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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers often encounter situations when important aspects 

of their identities are negatively evaluated and threatened. Imagine 
a sports fan who watches his beloved team lose to an objectively 
“worse” opponent. Or consider the experience of a college student 
majoring in business who reads that business students perform worse 
academically than engineering students. Situations such as these 
abound in the lives of consumers, devaluing key elements of their 
social identities, and causing them to seek effective ways to cope 
with these threats to the self. 

Social identity threats cause aversive psychological conse-
quences (Baumgardner 1990), which motivate consumers to repair 
their self-worth (Tajfel and Turner 1986). Unfortunately, coping with 
social identity threats negatively impacts consumers’ self-control and 
hinders their ability to act in accord with long-term goals (Inzlicht 
and Kang 2010; Inzlicht, McKay, and Aronson 2006). While the det-
rimental impact of social identity threats on self-control has been 
demonstrated, there are few insights as to whether different coping 
strategies are equally costly to self-control. An interesting question, 
then, is whether certain strategies are more damaging to consumers’ 
self-control than others. Might some strategies allow consumers to 
restore their self-worth following social identity threat without sig-
nificantly undermining self-control?

The present research addresses this question and examines the 
impact of two strategies for coping with social identity threats on 
consumers’ self-control. Specifically, we study two social creativ-
ity strategies, which seek “positive distinctiveness for the in-group 
by redefining or altering the elements of the comparative situation” 
(Tajfel and Turner 1979; 1986). 

The first coping strategy is referred to as superior self-aspects 
and involves “comparing the in-group to the out-group on some 
new dimension” on which the in-group is better (Tajfel and Turner 
1986). Lalonde (1992) showed that hockey teams at the bottom of 
the league emphasized that top teams tended to play “dirty”; thus, 
those threatened hockey players changed the comparison dimension 
from game performance to ethical sportsmanship in order to restore 
their positive self-view. In practical terms, this strategy implies that 
the consumer ignores or downplays the threatened self-aspect and 
instead accentuates other positive self-aspects on which they are su-
perior to the contrasting out-group. For instance, a sports fan who 
reads that fans of his favorite team are considered “ruder and more 
ignorant” than other fans might think, “we may not be polite, but we 
are more loyal and enthusiastic fans than them.” 

The second strategy involves “changing the out-group with 
which the in-group is compared” to avoid using a higher-status out-
group as a comparison point, and instead use an out-group that per-
forms worse on the threatened identity dimension (Tajfel and Turner 
1979; 1986). Rosenberg and Simmons (1972) provide evidence of 
this, finding that when African-Americans made self-comparisons 
to other African-Americans their self-esteem was higher than when 
Caucasians were used as a comparative frame of reference. In es-
sence, this strategy (referred to as inferior others) suggests that 
consumers remain focused on the poor-performance dimension, but 
selectively think about other groups that perform even worse on that 
dimension. For example, the threatened NFL fan might acknowledge 
the crassness of his hometown fans but bring to mind fans of other 

teams who are even worse, thinking “Steelers fans might not be po-
lite, but at least they aren’t as rude as Eagles fans—they have no 
decency at all!” 

While other strategies for coping with social identity threats 
have been proposed, such as individual mobility or social competi-
tion (Tajfel and Turner 1986), we focus on the two social creativity 
strategies for theoretical and practical reasons. Theoretically, these 
two strategies are similar as they both involve cognitive processes 
aimed at changing elements of the comparative situation to restore 
the positive social identity. Practically, both strategies offer subtle 
and easily implementable cognitive forms of coping with social iden-
tity threats, which could be executed in almost any identity threaten-
ing situation and are more frequently used by consumers than other 
strategies (confirmed by a pilot study available from the authors). 

We propose that a threat to a specific dimension of an individ-
ual’s social identity will activate and make this aspect of the self 
more accessible. Past research demonstrates that identity threatening 
situations lead to increased identity salience and stronger in-group 
identification (Christian et al. 1976; Forehand, Deshpandé, and Reed 
2002). Furthermore, due to spreading activation (Anderson 1983), 
the activation of the threatened aspect of the self will lead to activa-
tion and increased accessibility of other aspects of consumers’ self-
concept (Kleine et al. 1993; Markus 1977). In sum, after the experi-
ence of a social identity threat, an individual’s self-knowledge (i.e., 
all traits defining one’s identity) becomes accessible and active for 
use in further processing (Carver 1975; Macrae, Bodenhausen, and 
Milne 1998).

