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ABSTRACT
The findings of the four studies showed that social support was 

inversely influence individual’s brand choice that low social support 
should predict more brand reliance, particularly for those who place a 
high value on belonging and being accepted by others. This is because 
social support satiated the need to express self-worth, thus eliminat-
ing the need to rely on brand to achieve self-worth. Furthermore, this 
negative relationship was robust when taking into consideration of in-
dividuals’ price sensitivity. 

Social Support and Self-Worth
There is strong empirical support to suggest that, for better or 

for worse, an individual’s self-worth is strongly affected by those 
around them (Crocker and Wolfe 2001). Sociometer theory (Leary 
and Baumeister 2000) posits that self-esteem is ultimately interperson-
ally based, with self-esteem serving as a barometer for one’s value to 
others; when one is doing well interpersonally, they feel good about 
themselves, and when the quality of their relationships is under threat, 
self-esteem subsequently decreases.  

Social support comes from numerous significant others in our 
lives throughout the lifespan, all the while contributing to our sense of 
self-worth. Frequency of social support – from authorities such as par-
ents and teachers, to peers such as classmates and close friends – pre-
dicts one’s self-concept and self-worth (Cauce et al. 1996; Demaray, 
Malecki, Rueger, Brown, and Summers 2009; Robinson 1995), with 
parental support predicting self-worth longitudinally, and peer support 
predicting self-worth concurrently (McMahon, Felix, and Nagarajan 
2011). 

While forging strong relationship with others is an important 
source of self-worth, sometimes these relationships fail to serve this 
important psychological function. Conditional love by parents and ne-
glect serve to create the expectation in people that they will be rejected 
by others (Downey and Feldman 1996; Downey, Khouri, and Feldman 
1997; Park, Crocker, and Vohs 2006). This kind of parenting style con-
tributes to creating an anxious attachment style in children, which is 
associated with a negative self-views (Kim and Horowitz 1991; Levy, 
Blatt, and Shaver1998; Park et al. 2006), and a sense of self-esteem 
that is strongly contingent on the approval of others (Collins and Read 
1990). Similarly, outright unloving and malicious parenting is associ-
ated with a fearful attachment style, which is leads people to see them-
selves as unworthy of love, as well as other people are unloving and 
indifferent (Kim and Horowitz 1991; Levy et al. 1998).  

Brands as Surrogates for Social Support and a Source of 
Self-Worth

Previous research has shown that people do indeed find a sense 
of self-worth in brands, and use brands as a means of expressing them-
selves and their identity (Banister and Hogg 2003; Dalton 2008; Grubb 
and Grathwohl 1967; Shachar et al. 2001; Shepherd et al. 2011). 

Research also suggests that brands are also substitutable for more 
traditional means of achieving a sense of identity and self-worth. Those 
who are chronically lonely show an increased tendency to anthropo-
morphize (i.e., attribute consciousness and free will) products and non-
conscious objects (Epley, Akalis, Waytz, and Cacioppo 2008). Con-
versely, reminding people of supportive others decrease the amount 
that people are willing to pay for larger choice sets, and decreased the 

appeal of having more choice (Ybarra, Lee, and Gonzalez, 2012). The 
substitutable nature of brands and significant others’ is also illustrated 
in the bi-directionality of these effects; the more people value material-
ism, the less then tend to value having close relationships with others 
(Richins and Dawson 1992).

The substitutable nature of brands and traditional sources of self-
worth is further illustrated in how materialism and valuing brands de-
velops over the lifespan. As mentioned above, parents and peer groups 
play an important role in shaping a child’s sense of self-worth (Cauce 
et al. 1996; Demaray, Malecki, Rueger, Brown, and Summers 2009; 
Downey and Feldman 1996; Downey, Khouri, and Feldman 1997; 
Kim and Horowitz 1991; McMahon, Felix, and Nagarajan 2011; Park, 
Crocker, and Vohs 2006; Robinson 1995). At the same time that these 
significant others are shaping a child’s sense of self-worth, so too are 
these relationships shaping the child’s materialistic orientation. For 
example, teenagers whose mothers are cold and less nurturing tended 
to see their self-worth as hinging on the possession of money or fi-
nancial success (Kasser, Ryan, Zax, and Sameroff 1995). Conversely, 
supportive parents and peers decrease a child’s perceived need to turn 
to material goods to develop a positive sense of self-worth (Chaplin 
and John 2010). 

