment 2, we reason that people who process abstractly pay 
little attention to details, and so they should be worse at analytical 
reasoning than those who process concretely (Friedman and Förster 
2011). To prime moral or less moral thinking, we had undergraduates 
write stories about themselves using either positively- or negative-

ly-valenced words, such as kind or greedy, respectively. They then 
completed the Cognitive Reflection Test (CRT; Frederick 2005). As 
expected, participants in the moral prime scored lower on the CRT 
than those in the less moral prime. Mood had no effect. Meanwhile, 
in Experiment 3, we hypothesized that people who do the right thing 
are more creative than those who do the wrong thing (Förster, Ep-
stude, and Özelsel 2009). Undergraduates received the same prime as 
Experiment 1, in addition to a control condition. They then generated 
as many creative ways of using a brick as possible. Planned contrasts 
revealed that participants in the moral prime generated more ways to 
use a brick creatively than those in the control, who generated more 
than those in the less moral prime. 

Finally, Experiment 4 examined how moral thinking may influ-
ence consumer preferences. Mechanical Turk participants received 
the same moral or less prime as Experiment 1. They then saw an 
ad for the “Simply Orange” brand of orange juice that emphasized 
either the brand’s abstract, future benefits or its concrete, immedi-
ate benefits. Participants who recalled behaving morally had more 
favourable attitudes toward Simply Orange when the ad was in an 
abstract than a concrete frame. Conversely, participants who recalled 
behaving less morally had more favourable attitudes toward the ad in 
a concrete than an abstract frame. 

Across four experiments, this research demonstrates that meta-
phors like “on a high ground” and “taking the high road” are linked 
to embodied cognitions. More specifically, this link can cause people 
doing the right thing to subsequently process their world abstractly. 
Our findings may also offer another explanation for other conse-
quences of moral thinking, such as licensing. Furthermore, our pres-
ent findings encourage future research to understand morality not in 
isolation, but in terms of physically-grounded concepts.

Table 1
Experiment 2: Correct responses on the CrT.

ball/bat Widgets Lily Pads Total
Moral 

Thinking
(N = 100)

42.7% 39.2% 36.8% .81

Less Moral 
Thinking
(N = 112)

58.3% 60.8% 63.2% 1.14

p-level .241 .059 .008 .027
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Anthropomorphism refers to the tendency to attribute human-

like characteristics, intentions, and behavior to non-human artifacts, 
such as products (Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007). When consum-
ers anthropomorphize products, this will enhance their evaluation 
and reduce their willingness to replace these products (Aggarwal and 
McGill 2007; Chandler and Schwarz 2010). 

Prior research has used product-schema congruity to explain 
consumers’ evaluation of anthropomorphized products (Aggarwal 
and McGill 2007). They suggested that only if there is congruity 
between the activated human schema and the product’s features 
(e.g., two same-sized bottles with a primed twin schema), consum-
ers are able to humanize the product, and anthropomorphism will 
increase product evaluation. Such product-schema congruity is thus 
considered to be crucial for anthropomorphism to be effective. How-
ever, for many products the opportunities to add schema-congruent 
product features are limited (Delbaere et al. 2011). Accordingly, the 
present research seeks to broaden our understanding of anthropo-
morphism by investigating when and why priming a human schema 
will encourage consumers to perceive the product as human, thereby 
positively affecting product evaluations, even when there is no prod-
uct-schema congruity. Extending the anthropomorphism literature 
on twins and salespersons that are generally self-incongruent, this 
research uses self-congruity theory (Sirgy 1982) to explain the ef-
fects of humanizing a product through self-congruent gender primes 
(i.e., describing the product as male/female) on product evaluations.

This research focuses on gender because gender is a central part 
of consumers’ self-concept (Cross and Markus 1993), As a conse-
quence, consumers prefer products that are associated with their own 
gender and avoid those associated with the other (White and Dahl 
2006, 2007; Worth,  Smith, and Mackie 1992). We propose that be-
cause of the importance of gender to the self-concept, consumers 
can readily see the human analogy suggested by the marketer if the 
human gender schema that is primed, is congruent to their own gen-
der, regardless of the presence/absence of schema-congruent product 
features. Furthermore, the human gender schema that is primed con-
tributes to the product’s symbolic image and will affect consumers’ 
product evaluations. We thus hypothesize a gender-schema congruity 
effect: when primed with a human gender schema that is congru-
ent (vs. incongruent) to consumers’ own gender, consumers show 
more preferential evaluations (H1). In contrast, when a human gen-
der schema is primed that is incongruent to a person’s own gender, 
(s)he may not readily see the analogy. Then, schema-congruent fea-
tures of the product will help consumers to anthropomorphize the 
product successfully. Consequently, we hypothesize that product-
schema congruity moderates the effect of gender anthropomorphism 
on product evaluations (H2). Finally, we hypothesize that the extent 
to which consumers perceive the product as human mediates the ef-
fects of gender-schema congruity and product-schema congruity on 
consumers’ product evaluations (H3).

Two experimental studies tested the hypotheses. Study 1 tested 
our basic premise that consumers’ evaluation of anthropomorphized 
products are more positive when the human gender schema that is 
primed is congruent to their own gender. The study used a 2(human 
gender schema: male vs. female schema) × 2(participants’ gender: 
men vs. women) between-subjects design. To prime the human gen-
der schemas, we created product descriptions of a bottle perfume 

with either a male or female focus (e.g., “This little guy/girl is the 
decidedly young scent […] He/She has a family of 30ml, 50ml, and 
100ml bottles”). This resulted in conditions of either low or high gen-
der-schema congruity, depending on the gender of the participant. 
Participants read the product description, and subsequently, com-
pleted a multi-item product evaluation measure. The results revealed 
only a significant human gender schema by participant’s gender in-
teraction. Comparing contrasts showed that male participants evalu-
ated the product more positively when a male schema was primed, 
that is congruent to their own gender, than when an incongruent, fe-
male schema was primed. This gender-schema congruity effect on 
product evaluation was also identified for female participants. Spe-
cifically, female participants evaluated the product more positively 
when a congruent, female schema (vs. incongruent, male schema) 
was primed, supporting hypothesis 1. 

In study 2, we extended these findings by investigating the gen-
der-schema congruity effect alongside the effect of product-schema 
congruity. Furthermore, Study 2 provided insights in the underly-
ing process of the gender-schema congruity effect by investigat-
ing perceived anthropomorphism as a mediator. The study used a 
2(human gender schema) × 2(product features: black/blue vs. yel-
low/purple) × 2(product replicate: camera, car) mixed design and 
used male subjects. Product replicate was a within-subjects vari-
able. Different colors were pretested to select products with mascu-
line (black/blue color) and feminine (yellow/purple color) features 
(Grossman and Wisenblit 1999), resulting in products with features 
that were either congruent or incongruent to the activated human 
gender schema. Participants read the product description, in which 
a human gender schema was primed, together with a product pic-
ture, and subsequently, completed multi-item product evaluation and 
perceived anthropomorphism measures. Results revealed a main ef-
fect for human gender schema, providing additional support for the 
hypothesized gender-schema congruity effect (H1). Furthermore, 
a significant two-way interaction was found. Comparing contrasts 
showed that when primed with a human gender schema that is con-
gruent to the participant’s gender (i.e., male schema), the presence 
of product-schema (in)congruent features in the product did not af-
fect product evaluations or perceived anthropomorphism. However, 
when primed with a human gender schema that is incongruent (i.e., 
female schema), participants evaluated the product more positively 
and were more likely to perceive it as human when the product is 
endowed with a feature that is congruent with that human gender 
schema, than when it is endowed with a feature that is incongruent. 
Finally, regression analyses and Sobel tests showed that perceived 
anthropomorphism mediated the effects of gender-schema congru-
ity and product-schema congruity on product evaluations. Together, 
these results support our hypotheses.

Our research contributes to the literature by demonstrating that 
product-schema congruity can only partly explain consumer response 
towards anthropomorphized products. Specifically, we demonstrate 
that products do not necessarily need to be endowed with schema-
congruent features for product anthropomorphism to be effective. If 
a human gender schema is primed that is congruent to consumers’ 
gender, gender-schema congruity will positively influence product 
evaluations, even when there is no product-schema congruity. 
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disclosure in Word-of-Mouth Marketing:  The role of Prior Agent Experience
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Recent research on marketer-incented word-of-mouth (WOM) 

finds that disclosing an agent-brand relationship can make the rec-
ommendation more effective (Carl 2008; Tuk, Verlegh, Smidts, and 
Wigboldus 2009).  Abendroth and Heyman (2012) further found that 
disclosure increased product attitudes and feeling informed, which 
mediated the effect of disclosure on purchase consideration.  The 
present research looks deeper into why this positive effect occurs.  
Further, as the growing prevalence of incented WOM increases the 
likelihood that a WOM recipient has experience as an agent, this re-
search also examines how past experience affects perceptions of the 
technique and its effectiveness.  

Abendroth and Heyman (2012) argue that voluntary disclosure, 
which goes against relationship norms (Tuk et al. 2009), makes the 
agent seem more credible, in turn allowing the recipient to feel more 
informed.  If this is true, then adding a disclaimer that disclosure 
is federally mandated (per the Federal Trade Commission) should 
eliminate the effect. An alternative explanation is that recipients feel 
a closer connection to the brand when the agent discloses a relation-
ship with the brand.  This should occur regardless of any legal dis-
claimer and is consistent with feeling more informed.  An additional 
consideration is whether the message recipient has been an agent in 
another campaign, in which case their reaction to disclosure may be 
different.  They know how receiving incentives affected the nature of 
their own WOM, and in turn may respond to other incented recom-
mendations less positively.  

First, a survey (N=102) was conducted to understand how cur-
rent undergraduates perceive incented WOM.  After explaining the 
difference between incented and organic WOM, 65% of respondents 
thought marketers use incented WOM “quite often” or “very often” 
on college campuses.  If asked to be an agent, only 56% indicated they 
were likely to disclose receiving incentives, despite being informed 
of the FTC disclosure guidelines. Although concerning, these results 
are consistent with Ahuja, Michels, Walker, and Weissbuch (2007).  
When asked who is at fault if the relationship is not disclosed, 26% 
indicated the company is more at fault and 39% indicated the recom-
mender is more at fault.  Finally, looking at the impact of disclosure, 
43% thought it would help and 29% thought it would hurt product 
attitudes, while 28% thought it would help and 24% thought it would 
hurt attitudes toward the recommender.  The remainder expected no 
impact from disclosure.  While 28% of those surveyed had experi-
ence as a WOM agent, this did not significantly alter their responses.  

Second, an experiment (N=148) was conducted that manipu-
lated WOM (disclosure, disclosure plus legal disclaimer, organic/

no disclosure) between-subjects and measured agent status (agent, 
non-agent).  The manipulation was embedded into a scenario about 
a friend recommending a winter jacket.  Participants responded to 
several 7-point semantic differential scales that measured purchase 
consideration (6 items, e.g. I would consider purchasing this brand), 
product attitude (3 items, e.g. good/bad), agent credibility (5 items, 
e.g. credible/not credible), feeling informed (3 items, e.g. I feel 
knowledgeable) and brand connection (3 items, e.g. I can relate to 
this brand).  All cronbach’s alphas were greater than 0.88.  Lastly, 
they were asked whether “a company had previously given (them) 
products, cash, or other incentives to talk about their products with 
other people,” to which 26% answered yes.  

An interaction between agent status and WOM type was found 
for purchase consideration (F(2,142) = 4.3, p<.05), product attitude 
(F(2,142) = 3.6, p<.05), and feeling informed (F(2,142) = 3.7, p<.05), 
along with a marginal interaction for brand connection (F(2,142) = 
2.6, p<.08).  Meanwhile, agent credibility only showed a main effect 
of WOM type (F(2,142) = 7.9, p<.01) with greater credibility in the 
organic condition versus both the disclosure (F(1,142) = 11.2, p<.01) 
and disclosure plus disclaimer (F(1,142) = 11.9, p<.01) conditions.  
Interestingly, adding a legal disclaimer to the disclosure had no effect 
(F<1) on the agent’s credibility.  

Next we look more closely at the effect of WOM type by agent 
status, beginning with non-agents.  Compared to organic WOM, 
when the agent discloses their relationship to the brand along with 
a legal disclaimer, purchase consideration increased (F(1,142) = 4.1, 
p<.05) as did feeling informed (F(1,142) = 4.9, p<.05) and feeling 
connected to the brand (F(1,142) = 4.0, p<.05), while attitude toward 
the product remained unchanged (F=0).  Comparing the two disclo-
sure conditions, adding a disclaimer made the message recipient feel 
more informed (F(1,142) = 4.5, p<.05) and feel marginally more con-
nected to the brand (F(1,142) = 2.7, p<.10), but had no effect on 
product attitudes (F<1.1) or purchase intentions (F<1.3).

In contrast, agents had the opposite response to disclosure.  
Compared to organic WOM, disclosing a brand relationship de-
creased purchase consideration (F(1,142) = 7.3, p<.01), product 
attitudes (F(1,142) = 12.7, p<.01) and brand connections (F(1,142) 
= 4.6, p<.05), along with a marginal decrease in feeling informed 
(F(1,142) = 3.3, p<.07).  Adding a legal disclaimer led to mean re-
sults between disclosure and no disclosure, but lacked the power nec-
essary to find significance for all variables.  

This research makes several contributions to the WOM litera-
ture.  First, the survey indicates that undergraduates are aware of 
the prevalence of incented WOM on college campuses with over a 

Table 1:  Means for Experiment 

Organic Disclose + 
Disclaimer

Disclose Organic Disclose + 
Disclaimer

Disclose

Purchase Consideration 4.3 4.9 4.6 5.2 4.7 3.9
Attitude toward Product 5.7 5.7 5.4 6.0 5.2 4.5

Feeling Informed 4.5 5.0 4.6 5.4 4.7 4.6
Brand Connection 3.9 4.6 4.1 4.8 4.4 3.6
Agent Credibility 5.4 4.8 4.8 5.6 4.6 4.5

Non-Agent Agent
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quarter of respondents in both the survey and the experiment having 
acted as an incented WOM agent.  Second, despite knowledge of 
FTC disclosure guidelines, the issue of non-disclosure of the agent-
brand relationship remains, and both agent and brand carry blame for 
this non-disclosure.  Third and more interesting, most undergradu-
ates cannot accurately predict the impact disclosure has on WOM 
effectiveness.  Fourth, while agent status had no effect on WOM 
perceptions, experimental results suggest that it does impact WOM 
effectiveness; organic WOW was more effective for past agents, 
while knowledge of an agent-brand relationship was more effective 
for non-agents.  Fifth, feeling connected to the brand is introduced 
as a new factor that is impacted by disclosure.  Results surrounding 
the addition of a legal disclaimer as the reason for disclosure were 
less conclusive.  
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
There are few rewards more exhilarating to marketers than the 

exponential increase in reach, awareness, and word-of-mouth from 
communications gone ‘viral’. Marketers strive for the viral success 
of communications across a number of channels, but recent develop-
ments in online video (i.e., YouTube’s emergence in 2005) offer a 
means of tracking audience responses in a manner not previously 
possible. Video also affords a tremendous opportunity for people to 
engage others with emotion and information. We focus on online vid-
eo and examine content and audience response features that predict 
the video going viral.  

It might be assumed that any interesting content that generates 
a strong emotional response is enough to achieve viral status. Indeed, 
research (Berger 2011; Berger and Milkman 2011) has identified emo-
tional arousal intensity as the motivation for news content sharing, with 
higher arousal emotions more strongly linked to sharing (Berger 2011). 
Berger and Milkman (2011) also find that the emotional responses of 
positivity, awe, anger, sadness, and anxiety all predict sharing.  

Logically preceding this strong emotional response, we predict 
that video content features will also explain viral success. Based on 
the Incongruity-Resolution theory of humor (Mulder and Nijholt 
2002), videos with elements of incongruity should be more success-
ful. This incongruity might take the form of juxtaposition (i.e., unex-
pected combinations) or exaggeration (i.e., hyperbole of basic facts). 
Though the implication of humor might seem to suggest that such 
videos would be perceived positively, we also investigate the role of 
negative reactions, such as sadness and anger because Benign Viola-
tion theory (McGraw and Warren 2010) suggests that negative reac-
tions may also lend explanatory power. 

We compiled a dataset of over six-hundred English-language 
videos hosted by YouTube across 15 categories (e.g., Auto, Comedy, 
Education).  Four research assistants blind to the hypotheses coded 
the videos. One was exclusively tasked with collecting data on the 
outcomes while the remaining were responsible for coding all the 
videos according to a scheme we provided. The inter-rater reliability 
(PRL) scores for each coded variable exceed .80. 

Predictors: Many videos contain highly exaggerated content, 
such as those that make hyperbolic claims or show extravagant or 
over-the-top behavior. We code this variable (exaggeration) on a 
three point scale (‘none’, ‘modest exaggeration’, to ‘extensive exag-
geration’). Second, we code to what extent videos put together two 
or more elements whose joining seemed incongruous (juxtaposi-
tion) also on a three point scale (‘none’, ‘moderately incongruous’ 
to ‘highly incongruous’). The correlation between the two predictors 
was weak (r =.10, p <.01). 

Mediators: Each content coder also included ratings on a 5-point 
scale (‘none/very weak’ to ‘very strong’) of how a ‘typical viewer’ 
would respond emotionally to the video in terms of 6 basic emotions: 
joy, love, sadness, fear, anger, and surprise (Shaver et al. 1987). 

Outcomes: All five outcomes measures are based on statistics pro-
vided by YouTube: Under each video, viewers are able to press one of 
two buttons: ‘like’ and ‘dislike’, a likely indicator of positive and nega-
tive attitudes; the number of ‘comments’ made by viewers and the num-
ber of times a viewer added the video to a personal page (‘favorites’); 

and ‘video views’, the number of times a video has been seen overall.  
The five variables are positively correlated (r =.51-.77, p <.01). 

We conducted our analysis using Structural Equation Modeling 
and a series of covariates (e.g. dummies to reflect the category from 
which we harvested the video, length of video, interactive compo-
nent, presence of a call to action).  Our first model (without media-
tors) suggests that Exaggeration predicts Comments (γ = .08, p< .05), 
Dislikes (γ = .15, p< .01), Favorites (γ = .07, p< .05) and Likes (γ = 
.10, p< .01) while Juxtaposition predicts Comments (γ = .08, p< .05), 
Favorites (γ = .08, p< .05) and Video Views (γ = .08, p< .05).  

Model 2, including only significant emotional mediators (all 
were initially included but only significant paths are retained), shows 
that Exaggeration influences Anger (γ= .16, p<.01), which in turn im-
pacts both the number of Dislikes (γ= .07, p<.05) and Favorites (γ= 
-.07, p<.05). Also, Juxtaposition predicts Surprise (γ= .45, p<.01), 
which in turn leads to increased Comments (γ=.11, p<.01) and Video 
Views (γ= .10, p< .01). With the mediators included, the direct path 
between Exaggeration and each of Comments (γ = .09, p< .05), Dis-
likes (γ = .14, p< .01), Favorites (γ = .08, p< .05) and Likes (γ = .10, 
p< .01) remain significant while the impact of Juxtaposition on Com-
ments (γ = .03, p> .10) and Video Views (γ = .04, p> .10) disappears.   
We also assessed each emotional mediator one at a time in order to 
guard against the possibility that two or more mediators were ac-
counting for the same variance in the outcomes, but this revealed that 
none of Joy, Love, Sadness or Fear individually predicted any of the 
outcomes regardless of the method of analysis. Based on our data, 
only Anger and Surprise offered explanatory power. 

The findings of this research show that indeed there are two 
strategic ways that video content goes viral: Exaggerated content has 
a direct positive effect of the number of favorites, likes, and dislikes 
but at the cost of inspiring anger. Juxtaposed content has a direct 
positive effect on the number of comments and video views, an effect 
that is fully mediated by surprise. These findings open the door to 
additional exploration and theorizing as well, such as what is the role 
of specific video features (e.g. use of humor versus disgust versus 
sexual imagery) in driving virality by virtue of differentially impact-
ing juxtaposition, exaggeration, anger and surprise?  
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT 
He who excuses himself, accuses himself.  

Gabriel Meurier
In any service setting, failures are likely to happen, and fallout 

is often significant. Consequently there is considerable literature as-
sessing how providers can recover from failures. We study the role 
of one noncontroversial strategy: we investigate whether providing 
an excuse (vs. not) can have a detrimental effect on consumer service 
perceptions, specifically looking at minor versus major failures.

Service providers believe that after any failure, proper recovery 
is essential for maintaining customer satisfaction (Hart, Heskett, and 
Sasser 2000). Likewise, after failures, consumers appreciate commu-
nications from firms (Tax, Brown, and Chandrashekaran 1998), and 
personnel feel compelled to provide information to alleviate guilt, 
manage impressions, and distance themselves from failure (Bies and 
Shapiro 1987; Snyder and Higgins 1988; Schlenker 1982; Schlenker 
and Weigold 1992).Although extensive, past literature has not ad-
dressed how failure severity affects inferences—in particular, how 
consumers evaluate minor failures, which are more common and re-
quire prompt responses from personnel. 

First, we argue that expectations regarding responses from firms 
depend on failure severity (H1). While those experiencing a major 
failure might expect a reason for the transgression, those experienc-
ing a minor failure may not —consumers may not wonder about the 
reason for the minor failure unless it is made explicit. However, once 
an excuse is offered, recipients elaborate and focus more on the fail-
ure, even when an excuse is considered valid. Specifically, we pre-
dict that customers’ critical evaluations of a minor failure increase 
when an excuse is provided (H2), thus decreasing customer satisfac-
tion (H3). We then identify a boundary condition, level of suspicion, 
and show that individuals primed with suspicion of negative ulterior 
motives are less satisfied after a minor failure when given no excuse 
(H4), as priming suspicion prompts individuals to seek out causes for 
failures (Fein, 1996; Fein, Hilton, and Miller, 1990). 

We test these predictions in three studies, using different failure 
contexts and excuses. In study 1, we used a 2 failure (major/minor) 
x 2 excuse (yes/no) between subjects design. The scenario indicated 
that participants were getting their car’s battery replaced. We ma-
nipulated failure by varying the actual price for the replacement from 
its prior estimate ($120): $125 for minor, and $170 for major failure. 
In the excuse condition, the mechanic offered an apology and excuse 
(“We did not have the right kind of battery for your car and had to or-
der it and that is why your price is higher”), whereas in the no-excuse 
condition, the mechanic only apologized for the price increase. In 
addition to main effects, we obtained the predicted significant fail-
ure x excuse interaction. In the minor failure condition, providing an 
excuse elicited lower satisfaction ratings relative to when an excuse 
was not provided. No difference emerged in the major failure condi-
tion. 

In study 2, we investigated the process in detail. We used a 2 
failure (major/minor) x 2 excuse (yes/no) between subjects design. 
The scenario was identical to that of study 1, except we manipulated 
delivery delay. At pickup, either the mechanic showed up after a 5 
minute-delay (minor failure) or a 30 minute-delay (major failure). In 
the excuse condition, the mechanic apologized for the delay and of-

fered an excuse (“We did not have the right kind of battery for your 
car”), but only offered the apology in the no-excuse condition. In 
addition to main effects, a significant failure by excuse interaction 
also emerged. When failure was minor, satisfaction was lower with 
an excuse (vs. no-excuse). In the major failure condition, no differ-
ences emerged as a function of excuse presence. A marginal two-way 
failure x excuse interaction also emerged for critical evaluations; in 
the minor failure condition, participants were more critical when 
an excuse was offered relative to when it was not. No differences 
emerged in the major failure condition. Furthermore, critical evalua-
tions mediated the effect of excuses on satisfaction.

In study 3, we manipulated suspicion by asking participants to 
either read an article on the potential for unethical behavior among 
employees (suspicion condition) or a neutral article (control condi-
tion) before completing the mechanic scenario from study one. We 
only considered the minor failure condition. As expected, the sus-
picion x excuse interaction was significant for satisfaction. In the 
control group, participants were less satisfied when an excuse was 
offered relative to when it was not. However, when primed with sus-
picion, participants were more satisfied when an excuse was offered 
relative to when it was not. 

While prior research suggests that valid excuses lead to positive 
evaluations (Hill, Baer, and Morgan 2000), we find that provider-
relevant valid excuses can be problematic (we conducted several 
pretests to ensure that excuses were considered valid). Our findings 
also suggest different processes for evaluating minor versus major 
failures. By studying service failures from the consumer perspective, 
our findings provide a fuller understanding of consumers’ immediate 
reactions to service failures, and enriches both services and excuse-
making literature in new ways. 

While past research has focused extensively on what wrong-
doers can say and do to recover from failures, our results suggest 
that doing nothing can be advantageous. Thus, there appears to be 
a significant asymmetry between what both researchers and firms 
think increases satisfaction and what actually occurs, particularly af-
ter minor failures. At a time when the ethos of service is to go above 
and beyond the call of duty to keep consumers happy, we suggest 
that omission of information can do more to improve satisfaction 
and firm perceptions.  Our findings thus are consistent with a quote 
attributed to Gabriel Meurier that “He who excuses himself, accuses 
himself.”
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT 
When consumers engage in an activity, they are likely to in-

vest both time and money in that activity to ensure a desirable out-
come.  However, research recognizes that thinking about spending 
time or spending money on an activity evokes distinctly different 
consumer mindsets (Liu and Aaker 2007).  Thinking about spend-
ing time evokes real and imagined experiences that are invariably 
tagged with deep feelings and emotions (Schwarz and Clore 1996), 
whereas thinking about spending money triggers less emotional and 
more concrete thoughts about the rewards that consumers can expect 
in return (Vohs, Mead, and Goode 2006).  The current paper builds 
upon these existing theories to suggest that spending time on an ac-
tivity may reduce the sting of an ultimate loss, relative to spending a 
commensurate amount of money on the same activity.

When individuals spend money (relative to time) on an activity, 
they are more likely to regard the spent money as an investment that 
should give them a tangible benefit or a return (Soman 2001; Okada 
and Hoch 2004; Vohs, Mead, and Goode 2006).  A subsequent loss, 
then, is likely to trigger thoughts that the money has gone to waste.  
However, when individuals spend time on the same activity, the time 
spent strengthens their personal connections to the activity, and fo-
cuses them more on the activity experience (Mogilner and Aaker 
2009; Schwarz and Clore 1996; Van Boven and Gilovich 2003).  A 
subsequent loss, then, may not sting as much, as the thoughts that are 
triggered may focus more on how the time spent helped the individu-
als to develop (gain) their potential (Ryan and Deci 2000). 

Study 1 tests the above proposition in a 2 (spending time/spend-
ing money) by 2 (win/lose) between subjects scenario-based study.  
One hundred and twenty undergraduates (52 females) imagine that 
they are preparing in different ways to win a tennis tournament.  For 
the time/money manipulations, we calibrated the exchange rate be-
tween the two currencies in a pretest (n = 30) and found that the 
tradeoff rate to be $12.50 per hour (see Okada and Hoch, 2004, for 
similar results).  Accordingly, half of the participants imagined that 
they had spent 40 hours (practicing with friends) and $25 (buying 
equipment) preparing for the tournament, whereas the other half of 
the participants imagined that they had spent $500 and 2 hours, doing 
the same.  The win/lose manipulation had half of the sample imagine 
that they ultimately won the tournament, and the other half imagine 
that they lost. 

We measured outcome happiness on a 7-point scale (unhappy/
happy scale; see Van Boven and Gilovich 2003), and the extent to 
which our participants felt pressured for time (Andrews and Smith 
1996) and pressured for money (Mittal 1994) in their lives.  In all 
analyses, we treated the latter two variables as statistical covariates.  
Figure 1 shows the means of outcome happiness across all four ex-
perimental conditions.  As expected, in the loss condition, partici-
pants were less unhappy, if they had spent more time, relative to 
spending more money (F(1, 55) = 4.9, p < .05).  The time/money 
manipulation did not affect outcome happiness in the win condition 
(F(1, 57) = 1.45, p > .10).  

Figure 1
study 1:  results
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In Study 2, we made two changes relative to Study 1.  First, we 
use a different scenario (an investments competition); the change in 
context was promoted by a pretest (n = 23), which showed that while 
participants are more predisposed towards spending time to prepare 
for a tennis tournament, they are more inclined to spend money to 
prepare to win an investments competition.  Second, Study 2 tests 
for a potential mediator of the time/money effect on outcome happi-
ness.  Specifically, we argue that spending time on an activity makes 
a person focus more on the experience of personal striving and social 
connection (Mogilner and Aaker 2009; Mogilner 2010).  This expe-
rience allows individual to get closer to attaining his/her potential, 
thereby enhancing that person’s feelings of psychological well-being 
(Ryan and Deci 2000), and buffering the sting of the ultimate failure.  
Spending money on an activity, however, makes a person focus on 
external rewards that fail to satisfy needs for self-actualization (Van 
Boven and Gilovich 2003).  An ultimate loss, then, only highlights 
that the reward was not obtained and the money spent was wasted. 

One hundred and forty-eight undergraduates (61 females) par-
ticipated in Study 2, and were randomly assigned to one of four 
conditions in a 2 (time/money: spending $500, spending 40 hours) 
by 2 (outcome: winning, losing) between subjects experiment.  In 
addition to outcome happiness, and the tendencies to feel pressured 
for time and money (see Study 1), we measured psychological well-
being by tapping into the three main elements of that construct: au-
tonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci et al. 2001; La Guardia 
et al. 2000, α = .81).  The Appendix reports the scales, as adapted to 
the study context.  

Figure 2 shows the means of outcome happiness across all four 
experimental conditions.  As expected, in the loss condition, par-
ticipants were less unhappy, if they had spent more time, relative to 
spending more money (F(1, 70) = 3.69, p = .06).  The time/money 
manipulation did not affect outcome happiness in the win condi-
tion (F(1, 70) < 1).  Preacher and Hayes’s (2008) SAS macro with 
5,000 bootstrapped samples revealed indirect-only mediation (Zhao, 
Lynch, and Chen 2010), in which psychological well-being mediates 
the effect of spending on outcome happiness (95% confidence inter-
val between 0.03, and 1.18; Figure 3). 
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Figure 2
study 2:  results
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Figure 3
Tests of Mediation

Spending  

Time 

Psychological 

Well-Being 

Outcome 

Happiness 

0.9** 
0.65*** 

1.00* 

0.47 (NS) 

Note: * = significant at the .1 level; 
 ** = significant at the .05 level; 
 *** = significant at the .01 level; 
 NS = not significant

Our research shows that spending time (as opposed to a com-
mensurate amount of money) on an activity reduces the sting of an 
ultimate loss as consumers may think of the time spent as enhanc-
ing their psychological well-being in their goal pursuit.  Future re-
search may wish to investigate how such enhanced psychological 
well-being could engage consumers to continue pursue their goals 
when substantial effort has already been invested (Fishbach, Dhar, 
and Zhang 2006) and/or prevent them from disengaging from goal 
pursuit after encountering some initial failure (Fishbach and Dhar 
2005).  A second direction would be to investigate, how enhanced 
feelings of well-being could potentially elevate the desirability of the 
ultimate goal (Zhang et al. 2011) and assist in goal pursuit. 

APPEndIx 
MEAsUrE FOr PsYCHOLOGICAL WELL-bEInG*

1. I feel that I have become a better investor (competence)
2. I feel that I have been able to learn new investing skills (com-

petence)
3. I do not regret, for one moment, the amount of time (money) 

that I put into preparing for the competition (autonomy)
4. I do not care what other people think about the amount of time 

(money) that I put into the competition (autonomy)
5. I feel more connected to the bank (relatedness)
6. I feel more close to the other interns/professionals in the bank 

(relatedness)
* All measures on a 1 = Not agree at all to 9 = Very strongly 

agree scale

rEFErEnCE
Andrew, Jonlee and Daniel C. Smith (1996), “In Search of 

Marketing Imagination: Factors Affecting The Creativity 
of Marketing Programs for Mature Products,” Journal of 
Marketing Research, 33 (May), 174-87.

Deci, Edward L., Richard M. Ryan, Marylène Gagné, Dean R. 
Leone, Julian Usunov, and Boyanka P. Kornazheva (2001), 
“Need Satisfaction, Motivation, and Well-being in the Work 
Organizations of a Former Eastern Bloc Country,” Personality 
and Social Psychology Bulletin, 27 (February), 930-42.

Fishbach, Ayelet and Ravi Dhar (2005), “Goals as Excuses or 
Guides: The Liberating Effect of Perceived Goal Progress 
on Choice,” Journal of Consumer Research, 32 (December), 
370–77.

Fishbach, Ayelet, Ravi Dhar, and Ying Zhang (2006), “Subgoals as 
Substitutes or Complements: The Role of Goal Accessibility,” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 91 (August), 
232–42.

La Guardia, Jennifer G., Richard M. Ryan, Charles E. Couchman, 
and Edward L. Deci (2000), “Within-Person Variation 
in Security of Attachment: A Self-Determination Theory 
Perspective on Attachment, Need fulfillment, and Well-being,” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79 (September), 
367-84.

Liu, Wendy and Jennifer L. Aaker (2008), “The Happiness 
of Giving: The Time-Ask Effect,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 35 (October), 543-57.

Mittal, Banwari (1999), “An Integrated Framework for Relating 
Diverse Consumer Characteristics to Supermarket Coupon 
Redemption,” Journal of Marketing Research, 31 (November), 
533-44.

Mogilner, Cassie (2010), “The Pursuit of Happiness: Time, 
Money, and Social Connection,” Psychological Science, 21 
(September), 1348-54.

________ and Jennifer Aaker (2009), “The “Time vs. Money 
Effect”: Shifting Product Attitudes Through Personal 
Connection,” Journal of Consumer Research, 36 (August), 
277-91.

Okada, Erica Mina and Stephen J. Hoch (2004), “Spending Time 
versus Spending Money,” Journal of Consumer Research, 
31(September), 313-23.

Preacher, Kristopher J. and Andrew F. Hayes (2008), “Asymptotic 
and Resampling Strategies for Assessing and Comparing 
Indirect Effects in Multiple Mediator Models,” Behavior 
Research Methods, 40 (August), 879–91.

Ryan, Richard M. and Edward L. Deci (2000), “Self-Determination 
Theory and the Facilitation of Intrinsic Motivation, Social 
Development, and Well-Being,” American Psychologist, 55 
(January), 68-78.

Schwarz, Norbert and Gerald Clore (1996), “Feelings and 
Phenomenal Experiences,” in Social Psychology: Handbook of 
Basic Principles, ed. Tory Higgins and Arie Kruglanski, New 
York: Guilford, 433–65.

Soman, Dilip (2001), The Mental Accounting of Sunk Time 
Costs: Why Time is Not Like Money,” Journal of Behavioral 
Decision Making, 14 (July), 169-85. 

Van Boven, Leaf and Thomas Gilovich (2003), “To Do or To Have? 
That Is the Question,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 85 (December), 1193–1202.

Vohs, Kathleen D., Nicole L. Mead, and Miranda R. Goode (2006), 
“The Psychological Consequences of Money,” Science, 314 
(November), 1154-56. 



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 40) / 677

Zhang, Ying, Xu Jing, Jiang Zixi, and Szu-Chi Huang (2011), 
“Been There, Done That: The Impact of Effort Investment on 
Goal Value and Consumer Motivation,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 38 (June), 78–93.

Zhao, Xinshu, John G. Lynch Jr., and Qimei Chen (2010), 
“Reconsidering Baron and Kenny: Myths and Truths about 
Mediation Analysis,” Journal of Consumer Research, 37 
(August), 197–206.



678 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 40, ©2012

Matching The Words to the Features in Persuasive Advertising:  
A Construal-Matching Hypothesis

Karthik Easwar, Ohio State University, USA
Lifeng Yang, University of Mississippi, USA

ExTEndEd AbsTrACT 
Recently, a number of journal articles have examined the ef-

fects of construal on consumer behavior.  Construal level has been 
shown to influence voting, self-control, saving, social influence, con-
servation and perceptions of complementarity or promotion value 
(Cheema & Patrick, 2008; Ülkümen & Cheema, 2011).  Our research 
finds evidence that matching the construal level of advertising copy 
to that of the focal product can improve product attitudes by facilitat-
ing processing fluency, a finding that has significant implications for 
attitude and advertising research.  

Construal level theory (CLT), has found evidence that, as ab-
straction increases, psychological distance increases and as psycho-
logical distance increases processing of abstract events is facilitated 
(Liberman and Trope 1998).  This research has shown that desirabili-
ty is more abstract than feasibility, idealistic values (respect, honesty, 
etc.) are more abstract than pragmatic and functional concerns (uses, 
extrinsic benefits) and hedonic products (music, chocolate) are also 
more abstract than utilitarian products (glue stick, ball point pen).  
CLT has also discovered that psychological distance can be affected 
by temporal, geographical and social distance in such a way that ob-
jects that are farther away on these dimensions are construed more 
abstractly.  In other words, a computer that comes out in a year, or 
was made in Europe, or is owned by an out-group member is con-
strued at a higher level than one that is coming out next week, made 
in the US or owned by a close friend. 

While social psychology has found differences in attitudes, per-
ceptions, and behavior depending on the level of construal, psycho-
linguists have also studied the idea of abstract vs. concrete. Research 
on linguistic categories finds that words with the same semantic 
definitions can be grouped into different levels of abstractness. The 
Linguistic Category Model developed by Semin and Fiedler (1988) 
provides 5 categories of words that have different degrees of cog-
nitive functions in interpersonal communications and vary in their 
level of abstraction.  It is found that adjectives are generally gov-
erned by abstract, semantic relations rather than be governed by the 
contingencies of contextual factors; verbs, in contrast, are generally 
governed by concrete relations. 

We apply these speech classifications to marketing messages in 
print ads and propose a construal-matching effect.  We hypothesize 
that an effective match facilitates a fluency that results in increased 
persuasiveness of the matched messages.  Using verbs (concrete) 
to advertise utilitarian (concrete) products (e.g. glue stick), due to 
matching, will make the message more effective.  In the same vein, 
using adjectives (abstract) to advertise hedonic (abstract) products 
(e.g. music) will create positivity.

Study 1 examines the matching hypothesis by examining two 
different products with either matched or unmatched messages.  
Study 2 examines the matching hypothesis by priming the same 
product to be either hedonic or utilitarian.  Finally, in study 3, to pro-
vide more evidence of the construal-matching hypothesis, we alter 
the release date of the iced coffee to be distal or proximal, manipulat-
ing a different dimension of psychological distance and still see the 
positive effects of construal-matching.

A pretest revealed a glue stick to be primarily utilitarian and 
an mp3 to be primarily hedonic.  Therefore, these were taken as the 
two focal products in study 1.  Two versions of ads for each of the 

two products were developed for the experiment and pretested to be 
semantically equivalent. One version of the ads use concrete verb 
words, the other version of the ads use abstract adjective words. After 
reading the ads, subjects reported their brand attitude, message be-
lievability and desirability, cognitive involvement when reading the 
ad, and cognitive responses.

The results of study 1 support the construal-matching hypothe-
ses. Ads framed in concrete words were perceived to be more believ-
able and persuasive when they were used to describe the utilitarian 
product. In contrasts, ads framed with abstract words were perceived 
to be more convincing and more effective when used to describe the 
hedonic product.  

The initial pretest also revealed that iced coffee was considered 
to be a hybrid product consisting of hedonic and utilitarian attributes.  
Therefore, this product was used in study 2.  In study 2, subjects were 
primed to either view iced coffee as hedonic or utilitarian.  Consis-
tent with traditional methods of priming, subjects were given a word 
search in which they were either asked to find words that related to 
utility (function, aim, objective, function, etc.) or to hedonicity (love, 
enjoy, fun, pleasure, etc).  They were then shown an ad promoting a 
new iced coffee drink at a university café.  This ad either used verbs 
to promote the product and café or adjective (e.g. tastes great vs. 
tasty).  

Results from this study also support our construal-matching hy-
pothesis.  Those who viewed ads that matched their primed mindset 
had more positive attitudes towards the iced coffee, the café, and the 
advertisement itself.

Finally, to test the generalizability of our matching hypothesis, 
in a third study, we change the dimension of psychological distance 
that influences construal of our focal product.  In study 3, we use the 
same iced coffee, but alter the opening day of the café to be either 
this coming fall or one year from now.  Again, even using a different 
manipulation, we see the same construal-matching.  Over all three 
studies, we see that using adjectives (verbs) to advertise abstract 
(concrete) products is the most effective.

This research adds to the steam of research examining the posi-
tive effects of matching. Work in frame matching (Cheema and Pat-
rick, 2008; Yan and Sengupta 2011) demonstrates that when message 
frames match an individual’s mindset, consumers are more likely to 
develop positive attitudes. Consistent with these positive matching 
effects, this research finds matching the construal level of advertise-
ment language to product features creates positivity.  Using adjec-
tives (verbs) to advertise abstract (concrete) products leads to the 
most positive product attitudes.   
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT 
People regulate affect when they choose options and behaviors 

specifically for their affect-related consequences (Cohen et al. 2008). 
Generally, people prefer to experience positive affect, a desire that 
manifests itself in two different affect regulation motivations; pro-
tection and lifting (Zillman 1988). When mood protecting, people 
attempt to remain in a positive affective state by avoiding tasks that 
may produce negative outcomes (Andrade and Cohen 2007; Isen and 
Means 1983). When mood-lifting, people approach various tasks in 
hopes of an affective boost. 

People in a positive affective state tend to exhibit a mood pro-
tection motivation.  They engage in more enjoyable behaviors, avoid 
painful experiences, take fewer risks, and help less, in order to main-
tain their positivity (Andrade 2005; Andrade and Cohen 2007; Forest 
et al. 1979; Isen and Geva 1987; Isen and Means 1983). 

Those in a negative affective state worry less about the affec-
tive consequences of their choices, seek more variety and are more 
helpful than those experiencing positive affect (Cialdini and Fultz 
1990; Cohen et al. 2008; Drolet and Luce 2004; Wegener and Petty 
1994). However, when experiencing negative affect people’s fo-
cus on mood-lifting differed depending on their beliefs about the 
transience and controllability of their affective state (Labroo and 
Muhkopadhyay 2009; Shen and Wyer 2008; Tice, Bratslavsky, and 
Baumeister 2001). Norem and Cantor (1986) argue for two regula-
tion strategies: defensive pessimism, in which people prepare for the 
worst, and optimism in which they hope for the best. However, they 
provide little insight into what underlying process leads to the selec-
tion of a strategy.

Our research identifies regulatory focus as the process by which 
affective states influence affect regulation motivation. Regulatory 
focus theory argues that there are two separate and independent self-
regulatory orientations: prevention and promotion (Higgins, 1997). 
A prevention focus emphasizes safety, responsibility, and security 
needs, is concerned with losses, and is especially sensitive to fail-
ure. A promotion focus emphasizes hopes, accomplishments, and 
advancement needs, is concerned with gains, and is especially sensi-
tive to attainment. Thus, someone who is either chronically, or situ-
ationally, prevention-focused generally prefers a “vigilant strategy”, 
and someone who is either chronically, or situationally, promotion-
focused generally prefers an “eager strategy” (Crowe and Higgins, 
1997; Higgins et al., 2001).

We hypothesize that one’s current affective state will directly 
impact their motivational state, which in turn will affect goal-setting, 
but that this impact will depend on one’s regulatory focus. We also 
expect that the affect regulation motivation of an individual will 
drive their goal-setting strategy; a protection motivation will lead 
to low goal-setting while a lift motivation will lead to higher goal-
setting. In other words, participants who are protection motivated 
will set goals lower than those who are lift motivated, regardless of 
their affective state.

Study 1 utilized a 3 × 3 between subjects, factorial design where 
affective state (positive, neutral or negative) was induced using pre-
viously tested videos (Cohen and Andrade 2004) and regulatory fo-
cus was manipulated by having participants write about their hopes 
and aspirations (promotion focus) or their duties and obligations 
(prevention focus) or daily routine (Freitas and Higgins 2002). 

The dependent variable was the goal set in an anagram task. Af-
ter setting a goal, participants evaluated their level of agreement with 
two key statements intended to capture their affect regulation moti-
vation (“I chose this goal because I wanted to improve my state of 
mind” and “I chose this goal because I wanted to keep the same state 
of mind”; Cohen and Andrade 2004). Using these two items, we cre-
ated a Motivation Score to capture the degree of one’s affect regula-
tion motivation. This index ranged from -6 to 6, where -6 indicates a 
strong protection motivation and 6 indicates a strong lift motivation. 

