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KUCHMANER, Christina A., Ph.D.   April, 2020   MARKETING  
 
ARE YOU FOR REAL? THE CONSUMPTION-DRIVEN SELF-AUTHENTICATION 
PROCESS AND ITS EFFECTS ON PERCEIVED BRAND AUTHENTICITY 
 
Director of Dissertation: Jennifer Wiggins     
 
 Essay one is a conceptual piece in which I focus on how people use consumption choices 
in the continuous process of identity authentication and construction of feelings of self-
authenticity. I highlight the key role that external audiences play in this process; while external 
audiences can further authenticate a consumer’s identity, the audience can also be a source of 
identity threat that damages an authenticating consumer’s self-authenticity. I posit that a 
consumer’s social network may impact brand authenticity perceptions both directly and 
indirectly through effects on a consumer’s perceived self-authenticity.  
 Essay two examines the proposition that identity threats may have an impact on brand 
authenticity perceptions through consumers’ perceptions of self-authenticity. When a consumer 
experiences an identity threat – specifically observing another brand user behaving territorially – 
the consumer feels less authentic and this negative effect spills over onto perceptions of brand 
authenticity via the consumer’s associative network. The magnitude of this negative effect may 
depend upon the territorial consumer’s network centrality and the density of the network. Central 
consumers should be perceived as more threatening than peripheral consumers, but under high 
density the threat from central consumers should be mitigated.   
 Essay three takes the perspective of the threatened consumer to study contradictory sets 
of identity threat responses that may have a differential impact on perceived brand authenticity. 
In the context of an identity threat, consumers can respond with dissociative, identity-
restructuring responses or with associative, territorial responses. The type of response a 
consumer has to an identity threat depends on perceived progress toward the authentication goal, 
which affects the consumer’s regulatory focus. Consumers with a promotion focus should 
dissociate from the brand and therefore view the brand as less authentic, while consumers with a 
prevention focus should stand by the brand and respond territorially and therefore view the brand 
as more authentic. Given that brand authenticity has been hailed as the new purchase criterion 
(Gilmore and Pine, 2007), firms may be especially interested in how a consumer’s social 
network may negatively (or positively) influence perceptions of their brand’s authenticity. 
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Introduction 

 Consumer perceptions of the authenticity of objects, including experiences, products, and 

brands, have been shown to lead to a variety of positive outcomes for firms. The perceived 

authenticity of an experience has been shown to increase anticipated enjoyment (Waller and Lea, 

1998), consumer engagement (Bryce et al., 2015), satisfaction (Hede, 2014; Novello and 

Fernandez, 2016), loyalty (Bryce et al., 2015; Lu et al., 2015; Novello and Fernandez, 2016), 

repurchase intentions (Wang and Mattila, 2015; Kim and Bonn, 2016; Novello and Fernandez, 

2016), willingness to pay (Kim and Bonn, 2016), brand choice intention (Lu et al., 2015), and 

brand equity (Lu et al., 2015), result in higher star review ratings (Kovács et al., 2014), and 

increase willingness to recommend the company (Kim and Bonn, 2016). Lehman, Kovács, and 

Carroll (2017) even found that restaurant customers who focus on the authenticity of the culture 

represented are less concerned about restaurant hygiene. 

 The perceived authenticity of products also has positive effects for the firm. Perceived 

product authenticity has been shown to lead to positive assessments of the attributes of a product, 

such as its origin and uniqueness (Lenglet and Giannelloni, 2016), increase loyalty to the retailer 

(Castéran and Roederer, 2013), and result in positive emotions (Jang et al., 2012; Jang and Ha, 

2015). In addition, findings from Lochr, Krupinski, and Schaefer (2015) suggest that the belief 

that a product is authentic or original could cause consumers to remember differences between 

products that were not actually present, which bias the consumer toward believing the product 

perceived to be authentic is superior. Overall, products perceived as authentic have higher 

perceived value (e.g. Jang et al., 2012; Jang and Ha, 2015) and consumers are willing to pay 

more for these products (e.g. Fritz et al., 2017), allowing companies to charge price premiums 