Once the social identity threat has registered with the consumer 
and activated his self-knowledge, he is motivated to cope with the 
threat and repair his social identity using one of the two strategies. 
The inferior others strategy requires individuals to think about out-
groups that perform worse on the threatened dimension, creating a 
favorable intergroup comparison between the second-rate out-group 
and the in-group. This implies that implementing the inferior others 
coping strategy shifts thoughts from active self-knowledge to rela-
tively inactive others-knowledge. Specifically, previous research has 
found that when the self becomes the focus of attention, individu-
als are particularly likely to behave in accordance with internal self-
traits (Carver 1975; Macrae et al. 1998). Therefore, shifting away 
from active self-knowledge requires effortful, controlled processing 
(Greenberg et al. 1994) which depletes self-regulatory resources and 
increases self-control failures in subsequent situations (Ellis and 
Ashbrook 1989; Gailliot et al. 2006; Wegner et al. 1987). Thus, we 
propose that using the inferior others coping strategy requires con-
sumers to effortfully shift their thoughts from the active self to the 
inactive others, reducing their self-regulatory resources and leading 
to subsequent self-control failures. In contrast, the superior self-as-
pects strategy requires individuals to highlight other positive dimen-
sions of the self, remaining focused on accessible concepts. As the 
social identity threat has activated both the threatened self-dimension 
and broader self-aspects, we predict that this coping strategy will not 
consume a significant amount of self-regulatory resources.1 Thus:

1  While both strategies involve changing one element of the comparison 
situation, we propose that changing the comparison attribute ( superior self-
aspects strategy) is easier for consumers than changing the comparison group 



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 41) / 429

Hypothesis 1: Individuals using the superior self-aspects strat-
egy to cope with a social identity threat will ex-
hibit better self-control subsequently than those 
using the inferior others strategy.

We further predict that these differences in self-control occur 
because:

Hypothesis 2: A social identity threat will heighten the acces-
sibility of self-knowledge.

Hypothesis 3: The shift in thoughts  from accessible self-
knowledge to inaccessible out-groups knowl-
edge, required by the inferior others strategy 
will consume self-regulatory resources; in con-
trast,  the superior self-aspects strategy will not 
require self-regulatory resources to enact since 
it involves retaining the thoughts on the acces-
sible self.

We test our predictions in one field study and seven experi-
ments. Select studies are described in greater detail below.

Field Study
To take advantage of a naturally-occurring social identity 

threat, we conducted the study following two painful losses of the lo-
cal NFL team (Team X). We intercepted participants at the entrance 
of a coffee shop and asked them to participate in a short study in 
exchange for $2. Respondents (n = 37, 37% female) were individu-
als who were fans of Team X and who had watched the game. The 
study used a 2 (Strategy: superior self-aspects, inferior others) group 
design. To make the social identity threat salient, a poster invited 
participation in a survey about the “loss of Team X last night” and 
displayed the game score. In part 1 of the survey, participants were 
randomly assigned to one of the two coping strategies and were 
asked to complete five sentences in response to Team X’s loss. Par-
ticipants in the superior self-aspects condition completed sentences 
beginning with: “Yesterday Team X made more mistakes than Team 
Y, but Team X were still better than Team Y at…” Respondents in 
the inferior others condition filled out five sentences beginning with: 
“Yesterday Team X made more mistakes than Team Y, but at least 
they did not mess up as badly as…” Participants could fill out as 
many sentences as they wanted (M = 4, no condition effects, p = 
.37). Participants then entered the café to make their purchases, after 
which they were asked to return and complete another survey. In 
part 2, participants answered demographic questions, provided their 
receipts, and received payment.

A one-way MANOVA on the total grams of fat and calories in 
participants’ purchases (r = .846, p < .0001) revealed a significant 
main effect of the strategy condition (multivariate F(2, 34) = 3.19, p 
= .05). The purchases of individuals in the inferior others condition 
contained more fat and calories (Mfat = 16.52g; Mcal = 463) than those 
of respondents in the superior self-aspects condition (Mfat = 8.87g; 
Mcal = 287; F(1, 35) = 5.19, p = .03 and F(1, 35) = 6.46, p = .02). 