Results from study 1 (see table 1) indicate that participants in 
a positive affective state who were promotion focused, displayed a 
greater lift motivation than either those who were prevention focused 
or had no induced regulatory focus. In a negative affective state, par-
ticipants who were prevention focused were the most protection ori-
ented when compared to those who were promotion focused or had 
no induced regulatory focus.  These results demonstrate that regula-
tory focus is moderating the effect of affective state on affect regula-
tion motivation for people experiencing negative affect. 

We expect that one’s affective regulation motivation will medi-
ate the relationship between the current affective state by regulatory 
focus interaction and the goal-set. We support this hypothesis using 
Preacher and Hayes (2008) bootstrapping procedure to test for me-
diation (see figure 1). This mediation analysis shows that, regardless 
of their affective state, protection motivated participants set lower 
goals than participants that are lift motivated.

Table 1
study 1: Affect regulation Motivation and Goal-setting by 

Affective state and regulatory Focus

Affective state

regulatory 
Focus Positive neutral negative

Motivation Score

Promotion -.19 -.08 -1.07
Prevention 1.70 -.13 1.15
No Focus 1.35 .31 -.09

Goal-Setting

Promotion 30.0 31.4 34.6
Prevention 23.5 31.1 25.5
No Focus 25.6 30.5 31.2

Figure 1
study 1: Affect regulation serving as Mediator of Goal
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In a second study, we extend the literature on affect regulation 
by studying the role of specific emotions in strategic goal-setting.  
Previous research has indicated that while happiness and calm are 
both positive affective states, they have very different regulatory fo-
cuses. Specifically, calmness is associated with a prevention focus, 
while happiness is associated with a promotion focus.  Similarly, 
anxiety is associated with a prevention focus, while sadness is as-
sociated with a promotion focus.  Based on the results from study 1, 
we expect that regardless of affective state, those who are prevention 
focused will set lower goals than those who are promotion focused.  
Supporting this general hypothesis, we find that those who were in 
an anxious mood (prevention focused) set lower goals than those 
who were sad (promotion focused).  While not as strong an effect, 
those who were calm (prevention focused) also set lower goals than 
those who were happy (promotion focused).  

Our research expands the affect regulation literature in three 
key ways.  First, we extend this work by demonstrating that goal-set-
ting – because it divides the outcome space into success and failure 
(Heath, Larrick, and Wu 1999) – is a tailor-made way to strategically 
regulate affect. Second, we identify the role of regulatory focus in af-
fect regulation, in the process, explaining some of the contradictory 
results previously seen in the literature.  Finally, we use regulatory 
focus to identify how different emotions, not general affect, influ-
ence affect regulation motivation and strategic goal-setting.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT:
We study how momentary subjective experiences (feelings) 

caused by a characteristic of a message source contribute to message 
persuasiveness. Specifically, we focus on message recipients’ per-
ceived similarity with the message source and argue that similarity 
enables higher self/other merging (Aron et al. 1991), which is turn 
yields to a “feels right” experience driven from receiving and pro-
cessing that message. This feeling is then incorporated, as informa-
tion (Schwarz & Clore 1983), into judgment about the target of the 
message – increasing message persuasiveness. 

We used a similar paradigm in all our studies. In all studies we 
asked participants to read a scenario describing them trying to book 
a hotel online and to read a reviews of an unknown hotel and then 
evaluate the hotel based on the review. Similarity was manipulated 
through reviewer profiles. Other than the review(s), we gave no in-
formation regarding the hotel to the participants. In studies 1A-B we 
tested our basic assumption that feelings are responsible for a simi-
lar source’s higher persuasiveness. We manipulated our participants’ 
reliance on feelings versus logic by either instructing (1A) or prim-
ing (1B) them to use either their feelings or logic while evaluating 
the hotel. Specifically, in study 1A we adopted the instructions from 
Pham and colleagues (2001) and in study 1B, under the disguise of an 
open-ended study about different decision-making strategies, we told 
the participants to write down why they think using emotion (logic) 
in decision making is more beneficial than using logic (emotions). 
Then, in both studies we asked participants, to read the scenario and 
evaluate the hotel based on a negative review from an MBA student. 
Then participants reported their perceived similarity to the reviewer. 
In both studies we hypothesized that similarity enhances message 
persuasiveness only when participants are induced to rely on their 
feelings while evaluating the hotel, and not when they are made to 
use their logic. Results from both studies supported our hypothesis.

In studies 2 and 3, we built on research that shows that com-
pared to experiential motives, if people have functional motives they 
will make less use of their feelings (Pham 1998; Adaval 2001). In 
both studies, we hypothesized and showed that similarity enhances 
message persuasiveness only when the motive of booking a hotel is 
experiential (vacation), and not when it is functional (work). Study 
2 was different from studies 1A-B in that we manipulated similarity 
instead of measuring it. In this study we used a sample of student 
participants and ask them to imagine planning a trip for experiential 
or functional purposes. However, one group saw a profile of a re-
viewer who was an MBA student and the other group saw a profile 
of a researcher in a major chemical company. As expected, results 
showed that similarity influenced message persuasiveness only when 
motive was experiential, and not when it was functional. In study 3 
we used scenarios similar to study 2. However, we ran the study on a 
sample similar to studies 1A-B and we measured (instead of manipu-
lating) similarity. We also used two different profiles similar to study 
2 in this study, with the goal of showing that the profiles per se do 
not have any effect on persuasiveness. Replicating results of study 2 
we showed that higher message persuasiveness was associated with 
higher perceived similarity, but only when participants had experien-
tial motives. Our effects held for both reviewer profiles, generalizing 
our findings. 

In study 4, we built on research suggesting that the affective 
system is a decision-making system of the present (Chang & Pham 
2012) to show that similarity increases message persuasiveness more 
if people are making a judgment about the near future, versus distant 
future. Here all participants had to first read a scenario that asked 
them to imagine that they would go on the trip in a week (near-fu-
ture), or a year from now (distant-future) and then complete the pro-
cedure similar to study 3, except that they only saw the profile of an 
MBA student. The results supported our hypothesis. We based study 
5 on the notion that people use feeling more for more reachable and 
immediate decisions (Mischel & Shoda 1995). Here the scenarios 
either told participants that they are participating in a lottery to win 
the trip and chances of winning are either 1-in-5 (high-probability) 
or 1-in-5000 (low probability). As predicted, the association between 
perceived similarity and message persuasiveness was higher if par-
ticipants had higher probability of winning the hotel (compared to 
lower probability). 

In study 6, we built on the literature that shows that assessment 
of relevance of feelings requires substantial cognitive resources 
(Avnet, Pham, & Stephen 2012) and showed that even when people 
have functional motives, a similar source is more persuasive if par-
ticipants have only limited cognitive resources. Here, as in study 2 
we manipulated similarity instead of measuring it. Student partici-
pants had to first memorize a two-digit (low-cognitive-load group) 
or a seven-digit (high-cognitive-load group) number. Then they all 
read the functional scenario identical the one used in study 2. We 
manipulated similarity same as study 2. As expected, similarity en-
hanced message persuasiveness if participants did not have cognitive 
resources, but not when they had cognitive resources available. In all 
our studies, controlling for reviewer expertise, credibility, and trust-
worthiness did not affect the results. Also, in studies 3, 4, and 5, we 
measured participants’ self-reported “feels right” sensation towards 
the message. Mediated moderation analysis in all studies supported 
the notion that similarity makes the message “feel right” but people 
do not use this feeling when they do not see feelings relevant, thus 
lack of persuasiveness of a similar source in conditions where we 
expect less use of feelings.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Social desirability responding (SDR) is the tendency of respon-

dents to adjust their responses or behavior in such a way as to pres-
ent themselves in socially acceptable terms (Maccoby and Maccoby 
1954). The systematic bias introduced by SDR threatens the legiti-
macy of empirical research by confounding a phenomenon of inter-
est with impression management behavior, thus obscuring research 
results and potentially triggering false conclusions (see Fisher 1993; 
Ganster, Hennessey, and Luthans 1983). When SDR is a concern 
(e.g., when asking socially sensitive, embarrassing, or private ques-
tions), researchers commonly use techniques such as indirect ques-
tioning to avoid the bias introduced by SDR. By asking respondents 
how most or the typical person would respond (i.e, referring to a third 
party target) the respondent transcends from an egocentric focus on 
his or her own unflattering attitudes or behavior onto that of an am-
biguous target. Given the target’s indistinctness, respondents project 
their own feelings, attitudes, behaviors, or beliefs when responding 
while remaining psychologically distanced from the true, yet socially 
undesirable response (Calder and Burnkrant 1977; Grubb and Stern 
1971; Haire 1950). 

According to construal-level theory (CLT) this process of “tran-
scendence” is made possible because individuals are able to form 
abstract mental construals (Liberman and Trope 1998; Trope and 
Liberman 2003; Trope and Liberman 2010). This mental construal 
process is essential to recalling the past, empathizing with others, 
imagining what could have been, and visualizing future events. As 
mental construals increase, individuals refocus from detailed, inci-
dental features to central, fundamental characteristics (Trope and 
Liberman 2010). Consequently, we propose that indirect question-
ing prompts respondents to deemphasize the contextual demand to 
engage in impression management behavior through an increase in 
construal-levels.  

In our project, we apply CLT to develop and explain novel tech-
niques deterring SDR. To test the effectiveness of our techniques, we 
chose two contexts known to exhibit SDR (consumer surveys and 
consumer choices). In study 1 we demonstrate that increasing con-
strual-levels through psychological distances decreases SDR within 
a survey context. To gain deeper insights into the cognitive mecha-
nism, we directly manipulated construal-levels in study 2, and found 
that increasing construal-levels directly decreased SDR on a subse-
quent choice task. In study 3, we examined a mediational model es-
tablishing relationships between psychological distance, impression 
management, and choice. 

sTUdY 1
To investigate whether increasing construal-levels through psy-

chological distances might attenuate SDR within a survey we had 
453 participants complete seven marketing scales shown or suspect 
to elicit SDR: Materialism (Richins 2004), Impulsive Buying Ten-
dency (Martin, Weun, and Beatty 1994), CSR (Sen and Bhattacharya 
2001), Green Orientation (Dunlop and Van Liere 1978), Frequency 
of Healthy Preventative Behaviors (Jayanti and Burns 1998), Televi-
sion Viewing Frequency, and Regulation of Alcohol Consumption, 
while manipulating the questioning format according to the dimen-
sions of psychological distance (i.e., temporal, spatial, or social dis-
tance). Participants also completed a measure of SDR using Paulhus’ 
(1991) BIRD scale.

To detect the presence of SDR, we implemented Steenkamp et 
al.‘s (2010) substance versus style approach and regressed the two 
dimensions of SDR onto each marketing scale. In support of our 
hypotheses, when using direct questioning, five of the seven con-
structs exhibited a non-negligible relationship with one of SDRs two 
factors. We hypothesized that indirect questioning increasing social 
or spatial distance would attenuate SDR, while temporal distance 
would enhance SDR given research on the future optimism effect 
(see Regan, Snyder, and Kassin 1995; Weinstein 1980). Results in-
dicate that whereas indirect questioning increasing social or spatial 
distance reduced the number of scales demonstrating a non-negligi-
ble relationship with SDR (compared to direct measures), indirect 
questioning increasing temporal distance increased this number, thus 
lending preliminary support to our hypotheses.  

sTUdY 2
Previous research demonstrates a bidirectional relationship be-

tween the psychological distance dimensions and construal-level, 
such that as construal-levels increase, inferred psychological dis-
tances increase, and vice versa (Trope and Liberman 2010). In study 
2 we explored the mediational role of construal-levels and extended 
our findings to a consumer choice context. Consumers construe sus-
tainable actions, products, and attitudes as pro-social in nature (i.e., 
beneficial to society), as a result, there exists a social pressure to 
display behaviors endorsing sustainability (see Luchs et al. 2010). 
Consistent with our hypothesis that increasing construal-levels will 
decrease SDR we found that when we increased contrual-levels 
through an obstensably unrelated mind-set task (Freitas, Gollwitzer, 
and Trope 2004), the share of choice for a non-sustainable (vs. sus-
tainable) laundry detergent increased from 10% to 27% in a subse-
quent choice task (χ2(1,97) = 4.48, p < .05).

sTUdY 3
To provide additional clarity into the underlying mechanism, in 

study 3, we manipulated self-presentation demand and the psycho-
logical distance of the choice task while incorporating a measure of 
SDR (N=406). Self-presentation demand was manipulated by asking 
participants to present themselves as favorably as possible during 
the experiment (see Paulhus 2002). To test the generalizability of 
our results we incorporated two choice tasks each between a sustain-
able and non-sustainable option. The results provide evidence of an 
indirect-only moderated mediation model (see figure 1). When the 
demand to engage in impression management behavior was high, in-
creasing the psychological distance of the choice task successfully 
deterred respondents from engaging in deliberate SDR. We also re-
port a significant relationship between the impression management 
dimension of SDR and choice, whereby the impression management 
tendency increased the likelihood of selecting the sustainable (vs. 
non-sustainable) laundry detergent (β = .37, Wald χ2 = 8.63, p < .004) 
and hand sanitizer (β = .34, Wald χ2 = 5.67, p < .02). A significant 
indirect effect between our interaction term and choice through im-
pression management provided evidence of the mediational process 
and identified the distortion as deliberate for both laundry detergents 
(β = .18, p < .05) and hand sanitizers (β = .16, p < .05). 
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Figure 1
study 3: Indirect-Only Mediated Moderation Model For Choice

Interaction 

Impression 
Management 

Sustainable 
Laundry  

β = .29** β = .29** (.25*) 

β = .08 (.01) 

Interaction 

Impression 
Management 

Sustainable 
hand sanitizer 

β = .29** β = .23** (.23*) 

β = -.14 (-.21) 

Note: Betas outside parenthesis represent standardized regression 
coefficients for the direct relationships between the variables; betas inside 

parentheses represent regression coefficients for the strength of relationships 
between to variables after statistically adjusting for the other variable in the 

model. Asterisks indicate level of significance (* p < .05, ** p <.01). 

The results support our hypothesis that increasing construal-
levels directly or through psychological distances deters SDR by 
deemphasizing contextual demands to engage in impression man-
agement behavior, thus, encouraging respondents to report accurate 
responses. This research has important methodological and substan-
tive implications for marketers, researchers, and consumer psycholo-
gists.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT:
While extant research on crowding in retail contexts indicates 

that it can reduce shopper satisfaction and precipitate an earlier de-
parture from the store (Eroglu et al., 2005; Hui and Bateson 1991), 
relatively little research has examined whether being crowded might 
influence the actual choices consumers make. Thus, despite the fact 
that many socially crowded locations (e.g., stores or offices) are actu-
ally places where highly consequential decisions are made, our un-
derstanding of the potential effects of crowding on decision making 
is rather incomplete (e.g., Epstein and Karlin, 1975). 

The most germane concept in developing our theoretical frame-
work is the notion of personal space, as violations of personal space 
are particularly likely to occur in crowded public settings. Personal 
space is defined as a moveable boundary around the human body, 
primarily functioning as a buffer protecting individuals from poten-
tial threats (Graziano and Cooke, 2006). Research shows that viola-
tions of this personal space lead individuals to experience feelings of 
anxiety and psychological unease (Hall, 1966). Further, recent neu-
rological research has shown that personal proximity activates the 
amygdala, the structure known to be involved in social approach and 
avoidance response (Kennedy et al., 2009). Indeed, crowding leads 
to physiological outcomes such as increased skin conductance, high 
arousal, and low experienced pleasure (Worchel and Teddlie, 1976). 
From an approach-avoidance motivation perspective, all these find-
ings are consistent with social crowding leading to the avoidance 
motivation system being activated as part of a broader self-protection 
mechanism (Lang and Bradley, 2008).

Substantial empirical evidence demonstrates that an avoidance 
motivation is associated with prevention goals (Forster, Higgins, and 
Idson, 1998). Consequently, we propose that if social crowding leads 
to the activation of the avoidance system, then a greater prevention 
focus is likely to result. Therefore, we propose crowded individuals 
are more likely to seek objects with connotations of personal safety as 
these objects are instrumental in achieving the activated prevention 
goal (Markman and Brendl, 2000). Similarly, from a regulatory fit 
perspective, individuals experience regulatory fit when they choose 
objects with safety implications because those alternatives align with 
their goal orientation (i.e., a prevention goal). As such, individuals 
may more readily choose these options because it feels appropriate 
to them to choose an option that fits their regulatory focus (Higgins, 
2000; Lee and Aaker, 2004). Three studies explore the relationship 
between social crowdedness and risk oriented choice.

Study 1 (N=49) was an initial investigation as to whether be-
ing socially crowded increases the accessibility of safety oriented 
constructs. Social crowdedness was manipulated directly by having 
participants complete the task in a laboratory room that was either 
crowded (24 participants per session) or uncrowded (3-4 participants 
per session). Participants were presented with a word search grid and 
were given 3 minutes to write down as many words as they could 
find. The grid contained 10 neutral words (e.g., speaker, coffee) and 
10 safety related words (e.g., insurance, helmet). While participants 
found a similar number of words in each condition, participants in the 
crowded room uncovered a greater number of safety-related words 
than those in the less crowded room (F(1, 47) = 9.23, p=0.004). 

Study 2 (N=75) was designed to build on Study 1 by explor-
ing if this apparent crowding driven increase in safety-orientation 

would influence product decisions, and whether this effect would 
be mediated by a greater prevention focus. To generalize the results 
from Study 1, social crowdedness was manipulated via picture prim-
ing. Specifically, participants were exposed to one of three images: 
a crowded scene, an uncrowded scene, or a no picture control. Next, 
participants completed two preference tasks designed to explore their 
preference toward making choices with prevention orientated ben-
efits. These were presented as scenarios requiring participants to in-
dicate their relative preference between two places to visit while their 
flight was delayed (pharmacy vs. convenience store) and between 
two free gifts at a local store (first aid products vs. a box of cookies). 
Finally, we administered a questionnaire designed to measure partici-
pants’ incidental regulatory focus. This questionnaire followed Hig-
gins and colleagues (1994) approach and required participants to rate 
the importance to them of 14 different issues on a nine-point scale 
anchored from 1 (“extremely important”) to 9 (“extremely unimport-
ant”). Half of the items reflected a promotion focus (e.g., “doing well 
in work”) and half a prevention focus (e.g., “avoiding unsafe sexual 
practices”). The summed importance scores for the promotion items 
were subtracted from the equivalent summed prevention item scores 
to create a measure of net prevention focus (see Lockwood, Jordan, 
and Kunda 2002).

Results showed that, participants in the crowded condition il-
lustrated a dramatically stronger net prevention focus than did those 
in the uncrowded and control conditions (F(2,72) = 11.9, p<.001). 
Similarly, both rating tasks also indicated a stronger preference for 
the safety oriented options (i.e., pharmacy and first-aid kit) in the 
crowded conditions. More importantly, mediation analysis using 
5,000 bootstrap samples revealed that these safety-oriented prefer-
ences were mediated by the net-prevention focus scores. For a de-
tailed description of these results. 

Study 3 (N=114) aimed to further generalize our findings by 
examining if the crowdedness of the environment would enhance re-
ceptivity towards persuasive messages presented with a prevention-
oriented frame. After completing the same picture priming task from 
Study 2 (control vs. crowded vs. uncrowded conditions), participants 
were presented with an oral-hygiene message presented with either 
a prevention or promotion focus and were asked to rate the impor-
tance of the message in various ways. Results revealed the expected 
Crowding X Message framing interaction on the message impor-
tance rating (F(2, 108) = 11.9, p < .001) with participants primed 
with crowdedness rating the prevention oriented message as (a) more 
convincing (p = .013), (b) more appealing (p = .03), and (c) as saying 
something important to them  (p < .01). For detailed analysis. 

In sum, our research provides the first demonstration of the im-
portant finding that the crowdedness of the choice environment can 
significantly influence the choices we make in that environment.

APPEndIx

A) How You Can Prevent Gingivitis
Gingivitis is a serious and very common dental condition, but it 

is 100 per cent preventable and easily treated if you have it diagnosed 
early. So if you begin to notice the signs of gingivitis, then you need 
to pay a visit to you dentist for a recommended treatment plan.
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The condition is caused by an overgrowth of bacteria inside the 
mouth that converts into plaque and leads to bad breath, bleeding 
gums and often sore or swollen gums. If you leave the condition for 
too long, it can cause more serious conditions such as tooth loss, 
periodontal disease and even heart disease.

You can easily prevent the condition from occurring by com-
bining good home dental practices with regular dentist visits. By 
brushing, flossing and rinsing twice a day at home using the correct 
technique and then having a professional clean twice a year at your 
dentist, the instance of gingivitis is drastically reduced.

Before you brush, you should floss your teeth and get all the 
bacteria and food particles that get trapped between the teeth out. 
Brushing with then help to get rid of the bacteria on the tooth surface 
and get rid of plaque. Using a natural toothpaste that is based on mint 
oil is the best choice as it is both effective and gentle on your body. 
Mint oil is a naturally powerful antibacterial agent and also has anti-
fungal properties. In contrast commercial toothpastes contain deter-
gents, which can act as allergens for many people.

Mouthwash is another essential part of a good dental routine. It is 
able to kill bacteria left over in the mouth, particularly the bacteria that 
gets stuck around the gum line. Additionally, scraping your tongue can 
also get rid of a lot of bacteria that can lead to gingivitis. You can buy 
tongue scrapers, or alternatively, use your regular tooth brush.

Protecting your dental health from the onslaught of gingivitis 
is relatively easy, but the key is consistency. You have to ensure that 
you are brushing, flossing and rinsing twice a day to prevent the 
buildup of harmful bacteria in the mouth. When you visit your den-
tist you should discuss how you can best prevent gingivitis and other 
dental conditions and ask them to show you how to most effectively 
brush your teeth as many people do not use the right technique.

B) How You Can Get Brighter Smiles
Everyone loves a bright white smile. Fortunately there are a 

variety of procedures and products available today that can improve 
the look of yours. When exploring these options it’s wise to know 
the difference between “teeth whitening” and “teeth bleaching” and 
familiarize yourself with cosmetic dentistry and its terminology. 
With so many companies offering their magical teeth whitening 
treatments, it’s easy to feel overwhelmed. To counteract the influx 
of these potentially bogus programs, several websites have recently 
popped up with accurate and easy to digest information regarding 
your teeth.

Whitening one’s teeth is the process of restoring teeth to their 
natural color. This is done by removing the build-up and dirt col-
lected on the tooth’s surface. You can achieve these results with 
toothpastes that boast a whitening agent. Having your teeth cleaned 
regularly is an excellent way to keep your teeth free of debris. 

Bleaching one’s teeth actually whitens teeth beyond their natu-
ral state to produce its desired result. The use of a bleach-containing 
agent will draw out the stain and color leaving them clean and whiter 
than before. There are two types of bleach used in this process. Hy-
drogen peroxide is used by your dentist in a controlled environment 
and contains a high level of peroxide. Take-home kits use carbamide 
peroxide which has a lower percentage of peroxide and is therefore 
safer to use on your own.

Over-The-Counter teeth bleaching products can be purchased 
at your local drugstore for the most affordable prices. A good choice 
would be one that uses a tray (as a dentist would) that covers the 
teeth and holds the peroxide-based gel in place over your teeth. Oth-
er options include strips and “paintable” teeth whitening gel. Many 
toothpaste brands incorporate peroxide as a way to bleach teeth 
while brushing. 

Professional take-home teeth bleaching kits are slightly more 
expensive but are dentist-approved and therefore more reliable. They 
utilize the tray process and are custom fitted for your teeth. This 
makes them more effective than over-the-counter brands. Custom 
molded trays may take several weeks to receive so plan accordingly. 

The long and the short of it is that teeth whitening works. Virtu-
ally everyone who opts for this cosmetic treatment will see moderate 
to substantial improvement in the brightness and whiteness of their 
smile. However, teeth whitening is not a permanent solution and re-
quires maintenance or “touch-ups” for a prolonged effect.
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When the Accessible Global Identity Leads to Unfavorable Evaluations of Global 
Products? The roles of Consumers’ Lay Theory on Global and Local Cultures

Yinlong Zhang, University of Texas at San Antonio, USA
Ying-Yi Hong, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore

ExTEndEd AbsTrACT 
In today’s increasingly globalized world, many consumers tend 

to have both global and local identities (Arnett 2002; Benet-Martinez 
et al. 2002; Zhang and Khare 2009). A global identity refers to mental 
representations in which consumers are interested in global cultures 
and identifying with people around the world. A local identity refers 
to consumers’ mental associations of their faith in and respect for 
one’s local traditions and cultures as well as identifying with people 
in one’s local community (Arnett 2002; Zhang and Khare 2009).

How will consumers respond to marketing efforts targeted at 
their global and local identities? Recent research (Benet-Martinez 
et al., 2002; Hong et al., 2009) suggests that this may be dependent 
on consumers’ view of their two cultural identities; specifically their 
subjective perceptions of their two identities as compatible with or 
oppositional to each other. Consumers who believe that their two cul-
tural identities are compatible with each other tend to show assimi-
lative responses to the identity prime, while those who believe that 
their two cultural identities are opposite each other tend to show the 
contrastive response.  Based on Hong and her colleagues (2009), this 
happens because consumers who believe that their two identities are 
compatible with each other tend to hold separate knowledge about 
these two identities, and activation of one identity via prime will not 
activate the other identity. Since consumers tend to rely only on the 
accessible identity to form their evaluations, they provide identity 
consistent evaluations (i.e., assimilative identity effect). Consumers 
who believe that their two identities are oppositional to each other 
will experience activation of both identities in response to a prime. 
These two identities are conceptually opposite each other and as a 
result, consumers provide identity inconsistent evaluations (i.e., con-
trastive identity effect). 

Earlier studies have shown that consumers’ view on global 
and local cultures determines their global and local identities (Ar-
nett 2002). As a result, their lay theory of the relationship between 
global and local cultures can have similar effects as their lay theory 
of the global and local identities on product evaluations. Applying 
this framework to the global-local context, the bi-cultural identity 
lay theory predicts that the global-local identity will lead to an as-
similative identity effect for consumers who believe that global and 
local cultures are compatible with each other. For consumers who 
believe that the two cultures are oppositional to each other, a contras-
tive identity effect will be observed. We ran three studies to test this 
hypothesis as well as the underlying process. 

Study 1 was an identity primed (local vs. global) x lay theory 
(compatible vs. oppositional) x product version (local vs. global) 
mixed design, in which we measured consumers’ lay theory on glob-
al and local cultures. A total of 134 undergraduate students from a 
large southwestern U.S. university took part in this study for extra 
course credit. In this study, we found that the identity prime lead to 
an assimilative identity effect when participants believed that global 
and local cultures could be compatible with each other, and that the 
identity prime lead to a contrastive identity effect when participants 
believed that global and local cultures were opposite each other.

Study 2 was a lay theory prime (compatible vs. oppositional) x 
identity measured (local vs. global) x product version (local vs. glob-
al) mixed design, in which consumers’ lay theory of global and lo-
cal cultures was manipulated. A total of 164 undergraduate students 

from a large southwestern U.S. university took part in this study for 
extra course credit. In this study, through directly manipulating the 
lay theory, we showed that the measured global-local identity lead to 
an assimilative identity effect when participants believed that global 
and local cultures could be compatible with each other. Further, the 
measured global-local identity lead to a contrastive identity effect 
when participants believed that global and local cultures were op-
positional or conflicting each other. 

Study 3 was run to further test the possible process underlying 
this effect. A total of 152 undergraduate students from a large south-
western U.S. university took part in this globalization prime (positive 
vs. negative) x oppositional lay theory measured x product version 
(local vs. global) mixed design study for extra course credit. This 
study provided a test of the counter-arguing mindset, the explana-
tion for the contrast effect observed in the first two studies. Because 
the oppositional lay theory prime tends to make people believe that 
the two cultures are conflicting, they seem to engage in a counter-
arguing mindset when they process the global-local stimuli, and as 
a result they have the exact opposite associations in response to the 
stimuli.

Our results have several important theoretical implications. 
First, we provide boundary conditions for the identity accessibility 
effect in the context of global-local products. While earlier studies 
(Arnett 2002; Zhang and Khare 2009) tended to focus on the as-
similative accessibility effect, we found that when the global or local 
identity is made accessible it does not always lead to the assimilative 
identity effect. 

Second, our results have important implications for understand-
ing the assimilation vs. contrast debate in the literature (Förster & 
Liberman 2007; Reed 2004). While the earlier debate tended to fo-
cus on the diagnosticity of the accessible identity to determine if the 
evaluation is assimilative or contrastive (Zhang & Khare 2009), our 
results showed that the consumers’ view about the relationship be-
tween global and local cultures is another key to understanding the 
exact nature of product evaluation. 

Third, we provide a theoretical explanation for the contrasting 
findings about differential preference for local and global products. 
While earlier studies (Arnett 2002; Zhang and Khare 2009) showed 
that it is important to specify consumers’ accessible global or lo-
cal identity, we replicated the identity accessibility effect but also 
showed that it will happen only when consumers view their two 
identities as compatible with each other. Thus, our study provides a 
more comprehensive theoretical explanation for reconciling earlier 
reported divergent preference patterns for local and global products.
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Moving On and Away: Closure Increases Psychological distance Through Emotion
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Psychological closure is the feeling of completeness of an ex-

perience, providing a feeling of pastness or distance between an ex-
perience and the current time (Beike, Adams et al. 2007). A same 
event can feel like it happened yesterday or like ancient history (Van 
Boven, Kane et al. 2010), and the notion of closure is important to 
consumer researchers because it may influence evaluations of the 
time since a product or service failure, or the likelihood that similar 
negative events will reoccur. In turn, this could affect the likelihood 
of consumers retaliating against a brand, likelihood of re-trying or 
reconsidering a brand, as well as decisions about insurance to protect 
from similar outcomes.

In this research, we examine how closure influences evalua-
tions of psychological distance from negative product experiences. 
We propose and test the role of emotional intensity as a mediating 
mechanism. Prior research has shown that closure alleviates negative 
emotion (Beike and Wirth-Beaumont 2005; Li, Wei et al. 2010)  and 
that emotional intensity and psychological distance have a negative 
relationship (Van Boven, Kane et al. 2010). In the present research 
we link these constructs to demonstrate that psychological closure is 
a significant determinant of psychological distance, both perceived 
temporal distance in Studies 1 and 2, and perceived probabilistic dis-
tance in Studies 3 and 4. Further, we explore the role of emotional 
intensity as both mediator (Study 1 to 4) and moderator (Study 3 & 
4) of this process.

Our findings show that, when people experience closure on a 
negative event, they feel as if the event happened a longer time ago 
and that a similar problem is less likely to reoccur. This perception 
was reflected in perceived product quality, purchase intention, and 
willingness to purchase insurance.

Study 1 was conducted in a university with a top ranked football 
team. The negative consumer experience was the team’s previous 
football season, which was one of the worst in the school’s history. 
All participants first read a short news clip reminding them of the 
overall abysmal performance of the team during the season. Next, 
depending on condition, participants were instructed to provide rea-
sons why they would consider the prior year’s football season as 
“closed” or “not closed.” This manipulation task has been success-
fully used in previous literature (Beike, Adams et al. 2007; Beike, 
Adams et al. 2010) and was used in all 4 studies of this research. Af-
ter the closure manipulation, participants reported on 11-point scales 
their felt emotions (i.e. frustrated, upset) when thinking about the 
football season. Finally, using measures from previous research (Van 
Boven, Kane et al. 2010), participants provided perceived temporal 
distance from the previous football season (0 = Feels like yesterday, 
10 = Feels far away; 0 = Feels very close, 10 = Feels very distant). 
As predicted, participants in the high (vs. low) closure condition re-
ported greater temporal distance (M = 7.2 vs. 5.4; p = .003), which 
was mediated by a significant reduction in emotional intensity (n 
boots = 5,000; 95% CI(.095, .822)). Study 2 further examined the 
mechanism by manipulating both closure and emotionality of the ex-
perience, and by looking at embarrassment rather than a loss as the 
negative experience (Dahl, Manchanda et al. 2001). Participants first 
recalled an embarrassing moment from the past and described it in 
either an emotional or emotionless manner depending on condition. 
Next, participants completed the closure manipulation as in study 1. 
As predicted, there was a significant interaction between closure and 

description emotionality.  Those in the emotional description condi-
tion reported significantly higher perceived temporal distance in the 
high (vs. low) closure condition (M = 6.78 vs. 5.19; p = .004) while 
there was no significant effect of closure in the low emotion condi-
tion. The moderated mediation was also significant. In the emotional 
description conditions, emotional intensity significantly mediated 
the effect of closure on perceived temporal distance (n boots = 5,000; 
95% CI(.234, .75)), but no effect or mediation was found in the low 
emotion description condition. 

Study 3 and 4 further expanded these results by examining clo-
sure on probabilistic distance. In study 3 participants read a negative 
product review and were instructed to write about why the experience 
could be thought of as closed or not closed, depending on condition.  
Participants in the high (vs. low) closure condition thought the likeli-
hood of the problem reoccurring was lower which was also reflected 
in their evaluations of product quality and purchase intention (M = 
3.85 vs. 3.37; p = .032). This was mediated by significant changes in 
emotional intensity (n boots = 5,000; 95% CI(.015, .213)).

Study 4, like study 2, manipulated both closure and emotional-
ity on participants’ own negative product experiences, by manipu-
lating whether participants wrote about it in either an emotional or 
pallid style, and by whether or not the experience could be consid-
ered closed or not. The predicted interaction revealed that, when par-
ticipants described the event in an emotional manner, high (vs. low) 
closure led to a lower willingness to purchase insurance that would 
protect them from that problem in the future (M = 3.86 vs. 5.81; p = 
.001). The same moderated mediation pattern as Study 2 emerged. In 
the emotional description conditions, emotional intensity significant-
ly mediated the effect of closure on probabilistic distance (n boots = 
5,000; 95% CI(-.486, -.003)), but no effect or mediation was found 
in the emotionless description condition.

To summarize, our results demonstrate how closure increases 
psychological distance as mediated though emotional intensity. With 
closure participants feel events happened longer ago (Study 1 & 
2) and were less likely to reoccur (Study 3 & 4). Manipulation of 
emotionality and mediation analysis shows how emotional intensity 
underlies this effect. The findings contribute to the literature on psy-
chological closure and psychological distance by finding it a new 
consequence and determinant, respectively.

rEFErEnCEs
Beike, D. and E. Wirth-Beaumont (2005). “Psychological closure as 

a memory phenomenon.” Memory 13(6): 574-593.
Beike, D. R., L. P. Adams, et al. (2010). “Closure of 

autobiographical memories moderates their directive effect on 
behaviour.” Memory 18(1): 40-48.

Beike, D. R., L. P. Adams, et al. (2007). “Incomplete inhibition 
of emotion in specific autobiographical memories.” Memory 
15(4): 375-389.

Dahl, D. W., R. V. Manchanda, et al. (2001). “Embarrassment in 
consumer purchase: The roles of social presence and purchase 
familiarity.” Journal of Consumer Research 28(3): 473-481.

Li, X., L. Wei, et al. (2010). “Sealing the Emotions Genie.” 
Psychological Science 21(8): 1047.

Van Boven, L., J. Kane, et al. (2010). “Feeling Close: Emotional 
Intensity Reduces Perceived Psychological Distance.” Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology 98(6): 872.



691 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 40, ©2012

Powerlessness-induced Compensatory Consumption:  
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Despite the lasting financial crisis, the commerce of luxury 

goods and services has enjoyed a continuous growth, reaching $276 
billion in sales in 2011 worldwide (Bain 2011). To better under-
stand the reasons of this success, recent work has started to examine 
more specifically the motives underlying individuals’ motivation to 
consume luxury products. In particular, recent work suggested that 
states of powerlessness can increase consumers’ preference for status 
products, because these products help them to alleviate the aversive 
feelings associated with powerlessness (Rucker and Galinsky 2008). 

The present work builds on a key distinction between two types 
of luxury offerings: experiences (e.g., a luxurious vacation or din-
ing in a high-end restaurant) and products (e.g., a status car or de-
signer piece of furniture). Interestingly, while some offerings might 
be uniquely categorized as experiences or products, a luxury brand 
might choose to frame its offering (e.g., a car) either as an experience 
(by emphasizing driving the car) or a material product (by emphasiz-
ing its features). As a first step, we investigate how one pervasive 
factor – consumers’ sense of power – will affect consumers’ prefer-
ences for experiential vs. material luxury. By power, we refer to peo-
ple’s perceived or actual asymmetric control over valued resources 
in social relations (Rucker, Galinsky and Dubois 2012). Past work 
showing that powerless consumers are more willing to spend on a 
luxury product than powerful and power-neutral consumers (Ruck-
er and Galinsky 2008) might predict that states of powerlessness 
equally foster preferences for material and experiential products, but 
little is known about whether the powerless’ preference might vary 
based on whether luxury is experiential or material. Yet, recent re-
search argued that experiences can be more rewarding than products 
(Carter and Gilovich 2010; Van Boven and Gilovich 2003). Thus, we 
make the novel proposition that states of powerlessness would foster 
greater preference for experiential luxury than for material luxury. In 
support for this proposition, the powerless’ sensitivity to their envi-
ronment might increase the value derived from experiential products 
(Galinsky et al 2008). 

We conducted two experiments to test these hypotheses. Results 
were analyzed using ANOVAs, regressions and t-tests, as appropri-
ate. 

ExPErIMEnT 1
The Powerless’ Preference for Experiential vs. Material Lux-

ury. One hundred and sixty four undergraduates filled out an online 
survey in exchange for extra course credit. They were randomly as-
signed to conditions in a 3 (power: low, high, control) × 2 (status: low, 
high) × 2 (product type: experience, possession) mixed design with 
status and object serving as a within-participants factor. Participants 
were asked to recall a time they had or lacked power (Galinsky et al. 
2003). Subsequently, participants were told they would participate 
to the evaluation of different consumer products. More specifically, 
participants were shown four different products associated with high 
and low levels of status, two of which were experiences (high-status: 
a luxury vacation; low-status: a massage; Van Boven and Gilovich 
2003) and two of which were material objects (high-status: luxury 
car; low-status: a fabric sofa; Rucker and Galinsky 2008). Partici-
pants were asked to indicate how much they would be willing to pay 
for each of the products. Consistent with past research, results re-

vealed a main effect for power, status and type of product, replicating 
both Rucker and Galinsky’s (2009) and Van Boven and Gilovich’s 
(2003) findings. Participants were willing to pay significantly more 
for a product under the low power (p< .05), for high status products 
(p < .001), and for experiential products (p < .001). Of key impor-
tance, there was he significant interaction of power × status × product 
type (p < .05). Low-power participants indicated a higher willingness 
to pay for experiential luxury than for material luxury, p <.01. Over-
all, these results support both Rucker and Galinsky (2008) and Van 
Boven and Gilovich (2003) assertions. Under the aversive state of 
powerless, consumer will pay more for high status material products, 
but will pay even more for high status experiential products.

ExPErIMEnT 2
Framing Luxury as Experience or Material. One hundred and 

twenty eight undergraduates filled out an online survey in exchange 
for extra course credit. They were randomly assigned to conditions 
in a 2 (power: low, high) × 2 (status: low, high) × 2 (product charac-
teristics: experiential, material) between-participants design. Power 
was manipulated through the recall task as in experiment 1. Next, 
participants took part to a consumer product experience. Participants 
were exposed to a high-status (Ferrari car) or low-status (Mini-van) 
framed as experiential (“the perfect driving experience”) or mate-
rial luxury (“the perfect car to own”). Our dependent variable was 
participants’ willingness to pay for the product, in percent of the re-
tail price. Results revealed significant main effects for status and for 
product type, similar to experiment 1 (p < .05). Of most importance, 
there was a significant power × status × product interaction (p < .01). 
That is, our participants were willing to pay the most under a low 
power condition and for the high status car when highlighting its 
experiential attribute than when highlighting its material attribute (p 
<.01).

Thus, overall consumers will be willing to pay more for ma-
terial products when they are thinking of the in experiential terms. 
Nevertheless, once again, state of low power forester greater attrac-
tiveness to high status experiential purchases in the form of willing-
ness to pay for them. 

COnCLUsIOn And COnTrIbUTIOns
Overall, our results successfully both replicated and integrat-

ed classic findings from the power literature (Rucker and Galinsky 
2008; 2009) and the literature on experiential purchases (Carter and 
Gilovich 2010; Van Boven and Gilovich 2003) assertions, and sup-
ported our novel proposition: powerless consumers paid more for 
high status luxury products overall, and indicated a higher preference 
for experiential purchases over material ones. These results suggest 
that experiential purchases have a greater compensatory power than 
material ones, and multiply the possibilities for future research. Im-
plications for power, and luxury marketing practices are discussed.  
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT:
Consumers tend to evaluate out-group brands less favorably 

than in-group brands. Though in-group favoritism and out-group 
hostility are well-established in the literature, little is known about 
how out-group brand evaluations can be improved. However, as 
the number of niche brands with small customer segments expand 
(Aaker 1991; Erdem and Sun 2002), brands that are perceived as 
the outgroup or are seeking to increase their customer base by ap-
pealing to more customer segments will need to overcome the less 
than favorable attitudes toward their brands. As such, marketers need 
to understand how consumers’ out-group brand evaluations can be 
improved.  To address this issue, we theorize that moral identity 
(hereafter, MI) will aid marketers of out-group brands in overcoming 
out-group hostility by enhancing brand evaluations.

MI is a self-regulating construct that fosters one’s moral ac-
tions (Aquino and Reed 2002). Prior research on MI suggests that 
individuals with high self-importance of MI have more expansive 
group boundaries (Reed and Aquino 2003). However, this expansive 
effect of MI has focused on prosocial and moral behavior toward out-
groups (Hardy et al. 2010; Reed and Aquino 2003) without consider-
ing whether these psychological characteristics of MI may extend 
to brands. Recognizing the role that morality may play in personal 
relationships (Hart et al. 1998; Reed and Aquino 2003) and the re-
lationships that consumers have with brands (Aaker 1997) suggests 
that MI can be extended beyond moral behavior. Specifically, MI 
may influence consumers’ responses to brands, which hold important 
social and reference group associations for consumers. 

We theorize that MI will act as a conduit that reduces the per-
ceived distance between a consumer and his or her out-group brands, 
thereby enhancing out-group brand evaluations. More specifically, 
consumers with high MI will more favorably evaluate their out-
group brands compared to those with low MI such that MI mod-
erates the effect of group membership on brand evaluations. Given 
the existing tendency to favor in-group brands (Escalas and Bettman 
2005; White and Dahl 2007), we propose that MI will not influence 
in-group brand evaluations. Furthermore, we theorize that this effect 
will be mediated by the psychological distance, the “subjective” per-
ception regarding how close or far an object is from the self (Trope 
and Liberman 2010), between consumers and their out-group brands. 

We conducted four studies to test our theorizing. Study 1 exam-
ined the moderating effect of MI on brand evaluations by measuring 
the chronic self-importance of MI. First, participants self-identified 
one ingroup and one outgroup and then listed a brand associated with 
each group, which followed Escalas and Bettman’s (2005) proce-
dure. After a 20 minute unrelated task, participants evaluated (us-
ing 4 items; e.g., unfavorable/favorable on a 7-point scale) the two 
brands that they identified earlier among several other filler brands 
and completed the Self-Importance of Moral Identity Scale (Aquino 
and Reed 2002). As theorized, the results revealed that consumers’ 
MI enhanced attitudes toward out-group brands but did not affect at-
titudes for in-group brands. 

To assess whether this effect occurred due to MI rather than 
related constructs, study 2 replicated these results using temporarily 
salient MI (Aquino et al., 2009). We primed participants with either 
MI or a student identity (SI, hereafter). Those primed with MI should 
temporarily have MI salient and those primed with SI should tem-

porarily have their SI salient, and thus temporarily low salience for 
MI, such that those in the MI condition would evaluate out-group 
brands more favorably than those in the SI condition, but identity 
prime would have no effect on in-group brand evaluations. Results 
were consistent with this theorizing.