(Beverland, 2005). 
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 Finally, perceived brand authenticity, which has been heavily studied in current 

marketing literature, delivers positive results to firms. Brand authenticity has been shown to 

increase emotional attachment to the brand (Morhart et al., 2015), trust in the company (Moulard 

et al., 2016; Napoli et al., 2016), perceived brand quality (Minor and LeBoeuf, 2011), 

perceptions of brand relationship quality (Fritz et al., 2017), brand equity (Napoli et al., 2016), 

purchase intentions (Fritz et al., 2017), word of mouth (Morhart et al., 2015), confidence in 

brand opinions (Minor and LeBoeuf, 2011), and willingness to forgive mistakes (Fritz et al., 

2017). The value of authenticity is even apparent in the luxury goods sector. Hartmann, Nitzko, 

and Spiller (2017) found that the dimensions of luxury food now include a perceived authenticity 

dimension, which indicates to them a new set of “luxury values.”  

 Due to the multitude of positive effects of authenticity, it has been hailed as the new 

purchase criterion and the next source of competitive advantage for firms (Gilmore and Pine, 

2007). Therefore, it comes as no surprise that marketers devote much time and many resources to 

creating authentic images for their brands and products. 

 

How Firms Foster Consumer Perceptions of Authenticity 

 Companies adopt a variety of strategies and tactics to build authenticity perceptions, and 

much work on authenticity provides strategic recommendations on the topic (e.g. Boyle, 2003; 

Gilmore and Pine, 2007; Napoli et al., 2016). The effort put forth by an entity to appear authentic 

has been termed authenticity work (Peterson, 2005). Even when objects are inherently 

inauthentic, marketers can induce perceptions of authenticity, a situation that Gilmore and Pine 

(2007) coin “the authenticity paradox.” 
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At the brand level, Fritz, Schoenmueller, and Bruhn (2017) identify several antecedents 

to brand authenticity, including brand commercialization, brand legitimacy, brand clarity, brand 

heritage, brand nostalgia, a brand’s social commitment, and employee passion. Support for 

several of these antecedents can be found elsewhere. Lozanski (2010) found that independent 

travellers perceive non-commercialization of locations as signifying authenticity. Moulard, 

Raggio, and Folse (2016) found that a company’s product orientation communicates 

management’s passion for brand authenticity, which increases perceived brand authenticity. 

Travel destinations with strong heritage icons, such as Scotland (e.g. golf, whiskey, and 

monsters), appear more authentic (Yeoman et al., 2005). Companies also attempt to leverage 

brand heritage to influence the authenticity perceptions of individual products. For example, 

Anand and Jones (2005) found that a London tea and coffee retailer attempted to influence the 

authenticity perceptions of its products by emphasizing the founder, founding date, and staff 

training by the founder in marketing. 

 At the product level, the perceived authenticity of product inputs, such as the creator, 

materials used, and manufacturing practices, can impact the perceived authenticity of the final 

product (e.g. Cheah et al., 2016). Co-producing a product has been shown to increase 

authenticity perceptions of the product (Supphellen and Troye, 2009). Some marketers focus on 

establishing an authentic identity of a product through its place of origin, particularly for food 

and beverage products. For example, the marketing of the “true” champagne region in France 

greatly impacted the authenticity perceptions of champagne brands (Guy, 2002). Newman (2016) 

found that even small differences in product “purity” (e.g. a Louis Vuitton bag made 100% vs. 

95% in France or fresh orange juice vs. partially from concentrate) decreases the authenticity 

perceptions of the product greatly. Relatedly, marketers attempt to influence authenticity 
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perceptions of products through authenticity cues, such as describing or labeling a product as 

authentic. Nguyen and Gunasti (2011) found that a product described as authentic increases 

attitude toward the product and willingness to pay for the product. Further, an “objectively 

inferior product” with authenticity cues was preferred to a better product with no such cues 

(Nguyen and Gunasti, 2011).  

