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Imagine the following scenario: You are about to fly to Chicago
to attend a conference, but boarding is delayed by ten minutes. Rather than
open your laptop to begin that assignment or review that is due in two days, you
head to the newsstand to find something to read. While perusing the latest issue
of People (and by People, we of course mean Businessweek), you determine
that this is the perfect distraction for the flight and decide to purchase it. So,
you put back the magazine you were holding, grab an identical issue situated
at the back of the stack, and head to the cash register to make your purchase.
Most likely, many of us can relate to this purchase experience. But what if we
asked you why you replaced the magazine you were reading with an identical
one from the back of the stack? Most consumers would answer, “I don’t know,
I just did,” but research has shown that people perceive that the item at the
front is somehow contaminated by other people, even if they have not seen
anyone touching it (Argo, Dahl, & Morales, 2006).

The influence that others in the environment have on our subsequent
emotions, opinions, and behaviors has been shown to be extremely powerful.
In fact, the most foundational investigations in social psychology have often
highlighted the strong impact that another individual can have on people’s
attitudes and behaviors (e.g., Asch, 1956; Darley & Baston, 1973; Milgram,
1963; Sherif, 1936; Zimbardo, 1972). Following in these footsteps, consumer
psychologists have made considerable contributions to understanding the
impact of social factors on consumers’ daily experiences and decisions. For
example, research has investigated how consumers react to persuasive agents
and draw inferences about their motives (Boush, Friestad, & Rose, 1994;
X Campbell, 1995, 1999: Friestad & Wright, 1994; Kirmani, 1990; Kirmani &
- Wright, 1989), and when and how this “persuasion knowledge” is used by the
- Sxperienced consumer (Campbell & Kirmani, 2000; Kirmani & Campbell,

- 2004; Sujan, 1996). Recent work along these lines now goes beyond the

. cffects of explicit social influence, by which we refer to purposeful and direct
- lactics utilized by those trying to influence others, including salespeople,
ddvertisers, negotiators, and other agents in persuasive roles (e. g., Campbell
& Kirmani, 2000; Menon & Kahn, 2003; Pechmann, Zhao, Goldberg, &
=~ Reibling, 2003).
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The aim of the current chapter is to provide a framework for considering
emerging research in consumer psychology that focuses on indirect or implicis
forms of social influence in consumer contexts. We define “implicit socjg
influence” as emerging when there is not an explicit or direct attempt ¢,
influence another, yet social elements or cues in the context itself subtly
impact consumer attitudes and behaviors. For example, altering one’y
attitude or decision due to the presence or choices of other consumers in the
environment is implicit in nature because influence occurs even though p
direct attempts are present. This is contrasted with explicit forms of influence
in which consumers are presented with tactics that seek to change attitudeg
and decisions directly, such as salesperson attempts and ad appeals (e.g.,
Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Cialdini 2009). Given the extensive work op
explicit forms of social influence, the current chapter surveys work examining
these implicit forms of social influence and suggests that four key motiva-
tions underlie consumer reactions to implicit social influence: association,
uniqueness, self-enhancement, and self-presentation. For each motivation,
we provide an in-depth review of recent findings in the consumer domain,
elucidate the psychological processes driving such effects, and discuss condj-
tions under which alternative responses might emerge. We think that these
four motivations can exist in isolation; however, there are some situations
under which more than one underlying motive is present and might account
for the observed social influence. We also note that other motives may arise
in social influence contexts (a point we return to in the discussion section).

Nonetheless, we believe that association, uniqueness, self-enhancement, and :
self-presentation are the most commonly occurring motivations, and they

provide the most parsimonious and encompassing explanations for these

implicit forms of social influence. In addition, we find that examining social

influence through the lens of these key drivers highlights gaps existing in the 'I

literature, and therefore we close with a discussion of unanswered research
questions and directions for future study that we hope will motivate scholars

to continue work in this burgeoning area.
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One of the most fundamental human desires that defies gender, =
linguistic, and even cultural borders is the desire to associate, or feel a sense
of connection, affiliation, and similarity with other people (Brewer, 1991;

Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995). In fact, researchers have suggested
that the need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and the need to feel 4

sense of assimilation and similarity with others (Brewer, 1991) are fundamen-
tal human motives. As such, even when no explicit attempt to change our
behavior is made, it naturally follows that the motivation to fulfill this
desire and need to connect and assimilate with those around us can leave us

susceptible to implicit social influence.
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Ssocial Norms and Association

Social norms refer to “the customs, traditions, standards, rules, values, fashions
and all other criteria of conduct that are standardized as a consequence of
contact with individuals” (Sherif, 1936, p. 3). Although research has shown that
the degree of normative influence exerted is affected by the number (Campbell &
Fairey, 1989), uniformity (Valenti & Downing, 1975), expertise (Cialdini & Trost,
1998), and status level (Foushee, 1984) of those in the social environment, individ-
uals often behave similarly to relevant others (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). Cialdini
and his colleagues (Cialdini, Kallgren, & Reno, 1991; Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren,
1990; Reno, Cialdini, & Kallgren, 1993) highlight two types of social norms.
First, descriptive norms convey information regarding whdt others commonly
do. Second, injunctive norms convey information regarding what others approve
and disapprove of. The past literature on social norms suggests that this type of
information can have a powerful impact on individuals’ attitudes and behaviors
(e.g., Cialdini, Kallgren, & Reno, 1991; Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren, 1990; Nolan,
2008; Schultz et al., 2007). Such norms serve as implicit forms of social influence
because an explicit call to action need not be present for the norms to operate.