This field study provides evidence in support of H1 and shows 
that participants who used the superior self-aspects strategy made 
healthier food choices than those using the inferior others strategy. 
We note that these results were replicated in a lab experiment with a 
threat to participants’ business student identity; individuals who used 

(inferior others strategy) since consumers’ self-knowledge has been activated 
by the identity threat.

the former strategy consumed fewer M&Ms (M = 20.13g) than those 
who used the latter (M = 38.25g, F(1, 41) = 5.25, p = .03).

Experiment 1 examines whether the effects of the two strate-
gies on consumers’ self-control would emerge when both the social 
identity threat and strategy prompts are embedded in an advertising 
stimulus. Furthermore, in contrast to the field study which was con-
ducted only with individuals who identified highly with the threat-
ened in-group (only fans of Team X were recruited), the sample in 
the next study was more diverse and the extent to which participants 
identified themselves with the threatened in-group varied. Since past 
research demonstrates that social identity threats mainly affect those 
that identify closely with the threatened in-group (Ellemers et al. 
2002), we anticipated that the predicted effects would emerge only 
for individuals with strong in-group identification but not for those 
with weak identification, for whom the social identity threat is less 
relevant (Maass et al. 2003). 

Experiment 1
Experiment 1 used a 2 (Strategy: superior self-aspects, inferior 

others) group design with participants’ in-group identification as 
a second continuously-measured factor. Participants (n = 47, 39% 
female) were college students, who completed two ostensibly un-
related tasks. First, participants rated their identification with NFL 
fans on a four-item scale (e.g., “I see myself as an NFL fan,” α = 
.95; Hogg and Hains 1996). They then evaluated and gave feedback 
about a NFL-related print ad designed by local high-school students. 
Respondents were randomly assigned to view one of two ads. Both 
ads contained the social identity threat: “People say football fans are 
more obnoxious, loud, and annoying than baseball fans.” Further-
more, each ad cued the use of one of the two strategies. The text of 
the superior self-aspects strategy ad read: “But c’mon! We know that 
they are plenty of positive sides to football fans too…Just think of a 
few of those: 1… 2… 3…”; while the text of the inferior others strat-
egy ad was: “But c’mon! We know that they are plenty of fans that 
are more crude than you…Just think of a few of those: 1… 2… 3…” 

In a subsequent “unrelated” task participants imagined that they 
would receive a snack for their participation and indicated their pref-
erence for different snacks on a 7-point scale (1 = “Not At All” and 
7 = “Very Much So”. The list included both unhealthy (e.g., potato 
chips) and healthy (e.g., apple) options (Laran 2010). Participants 
also indicated their snack choice. 

The coping strategy/ad condition was contrast coded (-1 = in-
ferior others; 1 = superior self-aspects) and participants’ strength of 
identification with NFL fans was mean-centered (M = 4.85, SD = 
1.76). A significant interaction of NFL fan identity and coping strat-
egy was revealed on both the appeal of unhealthy snacks (b = -.33, 
t(43) = -2.64, p = .01) and the snack choice (1 = healthy; 0 = un-
healthy snack; b = .44, Wald χ2 (1) = 4.03, p = .04). For participants 
who identified strongly as “NFL fans” (+1 SD), those exposed to 
the superior self-aspects strategy ad found the unhealthy snacks less 
appealing (b = -.77, t(43) = -2.69, p = .01) and were more likely to 
choose a healthy snack than participants who saw the inferior oth-
ers strategy ad  (b = .88, exp(b) = 2.41, Wald χ2 (1) = 3.43, p = .06). 
Participants who identified weakly with NFL fans (-1 SD) had no 
difference in self-control based on the strategy condition (p’s > .22). 

The results of Experiment 2 provide convergent evidence for 
our theoretical propositions. However, in contrast to the previous 
experiments which used relatively strong manipulations of the so-
cial identity threat and coping strategy, this study embedded both 
the threat and strategies in adverting stimuli, demonstrating that our 
proposed effects even occur in practical situations and thus can ben-
efit marketers as well. The next two studies provide evidence of the 
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underlying process: Experiment 2 shows that a social identity threat 
increases the accessibility of the self (H2); Experiment 3 shows that 
accessibility of out-group knowledge is driving the detrimental ef-
fects of the inferior others strategy (H3). 

