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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Nearly all consumers have coveted at least one prestige brand-

ed product (Taylor and Harrison 2008). Imagine a boy infatuated 
with Ferrari automobiles since age 8, displaying Ferrari posters on 
his bedroom wall, and reading any car magazine that featured the 
Ferrari. Unable to afford one himself, how would this now grown 
man respond when confronted with a peer who owns and drives his 
beloved vehicle? Such upward social comparisons are often emo-
tionally laden, prompting feelings of inferiority and envy (Smith and 
Kim 2007). Sundie et al. (2009) demonstrated that envy generated 
by possession of a prestige product can quickly transmute into hos-
tile, aggressive emotions. While the rapid transmutation of envy into 
hostility is conceptualized as a self-protective response, aimed at al-
leviating the self-threat posed by the upward comparison (Smith and 
Kim 2007), these feelings can prompt attitude change and behaviors 
that may ultimately be damaging to the prestige brand (Sundie et al. 
2009). 

Must the aspiration to obtain a prestige product always trans-
form envy into hostility during social comparison? In the present re-
search, we examine how, and why, strong connections between the 
self and the brand (Escalas and Bettman 2003) can change the emo-
tional experience of social comparisons involving those brands. In 
the first study, we examine whether implicit self-brand connections 
can reduce the threatening nature of an upward comparison involving 
a prestige branded product. Study two examines a potential mediator 
of the effect of self-brand connection on hostile responses to envy in 
social comparison--felt connection between the self and other own-
ers of the prestige brand. A summary of our findings is: To the extent 
that people feel a strong self-connection to the prestige brand, envy is 
less likely to transmute into other hostile emotions during an upward 
social comparison involving that brand. A key variable accounting 
for why a strong self-brand connection weakens the envy-hostility 
link during social comparison is the felt connection between the self 
and other owners of the prestige brand. 

Study 1 examined how self-brand connection (assessed with 
a self-brand implicit association test or IAT; Perkins and Forehand 
2012) affected the emotions experienced when making an upward 
social comparison based on a prestige brand (Lexus). After complet-
ing a self-Lexus IAT, 125 participants read a short social comparison 
scenario about someone fairly similar (another college student) who 
owned a sporty Lexus (price and picture of vehicle were provided). 
They then were asked about their emotional responses to this sce-
nario (e.g., happy, envious; instructions and measures taken from 
Sundie et al. 2009). Finally, dispositional envy was measured as a 
control variable (Smith et al. 1999). We anticipated and found that 
implicit self-brand connection moderated the link between envy and 
hostility, such that stronger self-brand connections reduced the trans-
mutation of envy into other hostile emotions (β for interaction = -.15, 
p<.05). Because self-brand connection was measured implicitly, it is 
highly unlikely that it influenced responses to the subsequent emo-
tional measures (i.e., reducing the potential for demand effects). The 
fact that a range of emotions (very positive to very negative) were 
assessed after the presentation of the social comparison scenario also 
reduces the possibility of any demand effects (Sundie et al. 2009). 

In research examining antecedents of self-brand connection 
(Escalas and Bettman 2003; 2005), consumption of a brand by ref-
erence group members, or brand associations consistent with the 
in-group, predicted developing a self-brand connection. Here, we 
examine consequences of self-brand connection for emotions expe-
rienced in a status consumption context, where social comparisons 
routinely occur. Intergroup emotions theory (Mackie et al. 2000) 
posits group identification (Turner 1991) will encourage positive 
emotional responses to group members possessing social advantag-
es. Thus, the more individuals see another who possesses an envied 
product as a part of the self, the less inclined they should be to ex-
perience negative emotions. We hypothesized that felt connections 
between the self and brand owners may account for the dampening 
effect of self-brand connection on the envy-hostility link common to 
social comparisons involving status products.   

Study 2 was designed to replicate study 1 findings, but extend 
upon it in two key ways: by using a validated explicit measure of 
self-brand connection (Escalas and Bettman 2003), and by examin-
ing a potential mediator of the moderating influence of self-brand 
connection on the envy-hostility link during social comparison (i.e., 
testing for mediated moderation). 305 participants completed the 
study for course credit. Participants selected a desirable luxury car 
from eight options, then reported their connection with that brand, α 
= .91. Next participants read a social comparison scenario featuring a 
peer who owned that prestige vehicle. Participants then reported their 
emotional responses to the scenario (as in study 1) and the extent 
to which they felt connected to owners of that prestige vehicle--this 
connection measure depicted increasingly overlapping circles (e.g., 
Tropp and Wright 2001); one circle represented “Me”; the other cir-
cle represented “Owners” of the luxury car. Dispositional envy was 
again measured as a control. Mediated moderation was tested using 
a path-analytic framework, consistent with the most recent published 
recommendations (Edwards and Lambert 2007). As anticipated, the 
interaction effect of self-brand connection and envy on hostility was 
mediated by the same interaction involving the overlap-with-brand-
owners measure (see Figure 1). The indirect effect linking SBCx-
Envy to Hostility is significant at p = .05, using Mplus’ bootstrapped 
standard errors. 

This research contributes to the envy literature, helping to clari-
fy when envy will transmute into hostility during social comparison. 
Our studies also contribute to the literature on self-brand connection 
by showing that felt connection with brand owners (not just connec-
tion between self and the brand) changes the nature of social com-
parisons involving prestige brands; dampening hostile reactions to 
envy evoked by a similar other who owns a coveted brand. We also 
demonstrate this effect of self-brand connection in social compari-
son is driven by felt overlap with prestige brand owners. Our results 
imply that to the extent luxury good marketers can encourage brand 
coveters to feel connected to brand owners (e.g., through clubs, dis-
cussion forums, reality television), they may succeed in dampening 
hostile envy.  
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Figure 1.  Moderating effects of self-brand connection (SBC; 
Panel A) and overlap with brand owners (Overlap; Panel B) on 

the Envy-Hostility link.
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