More recent research has extended our understanding of the conditions under
which such normative influence is likely to arise (e.g., Goldstein, Cialdini, &
Griskevicius, 2008; White & Simpson 2013). For example, Goldstein, Cialdini,
and Griskevicius (2008) attempted to increase participation in an energy conser-
vation program by encouraging hotel guests to reuse their towels. The guests
were given different normative messages regarding the sustainable usage behav-
iors of others. These authors found that employing descriptive norms, such
as noting that the majority of guests reuse their towels, led to higher reusage
rates than standard appeals highlighting environmental protection. Further-
more, they found that if the message appealed to the consumer in a way that
increased the psychological closeness of the message — in this case, by referring
to the sustainable behaviors of other guests who stayed in the same room as the
present consumer — sustainable reusage behaviors increased even more.

In another line of research examining consumers’ sustainable disposal
behaviors (such as “grasscycling” and composting other organic materials),
White and Simpson (2013) find that people are often motivated to engage in
the same behaviors as others, which is why descriptive norms are particularly
powerful motivators of behavior they inform people of what might be appro-
priate in a given context. In addition, they find that injunctive norms can be
particularly effective in cncouraging similar behaviors when the collective level
as opposed to the individual level of the self is activated. Taken together, these
studies suggest that the desire to assimilate to the behaviors of others can drive
consumers to engage in similar actions.

Association in Interpersonal Contexts

Although technology has expanded the methods of searching for and purchas-
ing products (e.g., in online contexts), the retail environment remains a primary
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source of product information knowledge and acquisition (U.S. Census Buregy,
2014). In addition, it remains an environment where interpersonal interaction;
often occur. In such contexts, subtle elements in the social setting can exepy
an implicit social influence and impact subsequent consumer behaviors, For
example, recent work shows that consumers are influenced by salespersong
in indirect ways — such as consumers being influenced by their own pagt
behavior toward salespersons (Dahl, Honea, & Manchanda, 2005), by the
incidental similarity of the salesperson to the self (Jiang, Hoegg, Dahl, &
Chattopadhyay, 2010), and by how consumers are treated by the salespersop
(Ward & Dabhl, 2014). In addition, consumers are influenced by individuals that
they know (Luo, 2005), as well as by the mere presence of other, unknowp
consumers (Argo, Dahl, & Manchanda, 2005).

In one example of implicit social influence in retail contexts, Dahl, Honea,
and Manchanda (2005) investigated the dynamics of consumer-salesperson
interactions and proposed that consumers develop social connections with sales |
staff. Building upon the notion that consumers have a need to affiliate with
others, the authors found that not purchasing a product after receiving help =
and making social conversation induces guilt among shoppers. This guilt,
in turn, increased consumers’ desire to purchase from the salesperson in the
future. In this case, a positive social experience fostered affiliation toward the
salesperson and led to increased willingness to purchase from that individual
in the future. This work thus suggests that fostering positive relationships with !
consumers can have beneficial consequences in the future.

However, in other work, Ward and Dahl (2014) challenged the notion that
providing friendly customer service is the best course of action and investigated
whether negative customer sales experiences could have a positive influence .
on consumer brand attitudes and subsequent sales. Drawing on affiliation research gy, - |
showing that consumers will go to great lengths to reestablish social connections g
after rejection from an in-group (Williams, Cheung, & Choi. 2000; Williams &
Somer, 1997);, Ward and Dahl (2014) found that participants-who were treated
rudely by salespeople from an aspirational brand (e.g., luxury: Gucci, Prada)
actually displayed a more positive brand attitude and reported a higher willingness
to pay toward the brand than did participants who were treated more neutrally.

Consumers are also influenced when shopping with peers in the environment.  §
Luo (2005) found that the nature of the relationship one has with a shopping
companion can impact consumption decisions. Specifically, this research found
that shopping in the presence of peers increased the urge to purchase, but the
presence of family members decreased it, especially when the group (peers or =
family) is cohesive because norms of responsibility became salient. Consumer
researchers have further found that individuals are more positive aboul =
their evaluations and consume more of a product presented by a mimicker:
especially when the mimicker is highly invested in the success of the product -
(Tanner et al., 2008). )

Although the desire to associate is often paramount in contexts where the
consumer interacts with known others such as salespeople and friends in the:
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consumption environment,sresearch has also shown that this desire is activated
even in the mere presence of other, unknown consumers. For example, Argo,
Dahl, and Manchanda (2005) asked participants to seek out and purchase
batteries from their university bookstore. They varied the presence of others
in the aisle (none vs. ,one vs. three) and examined the resulting feelings
that participants had. The results revealed that consumers felt significantly
more positive when a single individual was present than when no consumers
were present or when three consumers were present. The authors argue that the
presence of another person in the aisle may have satisfied participants’ need for
association and caused the decrease in negative (increase in positive) emotions
between the other conditions. Moreover, Ferraro, Bettman, and Chartrand
(2009) examined whether incidental exposure to a brand being used by a
stranger could impact brand preference and found that repeated incidental
exposure to a brand increased preference for that brand; however, this posi-
tive effect occurred only when association with the stranger was desirable
(c.g., when the stranger was an in-group member).