Studies 3 and 4 investigated the underlying process by examin-
ing the mediating role of the psychological distance between the con-
sumer and the brand. To measure the psychological distance between 
a consumer and a brand, we utilized the Inclusion of Others in Self 
scale (IOS; Aron et al. 1992). In study 3, a 2 (brand group member-
ship: in-group vs. out-group) within-subjects design was used with 
MI measured continuously. All participants evaluated the pre-des-
ignated in-group (i.e., Nike, Polo) and out-group (i.e., TOMS, Old 
Navy) brands, which were pretested and presented in random order. 
The findings of Study 3 replicated the results of the first two studies, 
demonstrating the positive influence of consumers’ MI on out-group 
brand evaluations but no effect of MI on in-group brand evaluations. 
More importantly, the effect of MI was mediated by the psychologi-
cal distance such that consumers with high MI were more likely to 
expand their boundaries to outgroups than where those with low MI.

Study 4 sought to demonstrate the practical implications of these 
findings for out-group brands seeking to improve their brand evalu-
ations. Thus, we primed MI versus business identity (BI) in an ad-
vertisement for a hypothetical brand. Though previous studies on MI 
(e.g., Reed et al. 2007) manipulated participants’ MI through priming 
tasks, to the best of our knowledge, this study is the first attempt to 
show that MI can be temporarily primed through an advertisement. 
A 2 (brand group membership: in-group vs. out-group) X 2 (primed 
identity: BI vs. MI) between-subjects design was used. The results 
replicated the moderating effect of MI on brand group membership 
on brand evaluations as well as the mediating role of psychologi-
cal distance such that brand evaluations of a hypothetical out-group 
brand were more favorable when participants were exposed to the 
brand with an advertisement eliciting temporarily accessible MI.

This research extends both the marketing and MI literature by 
addressing the role of MI in consumers’ brand evaluations. First, we 
identify the role of MI in everyday consumer judgments that do not 
regard moral decision-making. Though it may be obvious that MI 
would influence prosocial behavior and brand evaluations for brands 
engaging in CSR or other moral behaviors, we demonstrate that the 
effects of MI extend beyond prosocial behavior to marketplace judg-
ments such as brand evaluations irrespective of the moral behaviors 
of the firm. Furthermore, brand managers seeking to overcome the 
less favorable perceptions associated with out-group brands may 
benefit from drawing upon consumers’ MI in their marketing com-
munications. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Social power refers to the ability to control others’ resources 

and outcomes (e.g., Fiske, 1993). However, there is a metaphorical 
relationship between social power and social distance. This relation 
is often conveyed symbolically. When a picture of a company hierar-
chy is drawn, for example, the CEO is at the top, with less powerful 
individuals at increasing distances away. This relationship may ex-
tend to physical distance as well. Construal level theory (e.g., Liber-
man, Trope and Wakslak, 2007) suggests that activating concepts of 
distance along one dimension can potentially influence judgments 
and overt behavior along other dimensions of distance to which these 
concepts are metaphorically related. The present research examined 
implications of this possibility.

The notion that “power equals distance” pervades many societ-
ies. Socially powerful individuals typically possess substantial mate-
rial/social resources and do not need to depend on others for survival. 
Therefore, they may be disposed to see themselves as separate and 
distinctive. By the same token, individuals with little power are more 
likely to depend on others to survive. Consequently, they are more 
likely to be motivated to maintain social closeness to others. These 
differences in social distance could generalize to physical distances.

This relation may not hold for the particular individuals in-
volved in a power relationship. Powerful people might be motivated 
to be close to their powerless counterparts in order to successfully 
exert their influence, whereas low-power individuals might resist be-
ing influenced against their will and find others’ imposition on them 
to be aversive. To this extent, they may be motivated to keep distance 
from those who have power over them. This, therefore, leads to our 
main hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 People who perceive themselves to have high 
power in a particular relationship will judge 
themselves to be closer to the other person in-
volved in this relationship, but more distant from 
people in general, than people who perceive 
themselves to have low power. 

Three studies examined the possibility. In one study, partici-
pants wrote about a personal experience in which they either had 
power over another or another had power over them. Then, they indi-
cated both how close they felt to the other person in the situation they 
recalled and to other college students in general (adopted from Aron, 
Aron and Smollan, 1992). Participants perceived their distance from 
the person they wrote about to be less, but their distance from people 
in general to be greater, when they had written about a powerful ex-
perience than when they had described a powerless one.

A second study showed that individuals’ perception of them-
selves as socially distant from people in general affected the physical 
distance from others at which they feel comfortable.  After perform-
ing the same recall task we used in Study 1 to manipulate power 
status, participants were told that “because other persons are going to 
use this room, you will have to complete the second part of the ex-
periment in a different room” and on this pretext, participants moved 
to a different room for completing a questionnaire that assessed 
their conformity (adopted from Shen, Wan and Wyer, 2011). Seven 
chairs were lined up in the middle of this room, and a schoolbag had 
been left on the chair next to the extreme right, suggesting the pres-

ence of another person (Snyder and Endelman, 1979). Participants 
chose to sit further away from the chair occupied by unknown other 
if they had previously described a powerful experience than if they 
described a powerless experience. Furthermore, they showed less 
willingness to conform to others’ product preferences in the former 
condition than in the latter.

Finally, people’s perceptions of their social distance from others 
may affect their subsequent behavior. We examined this possibility 
under a gift-exchange situation. Gift-giving has been interpreted as a 
confirmation of the giver’s desire to establish a connection to the re-
cipient (Sherry, 1983). When accepting a gift, however, people may 
take reciprocity norms into consideration and feel indebted if they 
accept a gift from someone they feel close to (Shen, Wan and Wyer, 
2011). Therefore, we hypothesized that people who perceived them-
selves to be close to another would be more willing to give than to 
accept a gift, whereas people who perceived themselves to be distant 
from others might show the reverse pattern.  

In a third study, participants first completed the same power-
manipulation task employed in other studies. Then, they were asked 
to imagine a situation in which they shared a taxi with either (a) the 
person they recalled interacting with in the power-manipulation task 
or (b) a casual acquaintance. Finally, some participants indicated the 
likelihood that they would accept the other’s offer to pay the fare 
for both of them, whereas others estimated the likelihood that they 
would personally offer to pay the fare for both of them. As expected, 
participants were more willing to offer to pay the fare for the person 
they had written about, but were less willing to accept the other’s 
offer to pay, if they had had power over this person than if the per-
son had had power over them. However, priming feelings of power 
slightly decreased their willingness to pay for a casual acquaintance, 
but increased their willingness to accept an offer from this person, 
than priming feelings of low power. 

To conclude, although individuals who feel powerful are mo-
tivated to be close to the specific individuals over whom they have 
power, they prefer to be distant from people in general. Moreover, 
this tendency generalizes to actual behavior, leading them to sit 
further away from others, decreasing their tendency to conform to 
others’ preferences in a product choice situation, and affecting their 
tendency to give and accept gifts.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
People are becoming more conscious about health and weight 

control and as a consequence, calorie intake is an important concern 
for many consumers. However, people’s calorie estimation is shown 
to be vulnerable to various biases associated with the influence of nu-
trition labels (e.g., low fat) and package sizes (Chandon and Wansink 
2007; Scott et al. 2008). This research investigates another source of 
bias in calorie estimation, namely, the shape of the package contain-
ing food. 

According to the well-known elongation bias, container shape 
affects perception of spatial volume. People perceive the volume of 
a taller container as larger than that of a shorter and wider container 
(Raghubir and Krishna 1999). Extant research has also shown that 
the shape of the container affects perceived consumption and prod-
uct choice (Chandon and Ordabayeva 2009; Folkes and Matta 2004; 
Krishna 2006; Raghubir and Krishna 1999; Wansink and Van Itter-
sum 2003). However, little attention has been directed to the influ-
ence of container shape on calorie estimation, which may be partially 
caused by the common belief that calorie is a direct function of vol-
ume. This lay belief would suggest that when the two containers are 
equal in their actual volume, foods will be estimated to have more 
calories when they are contained in a taller container than a wider 
container due to the elongation bias. 

We propose the idea contradictory to this belief. Specifically, 
we hypothesize that food is perceived to have lesser calories when it 
is contained in a taller than in a wider container. This counterintui-
tive effect is assumed to arise from different psychological processes 
underlying the estimation of spatial volume and that of calories. Vol-
ume estimation is based on perceptual judgment and a taller con-
tainer is perceived to be more voluminous because human perception 
emphasizes height as the most salient dimension (visual prominence 
effect) (Krider, Raghubir, and Krishna 2001). In contrast, calorie es-
timation is conceptually driven. Because calorie is ambiguous and 
intangible, calorie judgment relies on inferences based on cogni-
tive associations. This is reason why consumer’s calorie estimation 
has been shown to be influenced by situationally activated concepts 
(Chandon and Wansink 2007; Chernev 2010; Scott et al. 2008; 
Kardes, Posavac, and Cronley 2004, Wansink and Chandon 2006). 

We hypothesize that package shape affects calorie estimation 
due to different conceptual associations activated by different shape. 
We propose that taller and thinner packages activate the concepts re-
lating to slimness and lightness, whereas shorter and wider packages 
activate concepts relating to fatness and heaviness. Further, consum-
ers use concepts brought to their mind to infer calories, resulting in 
biases in judgment. The slimness and lightness activated by an elon-
gated container will lead to underestimation of calories. By contrast, 
fatness and heaviness associated with a shorter and wider container 
will lead to overestimation of calories. 

Hypothesis 1:   Food will be perceived to have lower calories 
when it is contained in a taller container than 
when it is contained in a wider container even 
though the actual volume is made constant.

In Study 1, 40 participants estimated the calories of milk placed 
in a tall or a wide glass. The two glasses had equal volumes. The 
estimated calorie of milk in the wider glass was higher than that in 

the taller glass (Mtaller = 140.0 vs. Mwider = 163.3; F(1, 38) = 20.75, p < 
.001). The results were consistent with our hypothesis.

Study 2 demonstrates the opposite effect of package shape on 
volume estimation and calorie estimation. We expect a taller con-
tainer to be perceived to have more volume but lesser calories than a 
wider glass. Participants were presented with orange juice placed in 
a tall or wide glass. The participants estimated either the calories or 
the volume of the contained orange juice. Consistent with the elonga-
tion bias, the juice in the taller glass was perceived to be greater in 
volume than that in the wider glass (Mtaller = 947.9 vs. Mwider = 917.6; 
F(1, 143) = 5.42, p = .021). However, the juice in the taller glass was 
judged to have lower calories than that in the wider glass (Mtaller = 
461.3 vs. Mwider = 485.6; F(1, 144) = 7.92). 

Study 3 extends our findings to the package display orienta-
tion. In this study, the same rectangular-shaped package is displayed 
either vertically or horizontally. Vertical display would make the 
product look slimmer and lighter, whereas horizontal display would 
make the product look fatter and heavier. Accordingly, perceived 
calorie would be lower when the same package is presented verti-
cally instead of horizontally. In the study, participants were presented 
with five food products, each of which is contained in a rectangu-
lar-shaped package. The packages were then presented either verti-
cally (i.e., height is greater than width) or horizontally (i.e., width is 
greater than height). A 2 (package display: vertical vs. horizontal) × 
5 (products) ANOVA on estimated calories showed the significant 
main effect of package display, indicating that participants estimated 
lower calories when the packages were presented vertically, rather 
than horizontally (Mvertical = 334.7 vs. Mhorizontal = 475.2; F(1, 53) = 
11.27, p = .001). Separate test for each product category showed the 
significant effect of display direction for all five products (all t(53) > 
2.12, all p’s < .046).

In conclusion, the results of the current research demonstrate 
the relationship between shape of product package and consumer’s 
calorie estimation. Contradicting to the belief that calorie estimation 
is a positive function of volume estimation, our findings from three 
studies show that a taller package perceived to have more volume 
was judged to contain lesser calories. We believe our research con-
tributes to the existing literature on consumer calorie estimation and 
spatial perception by separating the psychological mechanisms un-
derlying these two seemingly related judgments.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
This study examines if the scores on anti-consumption life-

styles correlate with account balance and balance due. In a sample of 
Brazilians customers, it was found that voluntary simplicity, but not 
frugality and tightwadism, correlate negatively with balance due. In 
addition, none of the lifestyles correlates significantly with account 
balance. 

The adoption of anti-consumption lifestyles results in the vol-
untary reduction of consumption by individuals. This study investi-
gates the impact of adopting such lifestyles on the banking behavior 
of Brazilian customers. Arguably, an individual who reduces con-
sumption will naturally spend less money, and have more resources. 
Therefore, we test if frugal consumers (Lastovicka et al. 1999), tight-
wad consumers (Rick, Cryder, and Loewenstein 2008), and volun-
tary simplifiers (Iwata  1999; Zavestoski 2002) are less susceptible 
to debt. 

Testing this susceptibility to credit is important for two reasons. 
First, financial institutions should be particularly interested about 
customers who adopt such lifestyles. Banks that attract such custom-
ers are able to use their credit to provide loans to other customers. 
Second, policy makers concerned with reducing the rate of personal 
indebtedness in a given population might promote anti-consumption 
lifestyles that correlate with lower debt levels. 

This study looks at other factors that might affect one’s personal 
debt. Antecedents included in the model are income, self-control, 
long-term orientation and materialism. Additionally, the interactions 
between these antecedents are also considered in the model. 

A partnership between a Brazilian financial institution and the 
authors made the study possible. In this agreement, the financial in-
stitution supported the data collection by recruiting their customers 
for the study. The sample includes 502 customers with bank accounts 
in Cuiaba, in one of the major rural areas of Brazil. A special effort 
was dedicated to recruit participants with a wide range of income 
levels. To increase customer participation, the financial institution 
created a raffle with an Ipad2. The participants answered an online 
survey composed of several scales, presented in random order. To 
measure frugality, we used Lastovicka’s et al. (1999) frugality scale, 
as translated by Castilhos and Petersen-Wagner (2009). To measure 
materialism, we used Garcia’s (2009) adapted version of Richins’ 
(2004) materialism scale. Tightwadism was measured with a back 
translated version of the tightwad-spendthrift scale (Rick, Cryder, 
and Loewenstein 2008). Voluntary simplicity was measured with a 
back translated version of the adapted Iwata’s (1999) scale. Self-con-
trol was measured with a back translated version of the self-control 
scale (Tangney, Baumeister, and Boone 2004). Long-term orienta-
tion was measured with a back translated version of the long-term 
orientation measure (Bearden, Money and Nevins 2006). In addi-
tion, we used a translated version of an instructional manipulation 
check (Oppenheimer, Meyvis, and Davichenko 2009) to identify and 
remove inattentive participants. This resulted in the exclusion of 45 
participants (or roughly 9%), and a final sample of 457 customers.

The financial institution provided information on the income, 
account balances and balance due for each of the 457 participants. 
Income, participants’ scores on these scales and the interaction terms 
were considered as independent variables in two different analyses. 
First, a linear regression was performed using account balances as the 
dependent variable. It was found that account balances do not corre-

late significantly with income, anti-consumption lifestyles, material-
ism, self-control or long-term orientation. Therefore, the adoption of 
an anti-consumption lifestyle does not affect one’s account balance. 
This occurs probably because the money saved through the adop-
tion of an anti-consumption lifestyle is directed to savings accounts. 
However, the interaction between the materialism dimensions with 
income, self-control and long-term orientation significantly affects 
the scores on account balances. Most notably, it was found that a 
person who believes that acquisition is a central goal in life will have 
larger account balances to deal with the temptation of consuming. In 
addition, low-income individuals have larger account balances when 
they think that possessions are a source of happiness. 

In the second analysis, a regression was run only with the 172 
participants who had balances due. Financial institutions in Brazil 
offer pre-approved credit to its customers, without the need to sign 
a loan. However, a high-income is a necessary condition to have ac-
cess to this service. Therefore, low-income individuals are consider-
ably less likely to have balances due, as financial institutions do not 
offer them this service. To deal with this bias, the variable balances 
due was transformed into a new variable, which considers partici-
pants’ incomes. This new variable, named “weighted balances due”, 
is the mathematical result of the division of balances due by income. 
When analyzing the impact of the independent variables on weighted 
balances due, it was found that voluntary simplifiers own less debt 
(β=-.283, p=.006), whereas frugality and tightwadism do not shield 
one from having larger balances due. Also interestingly, high-income 
individuals who score high on self-control have large balances due, 
probably because they are fooling themselves into believing that they 
are more self-controlled that they actually are. Finally, we found a 
negative correlation between the success dimension of materialism 
and “weighted balances due” (β=-.214, p=.05), indicating that indi-
viduals who use possessions to signal success are more prone to own 
larger debt. On the other hand, the centrality and happiness dimen-
sions of materialism do not correlate significantly with balances due. 

The current results show that not all anti-consumption lifestyles 
reduce one’s balances due. The adoption of a simple lifestyle is the 
best shield that one has against owning larger debts. Furthermore, the 
belief that possessions signal success also leads one to have larger 
balances due. Therefore, at least in Brazil, policy makers concerned 
with the citizens’ debt level should promote anti-materialistic values 
and a simple lifestyle, particularly to groups of individuals with high 
indebtedness. Finally, future studies should evaluate participants’ 
saving accounts to test which anti-consumption lifestyles lead to 
more saving behavior. The current study showed that none of the 
lifestyles correlates with account balances significantly. However, 
this result might be particular to Brazil, where individuals are signifi-
cantly motivated to invest any outstanding money. That is because, 
Brazil is a country with high inflation, and a place where investing in 
financial institutions is highly profitable.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Consumer judgment and decision making is often shaped in 

unwanted ways by unconscious and uncontrollable processing, a 
phenomenon known as mental contamination (Wilson & Brekke, 
1994).  However, when consumers believe that contaminating influ-
ences threaten their judgments, they engage several resistance strat-
egies. For instance, several lines of research converge on the idea 
that consumers prefer to make judgments that are self-generated and 
free from the influence of others, thus satisfying a basic need for au-
tonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2006).  When consumers perceive that com-
munications threaten their freedom of belief, they become resistant 
to those communications and endorse their original positions more 
(Brehm 1966). Consumers also generally consider themselves better 
decision makers than others and devalue the thoughts and feelings 
others use to make decisions (Pronin et al., 2007; Pronin, 2008; Pro-
nin & Kugler, 2007). 

This line of thinking suggests that (at least from a lay perspec-
tive), when active, a motive to protect judgments from exogenous 
social influence might be an effective means of decreasing mental 
contamination.  But is this accurate?  Here, we confront the veracity 
of this idea by examining whether nonconscious autonomy preserva-
tion motivation reduces or, perhaps counterproductively, amplifies 
several decision biases that may result from contaminating social 
information.

Many decision biases might occur because individuals fail to 
properly regulate how social information is used.  For example, in-
cidentally heightened accessibility of another person can influence 
self-directed judgments via an automatic comparison process (e.g., 
Dijkterhuis et al., 1998).  Here, an exogenous agent (the exemplar) 
taints views of the self because individuals fail to reject irrelevant 
social information.  Since mental contamination is often caused by 
processing outside of conscious awareness, we reasoned that correc-
tive processes need to be operating nonconsciously as well. 

Thus, here we examine the effects of nonconsciously priming 
autonomy preservation (using a scrambled sentence test) across a 
wide range of decision biases.  The current research adds to our un-
derstanding of mental contamination by addressing the broad sense 
in which the social environment contributes to biases, by showing 
how social perception processes can both increase and decrease bias 
(contrary to the lay belief that exogenous social influence is gen-
erally bad), and by examining how biases can be reduced without 
conscious awareness (previously thought to be impossible; Wilson 
& Brekke, 1994).  

In Study 1, we demonstrated how autonomy preservation prim-
ing attenuates the usual effects of exemplar priming.  Indeed, con-
sistent with prior research (Dijksterhuis et al., 1998), in a neutral 
scrambled sentence prime condition, participants primed with Ein-
stein considered themselves less intelligent than those primed with 
Britney Spears. However, in line with our hypothesis, when initially 
primed with autonomy preservation, this tendency actually reversed, 
[F(3,27) = 7.87, p = .01].

In Study 2 we demonstrated that resistance priming also attenu-
ates exemplar priming effects that usually cause assimilation. Fol-
lowing Gollwitzer et al. (2011) we utilized the exemplar prime of 
Mother Teresa and assessed its influence on judgments of prosocial 

values. In a control condition, participants tended to assimilate to the 
Mother Teresa prime; however, this tendency was reversed when ini-
tially primed with autonomy preservation [F(3, 71) = 8.26, p = .005].

In Study 3 we tested whether autonomy preservation priming 
attenuates the halo effect, the robust tendency to evaluate attractive 
people more positively than unattractive people on a number of di-
mensions unrelated to attractiveness (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977).  This 
effect is due at least in part to perceived similarity between attractive 
others and the self (Horton, 2003).  Based on our earlier findings, we 
hypothesized that resistance priming should reduce the expression of 
this bias. We had participants rate two women (one relatively more 
attractive, one less attractive) on several interpersonal attributes.  We 
found that resistance priming attenuated the tendency to evaluate the 
more attractive woman more positively, [F(1, 113) = 6.76, p = .04].  

The initial studies spotlight decision biases that result from a 
failure to reject social influence.  However, it is also possible that 
some biases result from a too great an emphasis on autonomy preser-
vation.  For example, egocentric biases can occur when people fail to 
properly discount their own knowledge and take into account another 
person’s knowledge and beliefs (e.g., Keysar, Ginzel, & Bazerman, 
1995).  Here, outside influence (i.e., other people’s knowledge and 
beliefs) would help to mitigate such biases, but resisting influence 
would theoretically aggravate such biases.  

In Study 4, we hypothesized that resistance priming would in-
crease the “curse of knowledge” error (Keysar, Ginzel, & Bazerman, 
1995).  Participants completed Converse et al’s (2008) adaption of 
the Birch & Bloom (2007) false belief task.  In this task, partici-
pants make probability estimates about the likelihood that person A 
will look for an object (a violin) in a specific container when person 
B has either moved the object to a new container without person 
A’s knowledge (privileged knowledge condition) or not (no privi-
leged knowledge condition).  We found that autonomy preservation-
primed participants were more likely to use privileged knowledge 
(and hence, make a curse of knowledge error) when it was available, 
[F(3, 96) = 4.15, p = .044].  

In study 5 we examine how autonomy preservation priming 
increases the correspondence bias, an egocentric bias because of a 
failure to properly consider why someone might make a judgment 
that is disposition-inconsistent.   Following Jones and Harris’s (1967) 
classic paradigm participants were given an essay about the legaliza-
tion of marijuana, with instructions indicating that the author’s posi-
tion was assigned by the experimenter.  Participants estimated the 
author’s actual attitude towards marijuana. Autonomy preservation-
primed participants made stronger dispositional attributions than 
control participants [t=2.18, p = .03]. 

These five studies highlight how autonomy preservation moti-
vation reduces decision biases involving over-reliance on social in-
formation but increases biases involving under-reliance on social in-
formation, all without conscious awareness.  These results highlight 
the broad influence of the social environment on mental contamina-
tion by strengthening while also alleviating specific biases. Thus, due 
to the nonconscious and autonomous operation of social resistance 
goals, consumers’ presumption that resisting social influence will 
improve decision quality is not always accurate.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Understanding what makes consumers more likely to explore 

new products is of crucial importance to marketers. Prior research 
on consumer innovativeness has focused on identifying stable indi-
vidual characteristics that determine the propensity of consumers to 
try new offerings. The present research takes a different perspective 
by investigating the role of contextual factors on consumer innova-
tiveness. We propose that situational exposure to novelty primes ex-
ploratory behavior that carries over to subsequent unrelated choice 
tasks. Three studies demonstrate these effects and investigate their 
consequences. 

THEOrETICAL bACkGrOUnd
At the individual consumer level, innovativeness has been 

operationalized primarily as a stable trait, a “predisposition to buy 
new and different brands rather than remain with pervious choices” 
(Steenkamp, ter Hofstede, and Wedel 1999) and has been measured 
using various personality scales (Mehrabian 1978; Raju 1980; Zuck-
erman 1978). 

There is some evidence, however, that innovativeness may be 
a malleable construct.  For example, innovativeness is influenced 
by socio-behavioral variables, such as age, education, and income 
(Steenkamp and Gielens 2003), and by prior knowledge (Moreau, 
Lehmann, and Markman 2001). The amount of change in a person’s 
life can also affect consumers’ likelihood of trying less familiar prod-
ucts (Wood 2009) and contextual factors, such as positive mood, can 
enhance consumers’ propensity to adopt brand extensions (Barone, 
Miniard, and Romeo 2000) or try less familiar products (Kahn and 
Isen 1993; Menon and Kahn 1999). In this research, we investigate 
the possibility that exposure to contextual novelty also promotes in-
novativeness, by priming exploratory behavior. 

Context can have powerful effects on behavior (Bargh, Chen, 
and Burrows 1996; Bargh et al. 2001; Fitzsimons, Chartrand, and 
Fitzsimons 2008). Subtle environmental cues can activate mental 
constructs related to traits or goals that subsequently prompt con-
struct-consistent behavior. Behavior can be automatically guided by 
the presentation of semantic associates (e.g., Bargh et al. 2001; Char-
trand and Bargh 1996; Chartrand, Huber, Shiv and Tanner 2008), 
by the presence of other people (Bargh et al. 1996; Shah 2003), or 
by situations or objects associated with the behavior (e.g., Aarts and 
Dijksterhuis 2003; Chen, Lee-Chai, and Bargh 2001; Kay and Ross 
2003).  Even stimuli that have no prior associations but from which 
people extract meaning, such as visual arrays, can be a source of 
non-conscious construct activation (Maimaran and Wheeler 2008). 

In this research we argue that behavior can also be influenced 
by stimuli that carry different semantic meanings but share a com-
mon property, such as being novel. We propose that this common 
property prompts property-consistent behavior, which carries over 
to unrelated situations. Specifically, we argue that exposure to novel 
stimuli primes subsequent exploratory behavior. It has been estab-
lished that novel stimuli attract attention and promote exploration 
(Berlyne 1960; Fiske and Maddi 1961; Hirshman 1980; Venkatesan 
1973). We build on this research and propose that exposure to novel 
stimuli prompts exploration in an unrelated subsequent situation, 
similar to the way in which exposure to a cue activating a semantic 
concept primes behavior consistent with this concept. We investigate 

the implications of the proposed effect for consumer behavior by 
testing the hypothesis that presentation of novel contextual stimuli 
prompts consumers to choose less familiar and more diverse prod-
ucts in a subsequent choice task. 

METHOd And FIndInGs
Study 1 shows that people who have been exposed to novelty 

choose a broader range of products in an unrelated subsequent choice 
task, but only when the available options are relatively unfamiliar. 
Novelty is operationalized as exposure to either new or familiarized 
neutral images. The subsequent consumer task involves choice of 
snacks from a set containing either very familiar options or less fa-
miliar options. A 2 x 2 ANOVA reveals a significant interaction be-
tween novelty prime and choice set familiarity (F(1, 97) = 6.43; p < 
.05). Novelty-primed participants choose a broader range of options 
than controls, indicating a greater propensity to explore, but only 
when the available options are relatively unfamiliar (Mnovelty= 4.97 vs. 
Mcontrol= 4.35, t(58) = 2.39, p = .01). When choosing from the more 
familiar set, novelty participants do not differ from controls (Mnovelty= 
4.44 vs. Mcontrol = 4.92, t(41) = 1.32, p = .10).

Studies 2a and 2b test the effect of novelty on exploration in the 
context of choice of jam, using presentation of unfamiliar (vs. famil-
iar) words as a manipulation of novelty. In Study 2a, where partici-
pants can choose as many options as they want from an assortment 
of 45 jams, novelty participants select a broader range of jams than 
controls (Mnovelty = 7.11vs. Mcontrol = 4.61; F(1, 35) = 5.21, p < 
.05) and also choose a higher number of unusual flavors (Mnovelty 
= 4.08 vs. Mcontrol = 1.89, F(1, 35) = 8.51, p = .006). In study 2b, 
where participants can choose one out of a set of 30 jams, novelty-
primed participants again choose more unusual and unfamiliar fla-
vors (Nnovelty = .54 vs. Mconrol = .15; F(1, 47) = 10.91, p = .002). 

Study 3 replicates the previously observed effects in the context 
of real product choice. Novelty participants choose more unusual and 
unfamiliar jams, relative to controls (Mnovelty = .61 vs. Mcontorl = 
.31; F(1, 38) = 4.13, p = .05). After sampling their chosen jam, how-
ever, novelty participants report lower satisfaction with the chosen 
option (Mnovelty = 4.83 vs. Mcontrol = 5.86; F(1, 38) = 4.65, p < 
.05). Mediation analysis reveals that the effect of novelty exposure 
on post-sampling satisfaction is mediated by the unusualness of their 
choice. 

COnTrIbUTIOn
This research contributes to the literature on consumer innova-

tiveness by studying the ability of novelty exposure – a contextual 
factor that to some extent is controllable by retailers and manufac-
turers – to enhance exploratory behavior. We also contribute to the 
priming literature by showing that behavior can be influenced by ex-
posure to stimuli that reference different semantic concepts but share 
a common property. This property primes related behavior that can 
carries over to unrelated tasks. Finally, we build on the literature on 
novelty by documenting downstream effects of novelty exposure that 
have not been shown before. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Nowadays as companies experience increasing competition, 

social cause efforts become a prominent role in the profit-seeking 
efforts of the corporation domain. Two types of societal marketing 
programs are common: (1) social sponsorship through explicit do-
nation to a cause and (2) cause-related marketing (CRM) through 
consumer purchases. Because advertising determines the success of 
societal marketing programs (e.g., Chang, 2008), many advertising 
persuasion techniques are adopted. Emotional appeals are widely 
used to “cut through the clutter” in crowded media environment. 
Among them, guilt appeals are identified as popular to arouse per-
suasive communication, especially in prosocial and charitable con-
texts (e.g., Basil, Ridgway, and Basil, 2006 and 2008; Hibbert et al., 
2007). Chang (2011) suggested the importance of exploring potential 
moderating variables in explaining the effects of guilt appeals. 

Although societal marketing programs with charitable causes 
become popular among corporations, consumers may respond differ-
ently to corporate-sponsored social messages than they do to the sim-
ilar ads sponsored by a non-profit. A corporate sponsor in association 
with a social message is likely to make ulterior motives accessible, 
which lead consumers to question the reasons behind sponsorship 
(Szykman, Bloom, and Blazing, 2004). People possess stereotypes 
of organizations merely based on the knowledge that a firm is a for-
profit or non-profit (Aaker, Vohs, and Mogilner, 2010). Therefore, we 
predict that sponsorship identity will matter in consumer information 
processing and moderate the effects of guilt appeals.

Selecting the “right” cause by a company is a key to a success-
ful societal marketing program. Nevertheless, the results of previous 
studies are inconsistent and contradictory regarding the influences 
of fit on advertising persuasion, e.g. whether high fit can be an asset 
or liability. A good fit between prior expectations, knowledge, and 
competencies of a firm and a promoted social cause can be more 
easily integrated into the consumers’ existing cognitive structure and 
lead to favorable evaluation of the company (Becker-Olsen, Cud-
more, and Hill, 2006; Menon and Kahn, 2003; Pracejus and Olsen, 
2004; Rifon et al,. 2004; Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001; Simmons and 
Becker-Olsen, 2006). However, highly fitting relationships may raise 
consumer skepticism about company motives and lead consumers to 
respond more positively to non-fitting relationship (Barone, Norman, 
and Miyazaki, 2007; Bloom et al., 2006). The intriguing questions of 
whether and how different sponsorship contexts (who the ad sponsor 
is and what the sponsorship fit is) may enhance or disrupt consumer 
guilt perceptions and evaluation are addressed in this paper. 

An experiment with 3 (sponsorship identity: corporate social 
sponsorship vs. CRM vs. non-profit) X 2 (sponsor-issue fit: high fit 
vs. low fit) X 2 (ad appeal: guilt vs. non-guilt appeals) factorial de-
sign was conducted. Prior to the experiment, the treatment booklets 
were randomized. Administration of the experiment was performed 
via a shopping mall intercept method. 429 participants were recruited 
over a 2-week period during mall operating hours. After successful 
manipulation checks, a series of analysis of variance were conducted 
to examine proposed hypotheses. Analyses on maladaptive responses 
were further conducted to test the mediator of maladaptive responses 

on the effect of guilt appeal on purchase intention for the condition 
of corporate social advertising and CRM. Univariate results with 
dependent measures of attitudes toward the ad, attitudes toward the 
sponsor, and behavioral intentions are summarized in Table 1. Table 
2 presents related descriptives across experimental conditions. Three 
main findings are noteworthy.

First, guilt appeals are found more effective than non-guilt ap-
peals when the ad sponsor is a non-profit. The findings are consistent 
with previous studies (anti-alcohol: Becheur et al., 2008; bone mar-
row donation: Lindsey, 2005; charity donation: Basil et al., 2006 and 
2008; Hibbert et al., 2007; condom promotion: Alden and Crowley, 
1995; mammogram promotion: Turner et al., 2009). Social respon-
sibility guilt has been identified as one of the major forms of con-
sumer guilt (Burnett and Lunsford, 1994). The findings also echoes 
the charity donation literature that the guilt may be viewed as an 
awareness of the difference in well-being between oneself and others 
(Ruth and Faber, 1988) and guilt feelings can be used as a method of 
gaining compliance (Lindsey, Yun, & Hill, 2007). 

Second, guilt appeals backfire when the sponsors-issue fit in a 
corporate social ad (i.e., explicit donation) is high. Maladaptive re-
sponses to charity appeals occur when an individual feels he or she 
is being manipulated, causing the individual to respond in a negative 
manner (Coulter and Pinto, 1995). Such responses make sense in that 
they seek to protect a consumer’s balanced (homeostatic) state. In 
ads using guilt appeals, consumers may evaluate the degree to which 
the advertiser is attempting to manipulate their attitudes. Consumers 
will resist the message when they perceive the message as manipula-
tive (Wood and Eagly, 1981). When guilt appeals are used to promote 
a corporate social ad, consumers are likely to interpret the ad as an 
explicit placement and view the advertising message as manipula-
tive. Promotion with a high-fit social cause may be viewed as oppor-
tunistic and the sponsored company as merely seeking commercial 
gain for itself. Consumers thus counterargue the message and dis-
count the sponsor to protect themselves from the persuasion attempt. 

Third, guilt appeals have boomerang effects when the sponsor-
issue fit in a CRM ad is low. When consumers could not find the link 
between the brand and the cause, they might not understand why they 
should give away a small fraction of the price they pay to a social 
cause. Consumers may also feel skeptical why the company “sells” 
such a low-fit cause to them. Due to people’s fiscal associations with 
the for-profit’s motive, the suspicion may negatively influence guilt 
appeals on sponsor evaluation. 

The main goal of the present study was to extended earlier work 
on guilt appeals by identifying boundary conditions associated with 
the role of guilt appeals in consumer perceptions and attitudes. Find-
ings from this investigation are informative both theoretically and 
pragmatically, and underscore the importance for marketers to learn 
more about when guilt appeals work, and in turn describe how prac-
titioners can avoid negatively toward guilt appeals.  
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Previous studies have shown that background music associated 

with a product category can have positive effects on related sales in 
a retail environment (North et al. 1999). However, the mechanism 
by which this effect occurs has not been clearly explained, nor has 
the effect been shown at lower categorical levels of representation 
(e.g., the brand). The fact that many marketers select particular songs 
for use in brand advertising in order to strengthen their brand image 
raises the question of whether exposure to such brand-related audi-
tory cues affects consumer behavior toward the brand. 

In this research, we propose that consumer exposure to a brand-
related song enhances the accessibility of the brand attitude in mem-
ory and consequently the reliance on that brand attitude. Hence, we 
expect positive effects of exposure to brand-related music on the 
choice of brand products when consumers’ brand attitudes are posi-
tive and when the specific product evaluated (and not others in the 
brand’s portfolio) is associated with the music. 

In 3 studies, the impact of the incidental presentation of a brand-
related song on product choice is examined in both field and labora-
tory settings. Study 1 shows that a song used in prior advertising for a 
brand influences brand sales when played within background music, 
but only for the brand product directly associated with the music. 
Study 2 demonstrates that exposure to a brand-related song increases 
the reliance on the brand attitude and examines fluency perceptions 
as the underlying mechanism resulting from the exposure to brand-
related music. Finally, study 3 looks at possible negative effects of 
the exposure to brand-related music for brand products that are not 
directly associated with the respective music.

sTUdY 1
The study was conducted in a grocery store in Germany and 

aimed to assess whether the inclusion of a brand associated song 
(Beck’s Pils beer advertising tune) within the background music leads 
to an increase of sales for the product. It was expected that the pres-
ence of this song would lead to an activation of the associated prod-
uct, making its choice more likely. We found that Beck’s Pils sales 
increased significantly, but we also observed a marginally significant 
reduction of sales in other beers in the Beck’s line. Thus, the brand 
song had a clear effect on consumers who favored Becks’ brands, 
but induced them to switch from other Beck’s products back to the 
traditional, leading product (Pils) in the brand portfolio. 

sTUdY 2
The results above suggest that exposure to brand-related music 

is most likely to increase brand choice for consumers who already 
favor the brand. We assume that the exposure to a brand-related song 
increases the accessibility of the associated brand attitude, rendering 
consumers more likely to rely on their brand attitude when exposed 
to a brand-related song. Hence, one objective of study 2 was to ex-
amine whether the exposure to brand-related music (Merci chocolate 
song) increases the correlation between brand attitudes and brand 
choice. However, we hold more specified assumptions about how 
attitude accessibility shapes choice. We expect that enhanced acces-
sibility leads to higher perceived fluency that is attributed to the at-
titude’s “rightness.” To test this hypothesis, we included a misattri-

bution manipulation in study 2. In one condition, participants could 
attribute their perceived fluency to an alternative, exogenous source 
(a merely perceivable smell of chocolate in the room). Hence, we ap-
plied a 2x2 design with the music manipulation (brand-related song 
played/not played) and the misattribution manipulation (misattribu-
tion source mentioned/not mentioned). In order to provide incidental 
processing of music similar to a shopping context, we applied the 
guise of a memory test: participants were told that background music 
was being played to distract them during the memory test. In the 
experimental condition, the background music included short pieces 
of the brand-related song. In the control condition, alternative songs 
were played. The brand attitude was measured outside of the lab with 
an online-questionnaire. 

The results support our hypotheses. We found significantly 
higher correlations of the brand attitude with brand choice and faster 
choice latencies when participants were exposed to the brand-related 
music than when they were not. Importantly, the difference in correla-
tions and the effect on choice latencies disappeared when participants 
could attribute the felt fluency to an exogenous source. Thus, the 
perceived fluency resulting from exposure to the brand-related song 
seems to be critical for effects on choice to occur. In line with study 
1, the results imply that positive effects of exposure to brand-related 
music are less likely for target groups with negative brand attitudes.

sTUdY 3
The aim of this experiment was to build on study 1 and assess 

the effects of a song related to a particular brand product line on the 
evaluation of other product lines sold under the same brand. We hy-
pothesized that the positive effect of brand-related background music 
on choice for specific product lines results in negative effects for oth-
er product lines in the same brand portfolio. Participants completed 
a memory task while music was played. In the treatment condition, 
the music included the famous Oscar Mayer wiener jingle, associ-
ated with Oscar Meyer hot dogs. Afterwards, participants were ex-
posed to five ads that included either an ad for Oscar Meyer hot dogs 
(matching ad) or an ad for another product of the Oscar Meyer line 
(bologna; non-matching ad). The results provided support for the for-
mulated hypotheses. Exposure to the Oscar Mayer wiener jingle had 
a positive effect on the evaluation of the matching ad, but negative 
effects on the evaluation of the non-matching ad. Process measures 
revealed that the wiener song enhanced (inhibited) responses toward 
Oscar Mayer hot dogs (bologna).

COnCLUsIOns
The present research supports the assumption that brand-related 

music used in the background has direct effects on consumer atti-
tudes and choices, despite being limited to incidental processing that 
is not explicitly acknowledged by consumers. However, negative ef-
fects of brand-related music can be expected when negative attitudes 
are activated and when alternative products in the brand portfolio 
(not directly associated with the music) are evaluated.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Media representations of younger mothers often allude to their 

inexperience and lack of preparedness for motherhood, and in par-
ticular, target young working class mothers for derision (Tyler 2008). 

We pose three questions: firstly what do young mothers do with 
this stereotype of the teenage mother (and its associated discourses); 
secondly what role do the everyday practices of consumption play in 
young mothers’ attempts to distance themselves from the negative 
aspects of this stereotype and contest these discourses; and thirdly 
how do they manage an inconsistency between two aspects of their 
identity (age versus parental status) and what role does the market-
place play?

dIsCOUrsEs And MOTHErHOOd
Expectations of motherhood are socially embedded, empha-

sized via prevailing discourses (Miller 2007) and include a variety of 
publicly and privately-generated messages regarding good mother-
ing and its reverse, bad mothering. The main culturally pervasive dis-
course that affects women’s identity projects as new mothers relates 
to self-management (Fischer et al 2007:433) and taking on the re-
sponsibilities of parenthood. Planned parenthood is one of the mark-
ers of ‘responsible parenting’ generated by societal and life-framing 
discourses. Motherhood when entered into at the ‘correct’ time is po-
sitioned as “women’s supreme achievement” (Phoenix et al. 1991:9) 
but young mothers are contradictorily positioned because they reach 
the same landmark which then becomes devalued because of their 
age. Children and adults are seen as separate categories, so instead 
of an achievement, motherhood is seen by many as a challenge to 
morality and the role of the family (Hunt et al. 2005). 

COnsUMPTIOn, rEsIsTAnCE And MOTHErHOOd
We focus on individual (Penaloza and Price 1993), everyday 

(Reissman 2000) acts of resistance, rather than the political and col-
lective action that has provided the focus for many consumer re-
search studies (e.g. Kozinets and Handelman (2004). Resistance can 
be identity-based, focused on the resister’s “expected or attributed 
identity” (Hollander and Einwohner 2004:537). In this context, the 
expected and attributed identity reflects the expectations of teenage 
motherhood, informed by societal and life-framing discourses, what 
it means to be a good mother. We examine the ways in which young 
mothers use consumption as a tool with which to resist the life-fram-
ing negative discourses surrounding the negative imagery associated 
with the teenage motherhood stereotype, and explore the ways in 
which young women use consumption to help provide alternative 
positive mothering identities.

METHOd
We use empirical data collected from a sample of teenage moth-

ers to explore how resistance is deployed via consumption to contest 
negative stereotypes, and to achieve splitting i.e. separation of teen-
age [age status, negative imagery] from mother [parental status, pos-
itive imagery] in the identity frame. Qualitative data was collected 
via two phased interviews (prior and post birth) with seventeen new 
mothers who became pregnant between the ages of 17 and 19. We 
recruited participants via a National Health Service (NHS) antenatal 

service for younger women. Interviews were analyzed by the three 
authors: emergent themes were coded and then compared, along with 
the exchange of detailed notes and memos. An agreed interpretation 
of the data was written up.

FIndInGs
Our findings support recent research that suggests that early 

motherhood can help some women from relatively disadvantaged 
backgrounds to develop a stronger and more mature identity (Dun-
can 2007; Wilson and Huntingdon 2005). In their attempts to be seen 
as a ‘good mum’ or ‘just a mum’ our informants abandon many of 
their previous notions of what it means to be young and use con-
sumption as a means to demonstrate a ‘responsible’ approach to 
parenting. Participants produce a counter position, a positive young 
mothering identity that incorporates positive aspects of younger 
mothering. Participants were aware of the communicative properties 
of goods, particularly clothing, and sought to manage their identity 
via the consumption process. This concern with appearance also ex-
tends to participants’ babies. A recurring theme was the importance 
of not dressing the baby in particular fashions that participants saw 
as associated with stereotyped out-groups (White and Dahl 2007). 
Through their marketplace knowledge, women sought to differenti-
ate themselves from the kind of person who would dress their baby 
in particular ways (Tyler 2008). 

