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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers typically covet the meanings associated with the 

products they use (Belk 1988; Levy 1959). Rolex wearers want to 
seem classy, gangsta rap fans want to seem tough, and flag wavers 
want to seem patriotic. But sometimes consumers use a product 
while trying to dissociate from the tastes, meanings, associations, or 
ideals that the product typically signifies. That is, they consume the 
product ironically. For example, consumers wear “ugly Christmas 
sweaters” to holiday parties, emulate infamous cultural figures (e.g., 
Bill Cosby) on Halloween (DailyMail 2015), and watch TV shows 
like “The Jersey Shore” and “The Bachelor” that they consider cat-
egorically awful (McCoy and Scarborough 2014; Thompson 2000). 
Similarly, when Donald Trump announced his candidacy, liberal ur-
banites made Trump’s red hat the “ironic accessory of the summer” 
(Parker 2015).

Although there is an established literature on sincere symbol-
ic consumption – that is, using products to signal who you are or 
avoiding products to signal who you are not (Belk, 1988; Berger and 
Heath 2007; Douglas and Isherwood 1978; Veblen 1899) – far less 
is known about ironic consumption. We ask three questions in at-
tempt to bridge this gap in the literature: Why do people consume 
ironically? When do observers detect ironic consumption? And, what 
impression do ironic consumer makes on others?

Why Consume Ironically? 
The literature suggests several reasons why consumers might 

use products ironically. Ironic consumption potentially signals status 
(Brooks 1981). Ironically adopting “kitch” products (e.g., reality TV, 
soul food), might help distinguish knowledgeable consumers both 
from lower class consumers, who genuinely like the products, and 
less knowledgeable upper-class consumers, who don’t know about 
the product or how to consume it ironically (Bourdieu 1984; John-
ston and Baumann 2010). Another possibility is that irony offers con-
sumers an indirect way to criticize social institutions, consumption 
practices, or people (Wompole 2012). Klein (2000), for example, 
suggests that consumers can express dissent for commercialism by 
ironically consuming mass-marketed goods, like “Baywatch” or Dis-
neyworld (Klein 2000). A third possibility is that people consume 
ironically to be humorous. People report using verbal irony to be 
funny (Roberts and Kreuz 1994); they may use products ironically 
for the same reason.

Study 1
The primary purpose of study 1 was to examine consumers’ 

motivations for consuming ironically. Participants from Mechanical 
Turk (N = 408) read a definition of ironic consumption, answered 
whether or not they had “ever used a product or brand to be ironic,” 
and, if so, explained why they used the product ironically. As a con-
trol condition, half of the sample alternatively indicated if they had 
“ever used a product or brand to be symbolic,” and, if so, explained 
why. Two coders (89% agreement) indicated whether the responses 
mentioned one or more of the following motivations: status, criti-
cism, humor, identity signaling, belonging, signaling support, enjoy-
ment, functional benefits.

Reports of ironic consumption were not rare, but only a mi-
nority of the sample ironically used a product (23%). Participants 
ironically consumed a range of brands (e.g., Hollister, Polly Pocket), 

products (e.g., trucker hat, Mickey Mouse watch), and styles (e.g., 
punk, goth, grunge). The most common reason for consuming ironi-
cally was to be humorous, a motive mentioned by 45% of ironic con-
sumers but none of the control consumers (χ2 = 41.89, p < .001. For 
ironic consumers to successfully be funny, however, the audience 
needs to both recognize that the consumer is being ironic and per-
ceive the ironic consumption to be humorous. Our subsequent stud-
ies thus investigate when observers detect ironic consumption and 
how they evaluate ironic consumers.

When is Ironic Consumption Detected?
Under what conditions will people recognize that another con-

sumer is being ironic? People detect verbal irony when they think 
that an utterance is the opposite of what the speaker intends (Utsumi 
2000), just as they detect situational irony when an occurrence is 
the opposite of what they would normally expect (Lucariello 1994). 
We similarly expect that people will detect ironic consumption only 
when the meaning of a consumption behavior is different than the 
meaning the consumer (hereafter, an incongruent product). However, 
a product can be incongruent either because it has an aspirational in-
congruent meaning or dissociative incongruent meaning (Englis and 
Solomon 1995; White and Dahl 2006). Because consumers want to 
distance themselves from dissociative meanings but not aspirational 
meanings (Berger and Heath 2007; White and Dahl 2006), irony 
should be detected more frequently when a consumer uses a prod-
uct with a dissociative meaning. A popular high school student who 
dresses like a nerd, for example, might seem ironic because others 
would recognize that (a) the popular kid is not a nerd, and (b) he 
probably doesn’t want to be a nerd. On the other hand, people should 
be less likely to detect irony when a nerd dresses like a popular kid 
(an aspirational identity), a nerd dresses like other nerds (a congru-
ent identity), or a popular kid dresses like other popular kids (also a 
congruent identity). 

