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Traditional theories of endorser credibility do not explain the great attraction of street credible endorsers to advertisers and diverse
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Celebrity endorsers are featured in 10 to 20 percent of com-

mercials in the United States (Agrawal and Kamakura 1995).  While 
firms have invested significant capital in celebrity endorsers, they 
traditionally shy away from those who have been involved in illegal 
or immoral acts (Briggs 2009; Creswell 2008). However, the rules of 
endorser selection appear to be changing.  Recently, a new type of 
endorser whose celebrity is built in part upon criminal activity or vio-
lent history has emerged. These celebrities, often rappers, successful-
ly endorse major brands such as Vitamin Water and Chrysler. They 
are often described as having another form of credibility—street 
credibility (Spiegler 1996).  Patrick (2005) suggests that these street 
credible celebrities will replace athletes as the most important prod-
uct endorsers.  Therefore, it is important to determine the nature of 
street credibility, who has it, and how is it gained.  As well, we need 
to understand how diverse consumer groups relate to these endorsers.

This paper will define the emergent construct of street cred-
ibility, delineate its antecedents, provide exemplars, and assess the 
attraction to street credible endorsers by diverse consumer groups.  
We will use Kohli and Jaworski’s (1990) framework for developing 
emerging constructs.  We begin by reviewing the literature on ce-
lebrity endorser credibility and integrating insights from research in 
anthropology and sociology relevant to the construct of street cred-
ibility.  Next, we report findings from a series of field interviews 
exploring street credibility.

LITErATurE rEvIEW 
Early scholarly work on endorser credibility focuses on the 

moderators of source effectiveness.  These studies suggest that 
trustworthiness, expertise and attractiveness are the most important 
elements of endorser credibility (Friedman, Santeramo, and Traina 
1978; Hovland and Weiss 1951; McGuire 1985; Ohanian 1990).

 McGuire (1985) suggests that similarity is an antecedent of at-
tractiveness. Thus inner city consumers may be attracted to street 
credible endorsers based on their similar personal histories.  How-
ever, this neglects to explain the popularity of street credible endors-
ers with other consumers.   Before addressing this issue, we next will 
explore the literature on street credibility.  

Researchers in the areas of marketing, sociology, and crimi-
nology use the term street credibility to refer to a reputation gained 
through acts of street crime and adherence to street codes in poor 
urban settings (Brunson and Stewart 2006; Grint and Case 1998). 
However, they stop short at providing a concrete definition of street 
credibility.

METHOd
To develop a definition of street credibility, we consulted exist-

ing ethnographic, anthropological and sociological studies regard-
ing street culture (i.e. Bourgois 2003; LeBlanc 2003).  Following 
the works of Burton, Cherlin, Winn, Estacion, and Holder-Taylor 
(2009) and Charmaz (2006), our approach was not completely in-
ductive grounded theory. Rather we employed a modified form of 
grounded theory using “extant theory and ethnographic studies” to 
build a foundation for an emerging construct (Burton et al. 2009, 
1107-1124).

This analysis resulted in our discovery of five areas produc-
ing respect within street culture: (1) ability to thrive, (2) acquisition 
of street smarts, (3) displayed toughness, (4) acquisition of mate-
rial possessions and sexual conquest, and (5) the ability to achieve 
“cross-over dreams.” Following the work of Kohli and Jaworski 
(1990) we next looked for commonalities between these studies and 
our fieldwork. 

We used theoretical sampling (Glaser and Strauss 1967) to se-
lect 34 interview respondents in two U.S. communities. The first 
community represented inner-city consumers and the second repre-
sented consumers outside the inner-city. 

The first author interviewed 21 African-American and Latino 
college students who grew up and attended high school in Harlem. 
While the interviews allowed for new questions to be generated 
based on respondents’ feedback, all respondents were asked to define 
street credibility, and asked how it was gained, lost, transferred, used, 
and differentiated from other constructs such as “cool.”

The second set of interviews built upon our findings by devel-
oping an understanding of how mainstream, non-inner-city consum-
ers thought about street credibility.  We interviewed 13 Caucasian 
and Asian students who grew up in mid- to small-sized towns from 
middle class to upper class families in the northeast.  

To define street credibility, we followed the work of Kohli and 
Jaworski (1990) and  Burton et. al. (2009) on construct development 
and used data from both the ethnographic studies on street culture 
and our field work to identify the antecedents of street credibility and 
produce an empirically grounded definition.

FIndInGS
This synthesis resulted in a definition of street credibility based 

on the identification of three main factors: “authentic origins in street 
life”, “the acquisition of power”, and the “width of the gap between 
the one’s origin and one’s current level of power.” Our research fur-
ther suggests that the diminishment of street credibility will occur 
when it is publically known that the street credible person has un-
dergone a significant decrease or reversal in the elements of power. 

Finally, while both groups show evidence of attachment to the 
endorsers and their histories, the inner-city consumer’s view is more 
in line with traditional literature. These consumers see the endorser 
more through the lens of an aspiration reference group. However, the 
non-inner-city consumer is drawn to the street credible endorser  as a 
form of entertainment.  That is, as (Gilroy, Grossberg, and McRobbie 
2000) posit, these consumers are drawn to street credible endorsers 
as their world provides an interesting form of exoticism and fantasy.  

COnTrIBuTIOnS 
We contribute to the work on celebrity endorsement by empiri-

cally defining the construct of street credibility and by explaining 
the attraction that street credibility affords celebrities in diverse con-
sumer groups.  Contrary to traditional theories of endorsement and 
source persuasion, for many consumers street credibility is not relat-
ed to trustworthiness or similarity. This insight challenges the current 
body of endorsement literature and leads to better understanding of 
credibility. Further research is needed to learn what product catego-
ries benefit most from street credible endorsers. In addition, research 
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must focus on the development of scales to measure the aspects of 
street credibility.
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