Participants turn to the market as a means to prepare for moth-
erhood (Davies et al. 2010) and to demonstrate that they are good 
mothers and understand the important ingredients of good, ‘respon-
sible’, mothering (being careful planners; systematic allocation of 
resources; thoughtful care of their new babies). A clear theme was 
the challenge of providing and preparing for motherhood on a limited 
budget, often through second hand items and hand me downs, which 
were interpreted in two ways. Some mothers positioned second hand 
items as an inexpensive means to prepare appropriately for the arrival 
of a baby within financially limited circumstances. For these young 
women, second hand items reinforced a positive image of prepared 
motherhood and thus reflected an adult approach to managing the 
allocation of limited resources. Second-hand goods were sometimes 
repositioned as ‘gifts for the baby’. For other participants accepting 
second hand goods was seen as an admission of failure; an acknowl-
edgement of truth in the discourses surrounding young motherhood 
about a lack of responsibility in either planning to have the baby, or 
how to cope once the baby is born. Our mothers also made important 
associations between being a ‘good mother’ and consuming certain 
branded products (e.g. diapers). 

dIsCUssIOn
This research contributes to understandings of the role of con-

sumption in identity formation (Arnould and Thompson 2005). Con-
sumption played an important role in our participants’ contestation of 
undesired identities as they turned to the market for assistance in re-
sisting negative associations with being a young mother. However, in 
resisting the teenage mother stereotype, participants risked uphold-
ing a dominant discourse (that there is an appropriate time at which 
women should have children) or at least recognising its existence. 
Our study demonstrates that every day practices of resistance to the 
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stereotypical negative images associated with an undesired self (i.e. 
teen mother = bad mother) are important components in the creation, 
appropriation and maintenance of identity projects as our informants 
embrace the positive imagery of motherhood and distance themselves 
from their teenage status. 
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The Effects of Goal Anthropomorphization on Goal Pursuit

Frank May, University of South Carolina, USA

ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Extant research on anthropomorphism has exclusively focused 

on the anthropomorphization of either physical objects (Aggarwal 
and McGill 2007) or the representation of physical objects (i.e., 
brands; Aggarwal and McGill 2012). Given that anthropomorphism 
entails endowing non-human agents with human-like qualities (Ep-
ley et al. 2007), it makes sense to extend the notion of anthropomor-
phism to the abstract concept of goals—goals can be thought of as 
agentic forces in the lives of the people who possess them (Patrick 
and Hagtvedt 2012). This research explores the consequences of goal 
anthropomorphization. 

First, goal anthropomorphization must be defined—goal anthro-
pomorphization occurs whenever humanlike qualities are assigned 
to a goal. For example, a student may possess the goal of graduat-
ing with honors. If the student were to anthropomorphize her goal 
as “Mrs. Academics”, the goal representation would take on human 
characteristics. If this occurs, as the student closes in on her goal, 
instead of approaching the goal representation of “graduating with 
honors,” which lacks human qualities, she will instead be approach-
ing the anthropomorphized entity “Mrs. Academics”. 

Do people actually anthropomorphize goals? Two preliminary 
studies were conducted to explore this notion. A prudent first step 
in the study of goal anthropomorphization would be to determine if 
established antecedents of physical entity-based anthropomorphism 
apply to goals as well. Research has shown that need for control posi-
tively predicts the tendency to anthropomorphize physical entities 
(Epley et al. 2008), and the first pretest tested whether this relation-
ship holds for goals. Indeed, need for control (Burger and Cooper 
1979) positively predicted the anthropomorphization of a financial 
goal (as measured by an anthropomorphism scale adapted for finan-
cial goals; Waytz et al. 2010). That is, individuals who have the ten-
dency to anthropomorphize physical entities also direct this natural 
tendency to imbue goals with human-like attributes. The second pre-
test involved measuring the natural tendency to anthropomorphize 
goals (Waytz et al. 2010) and eight other items (e.g., dogs, cars, 
brands, insects, robots, computers, mountains, and phones) using an 
established scale that measures the tendency to anthropomorphize in 
general and adapting it for all of the items. The results revealed that 
the average goal anthropomorphism score was significantly lower 
than those of the two living items, but it was higher than those of all 
other items. These results suggest that, when left to their own devices 
without external stimuli provided by researchers or prodding from 
marketers, individuals anthropomorphize goals to a greater degree 
than they do entities that are more traditionally considered able to be 
anthropomorphized

The results from these two initial studies provide encouraging 
evidence that goals can be anthropomorphized and that an investi-
gation into the consequences of goal anthropomorphization is war-
ranted. Given that a goal is a desired end state (Bagozzi and Dholakia 
1999) that one approaches or makes progress toward (Fishbach et al. 
2005), conceptualizing a goal as possessing human qualities should 
have differential effects depending on the degree to which the per-
son setting the goal desires the company of others. People who are 
high (low) in sociability regularly approach (avoid) people in their 
everyday lives (McAdams 1988). Therefore, it is hypothesized that 
goal anthropomorphization will help (hurt) individuals who are high 
(low) in sociability when the goal is anthropomorphized as a person 

to be approached (study 1, 2 and 3), but this relationship will reverse 
when the goal is anthropomorphized as a person to be avoided (stud-
ies 2 and 3). Furthermore, perceptions of goal fit will mediate this 
interaction (study 2).

Study one tested the notion that goal anthropomorphization 
would help (hurt) those who are high (low) in sociability using a 
2 (anthropomorphism: high vs. low) X 2 (sociability: high vs. low) 
between subjects design. Participants first described their health 
goals. Next, they indicated how motivated they were to achieve their 
health goals. Afterward, the goal anthropomorphism scale used in the 
second preliminary study was completed. Finally, participants com-
pleted a sociability scale (Cheek and Buss 1981). For participants 
high (low) in sociability, as the tendency to anthropomorphize goals 
increased (decreased), so did goal motivation. Additionally, it was 
shown that sociability and the tendency to anthropomorphize goals 
were not related.

While the first study demonstrated the effects of natural goal an-
thropomorphization, study two demonstrates the effects of complete-
ly active goal anthropomorphization. A 3 (Goal conceptualization: 
Anthropomorphized goal-inconsistent outcome, Non-anthropomor-
phized goal, Anthropomorphized goal) x 2 (sociability: high vs. low) 
between subjects design was utilized. In the non-anthropomorphized 
goal condition, participants merely described their health goals. In 
the anthropomorphized goal (anthropomorphized goal-inconsistent 
outcome) condition, participants described their goals as personi-
fied by a third person character named Mr./Mrs. Health (Mr./Mrs. 
Anti-Health). Sociability was measured as it was in study one. For 
people who were high (low) in sociability, motivation was higher 
in the goal anthropomorphization (goal-inconsistent outcome an-
thropomorphization) condition than in the non-anthropomorphized 
goal condition. Additionally, for people who were high (low) in so-
ciability, motivation was lower in the goal-inconsistent outcome an-
thropomorphization (goal anthropomorphization) than it was in the 
non-anthropomorphized goal condition. A similar pattern emerged 
for purchase intentions toward a goal related item (i.e., a book on 
healthy living). Finally, goal fit mediated the interactive effects of 
anthropomorphization and sociability. 

In the third study, it is demonstrated that the effects of goal 
anthropomorphization extend to actual goal-related behavior. A 2 
(Anthropomorphism: absent vs. present) x 2 (goal framing: goal vs. 
goal-inconsistent outcome) x 2 (sociability: high vs. low) design was 
utilized. In this study, participants were asked to solve anagrams. 
Before solving the anagrams, the participants were asked to either 
describe the goal of solving puzzles, or the exact opposite of the 
goal of solving puzzles, in an anthropomorphized or non-anthropo-
morphized manner (as was done in study two). Afterward, the par-
ticipants were directed to a screen that contained 80 anagrams and 
were told that they could exit the anagram solving task at any time. 
However, they were automatically exited from the task after 5 min-
utes. Sociability was measured as it was in previous studies. In the 
goal condition, people high (low) in sociability persisted longer on 
the puzzle task in the anthropomorphized (non-anthropomorphized) 
condition. In the goal-inconsistent outcome condition, people low 
(high) in sociability persisted longer on the puzzle task in the anthro-
pomorphized (non-anthropomorphized) condition.
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Happiness from Actions versus Inactions
Priyali Rajagopal, Southern Methodist University, USA
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Happiness is an important goal for consumers, and an under-

standing of how happiness can be enhanced may therefore be benefi-
cial. In this article, we focus on a subtle but important distinction be-
tween experiencing happiness by doing something (actions) versus 
not doing something (inactions). We find that actions are attributed 
internally whereas inactions are attributed externally and therefore 
actions elicit greater happiness than inactions. Thus, people believe 
that greater happiness is associated with actions because they per-
ceive actions as more intentional than inactions, even though not act-
ing may be a volitional decision. 

Research finds that attributing positive outcomes to one’s own 
effort yields greater happiness than attributing such outcomes to ex-
ternal sources (Nurmi 1991). Similarly, literature in subjective well-
being shows that willful actions yield greater wellbeing than non-
autonomous actions (Deci & Ryan 2000). We extend these findings 
and suggest that actions evoke greater dispositional attributions than 
inactions, and elicit greater happiness than inactions. 

In Study 1 (N = 34), we provided an example of happiness 
elicited by actions versus inactions and asked respondents to choose 
whether they experienced greater happiness from their actions or 
inactions over the course of their lifetime. Subsequently, we asked 
respondents to rate the extent to which they experienced happiness 
from their actions and inactions.

A majority of the respondents (85%) reported experiencing 
greater happiness from their actions than their inactions (χ2 = 16.9, 
p < 0.01). Further, respondents reported experiencing greater happi-
ness from their actions (5.64) as compared to their inactions (3.88, t 
(33) = -4.85, p < 0.01). 

In Study 2 (N = 15), we used a free response measure for hap-
piness. Respondents were asked to recall and write down events that 
elicited happiness over the course of their lifetime. A significantly 
larger number of actions (4.4) than inactions (0.27, t (14) = 7.75, p < 
0.01) were recalled. Further, a chi-square analysis revealed that a ma-
jority of respondents (87%) listed an action as the first item on their 
list (χ2 = 8.06, p < 0.01) suggesting that actions are more accessible 
in memory than inactions. 

In Study 3 (N = 47), we randomly assigned respondents into 
either an action or inaction condition. Respondents in the action con-
dition were asked whether they agreed or disagreed with the state-
ment “I am happy about things that I have done in my life” while 
respondents in the inaction condition were shown the statement “I 
am happy about things that I have not done (my inactions) in my 
life”). We found that respondents were faster at agreeing with the 
action statement (4.1s) than the inaction statement (7.57s, F (1, 43) = 
14.86, p < 0.05), suggesting greater accessibility for actions. Further, 
a chi-square analysis of the agreement with the statements revealed 
that a more respondents (77%) in the action condition agreed with 
the statement than respondents in the inaction condition (48%, χ2 = 
4.24, p < 0.05,). 

One potential explanation for the results of studies 1-3 is that 
actions are more impactful than inactions, i.e. they have greater con-
sequences, which leads to greater accessibility and happiness and not 
the action- inaction distinction per se. To test this explanation, we 
used scenarios with identical consequences in study 4 (N = 55).

Respondents were shown two scenarios adapted from previous 
research (Gilovich & Medvec 1994) that contained two protagonists, 
one who acted to obtain a positive outcome (e.g. switched schools) 
and the second who did not act (e.g. did not switch schools) but also 
obtained the same positive outcome. Respondents were asked to 
choose which of the two characters would experience greater hap-
piness. A majority of respondents expected the person who acted to 
experience greater happiness than the one who decided not to act in 
the first (76% vs. 24%, χ2 = 15.29, p < 0.01) and second scenarios 
(62% vs. 38%, χ2 = 3.07, p = 0.08). Thus, even when the outcomes of 
actions and inactions were held equal, respondents associated greater 
happiness with actions than inactions. 

We tested our attribution explanation in study 5, i.e. people be-
lieve that they will experience greater happiness from their actions 
than inactions because actions are more amenable to internal attribu-
tion (dispositional attributions) than inactions. 

Fifty-five respondents were asked to recall either actions or in-
actions that had given them happiness during the course of their en-
tire life and then asked to rate how much happiness they experienced. 
They were then asked to rate the frequency with which they thought 
of their actions/inactions and the impact of their actions/inactions on 
their life. Two different measures were used to measure the impact of 
actions and inactions. The first measure required respondents to list 
all the consequences of their actions/inactions. The second measure 
required respondents to select all the areas of their life (from a set 
of 13 categories) that had been impacted by their actions/inactions 
(Rajagopal et al 2006). We also included a four item, 7-point scale 
(Dube, Jodoin, and Kairouz 1998) to measure respondents’ attribu-
tions of their decisions. 

As expected (Table 1), we found a larger number of actions 
listed as compared to inactions (F (1, 44) = 6.7, p < 0.05). Actions 
were also reported to elicit greater intensity of happiness (F (1, 44) = 
4.86, p < 0.05), and greater frequency of thought than inactions (F (1, 
44) = 6.09, p < 0.05). There were no differences in either of the two 
impact measures (F’s < 1). Thus, neither the number of consequences 
nor the areas of life affected were different for actions as compared to 
inactions. These results suggest that actions are not perceived to have 
greater impact or consequences than inactions (similar to the results 
from study 4), but are nonetheless thought about more than inactions. 
In line with our expectations, actions evoked greater internal attribu-
tions than inactions (F (1, 44) = 5.02, p < 0.05). 

Table 1
results Of study 5

Variable Actions Inactions
Mean number 7.08 (4.06) 4.55 (2.24)
Mean happiness intensity 6.33 (.64) 5.68 (1.28)
Mean frequency of thought 5.13 (1.59) 3.95 (1.62)
Net internal attributions 5.84 (.50) 5.37 (.88)
Mean number of consequences 4.56 (2.51) 3.94 (2.98)
Mean number of areas of life impacted 7.39 (2.13) 6.93 (3.23)
N 24 22

Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate standard deviations

Across 5 studies we find that actions elicit greater happiness 
than inactions because they are attributed internally and thought 
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about more frequently. We did not find support for a larger network 
of consequences for actions versus inactions. Thus, the impact of ac-
tions and inactions appears to be no different, but the motivation to 
take credit for actions and hence, think about them more frequently 
appears to underlie the perceived differences in happiness.
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bonding Through service Friendliness: A Potential double-Edged sword
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Amidst growing interest in the engineering of positive emo-

tions in commercial interactions (e.g., Tan, Foo, and Kwek, 2004), 
research underscores the need to consider both employee and cus-
tomer characteristics when it comes to the appreciation for nonver-
bally- expressed emotion (Rafaeli and Sutton 1990). We posit that 
strong employee-customer bonds are formed when the affective 
style (i.e., expressiveness) of employees aligns closely with the cus-
tomer’s preference for nonverbally- expressed emotions. Support 
comes from research suggesting that rapport (i.e., quality interper-
sonal interactions characterized by a connection among the interac-
tants) can be established using nonverbal cues (Harrigan, Oxman, 
and Rosenthal 1985). 

Given that the quality of consumers’ interaction with the ser-
vice provider predicts customer (dis)satisfaction (Mohr and Bitner 
1995), we expect a more rapportful employee-customer interaction 
to enhance consumers’ satisfaction. Paradoxically, we predict that 
a dissatisfying event will appear more negative to consumers from 
high-rapport conditions, as it poses as a greater contrast to the initial 
enjoyable interaction. We further examine how low-/high-rapport 
employee-customer interactions affect the way in which customers 
vocalize felt (dis)satisfaction. Besides positive (e.g., compliments) 
and negative (e.g., complaints) voice, we further differentiate be-
tween customer voice that is directed inward (to the organization) 
and outward (to the public). Despite key differences between inward 
and outward voice, no research has yet examined consumers’ rela-
tive tendency to use them. We predict that when there is a rapportful 
exchange due to affective match (i.e., low expressiveness-low recep-
tivity, high expressiveness-high receptivity), consumers will behave 
in a way that enhances or protects the well-being of the service em-
ployee. This is expressed either by a higher tendency to direct posi-
tive voice inward (vs. outward) after a positive encounter, or a lower 
likelihood to voice negatively inward (vs. outward) after a negative 
encounter. 

OVErVIEW OF sTUdIEs 1 And 2
Two experiments (featuring a satisfying or dissatisfying service 

context respectively) were conducted to test our predictions. Both 
studies used a 2 (emotional expressiveness: low vs. high) x 2 (emo-
tional receptivity: low vs. high) factorial design whereby emotional 
expressiveness was manipulated and emotional receptivity was mea-
sured. Data collection was completed over two sessions. In the first 
session, participants’ emotional receptivity (Lee and Lim 2010) was 
assessed. A week later, they watched a video showing an employee-
customer exchange in a holiday resort. The employee was actually 
a confederate actor who was trained to deliver low-, or high-, ex-
pressiveness by varying the use of smiling, voice intonations, and 
hand gestures hand gestures1. The dependent variables were rapport, 
customer satisfaction, and participants’ proclivity to use inward and 
outward positive voice (see Appendix).

1   Across both studies, manipulation checks indicate that the actor 
displayed appropriately lower (higher) levels of expressiveness in 
the low- (high-) expressiveness conditions respectively. 

Key findings from Studies 1 and 2
In Study 1, we found that less emotionally receptive participants 

reported less rapport with a more (vs. less) expressive employee, 
whereas high receptivity respondents perceived higher rapport with 
the more (vs. less) expressive employee. In terms of satisfaction, the 
more expressive employee condition produced lower satisfaction for 
low receptivity levels. For high emotional receptivity, conversely, 
participants were more satisfied with high (vs. low) expressiveness. 
Further, low receptivity participants in the less (vs. more) expressive 
employee condition indicated a higher relative tendency to voice in-
ward than outward. At high receptivity levels, a higher relative ten-
dency to voice inward than outward was observed in the more (vs. 
less) expressive employee condition. 

In Study 2, we observed that low receptivity participants indi-
cated less rapport with a more expressive (vs. a less expressive) em-
ployee, whereas high receptivity respondents reported higher rapport 
with the more (vs. less) expressive employee. While the less recep-
tive participants were more dissatisfied in the less (vs. more) expres-
sive condition, high receptivity participants felt more dissatisfied in 
the high (vs. low) expressive employee condition. In terms of cus-
tomers’ voice intentions, for low receptivity, participants in the less 
(vs. more) expressive employee condition indicated a lower relative 
tendency to voice inward than outward. At high emotional receptiv-
ity level with high (vs. low) expressiveness, the relative inward-to-
outward voice tendency was lower. 

discussion
Our work supports the common belief that strong relationships 

with customers can be beneficial (e.g., Ganesan, Brown, Mariadoss, 
and Ho 2010), but cautions that they can backfire in service failures. 
Theoretically, this research expands the voice literature by delineat-
ing positive and negative customer voice, as well as its direction 
(inward vs. outward). Since rapport can be formed even in service 
encounters (as we show in this research), firms should coach service 
employees about how to leverage the use of nonverbal cues to en-
hance customers’ overall service experience. 

Moving forward, we conjecture that the amplification effects 
due to strong employee-customer bonds may diminish for senior 
employees (e.g., the general manager) as they are seen to be more 
representative of the organization. Future research may investigate if 
the strength of employee-organization affiliation, as communicated 
via overt or subtle cues (e.g., employee’s uniforms or corporate arti-
facts; Rafaeli and Pratt 1993), moderates the observed in this current 
research.
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APPEndIx
Dependent Measures Used In Studies 1 and 2

sTUdY 1

Emotional receptivity 
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; Lee and Lim 2010) 

1. The use of hands and other body movements is very helpful in 
facilitating communication

2. It is not necessary to show too much facial expressions (reverse-
coded item).

3. People should show a lot of facial expressions when talking.
4. When communicating, a person should use a lot of variation in 

his/her voice tone, pitch, and loudness.

rapport 
(1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree;  

Gremler and Gwinner 2000) 
1. In thinking about my relationship with the service employee.
2. I would enjoy interacting with this employee.

3. I would look forward to seeing the service employee when I 
visit this resort again.

4. The service employee relates well to me.
5. I care for the service employee.
6. I am comfortable interacting with the service employee.
7. The service employee has my personal interest in mind.

satisfaction 
(1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree;  

adapted from Maxham and Netemeyer 2002)
1. I am satisfied with my overall experience with the resort. 
2. As a whole, I am happy with the resort.
3. Overall, I am pleased with the service experience at the resort 

so far. 

Positive Voice 
(1 = not at all, 7 = very likely; adapted from Maxham and 

Netemeyer 2002).
Inward voice. How likely are you to send your compliments to the 
resort manager? 
Outward voice. How likely are you to recommend this resort to my 
friends if there were looking for a vacation in the same area as (name 
of resort)?

sTUdY 2
The items used to measure emotional receptivity and rapport 

are identical to those used for Study 1.

dissatisfaction 
(1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree;  

adapted from Maxham and Netemeyer 2002) 
1. I am dissatisfied with my overall experience with the resort so 

far. 
2. As a whole, I am not happy with the resort. 
3. Overall, I am displeased with the service experience at the 

resort. 

negative Voice 
(1 = not at all, 7 = very likely;  

items adapted from Maxham and Netemeyer 2002).
Inward voice. How likely are you to complain to the resort manager? 
Outward voice. How likely are you to discourage your friends from 
the resort if there were looking for a vacation in the same area as 
(name of resort)?
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
With social networking, youtubing, and twittering, consumers 

are gaining power to express publicly their discontent with products 
and services (Grégoire, Tripp and Legoux 2009). Yet, consumer re-
search has largely ignored internal processes that prompt or hinder 
consumers’ public display of thoughts and emotions toward compa-
nies at fault in service failures. We investigate consumer rumination 
as a psychological process through which consumers’ negative emo-
tions influence three service failure outcomes: complaining, negative 
word-of-mouth, and repatronage intentions. Rumination is defined 
as recurrent thoughts instigated by a discrepancy between one’s cur-
rent position versus a goal (Martin and Tesser 1996; Porath, MacIn-
nis and Folkes 2010). Although extensively studied in psychology, 
rumination has received sparse attention in the consumer domain. 
By conceptualizing and testing rumination as a mediator within the 
consumer’s experience of a service failure, we contribute to knowl-
edge of consumer emotions and show that rumination has important 
implications for service providers.

COnCEPTUAL MOdEL And HYPOTHEsEs
Building upon emotion (Bagozzi, Baumgartner and Pieters 

1998; Lazarus and Folkman 1984) and attribution theories (Weiner 
1986), we posit that in service failures, contextual factors shape con-
sumers’ negative emotions that contribute to rumination and service 
failure outcomes (see Figure 1). Specifically, contextual factors – 
locus of control (internal/external), extent of controllability (under 
someone’s /beyond anyone’s control), failure severity, and outcome 
certainty – are systemically linked to negative emotions such as an-
ger and anxiety (Smith and Ellsworth 1985; Roseman, Wiest, and 
Swartz 1994). Rumination is believed to be an involuntary response 
elicited in response to such emotion-provoking situations (Salovey et 

al. 2002; Martin and Tesser 1996). Research in non-business contexts 
shows that, when activated, rumination facilitates negative and hin-
ders positive behaviors toward transgressors. Accordingly, because 
service failures provoke negative emotions such as anger and anxiety 
(e.g., Bougie et al. 2003; Gelbrich 2010), we hypothesize rumina-
tion as an involuntary response mediating the relationship between 
negative emotions and service failure outcomes such as complaining, 
negative word-of-mouth and repatronage intentions. 

METHOds And AnALYsIs APPrOACH
Three experiments were conducted. In each study, adult partici-

pants were presented with an experimentally manipulated scenario 
regarding a service failure. Participants then responded to measures 
of emotions, rumination, complaining, negative word-of-mouth 
(WOM), and patronage intentions. Conceptual mediation models 
were analyzed via SEM with bootstrapping bias-corrected proce-
dure. Measurement and hypothesized models achieved satisfactory 
model fits (Bagozzi and Yi 2012); detailed results are available from 
authors.  

Study 1 manipulated three contextual factors: locus of control 
(external/internal), controllability (high/low), and frequency (high/
low). Results show that anger and anxiety have significant positive 
direct effects on rumination. Rumination has significant positive di-
rect effects on complaining and negative WOM intentions  as well as 
a significant negative direct effect on patronage intentions. Consum-
er rumination about the service failure fully mediates effects of anger 
on complaining and negative WOM and partially mediates effects of 
anger on patronage; rumination fully mediates effects of anxiety on 
the three outcomes. Anger and anxiety only partially mediate effects 
of controllability on rumination, but they fully mediate effects of ex-
ternal locus of control and frequency on rumination. The results sug-
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gest that effects of consumer anger and anxiety on outcomes may be 
underestimated if the internal process of consumer rumination about 
the service failure incident is not taken into consideration. Studies 
2 and 3 examine the effects of other contextual factors. Results are 
available from the authors. 

dIsCUssIOn
Our research expands understanding of an internal process – 

consumer rumination – that mediates effects of anger and anxiety on 
outward manifestations of service failures: consumer complaining, 
negative word-of-mouth and repatronage intentions. We adapted a 
measure of rumination to the service failure context, demonstrating 
its validity and reliability across studies. Our research contributes 
to emotion theory by showing that rumination is an important me-
diator, adding explanatory power across contextual conditions that 
elicit anger and anxiety. Our research also contributes by showing 
that rumination not only has damaging effects when providers are 
at fault, consumer rumination decreases patronage intentions and 
increases negative WOM when consumers are responsible for the 
failure. Given that only a small percentage of dissatisfied customers 
actually complain, consumer rumination may provide an explanation 
for the loss of customers and greater negative publicity that accom-
pany service failures.
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seeking the Coherent Moral self: A Process of Alignment
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Can a manageable sense of self-coherency co-exist with iden-

tity multiplicity and internal fragmentation? Through immersive/
interpretive research, we discover multiplicity extending to life proj-
ects and themes; ideological fragmentation resulting in a sense of 
incoherent moral self; and a compelling meta-life project directed 
towards a coherent moral self.

Prior CCT research conceptualizes the ‘self’ as an integration 
of many aspects, including multiple identities, relationships, pos-
sessions and other various symbols that enable the individual to 
construct themselves in ongoing processes (Bardhi, Eckhardt, and 
Arnould 2012; Schouten 1991). In this state of identity multiplicity, 
the consumer is constantly assessing (consciously or subconscious-
ly) which identity should be activated in a given situation to guide 
their behavior (Brewer 2001; Schouten 1991). The multiple identi-
ties coalescent in the construction of self, however, are not always 
in alignment, and this divergence results in a self that is fragmented 
(Ahuvia 2005; Bahl and Milne 2010; Firat and Venkatesh 1995; Tian 
and Belk 2005). Fragments of self that are in conflict are expressed 
in contradictory consumption choices when influenced by competing 
identities that are momentarily clashing in the marketplace (Ahuvia 
2005; Bahl and Milne 2010; Ustuner and Holt 2007). 

In prior research, we discover two dominant framings of iden-
tity multiplicity: liberated multiplicity and manageable multiplicity. 
One perspective, liberated multiplicity, takes an optimistic view of  
the fragmented self (Goulding, Shankar and Elliott, 2002), arguing 
that consumers are “content to live with the paradoxes” (Firat and 
Venkatesh 1995) arising from multiplicity (Firat, Dholakia, and Ven-
katesh 1995; Firat and Venkatesh 1995). Indeed, that postmodern 
consumers have been liberated from the constraints of a unified sense 
of self, and are free to weave multiple identities into the complex 
tapestry of their life’s narratives (Firat and Dholakia 2006; Schau, 
Gilly, and Wolfinbarger 2009). This optimistic view, however, is 
not the only lens through which multiplicity and fragmentation are 
viewed (Goulding, Shankar, and Elliott 2002).  A second perspec-
tive acknowledges the tension created by conflicting identities and 
takes the view that fragmented consumers manage this tension by de-
ploying coping strategies such as compartmentalizing the discordant 
fragments of self  (Ahuvia 2005; Goulding et al. 2002) or engaging 
in dialogue between competing identities (Bhal and Milne, 2010). 

We note, however, that these consumer studies are predomi-
nantly contextualized within the domains of the aesthetic and hedon-
ic – such as high-end automobile purchases (Luedicke et al. 2010; 
Bahl and Milne, 2010), weekend rave parties (Goulding et al. 2002; 
Goulding et al. 2009), cherished possessions (Ahuvia, 2005), and 
global elites (Bardhi et al. 2012). Moreover, though many studies 
of consumer identity projects and communal consumption contexts 
recognize the ideologically charged nature of consumers’ life worlds 
(Canniford and Shankar 2012; Kozinets 2002; Luedicke, Thompson, 
and Giesler 2010), fewer explore the personal, internal, tensions 
that consumers experience from contradictions when the ideological 
frameworks guiding their consumption experiences clash. Thus, we 
argue that existing theory has stopped short of exploring the iden-
tity conflict that is played out in ideologically charged consumption 
arenas.

Our primary research question, therefore, asks whether consum-
ers are less willing to tolerate discordant multiplicity when the result-
ing conflict is waged on ideologically charged consumption stages 
in which contradictory choices impinge on their moral frameworks. 
In this sense, moral values are inherently ideological, informing the 
consumer’s worldview and filtering their perceptions of acceptable 
choice (Luedicke et al. 2010; Monroe 2009).  Second, to what layers 
or levels of abstract self does multiplicity and conflict extend? Con-
sumer research has tended to present a disjointed account of multi-
plicity (e.g. Belk 1988; Gould 2010). Third, what processes of trans-
formation enable consumers to dynamically re-align their multiple 
identities with their integrated moral beliefs and transition to an ideo-
logically coherent self? The context specificity of current consumer 
multiplicity research limits our understanding of the contingencies of 
liberated fragmentation and related consumer struggles.

The contradictory consumption of ethically-minded consum-
ers is a well documented site of ideologically charged consumption 
(e.g. Chatzidakis, Hibbert and Smith, 2007; Carrington, Neville and 
Whitwell, 2010), presenting a potent context from which to develop 
theory about the multiplicity of identity and discordant selves in tran-
sition. Taking an ethnographic approach, we immersed in the daily 
lives of 13 ethical consumers over a nine month study to explore the 
construction of the ethical-self in the midst of everyday consumption 
practices (Newholm and Shaw 2007). We employed multiple meth-
ods including semi-structured interviews, photographic and written 
diaries, video interviews, projective interviews, and extended partici-
pant observation in a range of personal and social activities. 

TAbLE 1
data summary

Activity/data Format details/Volume
Duration of Study Nine Months
Transcribed Material 445 pages
Photographic Material 34 images
Video Footage 63 minutes
Field Notes 49 pages
Coded Observations 2605

Aligned with the aims of the study, the data were analyzed using 
an interpretive, grounded approach (Corbin and Strauss 2008). To 
enhance trustworthiness of the study, we strategically combined tri-
angulation of methods, sources and data; member checks; persistent 
immersion; and regular researcher debriefing sessions (Wallendorf 
and Belk 1989). 

In contrast to previous researchers’ suggestions that identity 
multiplicity may be liberating (Firat and Venkatesh 1995) or man-
ageable (Bahl and Milne 2010), our data analysis reveals that mul-
tiplicity becomes an unmanageable problem for some consumers 
when the conflict is ideological. We discover that the presence of a 
dominant moral life theme compels these consumers to seek coherent 
moral selves. We also discover that multiplicity and conflict extend 
beyond identity to the clashing of life themes reflected in conflicting 
life projects. Finally, we reveal a dynamic and purposive overarching 
consumer transition to a more coherent ideological self, a process 
of alignment that we call a meta life project. Meta life projects are 
guided by a single dominant moral life theme that act as a pathway 
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to moral coherence. We show that through meta life project work, 
fragmented life projects and identities, discordant extended selves 
and inconsistent consumption choices are progressively aligned with 
informants’ sense of moral self. Our study integrates and develops 
multiple threads of extant consumer research – multiplicity (Belk 
1988; Goulding et al. 2002; Luna, Torsten, and Peracchio 2008; 
Schau and Gilly 2003; Thompson 1996), fragmentation (Bahl and 
Milne 2010; Firat and Venkatesh 1995; Goulding et al. 2002), mor-
al conflicts (Luedicke et al. 2010), and identity conflict resolution 
(Ahuvia 2005; Bahl and Milne 2010; Murray 2002). – to offer an al-
ternative lens through which to view the consumption contradictions 
and purposive life transitions of fragmented selves in the ideological 
domain.
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Family Quality Time and the Techno-Culture Food Environment
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
More than ever, new technologies are demonstrating their po-

tential for transforming society. Although we know much about con-
sumption of technology (Vandewater and Lee 2009; Kozinets 2008; 
Sorenson 2006), interplay between technology and family quality 
time still needs further investigation. Within the social sciences, at-
tention to family time has been more attuned to differences across 
men and women in terms of time spent at work (Fiese, Foley and 
Spagnola 2006), lack of family time driven by consumption desires 
(Mestdag and Vandeweyer 2005), how mothers and fathers balance 
work and home responsibilities (DeVault 2000; Hochschild 1997), 
and the role of homemade food in the construction of family identity 
(Moisio, Arnould and Price, 2004). Despite the noteworthy contribu-
tions of these studies, we have virtually no understanding of how 
family quality time is changed and altered in form particularly when 
media devices such as iphones, ipads, and cell phones encroach on 
the mealtime context. 

Whilst prior research explores the role of technology in con-
sumer lives (Kozintets 2008; Ventantesh 2006; Jackson 2002; Mick 
and Fournier 1998), there is silence on how technology impacts on 
parent-child mealtime interactions, and family routines. What we 
need to understand is whether the purpose and meanings of qual-
ity time changes when new technologies become an inseparable 
part of family mealtimes. Gutierrez, Price and Arnould (2008: 189) 
observe that time spent over family dinner, is positively correlated 
with benefits such as reduced childhood obesity, aiding literacy de-
velopment and reduced speech impairments, language socialization, 
lower levels of behavioral problems, higher academic achievement 
and reduced drug and alcohol use among teens. And yet, media de-
vices such as iPods, iPads, smart phones, encroach on daily family 
life and transform the meanings of time spent over family dinner. 
Further, technology, in the form of TV programs and their charac-
ters can become an obsession with which viewers constantly interact 
and around which they model their lives (Chitakunye and Maclaran 
2012; Russell, Norman and Heckler 2004; Russell and Puto 1999; 
O’Guinn and Shrun 1997). Although these new technologies con-
tinue to mediate family relationships and are progressively more 
embedded in everyday practices, our knowledge is still limited as to 
how these are changing the form and meaning of family quality time. 

Given this background, the purpose of this study is to explore 
how the techno culture environment is transforming family quality 
time in the domestic context of food consumption.  In particular, we 
are interested in children’s naturalistic practices when they come into 
contact with media devices at mealtimes. Unlike previous research, 
this study takes everyday mealtime practices as the unit of investiga-
tion.

This study uses an interpretive research strategy. Informants 
were children aged between 13 and 17 who provided insights through 
visual diaries that generated 360 photographs, and 13 in-depth in-
terviews, which was supplemented by immersing ourselves in four 
families on five different occasions.  These constant repetitive visits 
to the families, over a period of two years, were vital in deepening 
our experience of action, conversations and the mealtime context. 
Prior to, during, and subsequent to our immersion into mealtimes, we 
kept detailed written fieldnotes.  

Consistent with previous research, we find that technology 
transforms family relations in different ways (Venkatesh, Stolzkoff, 

Shih, and Mazumdar 2001; Mick and Fournier 1998). In line with 
previous research, our findings also show how, in some families, the 
essence of quality time has been reorganised around specific tele-
vision programmes. For example, the X-factor, East Enders, and 
Coronation Street, were popular programmes around which families 
communed. However, this presented a paradox that resulted to as-
similation and isolation effects (Mick and Fournier 1998), particu-
larly in families with conflicting viewing interests.

Prevalent across the families visited, we observed an array of 
multitasking practices at mealtimes, not only with the television, but 
with other with media devices such as iPods, iPads, smart phones, 
cellphones, and laptops. Similarly, photographs generated by the 
children reveal the continued presence of these media devices at the 
dinner table, indicating a willingness to use them whilst eating. Al-
though it is becoming increasingly rare that families eat together, at 
times, family members stay connected through interplay with tech-
nology.  For example, in Hayley’s household (female, 16), the father 
worked away from home, and through media devices, he stayed con-
nected to family members at different times, including mealtimes. In 
this sense, mediated communications during family dinner are some-
times with family members who are not present, and not just friends, 
and other non-family members.  Within this context, we argue that 
interplay with technology contribute to the construction of both fam-
ily and individual identity. 

In some families, children felt that media devices were inter-
twined with family interactional processes.  On the contrary, some 
parents saw these media devices as disruptive to family togetherness. 
However, examples from our study include some parents using these 
media devices at the dinner table. For example, during one mealtime 
observation, a mother could be seen using the cordless phone more 
frequently than the children.  In another family, the father always 
took the cordless phone to the dinner table.  Agreeing with Mick and 
Fournier (1998), we found that technology presents a paradox that 
leads to both assimilation and isolation effects. Within this context, 
we align assimilation effects with the construction of a collective 
family identity, and isolation effects with the construction of indi-
vidual identity. For example, when the children were connected to 
the outside world, parents felt more isolated, and vice versa. Here, it 
emerged that different communication technologies are preferred by 
family members.  In one family, the children preferred to use their 
smartphones whilst the parents preferred to use the cordless phone. 
When the cell phone or cordless phones were answered, at times, the 
family members would leave the table, and continued talking whilst 
in another part of the house. This behaviour reduced family quality 
time. 

One contribution of this study is that it shifts the focus of the 
interplay between family quality time and technology from the tele-
vision and its contents (Chitakunye and Maclaran 2012; Russell et 
al 2004; Schau and Muniz 2004; O’Guinn and Shrun 1997) and in-
stead considers the construction of collective and individual identi-
ties within a mix of mealtime multitasking practices, in particular, 
in relation to media devices that encroach on the mealtime context.  
These devices include iphones, ipads, cordless phones, laptops; cell 
phones and other related devices.  Within this context, we argue that, 
family quality time is changed and altered in form, but not ultimately 
abandoned.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Consumers evaluate past experiences based on overall impres-

sions (prototypes) and specific remembered components (exem-
plars). The prototype-based memory system converts experience 
components into an “abstracted representation” (Shreiber and Kahn-
eman, 2000) or “gestalt” (Ariely and Carmon, 2003), which leads to 
retrospective evaluations based on a limited number of key compo-
nents, such as trend, peak, and end. The prototype system draws from 
prototype theories in the categorization literature (e.g. Rosch and 
Mervis, 1975). Prototypes influence evaluations immediately after 
an experience and are robust to delay. Distinctive experience compo-
nents – components that share few features with their surroundings 
– should have little influence on the prototype. 

The exemplar-based memory system represents experience 
components individually, which leads to retrospective evaluations 
based on the most contextually accessible components (Montgomery 
and Unava, 2009). The exemplar system draws from the memory 
literature which suggests that distinctive information (Hunt, 1995, 
Hunt and Worthen, 2006) and experiences (Berntsen, 1996, 1998) 
are more accessible than typical information and experiences. Criti-
cally, the privileged accessibility of distinctive components increases 
with delay.

Four studies test a framework integrating prototype and exem-
plar models, focusing on the ability of retrieved exemplars (Studies 
1 and 2) and the presence of a distinctive peak (Studies 3 and 4) to 
predict participants’ overall retrospective evaluations, immediately 
after the experience and after a delay. We predict and find that when 
exemplars are contextually accessible, their ratings flow through to 
the overall evaluation that remains the same after a delay. However, 
when the peak component (the most pleasant component of a pleas-
ant experience) is a distinctive one, this particular component does 
not change the prototype, but becomes an accessible exemplar, which 
is used to form an overall evaluation. Further, as this distinctive peak 
is even more easily recalled after a delay, its weight in evaluations 
increases over time, leading to improved overall evaluations after 
a delay. These predictions are tested by examining the weight (ß) 
and overall predictive power (R2) of models including the ratings of 
prototypical and distinctive components of the experience on overall 
evaluations of the experience.

sTUdIEs 1 And 2
Study 1 demonstrates in a field setting that distinctive experi-

ence components are more likely to be spontaneously recalled and 
used as inputs to overall evaluations, especially if they are made con-
textually accessible. Attendees of a large theatre festival (n = 46) 
completed a short survey while waiting in line for a show. They in-
dicated the overall quality of the festival either before or after listing 
and rating six shows that they had seen. Finally, participants rated 
the distinctiveness of the first and last shows on their list on a three 
item 7-point scale (afirst = 0.83, alast = 0.88) and reported the total 
number of shows they had seen. Ratings of the six listed shows better 
predicted the overall evaluation when participants listed the shows 
before evaluating the festival overall. Festival attendees were more 
likely to base their overall evaluations on retrieved exemplars (listed 
shows) when those exemplars were contextually accessible. 

Study 2 (n = 98) replicates the results of Study 1 for evaluations 
of films released in 2011 using a different manipulation for exemplar 
accessibility: cognitive load. Specific films recalled under load were 
worse predictors of participants’ overall ratings for films released 
during 2011 when they were recalled under load, as compared to 
when there was no load. 

Studies 3 and 4 go on to examine the role of delay in increasing 
the accessibility of distinctive peaks that become inputs to overall 
retrospective evaluations. 

sTUdIEs 3 And 4
Study 3 examined the role of a distinctive peak before and 

after a delay. Fifty-five participants viewed fifteen pieces from the 
Museum of Modern Art’s collection and rated their enjoyment of 
each. Participants viewed either three paintings and twelve sculp-
tures (paintings distinctive) or twelve paintings and three sculptures 
(sculptures distinctive). Participants then rated their overall enjoy-
ment of the set of pieces, both immediately and after a delay of three 
to six weeks. A linear regression model tested the predictive power of 
components extracted from individual ratings: the peak, end, mean 
of non-distinctive pieces, mean of distinctive pieces, and whether or 
not the peak was one of the distinctive pieces.

Without a delay, only the mean of non-distinctive components) 
and peak  ratings were significant predictors of the overall liking 
of the set. After the delay, the mean non-distinctive rating failed to 
predict retrospective liking of the set, but the peak remained impor-
tant. Critical to my hypothesis, the presence of a distinctive peak 
increased overall evaluations, but only after the delay. Study 3 con-
firms the importance of the peak-dominated prototype, even after a 
delay, but suggests that distinctive exemplars may amplify the peak 
effect through a separate, exemplary-based memory system.

Study 4 replicates (4a, n = 82) and reverses (4b, n = 85) the 
results of Study 3 for experiences with music and jelly beans re-
spectively. A pretest revealed that music was well suited to retrieval 
of specific exemplars, while jelly beans tended to be thought of in 
generic, prototypical terms. In both 4a and 4b, we manipulated the 
presence or absence of a distinctive component in a five part experi-
ence. In Study 4a, a distinctive peak increased overall evaluations 
after a two week delay, supporting the exemplar system. In Study 4b, 
a distinctive peak decreased overall evaluations immediately after 
the experience, supporting the prototype system.

sUMMArY
People rely on exemplars when they are contextually acces-

sible (Studies 1 and 2), leading to a disproportionate influence for 
distinctive peaks on overall evaluations after a delay (Studies 3 and 
4a). Non-distinctive peaks remain important with and without de-
lay however (Studies 3 and 4a), and may produce increased overall 
evaluations in contexts well suited to prototype formation (Study 
4b). These findings are of interest to researchers concerned with how 
consumers represent experiences and construct evaluations, or man-
agers who wish to design experiences that consumers will remember 
as enjoyable.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT:
It has been widely demonstrated that the context in which an 

object appears influences its evaluation. One way in which such con-
text effects have been shown to occur is by automatically altering 
the internal comparative standards consumer use when evaluating 
products (Mazumdar, Raj, and Sinha, 2005). To date, the majority 
of the research on context effects has examined them in terms of 
product attributes (e.g. Adaval and Monroe, 2002; Simonson, 1989). 
However, in this research we explore an example of how the broader 
social context of the choice environment may provide a meaningful 
context. In particular, we propose that the crowdedness of a retail 
store can spontaneously evoke a set of stored representations such as 
the social status or disposable income of the people frequenting the 
store. Furthermore, these representations of social class can lead to 
distortions in perceptions of price and willingness to spend. For ex-
ample, we propose that a highly crowded store environment activates 
lower class representations (e.g., that shoppers have lower dispos-
able income) which in turn alters consumers’ expectations about the 
prices of products in the store. Three studies explore this hypothesis.