The Impact of Feeling Excluded on Desire to Associate with Others

One compelling condition under which a desire to associate with others
can emerge is when the individual feels excluded by others. Research in social
psychology has developed innovative methods to induce feelings of social
exclusion in laboratory settings, showing that individuals can respond in self-
focused and destructive ways. For example, earlier work found that after being
socially rejected, individuals behaved more aggressively (Twenge, Baumeister,
Tice, & Stucke, 2001), were less cooperative with others (Twenge et al., 2003),
displayed self-destructive behaviors (Twenge, Catanese, & Baumeister, 2002)
and exhibited lower self-control (Baumeister, DeWall, Ciarocco, & Twenge,
2005). For example, in one series of studies, Baumeister and colleagues (2005)
manipulated feelings of exclusion via interpersonal rejection by fellow partici-
pants. Upon arrival to the lab, participants engaged in a “get-to-know-you”
activity for twenty minutes with fellow participants and then rated their desire
to work with each individual on the next task. Participants in the exclusion
(control) condition were told that no one (everyone) wanted to work with them
on the next task, and as a result (but due to group size issues) they would have
to complete it alone. Participants were then asked to taste unhealthy but tasty
cookies and provide feedback. Excluded participants coped with their exclusion
by consuming significantly more cookies than did affiliated participants.

More recent consumer research suggests that responses to social exclusion
may sometimes be strategic in nature (Mead et al., 2011). Specifically, individ-
uals may cope with exclusion by choosing to consume to foster relationships
with others (Mead et. al., 2011), pursuing riskier but potentially more profitable
financial opportunities (Duclos, Wan, & Jiang, 2013) and acting more dishon-
estly due to feelings of entitlement (Poon, Chen, & DeWall, 2013). In one
example, Mead and colleagues (2011) found that consumers strategically tatlor
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their consumption choices toward affiliating with others even at a Cost
of financial, physical, and ethical well-being. In a creative set of Studieg
Mead and colleagues (2011) found that, in comparison to nonexcluded Dal'tici.,
pants, socially excluded participants showed a higher preference for
membership-branded products (e.g., university logo), were willing to spend
more on an unappealing food product (chicken feet) that was liked by a
potential interaction partner, and showed a higher willingness to use COcaing
when it would facilitate immediate acceptance by a social group. This work
suggests that consumers choose products to increase the chances of making
a connection — a deliberate and strategic course of action, and potentially
carrying destructive consequences.

Lee and Shrum (2012) built upon this work and showed that the fundamentg]
need being threatened through social exclusion is a key factor in predicting

whether responses would be self-focused/self-serving or affiliation-focuseq/ 3

prosocial in nature. This research found that threats to efficacy needs, such ag
having a meaningful existence, led to self-focused responses, whereas threats to
relational needs, such as self-esteem, led to the prosocial or afﬁliation—seeking
behaviors such as were found in the work of Mead and colleagues (2011).

In sum, the desire to associate, connect, or assimilate with others in some way
increases consumer susceptibility to interpersonal influence even when a source
makes no explicit attempt to influence the consumer. This influence can take the
form of (a) social norms present in the context; (b) the presence of others, including
salespersons, peers, and strangers; or (c) exclusion by others. A second, some-
what opposing desire that affects the influence others have on our consumption
behaviors is the need for uniqueness, or the desire to stand out in a crowd.
We now turn to a discussion of this desire’s impact on social influence and how
the motives of affiliation and uniqueness operate separately and in tandem.

Although association is a strong driver of social influence, a separate,
seemingly contradictory desire for differentiation or uniqueness from others
is also present. Indeed, both of these two opposing motives are proposed to
be powerful drives that consumers are impelled to restore to a state of balance
(Brewer, 1991). Sometimes need for uniqueness is conceptualized as an individ-
ual difference variable (e.g., Tian, Beaden, & Hunter, 2001; Tian & McKenzie,
2001) and sometimes as a need arising out of elements of the social context
that increase the desire to differentiate the self from others (e.g., Ariely &
Levav, 2000; White & Argo, 2011). Recent work suggests that those motivated
by a high need for uniqueness tend to opt for more unusual or counternorma-
tive options (e.g., Berger & Heath, 2007; Simonson & Nowlis, 2000; Tian,
Bearden, & Hunter, 2001), and they seek to differentiate themselves from others
when a sense of distinctiveness is threatened in some way (Irmak, Vallen, & Sen,
2010; Cheema & Kaikati, 2010; Ward & Berger, 2010; White & Argo, 2011).
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Others’ Choices as Threats to Consumer Distinctiveness

A condition under which uniqueness motives are evident is when a consumer’s
sense of distinctiveness is threatened in some way. One direct method of
threatening uniqueness is a situation in which another consumer makes product
choices identical to our own. How might we react? On the one hand, we may
take this choice as a compliment, reinforcing our preference or selection as a
“good choice.” On the other hand, we may take it as a threat to our uniqueness
and alter our consumption choices in favor of another product. In a classic
example of this in the consumer domain, Aricly and Levav (2000) collected
lunch receipts from more than two thousand diners and analyzed the variety of
dishes selected based on group size. The results showed that as group size
increased, the proportion of different dishes selected significantly increased.
Thus, it appears as though consumers deliberately selected unique dishes
to signal uniqueness, even at a potential cost of not choosing the best-tasting
dish or their true preference.

More recent work has examined the pursuit of uniqueness in the context of
mimicry, wherein another consumer copies a consumer’s behaviors. Although
mimicry can lead to positive outcomes (c.g., Tanner et al., 2008), as noted in
the previous section, when mimicry poses a threat to distinctiveness, negative
outcomes can arise. For example, White and Argo (2011) examined how
consumers reacted after being mimicked by a similar other. They proposed
and found that when consumers high in the need for distinctiveness were
mimicked by a similar (versus dissimilar) other, this threatened their sense of
uniqueness. This threat, in turn, led consumers to alter or give up their original
product selection, even when the substitute product was less desirable. This
effect was particularly pronounced when the product was symbolic in nature
(i.e., it conveyed information about the consumer to others).

