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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The concept of moral identity has received considerable interest 

by consumer behavior scholars in the past decade (Winterich, Mittal, 
and Ross 2009).  This is not surprising considering the intuitively 
appealing notion that consumers may construct their identities and 
act in accordance with what they believe are typical characteristics 
of being a good and honest person (Reed, Aquino, and Levy 2007). 
Although the identity relevance of morality is difficult to contest, 
scholars have argued that consumer movements dedicated to ethi-
cal consumption are considered too extreme to have any real effect 
on everyday consumption behavior (Devinney, Auger, and Eckhardt 
2010). However, brand community research suggests that morality 
is central even when the main purpose of the community revolves 
around a consumption object such as a brand (Luedicke, Thompson, 
and Giesler 2010). We extend research on moral identity and ethical 
consumption by exploring the role of collective moral identity in an 
online consumption community.

Specifically, in this research we draw upon social movement 
theory (Polletta and Jasper 2001; Snow et al. 1986), moral identity 
theory (Reed et al. 2007), and theories on social norm construction 
(Goffman 1974; Fine 2001) to explore how authentic brand users 
construct collective moral identity around the specific cause of “anti-
counterfeits”. The context of counterfeits is interesting because coun-
terfeits represent a threat to the authentic brand user’s self-identity 
through perceived brand signal poaching (Berger and Ward 2010; 
Commuri  2009), but also a broader moral identity threat as coun-
terfeits can be seen as unethical or damaging to society. In order to 
explore the implications of multiple identity threats, we specifically 
investigate the scripted social norm negotiation that occurs within 
the online community to shed light on the processes by which mem-
bers construct and maintain individual moral identity while bridging 
multiple normative frameworks. For example, we investigate what 
happens when social norms constructed within the community are 
challenged by social norms that govern behavior in other social inter-
actions, such as when an authentic brand user is faced with an oppor-
tunity to inform a friend that the gift received from a family member 
is a “fake”.  Consequently, this research furthers our understanding 
of both individual and collective moral identity and the negotiation 
that concurrently creates and facilitates legitimization of authentic 
(i.e., non-counterfeit) brand use.

We employed netnographic analysis (Kozinets 2002) to explore 
the collective and embedded nature of authentic brand users’ moral 
identity projects. The specific online community selected as a netno-
graphic site is an online blog and forum website dedicated to luxury 
branded fashion accessories, including Chanel and Louis Vuitton. 
This particular research context is interesting because branded acces-
sories are highly visible and symbolic, thereby allowing us to study 
a context in which social norms for legitimate brand use and the ap-
propriateness of brand signals are likely to be very important to the 
consumer. Specific threads related to counterfeits were downloaded, 
organized and analyzed and then compared to more general posts 
in related topic areas to ascertain themes related to both legitimate 
brand use and the community members differentiation strategies 
from those who don’t use/like their favorite brand or those who use 
counterfeits.  The threads and posts were coded and analyzed using 
NVivo 10 software.

The process by which norms are institutionalized has been la-
beled ‘framing’ (Polletta and Jasper 2001, 291) and the frames con-
structed within the community can become “guided doings” that ex-
ert corrective control within that social context (Goffman 1974, 22). 
We find that although the ethical in the consumption is easily distin-
guished and underscored in community scripts (i.e., buying counter-
feits is bad for society), the social normative framework used by the 
community is highly nuanced in terms of different nested identity 
threats, thereby blurring the oppositional boundaries between “us” 
and “them” and what is considered legitimate usage of the authentic 
brand. Different frames related to ethical consumption, brand au-
thenticity, and identity protection are constructed by the community 
members and serve as an overall framework for social norm con-
struction and negotiation. Hence, this framework is important be-
cause it provides the foundation for both collective and individual 
moral identity projects within the community. 

Importantly, different social normative frames serve different 
purposes in terms of mobilizing resources to the anti-counterfeit 
cause and to regulate behavior both within and outside the communi-
ty. For example, by positioning authentic brand users as “ethical con-
sumers”, the community can create scripted social norms that regu-
late interactions with outside marketing agents, such as shop owners 
and websites (e.g., eBay). Interestingly, however, the “ethical” is not 
enough to truly legitimize authentic brand use. Thus, to achieve such 
brand use legitimization, we find that community members need to 
draw upon more brand related meanings, such as the genuine hand-
craft of the authentic brand, to more effectively mobilize community 
resources and to neutralize identity threat through community bound-
ary maintenance. This is important because the community needs to 
continuously redefine and negotiate the social norms that regulate 
how the community members interact with outsiders, including fam-
ily and friends, who purchase or gift a counterfeit accessory, such as 
a handbag or a wallet.

In conclusion, this research furthers our understanding of the 
ethical consumer and collective moral identity projects by specifical-
ly exploring how consumers use oppositional meanings derived from 
an anti-counterfeit framework to legitimize their authentic brand use. 
The blurry community boundaries found in this community are like-
ly to be found in many other consumption communities, especially 
when we explicitly recognize that members are likely embedded in 
a broader socio-cultural network, governed by several normative 
frameworks. Importantly, our findings support that the overall anti-
counterfeit cause needs be qualified with more specific brand related 
identity threats for the “ethical” to resonate with the authentic brand 
consumer. 
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