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People not only consume to express themselves but may also derive social identities from their consumption. After using a consumer

product associated with a negatively valenced out-group, people were more inclined to affiliate with, hold more positive attitudes to,

and show more favoritism to the out-group, particularly after social exclusion.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
It is well-recognized that people consume in ways that estab-

lish and express their self-identities (Belk 1988; Fournier 1998; Mc-
Cracken 1989). We investigated if wearing, choosing, and receiving 
consumer goods also affects people’s identity. Recent studies sug-
gest that consumption influences the way in which people perceive 
themselves (Chao and Chiou 2011, Gino, Norton, and Ariely 2010). 
For instance, women felt more glamorous after using a Victoria’s 
Secret shopping bag than after using a bag from a less appealing 
brand (Park and John 2010). We build on and extend these findings 
by revealing that consumption may not only influence people’s self-
perception but may also affect their social identities. 

The crucial discrepancies are that self-perception effects involve 
dimensional changes on particular traits (attractiveness, intelligence) 
that all people possess to some extent, whereas social identity effects 
of consumption would imply categorical changes in people’s self-
views as members of particular social groups to which they either 
belong to or not. Furthermore, consumption effects on social identity 
would not only involve a change in self-perception but also imply 
changes in the perception others who are members of a particular 
social group. As such, the present studies suggest that the effects of 
consumption on the self are more profound that currently recognized. 

The hypothesis that consumption affects social-identity is con-
sistent with social psychological research on social identity forma-
tion (Tajfel and Turner 1979), which demonstrated that people infer 
group-memberships from cues that establish similarities between 
individuals. Even very subtle and apparently trivial similarity cues 
can be sufficient to make people feel more affiliated with-, hold more 
positive attitudes towards-, and favor apparent in-group members 
(Ellemers, Spears and Doosje 2002). However, research on social-
identity formation has not previously considered if self-categoriza-
tion processes will also affect people’s tendencies to affiliate with 
members of a negatively valenced out-group. As such, the present 

research also extends basic insights into social psychological pro-
cesses of social identity formation. 

In three studies, we tested the hypothesis that consumption 
would affect people’s social identities. In each study, participants 
received a consumer product that was associated with a negatively 
valenced group to which they did not belong. Study 1 revealed that 
customers felt more connected with smokers after receiving an ash-
tray as a gift in a grocery store than after receiving no gift, regard-
less of the number of smokers in their social environment. Receiving 
an ashtray did not result in greater connectedness with other social 
groups (vegetarians, street kids, and Catholics). 

Study 2 replicated and extended findings from Study 1 by show-
ing that wearing a bag that was associated with another negative 
out-group (Moroccans) during a lab experiment resulted in greater 
connectedness with the target group compared to a control condition 
that wore a bag that was not specifically associated with a particular 
social group. Moreover, wearing a bag associated with the out-group 
also resulted in less negative implicit attitudes towards the out-group. 
These effects were particularly pronounced after participants were 
exposed to a social exclusion manipulation. This is consistent with 
findings showing that people are especially sensitive to the symbolic 
meaning of consumer goods after relevant aspects of their self-iden-
tity are threatened (Escalas and Bettman 2005; Gao et al. 2008; Mor-
rison and Johnson 2011; Rindfleish et al. 2008). Again, the experi-
mental manipulations did not affect identification with other social 
groups. 

Study 3 revealed that wearing a bracelet that was associated with 
the negative out-group of gothic people resulted in behavioral effects 
suggesting social-identification with the out-group. Specifically, par-
ticipants sat closer to a confederate whose appearance matched the 
bracelet they were wearing (gothic vs. normal), indicating greater 
affiliation, and were more likely to help the matching confederate, 
indicating in-group favoritism.

Table 1: Summary of Results
Study 1

Ashtrays
Study 2

Bags
Study 3

Bracelets

Control Experimental
Control Experimental Control Experimental

Inclusion Exclusion Inclusion Exclusion Normal
Confederate

Gothic
Confederate

Normal
Confederate

Gothic
Confederate

Affiliation 1.71
(0.78)

2.13
(1.04)

23.58
(16.64)

31.42
(19.80)

22.50
(21.38)

40.72
(26.81)

1.89
(0.58)

2.29
(0.83)

2.24
(1.03)

1.92
(0.49)

Attitude Na -.43
(0.31)

-.49
(0.24)

-.28
(0.24)

-.22
(0.25) na na

Favoritism Na na na 70% 30% 29.4% 70.6%

Note. Participants in the Experimental conditions received a consumer product that was associated with the target out group. Participants in the Control 
conditions did not receive a product (study 1) or received a similar product that was not associated with a particular social group (studies 2 and 3). Affiliation 
was assessed through participant ratings in studies 1 (scale: 1-5), and 2 (scale (0-100), and through proximity in seat distance (scale: 1-4) in study 3. Attitude 

was assessed by IAT scores (D). Favoritism was assessed as percentage of helping behavior.
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In sum, the present findings support the hypothesis that con-
sumption may influence the social-identities of consumers. We do 
not believe that this is the result of priming effects, by which certain 
consumer goods increase the accessibility and therefore the judg-
ments about the associated social groups. In Study 1, a priming effect 
would have resulted in an interaction between the manipulation and 
the number of smokers in the participants’ social environments, such 
that the effects of receiving an ashtray would have been stronger for 
people who know many smokers. We did not find such an interac-
tion. Moreover, a priming effect cannot account for the interaction 
with the exclusion manipulation in Study 2 and would have produced 
a main effect of receiving the Moroccan bag. Finally, the effects on 
in-group favoritism as reported in Study 3 cannot be explained from 
mere accessibility effects but rather imply a motivational process. 

We believe our results are more readily understood as the con-
sequence of social identity threats. However, receiving products that 
are associated with a negatively valenced out-group and social ex-
clusion are both threats to people’s social identities that would nor-
mally result in a greater tendency to be accepted by the in-group, 
thus would hinder affiliation with the out-group. On the one hand, 
it could be that each manipulation presented a situational constraint 
on the effects of the other, such that social exclusion by the in-group 
constrained the tendency to affiliate with that group that resulted 
from the identity threat of receiving a product associated with an 
out-group. Similarly, the product may have directed the affiliation 
tendencies resulting from social exclusion towards the associated so-
cial group. On the other hand, it might also be the case that receiving 
a product and being socially excluded constituted threats to different 
self-identity motives (Lee & Shrum, 2012).  

The key limitation to the present findings is the low effect sizes 
observed across the studies, which we believe can be partly account-
ed for by the subtle nature of the manipulations and the fact that the 
present studies constituted a very conservative test of our hypothesis 
as we investigated the effects of consumption on social-identification 
with negatively valenced out-groups. In spite of these impairments 
to a strong effect size, our results were highly consistent and estab-
lished the power of consumer goods to influence self- and social-
identity formation, which may bear important social implications for 
intergroup relations and prejudice. 
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