Not surprisingly, altering product choice to defend against infringement
of one’s own uniqueness has been documented in the domain of luxury brands.
For example, in an investigation of conspicuous consumption, Berger and
Ward (2010) explored how consumers alter their choices of product lines that
carry items with more or less conspicuous brand logos. In this work, the authors
focused on fashion, sampling high cultural-capital consumers. The results
showed that “insiders” preferred less conspicuous brand cues to obvious cues
in order to differentiate themselves from mainstream consumers. This choice
was made with the awareness that these subtle products (e.g., black Louis
Vuitton purse) would only be recognized by a select few.

Moreover, research by Irmak, Vallen, and Sen (2010) explored how Need
for Uniqueness (NFU) is related to widespread adoption of new and innovative
products by examining two social comparisons by which consumers infer
product attitudes: introjection and projection. These authors argued that mtro-
jection, which is a reliance on other consumers’ preferences to determine one’s
own, is more motivational in nature than projection, or relying on one’s
own preference to infer the preferences of others. Specifically, they show that
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as adoption of a product increases, high-NFU consumers will halt adoptiop
of the product as they see it as infringing on their uniqueness.

Finally, work by Cheema and Kaikati (2010) investigates the effect of NFUy
in word of mouth, a topic we discuss in more detail in the final section of
this chapter. This line of research argues that because others’ adoption of
publicly consumed products threatens a high-NFU person’s individuality, such
a person is less likely to provide positive word of mouth regarding products that
he or she presently owns (vs. did not own or plan to buy). Interestingly,
this effect did not hold for privately consumed products or when high-NF{;
individuals were asked to give details about products.

Overall, uniqueness threats can make consumers quite susceptible to various
forms of implicit social influence. Throughout this section, we have also dis-
cussed the seemingly contradictory desires of affiliation and uniqueness
We now turn to the topic of identity fo clarify the relationship between these

two desires.

Consumer Identity Signaling

While research supports the impact of NFU as an individual factor, another
example of consumer desire for uniqueness emerges in the domain of identity
signaling, or making unique choices in product categories that signal one’s
identity to other people (Berger & Heath, 2007, 2008; see Chapter 10 in this
volume). The identity-signaling model suggests that the number of consumers
making similar product choices will influence consumers’ divergent choices
based on the social group to which they belong and the level with which the
product signals their identity to others.

In one study, participants completed a survey on brand preferences in both
symbolic and nonsymbolic product categories (e.g., favorite musical artist,
toothpaste brand). They returned to the lab a few weeks later for a follow-up
survey, but before completing the task they were asked to help the researchers
with some data entry. The data they entered were the choices of other partici-
pants from the original preference survey they completed, but these surveys
were altered to reflect the preferences of the participant. Put another way,
participants were led to believe that the majority of participants had similar
preferences to their own. They then proceeded to complete the preference
survey again, and the dependent variable was the number of original prefer-
ences changed. A control condition was established in which partici-
pants received no exposure to other student preferences. Supporting the
model, participants abandoned their original preferences significantly more
in identity-signaling product categories. Although high-NFU participants
diverged more than low-NFU participants when exposed to the other student
preferences condition, no differences based on NFU emerged in the control
condition.

The natural question, then, is how do consumers manage or balance
their choices in identity-signaling product categories when they do not want
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to abandon their preferences? Certain brands are powerful symbols of the group
to which one belongs and become central to consumer identity (e.g., Apple,
Harley-Davidson). As such, switching products is not an option. How do
consumers balance affiliation and uniqueness motives when more and more
consumers are adopting their brand of choice? Luckily, recent consumer work
helps to clarify how this influence operates.

Combining Association and Uniqueness Desires through Choice

Chen, Berger, and van Boven (2012) sought to understand how consumers
walk the line between affiliation and uniqueness desires when making an
individual product choice. They found that consumers can simultaneously
pursue both goals, satisfying them in different ways. When the product category
1s strongly associated with the desired in-group’s identity, consumers choose
product attributes that conform to the majority on one dimension to signal
identification with the group (e.g., brand), while differentiating themselves from
other in-group members on other dimensions (e.g., color). In one study using
automobile brands, consumers showed higher preference on the brand dimen-
sion for BMW when it was strongly linked to the in-group regardless of the
preferences of others. However, within the in-group-associated brand (BMW),
participants were less likely to choose the specific product type preferred by
the majority. This suggests that facing the threat of increased adoption by
accountants, Harley-Davidson riders will not switch to a Honda, but may trade
in their Fatboy for a customized Street Bob.