Study 2
Study 2 tested the hypothesis that an observer is only likely to 

detect irony when a consumer uses an incongruent product with a 
dissociative meaning. Undergraduate students (N = 374) were ran-
domly assigned to a condition in a 2 (consumer: cool, uncool) x 2 
(product: congruent, incongruent) x 2 (cool style: grunge, preppy) 
between-subjects experiment. 

Participants read about two high school students, “John” and 
“Chris,” who are part of different social cliques. One clique was 
described as being cool upper classmen, the other as uncool fresh-
man. The incongruent dissociative condition described a cool high 
school student adopting a style associated with an uncool clique. The 
incongruent aspirational condition described an uncool high school 
student adopting a style associated with a cool clique. The congruent 
conditions described a cool student adopting a style associated with a 
cool clique and an uncool student adopting a style associated with an 
uncool clique, respectively. To ensure that the effects did not depend 
on the type of style adopted, we counterbalanced whether the cool 
clique was associated with a “grunge” style or a “preppy” style (the 
results generalized across the two styles). 

We measured irony detection in two ways. As a conservative 
measure, we asked a general, open-ended question: “Based on what 
you’ve read, why do you think John (Chris) chose to wear this to-
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day?” Two coders (100% agreement) assessed whether or not the 
participant mentioned irony or a synonym. We subsequently asked 
participants to indicate the extent to which they disagree (1) or agree 
(7) with the following items: “He is being ironic,” and “He is wear-
ing the clothing ironically.” 

Irony detection was low overall, but it was most common when 
the consumer used an incongruent product linked to a dissociative 
group (i.e., when the cool kid dressed like uncool kids). In contrast, 
participants detected less irony when the consumer dressed like an 
aspirational incongruent group (i.e., the uncool kid dressing like cool 
kids) or an associative, congruent group (consumer-by-product inter-
action: (F(1,366) = 12.16, p < .001. 

What are the Consequences of Consuming Ironically?
Consumers use products ironically in attempt to be humorous, 

but whether being ironic actually makes a consumer seem more or 
less humorous (as well as more or less likable) should depend on 
whether the audience identifies with the product being consumed. 
Sincerely consuming a product signals that the consumer belongs to 
the same in-group as others who use the product (Berger and Heath 
2007; Douglas and Isherwood 1979). Irony, however, distances 
the consumer from the product and, by extension, those who use 
it sincerely. Because people have a more favorable impression 
of members of an in-group than members of an out-group (Tajfel 
1982), people who identify with a product should evaluate consum-
ers more favorably if they think the consumer is using the product 
sincerely rather than ironically. For example, drivers with a Donald 
Trump bumper sticker should make a more favorable impression 
on Trump supporters than on people who do not support Trump, 
but only if the consumption of the sticker seems sincere rather than 
ironic. 

Study 3
Study 3 attempted to replicate study 2 by showing that an audi-

ence is most likely to detect irony when a consumer uses a product 
with a dissociative meaning. It also attempted to extend study 2 by 
examining the effects of being ironic on impressions from others.  

U.S. citizens on Mechanical Turk (N = 295) completed the 
study during a presidential primary race that featured democrat 
Bernie Sanders and republican Donald Trump. Leveraging the fact 
that most Americans dissociate from people with opposing political 
views (Murray et al. 2014), we created two dissociative incongru-
ent conditions and two congruent conditions using a 2 (consumer: 
liberal, conservative) x 2 (product: liberal, conservative) between-
subjects design. 

Participants viewed an image of an automobile with a politi-
cal bumper sticker and reported their impression of the driver. In 
the conservative-congruent condition the driver had a Donald Trump 
sticker on a Hummer with an NRA logo. In the conservative-incon-
gruent condition, the Hummer instead displayed a Bernie Sanders 
bumper sticker. In the liberal-congruent condition, the driver dis-
played a Bernie Sanders sticker on a Toyota Prius with a peace sign. 
Finally, in the liberal-incongruent condition, the Prius displayed a 
Donald Trump bumper sticker. A pretest confirmed that a Hummer, 
the NRA, and Donald Trump were all associated with conservatives 
whereas a Prius, a peace symbol, and Bernie Sanders were all associ-
ated with liberals.

After viewing the car, participants completed the irony detec-
tion measures from study 2 and indicated the extent to which they 
considered the driver humorous (e.g., “He/She seems like a funny 
person) and likable (e.g., “I have a favorable impression of him/
her”). Finally, to assess participants’ identification with the focal 

product (i.e., the bumper sticker), we asked if they personally identi-
fied with the politician in the bumper sticker (either Bernie Sand-
ers or Donald Trump, depending on the condition) on a seven-point 
scale from “not a lot/1” and “a lot/7.” 