 Lastly, a firm may try to influence authenticity perceptions through the overall 

atmosphere of the point of sale location. This is especially relevant to service firms, and some of 

the best examples come from the dining industry. Companies can attempt to reproduce authentic 

cultures (Solomon, 2001). Munoz, Wood, and Solomon (2006) describe that the authenticity of 

themed Irish pubs is produced from atmosphere, employees, and cultural artifacts. The 

combination of these factors has been called a consumption constellation, which is defined as  “a 

cluster of complimentary products, specific brands, and/or consumption activities used to 

construct, signify, and/or perform a social role” (Munoz et al., 2006, p. 225). The consumption 

constellation concept has also been called staging in tourism studies (e.g. Chronis and Hampton, 

2008; MacCannell, 1973). This is an extremely valuable tool for altering authenticity 

perceptions. For example, studying Outback Steakhouse, Groves, Solomon, and Quilty (2001) 

found that Americans preferred the “idealized prototypes” of the Australian culture used by 

Outback to a more authentic experience.  

 Several other papers have examined how aspects of the relevant consumption 

constellation impact the firm. Kim, Youn, and Rao (2017) found that at ethnic restaurants, 

unfamiliar food and ingredient names each increase the perceived authenticity of the restaurant, 

positive emotions, and repurchase intentions. Similarly, Kim and Jang (2016) found that using an 

authentic sauce in a dish, advertising authenticity, and using ethnically congruent staff each 
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increase the perceived authenticity of the food. While an ethnic menu item name and employees 

of the relevant ethnicity have the largest impacts on customer perceptions of authenticity, 

perceived food authenticity has the largest effect on intentions to return, while perceived culture 

and employee authenticity have the largest impacts on willingness to pay (Kim and Baker, 2017).  

Munoz, Wood, and Solomon (2006) make a key point when discussing consumption 

constellations: consumers judge the authenticity of the service environment and can provide 

formal and informal feedback to the company, after which the company may use this feedback to 

revise the consumption constellation. To this last point, while many scholars have examined how 

firms can influence consumer perceptions of authenticity, few have examined the role of 

consumers in constructing perceptions of product and brand authenticity. 

 

How Consumers Construct Perceptions of Authenticity  

 Current marketing research has focused on context-specific attributes of authentic 

products and brands and the positive impact of authenticity, most notably brand authenticity, on 

firm outcomes. This research has viewed consumers as passive receivers of authenticity claims. 

However, it is widely recognized that authenticity perceptions are constructed by and 

idiosyncratic to individuals.  

 Grayson and Martinec (2004) explain that authenticity is not an inherent quality of an 

object, but a judgment made by an evaluator. In discussing brand authenticity, Gilmore and Pine 

(2007) state that “authenticity is personally determined” (p. 93) and that the individual 

perceiving the object is the lone determinant of its authenticity. Relatedly, Hartmann and Ostberg 

(2013) describe authenticity as negotiated by consumers. Similarly, Peterson (2005) echoes that 

authenticity in not an object attribute, but a claim that hinges on acceptance or rejection by 
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others. To this last point, Boyle (2003) contends that “authenticity is a moving target” (p. 39) 

affected by changing times and tastes. Further, Napoli, Dickinson-Delaporte, and Beverland 

(2016) state that brand authenticity lies on a continuum. The claim that object and brand 

authenticity are socially constructed and malleable has been asserted in work on authenticity 

perceptions in a variety of contexts, including country music (Peterson, 1997), opera (Benzecry, 

2015), bands (Corciolani, 2014), guitar brands (Hartmann and Ostberg, 2013), cultural activities 

performed for tourists (Xie, 2003), tourist sites (Reynolds, 2016), museum exhibits (King, 2006), 

antiquities (Jones, 2010), and sports memorabilia (Benzecry, 2015), among others. 