 CURRENT RESEARCH
While past work is suggestive of brands and close others as being 

interchangeable in their ability give people a sense of self-worth, in 
the current research we seek to fully test the substitutability of brands 
and social support. Specifically, we predict that individuals who are 
either a) chronically perceive low levels of social support, or b) are 
primed with low social support, will show increased brand reliance 
– that is, the extent to which a branded product is preferred over un-
branded products or products that without a recognizable national 
brand (Shachar Erdem, Cutright, and Fitzsimons 2011).

EXPERIMENTS AND FINDINGS
In Study 1a and Study 1b, we established a direct, inverse, re-

lationship between relationship between social support and brand re-
liance by both measuring and manipulating social support. In Study 
2 we replicate this effect while also showing that it still exists even 
when controlling for the inherent price differences between branded 
and unbranded products. In Study 3 we show that the need to belong 
is a theoretically-relevant moderator of this effect. Finally, in Studies 
4a and 4b, we find that the extent to which one derives a positive sense 
of self from branded products mediates the effect of social support on 
brand reliance, such that social support corresponds with lower lev-
els of brand-based self-worth, and that self-worth then predicts brand 
reliance(see table 1)

CONCLUSION
Our research centers on the role of social support in individuals’ 

brand choice. Our research answers who really relies on brand from a 
different perspective-interpersonal relationship to. We further explore 
the moderator and mediator of the impact of social support on brand 
reliance. We believe that our research extends the research on social 
support and brand choice and provides a new research perspective for 
social support and brand choice. 
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Table 1: Summary of Studies and Results
Study Objectives of the Study Results
Study1 Study 1a Measuring social support to test the 

relationship between social support and 
brand reliance 

Social support was negatively related to brand reliance 
:β = -.04, t (262) = -2.69, p = .01

Study1b 1): Manipulating social support to confirm 
the casual relationship between social 
support and brand reliance
2): Ruling out the confounding effect of 
materialism and religious commitment

Main Effect of social support, M social support =4.9, SD 
=.39; M control =6.22, SD =.40; F (1, 104) = 5.62, p = .02
Covariant: Materialism, F (1, 104) = 11.83, p = .001

Study2 Confirming the impact of social support on 
brand reliance by taking into consideration 
of price sensitivity

Main effect of social support: F (1,138) =3.766, p =. 05
Main effect of price sensitivity: F (2,210) =29.260, p 
=. 000

Study3 Testing the moderating role of Need to 
belong

Interaction between social support and need to belong: 
β = -1.57, t (69) = -2.35, p = .02.

Study4 Study 4a Measuring social support to test the 
underlying process of the impact of social 
support on brand reliance

Social supportàBrand Reliance: β = -.05, t (121) = 
-2.08, p = .04
Social supportàBrand-based self-worth: β = -.03, t 
(121) = -3.78, p < .001
Social supportàBrand Reliance (with mediator): β = 
-.02, t (120) = -.08, p = .38
Bootstrapping: 95% CI  = -.05721 to -.0085

Study 4b Manipulating social support to confirm the 
results from study 4a is causal relationship

Social supportàBrand Reliance β = -.41, t (65) = 
-2.20, p = .03
Social supportàBrand-based self-worth: β = 1.59, t 
(65) = 4.04 p < .001
Social supportàBrand Reliance (with mediator): β = 
-.76, t (65) = -1.21, p = .23
Bootstrapping: 95% CI  = -1.54 to -.07
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