Overall, the preferences and choices of other consumers have a strong influ-
¢nce on our perceived uniqueness and subsequent choices. Recent consumer
research has helped clarify our understanding of how uniqueness and affiliation
desires operate simultaneously to drive subsequent behavior.

e TR L Y AR LMY S S

Self-enhancement refers to the desire “to enhance the positivity of
the self-concept and to protect the self from negative information” (Sedikides,
1993, p. 18; see Sedikides & Strube, 1997, for review). To fulfill this desire,
Consumers can both seek out positive associations and avoid negative associ-
ations. For example, to feel more physically desirable, consumers have been
shown to increase their preference for a product that has been touched by
an attractive member of the opposite sex (Argo, Dahl, & Morales, 2006). On
the other hand, consumers may attempt to fulfill this desire by reducing the
relationship between the self and an undesirable group. This can be achieved by
actively avoiding products that connect them to an undesirable group (White &
Dahj, 2006). Although the previous discussion of uniqueness addressed differ-
entiating oneself from others, it did not go as far as to suggest that one was
actively avoiding a particular individual or group. To clarify, the desire for
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uniqueness motivates consumers to behave in ways that signal their individy.
ality to themselves and others, whereas the desire to self-enhance motivateg
consumers to behave in ways that deliberately and visibly distance the self from
an undesirable group (as well as increase associations with the favored group),
While there may be overlap between the outcomes of these two motivationg
(desire for uniqueness and desire to self-enhance), we argue that the underlying
motivations influencing the outcomes differ. Recent consumer research has
made considerable contributions toward understanding the negative relatiop.
ship portion of this desire.

Earlier research on association and dissociation for reasons of self-
enhancement has examined this in the context of reference group influence.
Reference groups refer to those groups or group members who are “psycho-
logically significant for one’s attitudes and behavior” (Turner, 1991, p. 5).
The majority of reference-group research has focused on the role of membership
(e.g., family, gender) and aspirational (e.g., celebrities, athletes) groups in
influencing consumer preferences, showing that consumers often associate with
positive referents (Bearden & Etzel, 1982; Childers & Rao, 1992; Escalas &
Bettman, 2003, 2005; Folkes & Kiesler, 1991; Moschis, 1976; Park & Lessig,
1977). However, recent consumer research shows that not only are people
motivated to associate with others in ways that maintain positive self-views
(as might be attained by aligning the self with membership and aspirational
reference groups), but they often are motivated to avoid negative self-
associations as well (as might be accomplished by avoiding dissociative reference

groups).

The Impact of Dissociative Reference Groups

An in-group or membership is a type of positive reference group that the
individual belongs to, identifies with, is attracted to, and/or feels psychologic-
ally involved with (Turner, 1991). Dissociative (or negative) reference groups,
on the other hand, are those groups an individual wishes to avoid being
associated with (Dunn, White, & Dahl, 2012; Englis & Solomon, 1995). The
act of dissociation is the avoidance or disparaging of products and brands
that represent undesired groups or identities (Dunn, White, & Dahl, 2012).
To maintain a positive self-concept, consumers engage in behaviors that
communicate and reinforce desired identities with their in-groups and differen-
tiate their group from out-groups (Marques, Abrams, & Paez, 1998). White
and Dahl (2006, 2007) show, however, that the flesire to avoid the negative
associations of dissociative outgroups can have compelling implications for
consumer preferences via implicit social influence. In one study, participants
were asked to make food selections from a banquet dinner menu (White &
Dahl, 2006). Of interest was the selection of the main dish: either a ten-ounce or
twelve-ounce steak. The key manipulation was the name of the smaller steak:
chef’s cut or ladies’ cut. Note that for most males, the social category of being
female is a dissociative reference group. The results showed that male
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participants were more likely to avoid and negatively evaluate the ten-ounce
steak when it was associated with a dissociative reference group (women) than
when it was associated with a neutral group (chefs). A subsequent investigation
supported this avoidance strategy and found that Canadian consumers
formed weaker brand connections with a brand symbolically representative
of a dissociative out-group (American) than a neutral one (Belgian; White &
Dahl, 2007). -

Social Identity Threat

Another stream of research that highlights that consumers will often avoid
negative associations in ways that help them to enhance and maintain
positive self-views is work on social identity threat. For example, when one of
an individual’s social group memberships, such as male, golfer, Canadian,
or teacher, becomes cast in a negative light, this can have implications for
subsequent consumer evaluations and behaviors (e.g., Lee, Kim, & Vobhs,
2011; White & Argo, 2009). In one example, Lee, Kim, and Vohs (201 1) found
that awareness of a negative in-group stereotype made consumers sensitive to
whether service providers were in-group versus out-group members and lowered
purchase intentions when the service provider was an out-group member.

Consumer research has uncovered factors that predict how and why con-
sumers will attempt to self-enhance as a response when their own identities are
threatened. One factor is the strength with which the individual sees the social
identity as central to the self-concept, or collective self-esteem. White and Argo
(2009) found that when an aspect of social identity was threatened (e.g., one’s
gender identity), high-collective-self-esteem individuals were less likely to
distance themselves from the group than were low-collective-self-esteem indi-
viduals. This is because consumers with low collective self-esteem are more
likely to focus on the individual (vs. collective) self, and they seck to protect
self-worth when their identities are threatened.

A second factor that influences consumer responses to identity threat is self-
construal. Self-construal refers to the extent to which the self is viewed as being
separate and distinct from, or interconnected with, others (Singelis, 1994).
Consumers with an independent self-construal focus on individual-level goals,
while consumers with an interdependent self-construal value social identities
and exhibit strong bonds to one’s social groups (Trafimow, Triandis, & Goto,
1991). White, Argo, and Sengupta (2012) found that consumers primed with
an independent self-construal tended to avoid identity-linked products when
that identity was threatened because they were motivated to restore positive
self-worth. Consumers primed with interdependent self-construals, however,
expressed higher preferences for identity-linked products when that identity
was threatened as a means of fulfilling belongingness needs.