Experiment 2
Experiment 2 utilized a 2 group (threat vs. control) design. 

Participants (n = 69, 59% female) were business students at a large 
university. Participants in the threat condition were asked to read 
an article which contained the social identity threat (the article dis-
cussed how business students perform worse academically than en-
gineering students), while respondents in the control condition read 
an article from National Geographic. Then all participants indicated 
their agreement with seven items (α = .83) assessing self-knowledge 
activation on a 7-point scale where 1 = “Strongly Disagree” and 7 = 
“Strongly Agree” (e.g., “The traits that describe “who I am” are vivid 
in my mind now.”). Respondents also indicated the extent to which 
their self was activated using a visual measure in which different 
degrees of self-activation were signified by figures with increasing 
percentages of highlighting. Finally, participants rated their agree-
ment with two private self-awareness items (α = .68; e.g., “While 
imagining the scenario, I was generally very aware of myself, my 
own perspective and attitudes;” Matheson and Zanna 1988). 

Two one-way ANOVAs conducted on the two activation of self 
measures revealed that participants in the threat condition (Mscale = 
5.11, Mvisual = 4.44) experienced greater self-activation than those in 
the control condition (Mscale = 3.37, Mvisual = 3.88; F(1, 66) = 60.30, p 
< .0001 and F(1, 67) = 7.04, p < .01). A separate one-way ANOVA 
run on the private self-awareness index also showed that participants 
in the threat condition possessed greater self-awareness (M = 4.15) 
than those in the control condition (M = 3.39; F(1, 66) = 9.73, p < 
.01). 

Experiment 2 shows that experiencing a social identity threat 
activates individuals’ self-knowledge, providing support for the first 
link in the proposed process (H2). The next experiment seeks to un-
derstand whether activating others-knowledge will reduce the regu-
latory costs of the inferior others strategy and thus provide support 
for H3.

Experiment 3
Experiment 3 used a 2 (Strategy: superior self-aspects, inferior 

others) x 2 (Accessibility: self, others) between-subjects design. Par-
ticipants (n = 73, 62% female) were business students at a large pub-
lic university. Accessibility of the self and others was manipulated 
with a procedure from Gardner et al. (1999); participants in the self-
accessibility condition read a paragraph and counted the first-person 
pronouns (e.g., “I”, “me”) while those in the others-accessibility 
condition read a similar paragraph and counted the other-people pro-
nouns (e.g., “they”, “them”). 

The social identity threat was manipulated using an article that 
discussed how business students perform worse academically than 
engineering students. After reading the article, participants were 
assigned to one of the two coping strategies and asked to imagine 
how they would respond to the criticisms of business students pre-
sented in the article. In both conditions participants completed five 
sentences designed to cue the coping strategy:  superior self-aspects 
condition (“I might not be as intelligent as the engineering students 
but I am…”) and inferior others condition (“I might not be as intelli-
gent as the engineering students but at least I am not as unintelligent 
as…”). The effectiveness of both manipulations was confirmed in 
separate pretests. Finally, participants were presented with the self-

control scenario and asked to indicate their likelihood of purchasing 
an attractive but unnecessary item while shopping in the mall. 

A two-way ANOVA on participants’ likelihood to indulge 
showed a significant interaction of the accessibility and coping strat-
egy conditions (F(1, 69) = 6.87, p = .01). When the self was made 
accessible, results replicated our previous findings such that partici-
pants who used the inferior others strategy (Msuperior self = 7.20) were 
more likely to indulge than those who used the superior self-aspects 
one (Minferior others = 5.29; F(1, 69) = 5.55, p = .02). However, when 
others-related concepts were made accessible, there was no differ-
ence in the likelihood to indulge of participants in the two strategy 
conditions (Msuperior self =6.27 vs. Minferior others = 5.18, p = .18). Finally, 
the negative impact of the inferior others strategy on self-control was 
significantly reduced in the others-accessibility condition relative to 
the self-accessibility condition (F(1, 69) = 6.28, p = .01); there was 
no difference in the self-control of participants using the superior 
self-aspects strategy between the two accessibility conditions (p = 
.23).