In a pilot study, we wanted to demonstrate that different lev-
els of social density have historically been associated with different 
expectations about social class. Thus we performed Google image 
searches for the terms “upper class Americans” and “working class 
Americans”. For the first 100 images retrieved in each search we 
counted the number of people portrayed in each image. This analysis 
revealed that working class images contained a higher number of 
people (M= 5.4) than did images associated with the upper class (M 
= 1.6; t(198) = -5.80, p <0.001). Thus, as far as historical imagery 
is concerned, there does appear to be a clear visual relationship be-
tween class and social density.

Study 1 (N=75) was designed to test whether this apparent rela-
tionship between class expectations and social density could actually 
influence the class inferences individuals make from social density 
cues. All participants were shown a picture which they were told 
was a stylistic representation of an actual social scene, and which 
consisted of human stick figures on a white background. The scene 
was either crowded (36 stick figures) or uncrowded (2 stick figures). 
Stick figures were used to ensure no inferences could be drawn from 
specific social cues such as clothing. Participants were asked to es-
timate both the average social class of the individuals in the scene 
(1=upper class to 5=lower class) and their average annual income. 
Results revealed that participants rated the figures in the low-density 
context as being from a higher class (Msparse = 2.1) than those  in 
the high-density condition (Mdense = 3.7; F(1,73) = 64.9, p < 0.001). 
Furthermore, figures in the low-density context were also rated as 
having a higher annual income (Msparse = $114K) than those in the 
high-density condition (Mdense = $49K; F(1,73) = 51.6, p < 0.001).

Study 2 (N=84) was designed to explore if a similar social den-
sity manipulation would influence inferences of price of products 
in a store. To do this, we created three images of a clothing store, 
which contained 35 to 4 human silhouettes depending on the level of 
crowdedness. Participants, who were once again told the image was 
adapted from a real picture, were asked to make an inference for the 
price of a typical pair of shoes in the store. Ratings of the expected 
income of a typical customer were collected in the same manner as 

Study 1. Results showed that participants estimated shoe price high-
est at the low-density store (M= $207), lowest at the high-density 
store (M= $131; F(2, 81) = 3.62, p=0.03), and in-between at the me-
dium-density store (M = $171). Furthermore, the expected income 
findings from Study 1 replicated and mediated the effect of social 
density on expected price of the given product. Thus, perceived value 
of products in the store, seemed to be determined by their beliefs 
about other shoppers incomes, which were themselves driven by how 
crowded the store was.

By examining if the mere crowdedness of a store could influ-
ence how products are subsequently recalled, Study 3 (N=180) was 
provides differential evidence that the social density of a store can 
influence how consumers codify the relative prices of products in 
the store. Study 3 built on prior research demonstrating that con-
sumer’s abstract recollections of the expensiveness of a particular 
product presented in a specific context are influenced by the prices 
of the other products viewed in that context. Specifically, consum-
ers subsequently remember products as being relatively more expen-
sive/(cheap) if they were originally presented in the context of other 
products which were themselves relatively lower/(higher) in price. 
Thus we predicted that individuals who considered a product in an 
uncrowded/(crowded) store context should subsequently remember 
the product to be relatively more cheap/(expensive).

The study was carried out in two stages: First, participants were 
asked to choose between two similar pairs of dress shoes at a pic-
tured store which was uncrowded, moderately crowded, or crowded.  
While we were ultimately interested in memories of the expensive-
ness of the product chosen, not the choice itself,  we had participants 
make a choice between two similar products to ensure they consid-
ered them in as naturalistic a way as possible. 24 to 36 hours later 
participants were asked to rate the expensiveness of the  shoes they 
had previously chosen on an 11-point scale anchored from very inex-
pensive to very expensive. As predicted, results showed that partici-
pants recalled the chosen product to be less expensive when previ-
ously presented in an uncrowded context (Msparse= 6.05), versus the 
crowded context (Mdense= 6.57) with the moderate density context 
in-between the other two (M = 6.14; F(2, 177) = 2.98, p=0.05). 

Taken together, these data provide the first evidence of the im-
portant finding that the social density of the choice environment can 
act as a context effect and influences how consumers process price 
information in the store.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT 
Decision-making by a social entity is a universal experience 

yet virtually overlooked in consumer research (Ward and Reingen, 
1990). A recent call for research to consider affiliation and separation 
in a social group decision-making setting supports the assertion that 
this area is under-researched (see Tinson and Nuttall, 2011). Explor-
ing group as opposed to individual decision-making is of particular 
interest as it provides an opportunity to understand both the social 
context and social interaction that occurs when making consump-
tion decisions. Although there are a plethora of studies examining 
the phenomena of family decision-making (e.g. Beatty and Talpade, 
1994; Palan and Wilkes, 1997; Lee and Collins, 2000; Chaplin and 
John, 2010), exploring group consumption and consumer behaviour 
in an alternate social environment (e.g. amongst colleagues or peers) 
will generate insight and provide marketing implications for social 
collective decision-making. Collective decisions made by social 
groups can be for low or high involvement products and may include, 
for example, friends deciding which film to see at the cinema, which 
night club or restaurant to go to, or which holiday to choose. The pur-
pose of this paper, employing a qualitative approach, is to explore the 
decision-making of an adolescent collective, their social interactions 
(including conflict and conflict resolution) and to propose an original 
model based on influencing strategies for social collective decisions.

As such, the objectives of the study are as follows:
• To explore the experience of adolescent social collective 

decision-making and to establish how adolescents influ-
ence one another in a group to make decisions with conse-
quences for the collective

• To understand how social collective decision-making is 
influenced by the social environment as well as the group 
dynamics

• To propose an original model based on influencing strate-
gies for social collective decisions 

rEsEArCH dEsIGn
A two stage qualitative approach, employing a longitudinal 

single embedded case study (Yin, 2009) followed by in-depth in-
terviews, was designed to meet the proposed objectives of this in-
vestigation. This involved conducting four focus groups with the 

committee throughout the year and four individual interviews with 
the ‘Services Captain’ with overall responsibility for the high-school 
prom. She was an “embedded unit of analysis” (Yin, 2009: 46). That 
is, discussions with the Services Captain would allow a more holistic 
understanding of the way in which social collective decision-making 
was shaped. There were six members of the committee. Permission 
to meet with the members of the high-school prom organising com-
mittee was given by the school and on-going consent was provided 
by the pupils (see Tinson, 2009). 

Following analysis of the case study material 12 in-depth in-
terviews were arranged with young adults (18-20 years of age) who 
were members of a high-school prom organising committee within 
the last three years (see Table 1). All the interviewees attended school 
in Scotland and each respondent contributed to social collective deci-
sions about the high-school prom e.g. venue, menus, photographer, 
band etc. The respondents were recruited via email through the use 
of university class lists to send invites. A semi-structured interview 
guide was developed for this phase of data collection. Questions 
ranged from an initially broad approach with questions such as ‘tell 
me about your prom organising committee’ with later questions ad-
dressing the specific aspects of social collection decision-making 
such as negotiation within the group and how was any conflict re-
solved to did decisions change over time.

dATA AnALYsIs
An interpretive analytic stance was adopted that drew on the 

transcriptions (see Bryman and Burgess, 1994) and the constant 
comparative method described by Glaser and Strauss (1967) was em-
ployed. Emerging insights and prior assumptions allowed interpreta-
tions to develop (Spiggle, 1994). The data was examined by con-
sidering social collective decision-making behaviour and changes to 
decisions and the associated negotiations and context.

FIndInGs
The findings established that adolescents influence one another 

in a group using a variety of influencing techniques (e.g. coalition 
formation, reasoning, bargaining and playing on emotion) and that 
the group is subject to conflict and conflict resolution (e.g. yielding, 
dominating, compromising and avoiding). Coalition formation (see 

Table 1: Respondent Profiles

Pseudonym Gender Age Location of prom
Time elapsed 
since prom 
attendance 

no. of organising 
committee 
members

Jill Female 19 Central Scotland 8 months 30→11
Felicity Female 21 Central Scotland 3 years 5→6

Jon Male 19 Dumfries and Galloway 10 months 10
Steve Male 20 Highlands 20 months 6
Ruby Female 19 Edinburgh & the Lothians 9 months 12→4

Catriona Female 20 Aberdeenshire 18 months 10→8
Kerry Female 20 Glasgow 14 months 12→8
Rosie Female 19 Glasgow 9 months 10→6
Darren Male 19 Central Scotland 8 months 11→8
Megan Female 20 Edinburgh & the Lothians 2 years 15→7

Lily Female 18 Glasgow 6 months 12→8
Suzanne Female 19 Central Scotland 18 months 8→5
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Lee and Collins, 2000) was not only evident within the group but 
externally between teachers and/or venue liaisons. This allowed for 
an exploration of the inter-relationship between the macro and micro 
environment (see Bamaca and Umana-Taylor, 2006). These external 
coalitions were significant not only because they were recognised as 
being credible but as a consequence of how the perceptions of these 
coalitions changed over time. Over the period of event preparation 
(typically nine months) the external coalitions became more impor-
tant and were able to appreciably impact on the dynamics and related 
decision-making of the social collective. Intra coalitions were more 
likely to use bargaining or emotional appeals (e.g. guilt) to influence 
decisions whilst inter coalitions and their subsequent position/s on 
issues were often used as leverage within the social decision-making 
collective. Dominant roles adopted by intra coalitions typically mate-
rialised in (potential) conflict. Noticeably, those who appeared most 
dominant within the social group either disassociated from decisions 
made within the collective that they did not agree with or exited the 
group ‘on principal’ to preserve their perceived integrity (and more 
effectively manage their individual goals and identity ambitions).

COnCLUsIOns
This paper responds to the need for greater consideration of 

separation and affiliation in a social group context. This research 
has not only identified influencing strategies employed to influence 
choice but has also established how these strategies are used variably 
over time. The inter-relationship between the macro and the micro 
environment has also been explored within the context of social col-
lective decision-making and has furthered our knowledge of adoles-
cent social interaction e.g. inclusion and exclusion. A novel theory 
has been produced here and can be tested in other contexts. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
“In Peru, the rainy weather and flooding have caused 15 

deaths across the country, and affected another 30,000 residents”.
Natural disasters often result in severe death tolls and economic 

damage. In an effort to help those who require immediate assistance, 
fund-raising activities often follow such catastrophes. In this paper 
we investigate how numerical information (i.e., the number of dead 
and the number of affected people) influences decision-making about 
disaster aid.

When the United Nations compile a Humanitarian Action Plan 
to support victims of a disaster, they estimate the appropriate amount 
of donation by multiplying the number of affected with a minimum 
amount.  Indeed, the ideal size of donation depends on the number 
of people affected, and not on the number of dead people, since the 
affected people represent the beneficiaries of disaster aid.

Nevertheless, past work on prosocial behavior has documented 
numerous biases in decision-making, such as the identifiable victim 
effect (Kogut and Ritov 2005; Small and Loewenstein 2003), psy-
chophysical numbing (Friedrich et al. 1999; Slovic 2007), and scope 
insensitivity (Desvousges et al. 1993). This evidence suggests that 
decision-making is subjected to inherent limitations in the way we 
process information (Kahneman 2003).  As a consequence, donors 
may not always react in the way the United Nations hopes. Indeed, 
donors may use the number of dead, rather than the number of af-
fected people, to determine the extent to which financial aid must 
be provided.

In our first study, we analyzed real disaster relief data about 381 
natural disasters using a two-stage model. We find that the number of 
dead, and not the number of people affected in a disaster, is a signifi-
cant predictor of the probability to grant financial aid (Heckman z = 
3.54, p < .001), as well as of the size of the financial aid (Heckman z 
= 13.25, p < .001). Donors are both more likely to donate and more 
likely to donate more money to a natural disaster as the number of 
dead people increases, whereas they are insensitive to the number of 
affected.

Because correlational studies are not always reliable and do not 
allow causal inferences, we experimentally manipulated the number 
of affected (Study 2A) and the number of dead (Study 2B). Using 
an imaginary earthquake in Asia, we found that people donate more 
money when the number of dead people increases [t(47) = -2.45, p 
= .018], but remain insensitive to the number of people affected in a 
disaster [t(35) = -.38, NS].

We place the dead people bias in the category of one-reason 
heuristic decision-making (Gigerenzer and Gaissmaier 2011) in 
which a single cue (e.g., number of affected people, number of dead 
people) drives decisions. The validity rule asserts that the use of a 
cue is based on its validity, that is, the relative frequency with which 
the cue allows for correct inferences (Gigerenzer and Goldstein 
1996). Other work highlights the importance of a cue’s reliability. 
This account suggests that individuals are more likely to rely on a 
cue when they perceive its values as reliable regardless of cue valid-
ity (York et al. 1987). We argue that although the number of affected 
is a more “valid” driver of financial donations, the number of dead is 
more “reliable”. Further studies provide evidence that individuals do 
not consider cue validity, but use a cue as long as it is seen as reliable.

In a third experiment, we test whether people’s sensitivity to 
the number of dead is attenuated when they are primed to think in 

terms of validity. In addition to manipulating the number of dead 
and the number of affected, we also manipulated validity (control vs. 
primed). In the primed validity condition, respondents were instruct-
ed to “think about who will receive the donation” prior to deciding 
on how much should be donated. We found a significant two-way 
interaction between the number of dead and validity [F(1, 228) = 
4.32, p < .04]. At the control level of validity, we replicate the dead 
people bias: People donated more to a fictitious earthquake in Asia 
when the number of dead people is high rather than low [F(1, 228) 
= 4.01, p < .05]. However, this bias is eliminated when validity is 
primed [F(1, 228) = .77, NS]. This study provides evidence for the 
use of a discrimination rule in responses to disasters and that priming 
validity of cues eliminates the dead people bias.

The final study consisted of two parts. In the first part, we ma-
nipulate the number of dead and affected people between-subjects 
and replicate the dead people bias: People feel that more money 
should be donated when the number of dead people due to a tropi-
cal cyclone in the Caribbean was high rather than low (Heckman z 
= 2.87, p = .004), but not when the number of affected is high rather 
than low (p > .16). In the second part, we manipulated the number 
of dead and affected people within-subjects and asked participants to 
rank-order four disasters in terms of appropriate size of donation. We 
predicted that when people are forced to use one cue at the expense 
of the other, such as when rank-ordering, cue usage would be based 
on validity rather than discrimination ability. Confirming our predic-
tions, we found that the majority of the participants used a validity 
rule, thus ranking a disaster with a high number of affected higher 
than a disaster with a high number of dead (Friedman’s χ2 = 200.42, 
p < .001).

Our research contributes to theory on heuristic decision-making 
by showing how cue selection critically depends on the decision con-
text. In addition, we examined event severity, and attribute evalu-
ability as potential alternative explanations, but none of these mecha-
nisms seemed to drive donation decisions. The potential implications 
of the present research are broad and important as we provide novel 
insights on how communications of fund raising agencies, journal-
ists or humanitarian organizations should be optimally designed. Our 
ultimate goal is to improve aid towards future disaster victims.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT:
Children love getting presents. In fact, children today are 

deemed the most materialistic and brand conscious generation 
(Schor 2005).  Research on materialism, which has been conducted 
with adult samples, has found a link between materialism and less 
happiness (Carter and Gilovich 2010). If we simply apply adult find-
ings to children, this would mean that children are the least happy. 
Yet, studies have shown that there are no significant differences in 
happiness by age (see Myers and Diener 1995). Thus, the findings 
from the adult literature cannot simply be applied to children. In fact, 
children might find more happiness in objects than experiences. If so, 
a related question emerges – when might children begin to resemble 
adults in favoring experiences over objects?

We propose that young children (3-5 years old) appreciate and 
prefer objects over experiences. Because young children notice and 
give their attention to concrete features of their world more so than 
abstract features, they are likely going to connect with concrete as-
pects of their world (e.g., objects) more so than abstract aspects (e.g., 
experiences). By late childhood (6-12 years old), children are begin-
ning to think more abstractly, opening up the possibility of defining 
themselves in more complex and abstract terms (e.g., I like spending 
time with my family doing yard work), and therefore, intangible ex-
periences may begin to gain recognition as useful devices for char-
acterizing the self more for older children compared to their younger 
counterparts. However, the intangible abstract nature of experiences 
will still likely make it too hard for even older children to appreciate 
experiences over objects. By late adolescence (16-17 years old), we 
expect a reversal of this relative preference, in that older adolescents 
will prefer experiences over objects. Thus, we propose that relative 
preferences will change over time (age) for all children and adoles-
cents, such that objects are preferred the most in the earliest years 
(ages 3-5), that this relative preference will decline for older children 
(ages 6-12), and reverse for older adolescents (16-17).

Figure 1
Happiness Collage: developmental Changes in  
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We also propose that age moderates the effect of  memory and 
theory of mind on children’s preferences for objects over experi-

ences. Specifically, young children simply do not have sufficiently 
developed knowledge structures to think about details of prior expe-
riences (Justice 1985). Moreover, young children have not collected 
enough memorable experiences. In other words, to appreciate expe-
riences, one must first collect memorable experiences, or develop 
what Keinan and Kivetz (2010; p.937) call an “experiential check list 
or experiential CV.” Clearly this experiential CV is underdeveloped 
during early childhood and develops with age.

An underdeveloped theory of mind is also likely to contribute 
to children’s preferences for objects over experiences. Without the 
ability to understand theirs’ or others’ emotions/feelings that result 
from an experience [dining out together] or to be able to predict oth-
ers’ behaviors or feelings based on an experience, it will be difficult 
for children to fully appreciate the value of experiences in building 
successful social relationships, which is one reason why adults prefer 
experiences over objects (Diener and Seligman 2004). We suspect 
that as children grow older and develop into more socially aware 
individuals (Piaget 1932; Turiel 2006), develop better memories for 
experiences, and begin to make more disadvantageous comparisons 
between objects, that experiential purchases will begin to make them 
happier than objects. But, until all of the above-mentioned devel-
ops, we would expect children to look more to objects to make them 
happy.

We test these predictions in three studies. In Study 1, we used 
unstructured interviews to ensure that children do indeed think of ob-
jects and experiences when they think about what makes them happy. 
Providing participants with an unstructured, open-ended task, as op-
posed to asking them to tailor their responses to narrowly focus on 
experiences and objects, allowed us to let children reveal what spe-
cific experiences and objects are meaningful to them. Results from 
Study 1 were used to develop age and gender appropriate stimuli for 
Studies 2a, 2b, and 3. In Study 2a, children ages 3-12 were asked 
to construct collages using pictures of objects (e.g., toys, clothes) 
and experiences (e.g., birthday parties, playing sports) to answer the 
question, “What makes you happy?” . In Study 2b, we examined 
further age differences by sampling 16-17 year olds. In Study 3, we 
used a reaction time experiment with the full age range of children 
and adolescents, ages 3-17, to determine whether objects or experi-
ences were most accessible to children and adolescents. 

Our research provides evidence that the preference for objects 
over experiences is quite strong from early to middle childhood (ages 
3-9). Although the preference for objects over experiences exists 
throughout childhood (ages 3-12), by late childhood (ages 10-12), 
the preference is significantly weaker. By late adolescence, the pref-
erence reverses and adolescents find more happiness in experiences 
than objects, resembling findings in the adult literature. Finally, we 
offer a process explanation (memory and theory of mind), for the de-
velopmental change observed—moving from preference for objects 
in childhood to preference for experiences by adolescence.

In conclusion, happiness emanates from many sources. People 
derive happiness from objects (a luxury handbag, a large house, a 
nice car) and from experiences (an exotic vacation, an exquisite din-
ner). However, research suggests that objects and experiences are 
not valued equally. People tend to derive more happiness from ex-
periences than from objects. Our research confirms these findings, 
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but with a very important caveat. A preference for experiences over 
objects is not an innate characteristic, but a child developmental pro-
cess that unfolds over time. The thrill of objects during childhood is 
a phase that all children go through. When they have acquired a suf-
ficient “experiential CV” and their memory and theory of mind have 
matured, the stage will be set for them to appreciate the intangible 
benefits of experiences— they will indeed prefer experiences over 
objects similar to adults.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Past research has documented the factors that influence con-

sumer choice among assortments, such as the decision flexibility 
(McAlister and Pessemier 1982), the probability of a match between 
consumers’ preferences and the available alternatives (Lancaster 
1990), availability of ideal point (Chernev 2003), the anticipated 
cognitive effort in making a choice (Huffman and Kahn 1998) and 
the nature of decision process (Chernev 2006). This research has 
mainly focused on the cognitive processes used in the construction 
of assortment size preferences.

In this paper, we investigate the role of emotions in influencing 
consumers’ assortment size preferences. In particular, we investigate 
how feeling-based (compared with reason-based) decisions may in-
fluence preferences for assortment size. Prior research has shown 
that emotional system is holistic (Epstein 1994). Accordingly, while 
evaluating the assortment, people who engage in such holistic pro-
cessing may focus more on judging the global features of the choice 
set. Research suggests that people who search at a global (vs. local) 
level tend to have larger consideration sets (Pham and Chang 2010). 
In addition, it has been shown that global evaluations favour varied 
sequences (Ratner, Kahn and Kahneman 1997). Therefore, people 
who perform global evaluations might desire for more variety and 
compared to small assortments, large assortments provide greater fit 
to the desire for more variety. Hence, we posit that people who make 
feeling-based choices would be more satisfied with a large assort-
ment than a small assortment. In contrast, people who rely on their 
feelings less may experience less fit from the large assortment. As a 
consequence, the difference in preferences for large and smaller as-
sortments is mitigated. The predicted effect of feeing-based decision 
on preferences for large assortments versus smaller assortments was 
tested in four studies.

The first three studies aimed to test the predicted effect by us-
ing different approaches to manipulate how much participants relied 
on their feelings. Study 1 was a 2 (assortment size: small vs. large) 
x 2 (product type: hedonic vs. functional) between-subjects design. 
Participants were asked to imagine going to a supermarket to pur-
chase either detergent (functional) or jam (hedonic) from a selection 
of either 12 (small-set) or 36 options (large-set). Research shows that 
hedonic products elicit greater affective response in consumers than 
functional ones (Okada 2005). We measured participants’ satisfac-
tion with the selection. Results showed that participants evaluating 
the jam selection were more satisfied with the large assortment than 
the small assortment. However, this difference was mitigated when 
they evaluate the detergent selection. 

Study 2 employed a 2 (assortment size: small vs. large) x 2 
(trust in feelings (TF): high vs. low) between-subjects design. Par-
ticipants, either in high-TF or low-TF conditions, were asked to 
imagine purchasing a coffee from a menu that either provided a se-
lection of 12 (small-set) or 36 coffees (large-set). Before the choice 
task, supposedly in an unrelated study, we manipulated participants’ 
momentary trust in their feelings and thus their reliance on feelings 
using a procedure called the trust-in-feelings manipulation (Avnet, 
Pham, and Stephen 2012). Participants were asked to describe either 
two (high-TF) or 10 (low-TF) situations where they trusted their feel-
ings to make a decision and it turned out to be the right decision. It 
has been shown that recalling two (vs. 10) instances of successful 

reliance on feelings induce higher (vs. lower) reliance on feelings. 
Results showed that in the high-TF condition, satisfaction with the 
large assortment was higher than the small assortment. However, this 
difference was not significant in the low-TF condition.

Study 3 was a 2 (assortment size: small vs. large) x 2 (cognitive 
load: high vs. low) between-subjects design. Participants were asked 
to imagine selecting a coffee from a selection of 12 (small-set) or 
36 options (large-set). ROF was operationalized through a cognitive 
load manipulation (Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999), where participants 
were asked to memorize either a 2-digit code (low-load) or a 10-digit 
code (high-load) and to reproduce the code at the end of the study. 
Prior research has demonstrated that choice under cognitive load 
limits cognitive capacity, thus generating a greater degree of reli-
ance on feelings than choice under low cognitive load (Lieberman 
et al. 2002). Accordingly, we expected participants who memorized 
10-digit (vs. 2-digit) code to rely more on their feelings while making 
decisions. Results showed that participants in the high-load condi-
tion were more satisfied with the large (vs. small) assortment. How-
ever, this difference was not significant for low-load participants.

Study 4 aimed to test the process driving the observed effect. 
Study 4 employed a 2 (assortment size: small vs. large) x 2 (cognitive 
load: high vs. low) between-subjects design. The procedure of study 
4 was similar to study 3, except that this time participants were asked 
to imagine considering purchasing a snack from a vending machine 
that contained a selection of 12 (small-set) or 36 snacks (large-set). 
To test the process, we measured whether participants would like to 
have had greater variety in the selection they were given. Results 
showed that in the high-load condition, the desire for more variety 
was less for participants who were confronted with the large as-
sortment than for those who were faced with the small assortment. 
Therefore, in the high-load condition, participants liked the large as-
sortment more than the small assortment, because the former pro-
vided a better “fit” to their need for variety. However, in the low-load 
condition, the difference in desire for greater variety was not sig-
nificant. Consequently, there was no difference in satisfaction with 
large and small assortments. Mediation analysis further supported 
that desire for greater variety mediated the observed effect only in 
the large-set condition.

To summarize, four studies documented the impact of reliance 
on feelings on consumers’ assortment size preferences. We found that 
greater reliance on feelings boosts individuals’ preference for larger 
assortments as opposed to smaller assortments. First three studies 
have demonstrated the effect of reliance on feelings on satisfaction 
with the assortment. Study 4 has provided the process evidence: A 
large assortment provides a better “fit” to the desire for variety that is 
triggered by the feeling-based process. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
We frequently like occupations, partners, cities, streets, birth-

days, and a host of other objects, events and entities because, es-
sentially, we like ourselves (Pelham et al. 2005). This intriguing phe-
nomenon is known as ‘implicit egotism’ – the unconscious attraction 
to things that are linked to the self (Pelham et al. 2002). Although 
abundant research in numerous contexts has shown its pervasive 
existence (Jones et al. 2004; Pelham et al. 2002), research in the 
consumer sphere is surprisingly scarce (but see Brendl et al. 2005). 
This is all the more surprising given that recent trends indicate that 
the use of personal pronouns in branding such as ‘I’ and ‘my’ (e.g., 
iTunes and MySpace) shows a marked surge in recent years (BOIP 
2012). The present research extends previous findings and examines 
whether and when such self-referencing brand names affect brand 
judgment, and under which conditions the self-referencing effect 
might turn from positive into negative. 

To understand the possible impact of pronouns in brand names, 
we draw from work on the disproportionate liking of people for 
things that are associated with the self (Greenwald and Banaji 1995). 
Most notably in this regard is the finding that people even like their 
own names to such an extent that they like the letters that comprise 
it over other letters in the alphabet (Nuttin 1985). Recent research 
has found that this so-called ‘name letter effect’ extends to the liking 
of people, places, and products with similar name letters (Brendl et 
al. 2005; Pelham et al. 2005). The underlying rationale is that name 
letters produce a link between the self and the target which subse-
quently leads to a transfer of self-evaluations to the self-associated 
target (Gawronski et al. 2007).

It is striking to note that most studies have limited themselves to 
examining the effects of implicit egotism by assessing name letters 
as proxies for self-referencing. We, however, posit that self-associ-
ations can also be created by more generic self-referencing stimuli. 
More in particular, we propose that also first person pronouns like 
‘I’ and ‘my’ may function as persuasion cues in eliciting a bias to-
ward the self-associated target. Hence, we expect that brands featur-
ing self-referencing pronouns in their name will be liked better than 
brand names without such pronouns.

Implicit egotism is thought to be a self-enhancement mechanism 
which enables people to preserve their positive self-view (Pelham et 
al. 2002). Research on self-enhancement has shown that people often 
respond to self-threat in ways to reaffirm their sense of self-worth 
(Tesser 2000). One way in which people compensate for this threat 
is by enhancing the value of external targets that are associated with 
the self (Jones et al. 2002). We posit that if pronouns in brand names 
create a self-target association, these brands might also function as 
a source for self-affirmation. More specifically, we propose that the 
positive effect of self-referencing brands on brand name liking will 
be more pronounced under conditions of self-threat, i.e., when the 
need for self-affirmation is high.

To date, research on implicit egotism has found that the bias re-
sulting from the self-target association is generally positive because 
the ‘default’ evaluation of the self is mildly positive (Greenwald 
and Banaji 1995; Yamaguchi et al. 2007). Hence, self-referencing 
stimuli are assumed to enhance the favorability of practically any-
thing even when the self-associated target itself is undesirable (Nel-
son and Simmons 2007). But what if people’s self-evaluations are 
not positive but negative? If the self-referencing effect hinges on the 

valence of people’s self-evaluations, and if the positive bias is the 
result of a transfer of positive self-evaluations to the target, then, by 
implication, also negative self-evaluations can spill over to the target 
resulting in a negative bias. It follows that attraction can turn into 
avoidance or at least an unfavorably valenced brand judgment when 
consumers’ self-evaluations are negative. We tested these notions in 
three studies. 

Study 1 showed that, while controlling for brand familiarity, 
existing brand names with a generic self-referencing pronoun (e.g., 
iPhone, iDeal) were evaluated more positive than non-self-referenc-
ing brand names (e.g., X-Box, X-Travel) or brand names without 
any prefix (e.g., Blackberry, Paradigit). Interestingly, this study also 
showed that references to the self that are less specific than ‘I’ (i.e., 
brand names starting with ‘you’ or ‘u’) did not yield the implicit ego-
tism effect. 

Study 2 ruled out the alternative account that the previous ef-
fects were driven by other, existing brand name associations than 
with the self. More in particular, in Study 2 we used fictitious in-
stead of existing brand names and were able to replicate the effects 
found in Study 1 while using ‘I’ and ‘my’ as self-referencing stimuli. 
Moreover, we tested whether the self-referencing effect was more 
pronounced when the self-concept was threatened. As hypothesized, 
we found that the preference for generic self-referencing (vs. non-
self-referencing) brand names only increased after self-threat but not 
when the self was affirmed.

Study 3 sought to provide converging evidence for our notions, 
and to directly test the role of negative self-evaluations in implicit 
egotism while using a consumer sample representative of the popula-
tion. That is, Study 3 tested the hypothesis that under conditions of 
negative self-evaluations the attraction effect turns into an avoidance 
effect. As expected, results showed reduced (instead of increased) 
liking of generic self-referencing brand names when consumers’ 
self-evaluations were negative. In contrast, we found that positive 
self-evaluations led to increased liking of brands that referred to the 
self.

The present findings extend previous research on implicit ego-
tism by taking into account the valence of the consumer’s self-eval-
uations. Moreover, the present work showed that implicit egotism 
is not limited to such incidental instances where (brand) names and 
name letters match, but extends to more generic references to the 
self, and particularly when the consumer is in need of self-affirma-
tion. Simply referring to the consumer’s self by using personal pro-
nouns in brand names may therefore influence a host of consumption 
decisions and hence account for the stunning marketing success of 
such brands as Ipod, Ikea and MySpace.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Have you ever found yourself holding a larger dish of ice cream 

or mega-size latte because though you only intended to get the small, 
you couldn’t seem to pass up the value as getting nearly twice as 
much for only a few cents more?  Such behavior corresponds to the 
classic effect of nonlinear pricing in the form of increasing purchase 
quantity in the presence of quantity discounts (Dolan 1987; Gu and 
Yang 2010). However, in this case, the increased quantity is con-
sumed immediately by one person rather than in multiple servings 
over time, potentially negatively impacting health. In such situations, 
consumers may experience conflict between their desire to obtain a 
good value (Grewal, Monroe, and Krishnan 1998) and their desire to 
consume food in moderation (Wansink, Payne, and Chandon 2007). 
We examine conflict and goal tradeoff processes as well as whether 
the supersized effect holds when a health goal is salient (e.g., en-
countering messages about healthy behaviors) to provide insight into 
the consumer processes that lead to the effects of nonlinear pricing. 
Such understanding may be particularly important given the preva-
lence of such pricing strategies for unhealthy fast foods and snacks 
coupled with America’s obesity epidemic. 

Consumers tend to focus on achieving one goal at a time, often at 
the expense of other goals (Baumeister, Heatherton, and Tice 1994). 
Generally, whichever goal is made more salient by the environment 
will take priority over conflicting goals (Shah and Kruglanski 2003). 
However, most research focuses on tradeoffs between goals within 
the same general domain of consumption (Dhar and Simonson 1999; 
Soman and Zhao 2011) whereas we examine inter-domain goal con-
flict and the tradeoff of health goals for thrift goals in the presence of 
supersized pricing. In doing so, we demonstrate that supersized pric-
ing engenders a thrift goal as consumers experience pleasure from 
the discount offered by supersized pricing.  

Moreover, immediate financial consequences are likely to be far 
more concrete than are potential health consequences. That is, while 
consumers, even those with numerical illiteracy, may realize that get-
ting 24-ounces for $3.00 versus 12-ounces for $2.00 is a better deal 
consumers are likely unable to grasp the consequences of the extra 
(often unknown quantity of) calories or the financial costs of obe-
sity (Close and Schoeller 2006). Thus, consumers may focus on the 
thrift goal due to the clear and immediate gratification of saving and 
the corresponding discounting of ambiguous, delayed health benefits 
(Frederick, Loewenstein, and O’Donoghue 2002). 

Our studies focus on products consumed immediately following 
purchase (e.g., candy bars, movie popcorn, milkshakes, and snack 
chips). We show supersized pricing leads to larger size choice and 
greater consumption and demonstrate the intervention of health goal 
salience to retain focus on health goals and overcome the effects of 
supersized pricing. 

In study 1, participants in an online study were randomly as-
signed to one of four conditions in a 2 (consumption: immediate vs. 
delayed) x 2 (price: linear vs. nonlinear) between-subjects design. 
Participants were asked to imagine choosing between two sizes of 
their favorite candy bar. Results from a logistic regression showed 
that nonlinear pricing increases purchase size relative to linear unit 
pricing. Additionally, the increase in size choice is significantly larg-
er for immediately consumed purchases rather than those consumed 
over a period of time. More importantly, we show that size choice 
is influenced by more importance on thrift (vs. health) goals for im-

mediately consumed goods offered at nonlinear pricing, which is ac-
companied by greater conflict.

In study 2, participants in a behavioral lab study were offered the 
opportunity to purchase popcorn and were either given supersized or 
linear pricing options for 3 sizes of popcorn. Again, the presence of 
supersized pricing led consumers to choose larger sizes as compared 
to linear pricing for immediately consumed goods. Process evidence 
showed that an increased emphasis on the importance of thrift rela-
tive to health drove the differences in size choice. This study repli-
cated the main findings of study 1 for real choice and consumption.

Study 3 examines a potential intervention as a moderator: in-
creasing health goal salience. A 2 (price: linear vs. supersized) x 2 
(goal salience: health vs. control) between-subjects design revealed 
an interaction between the factors such that salient health goals at-
tenuate the effect of supersized pricing on purchase quantity. Process 
evidence shows that the shifts in the salience of health importance in 
the purchase environment impacts responses to supersized pricing.

Studies 4 and 5 provide further evidence of health goal salience 
interventions. In a field study (study 4) examining purchase size for 1 
and 2 ounce bags of potato chips offered with supersized pricing, we 
find that the presence (vs. absence) of a nutrition poster as a health 
cue overrides the effects of supersized pricing on purchase size. Sim-
ilar to study 2, study 5 was conducted in a lab examining effects for 
real food and real money. Results reveal that a health salience prime 
again reduces the effect of supersized pricing. In addition, consump-
tion quantity is found to be closely related to size choice, such that 
once a larger size is purchased, consumption quantity increases. 

In conclusion, we demonstrate that supersized pricing leads to 
an increase in the quantity of food purchased and consumed. This 
occurs because supersized prices cause thrift to become a more fo-
cal goal than health, particularly for immediately consumed goods, 
unless a health goal is made salient. This focus on thrift when super-
sized pricing is offered may give the struggling consumer justifica-
tion to achieve their thrift goal while inadvertently increasing their 
waistline. Substantial practical implications, including the conse-
quences of increased consumption quantity, relate to both individual 
consumers and society at large.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
With the advent of new technology, especially the Internet and 

the Web, consumers today can purchase what they need from mul-
tiple sellers around the world. As a result, many have argued that the 
issue of the sellers’ physical distance is “dead” (Cairncross, 2001). 
However, we argue that distance should not be dismissed as a fac-
tor affecting consumers’ preferences for sellers. Based on real trans-
action data from two large online stores, eBay and MercadoLibre.
com, Hortaçsu et al. (2009) found that distance is still an important 
deterrent to transactions between geographically distant buyers and 
sellers. The locations of sellers can be an important factor influenc-
ing consumers’ purchase decisions. Understanding what drives per-
ceptions of distance is thus an important issue given that sellers are 
competing to attract consumers’ attention in the online marketplace.

We propose that consumers will prefer a near seller over a dis-
tant seller despite holding the costs associated with distance constant. 
We also propose that preference for a distant seller can be increased 
if the psychological distance of that distant seller is reduced. To es-
tablish a baseline for consumer preference for near over far sellers, 
we conducted a pilot study. When both near and far sellers provided 
an identical computer monitor at the exactly same price, free insured 
shipping, and same delivery time, participants preferred the near sell-
er over the far seller, regardless of whether the difference in distance 
was large or small between the locations. We attribute this finding to 
not only physical distance but psychological distance as well.

Psychological distance is a “subjective experience that some-
thing is close or far away from the self, here and now (Trope and 
Liberman 2010, p.440).” We suggest that greater psychological 
distance, normally associated with greater physical distance, will 
negatively influence the preference for the far seller. This greater 
distance will lead to an abstract mental representation of the prod-
uct and uncertainty in online shopping. Thus we predict that if the 
psychological distance of the near seller is not shorter than the far 
seller, preference for the near seller will be attenuated. We test this 
prediction in study 1.

In study 1, participants located in Pennsylvania were asked to 
imagine that they were spending their summer in Arizona and were 
purchasing a new backpack online. In the two cell design, two dif-
ferently located sellers were selling the exact same backpack, all else 
equal. The far seller was always located in Pennsylvania, physically 
far from Arizona but socially near to participants. In one condition, 
the near seller was located in Arizona, a location both socially and 
physically nearer. In the second condition, the near seller was located 
in Colorado, physically closer to Arizona but not socially closer to 
the participants than Pennsylvania. The results revealed that partici-
pants clearly preferred the near seller over the far seller when the 
near seller was both socially and physically closer to them. How-
ever, when the seller was physically closer to the participants but not 
socially closer to them, participants preferred the physically distant 
seller in Pennsylvania (Figure 1). Mediation analysis revealed that 
the difference in preference for the far seller relative to the near seller 
was mediated by psychological distance.

What can far sellers do to reduce psychological distance in on-
line marketplaces? We propose that sellers can overcome the disad-
vantages associated with physical distance by changing the percep-
tion of psychological distance through their product presentations.

Figure 1. study1. Choice of near seller versus Far seller

Note. Error bars represent confidence intervals.

Past research suggested that information processing fluency increas-
es liking of an object (Alter and Oppenheimer, 2008). In particular, 
information with distance-congruent levels of construal increases flu-
ent evaluations of objects (Trope et al. 2007; Nussbaum et al. 2006). 
As such, to enhance fluency, the far seller should present their prod-
uct information with descriptions in abstract terms denoting far dis-
tance while the near seller should present their product information 
with descriptions in concrete terms, denoting near distance. In con-
trast, we propose that using descriptions denoting near distance that 
help consumers to envision the product more concretely will always 
increase preference for a product in an online marketplace. When 
people easily and vividly envision a product experience, purchase 
intentions increase (Elder and Krishna 2011; Petrova and Cialdini 
2005; Schlosser 2003). Thus, we propose that to increase preference 
for far sellers, these sellers should present their product information 
with distance-incongruent descriptions (i.e. far sellers should pro-
vide concrete product descriptions denoting near distance).

We tested this prediction in study 2. We created product adver-
tisements using a product picture and words denoting different levels 
of distance (Bar-Anan et al. 2007) (Figure 2). Participants were as-
signed to one of the four conditions in a 2 (near seller: proximal vs. 
distal product descriptions) by 2 (far seller: proximal vs. distal prod-
uct descriptions) between-subjects design. Participants were asked 
to select which of two sellers (near vs. far) they wished to purchase a 
new computer monitor from. The study revealed that the interaction 
between the description of near seller and far seller was significant. 
When the near seller’s product was described in proximal terms, the 
near seller was always preferred relative to the far seller, regardless 
of whether the far seller’s product was described proximally or dis-
tally. However, when the near seller’s product was described distally, 
the choice of the far seller increased significantly, especially when 
the far seller’s product was described proximally rather than distally. 
Mediation analysis revealed that psychological distance underlies 
the interaction effect.
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Figure 2. study 2. Proximal and distal Product Information

Proximal Presentation

This LCD monitor surely is perfect for you if you are looking for 
a monitor with high quality. It is a must-have for you who love 
watching movies on your computers. Its fast response time also 

ensures you great gaming experience everyday from today.

distal Presentation

This LCD monitor may be perfect for people if they are looking  
for a monitor with high quality. It would be a want-to-have for 
people who love watching movies on their computers. Its fast 

response time may also provide people great gaming experience  
for years to come.

This research contributes to our understanding of how the dis-
tance between consumers and sellers influences consumer choice in 
online marketplaces. Consumers prefer near sellers to distant sellers, 
even when the costs associated with physical distance are held con-
stant. When the seller was nearer physically but not socially closer, 
preference for that near seller diminished. The far seller who was 
socially closer became more attractive due to the reduced psycho-
logical distance. Presentation of product information denoting near 
distance could also reduce psychological distance associated with 
physical distance and increase preference for the far seller. The man-
agerial implications of the research will be discussed.

Figure 3. study 2. Choice of near seller versus Far seller

Note. Error bars represent confidence intervals.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
This paper looks at the localised control of value within the 

household and the intersection of practices of thrift and accommoda-
tion with familial relations in the household. Its focus on food left-
overs is significant in that it foregrounds the varying creative prac-
tices through which food is re-ordered, transformed and reused, and 
the resulting travels and circularities of food. Leftovers are theorised 
as ‘thrifty meals’ using Miller’s (1998) work on thrift and sacrifice.  
As such they might be viewed as a form of saving by spending. How-
ever what is saved in relation to leftovers is not only money, but also 
importantly time and effort in the kitchen. Using up leftovers saves 
not only financial resources (ingredients) but also time and effort in 
preparing the food. These resources can then be invested elsewhere.

Instead of viewing food leftovers as the negative or non-present 
end point of production this paper explores possibilities of their re-
turn, renewal and reuse. Taking inspiration from theorists who have 
explored the ways in which we classify, manage and value house-
hold durables through practices of storing and sorting (Cwerner and 
Metcalfe, 2003; Daniels, 2009) hoarding (Maycroft, 2009; Cherrier 
& Ponnor, 2010) and accommodating (Gregson, 2007), this paper 
shows an intimate relation between decisions to rid, the channels 
and conduits chosen for disposal and relationships indicated or made 
present by these practices.  These practices have received scant at-
tention in domestic food consumption contexts (although see Evans, 
2011).

This paper emerges from an interpretive study looking at dis-
courses and practices surrounding the everyday meal in the Mid-
lands (UK). Fieldwork consisted of observations of meal times of 20 
households and semi-structured interviews of the person in the fam-
ily responsible for the food provision. Data were analysed following 
the general guides of qualitative research and a thematic analysis was 
conducted following common practices in interpretive consumer re-
search (Silverman, 2006).

Despite having different routines and standards of judging a 
meal as quick, easy or cheap just about all of the participants’ se-
lection of their everyday meal was driven by saving resources. For 
example, in a manner similar to Miller’s (1998) mothers, Margaret 
plans her meal in order to save her scarce resources which are time, 
effort and money. She customises her ‘spag bol’ in such a way that 
it becomes a dish in which leftovers can be reused. Margaret and the 
other participants’ focus on thrift does not necessarily mean that they 
save resources, but rather that they are motivated by saving resources 
in order to spend them elsewhere. It is here that leftovers become sig-
nificant for our participants, considered a strategic means of saving 
resources in the kitchen. 

A second finding was the degree of skill and knowledge em-
ployed in using up leftovers. For example David who keeps parts 
of his Sunday roast chicken to make a salad for lunch on Monday. 
He prepares a stock with the bones which he freezes along with any 
leftover vegetables in order to make a risotto during the week. David 
applies a significant amount of knowledge to his meal leftovers he 
breaks it down into its constituent parts each with different charac-
teristics and thinks creatively about how each part might be reused 
and re-valued in the context of a new meal.  This process of revalu-
ation also has a geography attached to it. In describing his conduits 
of disposal of the meal, David divides the leftovers into various parts 
and moves them into different places (such as the bin, the fridge, 

the freezer and the lunchbox). Here David’s differing placings of the 
food shows how disposal is not simply a matter of moving things 
away but rather moving things along (Gregson et al. 2007) according 
to their possible re-use.  