In sum, the desire to self-enhance through increasing and decreasing the
relationship between self and social identities can exert a strong influence on
consumer behavior. Such responses represent a form of implicit social influence
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because individuals are responding to the situation or others on their owp
accord without explicit prompting. Do situations exist in which consumerg
may actually seek out dissociative reference groups? Recent research suggestg
that there are instances in which the desire to self-enhance is achieved through
the reverse direction, such that consumers respond in ways that incregge
their affiliation with dissociative reference groups.

Shalev and Mortitz (2011) tested the theory that observing undesirable
consumers (such as individuals with low socioeconomic status) using desirable
products may actually increase preference for those products. This work pro-
poses a social-influence model called comparison-driven self-evaluation and
restoration (CDSER), which suggests that when consumers observe undesirable
others using a high-status product, they infer that their relative standing on
that' desirable status trait is lower than originally believed to be. This lower
perception, in turn, prompts consumers to approach (vs. avord) the product
used by the dissociative other by increasing preference and subsequent pur-
chase. These findings are supported by work in the prosocial domain by
White, Simpson, and Argo (2014), who show that when a consumer receives
information about a dissociative out-group performing comparatively well on a
positive behavior, the consumer is more likely to respond with positive inten-
tions and actions when the setting is public as opposed to private. This influence
occurs because learning of the successful performance of a dissociative out-
group in public threatens the consumer’s group-image and activates the desire
to perceive the group-image in a positive light.

Individual Factors

The desire to self-enhance can also be activated upon encountering undesirable
individuals in the consumption environment. Using a creative experimental
method, McFerran, Dahl, Fitzsimons, and Morales (2010a) investigated how
the body type of another individual influenced the amount of food consumers
ate. Under the guise of evaluating a movie experience, participants came to
the lab and were joined by a confederate. Although the same confederate was
used in each experimental session, her body type was manipulated using a
professionally constructed obesity prosthesis (a “fat suit”). The confederate
was naturally a size zero, and in the thin condition she participated without
the prosthesis. However, in the obese condition, the prosthesis increased her
body dimension to size sixteen, thus causing her to appear obese. Participants
first observed the confederate taking five heaping ltablcspoons of snacks and
then were invited to take as much snack food as they wished, with the amount
selected and consumed serving as dependent variables. The results showed that
when another consumer (the confederate) chose a large portion, participants
in the study chose less when the other consumer was obese than when she was
thin. Given that obesity is viewed undesirably in Western cultures, consumers,
to distance themselves from the undesirable other, took and consumed less
food after seeing an obese consumer take a large amount. Interestingly, another
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effect emerged. When the other consumer chose a small portion, participants
selected a larger portion when the other was obese than when she was thin,
likely perceiving that if a desirably thin person can eat that much, they can
as well.

A subsequent investigation examined the effects of the body type of serving
staff on the amount of food ordered (McFerran et al., 2010b). These results
found that non-dieters consumed more snacks when the server was thin, while
dieters ate more when the server was obese. In addition, dieters were more
persuaded by a heavy (vs. thin) server, choosing both a healthy and unhealthy
snack more often when she recommended it.

Another factor shown to influence self-enhancement avoidance reactions
to individuals is a consumer’s level of body esteem. Dahl, Argo, and Morales
(2012) explored how consumers react when other consumers or salespeople
consume the same product they are interested in purchasing. The results showed
that when an attractive target of comparison is consuming the same product
as the consumer, the comparative difference in attractiveness — in this case,
being less attractive — is highlighted for Jow-body-esteem consumers, leading to
lower evaluations of the products.

Contagion Effects

One notable example of protecting the self from negative social information
is contagion. Contagion occurs when a source and recipient come into
direct or indirect contact (e.g., through touch), and the source transfers part
or all of its “essence” to the recipient, and this essence remains even after
contact is broken off (Nemeroff & Rozin, 1994; Rozin & Nemeroff, 1990).
Argo, Dahl, and Morales (2006) manipulated the salience of contamination
cues, such as the number of times an item was touched, and found that
consumers perceived that the item in question was “contaminated” by other
consumers, leading to a lower evaluation of the product. This lower evalu-
ation was driven by increased feelings of disgust. In the desire to perceive the
self as clean or “pure,” consumers lower evaluations of products touched
by others.

However, can owning a product contaminated by a stranger actually increase
one’s sclf-concept? Argo, Dahl, and Morales (2008) examined a situation
in which this result occurs: highly attractive others. The authors found that
product evaluations were higher when consumers perceived a product as having
been physically touched by a highly attractive other, but only when the other
Was of the opposite sex. Newman, Diesendruck, and Bloom (2011) show further
support for the presence of contagion in a study that examined why consumers
©Xpress high demand for products owned and used by revered (e.g., film stars)
Or notorious (e.g., serial killers) celebrities. In this work, the authors show
that while market factors do play a role in driving the prices paid for celebrity
Products, the critical factor is the essence transferred to these products
through contagion.
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The Desire to Look Good to Others

Impression management refers to the desire that individuals have tq
present themselves in a positive light to others (Goffman, 1959; Leary &
Kowalski, 1990; Schlenker, 1980). By this definition, the presence of others ip
the social environment yields considerable influence on subsequent behavior,
For example, positive social impressions facilitate rewarding social interactiong
(Chen, Schecter, & Chaiken, 1996), which increases consumer self-esteem
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Moreover, successful impression management
helps consumers avoid negative feelings associated with looking bad to otherg
(e.g., embarrassment; Dahl, Manchanda, & Argo, 2001). Earlier research
linked impression management motives to social anxiety (Schlenker & Leary,
1982), perceived exertion (Hardy, Hall, & Prestholdt, 1983), and self-
handicapping (Kolditz & Arkin, 1982). Consumer researchers have made
significant contributions in this area, highlighting the positive and negative
impacts of the desire to look good to others.