Despite relatively low average levels of irony detection, both 
the open-ended and closed-ended measures revealed that irony was 
most likely to be detected when the consumer used a product with 
a dissociative meaning, in this case a sticker of a politician with op-
posing political views (ps < .01. Importantly, the effect of detecting 
ironic consumption on the impression of the consumer depended on 
the participants’ identification with the political bumper sticker. A 
moderated mediation analysis (Hayes 2013; model 14) confirmed 
that the participant’s political identification moderated the mediat-
ing effect of irony detection on the extent to which the consumer 
seemed both humorous (Index of moderated mediation = -.076; 95% 
C.I.: -.13 to -.03) and likable (Index of moderated mediation = -.11; 
95% C.I.: -.16 to -.06). Participants were significantly more likely to 
detect irony when the consumer used an incongruent rather than a 
congruent product (b = .80; t = 7.94, p < .001). Moreover, the effect 
of irony detection on the extent to which the consumer seemed both 
humorous (b = -.09; t = -5.01, p < .001) and likable (b = -.14; t = 7.86, 
p < .001) depended on the participant’s identification with the con-
sumed product. Participants who scored relatively low on identifica-
tion with the consumed product rated the target consumer as more 
humorous and more likable if they thought the consumer was being 
ironic, whereas participants who scored relatively high on identifica-
tion rated ironic consumers as being less likable (see figure 1). Thus, 
detecting irony blunted the positive (and negative) impressions that 
people typically have of consumers who use products with which 
they identify (do not identify).

Study 4
The purpose of study 4 was to examine the effects of ironic con-

sumption on impressions by directly manipulating whether a con-
sumer uses a product sincerely or ironically and whether or not the 
audience identifies with the product being consumed. Participants 
recruited from Mechanical Turk (N = 238) evaluated a consumer 
who was wearing a tee-shirt either ironically or sincerely as part of 
a 2 (consumption: ironic, sincere) x 2 (product identification: high, 
low) between-subjects experiment. 

Depending on the identification condition, participants either 
listed a musician who they consider a favorite (high identification) 
or who they dislike (low identification). Participants subsequently 
imagined encountering a consumer wearing a tee-shirt of this musi-
cian and asking him or her about the shirt. In the “sincere consump-
tion” condition, the consumer ostensibly responded: “I’m wearing 
the shirt because I’m a fan.” In the “ironic consumption” condition, 
the person ostensibly responded: “I’m only wearing the shirt to be 
ironic.” Participants subsequently indicated how the interaction 
would influence the extent to which they considered the consumer 
humorous (e.g., less funny/more funny) and likable (e.g., less lik-
able/more likable). 

Consistent with study 3, a 2 (consumption: ironic, sincere) x 
2 (product identification: high, low) ANOVA revealed a significant 
interaction on the extent to which the consumer seemed both humor-
ous (F(1, 234) = 13.52, p < .001) and likable (F(1,234) = 31.27, p 
< .001). When participants identified with the musician on the tee-
shirt, they saw the consumer as being less humorous (F(1, 234) = 
12.22, p < .001) and less likable (F(1,234) = 23.03, p < .001) when 
(s)he wore the tee-shirt ironically. In contrast, when participants did 
not identify with the musician on the tee-shirt, they saw the consum-
er as being marginally more humorous (F(1, 234) = 2.75, p < .10) 
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and significantly more likable (F(1,234) = 9.41, p < .01) when (s)he 
wore the shirt ironically. Thus, wearing a shirt of a musician that the 
audience likes (doesn’t like) led to a more (less) favorable impres-
sion of the consumer, but not if the consumer was being ironic. 

General Discusson 
Our research addresses a gap in the literature on symbolic con-

sumer behavior by investigating ironic consumption. Not all con-
sumers engage in ironic consumption, but those who do say that they 
use products ironically to be funny rather than to signal a particular 
identity or group membership. For example, a music snob might wear 
a Justin Bieber tee-shirt ironically as a joke. Whether the audience 
recognizes and appreciates the joke depends on whether they detect 
the irony, and this is most likely to happen when they recognize that 
the consumer wants to dissociate from the product’s conventional 
meaning or identity. For example, people are more likely to think 
that the music snob is being ironic if they recognize that he disdains 
Justin Bieber and his “Beliebers” than if they think the music snob 
is or wants to be a Belieber. Importantly, rather than making a con-
sumer seem funny outright, being ironic appears to blunt both posi-
tive and negative impressions from others. People who don’t care for 
Justin Bieber will think that Bieber shirt-wearers have a poor sense 
of humor, unless they think they are wearing the shirt ironically. On 
the other hand, Beliebers will tend to like Bieber shirt-wearers more, 
unless they think they are wearing the shirt ironically. By blunting 
the impression that consumers make on others, ironic consumption 
potentially offers a safer way to consume products with uncertain, 
contentious, or even undesirable meanings.
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