People spent a considerable amount of time changing the look 
of their leftovers. In some cases they become a completely new dish, 
like the Thursday night chicken and pea risotto that Tim prepared 
from what was left from his Sunday roast dinner. Tim deliberately 
cooks an over generous portion of risotto giving him enough to feed 
his family and leaving enough for his own lunch on Friday. On such 
occasions meals might be composed of the leftovers of leftovers. As 
such food might travel through a range of conduits before it is finally 
fully disposed of.  In the case of Tim the chain goes from Sunday 
roast dinner to his Friday lunch box, from the bone china serving 
plates in his dining room with his family to the more modest plastic 
container which will be opened at lunch time on his office desk.

To conclude we see value in theorising the consumption of left-
overs as thrifty meals. These thrifty meals contribute to the control of 
the flow of value within the home just as much as thrifty practices of 
shopping. Drawing on Miller’s (1998) concept of thrift we observe that 
it is likely that the resources saved in thrifty meals are then spent in 
more extravagant meals in the longer term. Preparing and eating Sun-
day dinner everyday simply would not be possible or practical given 
the resources of time and effort required. Thus we see a longer run 
cycle of spending to save and saving to spend in mealtime practices. 

However these meals are not only a means of saving resources 
they are also a means of value creation, food is literally revived and 
re-valued once more as ‘meal’. This process takes both skill in plan-
ning meals with re-use in mind, but also knowledge of the material 
elements of food ingredients (i.e. the length of their reusable life-
time and the likely contexts of their reuse). Value is therefore created 
through creative acts of transforming and re-framing food. The fram-
ing or placing of food is important here in understanding its value 
considering the bone china plate in the dining room against the plas-
tic lunchbox in the office. Therefore food provision and in this case 
the consumption of leftovers in order to make sense must be located 
within everyday household routines wherein the social context of 
(re)valuation is vital.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Our perception of how great (or not!) our lives are is often based 

on comparisons with others’ lives (Corcoran, Crusius, and Musswei-
ler 2011; Festinger 1954). With the proliferation of social networking 
sites, our ability to get a glimpse of others’ lives is magnified, with 
vast information available at our fingertips. However, the represen-
tativeness of this information is contentious since people have a ten-
dency to selectively share information that is self-enhancing (Mana-
go et al. 2008) while observers tend to underestimate the prevalence 
of misery among others (Jordan et al. 2011). When individuals read 
the information provided by friends online, they may compare facets 
of their life to the vivid content posted, to assess how well they are 
doing (Wood 1996; Wood, Taylor, and Lichtman 1985). 

Whilst the dominant paradigm used in social comparison lit-
erature acknowledges that cues used to make social comparisons are 
subjective, it doesn’t remedy the fact that people don’t have perfect 
information about others (Prentice and Miller 1993). When judging 
life satisfaction, people need to make inferences about the others’ life 
satisfaction based on sampled pieces of information, however these 
inferences are likely to be subject to cognitive biases. Probability ne-
glect—ignoring actual probability of events (Rottenstreich and Hsee 
2001; Sunstein 2002) is one such bias. On social networking sites, 
people with large number of friends would be likely to encounter 
a larger sample of ostentatious information each time they visit the 
site. Probability neglect would thus result in people not accounting 
for probability of observing ostentatious information and, conse-
quently assuming that the amount of ostentatious information viewed 
on a social networking site reflects how good the lives of their con-
nections are. Thus, people would rely on the number of informational 
cues ignoring the probability of observing such cues given the num-
ber of friends. So even if research (Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe 
2007; Helliwel and Putnam 2004) and popular wisdom might favor 
having more friends for a better life, we hypothesize that reading oth-
ers’ posts on social networking sites will have a negative (positive) 
impact on life satisfaction for people with a large (small) number of 
friends. Furthermore, probability neglect in this domain could be a 
result of accessibility bias since information that is implicit is often 
ignored or underweighted by people (Tversky and Koehler 1994). 
Thus, we hypothesize that making the relationship between number 
of friends and ostentatious posts accessible will reduce the bias.

We conducted two studies to test our hypotheses. In the first 
study (N = 158), the participants, recruited online, were randomly 
assigned to one of the two conditions: Updates or Control. In the 
Updates condition the participants viewed the first five updates on 
their homepage on Facebook. They then categorized the updates and 
indicated the number of updates in each category. Subsequently, par-
ticipants completed the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Die-
ner et al. 1985) and the Social Comparison Orientation (CO) scale 
(Gibbons & Buunk 1999). The Control group only responded to the 
scales. Information relating to number of Facebook friends and de-
mographics was collected. 

We found a significant positive correlation between the number 
of ostentatious updates (operationalized as sum of purchase, travel 
related and professional achievements updates) and the number of 
Facebook friends. More importantly, we found a significant interac-
tion of number of Facebook friends with Updates Condition (t(152) 

= -2.59; p < .05) where CO was included as a control variable. A 
spotlight analysis compared the effect of reading updates (vs. con-
trol) on participants’ life satisfaction at large and small (one SD 
above and below mean) number of Facebook friends. When the num-
ber of friends was small, viewing updates increased life satisfaction 
(B = 0.554; t(152) = 2.089; p < .05). However, when the number of 
friends was large, viewing updates decreased life satisfaction (B = 
-0.554; t(152) = -2.103; p <.05). Thus the results provided support 
for our hypothesis. 

The second study was undertaken to examine if individuals can 
correct their judgments when provided information about the cor-
relation between number of Facebook friends and the number of os-
tentatious updates. Moreover we wanted to test the hypothesis that 
the bias occurs because of low accessibility of the aforementioned 
correlation (Accessibility Hypothesis) at the time of assessing life 
satisfaction. To rule out alternate explanations we also test if the bias 
occurs because people have no knowledge about the phenomenon 
(Knowledge Hypothesis). Participants (N = 204) were recruited on-
line and assigned to one of the three conditions: debias-before-up-
date, debias-after-updates or no-debias. In the debias-before-update 
condition, the debiasing information that related the correlation be-
tween number of friends and number of ostentatious information was 
presented before the participants read updates. In the debias-after-
update condition the debiasing information was presented after the 
participants read updates but just before the SWLS. No information 
regarding the correlation was presented in the no-debias condition. 
In the end, all participants completed the SWLS.  

Planned contrasts showed that the difference between no-debias 
and the two debias conditions was not statistically significant (F(1, 
201) = 0.530; p = .468). Thus, we found no support for the knowl-
edge hypothesis. Supporting the accessibility hypothesis, the differ-
ence between debias-before-updates and no-debias conditions to 
the debias-after-updates condition was statistically significant (F(1, 
201) = 5.115; p = .025).  

The contribution of this article is twofold. Firstly, we show how 
ignoring the probability of available information used to make social 
comparisons can impact the outcome of those comparisons. Thus, 
this research represents one of the first studies to focus on the na-
ture of informational cues people use to make social comparisons. 
By introducing the concept of probability neglect in the domain of 
social comparisons, this research paves the way for seamless integra-
tion of social comparison literature with decision-making literature. 
Secondly, we demonstrate, within the powerful context of Facebook, 
that a large friend network on social networking sites may be detri-
mental to the well-being of users. With more than 845 million users 
and 50% of them logging on to Facebook everyday (Facebook 2012), 
this research has resounding practical implications for the life satis-
faction of millions. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Choosing to sell a poorly performing financial asset can be dif-

ficult. Indeed, prior research has shown that investors tend to hold 
flagging assets for too long (Odean 1998; Shefrin and Statman 1985; 
Weber and Camerer 1998). This is in line with prospect theory (Tver-
sky and Kahneman 1979) in that an asset that has lost value rela-
tive to a reference price is coded as a loss. Decision makers are risk 
seeking for losses, and therefore hold losing assets hoping they will 
recover. 

However, investors do not hold sinking assets indefinitely. In 
particular, they do tend to respond to large price changes (Andreas-
sen 1988). We hypothesize that an asset that declines rapidly can 
actually be better for the investor than one that declines slowly or 
stagnates. This occurs because the investor holding a rapidly declin-
ing asset is more likely to sell it quickly, while the investor holding a 
slowly declining or stagnating asset is more likely to continue to hold 
that poor asset. Compounding the effect, investors may become less 
likely to sell a poor asset the longer they hold it because of inaction 
inertia (Tykocinski, Israel, and Pittman 2004; Tykocinski, Pittman, 
and Tuttle 1995). 

Inaction inertia refers to the decreased likelihood of taking an 
attractive course of action when a similar and superior course of ac-
tion has been previously foregone (Tykocinski and Pittman 1998; 
Tykocinski et al. 1995). If investors do not sell a poorly performing 
asset initially, they are less likely to sell it in the future, because they 
compare the opportunity to sell with previous, superior opportuni-
ties.

We hypothesize that “slowly sinking” assets can be more costly 
to investors than assets that decline rapidly. However, the risk of 
sinking slowly can be reduced by preventing investors from main-
taining their asset allocations via mere inaction – using an “forced-
selling” intervention, whereby investors must actively choose how to 
invest their capital afresh each period.

To test these hypotheses, we conducted an experiment in which 
152 participants played a consequential investment game. Partici-
pants were initially endowed with an investment portfolio worth 
$40,000 to invest over the course of the game. Upon completion of 
the experiment, all participants were paid 0.0005% of the final value 
of their portfolio.

The portfolio was initially divided evenly among four assets. In 
each of 20 periods, participants saw updated price information and 
could then reallocate the value of their investments across the four 
assets. Participants could not keep money out of the market as cash, 
nor could they borrow additional funds to invest. 

All participants had one asset in their portfolio that was inferior 
to the other three in performance. The severity of the inferior asset’s 
poor performance was manipulated as either dramatically inferior 
(averaging -6% per period) or moderately inferior (averaging 0% 
per period). The other three assets were common to all participants 
and averaged returns of 1%, 3%, and 5% per period. All prices were 
determined individually for each participant and subject to random 
variations of plus or minus 3% per period. 

In the standard-trading condition, participants continued to hold 
the same number of shares of each investment by default, unless they 
chose to sell. By contrast, in the forced-selling condition, all shares 

were sold at the end of each period, and participants had to allocate 
their entire capital across assets afresh.

As predicted, there was a significant two-way interaction be-
tween asset performance and condition F(3, 148) = 8.346, p < .01 
(see figure 1). In the standard-trading condition, participants earned 
less money when their portfolio initially included the moderately in-
ferior asset (M=$77,834) than if it included the dramatically inferior 
asset  (M=$82,264), t(75)=2.05, p<.05. By contrast, in the forced-
selling condition, participants earned more when their portfolio ini-
tially contained the moderately inferior asset (M=$85,514) than if it 
included the dramatically inferior asset  (M=$81,209), t(73)=2.04, 
p<.05.

Figure 1: Final Portfolio Value (After 20 Periods) by 
Experimental Condition

 

We predicted that these effects would be driven by how inves-
tors respond to the inferior asset. When that asset declines rapidly, 
investors respond quickly, regardless of the selling manipulation, 
and sell those shares. By contrast, when the lowest performing as-
set has zero growth, investors’ responses depend on the selling ma-
nipulation. Under standard trading conditions, investors are slow to 
sell. The lack of growth does not attract much attention, and several 
periods may pass before investors realize that the asset is dragging 
their portfolio down. By that point, they have already missed several, 
more attractive, opportunities to sell the asset. Therefore, although 
selling now is still the normative action, it may appear relatively un-
attractive because it is being compared to superior, previously fore-
gone opportunities. 

Forced selling overcomes this inaction inertia trap because it 
requires investors to make an active asset allocation decision each 
period. Rather than deciding whether to retain an asset that has not 
increased in value, investors must decide whether to buy this poorly 
performing asset instead of an asset that has increased in value. Al-
though these decisions are economically equivalent, they are very 
different psychologically and, as a result, they lead to different 
wealth states. 

Figure 2 shows the number of inferior asset shares investors 
hold across all 20 periods. For both dramatically inferior conditions, 
and the moderately inferior, automatic selling condition, the pattern 
of results is almost identical. Participants sold most of their shares 
in the lowest performing asset within the first three periods. By con-
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trast, in the moderately inferior, standard-trading condition, partici-
pants still had most of their shares in the inferior asset at the end 
of the fifth period. Over time, compounding growth amplifies the 
importance of these early decisions.

Figure 2: Units of the Inferior Asset Held

The present research identifies a previously unidentified threat 
to investors – “slow sinkers” that perform moderately poorly, don’t 
attract attention, and tend to be held for too long, dragging down the 
value of consumers’ investment portfolios. The results of the forced-
selling intervention pinpoint inaction inertia as the key psychologi-
cal mechanism leading investors to hold “slow sinkers” for too long, 
and also identify an intervention that enhances consumer welfare by 
expediting the sale of investments that perform poorly without being 
spectacular losers. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Brand logos, are important components of any company’s iden-

tity. Previous empirical research on brand logos (e.g. Henderson and 
Cote 1998; Henderson et al. 2003; Janiszewski and Meyvis 2001) 
has primarily focused on measures related to its aesthetic appeal 
(e.g., how beautiful a particular logo is) and on ease of recognition. 
How different logo shapes influence consumers’ perceptions of the 
company and its products is still largely unknown. This is the focus 
of our research.

Broadly speaking, logo designs can be classified as angular, 
circular, or a combination of the two. Angular shapes are those con-
sisting of straight lines and sharp corners (e.g. a rectangle); whereas 
circular shapes are curved and without sharp angles (e.g. an oval). 
According to Berlyne (1976), angular shapes induce confrontational 
associations such as energy, toughness, and strength. In contrast, cir-
cular shapes induce compromise associations such as approachable-
ness and friendliness (e.g. Liu and Kennedy 1994). We expect that 
the associations that a person has with an angular vs. round shape, 
will transfer to consumers’ perceptions of objects with that shape. 
Regarding brand logos, we expect the associations to transfer to 
the brand associated with the logo. Specifically, we predict that cir-
cular brand logos have a symbolic meaning of “soft”, and angular 
brand logos have a symbolic meaning of “hard” and hence that the 
symbolic meaning of “soft” and “hard” will influence consumers’ 
perceptions of the brand and its product characteristics. We test this 
hypothesis in four experiments.

In experiment 1, participants were asked to give us their initial 
reactions towards a company and its products after viewing either 
a circular logo or an angular logo. As expected, participants judged 
the brand using a circular logo to: 1) be less tough/hard than the 
brand using an angular logo, and 2) more likely to be in an industry 
associated with softness (e.g. Daycare Center or Pet Shop) than the 
brand using an angular logo; the brand using an angular logo was 
perceived to be more likely in an industry associated with toughness 
(e.g. Construction Company or Law Firm) than the brand using a 
circular logo.

Several important product attributes are closely connected with 
the concept of “soft” vs. “hard/tough”. Products made of soft materi-
als are usually perceived to be more comfortable to use, for example. 
In contrast, products made of hard materials are usually perceived to 
be capable of lasting longer. Thus the second experiment examined 
whether different logo shapes can influence consumers’ beliefs about 
a product’s comfortableness and durability. We also tested whether 
the observed logo inference effect occurs through a process of misat-
tribution, akin to the HDIF heuristic (Schwarz and Clore 1988). After 
seeing a shoe ad with either a circular or an angular logo, participants 
were either asked to explicitly report their logo-shape inferences (e.g. 
“The logo gave me the impression that the shoe is very comfortable/
durable”) before they reported their beliefs of the comfortableness/
durability of the shoe, or report the shape inferences after reporting 
their product beliefs. We found that participants believed the product 
is more comfortable when the brand had a circular logo, and believed 
that the product is more durable when the brand has an angular logo. 
Moreover, consistent with the misattribution hypothesis, the effect 
of logo shape on product beliefs disappeared when participants were 

explicitly asked about their logo inferences before measuring their 
product beliefs. 

Experiment 3 built on the first two studies by exploring the re-
lationship between explicit verbal claims and the logo. We examine 
whether the consistency between the inference drawn from logo and 
the verbal claims leads to more favorable outcomes than when the 
logo shape and verbal claims are not matched.  Participants were 
shown a shoe ad with either a circular or an angular brand logo. Also 
the verbal information contained in the shoe ad focused either on 
the comfortableness of the shoe or its durability. Consistent with ex-
pectations, the results showed a matching effect. Consumers liked 
the shoe more and were willing to pay more for the shoe if the logo 
shape inferences were consistent with the verbal information in the 
advertisement.

Experiment 4 attempted to expand the generalizability of our 
findings by showing that brand logo shapes not only influence con-
sumer inferences about specific product attributes, but also infer-
ences about general brand characteristics, including the behavior 
of company employees. Extending the idea that circular logos lead 
to inferences of softness to the notion that soft also implies caring, 
we examined whether consumers expected companies with circular 
logos to be more responsive to consumer needs. Participants were 
shown a consumption scenario– a passenger has an over-weight lug-
gage when trying to board an airplane operated by an airline company 
with either a circular logo or an angular logo—and asked how likely 
the passenger was to be allowed to board without some penalty. As 
expected, participants predicted that the airline company would be 
more likely to allow the passenger to bring their bag on board with-
out penalty if the company has a circular brand logo. Participants 
also thought that the airline company was more willing to respond to 
consumer needs/demands, and cared more about its customers if the 
brand used a circular logo.

Summarizing, we find that brand logo shapes impact both spe-
cific product attribute judgments and overall product evaluations. 
We show that this impact is due to a misattribution of the inference 
elicited by the logo shape and that it is stronger when the explic-
it claims are in line with the inference elicited by the logo, infer-
ences which seem to be outside the consumers’ awareness. These 
findings are novel and contribute to our theoretical understanding 
of how brand logos can influence consumers’ responses to a brand. 
Our research has practical implications, in suggesting that companies 
should choose logos that have aesthetic properties that reinforce the 
desired image of the brand.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
When designers predict consumer preference using market in-

formation, they often base their predictions on consumer preferences 
for similar products. This categorization-based strategy, however, 
can result in biased predictions because similar products are not liked 
equally by an individual consumer. We propose that designers should 
use a sequential learning strategy – making a sequence of predictions 
and receiving feedback after each prediction – and, for further im-
provement in prediction accuracy, they should make predictions with 
multiple data sets rather than with a single data set. 

Psychologists have long argued that categorization shapes the 
way people use cross-category information and make predictions 
(Medin et al. 1993; Osherson et al. 1990). However, marketing stud-
ies suggest that these categorization-based strategies can introduce 
prediction bias (Shocker et al. 1990). Following a significant body of 
research on Multiple Cue Probability Learning (MCPL), we propose 
that designers make predictions more accurately when employing a 
sequential learning strategy (Klayman 1984; West et al. 1996). This 
strategy will be of particular benefit to designers when their implicit 
rule of categorization is incongruent with the target rule of data (West 
1996). 

Hypothesis 1: Prediction accuracy is greater when designers 
employ sequential learning strategy than when 
employ categorization-based strategy. 

Psychologists also claim that data presentation affects learn-
ing. Research shows that when classifying randomly provided items, 
people often fail to form coherent abstract categories, whereas they 
succeed in doing so when inferring the rules that govern pre-clas-
sified items. This is because inference learners are more likely to 
understand the fundamental similarities among items than are classi-
fication learners (Markman and Ross 2003; Rehder and Ross 2001).

Hypothesis 2: Prediction accuracy of sequential learning strat-
egy is greater when data are presented in mul-
tiple sets than when presented in a single set. 

We applied a typical Multiple Cue Probability Learning experi-
ment to a designer’s preference learning task and conducted two 
studies to test whether prediction accuracy is the function of predic-
tion strategy and data presentation. 

sTUdY 1
We created 69 preference profiles by simulating the preferences 

of 64 hypothetical consumers. In particular, we randomly distributed 
two colors, silver and black, to the six products to create 64 pref-
erence profiles (26 = 64), randomized their order, and repeated the 
initial five preference profiles after the end of the preference profiles, 
creating a set of 69 preference profiles (Figure 1).

Figure 1. An Example of Preference Profile
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player
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camera
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Vase
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Black

Mobile
phone
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mirror

y = 0.44*(-1+1-1)+0.19*(1+1-1)+0.19(-0.91) = -0.42 < 0

“He prefers a BLACK digital photo frame” 

Preference

Consu
mer

Preference Electronic target rule Home target rule
Da Ha Db Hb Dc Hc y Feedback y Feedback

1 -1 -1 -1 -1 -1 -1 -1.72 -1 -1.72 -1
2 -1 -1 -1 -1 -1 +1 -1.37 -1 -0.87 -1

28 -1 +1 +1 -1 +1 +1 0.62 +1 0.62 +1
29 -1 +1 +1 +1 -1 -1 -0.42 -1 0.08 +1
30 -1 +1 +1 +1 -1 +1 0.01 +1 1.01 +1

63 +1 +1 +1 +1 +1 -1 1.39 +1 0.89 +1
64 +1 +1 +1 +1 +1 +1 1.85 +1 1.85 +1

y = 0.19*(-1+1-1)+0.44*(1+1-1)+0.19(-0.91) = 0.08 > 0

“He prefers a SILVER digital photo frame”

Feedback for electronic target rule

(Silver = +1 and black is -1)

Feedback for electronic target rule

Subjects were instructed to select the color for a target product 
by predicting consumers’ color preferences. They went through 69 
iterations of prediction trials. They (1) were provided with one pref-
erence profile; (2) predicted which color the target consumer would 
prefer for a digital photo frame; and (3) were provided with feedback 
whether their prediction was correct. 

This study consisted of a 2 (category of the target product: 
electronic vs. home) x 2 (target rule of data: electronic vs. home) 
between-subjects design. First, we manipulated the category of the 
digital photo frame by emphasizing its different attributes. Subjects 
in the electronic category condition read about the electronic at-
tributes of a digital photo frame (e.g., supporting JPEG and BMP 
photo formats). Subjects in the home category condition read about 
its home accessory attributes (e.g., placed on a table top or hung on a 
wall). Next, we manipulated the target rule of data by developing two 

Table 1. Prediction Accuracy Between Seqeutnial Learning Strategy and Categorization-Based Strategy (Study 1)
When Two rules are congruent When two rules are incongruent

Categorization DIGITAL HOME DIGITAL HOME
Target rule DIGITAL HOME HOME DIGITAL

64 trials 80.25 (90.63) 81.35 (90.63) 80.92 (59.38) 79.58 (59.38)
Random 40 trials 79.82 (90.00) 81.33 (92.50) 81.43 (57.50) 79.83 (60.00)
Random 32 trials 75.89 (84.38) 77.08 (90.63) 75.22 (43.75) 73.75 (50.00)
Random 24 trials 77.08 (87.50) 78.61 (79.17) 80.36 (58.33) 80.56 (50.00)
Random 16 trials 83.48 (93.75) 75.83 (87.50) 72.32 (56.25) 76.67 (50.00)
Random 8 trials 78.57 (87.50) 74.17 (75.00) 74.11 (50.00) 79.17 (37.50)
Initial 8 trials 75.89 (100) 79.17 (100) 70.54 (62.50) 65.83 (62.50)

* Scores in the parentheses are the simulated prediction accuracies of the categorization-based strategies



748 / Predicting Consumer Preference: Prediction Strategy and Data Presentation 

different data sets. We placed greater weight on the preference of the 
electronic products than of the home accessories for the electronic 
target rule, and a greater weight was assigned to the home accesso-
ries than to the electronic products for the home target rule. 

We found that the sequential learning strategy is better than the 
categorization-based strategy (Table 1). When the two rules were 
congruent, the sequential learning strategy performed slightly poorly 
compared to the categorization-based strategy (electronic category 
+ electronic target rule: sequential learning = 78.57% vs. catego-
rization-based = 87.50%, t(13) = 2.69, p < .05; home category + 
home target rule: sequential learning = 74.17% vs. categorization-
based = 75.00%, t(14) = 0.29, p > .05). However, it dominated the 
categorization-based strategy when the two rules were incongru-
ent (electronic category + home target rule: sequential learning = 
74.11% vs. categorization-based = 50.00%, t(13) = 6.74, p < .01; 
home category + electronic target rule: sequential learning = 79.17% 
vs. categorization-based = 37.50%, t(14) = 12.34, p < .01). Since 
designers are unable to predict whether the two rules are congruent 
or not, we conclude that prediction accuracy increases by 14% on 
average when employing the sequential learning strategy instead of 
the categorization-based strategy. 

sTUdY 2
We employed the same stimuli and the same procedures in 

study 1. This study consisted of a 2 (rule congruency: congruent vs. 
incongruent) x 2 (data presentation: single vs. multiple) between-
subjects design. We manipulated rule congruency in the same way as 
Study 1. We manipulated data presentation by providing the identical 
data in different formats. Subjects in the single data set condition 
were asked to complete 32 prediction trials without break. In the 
multiple data set condition, subjects were provided with four sets 
of the 32 preference profiles and asked to take a break every eight 
prediction trials. 

We found that predictions were more accurate when data were 
presented in multiple sets (69%) than when in a single set (59%, 
F(1,154) = 20.12, p < .01). This suggests that breaking down a single 
data set into multiple sets benefits the sequential learning strategy. 

COnTrIbUTIOns 
Our research contributes to the existing body of knowledge on 

market research and MCPL. First, previous work on market research 
pays significant attention to data collection without discussing data 
analysis (Urban and Hauser 2004; Zaltman 1997). Our work ad-
dresses this issue by demonstrating and correcting designers’ mis-

takes when analyzing data. Secondly, a significant body of research 
on MCPL has found that the performance of the sequential learning 
strategies may depend on contextual variables (Karelaia and Hogarth 
2008; Klayman 1984, 1988). We add data presentation to the list of 
the contextual variables.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
While the bulk of research in consumer behavior focuses on 

self-control tasks undertaken independently, our tendency to exer-
cise self-control is often socially-determined. For example, a pair 
of friends may decide together whether to study or go to a movie. 
Similarly, a couple may go grocery shopping or create a household 
budget together. Moreover, individuals in work environments may 
have little choice about the self-control levels of the people with 
whom they need to make decisions. How will different types of 
dyads make these decisions together, and how can these patterns 
be altered?

To answer this question, we examine how different dyad types, 
formed on the basis of different combinations of partners’ self-con-
trol levels, perform on joint self-control tasks. We examine the fol-
lowing dyad types: dyads containing two low self-control individuals 
(homogeneous low self-control), dyads composed of one low self-
control and one high self-control individual (mixed self-control), and 
dyads of two high self-control partners (homogeneous high self-con-
trol). Our objective is to determine which dyads would lead to better 
self-control and what can be done to improve self-control outcomes 
for non-optimally-constructed dyads.

We predict that homogeneous high self-control dyads will per-
form better on joint self-control tasks than both homogeneous low 
self-control and mixed dyads. However, we propose that there will 
be no difference in the self-control performance of the latter two dyad 
types. The rationale for this proposition is based on past research 
that conceptualizes working with other people on a shared task as an 
activity that requires self-regulatory resources since it involves sac-
rificing individual to group interests (Baumeister and Exline 2000; 
Glance and Huberman 1994). Since forgoing individual for collec-
tive interests demands self-control, high self-control individuals will 
be more likely to do this than will low self-control individuals, for 
whom this would be too demanding. Therefore, within a mixed dyad, 
the low self-control individual will play a more determining role in 
the dyad’s decisions, which would cause the dyad’s self-control per-
formance to be comparable to that of a homogeneous low self-con-
trol pair. However, if primed to maintain their independent mindset, 
we would expect high self-control individuals to decrease their like-
lihood to capitulate to the low self-control individuals’ preference. 
In such cases, mixed dyads should perform like homogeneous high 
self-control pairs rather than homogeneous low self-control pairs.

In Experiment 1, couples (married for 1-60 years) completed a 
brief questionnaire. The outcome of interest was the extent to which 
the couple was successful at meeting long-term goals.  We also asked 
both spouses to respond individually to the Tangney et al. self-con-
trol scale. Based on the partners’ self-control levels, we categorized 
the couples into three types: homogeneous low self-control, mixed, 
and homogeneous high self-control couples. Results demonstrated 
that homogeneous high self-control couples were more successful at 
achieving long-term goals than both homogeneous low self-control 
and mixed couples (p=.03; p=.02). However, there was no difference 
between the long-term goal performance of the latter two dyad types 
(p=.98), which reveals that one high-self-control spouse might not be 
enough to ensure a couple’s long-term success. 

Experiment 2 replicated these findings using artificially-created 
dyads working on a self-control task in the lab. In this study, individ-
uals first completed the Tangney et al. self-control scale and several 

filler tasks. Then the experimenter paired participants to create the 
three dyad types. All dyads worked on a menu selection task. The 
self-control measures were the amount of calories and fat in each 
pair’s menu. Results revealed that homogeneous high self-control 
dyads chose menus that contained fewer calories and fewer grams of 
fat than did both homogeneous low self-control (p=.03; p=.02) and 
mixed self-control dyads (p=.06; p<.05). Nevertheless, there was no 
difference in the amount of calories and fat in the menus of homoge-
neous low self-control and mixed dyads (p =.74; p=.76). Both pairs 
chose equally unhealthy menus and exhibited poorer self-control 
than did homogeneous high self-control pairs.

Experiment 3 tested the proposed mechanism. Participants were 
paired based on their responses to the Tangney et al. self-control 
scale, included in a prescreening questionnaire. On arriving at the 
lab, participants were primed with independence using a sentence 
unscrambling task. Then, working in pairs, participants planned to-
gether their time for the upcoming week, by allocating 84 hours to 
time for studying, fun, and errands. The percentages of hours allo-
cated to fun and studying were our DVs. Results showed that prim-
ing independence switched the pattern of effects observed in our first 
two studies, such that mixed dyads now exhibited self-control com-
parable to that of homogeneous high self-control pairs (p’s>.70 for 
the two DVs). Specifically, both mixed and homogeneous high self-
control dyads allocated less time for fun than homogeneous low self-
control pairs (p=.01; p=.02). Similarly, these two dyad types allotted 
more time to studying than did homogeneous low self-control dyads 
(p=.02; p=.03). This experiment provides support for our proposed 
mechanism by showing that making high self-control individuals 
more individualistic led them to be the driving person of the mixed 
dyad’s decision-making and elevated the mixed pairs’ self-control 
performance to that of homogeneous high self-control dyads.

The present work contributes to our understanding of both dyad 
decision-making and self-regulation. Theoretically, we build on find-
ings by Rick, Small and Finkel (2011), who suggest that a tendency 
toward mixed tightwad/spendthrift combinations in marriage leads 
to conflict and marital unhappiness. While our first study similarly 
focuses on married couples, we generalize this investigation beyond 
financial outcomes. Moreover, we demonstrate that mixed dyads also 
show general self-control lapses when created artificially and in the 
short-term. Finally, we illustrate the mechanism underlying these ef-
fects and how they can be reversed. These findings are also of prac-
tical importance. Many individuals who struggle with self-control 
place themselves in groups or “accountability pairs” in an effort to 
improve their behaviors. For example, Weight Watchers encourages 
individuals to sign up in a “buddy system,” and Alcoholics Anony-
mous pairs recovering individuals with those who have already 
completed treatment. These strategies, however, may only work in 
certain circumstances, with appropriate reminders to maintain one’s 
independent goals, or given a certain combination of partners’ self-
control levels in the dyad. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT 
Young consumer vulnerability is today regarded as an impor-

tant social issue to analyze in marketing and consumer behavior 
literature. Researchers have focused on this topic by studying the 
behaviors and the main features of vulnerable groups such as home-
less consumers (Hill and Stamey 1990), poor consumers (Lee et al. 
1999), older consumers (Moschis 1992), disabled consumers (Ad-
kins and Ozanne 2005), immigrant (Baker et al. 2001), low-literacy 
consumers (Peñaloza 1995) and younger consumers (Martin and 
Gentry 1997; Pechmann et al. 2005; Pechmann et al. 2011).  Bak-
er et al. (2005) have defined consumer vulnerability as “a state of 
powerlessness that arises from an imbalance in marketplace interac-
tions”. In their consumer vulnerability conceptual framework, they 
distinguish between actual and perceived vulnerability. However, the 
concept of consumer vulnerability has not been studied widely and 
the field lacks studies on who experiences vulnerability and what is 
the consumer perception of his vulnerability within the consumption 
context. In this perspective, today’s adolescents represent an impor-
tant at-risk group to focus on by consumer researchers and public 
policy (Pechmann et al. 2011). Because adolescents’ perception of 
their own risks is larger than adult’s reality, they do not always be-
have in ways that serve their own interest. Thus, they may experi-
ence vulnerability as they face difficult situations where they loose 
control. In other cases, adolescents underestimate the risks and en-
gage in risky behaviors because of their perception of invulnerability. 
Therefore, it is important for researchers to focus more on teenage 
consumers who underestimate the consequences of their risky be-
havior. Following this logic, Transformative Consumer Researchers 
(TCR) suggested that future research should explore the “dark-side” 
of adolescent behavior by focusing on his limitation related to his 
inaccurate perception of invulnerability. Despite this attention, few 
consumer researchers have explicitly defined consumer vulnerability 
from the youth perspective. This has allowed the term of vulnerabil-
ity to be used in different ways according to the adult perception and 
with a direct inadequate application to the youth subculture. The pur-
pose of this paper is to understand on the “dark-side” of adolescent’s 
definition of consumer vulnerability. 

rEsEArCH QUEsTIOns
Using a youth-centric approach to consumer vulnerability in 

this research leads us to understand deeply through a bottom-up 
strategy the domains and the dimensions of consumer vulnerability 
as defined by adolescents aged 11-15. A comprehensive approach of 
the perception of vulnerability within today’s adolescent subculture 
seems to be an urgent issue to be taken into consideration. In this 
study, consumer vulnerability will be studied from the adolescent’s 
perspective through an immersion within the youth subculture. To 
accomplish this purpose, the objective of this research is to define 
the dimensions related to young consumer perception of vulnerabil-
ity within the consumer society. This definition might enable Trans-
formative Consumer Researchers and public policy to address the 
“dark-side” of adolescent’s vulnerability via a bottom-up approach 
based on youth subculture rather than adult’s perception.

METHOd
To investigate these aspects of youth vulnerability within the 

consumption context, we conducted a longitudinal ethnographic re-
search (Wolcott 1994) for six months with a group of 20 adolescents. 

This ethnographic approach allowed us to delve deeply into vulner-
ability’s meanings emerging within youth consumption subculture. 
Methods included participant and non-participant observations, doc-
ument reviews, photographs, drawings, informal conversations and 
formal interviews. A grounded theory method (Strauss and Corbin 
1990; Glaser and Strauss 1967) was used to explore and analyze data 
collected from in-depth interviews with the 20 teenagers aged 11-15 
both male and female, followed by Wolcott’s (1994) ethnographic 
conventions to interpret the data emerging from specifics transcripts, 
artefacts and observations of teenage subculture and youth social 
environment. The first approach based on grounded theory led the 
researcher to define themes, concepts and behaviors that were indica-
tive of young consumer vulnerability. The second analysis method 
with respect to analysis and interpretation as defined by Wolcott’s 
framework allowed us to developed patterned regularities in the data 
on adolescents’ perceptions of consumer vulnerability and the behav-
iors associated with the risky behaviors. 

FIndInGs 
The key findings illustrate the domains and the behaviors re-

lated to teenage consumer vulnerability in a youth subculture. The 
results revealed six categories related to young consumer’s percep-
tion of vulnerability within their youth subculture: 1) impulsivity 
and self-conscious, 2) incapacity of making independent and con-
fident decisions, 3) incapacity to resist peer group pressure, 4) lack 
of knowledge and consumption experiences, 5) the paradox of the 
digital society, and 6) using risky online communities as a confident 
source of information. Furthermore, adolescents can experience a 
vulnerable situation on the basis of their consumption experiences 
and the way others view them in social or community settings. The 
teenage consumer vulnerability concept appears to be more reflexive 
and irrational than adult consumer vulnerability. Thus, the experi-
ence of consumer vulnerability with the youth subculture might be 
a deliberate as well as an imposed experience. In the first posture 
“deliberate vulnerability” determined by experiencing vulnerability 
through a risky behavior such as surfing porn websites is a desired 
behavior. Indeed, the main purpose of such a practice for adolescents 
is to transgress the rules established by adults by showing their in-
dependence and their resistance to adults’ rules and policy makers. 
In the second case “imposed vulnerability” characterized by experi-
encing consumer vulnerability within the youth subculture such as 
purchasing brands that they can’t afford is a stage within the young 
consumer socialization process. Consumption items are then consid-
ered as facilitator objects because they might help the adolescent to 
belong to a peer group by wearing the same brand. In this case, the 
young consumers are vulnerable because they can’t control or resist 
the peer group pressure and consequently they involve their parents 
in debt problems. 

COnTrIbUTIOns 
This research contributes to the comprehension of explicit 

“imposed” and implicit “desired” dimensions of youth vulnerabil-
ity within the consumption context. These ideas might change the 
way researchers are studying at-risk groups such as young consum-
ers (Pechmann et al. 2011) and have several implications for both 
public policy and marketers targeting young consumers. Therefore, 
understanding the peer group influence (positive/negative) within 
youth consumption culture can help public policy makers to adapt 
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their policy to the youth target by using the peer group as a commu-
nication medium and as a tool to empower young consumers through 
a bottom-up approach based on youth subculture. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
With a comparison of low- versus high-external eaters, this re-

search examines the influence of attention focus to hedonic experi-
ence (compared to a distraction) on the change in hunger feeling and 
hedonic experience, as two important motivational forces, over the 
course of a food consumption episode. 

LITErATUrE rEVIEW
For consumers in current sensation-rich marketing environment, 

various food-related, hedonic cues often override hunger and other 
homeostatic signals and motivate overconsumption (Loewenstein 
1996; Paquet et al. 2010). Furthermore, the pleasure brought by food 
consumption can be enhanced/weakened by external factors, which 
direct/distract the attention toward/away-from the hedonic experi-
ence (Nowlis and Shiv 2005; Shiv and Nowlis 2004; Tal 2008), such 
as the cognitive information about food (Lee, Frederick, and Ariely 
2006; Siegrist and Cousin 2009), the package image (Mizutani et al. 
2010), and expectation on taste (Wansink et al. 2000). Also, the sub-
jective experience of hunger, although is closely tied to the homeo-
static signals, does not necessarily reflect the diminishing need for 
food during eating (de Castro and Elmore 1988). Being exposed to 
food-related cues, be it visual, taste or smell, can turn one’s atten-
tion to the hedonic experience of consumption (Stroebe, Papies, and 
Aarts 2008), and can increase the hunger feeling (Nederkoorn, Smul-
ders, and Jansen 2000). 

An individual propensity that eating is easily triggered by he-
donic rather than homeostatic cues is identified as external eating 
(Rodin and Slochower 1976), and was found to be associated with 
food overconsumption and obesity (Burton, Smit, and Lightowler 
2007). The vulnerability to hedonic cues and the maladaptive eat-
ing behaviors demonstrated among external eaters certainly show-
case the importance of “uncontaminated” hunger signals in keeping 
healthy eating pattern. 

HYPOTHEsEs 
Statically, enhancing one’s hedonic experience can increase the 

hunger feeling; therefore we hypothesize that an attention focus on 
hedonic experience during an eating episode will translate in sus-
tained feeling of hunger, compared to the decline expected under a 
distraction condition. Moreover, we expect that external eaters intrin-
sically tune themselves into a hedonic experience focus states during 
the course of food consumption. Hence, the externally imposed 
hunger-sustaining effects of hedonic focus should not be particularly 
salient for them. By the same token, we expect that a cognitive dis-
traction compared to a hedonic focus can at least initially suppress 
the pleasure rating, but the pleasure suppression effect of cognitive 
distraction is relatively smaller for external eaters than others. We 
also predict that external eaters are less sensitive to hunger feeling 
for the motivation to continue eating, compared to low-external eat-
ers. 

METHOd
Two studies were conducted to examine the hypotheses. The 

procedure for these two studies is similar, except in field study 
(n=52), each participant received a 100 grams of chocolate bar, and 

they were invited to eat as much or as little of the chocolate at home 
within a 20 minutes period; while in laboratory study (n=85), partici-
pants were informed that they had to eat one 5-gram-square choco-
late at regular intervals (for a total intake of 30g) in our laboratory. 
In both studies, Participants were randomly assigned to one of two 
attention focus conditions; one is distraction condition, and the other 
is hedonic-focus condition. In both conditions, participants worked 
on a word puzzle while eating the stimulus. In the hedonic-focus 
condition, participants were prompted to “set the puzzle aside mo-
mentarily. Eat the chocolate and focus exclusively on the sensations 
and feelings it produces in your mouth.” In the distraction condition, 
participants were asked to keep working on the word while eating.

Before the chocolate-eating begins, participants rated their 
current feeling of hunger. Analyses revealed no differences on pre-
consumption hunger between two conditions. Participants rated their 
pleasure right after the first bite of chocolate and completed the same 
measure again after the last bite. When they were done eating, partic-
ipants rated their hunger once again. Participants also reported how 
much they would like to eat (desire) another piece of chocolate after 
their last bite. Participants were identified as high- or low-external 
eaters based on the median split on their external eating score, which 
was obtained from their responses to the Dutch Eating Behavior 
Questionnaire (van Strien et al. 1986).

FIndInGs
Both studies revealed that the hedonic-focus manipulation 

slowed down the decreasing speed of hunger feeling, compared to 
the condition that participants were distracted by cognitive task (in-
teractions: ps<.03). Furthermore, results show that such hunger-sus-
taining effect of hedonic-focus was only salient for low-external eat-
ers, whose homeostatic signals are less “contaminated.” Also, low-
external eaters’ desire to continue eating was significantly predicted 
by self-reported hunger and pleasure (ps<.01), while high-external 
eaters’ desire was only associated with pleasure (p<.01).

The laboratory study, which strictly controlled the consumption 
environment, volume, and speed, clearly demonstrated that the “im-
munity” to attention focus manipulation demonstrated on high-exter-
nal eaters’ self-reported hunger may be largely due to high-external 
eaters’ predisposition of hedonic experience focus, which imposed a 
similar influence as sensory-focus experimental condition. As shown 
in figure 1; first, the initial impact of attention focus on pleasure was 
significant for low-external eating group (p<.001), whereas hedonic-
focus/distraction manipulation did not impact high-external eaters 
first-bite pleasure. This implies that high-external eaters’ predisposi-
tion effectively directs their attention to the hedonic signals there-
fore insensitive to the externally imposed attention focus. Second, 
in terms of the changing course of pleasure, high-external eaters did 
not experience pleasure decrease as low-external eaters did (p<.001). 
This suggests that the hedonic-experience focus predisposition 
makes high-external eaters enjoyed more hedonic experience during 
the food consumption than low-external eaters did.
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Figure 1: First- and Last bite Pleasure ratings by Attention 
Condition and External Eating Group - Lab study

Panel A: Low-external Eating Participants
 

Panel B: High-external Eating Participants

COnTrIbUTIOns
To our knowledge, this research is the first analyses on the im-

pact of conditions that direct attention to or distract from hedonic 
experience on changes in hunger feeling over the course of a con-
sumption episode. The results highlight the individual difference in 
the responsiveness on attention focus; external eaters tend to be more 
sensitive to hedonic signals rather than other internal and external 
signals. This pattern reveals that distracting people from hedonic 
experience of food, as a strategy to decrease the motivation to eat 
unhealthy (often palatable) food, does not necessarily work for all.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Research groups such as Macromarketing, Marketing Ethics, 

Consumer Economics, Public Policy and Marketing, Social Market-
ing, and more recently Transformative Consumer Research (Wilkie 
and Moore, 2012) frequently address issues related to consumer 
protection. However, though consumer education and rights consti-
tute hot topics and common concerns, the way consumers inform 
and defend themselves in a more complex multi-actors environment 
remains understudied. Thus, we aim at exploring how mainstream 
consumers proceed, what representations they hold and types of re-
lationships they maintain with non-profit consumer organizations 
(NCOs) and other competing new market actors who now contribute 
to the “consumerism industry” (Smith and Bloom 1984, 369). We 
also seek to investigate the links between individual and collective 
actions when addressing consumers’ demands of legal remedy. This 
objectives take place in a context where NCOs are experiencing a 
decline in their influence, while social media offer new opportuni-
ties for consumer empowerment and social change (Josefsson and 
Ranerup 2003; Kozinets, Belz, and McDonagh 2011; Rezabakhsh et 
al. 2006; Umit Kucuk and Krishnamurthy 2007).

