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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Social identity is a central concept for explaining consumer be-

havior. Past empirical investigations of social identity effects on con-
sumption have focused on actual or desired social identities likely to 
be distinctively represented in memory, such as family identity (Reed 
2004), college student identity (Cialdini et al. 1976), or cultural or 
national identity (Torelli 2013). However, no consumer research has 
focused on regional (geographical-region based) identities that are 
represented at a superordinate level of categorization, and therefore, 
by their very nature are typically not as salient as other basic level 
categories (Mervis and Rosch 1981). For instance, although in the 
United States people from a given state may define themselves in 
terms of a distinctive social identity (i.e., Wisconsinites or Minneso-
tans), larger regions that share similar cultural, economic, and historic 
roots can also develop a superordinate regional identity (i.e., Upper 
Midwesterner, Ostergren 1988). Because these aggregate regional 
identities consist of subgroups in close geographical proximity, they 
are often considered to be outgroups, or even rival groups. As such, 
these identities present unique issues of their own.  Specifically, re-
categorization at their superordinate level might not occur spontane-
ously and has the potential to bring together rival sub-groups.  

What subtle cues can prompt recategorization at this superordi-
nate level? How do these identities guide consumer behavior? What 
is the role that potential rivalries between subgroup identities play 
in determining the effects of recategorization on consumer behavior? 
This research tries to provide answer to these questions and contribute 
to the literature by showing that regional identities can: (1) be subtly 
activated by environmental cues, (2) lead to assimilation effects and 
guide behavior in identity-congruent ways, (3) lead to contrast effects 
and backfire when rivalries between subgroups are salient.  

Social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1985) posits that peo-
ple are motivated to identify with their groups in order to reduce 
subjective uncertainty about who they are as well as to enhance their 
self-esteem. This self-enhancement motive triggers the more favor-
able evaluation of ingroup members as well as of things associated 
with the ingroup. However, ingroup – outgroup boundaries are per-
meable, as intergroup comparisons often occur within the context of 
a superordinate category (Turner 1975). Self-categorization can be 
conceived as a hierarchical arrangement, including social identities 
(subgroups) that are nested within more inclusive social identities 
(superordinate groups). People can define themselves in terms of ei-
ther subgroup or superordinate identities depending on the context, 
which has profound consequences for their attitudes toward others 
that might (might not) be considered outgroup members. Specifi-
cally, when members of different subgroups (e.g., Minnesotans and 
Wisconsinites) are induced to think of themselves as a single super-
ordinate group (e.g., Upper Midwesteners) rather than two separate 
groups, attitudes toward former outgroup members can become more 
positive (i.e., pro-ingroup bias, Gaertner et al. 1993). However, when 
recategorization at a superordinate social identity becomes a threat 
to positivity and distinctiveness, such recategorization processes can 
backfire and increase intergroup bias (Crisp, Stone, and Hall 2006). 
We propose that, in certain contexts, encountering a brand associ-
ated with a subgroup nested within a common superordinate regional 

identity can trigger recategorization at the superordinate level and re-
sult in more favorable brand evaluations (i.e., pro-ingroup bias). This 
will be more likely to occur when consumers have heightened social 
identity needs and when ingroup-outgroup rivalries are less salient.

Three studies were conducted to test these predictions. Study 1 
investigated the attitudes of Minnesotan consumers toward brands 
symbolizing a subgroup nested within the superordinate identity 
(Wisconsinites nested within the Upper Midwestern identity) and 
baseline condition (subgroups not nested within this superordinate 
identity, e.g., Texans), at high vs. low levels of intergroup rivalry, 
and as a function of the chronic salience of the superordinate Upper 
Midwestern identity. Higher (vs. lower) salience of the superordinate 
identity was positively associated with more favorable evaluations of 
Wisconsinite brands that were low in rivalry salience. However, this 
effect dissipated when there was high rivalry salience. There were no 
effects in the baseline conditions. 

Study 2 manipulated salience of social identity needs (salient 
vs. neutral) and investigated Minnesotan consumers’ attitudes to-
ward a rival brand from Wisconsin in a low-rivalry setting (off sea-
son football game between the Green Bay Packers —associated with 
a nested subgroup and Dallas Cowboys—non-nested subgroup). 
Chronic salience of the superordinate Upper Midwestern identity 
was measured. Results showed that, in the neutral condition, par-
ticipants chronically higher (vs. lower) in their social identity needs 
exhibited greater support for the Green Bay Packers, due to sponta-
neous support for a brand that fulfills the chronically salient iden-
tity needs. In contrast, this relationship was non-significant in the 
identity salience condition, where all participants (i.e., both low/high 
chronic Upper Midwest identifiers) favored the Green Bay Packers 
upon a heightened level of social identity needs. 

Finally, study 3 moved the design to a different setting, the 2014 
Sochi Winter Olympics (highly salient intergroup rivalry), and in-
vestigated American consumers’ attitudes toward a Canadian sports 
team (nested within the superordinate North American identity) 
playing against a Swedish team (non-nested team) as a function of 
temporarily salient social identity needs, chronic accessibility of the 
superordinate North American identity, and salience of intergroup 
rivalry. Results showed that, in the neutral condition, identification 
with the superordinate North American group was positively associ-
ated with support for the Canadian team for both participants who 
followed the Olympics closely and those who did not—due to spon-
taneous support for a team that aligns with chronically salient cul-
tural identity needs. In contrast, when making social identity needs 
temporarily salient, this relationship was stronger among participants 
who followed the Olympics closely compared to those who did not—
suggesting that the temporary salience of social identity needs did 
not trigger recategorization among those with a chronically low level 
of identification with the superordinate North American group for 
whom the rivalry was salient.

This research demonstrates the contextualization of recatego-
rization at a superordinate regional identity, and the role of rivalry 
salience and social identity needs in the emergence of pro-ingroup 
bias toward brands that symbolize a subgroup nested within a super-
ordinate regional identity.
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