Earlier consumer research showed that impression-management motives
prompt consumers to alter their behaviors strategically in order to present
themselves positively. When these motives are in conflict with honesty or
rational economic gain, consumers are willing to trade off benefits in favor
of portraying a positive image to others (e.g., lie about price paid, Sengupta,
Dahl, & Gorn, 2002; coupon redemption, Ashworth, Darke, & Schaller, 2005).
Specifically, Ashworth, Darke, and Schaller (2005) proposed that coupon use
could convey a negative impression of cheapness and stinginess because it
undermines positive impressions of financial wealth. In this work, the authors
found that consumers were significantly less likely to redeem a coupon in public
as opposed to private purchase situations, and this reluctance was driven by a
fear of appearing cheap in front of others. Argo and Main (2008) extended
these findings by proposing that the proximity to another consumer using a
coupon may make us appear cheap. Argo and Main (2008) proposed that non-
coupon-redeeming consumers experience stigma by association, or “a
stigma that arises from one individual’s behavior/trait/characteristic extending
to negatively affect another person located nearby” (Goffman, 1963; Hebl &
Mannix, 2003), when a consumer redeems a low-value coupon in close proxim-
ity. In this study, the researchers positioned two confederates in line at a retail
store just ahead of a regular store patron. The first confederate purchased a pen
and redeemed a low- or high-value coupon (experimental conditions) or
paid the normal price (the control condition). When the actual store patron
purchased their item, the cashier asked whether the consumer would answer a
short survey, which was composed of questions measuring perceptions of others
in the store. Results showed that the second confederate, who did not use a
coupon, was stigmatized (perceived as cheap) significantly more when the
first confederate redeemed a low-value coupon versus a high-value or no
coupon. The authors showed that this stigma by association was stronger when
a relationship existed between the two shoppers, but did not occur when the
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other consumer was located in a different cashier line or was highly attractive.
Thus, it appears as though consumers not only need to work hard to manage
their own impressions, they also have to be on guard against other consumers
“cramping their style.”

Kurt, Inman, and Argo (2011) build upon these findings by investigating
the impact of impréssion-management motives when shopping with a friend.
They find that consumers who are agency-oriented (operationalized as men in
this research) spend significantly morc when they shop with a friend (vs. alone),
because they want to conform to their friend’s expectations of them. Moreover,
this effect is especially true for high self-monitors. Next, we turn to a research
area that recent studies have shown to be strongly affected by the desire
to manage impressions: prosocial behavior.

Prosocial Behavior

Early research in the domain of charitable giving showed that heightened public
self-image concerns led to increased donor support (Glazer & Konrad, 1996;
Satow, 1975). However, recent work in the prosocial domain provides evidence
that the public nature of support does not uniformly increase donor support.
White and Peloza (2009) find that the nature of charitable giving appeals —
whether the benefits communicated are to others or to the self — is significantly
affected by public self-image concerns. In this work, the authors find that when
public self-image concerns are heightened, appeals that highlight the benefits
to others (i.e., help those less fortunate) led to higher donation to the cause
than appeals that highlight benefits to the self (i.e., networking opportunities).

Recent work investigating the social issue of slacktivism also highlights the
impact that impression management can have on subsequent prosocial behav-
ior. Slacktivism is defined as a willingness to perform a relatively costless, token
display of support for a social cause, with an accompanying lack of willingness
to devote significant effort to enact meaningful change (Kristofferson, White, &
Peloza, 2014). Nonprofit organizations utilize a number of token-support cam-
paigns (e.g., wearing a pin, liking a page on Facebook) in order to engage with
consumers for the purpose of generating meaningful support for their causes.
Given that these behaviors are observable to others, Kristofferson. White, and
Peloza (2014) examined whether providing token support — which does little
to advance the mission of the organization — led consumers to provide more
Mmeaningful support to the cause (e.g., activism, volunteering, financial dona-
tion) or not (e.g., slacktivism, no support). In one study that used the poppy pin
to show support for Remembrance Day, participants received a free poppy
and either displayed it publicly (on a jacket) or took it with them privately
(in an envelope) before entering the student union building. Shortly after
ntering the building, a research assistant made a donation request on behalf
of Canada’s War Veterans. The results showed that public token supporters
donated significantly less money to the cause when support was public than
Private. In fact, the amount of money public token supporters donated was no
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different from the amount donated by those in a control condition, whg
provided no token support. Subsequent studies showed that this lower support
in the public condition was due to impression-management motives being
satisfied. In effect, supporters realized that by wearing the pin, they commupj;.
cated to others that they had already supported the cause. Preliminary resultg
from our lab show that this pattern of behavior may extend to the commupj.
cations of close others’ prosocial behavior (Kristofferson & White, 2014).
In one study, participants communicated or thought about the positive charit-
able behavior of a close other or acquaintance and later received a volunteer
request. Results showed that participants who publicly communicated the
positive behavior of a close other were less likely to volunteer to complete
the survey than participants who thought about the close other’s behavior, a4
well as those who communicated an acquaintance’s prosocial behavior.
Recent research has shown one’s level of moral identity — the extent to
which moral traits are experienced as a central part of one’s overall self-concept
(Aquino et al., 2009; Aquino & Reed, 2002) — to be a strong predictor of
charitable giving when impression-management motives are present (Reed &
Aquino, 2003; Reed, Aquino, & Levy, 2007; Winterich, Zhand, & Mittal, 2012;
Winterich, Mittal, & Aquino, 2013). Winterich, Mittal, and Aquino (2013)
looked at how recognition of charitable donation affected subsequent support
by examining the internalization and symbolization dimensions of moral iden-
tity. The results showed that public recognition increased subsequent charitable
support among consumers with high moral-identity symbolization and low
moral-identity internalization. Further, Lee, Winterich, and Ross (2014) qualify
the prosocial support of high moral-identity consumers by showing that
this relationship may not hold when recipients of benefits are responsible for

* their plight.