LITErATUrE rEVIEW 
The many regulations in terms of consumer protection policy 

and lobbying by activist groups have led to major advances in con-
sumer protection (Aaker and Day 1972; Barksdale and Darden 1972; 
Brobeck, Mayer, and Herrmann 1997; Buskirk and Rothe 1970; 
Day and Aaker 1970; Herrmann 1970; Rao 1998; Smith and Bloom 
1984). However, the outcomes of excessive consumption as well as 
the recent threats of failure of the financial system have exposed the 
frailty of consumers faced with the corporate power of big business-
es. In this gloomy context, the desired or implemented responses of 
the public authorities accompany growing questioning as to the state 
of consumerism and consumer well-being (Cohen 2010; Mick et al. 
2011; Rotfeld 2010). At the same time, literature on online communi-
ties and social media (Kozinets et al. 2011), consumer resistance and 
empowerment (Kozinets 2002) opens more optimistic avenues as to 
the ability for individuals to share problems and educate one another. 

METHOd
Two sets of data were used. First, in-depth interviews were con-

ducted with 29 consumers to analyze the way they orient themselves 
among various informational channels and how they deal with post-
purchase dissatisfaction. Informants were selected through a snow-
balling technique, with age, gender, socio-professional standing, and 
prior experience with NCOs taken into account (Lincoln and Guba 
1985). The interviews focused on four themes: the types of actors and 
pre-purchased sources consulted; reactions to problems encountered 
with a company and types of actions undertaken; knowledge and rep-
resentations of NCOs as well as other consumerist actors; and overall 
expectations in terms of information and defence. A second set of data 
then sought to provide a broader view of collective actions. Though 
class action is not legally valid in France, we conducted interviews 
with the main protagonists of four ‘collective actions’ against big 
firms. By ‘collective actions’, we mean groups of similarly situated 
individuals represented by the same lawyer, simultaneously bringing 

their case to court and sharing litigation costs. The three authors joint-
ly developed a coding scheme for analyzing informants’ discourses. 
This inductive process helped illuminate the various strategies con-
sumers deploy, with whom and how. 

FIndInGs
The consumers’ individual discourses shed light on two main 

themes. The first shows the erosion of the preventive role of NCOs 
in a situation of informational excess and consumers’ ability to orient 
themselves alone. Regarding NCOs, several informants question their 
independence, largely ignoring their way of operating. Major contra-
dictions also emerge around possible ways of correcting NCOs image 
deficit. Their need to communicate to make themselves more visible 
implies the use of marketing techniques but comes up against the idea 
of the possible confusion with market actors. Regarding difficulties 
encountered in marketplace relationships, the findings also stress the 
ability of mainstream consumers to deal with companies by their own. 
Again, informants do not rely upon NCOs to solve their problems but, 
instead, try to find direct arrangements with merchants. Turning to 
NCOs thus appears to be a “last resort” solution when the “serious-
ness” of problems requires seeking help to restore equity. 

The second theme finally highlights the dominant idealized 
view of NCOs’ problem-solving capacity, ex post facto, for collec-
tive defence and prevention of abuses. Their perceived residual role 
consists of regulating the balance of power and defending an ideal 
of justice against big market actors. However, this federative role 
in protecting “little people” is mainly accounted by informants who 
never faced severe situations or who accepted to cope with poor per-
formances of products and services. Conversely, those who decided 
to sue defaulting companies where not so prone to idealize NCOs’ 
power. The second set of data illustrates how mainstream consumers 
become entrepreneurs of consumerism by deploying new skills to 
defend themselves and others.

Findings pertaining to collective actions show that hard core 
members of these transient defence communities first problema-
tize the unfair situation and generate interest from other “victims”. 
They then provide the arguments, moral support, skills and material 
devices to build support-based networks through communal web-
sites (Kozinets et al. 2011). The second stage illuminates how they 
subsequently succeed in enrolling additional agents such as media, 
lawyers, private or institutional ombudsmen, political leaders, and 
NCOs. It shows that larger networks prove to be more successful in 
spreading influence far beyond the online community. 

COnTrIbUTIOns
Our research challenges the more or less pessimistic predictions 

as to the survival of consumerism (Cohen 2010; Rotfeld 2010) in 
showing that it spirit and practices are distributed on multiple ac-
tors and enacted by new means that bring empowerment to isolated 
individuals. In line with Kozinets et al. (2011), the findings bring 
evidence of the emergence of support-based online communities that 
organize collective defence and actively struggle against unbalanced 
marketplace power. But they extend previous research in showing 
that these communities overstep their own limits by enrolling new 
actors and building powerful though ephemeral networks.
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The red sneakers Effect: Inferring status from signals of nonconformity
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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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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Love is one among very few topics that have fascinated people 

across all times and cultures. Marketers often use reminders of love 
to decorate their stores, to package products, and to organize pro-
motion campaigns. We know very little, however, about how cueing 
loving relationships might affect consumer behavior. In this paper we 
explore the impact of a specific consequence of love primes, namely 
feelings of attachment security, on exploratory consumer behavior.

Attachment is the innate tendency to form strong emotional 
bonds with particular individuals and to seek proximity to these in-
dividuals when distressed (Feeney and Van Vleet 2010). Attachment 
security is developed early in life, through initial interactions with 
significant others who are available and supportive in times of need 
(Bowlby 1973). It guarantees that offspring will maintain proxim-
ity to caring attachment figures in times of need, and thus enhances 
chances of survival, reproduction, and parenting (Bowly 1982). Feel-
ings of attachment security become internalized in a working model 
of attachment, and generalize to other important relationships that 
come into existence later in life (Bowlby 1973). 

Attachment and exploration are believed to be tightly inter-
twined (Bowlby 1988), but empirical evidence has been lacking 
(Shaver and Mikulincer 2010).  Exploration is the urge to go out 
in the world to work, play, discover, and create (Feeney and Van 
Vleet 2010). It has been argued that being securely attached gives 
individuals the confidence and courage to explore the environment, 
accept challenges, and take risks (Bowlby 1988; Feeney and Van 
Vleet 2010). As risk taking and variety seeking are two prominent 
manifestations of exploratory tendencies in consumer behavior (Raju 
1980; Steenkamp and Baumgartner 1992), the present paper aims 
to explore whether priming consumers with attachment security en-
hances financial risk taking and variety seeking. 

In Study 1, we demonstrated that attachment security enhanced 
variety seeking. 43 participants (Mage=18.42, SDage=.59; 22 males) 
were randomly assigned to one of two story writing conditions, and 
were instructed to imagine and describe an interaction with “some-
one who takes good care of you and who is there for you whenever 
necessary” (attachment security condition) or “a mere acquaintance” 
(control condition). Then they chose four scoops of ice-cream out 
of five flavors. Choosing more flavors indicates more variety seek-
ing. Attachment security indeed increased variety seeking (F(1, 
38)=4.75, p<.05).  

In Study 2, we replicated the effect of attachment security on 
another exploratory consumer behavior, namely risk taking. Partici-
pants (N=54; Mage=21.76, SDage=2.03; 17 males) were randomly 
assigned to one of two story writing conditions, and were instructed to 
imagine and briefly describe a walk with someone they felt attached 
to (attachment security condition) or alone (control condition). Af-
terwards, all participants completed two sets of seven monetary risk 
preference questions, one small-stake and one large-stake set (Hsee 
and Weber 1999). For example, they indicated their preference be-
tween “receiving €30 for sure” and “flipping a coin; receiving €100 
if Heads or €0 if Tails”. The risk preference index for each participant 
ranged from 1 (extremely risk-aversive) to 8 (extremely risk-taking). 
We found a significant interaction between attachment security prim-
ing and stake size on financial risk taking (F(1, 51)=6.24, p=.02). 

Specifically, when stakes were small, risk taking was higher in the at-
tachment security (MRP=4.04, SDRP=.28) compared to the control 
condition (MRP=3.26, SDRP=.29; see Figure 1).

Figure 1: study 2
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In Study 3, we replicated the effect of attachment security on 
financial risk taking for small financial gains, but not for large gains 
or losses. Participants (N=115; Mage=21.38, SDage=2.33; 49 males) 
were randomly assigned to one of three picture evaluation condi-
tions. They evaluated ten pictures of mothers holding babies (at-
tachment security condition), babies (baby condition), or landscapes 
(control condition). Afterwards, they provided certainty equivalents 
for various uncertain gambles (50% chance of gaining [losing] €4 
[€2000] or 50% chance of gaining [losing] €0) (Abdellaoui, Bleich-
rodt et al. 2008). In the gain domain, the interaction between stake 
size and attachment security was replicated (F(2, 56)=2.92, p=.06). 
When the risk was small, participants primed with attachment secu-
rity stated larger certainty equivalents than those in the baby priming 
(p=.03) and control condition (p=.05), meaning they were more risk 
taking. However, when the risk became larger, the effect disappeared 
(ps>.48)(See Figure 2). We found no significant effects in the loss 
domain.

Figure 2: study 3
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It has been shown that decision-makers prefer options with 
100% of winning $W over uncertain options with P% of winning a 
higher prize $J and (1-P)% of winning $0, even if these two options 
have the same expected utility (U=W=P*J) (Tversky and Kahneman 
1992). Both feelings of security (captured by the size of $W) and 
optimism (captured by the probability to win) may drive risk tak-
ing behavior. In Study 4, we employed two decision tasks to ex-
plore the underlying mechanism. Participants (N=44; Mage=21.82, 
SDage=5.69; 22 males) were randomly assigned to either the same 
attachment security or control treatments as in Study 2. Then they 
engaged in two decision tasks (p-game & w-game) in a random or-
der (Demaree, Dedonno, Burns, and Everhart 2008). In the p-game, 
the wager was fixed, and the probability to win was changeable to 
participants (0-100%). The lower probability to win was accompa-
nied by a higher prize. In the w-game, the probability was fixed, 
and participants could decide on the wager (0-50€). A higher wager 
was accompanied by a higher prize. Both small and large risks were 
included. We found a significant interaction between stake size and 
attachment security in both w-game (F(1, 42)=3.59, p=.065) and p-
game (F(1, 42)=5.09, p=.03) (See Figure 3). When stakes were of 
a moderate size, attachment security enhanced risk taking in both 
p-game (p=.001) and w-game (p=.06). However, we found no effect 
when stakes were extremely small.

Figure 3: study 4
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In conclusion, we demonstrate that attachment security enhanc-
es exploratory consumer behaviors in the form of variety seeking 
and risk taking for financial gains at acceptable levels of risk. Pre-
liminary evidence suggests that both optimism towards the environ-
ment and feelings of security drive this effect. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Humans depend on resources to survive and reproduce. Histori-

cally, those who successfully competed for resources thrived while 
those who failed languished. Although most residents of developed 
economies no longer struggle for basic resources, such as food and 
shelter, they are increasingly reliant on technological products such 
as cell phones and laptop computers for work and maintaining social 
relationships. An important characteristic of these products is that 
they take on different transitory states as they are used. For example, 
a cell phone will be in a full state after charging overnight but will 
lose its charge after usage.

We propose that product states act as resources that affect hu-
man behavior. Specifically, we predict that exposure to a low product 
state (i.e., a low battery) leads to behavior consistent with resource 
scarcity. Building on research showing that scarcity in one resource 
domain increases resource seeking behavior in other domains (Briers 
et al. 2006; Nelson and Morrison 2005), we theorize that exposure 
to a low product state will increase acquisition of other, more ba-
sic, resources such as money and food. In addition, since resource 
scarcity precipitates coping behaviors to boost self-concept (Hobfoll 
1989), we predict that exposure to a low product state will also in-
crease performance on cognitive tasks since this boosts self-concept 
(e.g., I did well, therefore I’m smart,  Skaalvik and Hagtvet 1990). 
However, when a low product state is actively being restored (i.e., 
by plugging the product in) thereby removing the threat to resources, 
the effect of a low product state on enhancing cognitive performance 
should diminish.

sTUdY 1: MOnEY HOArdInG
In Study 1, we exposed people to low versus full product states 

and measured money hoarding behavior using the dictator game 
(Bolton, Katok, and Zwick 1998; Fehr and Camerer 2007). 

Participants from an online forum completed the study for pay. 
They were told the study was about attitudes towards cell phones. 
Participants were asked to imagine they owned an iPhone and were 
presented with two images of “their iPhone.“ The first image showed 
either a fully charged (i.e., full product state) or nearly drained (i.e., 
low product state) iPhone battery and the second image showed an 
iPhone home screen displaying different iPhone applications (see 
Figure 1). Consistent with the cover story, participants were asked 
questions about the iPhone’s design (e.g., design, readability, etc.). 
Then, participants were told that there was a fixed bonus to be split 
with another participant, and were asked to indicate how much of 
the bonus they would keep for themselves. Participants were then 
debriefed and paid both the fixed fee and the bonus they requested.

Confirming our predictions, participants exposed to a low prod-
uct state took more of the bonus money for themselves than those 
exposed to a full product state. 

sTUdY 2: FOOd HOArdInG
Study 2 examines whether a product’s state also affects food 

hoarding. Participants from an online forum completed the study for 
pay. The first half of the study was identical to Study 1, in which 
participants viewed screenshots of an iPhone (that was either in a 
full or low product state) and rated the iPhone on design. Participants 
were then asked to imagine a shopping scenario in which they were 

offered chocolate biscuit samples. They were then asked how many 
samples they would take. 

Consistent with Study 1, those exposed to a low product state 
took more biscuit samples than those exposed to a full product state. 

Figure 1 
Product State Manipulation in Studies 1 and 2

Full Product state
   

Low Product state
   

sTUdY 3: COGnITIVE PErFOrMAnCE
In Studies 3 and 4, we test the idea that exposure to low prod-

uct state will increase cognitive performance, since resource scarcity 
increases the desire for positive self-view (Hobfoll 1989) which—in 
turn—can be enhanced through superior performance on cognitive 
tasks (Newman 1984). 

Undergraduate students completed the study for course cred-
it. In the first part of the study, participants played a game on iPod 
Touches where we manipulated product state by placing a translucent 
image of a battery icon into the background of the game. The bat-
tery icon either stayed full or started off full and then slowly drained 
throughout the game, ending in a low product state. Then, iPods 
were taken up by the experimenter and participants participated in a 
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seemingly unrelated study that involved solving anagram puzzles on 
desktop computers. 

Supporting our predictions, those who interacted with an iPod 
in a low product state showed higher cognitive performance (i.e., 
solved more anagrams) than those who interacted with an iPod in a 
full product state. 

sTUdY 4: rEsTOrInG PrOdUCT sTATEs
Restoring a product that’s in a low product state (i.e., plug-

ging in a low battery product) should reduce the need to compensate 
for low resources by enhancing self-concept (Hobfoll 1989). This 
should, in turn, lower cognitive performance relative to being unable 
to restore a low-state product. 

Undergraduate students completed the study for course credit. 
As in Study 3, participants first played a game on the iPod Touch. 
Since the manipulation of product state in Study 3 may be perceived 
by some as too heavy handed, in Study 4 we relied on the iPod’s 
default battery display. All iPod Touches were in a low product state 
condition (i.e., charged to 1/3 full) and half of the participants were 
asked to charge their iPods during the game. After playing the game, 
participants completed an ostensibly unrelated proofreading task. 
Cognitive performance was measured as the number of errors cor-
rectly identified.

Supporting our prediction, those who were not able to charge 
their iPods showed significantly better performance on the proof-
reading task than their charging counterparts. In addition, there was 
no significant difference in the false detection rates or mood for the 
two groups, suggesting that difference in performance was not driv-
en by differences in the criteria participants used to identify errors. 

GEnErAL dIsCUssIOn
To our knowledge, this is the first study that looks at how dy-

namically changing product characteristics affect consumer behav-
ior. Our research suggests a broader definition and interaction of 
resources relevant to human behavior.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
A careful reading of the literature has identified several process-

ing methods of the EDA signal in consumer research. Recommenda-
tions are proposed and illustrated in an empirical study which shows 
that the application of new EDA signal processing techniques im-
proves the valuation of work in consumer research.

For thirty years now, research in consumer behavior has in-
cluded the measurement of skin conductance response (SCR) in 
the evaluation of « activation » component of an emotional episode 
(arousal) (Kroeber-Riel 1979). This electrophysiological index is 
commonly used in marketing (Micu and Plummer 2010; Ohme et al. 
2009 ; Peacock, Purvis, and Hazlett 2011) since its recording tech-
nique is reachable, provided you follow some basic rules and have 
the proper equipment. Furthermore, electrodermal activity (EDA) is 
an electrophysiological signal like EEG or EMG which requires a 
rigorous processing before any data interpretation. However, if the 
interest of marketing researchers in EDA seems certain, what about 
the processing and interpretation of the signal?

The review of marketing literature identifies three methods for 
SCR measurement, which is understood as the physiological index 
of arousal. The first method is based on comparing the overall level 
of EDA according to experimental conditions (Peacock et al. 2011). 
This approach is unsatisfactory because it ignores the signal proper-
ties of the EDA, which are composed of a tonic activity (baseline) 
and a phasic activity (SCR). Indeed, measuring the overall level of 
EDA does not distinguish the tonic activity from the phasic activity, 
nor identify significant SCR following the occurrence of a stimulus. 
The second method is based on comparing the average level of EDA 
before stimulus presentation (baseline) and the average level of EDA 
during the stimulus presentation (Lang et al. 1999). This approach is 
problematic because it ignores the SCR time course, thereby causing 
confusion with the tonic activity and the phasic activity, depleting 
the information by removing the number of SCR appeared during 
stimulus presentation, and most importantly removing the spatial 
(amplitude) and temporal (duration) information of SCR. The third 
method is based on comparing of the EDA baseline with the sum of 
the SCR peak amplitudes (Groeppel-Klein 2005). This approach is 
questionable because it focuses solely on the spatial dimension of 
SCR and ignores its temporal dimension. However, two of the same 
SCR amplitude may have different time values. 

Moreover, the main focus should be placed on the inherent 
limitation on the temporal properties of SCR. These properties are 
characterized by a deflection (1/3sec), followed by a steep slope to a 
peak (1/3sec) which thereafter slowly declines in the recovery phase 
(Boucsein 2012). Due to the fact that the rise time of SCR is always 
shorter than the recovery time, the appearance of several SCR in 
restricted time interval generates an overlapping phenomenon. Fur-
thermore, this overlapping phenomenon results in an underestima-
tion of the latency and amplitude of subsequent SCR, thus biasing 
the interpretation of results. To our knowledge, the marketing litera-
ture to date has ignored this phenomenon. 

However, recent authors in psychophysiology have presented 
several significant methodological advances in the field of EDA sig-
nal processing. For example, the toolbox Ledalab (www.ledalab.de) 
developed by Benedek and Kaernbach (2010a, 2010b) is based on a 
signal deconvolution that responds to enacted issues. This method 
treats the waning asymmetric SCR, fixes the overlapping phenom-

enon and optimizes the accuracy of SCR time markers calculation 
(start/end). Several indices of EDA property can be calculated; most 
importantly the integral of SCR (ISCR). This index should be em-
phasized because many authors consider that the calculation of the 
integral as an optimal solution for evaluating the arousal. With that 
said, it integrates both the spatial and temporal dimensions of SCR 
(Benedek and Kaernbach 2010a, 2010b). 

Therefore, we created a study to assess arousal caused by ex-
posure to seven national brand television commercials (Coca-Cola, 
McDonald, Nikon, Spa, Pantoloc, Philadelphia, Bose; t=30sec) using 
the toolbox Ledalab for the first time in marketing. 30 right-hand-
ed subjects (22 women) participated in the study in exchange for 
a fee (15 euros). Each subject had two 10mm Ag-AgCl electrodes 
prepared with an isotonic paste, which were placed on the medial 
phalanges of digits II and III of the non-dominant hand. Electrodes 
were connected to a wireless preamplifier which then forwarded the 
signal to an amplifier coupled to data acquisition software (MP150, 
Biopac System, Inc., Goleta, CA). The signal downsampled offline 
at 10Hz was analyzed with Ledalab V3.2.3 (Benedek and Kaernbach 
2010a, 2010b). 

We observed a significant variability of results based on the 
evaluation index of arousal. With our observations, we realized 
that the first index (mean EDA) does not distinguish a significantly 
different level of arousal of a commercial to another. The second 
index (SCR amplitude) distinguishes a significantly different level 
of arousal between the commercials “Spa” versus “Nikon” (p=.01) 
and “Spa” versus “Bose” (p=.03). Finally, the third index (ISCR) 
can distinguish a significantly different level of arousal between the 
commercials “Spa” versus “Nikon” (p<.01), “Spa” versus “Bose” 
(p=.002), “Spa” versus “Philadelphia” (p=.01) and “Spa” versus 
“Pantoloc” (p=.02). 

In conclusion, we show that the choice of the evaluation in-
dex of arousal leads to different results. Most importantly, our study 
highlights the importance of the signal processing phase to reach 
major academic conclusions, as well as robust managerial recom-
mendations in marketing research which mobilizes the EDA record-
ing.  Based on our observations, we advocated more transparency in 
the methodological choices made in terms of EDA signal processing. 
Additionally, it seems essential to communicate the three indices – 
mean, amplitude, ISCR – and justify the choice of index used for 
data interpretation. Overall, beyond identifying the methodological 
limitations inherent of EDA signal processing, our results demon-
strates the usefulness of both the signal deconvolution method by 
Benedek and Kaernbach (2010a, 2010b), and the ISCR as a robust 
index for evaluating arousal.  

rEFErEnCEs
Benedek, Mathias, and Christian Kaernbach (2010a), 

“Decomposition of Skin Conductance Data by Means of 
Nonnegative Deconvolution,” Psychophysiology, 47 (March), 
647-58.

Benedek, Mathias, and Christian Kaernbach (2010b), “A 
Continuous Measure of Phasic Electrodermal Activity,” 
Journal of Neuroscience Methods, 190 (April), 80-91.

Boucsein, Wolfram (2012), Electrodermal Activity (2nd ed.), New 
York, NY: Springer.



764 / Measuring Arousal in Consumer Research: A New EDA Signal Processing Method

Groeppel-Klein, Andrea (2005), “Arousal and Consumer In-Store 
Behavior,” Brain Research Bulletin, 67 (June), 428-37.

Kroeber-Riel, Werner (1979), “Activation Research: 
Psychobiological Approaches in Consumer Research,” Journal 
of Consumer Research, 5 (March), 240-50.

Lang, Annie, Paul Bolls, Robert F. Potter, and Karlynn Kawahara 
(1999), “The Effects of Production Pacing and Arousing 
Content on the Information Processing of Television 
Messages,” Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 43 
(November), 451-75.

Micu, Anca C. and Joseph T. Plummer (2010), “Measurable 
Emotions: How Television Ads Really Work? Patterns of 
Reactions to Commercials Can Demonstrate Advertising 
Effectiveness,” Journal of Advertising Research, 50 (June), 
137-53.

Ohme, Rafal, Dorota Reykowska, Dawid Wiener, and Anna 
Choromanska (2009), “Analysis of Neurophysiological 
Reactions to Advertising Stimuli by Means of EEG and 
Galvanic Skin Response Measures,” Journal of Neuroscience, 
Psychology, and Economics, 2 (February), 21-31.

Peacock, James, Scott Purvis, and Richard L. Hazlett (2011), 
“Which Broadcast Medium Better Drives Engagement? 
Measuring the Powers of Radio and Television with 
Electromyography and Skin-Conductance Measurements,” 
Journal of Advertising Research, 51 (December), 578-85.  



765 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 40, ©2012

When Making it Easy Leads to Working Harder:  
The Effects of Popularity Cues on Consumer decision Making

Erin Younhee Ha, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, USA
Tiffany Barnett White, University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign, USA

Robert S. Wyer, Chinese University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong

ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Consumers are often assumed to use consensus cues (e.g., cues 

indicating a product’s popularity) as a heuristic to reach conclusions 
about products’ desirability without carefully considering specific 
information about a product’s attributes (Burnkrant and Alain 1975; 
Salganik et al. 2006; Shugan 1980; West and Broniarczyk 1998).  
Moreover, decision complexity is typically assumed to increase the 
use of consensus information and, correspondingly, to decrease at-
tention to product attribute information (Gino and Moore 2007; 
Johnson et al. 1988; Shugan 1980). 

In fact, however, these assumptions may not always hold. We 
investigated the circumstances under which product popularity in-
creases the tendency to process product attribute information and 
consequently leads to more confident decisions and a higher likeli-
hood of purchasing unpopular as well as popular items. We propose 
that product popularity can increase consumers’ consideration of 
attribute information when they perceive a gap between what they 
know about the product category in general and what others seem to 
know about the specific product being promoted. This gap in their 
knowledge increases the consumers’ epistemic curiosity (Loewen-
stein 1994) and consequently increases their attention to attribute 
information and the influence of this information on judgments. 

We further show that consumers’ epistemic curiosity (and thus 
their attention to attribute information) is greater when a large num-
ber of unfamiliar options are presented with popularity cues, and 
thus the gap in their knowledge is more apparent. It also depends on 
consumers’ perceptions of their expertise in the product domain in 
question. If consumers consider themselves to be novices in this do-
main, they may use popularity cues to reduce their uncertainty about 
their decision, leading to greater conformity and less attention to the 
available attribute information. When people believe that they are 
knowledgeable about a product, however, they tend to be sensitive 
to the gap between their general knowledge and others’ knowledge 
about the particular product. Consequently, they are curious about 
the reasons for the others’ judgments when consensus cues are pro-
vided, and are more motivated to process attribute information in this 
condition, leading the information to have greater influence on their 
judgments than it would in the absence of consensus cues.

ExPErIMEnT 1
Experiment 1 used a 2 (assortment size: large vs. small) × 2 

(presence of cue: no-cued vs. popularity-cued) between-subjects 
design. Relatively unfamiliar cheesecakes were used to construct 
two sizes of assortment (6 vs. 24 options). The names and descrip-
tions of each cake were provided in all conditions. In popularity-cue 
conditions, however, half of the items in each assortment size condi-
tion were cued with three people-shaped icons. After viewing the 
product list, participants chose the option they would be most likely 
to buy and reported their intention to purchase it, the extent to which 
they had considered the descriptions, their choice confidence, and 
choice difficulty. 

As we expected, the effect of popularity cues depended on the 
assortment size. When the size of the assortment was large, partici-
pants were significantly more willing to purchase the item they had 
chosen when popularity cues had been provided than when they had 

not (6.20 vs. 5.48, respectively). In addition, they reported giving 
relatively more consideration to product descriptions (6.40 vs. 5.70) 
although their decision difficulty and level of confidence did not 
differ. When the assortment size was small, however, no effects of 
popularity information were evident. 

ExPErIMEnT 2
The design and procedure used in Experiments 2 and 3 were 

similar to those in Experiment 1, but the focal product category 
was wine in Experiment 2 and beer in Experiment 3. Experiment 
2 focused on the effect of popularity cues on participants’ level of 
deliberation. Consistent with Experiment 1, participants who were 
confronted with a large assortment reported greater intentions to 
purchase the product they had chosen when popularity cues were 
provided than when they were not  (4.78 vs. 4.48, respectively) and 
were more confident of their choice in the former condition (7.54 
vs.6.56, respectively). More important, however, they reported de-
liberating over the wine descriptions to a significantly greater extent 
when popularity cues were provided than when they were not (6.57 
vs. 5.56, respectively) and spent more time making choices in the 
former condition (102.45 vs. 81.65, respectively). None of these dif-
ferences were evident when the assortment size was small. 

ExPErIMEnT 3
Experiment 3 provided more direct evidence of the mediating 

influence of curiosity and also the moderating role of perceived prod-
uct knowledge. Participants were classified as having high or low 
perceived knowledge about beer based on their self-reports (5.21 vs. 
1.80, respectively). As expected, knowledgeable participants who 
had been exposed to a large assortment reported being more curious 
when popularity cues were provided than when they were not (3.07 
vs. 2.65, respectively). Moreover, they reported considering attribute 
information to a significantly greater extent (8.64 vs. 7.33, respec-
tively) and wanted additional product descriptions (7.64 vs. 6.92). 
When the assortment size was small, however, the opposite was true: 
these participants felt less curious when popularity cues were pro-
vided than when they were not (2.65 vs. 3.35, respectively), were less 
likely to consider attribute information (7.92 vs. 8.46, respectively) 
and were less likely to want more product information (5.46 vs. 7.38, 
respectively). 

In contrast, less knowledgeable participants who received a 
large assortment showed less curiosity when popularity cues were 
provided than when they were not (2.06 vs. 2.70, respectively) and 
considered less attribute information in the former condition than in 
the latter (6.89 vs. 9.90). 

Taken together, the results confirm that when participants are 
knowledgeable about the product domain, popularity cues lead to 
deliberative processing of attribute information. That is, popularity 
cues lead to heuristic processing only when participants have little 
knowledge about the type of products they are considering (word 
count: 936).
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Existing research on brand extensions indicates that luxury 

brands have a greater extendibility than non-luxury brands (Monga 
and John 2010; Park, Milberg, and Lawson 1991). For example, 
luxury brands such as Rolex can be more successfully extended into 
dissimilar categories than non-luxury, functional brands such as Ti-
mex (Park et al. 1991). Little research has been devoted to explain-
ing the differential extendibility across luxury brands. For instance, 
luxury brands such as Louis Vuitton have been successful in the mar-
ket through brand extensions, whereas luxury brands such as Pierre 
Cardin have failed after brand extension efforts. How can we explain 
this variation of brand extendibility within luxury brands? The cur-
rent research aims to provide an answer to this question.

Past brand extension researchers have investigated the role of 
a variety of brand-related factors that affect an extension success 
(e.g., perceived fit with the parent brand, Ahluwalia 2008; Keller 
2002); however, the role of consumers’ power states has never been 
explored. Given the central role that power states play in determin-
ing consumer attitudes toward luxury products (Rucker and Galinsky 
2008, 2009), we argue that power states will affect consumer evalu-
ations of luxury brands’ extensions. Following Rucker and Galinsky 
(2008, 258), we define power as “the capacity to control resources 
and outcomes, both one’s own and that of others.” We define broad 
extensions as a large range of extended products, that is, brand exten-
sions into different categories from a parent brand regardless of the 
level of fit. We define narrow extensions as a small range of extended 
products, that is, brand extensions into similar categories from a par-
ent brand. A pretest indicated that broad versus narrow extensions are 
independent from vertical versus horizontal extensions. 

Powerful consumers have a desire to communicate their rela-
tively exclusive association with status symbols (Berger and Ward 
2010; Han, Nunes, and Drèze 2010). Because luxury brands with 
narrow (vs. broad) extensions are perceived as relatively scarce and 
exclusive (Kirmani, Sood, and Bridges 1999), we propose that:

Hypothesis 1:  Powerful consumers (vs. powerless consum-
ers) will show a stronger preference for luxury 
brands with narrow (vs. broad) extensions. 

If the effect of power on luxury brand extension preference is 
due to powerful consumers’ desire to show their exclusive association 
with scarce resources as a status symbol, this effect will be stronger 
when consumers are in a competitive (vs. non-competitive) mindset. 
This tendency occurs because a competitive mindset induces a desire 
for a higher status (Kawada et al. 2004). In other words, people try 
to maximize position gains and compete for a higher status when so-
cial competition goals are activated (Griskevicius et al. 2009; Orda-
bayeva and Chandon 2011). Therefore, powerful consumers’ desire 
to communicate their exclusive social position tends to be stronger. 
Formally:

Hypothesis 2:  The impact of power on luxury brand extension 
preference will be significant only when consum-
ers are in a competitive (vs. non-competitive) 
mindset. 

To further test the underlying process, we investigated the role 
of public vs. private consumption. Public (vs. private) consump-

tion induces a strong desire for self-presentation (Goffman 1959). 
Consumers are more likely to engage in variety seeking behavior to 
show other consumers that they are interesting to be with when their 
consumption is public (vs. private) (Ratner and Kahn 2002). In addi-
tion, individuals with fashion knowledge show a stronger preference 
for subtle signals in public consumption than in private consump-
tion (Berger and Ward 2010). Accordingly, we propose that the two-
way interaction between power and a competitive mindset will be 
stronger under public (vs. private) consumption because one’s status 
should be noticed by others. More specifically: 

Hypothesis 3:  Public (vs. private) consumption will make the 
interactive effect of power and a competitive 
mindset stronger.

Experiment 1 was a one factor between-subjects design in 
which we manipulated power by asking participants to recall a past 
event in which they were powerful or powerless (Galinsky, Gruen-
feld, and Magee 2003). After reading a description of luxury brands 
with narrow, vs. broad, extensions, participants indicated their at-
titudes toward two different brand extensions. The results showed 
that powerful participants preferred brands with narrow (vs. broad) 
extensions more than powerless participants (p < .05). A meditational 
analysis indicated that the power effect was driven by the association 
between high status and narrow luxury brand extensions.

Experiment 2 was a 2 (powerful vs. powerless) x 2 (competitive 
vs. non-competitive mindset) between-subjects design. The power 
manipulation was the same as experiment 1. Following the power 
manipulation, we manipulated a competitive or a non-competitive 
mindset (Griskevicius et al. 2009). After that, participants were asked 
to report their attitude toward luxury brands with narrow, vs. broad, 
extensions. We found that powerful participants liked the narrow 
(vs. broad) extensions more than powerless participants only when 
they were in a competitive (vs. non-competitive) mindset (p < .05); 
however, a difference was not found in the non-competitive mindset 
condition (p = .27).

Experiment 3 was a 2 (powerful vs. powerless) x 2 (competitive 
vs. cooperative mindset) x 2 (public vs. private consumption) be-
tween-subjects design. The manipulations of power and competitive 
mindset were the same as those in experiment 2, but the manipulation 
of non-competitive mindset was replaced with cooperative mindset 
for a cleaner contrast. The public vs. private consumption was based 
on Berger and Ward (2010). We found a significant three-way in-
teraction: the two-way interaction between power and competitive 
mindset was significant for the public consumption (p < .05), but 
not for the private consumption (p = .42). The two-way interaction 
of power and competitive mindset was of the same nature as that 
in experiment 2: powerful participants preferred luxury brands with 
narrow extensions more than powerless participants; this effect was 
significant for the competitive mindset but not for the cooperative 
mindset.

Our results provide a possible theoretical explanation for the 
inconsistent results of brand extensions of luxury brands: Consum-
ers’ power states influence the range of extensions that luxury brands 
can achieve. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Despite our needs and desires, many consumers face a number of 

restrictions to acquisition and consumption of marketed commodities. 
While a majority of the restriction literature highlights subsistence pop-
ulations (see Andreasen 1975; 1993; Hill 2002; Hill and Gaines 2007), 
marketplace restrictions also arise from nonfinancial sources, such as 
illiteracy and physical impairment (see Baker et al. 2005; Viswanathan, 
Rosa, and Harris 2005). Yet, little has been done to understand every-
day consumer behavior based on the premise of restricted consumption 
as part of our material landscape. Thus, we seek to comprehend how 
consumers recognize restrictions, their subsequent affective reactions, 
and any behavioral aftermath, emphasizing support for theory develop-
ment on our everyday decision making and consideration of the larger 
sociopolitical context.

rEsTrICTEd COnsUMPTIOn
Our model of restricted consumption (Figure 1) is composed of 

three parts in a sequential and interrelated order – recognition, reaction, 
and behavioral intentions. First, recognition of restriction is evaluated 
as either self- or other-imposed. A dichotomy exists in extant litera-
ture between self-imposed restriction (e.g., vegetarianism) and other-
imposed restrictions (e.g., product discontinuation). As self-imposed 
restrictions place a strong focus on individual autonomy, we expect 
that such restrictions remain either unnoticed or recognized as benefi-
cial. Contrarily, other-imposed constraints generate a more dynamic 
array of outcomes – from frustration and inconvenience to malice and 
personal harm (Hill and Gaines 2007), thus posing roadblocks to suc-
cessful navigation of the marketplace and increasing negative emo-
tional states. 

Figure 1
Restricted Consumption Framework

Recognition Reaction 

Behavioral 
Intention 

Self-
Imposed 

Other-
Imposed 

Very 
Important 

Moderately 
Important 

Temporary Permanent 

Secondly, we observe cognitive and affective reactions, under-
stood through the subjective importance (moderate versus very) of the 
restricted object at hand. Defined as “the extent to which a consumer 
links a product to salient enduring or situation-specific goals” (Bloch 
and Richins 1983, 71), we surmise that product importance is the pri-
mary determinant of consumer reactions to restrictions, and limitations 
in access to very important products may produce greater emotional 

reactions due to stronger product-consumer connections (Laurent and 
Kapferer 1985). Such reactions range from active defiance (e.g., fight-
ing restriction) to positive sense of autonomy. 

The third facet of our argument explores behavior of restricted 
consumers through time (permanent versus temporary). As some 
consumers revolt against typical consumption behaviors by refusing 
ownership, curtailing product use, and giving possessions away (Mick 
2008), we expect converse reactions in subsistence populations. Po-
tentially positive effects may occur, however, through development 
of business frameworks termed microenterprises (Viswanathan, Rosa, 
and Ruth 2010) that allow the poor to become change agents in their 
consumptive lives. 

METHOd
Our empirical work entails both qualitative and quantitative mea-

surement using a sample of 145 participants. Each participant was 
asked to reflect on a time they were faced with a restrictive situation 
based on a combination of the following: (1) the source of restriction 
(i.e., self- or other-imposed), (2) time length of restriction (i.e., tem-
porary or permanent), and (3) importance of the restricted object (i.e., 
very or moderately).  The qualitative component required identification 
of restricted items, while the quantitative portion developed composite 
scores for individual feelings towards the restriction, as well as mea-
surement of resultant behavioral reactions based on seven dependent 
measures. 

FIndInGs
As seen in Table 1, three themes emerged through this qualita-

tive assessment, allowing for a richer perspective. Our first quantita-
tive assessment finds that consumers felt better about restrictions when 
based on their volition. Further, an interaction showed respondents in 
the moderately (very) important product condition expressed more 
positive feelings about restriction when the constraint was permanent 
(temporary) (F(1,117) = 4.221, p < .05). 

Next, we evaluate how our three independent variables contrib-
ute to the restricted consumption model. Addressing consumer rec-
ognition, our participants more easily accepted restriction and were 
more willing to find a substitute when caused by one’s volition. Coun-
ter intuitively, participants were more willing to fight and attempt to 
get around restrictions when products were moderately important to 
them. Further, individuals believed they were unable to get products 
they wanted/needed when restricted from an item of only moderate 
importance. Finally, we found that permanent restrictions led to higher 
substitution rates and feelings of greater ability to acquire goods and 
services. An interaction occurs between importance and time in rela-
tion to participant’s perceived ability to obtain goods (F(1,117) = 4.43, 
p < .05), as respondents in the moderately (very) important product 
condition expressed greater inability to obtain products when restric-
tion is permanent (temporary).

Exploring multidimensionality, factor analysis performed on the 
seven dependent variables revealed two distinct behavioral patterns: 
(1) lack of acceptance (comprised of fighting, not accepting, trying to 
get around the restriction, and believing the restriction to be negative), 
and (2) autonomy (comprised of finding a substitute, feeling in control 
of one’s own destiny, and feeling able to obtain needed/wanted prod-
ucts). We found individuals experiencing restriction of moderately im-
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portant products were less accepting of the restriction (F(1,116) = 6.76, 
p < .05), while individuals felt greater sense of autonomy if restriction 
is permanent (F(1,118) = 4.48, p < .05) or self-imposed (F(1,118) = 
14.61, p < .001). 

dIsCUssIOn
The findings presented set the stage for deeper discovery into 

restricted consumption domains. It is clear that self-imposed restric-
tions produce greater behavioral nuances, through more positive at-
titudes and greater autonomy. Presence of autonomy among consum-
ers highlights potential inherent motivations within their reactions to 
unexpected changes in the marketplace. Greater autonomy suggests 
one’s likelihood to seek alternative product options and maintain a 
more positive outlook, which more accurately supports the presented 
hypotheses. Accordingly, action is based on empowerment rather than 
dissatisfaction or frustration.  This finding encourages additional re-
search to understand subjective valuation processes consumers use 
with goods and services. 

We also find both confirmatory market reactions, as well as in-
triguing results for future analysis. More detailed and prescriptive 
methodological designs are need, perhaps utilizing directed restric-
tion situations to systematically eliminate subjective valuation. Such 
knowledge may allow for greater ease predicting consumer response 
patterns, thus enabling increased customer support processes and/or 
product search tools. Further, the two-factor solution among our origi-
nal seven dependent variables helps strengthen theoretical contribution 
to marketing scholarship enabling progress towards a more holistic in-
terpretation of consumer decision making within restrictive situations.
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Table 1
Qualitative Themes

Theme Characterization Examples
Short-run need for monetary savings Temporary restriction Future purchase of car or house

Product discontinuations Permanent restriction
Other-imposed

Type of shampoo
Restaurant dressing 

Brand of cereal
Negative product qualities  

and product failure
Permanent restriction

Self-imposed
Brand of television
Brand of alcohol
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Consuming the dead: symbolic Exchange in Thai ‘Hungry Ghost’ Festivals 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
This study contributes to the theoretical and conceptual under-

standing of death and consumption in two main ways. Firstly, it de-
scribes and interprets a ritual context that has not previously been 
the subject of published consumer research: ‘hungry ghost’ festivals 
in the Thai Theravāda Buddhist tradition. Previous consumer re-
search studies have touched upon the hungry ghost cosmology, but 
within the rather different Tibetan Mahāyāna Buddhist tradition (e.g. 
Gould, 1991; 1992) and without the focus on the dead as the nexus 
of relational consumption. Secondly, we use this cultural context to 
move towards a dyadic conceptualisation of ritual death consump-
tion, expanding the focus on the management of death by the living 
to embrace the symbolic exchange between living and dead. We fol-
low Bonsu and Belk’s (2003) ethnographic work on death ritual in 
Ghana, Africa, in seeking to move from the predominant Western as-
sumption of death as end point for consumption and identity toward a 
relational perspective on death, using the interactions between living 
and the ghosts at the festival. This perspective is facilitated by the 
belief in this tradition that ghosts are literally present in, and inter-
act with, corporeal life. These interactions are engaged with in ritual 
form in various aspects of hungry ghost festivals.     

LITErATUrE 
Ritual and death remain two relatively neglected topics in con-

sumer research. Since Rook (1985) first introduced ritual into the 
field, various commentators (e.g. Arnould, 2001) have remarked on 
the relatively small number of follow-up studies that elaborate on the 
importance of ritual to consumption, and of consumption to ritual. 
Death, similarly, has been neglected, partly perhaps it is assumed 
to be beyond the scope of corporeal consumer researchers since, in 
Western philosophy and the Judaeo-Christian-Islamic eschatology, 
death is assumed to mark the end of earthly identity, and of con-
sumption (Bauman, 1998; Giddens, 1991; Riley, 1983). For the liv-
ing, material possessions have symbolic meanings (Belk et al., 1989; 
Gentry et al., 1995) but there are instances where possessions and 
their meanings invoke the dead, for example where items symbolise 
the relationship with the deceased. The closeness of life to death has 
been commented upon by some Western philosophers (Baudrillard, 
1993; Hegel, 1977) but the consumption issues surrounding death 
remain relatively under explored. Exceptions include some social 
scientific studies that explore the links between consumption and 
death (Turley, 1998; Metcalf and Huntington, 1991; Davies, 1997). 
Within consumer research, the link between secular immortality and 
consumer affluence has been explored (Hirschman, 1990) as have 
the ways in which the living dispose of the possessions of the dead 
(Kates, 2001; Price et al., 2001). More recently, consumer research-
ers have explored the interplay of death with identity (Bonsu and 
DeBerry-Spence, 2008; Bonsu and Belk, 2003; O’Donohoe and 
Turley, 2005; Wattanasuwan, 2005; Langer, 2007). Three consumer 
culture studies in particular look into death rituals and death con-
sumption in a non-Western context: Bonsu and Belk (2003) (and a 
subsequent work by Bonsu and DeBerry-Spence in 2008); Zhao and 
Belk’s (2008) study of Chinese death ritual consumption; and Wat-
tanasuwan’s (2005) research on the paper burning ritual in Thailand. 
Our study draws on and extends this line of work into a previously 
uncharted cultural context, developing a dyadic conceptualisation of 

death consumption and informing understanding of how death is pro-
duced and consumed in different cultural contexts.    