Experiment 3 provides evidence that accessibility is the process 
by which the two coping strategies impact consumers’ self-control 
(H3). When the accessibility of the self was heightened prior to the 
threat, our previous results replicated: individuals using the superior 
self-aspects strategy exhibited less self-control subsequently than 
those relying on the inferior others strategy. However, increasing the 
accessibility of others-related concepts significantly diminished the 
detrimental impact of the inferior others strategy on self-control. An-
other study also replicated these findings using a different manipula-
tion of the accessibility of out-groups-related concepts. 

General Discussion
The primary objective of this research was to compare two 

strategies for coping with social identity threats and their impact on 
consumers’ self-control. Our results demonstrate that the superior 
self-aspects strategy has a less detrimental impact on subsequent 
self-control than does the inferior others strategy.2 These effects 
hold using both real consumption and scenario-based measures of 
self-control in two important domains for consumers: eating and 
spending. Most importantly, our effects are robust even in real world 
settings, in situations involving naturally occurring social identity 
threats (loss of the favorite NFL team), and when both the social 
identity threat and strategies are embedded in advertising stimuli. 
Furthermore, the differential cost of the two coping strategies on 
self-control is noteworthy given their equal effectiveness at restoring 
the positive view of the self after a social identity threat.3 Finally, 
we examine the process underlying these differences: experiencing 
a social identity threat increases the accessibility of the self and as 
a result the inferior others strategy impedes self-control because its 
implementation requires a shift of thoughts from accessible self-
concepts to inaccessible out-groups-related concepts, which taxes 
individuals’ self-regulatory resources.

The current research has significant practical implications for 
consumers, practitioners, and marketers. While our findings have 
implications for general consumer well-being, we believe that our 
work will be particularly beneficial to both individuals struggling 
with various self-control problems (e.g., obesity, credit card debt), as 
well as practitioners who wish to design effective interventions for 
overcoming such problems. For instance, it is possible that one of the 

2  We rule out mood and self-affirmation as alternative explanations of 
these effects; more details available from the authors.
3  Effectiveness of the strategies was measured in three studies not re-
ported here; results consistently show that the two coping strategies were 
equally effective at restoring the self after a social identity threat. 
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reasons why many people often fail at their attempts to start eating 
healthily is because they often encounter identity threats and cope 
with them in a sub-optimal way, which inevitably sabotages their 
self-control progress. Since such identity threats are common in con-
sumers’ lives, it is essential for consumers to know not only that cop-
ing with such experiences can undermine their self-regulation, but 
also that there are ways to cope without damaging their self-control. 

Finally, given that our effects are robust in real world settings, 
we believe marketers might benefit from our findings as well. For 
instance, marketers of both healthy and unhealthy foods may want 
to target consumers with specific social identities (e.g., sports fans, 
stay-at-home moms) and tailor their advertising messages in a way 
that prompts them to indulge or exercise self-control and thus in-
crease the sales of their products. Moreover, marketers of sports team 
apparel and fan gear might be able to induce consumers to splurge on 
expensive items by embedding a social identity threat in marketing 
communication materials along with cues to use the inferior others 
strategy as a way to cope with the presented threat.

Taken together, this research makes contributions to the social 
identity and self-control literatures. First, existing work shows that 
coping with social identity threats depletes one’s self-regulatory re-
sources (Inzlicht and Kang 2010; Inzlicht et al. 2006). We extend 
this research by showing that the negative impact of coping with 
social identity threats on self-control depends on the specific cop-
ing strategy that individuals use. Second, we highlight differences 
that exist among the various strategies for coping with social identity 
threats. Beginning with Tajfel and Turner (1979; 1986), researchers 
have studied the ways in which individuals cope with threats to their 
identities, from changing consumption (Gao et al. 2009), to changing 
evaluations of the threatened group (Doosje et al. 1995), to resisting 
the negative feedback and engaging in self-affirmation (Steele 1988; 
von Hippel et al. 2005). However, previous work has examined each 
coping strategy in isolation, focusing on its effectiveness at repair-
ing the self, but none of its costs. This conceptual isolation has, to 
a certain degree, limited our understanding of the differences and 
similarities among the strategies, as well as their potential advan-
tages and disadvantages. The present work moves toward addressing 
this gap by focusing on two coping strategies, examining their dif-
ferences and similarities, and illuminating the process through which 
these differences occur. 
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