Overall, the awareness that one’s actions are visible to others exerts a signifi-
cant influence over one’s subsequent choices. Recent consumer research
has shown that the desire to present the self in a positive light influences
consumer behavior in both positive and negative ways. We now turn to the
final section of this chapter and discuss future directions for this exciting and
promising research domain.

In this chapter, we propose a conceptualization of recent consumer
research findings of social influence that involves four basic human psycho-
logical desires. Studying these desires can aid us in understanding and predict-
ing consumer reactions. In addition, given the rapid technological changes
and new types of social environments emerging in our society, we believe a
fifth desire is potentially becoming increasingly important to understand and
offers fruitful opportunities for consumer social-influence researchers: the desire
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to be informed. Evolving technology continues to change the ways that con-
sumers interact with firms, social groups, peers, and even strangers with
common interests. For example, brand communities previously confined to
annual interpersonal events can now interact more frequently using multiple
channels of engagement (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2006). Along with generating
additional desires, this technological advancement means that the current
desires can and will be expressed in novel ways.

One area in which the desire to be informed can exert influence in the
consumption environments is through word of mouth. While earlier word-of-
mouth investigations focused on the impact of face-to-face consumer inter-
actions (Westbrook, 1987), the rise in usage of social media and online forums
creates opportunities for interaction among consumers. from around the globe.
Thousands of blogs, company and user forums, and online reviews provide
consumers with information about and experience with products, brands, and
customer experiences to which they previously would have never had access.
Consumer research has only scratched the surface of understanding how these
forms of interactions influence our behavior (see Chapter 14 in this handbook).

For example, whereas consumers once primarily relied on firm-to-consumer
channels (such as retail sales staff and company websites) for information
search, they now actively seek out and converse with current user forums.
This two-way communication can influence consumers in a multitude of
ways. Naylor, Lamberton, and Norton (2011) examined how the ambiguity
of an online reviewer’s identity impacted reviewer perception and persuasion,
showing that consumers inferred that ambiguous reviewers had similar tastes to
their own, which increased persuasion. Given that previous research has shown
that consumers look to similar others to obtain accurate information about
their current standing and needs (e.g., Collins, 1996; Festinger, 1957), this
influence of potentially dissimilar others diverges significantly from past
literature. Given this potentially undesirable influence, how can firms respond
to this type of influence? How might firm intervention be perceived? Would
the introduction of a self-interested party be viewed as supportive to consumers
or be met with reactance?

Viewing word of mouth from the alternative perspective, what are the
faclors that drive consumers to participate in and initiate word-of-mouth
Communication? Berger (2014) suggests that the motivation behind creating
Word-of-mouth content is more self-serving than prosocial in nature. However,
consumers seek out word-of-mouth communication from others under the
assumption that the available information was shared to be helpful. How might
kllOWIedge of this self-serving motivation affect the consumption, adoption,
and persuasion of this product information?

Future research should also examine how social Interactions in the
online world can influence consumer self-perceptions. Consumers interact with
Multiple others through various online channels, with connections varying in
Closeness: for example, one’s closest circle includes family and close friends,
While other connections are professional, interest-focused (e.g., running group,
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photography), and anonymous (e.g., user forums). How do these connectiong
influence our feelings about ourselves? Wilcox and Stephen (2013) find thay
social-network usage increases self-esteem for those who focus on closer ties.
Interestingly, this momentary increase in self-esteem reduces self-control p
subsequent tasks. These authors also show that higher social-network usage s
associated with higher levels of obesity and credit card debt. Clearly, our online
behavior influences our lives in more ways than keeping up with our friends’
travel photos. We call on future research to uncover these influences.

In addition, social-networking channels have made it increasingly easier
to be instantly aware of offline activities that one could be engaging in. Ag
such, an emerging social issue for high social-media users is the fear of missing
out (FoMO), defined as a pervasive apprehension that others might be having
rewarding experiences from which one is absent (Przybylski, Murayama,
DeHaan, & Gladwell, 2013). Przybylski and colleagues (2013) demonstrated that
FoMO was associated with lower mood and life satisfaction, as well as higher
social-media usage. Interestingly, it was also associated with distracted driving
and social-media usage during student classes. We urge consumer researchers
to investigate this novel issue and to understand the potential consequences.

Social influence continues to be a fruitful and exciting area of interest
for both consumer researchers and social psychologists. In the current chapter,
we have introduced a framework that highlights four primary desires, the study
of which can help us to understand underlying psychological processes and
predict consumer responses. In doing so, we focus on recent research in con-
sumer psychology and present vital questions that we hope future research
will explore and address. The world is changing more rapidly than ever before,
bringing with it new social interactions and potential for influence. We hope this
chapter has helped provide a snapshot of current social-influénce understanding
as it pertains to implicit social influence and that it will motivate readers to
continue to explore this fascinating aspect of consumer behavior: We also hope
the introduction of this framework will encourage researchers to examine
these and potentially other drivers of reactions to implicit social influence.
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