METHOd 
We use a multi-method approach to interpret the cultural mean-

ings of this festival, bearing in mind the complexity, depth and vari-
ability of the Thai Theravāda Buddhist tradition and the consequent 
impossibility of achieving a single definitive reading. We employ a 
cultural semiotic analysis (Buckingham, 2009; Pink, 2006) focusing 
mainly on the centre piece of the ‘Pee Ta Khon’ festival, in which the 
living re-enact the mythical journey back from exile in the forest, of 
the tenth and last incarnation of the Buddha, Prince Mahavejsandon. 
According to legend, the Buddha was escorted on this journey by 
hungry ghosts. The hungry ghost figure varies in different traditions 
of Buddhist mythology but a common feature is that the ghosts are 
dead relatives seeking to move to the next stage in the wheel of life. 
The ghosts are perpetually hungry because they yearn for earthly 
gratifications, and in their liminal state they need the intercession of 
the living to transition to become ancestors. In the festival proces-
sion, the bizarrely costumed ghost figures indulge in ribald humour, 
giving the proceedings a carnivalesque air, in contrast to the more 
pious and solemn parts of the ritual. We set this within a local cul-
tural context by drawing on the first author’s cultural knowledge as 
a Thai national, on informal conversations with Thais supplemented 
by other internet and literary sources of information, and through in-
terviews, conducted in Thai and translated, with festival organisers. 
In addition, we also draw for our frame of understanding on our first 
hand ethnographic investigations of other Theravāda Buddhist death 
rituals in Thailand. We choose to focus this study on the world fa-
mous ‘Pee Ta Khon’ festival (also known under different Anglicised 
spellings) because of its unique mythology and the visual flamboy-
ance which makes tangible the presence of ghosts in Thai cultural 
life.        

FIndInGs/dATA
The findings offer an ethnographically-informed description of 

the hungry ghost phenomenon in Thailand. Observation and analysis 
of the ritual underlines the immanence of ghosts in Thai religious 
life and the centrality of consumption to this death ritual. We focus 
on ‘Pee Ta Khon’ as one of the most important and visually strik-
ing merit-making ‘hungry ghost’ festivals in the highly spirit-infused 
Thai Theravāda Buddhist tradition (McDaniel, 2006). Originally 
known as ‘Pee Tam Khon’, which is literally translated as ‘ghosts 
follow the living’, Pee Ta Khon also doubles as a fertility ritual, and 
has, in recent years, evolved into an important tourist attraction for 
the Dansai district of Loei province in North-Eastern Thailand. It 
has major economic implications for the region, both in terms of the 
cash it generates from visiting tourists and from the success it may 
bring to the growth of crops if the spirits are suitably placated. A 
striking feature of the festival is the combination of evil, represented 
by the grotesque and fearsome masks, and the joyous irreverence of 
the hungry ghost figures as they poke fun at the crowds with their 
huge phalluses during the procession. Profanity is highly unusual in 
Thai public life and especially so in religious ritual, yet the ghosts of 
Pee Ta Khon revel in their ribaldry. In return for giving the hungry 
ghosts assistance, in the form of prayers, food or other ritual forms 
of respect and holy celebration, the living will receive blessings 
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which can increase their spiritual and material wellbeing in this life, 
through the benevolent intercession of the duly placated ancestors. 
It is the manifest reality of ghosts in this tradition as liminal beings 
capable of great evil a well as good which bring into relief the tan-
gibility of symbolic exchanges between living and dead in hungry 
ghost rituals. In Pee Ta Khon and other hungry ghosts festivals, the 
living, in a sense, symbolically consume the dead in ways that have 
implications for the identities of the living, as well as for the dead.   
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Consumers often have to decide between two products located 

adjacent to each other – as for example, on a supermarket shelf. How 
are such decisions, which are based on visually processing the two 
products, influenced by unrelated, non-visual stimuli that may ema-
nate from either lateral direction? Suppose, for example, that you 
are standing in a supermarket aisle, trying to decide between two 
packets of cookies, one placed nearer your right side and the other 
nearer your left. While you are trying to decide, you hear an in-store 
announcement, on your left, about store closing hours. Will this un-
related announcement influence your cookie decision? 

This research seeks to answer such questions by demonstrating 
what we believe is a novel phenomenon: namely, an enhancement in 
product evaluations that are based on visual processing, as a result of 
a spatial match between the product’s location along a lateral dimen-
sion and the location of an external, non-visual stimulus. Thus, in the 
example above, the store announcement from the left (an auditory 
stimulus) should increase the preference for the cookie packet on 
the left. 

According to our theorizing, such phenomena are driven by 
crossmodal links in spatial attention (see Driver and Spence 1998a, 
1998b for a review). Because of such links, when attention in one 
sensory mode is drawn in a particular direction, people find it easier 
to direct attention in another sensory modality towards that direction. 
Thus, an auditory stimulus from a particular direction makes it rela-
tively easier for consumers to process products that are more aligned 
with that general direction. The consequent fluency of processing, 
we argue, should directly influence product evaluations and choice.

In study 1, participants were asked to listen to a news broadcast 
while simultaneously being exposed to pictures of two hotel rooms 
that either appear on the left or right side of a computer screen. The 
key manipulation involved the location of the loudspeaker from 
which the news was broadcast. This speaker was placed either to-
wards the left or right corner of the room. We found that participants 
paid more visual attention to the hotel room on the left (right) of their 
screen if the auditory signal came from their left (right), and that this 
attention bias was reflected in fluency of processing as well as actual 
preference for the room on the corresponding side. 

Study 2 aimed to illustrate the applied implications of our find-
ings by documenting them in a field setting. The study was conducted 
in the context of choosing a product from one of two adjacent vend-
ing machines, both selling soft drinks. A research assistant placed a 
speaker on the top of each vending machine and linked the speakers 
to a notebook computer that was broadcasting a local news bulletin. 
The assistant also adjusted the speaker’s volume control to ensure 
that at any moment in time, only one of the speakers (either the one 
on the right or on the left) was playing at normal volume, while the 
other was muted. We found that consumers were more likely to pur-
chase a drink from the machine placed on the right when the broad-
casting speaker was placed on top of that machine, than when it was 
placed on the one on the left. 

We assumed that consumers might either passively attend to any 
voice or actively choose which voice to attend to. Study 3 aimed to 

investigate whether the latter possibility is true by manipulating the 
valence of voice. Participants either listened to positive or annoying 
music while making an impression of two pictures of restaurants on 
a computer screen. The music, which lasted for 1.5 minutes, either 
came from their left or right side. In positive music condition, we 
replicated the findings of study 1. In annoying music condition, how-
ever, participants paid more visual attention to the restaurant on the 
opposite side to the music and prefer that restaurant to more extent 
than the restaurant on the same side of the music. These results sug-
gested that participants had avoided listening to annoying music and 
that this shift in audio attention had affected their visual attention 
accordingly. 

We assumed that even when participants listen to annoying mu-
sic, they might initially attend to it passively and then consciously 
avoid it in order to cope with their negative feelings elicited by the 
music. If this is the case, their visual attention should also first be 
shifted toward and then away from the music. Study 4 sought to ex-
amine this process. Participants listened to annoying music that either 
came from their left or right side. At the same time, they sequentially 
examined product options of two categories on a computer screen. 
In each category, they examined two options, one on the left and the 
other on the right side of the screen. Participants examined options 
of the first category while listening to music for 20 seconds. Then the 
music stopped, and participants reported their preference and relative 
attention toward each option. After that, the experimenter continued 
to play music, Participants examined options of the second category 
while listening to music for another 20 seconds. Consistent with our 
assumption that participants would first attend to annoying music 
and then avoid it, we found that participants paid more attention to 
the option of the first category on the same side of music but to the 
option of the second category on the opposite side to the music. Their 
actual preference for option was affected accordingly. 

This research represents the first investigation of how attention 
shifts in one sensory mode can influence preferences in another. In 
doing so, not only does this research add to the literature on attention, 
but also to the small but growing body of work illuminating the vital 
role of the senses in shaping product preferences (Elder and Krishna, 
2010; Krishna and Morrin, 2008).
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Discrete Choice Experiment (DCE) research has predominately 

been used to observe choice outcomes. However a better understand-
ing of the underlying choice process can help improve our ability 
to predict choices. Prior work examining choice processes has tra-
ditionally used methods such as concurrent or retrospective report-
ing (verbal protocols), information boards, mouse-tracing methods, 
or eye-tracking and click stream analysis in computer-based envi-
ronments. However, these methods face issues of internal and ex-
ternal validity. For example, concurrent reporting consumes mental 
resources and forces serial processing, limiting external validity. 
Moreover, many of these measures are unable to capture emotional 
or automated processes, base state (engagement), or conviction, re-
sulting in compromised internal validity. Thus, there is a need for a 
better process measurement system for experimental decision mak-
ing environments that offers both externally and internally valid data. 

We proffer that the combination of eye-tracking measures and 
discrete choice experiments fulfills that need. Eye-tracking has been 
used to study decision processes in various tasks including probabi-
listic inference, risky decisions, and advertisements. Indeed, if visual 
attention and eye movements are coupled, attentional shifts should 
be related to changes and patterns of eye movements (Hoffman 1998; 
Rayner 1998). However, eye-tracking observes only information ac-
quisition behavior and not internal cognitive processes. Instead, one 
must infer underlying cognitive strategies from eye-tracking data. 
Alternatively, process may be inferred through the experimental 
design by maximizing the resultant statistical information on cog-
nitive factors influencing choice. For example, choice experiments 
(Louviere and Woodworth 1983) using full factorial designs allow 
one to infer certain types of decision rules (Anderson 1971). In this 
paper we use eye-tracking measures in discrete choice experiments 
to exploit the benefits these methods offer in understanding prefer-
ence and choice processing. The broad purpose of our research is to 
identify empirical generalizations that can be integrated with neuro-
science and other literatures.

rEsEArCH HYPOTHEsEs
Consistent with research suggesting individuals are selective 

in information search (e.g., Bettman, Johnson, and Payne 1991), we 
hypothesize that individuals quickly look for features and/or feature 
levels of choice options that best help them discriminate and they fo-
cus fixations in areas of a scene that most likely contain information 
to shorten search length (Rayner and Castelhano 2008).

Hypothesis 1: The time to first fixate on important features is 
shorter than that for less important features.

Hypothesis 2: Fewer fixations should occur before an indi-
vidual looks at an important feature compared 
with the number occurring before looking at an 
unimportant feature.

In familiar choice contexts, individuals have the ability to isolate 
that which is most important and task relevant (Alba and Hutchinson 

1987). Thus, individuals may focus their visual attention more on 
choice options or features that require deliberation or a second look 
than choice options or features that individuals have quickly identi-
fied as important. 

Hypothesis 3: Individuals spend more time looking at less dis-
criminating features than more discriminating 
features.

Hypothesis 4: We expect fewer fixations or unique visits for 
chosen options than for unchosen options. Simi-
larly, we expect fewer fixations or unique visits 
to attractive, more discriminating features/levels 
than for less attractive, less discriminating fea-
tures/levels.

sTUdY 1: VIsUAL ATTEnTIOn And CHOICE
In study 1 we a) design, implement and execute a choice ex-

periment that incorporates eye-tracking, b) obtain meaningful eye-
tracking measures and c) relate eye-tracking measures to choices.

Method
We used a Tobii X60 eye tracker. The experiment focused on 

choices of cracker options described by combinations of three fea-
tures: shape (circle, square, triangle), flavor (wheat, dark rye, plain) 
and topping (salt, poppy, no topping). We selected nine cracker 
descriptions from the 33 factorial using a main effects design. Fol-
lowing Louviere et al. (2008) we used a balanced incomplete block 
design to assign the crackers to 12 choice sets, each containing three 
crackers. The 12 sets of crackers were displayed one set at a time, 
and 14 participants chose their most and least preferred cracker for a 
party they would host. 

results
Table 1 gives the results from stacking all the participants’ 

choices (Horsky and Rao 1984) and estimating an aggregate con-
ditional logit model (McFadden 1974) including the effects of eye-
tracking measures as covariates. Although preliminary, the results 
are promising, suggesting the visual attention measures are system-
atically associated with choices. 

Specifically, ‘time to first fixation’ was significant (Btime to first fixa-

tion = -.3190, p < .05), implying the longer to fixate on a choice op-
tion, the less likely it is chosen. ‘First fixation duration’ also was 
significant (Bfirst fixation duration= 2.100, p < .001), implying the longer one 
initially fixates on a choice option the more likely it is chosen. The 
latter result supports the notion that individuals quickly look for fea-
tures/feature levels of choice options that help discriminate choice 
options. Finally, ‘visit count’ was significant (Bvisit count = -.408, p < 
.05), implying fewer unique visits to more attractive than less attrac-
tive choice options. Thus, the results suggest eye movements play a 
non-trivial role in choice.
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TAbLE 1
study 1 results, Aggregate Conditional Logit Model 

est. b s.e. t-stat p-value

Attribute effects

Round 0.1821 0.1507 1.2100 0.2270
Square -0.1005 0.1668 -0.6000 0.5470
Wheat 0.7835 0.1553 5.0400 0.0000 **
Dark rye 0.0573 0.1434 0.4000 0.6890
Salt 0.4476 0.1603 2.7900 0.0050 **
Poppy 0.2118 0.1447 1.4600 0.1430

The Effect of Visual Attention

Time to first fixation  -0.3109 0.1279 -2.4300 0.0150 *
Fixation duration  -0.1210 0.2366 -0.5100 0.6090
Fixation count  0.1977 0.1147 1.7200 0.0850
First fixation duration  2.1004 0.7592 2.7700 0.0060 **
Visit count  -0.4076 0.1411 -2.8900 0.0040 **

* p < .05    ** p < .01,    results based on the exploded approach to coding 
the dependent variable, choice

The effect of visual attention variables are mean centered 
Reference for the estimate of shapes round and square is triangle
Reference for the estimate of flavors wheat and dark rye is plain
Reference for the estimate of toppings salt and poppy is no topping

Summary Statistics
Number of observations 500 Log-likelihood intercept -183.063

LR chi2(11) 89.88 Log-likelihood full model -138.121

prob > chi2 0.0000 AIC 1.786

Mcfaddens r2 0.2460 BIC -522.165

sTUdY 2: GrEATEr nUMbEr OF  
CHOICE sETs And VIsUAL ATTEnTIOn

Study 2 builds on study 1 by using a greater number of choice 
sets to insure participants evaluate each cracker relative to all 27 
possible crackers.  

Method
The stimuli, design and procedure was identical to study 1, ex-

cept for 18 participants evaluated 57 choice sets. Observing most and 
least preferred choices in each set provides a complete preference 
ranking of the three, and allows extrapolation to non-tested choice 
sets. This method ensures participant-level estimation of the con-
ditional logit choice model (Louviere et al. 2008) required to test 
hypotheses 1-4. For brevity, individual-level model results are not 
reported.

results
Consistent with study 1, both ‘time to first fixation’ and ‘visit 

count’ were significant (Btime to first fixation = -.953, p < .001; Bvisit count = 
-.552, p < .001) and offer the same implications as study 1. There 
also are fewer unique visits to more attractive cracker features than 
less attractive features. 

COnCLUsIOn
This research provides an innovative manner for examining the 

processing behind choice without the pitfalls of limited external and 
internal validity implicit in other methods. Moreover, our findings 
offer strong support that there is, in fact, a strong relationship be-
tween eye movements and choice.
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Uncertainty Increases People’s reliance on Their Feelings
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Imagine sitting in your office in a normal day, trying to make 

an important decision. Suddenly, a colleague of yours passes by your 
office door and says “congratulations!” and quickly vanishes. You 
have not received any good news recently so you do not know why 
the colleague congratulated you. This creates a momentary (positive 
in this case) feeling of uncertainty. How is this feeling of uncertainty 
likely to influence your subsequent, and unrelated decision? People 
usually think of uncertainty as a state of lack of information about 
the actual decision at hand, yet, uncertainty can be due to a feeling of 
not knowing, or activation of the concept of uncertainty in the mind. 
This feeling could be related or unrelated to the decision at hand 
(Bar-Anan, Wilson, and Gilbert 2009). In this paper we propose that 
a general feeling of uncertainty increases people’s propensity to rely 
on their feelings. 

This proposition has not been tested before, yet, prior research 
in psychology is suggestive of such an effect. For example, using 
fMRI, Berns et al (2001) showed that the response of human reward 
region to rewarding stimuli  (i.e., juice) was greatest when the stimuli 
were unpredictable. Also, Grupe and Nitzchke (2011) showed that 
people’s aversion towards negative stimuli is heightened with cues 
related to uncertainty. Research in experimental psychology too has 
documented that uncertainty elevates people’s responses to both pos-
itive and negative stimuli (Bar-Anan et al 2009; Lee and Qiu 2009; 
Wilson et al 2005). But could these findings, at least partly, be due 
to a general reliance on feelings in face of uncertainty? We report 4 
studies that are designed to test this question.

In study 1, we first asked participants to recall and write down 
the thoughts and feelings they experienced in a situation where they 
felt uncertain (uncertain condition), certain (certain condition), or 
went shopping (control condition). Then as a “second” task, we asked 
them to make a choice between an apartment that was superior on 
logical dimensions (e.g., more spacious closet space) and an apart-
ment that was superior on affective dimensions (e.g., better view). 
In support of our hypothesis, compared to participants in the certain 
condition (42.5%), or the control condition (50%), participants in the 
uncertain condition (68%) chose the affectively superior apartment 
more than the cognitively superior apartment (?2 = 6.28, p < .05).

In studies 2A-B, we replicated the results of study 1, with a 
different, and novel, manipulation of uncertainty. In both of these 
studies, first, under the disguise of a study on the effects of length 
of measurement-scales on people’s reporting of their emotions, we 
asked participants to answer a question (“How do you feel right 
now?”) 5 times. The end-point of the scales where used to manipu-
late uncertainty, or certainty. Specifically, in the uncertain condition 
the end-points where “somewhat uncertain” and “totally uncertain”, 
and in the certain condition, the end-points were “somewhat certain” 
and “totally certain”. Participants had to answer the question five 
times using 5, 9, 11, 15, and 19-point scales. The logic behind this 
manipulation was that the use of half of the range of the scale (i.e., 
scales starting with “somewhat uncertain”, instead of “not uncer-
tain”) would create a momentary feeling of uncertainty/certainty in 
the participants. After completing this task, participants went on to 
participate in an ostensibly separate task, which in study 2A was to 

make a choice between apartments similar to study 1, and in study 
2B was to make a choice between 2 laptops. One of the laptops used 
in study 2 was superior on the cognitive dimensions (e.g., perfor-
mance), and the other was superior on the affective dimensions (e.g., 
aesthetics). As predicted, in both studies, compared to participants 
in the certain conditions (38% in 2A and 51% in 2B), participants in 
the uncertain conditions (61% in 2A and 68% in 2B) chose the af-
fectively superior options more than the cognitively superior options.

In study 3 we tried to rule out the alternative explanation that 
a feeling of uncertainty, compared to certainty, creates a negative 
mood and thus encourages people to regulate their mood by opting 
for more affective (i.e., hedonic) options. Here, we first asked partici-
pants to recall and write down a situation where they were certain in 
a positive way (positive certain condition), certain in a negative way 
(negative certain condition), uncertain in a positive way (positive 
certain condition), or uncertain in a negative way (negative uncer-
tain condition). Then under the disguise to a second task, participants 
had to choose between the two apartments as in study 1. Results re-
vealed a main effect of uncertainty such that compared to certain 
participants, uncertain participants chose the affectively superior 
apartment more than the cognitively superior apartment (B=0.361, 
Wald ?2=3.88, p<.05). Also a main effect of valence was found such 
that compared to the positive condition, those in the negative condi-
tion chose the affectively superior apartment more than the cogni-
tively superior one (B=-.367, Wald ?2=4.02, p<.05). But importantly, 
we observed no interaction between uncertainty and valence (Wald 
?2=.373, p>.89), suggesting that the effect of uncertainty works in-
dependent from the effect of mood.

Collectively these results are suggestive of the fact that a feeling 
of uncertainty increases people’s reliance on their feelings. A short-
coming of our research is that in all studies only one paradigm was 
used to test people’s reliance on their feelings (i.e., people opting 
for more affective options, compared to more cognitive ones). Using 
other paradigms, such as testing a higher effect of people’s incidental 
mood states on their evaluations in uncertain situations (compared to 
certain situations), are possibilities for further research. 
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Consumers can form various relationships with brands similar 

to those that they form with other human beings (Aggarwal, 2004; 
Fournier, 1998). Despite the relevance and rich implications of brand 
relationship research, few studies to date have investigated the ante-
cedent factors associated with different types of brand relationships. 
In this paper, we examine the possibility that the physical positioning 
of brands in relation to the customer influences brand relationship 
perception and brand evaluation. Specifically, we start this line of 
investigation by focusing on two kinds of relationships (brands as 
leaders, or as friends), and examining the effects of relative physi-
cal location (horizontal vs. vertical) and distance (close vs. distal) 
between a brand and its customer in print ads. We draw on the fol-
lowing two lines of research on metaphors to propose our theory.

Horizontal distance and social distance perception. Spatial dis-
tance has a direct influence on judgments of interpersonal connected-
ness and emotional attachment (Williams & Bargh, 2008; Zhang & 
Wang, 2009). This line of research suggests that there is a positive 
correlation between horizontal closeness and social closeness. The 
closer the horizontal distance between two individuals the stronger 
the intimacy felt between them. Indeed, in our daily languages, we 
tend to use “closest friend” to describe a person who cares about us 
the most, or with whom we have a mutually strong and enduring 
relationship.

Vertical positions and power perception. Studies from a differ-
ent stream of research, however, show that vertical location is associ-
ated with power perception (Meier & Dionne, 2009; Schubert, 2005). 
For instance, Schubert (2005) finds that people tend to judge an ani-
mal (e.g., a wolf) as being more powerful if its picture is physically 
positioned in a higher place versus a lower place. In addition, there is 
a negative correlation between vertical closeness and power percep-
tion: the closer the vertical distance between a leader and his follow-
ers, the less the power inferred on the leader (Giessner & Schubert, 
2007). Looking again at linguistic cues, we “look up” to a leader, and 
admire or are inspired by someone “above” ourselves. 

Our proposition. Based on research on location metaphors, 
we make three predictions. First, we posit that consumers are more 
likely to represent relationships involving power differences (i.e., 
brand-as-a-leader; e.g., The Times “When the Times speaks, the 
World listens”) in a vertical manner, and those involving no power 
differences (i.e., brand-as-a-friend; e.g., Hyundai “Always there for 
you”) in a horizontal manner. Second, we hypothesize that for friend-
like brands, physical closeness could lead to social closeness and 
intimacy, strengthening the relationship (Aaker, Fournier, & Brasel, 
2004; Fournier, 1998). However, this dynamic might be reversed for 
leader-like brands. Finally, we predict that location metaphors will 
influence consumers’ evaluations of brands. When promoting a new 
brand, if the promoted relationship matches its physical position (i.e., 
location and distance) relative to its customers, consumers will eval-
uate the brand more favorably, than when the promoted relationship 
mismatched physical position. 

We tested our predictions in two experiments. In Experiment 1 
(N=54), we collected 40 real ads: half of them had brand image and 
consumer image horizontally to each other, whereas the other half 
had the brand image being located “up” to the consumer image.  Par-

ticipants viewed both groups of ads with the order of the group coun-
terbalanced. They were asked to infer the kind of relationship that 
the brand has with its customers (i.e., as a leader or a friend). Their 
familiarity and attitudes towards each brand were included as co-
variates. As predicted, controlling for familiarity and prior attitudes, 
leader-like relationship was more frequently inferred by participants 
in the “up” group (M = 8.89) than in the “horizontal” group (M = 
7.44; F(1, 50) = 4.84, p < .05); On the contrary, friend-like relation-
ship was more frequently inferred in the “horizontal” group (M = 
11.11) than in the “up” group (M = 12.56; F(1, 50) = 4.84, p < .05).  

Experiment 2 (N=323) used a fictitious new watch brand, and 
had a 2(promoted relationship: leader, friend) × 2(position: up, right) 
× 2(distance: close, distant) between subject design. Participants 
were asked to view the ad carefully. The ad had a tagline, an image 
of customer in the center, and an image of a watch, either to the up, 
or to the right of the customer image. We manipulated the promoted 
relationship by different taglines of the ad (leader: “A leader always 
inspires you”; friend: “A friend you can trust”.  After viewing the 
ad, participants reported their evaluations of the brand. As expected, 
consumers evaluated the brand more favorably in the matched condi-
tions. For leader-like brand, participants had the highest evaluation 
of it in the up-distant condition (M = 5.43), as compared to other 
conditions (Mup-close = 4.70; Mright-close = 4.60; Mright-distant = 4.53; F(1, 
315) = 8.45, p < .01). For friend-like brand, participants expressed 
the most favorable attitudes toward it in the right-close condition (M 
= 5.41), as compared to all the other conditions of mismatch condi-
tions (Mup-close = 4.79; Mup-distant = 4.55; Mright-distant = 4.64; F(1, 315) = 
8.22, p < .01).   

Taken together, results from our research provide new insights 
as to bring physical positioning metaphors – both relative location 
and relative distance – into the literature of consumer-brand relation-
ships.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
The use of numbers along with letters in brands—in other 

words, alphanumeric brand names (ABs) —became pervasive in 
many product categories (Boyd 1985). In a retail setting, consumers 
often encounter numbers not only as a part of attribute values (e.g., 
10 vs. 14 megapixel resolution) but also as a part of brand names 
(e.g., Canon SD3500 and SD4500 cameras). While research on ABs 
has examined different types of associations between brands and at-
tributes, the possibility that ABs themselves can function as indepen-
dent attributes and get traded off has not been explored. Current re-
search aims to address this gap, proposing three major contributions. 

First, drawing on the numerology literature, we develop a mere-
alignability hypothesis to explain how ABs can function as regular 
attributes—even when they do not convey meaningful product in-
formation—and get traded off against objectively diagnostic attri-
butes. For instance, a choice between Canon SD3500 with14MP vs. 
Canon SD4500 with 10MP potentially involves brand-attribute trad-
eoffs. Second, we show that even mere exposure to merely aligned 
competitor ABs can affect the choices of focal ABs (e.g., exposure 
to Nikon S6000 affecting the choice between Canon SD4500 and 
SD3500). Lastly, we identify competitive categorization as a bound-
ary condition for the mere-alignability effect such that only the ABs 
that are viewed as competitors affect the focal choices. 

The processing of numbers requires a different type of knowl-
edge compared to the processing of nonnumeric information. De-
haene (2001) refers to this as “number sense” and defines it as a 
combination of biologically, socially, and culturally developed 
knowledge that enables us to understand numbers. As a result, indi-
viduals can process numbers and compare their magnitudes almost 
effortlessly. ABs are semi-quantitative in nature and have a tendency 
to form trends; as a result, they can trigger consumers’ number sense. 
We introduce the term mere-alignability, to refer to the conception 
that when exposed to multiple ABs that include easily comparable 
numbers (e.g., XC100, XK200), consumers engage in comparisons 
and tradeoffs among ABs as well as other numerical information. 

If ABs function as regular product attributes due to their mere-
alignability, well known context effects (e.g., compromise and at-
traction effects) should arise, leading consumers to give up higher 
attribute values in favor of ABs with higher numbers. These prefer-
ence shifts occur when making a choice among options within the 
same brand as well as across competitor ABs, even when the options 
introduced in the context are not available for choice. 

Categorization theories (e.g., Schwarz and Bless 1992) suggest 
that at least some type of similarity between two exemplars is needed 
in a decision making to group them together. Accordingly, we pro-
pose that consumers will engage in comparisons of ABs only if they 
are perceived as competitors. We tested our hypotheses with three 
empirical studies.

Study 1 examined how the mere-alignability of ABs leads at-
tribute-brand tradeoffs resulting in preference shifts. The study in-
volved a two-way between-subjects design where participants were 
presented with a choice task involving either a binary or a trinary 
choice set of e-readers of the same brand (i.e., Nook). Control con-
ditions were given the same binary set which involved a tradeoff 
between the AB and the screen size (Table 1). Treatment conditions 
received a trinary set, which included an extreme third option. E-

reader B had a smaller screen than e-reader A and was the inferior 
option. Participants’ choice for e-reader B doubled when it became a 
compromise option. 

Table 1*
Study 1 - Compromise Effect – Choice Stimulus

A b C

Attributes

 

brand
nook nb-3400

by Barnes & 
Noble

nook nb-5600
by Barnes & 

Noble 

nook nb-7800
by Barnes & 

Noble
Screen 
Size 8.1” screen 7.2” screen 6.3” screen

Study 2 – Competitor Brand Name Stimulus 
A b C

Attributes

brand
nook nb-3400

by Barnes & 
Noble

nook nb-5600
by Barnes & 

Noble

iLiad Tr-7800
by iRex

Screen 
Size 8.1” screen 7.2” screen 6.3” screen

* Various filler attributes including: Micro-USB 2.0 cable, AC adapter, 
Rechargeable battery, 15 books Storage capacity, Wi-Fi (802.11 b/g)…etc. 
were also presented. Since these did not differ among the options, they are 
not shown in the above table.

The letter labels are only presented in this table for ease of representation. In 
the actual experiments the options were presented in random order with no 
letter labels. The binary set consisted of options A and B depicted above and 
trinary sets also included options C or D.

Study 2 closely resembled study 1 with the exception that the 
third option in the treatment condition belonged to a competitor 
brand, iLiad (Table 1). We replicated the findings of study 1 within 
this across-brand context, where participants’ preference for the in-
ferior Nook option doubled when it became a compromise option. 

Study 3 tested competitive categorization as the boundary con-
dition for the mere-alignability effect. We used a one-way design 
with four conditions where participants were introduced to a used 
luxury sedan purchase scenario. The control condition consisted of 
a binary choice set of two Mercedes brands with different mileage 
(Table 2). In all three treatment conditions, a third, phantom AB was 
added to the choice set. This third option was a BMW 350i in the 
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competitor brand condition, a Ford Explorer 350 in the non-compet-
itor brand condition, and a Mercedes M350 in the non-competitor 
product condition (all established with pretests). In the competitor 
brand condition, exposure to BMW 350i significantly increased the 
choice of C340. On the other hand, in the non-competitive brand and 
non-competitor product conditions, the presence of the phantom op-
tion did not affect the choice of C340. 

Table 2 
study 3 – Competitor and non-Competitor Choice sets

Focal Choices In The Binary Set – Control Condition

 

Brand-Model Mercedes C340 Mercedes C330
Year 2008 2008

Transmission Auto Auto
Upholstery Leather Leather

Mileage 14,300 miles 12,900 miles
 Options Heated Seats Heated Seats

Third Brand Options Included In Trinary Sets*

Competitor
Brand  

Non-Competitor  
Product 

by Same Brand 

Non-Competitor  
Product by Different 

Brand 

BMW 350i Mercedes M350  Ford Explorer 350

OUT OF STOCK OUT OF STOCK OUT OF STOCK 

* In each treatment condition one of these third options was added to the 
binary choice set. No Attribute information was shown for any of the third 
options - only the “OUT OF STOCK” label

Overall, these three studies show how and when ABs can be 
traded off against objective attribute values. In Study 1, we dem-
onstrated that consumer preferences can be shifted easily through 
introducing new ABs in the choice context. Although the numbers 
had no diagnostic value, consumers treated them as regular attributes 
and engaged in AB–attribute tradeoffs that prompted normative vi-
olations. Second, Study 2 extended the mere-alignability effect to 
different competitor ABs by showing that consumers’ mere expo-
sure to competitor ABs affects their focal choices. Third, Study 4 
revealed that preference shifts disappear when the nonfocal brand 
appears incomparable with the focal options, whether it represents 
a noncompetitive brand or a different product category, establishing 
competitive categorization as a boundary condition.

rEFErEnCEs
Ang, Swee Hoon (1997), “Chinese Consumers’ Perception of 

Alpha-Numeric Brand Names,” Journal of Consumer 
Marketing, 14 (3), 220–33.

Ariely, Dan, George Loewenstein, and Drazen Prelec (2003), 
“Coherent Arbitariness: Stable Demand Curves Without Stable 
Preferences”, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 73-105.

Boyd, Colin W. (1985), “Point of View: Alpha-Numeric Brand 
Names,” Journal of Advertising Research, 25 (5), 48–52.

Cacioppo, John T. and Richard E. Petty, (1982), “The need for 
cognition,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 42, 
116–131.

Dehaene, Stanislas (1997). The number sense. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

____________  (2001), “Précis of The Number Sense”, Mind & 
Language, 16 (1), February, 16-36.  

Goldstein, E. Bruce (1999), Sensation and Perception, Pacific 
Grove, CA: Brooks/Cole.

Gunasti, Kunter and William T. Ross, Jr. (2010), “How and When 
Alphanumeric Brand Names Affect Consumer Preferences,” 
Journal of Marketing Research, 47(December), 1177-92. 

Hamilton, Ryan, Jiewen Hong, and Alexander Chernev (2007), 
“Perceptual Focus Effects in Choice,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 34 (August), 187-99.

Heath, Timothy B., Subimal Chatterjee, and Karen Russo France 
(1990), “Using the Phonemes of Brand Names to Symbolize 
Brand Attributes,” in William Bearden and A. Parasuraman 
(eds.), The AMA Educators’ Proceedings: Enhancing 
Knowledge Development in Marketing, Chicago: American 
Marketing Association.

Higgins, E. Tory, William S. Rholes, and Carl R. Jones, (1977), 
“Category Accessibility and Impression Formation,” Journal 
of Experimental Social Psychology, 13, 141-154.

Hsee, Chritopher K., Yang Yang, Yangjie Gu, and Jie Chen (2009), 
“Specification seeking: How product specifications influence 
consumer preferences,” Journal of Consumer Research, 35 
(April), 952-66.

Huber, Joel, John Payne and Christopher Puto (1982), “Adding 
Asymmetrically Dominated Alternatives: Violations of 
Regularity and the Similarity Hypothesis,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 9 (June), 90-8.

Johnson, Michael D. (1984), “Consumer Choice Strategies 
for Comparing Noncomparable Alternatives,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 11 (December), 741-53. 

____________  (1988), “Comparability and Hierarchical 
Processing in Multialternative Choice,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 15 (December), 303-14.  

____________  (1989), “The Differential Processing of Product 
Category and Noncomparable Choice Alternatives,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 16 (December), 300-9.

Keller, Kevin L., Susan E. Heckler, and Michael J. Houston (1998), 
“The Effects of Brand Name Suggestiveness on Advertising 
Recall,” Journal of Marketing, 62 (January), 48-57.

King, Dan and Chris Janiszewski (2011), “The Sources and 
Consequences of the Fluent Processing of Numbers, Journal 
of Marketing Research, 48 (April), 327-341.

Klink, Richard R. (2000), “Creating Brand Names With Meaning: 
The Use of Sound Symbolism,” Marketing Letters, 11 (1), 
5-20.

____________ (2003), “Creating Meaningful Brands: The 
Relationship between Brand Name and Brand Mark,” 
Marketing Letters, 14 (3), 143-57.

____________ and Gerard A. Athaide (forthcoming), “Creating 
Brand Personality with Brand Names,” Marketing Letters.



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 40) / 781

Maheswaran, Duaraj, Diane M. Mackie, and Shelly Chaiken 
(1992), “Brand Name as a Heuristic Cue: The Effects of 
Task Importance and Expectancy Confirmation on Consumer 
Judgments,” Journal of Consumer Psychology, 1 (4), 317–36.

Markman, Arthur B. and Douglas Medin (1995), “Similarity and 
Alignment in Choice,” Organizational Behavior and Human 
Decision Making Processes, 63 (August), 117–30.

McCabe, Deborah Brown, and Stephen Nowlis (2003), “The Effect 
of Examining Actual Products or Product Descriptions on 
Consumer Preference,” Journal of Consumer Psychology, 13 
(4), 431–39.

Medin, Douglas L. and Brian H. Ross (1992), Cognitive 
psychology. Fort Worth: Harcourt Brace  Johanovich.

Nowlis, Stephen M. and Itamar Simonson (1997), “Attribute-Task 
Compatibility as a Determinant of Consumer Preference 
shifts,” Journal of Marketing Research, 34 (May), 205-18.

Park, C. Whan and Daniel C. Smith (1989), “Product-Level Choice: 
A Top-Down or Bottom-Up Process?,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 16 (December), 289-99.

Pavia, Teresa A. and Janeen Arnold Costa (1993), “The Winning 
Number: Consumer Perceptions of Alpha-Numeric Brand 
Names,” Journal of Marketing, 57 (July), 85–98.

Paul, Annie Murphy (2012), “10 Ideas: Your Head is in the Cloud,” 
Time Magazine, (March 12), 64-65 

Peterson, Robert A. and Ivan Ross (1972), “How to Name New 
Brands,” Journal of Advertising Research, 12, (December), 
29-34.

Richardson, Paul S., Alan S. Dick, and Arun K. Jain (1994), 
“Extrinsic and Intrinsic Cue Effects on Perceptions of Store 
Brand Quality,” Journal of Marketing, 58 (October), 28-36.

Rosch, Eleanor (1978), “Principles of Categorization,” in Cognition 
and Categorization, ed. Eleanor Rosch and Barbara B. Lloyd, 
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Russo, J. Edward and Barbara Dosher (1983), “Strategies for 
Multiattribute Binary Choice,” Journal of Experimental 
Psychology: Learning, Memory and Cognition, 9 (4), 676-96.

Schwarz, Norbert and Herbert Bless (1992), “Constructing Reality 
and Its Alternatives: Assimilation and Contrast Effects” 
in Leonard L. Martin and Abraham Tesser (Eds.), The 
Construction of Social Judgments, Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates, 217-245. 

Sen, Sankar (1999) “The Effects Of Brand Name Suggestiveness 
And Decision Goal On

The Development Of Brand Knowledge,” Journal of Consumer 
Psychology, 8(4), 431-455

Simonson, Itamar and Amos Tversky (1992), “Choice in Context: 
Tradeoff Contrast and Extremeness Aversion,” Journal of 
Marketing Research, 29 (August), 281–95.

Sullivan, Mary W. (1998), “How Brand Names Affect the Demand 
for Twin Automobiles,” Journal of Marketing Research, 35 
(May), 154-65.

Taylor, Shelley E. (1981), “A Categorization Approach to 
Stereotyping,” in Cognitive Processes in Stereotyping and 
Intergroup Behavior, ed. David L. Hamilton, Hillsdale, NJ: 
Erlbaum, 88–114.

Tversky, A. & Kahneman, D. (1974), “Judgment under uncertainty: 
Heuristics and biases,” Science, 185, 1124-1130.

Wänke, Michaela, Herbert Bless and Eric R. Igou (2001), “Next 
to a Star: Paling, Shining or Both? Turning Interexemplar 
Contrast Into Interexemplar Assimilation,” Personality and 
Social Psychology Bulletin, 27, 14-29. 

Yorkston, Eric and Geeta Menon (2004), “A Sound Idea: Phonetic 
Effects of Brand Names on Consumer Judgments,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 31 (June), 43-51.



782 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 40, ©2012

Two-sided Messages for Health risk Prevention:  
The role of Argument Type, refutation and Issue Ambivalence

Erlinde Cornelis, Ghent University, Belgium
Veroline Cauberghe, Ghent University, Belgium

Patrick De Pelsmacker, University of Antwerp, Belgium

ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
A variety of studies suggests that commercial advertising can 

include some negative information along with the positive product 
information, and still be more effective than when only positive in-
formation is provided (Crowley and Hoyer 1994; Pechmann 1992). 
For instance, when selling a product, it might pay off to also men-
tion a few shortcomings (Eisend 2006). Such two-sided messages are 
found to generate attitudinal resistance to counter-persuasion (Ka-
mins and Assael 1987).

However, the two-sided message strategy has not been tested in 
a reversed way (e.g., to prevent unhealthy behavior) (Eisend 2006). 
What if health prevention campaigns not only emphasize the nega-
tive aspects of, for instance, binge drinking, but also mention the 
perceived benefits of that behavior? Two experimental studies were 
set up to address this research gap. The effectiveness of two-sided 
anti binge drinking and anti marijuana messages was investigated in 
relation to argument type, refutation, and issue ambivalence.

Study 1 serves as a baseline study in which the principle of mes-
sage sidedness (one- versus two-sided) is tested in combination with 
argument type (rational versus affective). Previous message sided-
ness literature mainly focused on rational arguments (Eisend 2007), 
neglecting the role of affective arguments, despite the importance of 
affect in consumer persuasion processes (Ray and Batra 1983; Pham 
1998). Affective arguments are especially relevant for health issues, 
as affect plays a crucial role in health-related decisions (Agrawal, 
Menon, and Aaker 2007). The results of study 1 show that two-sided 
messages have superior effects on attitude toward the ad over one-
sided messages, but only when the argument is affective (see figure 
1). The reason is that affective arguments are more issue-relevant for 
consummatory motivated behavior (such as binge drinking) than ra-
tional arguments (Pham 1998; Ricciardelli, Williams, and Finemore 
2001).

Figure 1: The Interaction Effect between Message sidedness 
and Argument Type on Attitude Toward the Message

Study 2 therefore builds on the results of the first study by fo-
cusing solely on affective two-sided messages. In order to investigate 
two-sided messages more profoundly, a distinction is made between 
two different subtypes of two-sided messages: a refutational versus a 
non-refutational two-sided message. In a non-refutational two-sided 
message, advertisers simply present positive and negative informa-
tion. In a refutational two-sided (commercial) message, advertisers 
subsequently refute or discount the negative information in an at-
tempt to ‘inoculate’ the audience against possible counterclaims by 
competitors afterwards (Eisend 2007). In our study of binge drink-
ing prevention, a two-sided refutational message would refute the 
positive argument (instead of the negative one), in order to bolster 
teenagers’ attitudes when they are subsequently exposed to peer pres-
sure. After receiving one of the two stimuli (a refutational or a non-
refutational two-sided message), the participants were exposed to 
peer pressure. Peer pressure was conceptualized as a printed online 
chat conversation between two peers who explicitly promoted binge 
drinking.

Using a physiological analogy, inoculation theory (McGuire 
1961) states that offering mild counterarguments in a message and 
afterwards refuting them enhances attitudes in the preferred direc-
tion (Eisend 2007). In immunology, to build resistance to a disease, 
people are often injected with a solution that contains a mild form of 
the disease itself (Etgar and Goodwin 1982). One of the main tenets 
of inoculation theory is the need for including a refutation of the 
counterargument(s) within the message (Crowley and Hoyer 1994). 
However, many researchers also found beneficial effects for two-sid-
ed advertising without refutation (Crowley and Hoyer 1994; Golden 
and Alpert 1987; Kamins and Assael 1987). These mixed findings 
indicate that refutation is not always necessary, but rather depends 
on certain moderating variables.

Study 2 explains the inconsistent findings of previous literature 
concerning the effectiveness of refutional versus non-refutational 
two-sided messages by including a moderating variable: issue am-
bivalence. The reason why some previous studies report no different 
effect for a refutational versus non-refutational two-sided message, 
could be due to the nature of the issue itself. For instance, the issue 
we used in study 1 (i.e., binge drinking) is not a very ambivalent 
issue in that most people would consider it as undesirable behav-
ior. Binge drinking is characterized by strong contra-arguments and 
(relatively) weak pro-arguments, making it easy for individuals to 
mentally refute the pro-argument themselves. So, in the case of a 
unambivalent issue, refutation of the (weak) pro-argument within 
the message would offer little added value, as refutation can eas-
ily be done by the consumers themselves. Conversely, for a more 
ambivalent issue, characterized by relatively stronger pro-arguments 
besides the contra-arguments, it might be more difficult for consum-
ers to mentally refute the pro-argument themselves. Consumers in an 
ambivalent condition need a stronger direction in the message (e.g., 
a refutational statement) in order to resolve the ambivalence (Zem-
borain and Johar 2007). Hence, in this case, refutation of the pro-
argument within the message might be more necessary. We therefore 
expected to find a positive persuasive effect of refutational over the 
non-refutational two-sided message only when the topic is more am-
bivalent. Based on the results of a pretest, in which seventeen differ-