Jones (2010) describes that the object’s overall authenticity as being formed by the 

interaction of socially constructed meanings of objects, that is the object’s constructive 

authenticity, and the features of the object, that is the object’s objective authenticity. In line with 

this view, Grayson and Martinec (2004) identify indexicality and iconicity as two main types of 

object authenticity. An object has indexical authenticity when it has a factual or physical link to 

the world, which includes links to people, places, eras, or events (e.g. a chair made in the 

Victorian era) or a psychic link to the true self (e.g. a cultural dance true to identity) (Grayson 

and Shulman, 2000; Grayson and Martinec, 2004). An object has iconic authenticity when its 

physical features are similar to an object with indexical authenticity; these are essentially 

reproductions (Grayson and Martinec, 2004). Along these lines, Nguyen and Gunasti (2011) find 

that consumers form product authenticity perceptions using intrinsic cues, such as product 

experiences and quality, and/or or extrinsic cues, such as marketing messages and cues crafted 

by companies. 

When cues suggest that an object may be inauthentic, an “authenticity crisis” may occur 

(Corciolani, 2011). Examples of authenticity crises include an underground band participating in 
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a mainstream music festival (Corciolani, 2011; 2014), an alternative band signing with a major 

record label (Daschuk, 2011), or a craft brewery being bought by a major corporation (Frake, 

2017). Benzecry (2015) explains that objects and experiences become destabilized when they 

change, but become re-stabilized when people accept them. Corciolani (2014) calls this an 

authenticity drama, which is “a sequential process through which, owing to an object’s 

authenticity being undermined as a result of external market forces acting upon the object, or due 

to internal changes in the object itself, opposing groups of subjects (e.g. consumers and 

producers) interact dialectically in order to negotiate and transform their contradictory views of 

authenticity and inauthenticity over time” (p. 185). Corciolani (2014) suggests that consumers’ 

authenticity negotiation during a crisis follows a certain pattern. First, there is some breach of 

authenticity, such as an underground band that attends a mainstream music festival. Next, there 

is the authenticity crisis, in which people argue about the brand’s authenticity. Following this, 

consumers engage in redress, in which the authenticity of the brand is negotiated. The final step 

is reintegration, in which a new meaning of authenticity is formed for the object.  

 Taken together, these studies highlight that product and brand authenticity perceptions 

are partially formed by consumer perceptions, but current research does not sufficiently examine 

this process. Consumer factors studied in relation to product and brand authenticity are limited 

and include consumer involvement (Chhabra et al., 2003), prior knowledge (Chhabra et al., 

2003; Munoz et al., 2006; Munoz and Wood, 2006), and identity needs (Guèvremont and 

Grohmann, 2016; Newman and Smith, 2016). This work aims to determine how a consumer’s 

sense of self-authenticity, or “the degree of congruency between one’s actions and one’s core 

self-conceptions, consisting of fundamental values, beliefs, and identities to which one is 

committed and in terms of which one defines oneself” (Vannini and Burgess, 2009, p. 104), and 
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their use of brands in the consumption-driven self-authentication process, defined as the process 

of assessing whether or not one’s actions (i.e. consumption choices) are congruent with one’s 

activated identity, feed back into perceptions of brand authenticity. 

 

Summary of Essays 

 Essay one is a conceptual piece that synthesizes research in marketing, psychology, 

sociology, and philosophy to examine how people use consumption choices in the continuous 

process of identity authentication and construction of feelings of self-authenticity. Specifically, 

these literatures are used to delineate the consumption-driven self-authentication process. I 

suggest that consumers use products and brands to self-authenticate identities through either a 

process of meaning appropriation or meaning creation. I highlight the key role that external 

audiences play in this process. Audience members can directly validate or invalidate one’s sense 

of self-authenticity or affect self-authenticity indirectly when the authenticating consumer 

engages in social comparison. 

 While external audiences can further authenticate a consumer’s identity, the audience can 

also be a source of identity threat that damages an authenticating consumer’s self-authenticity. 

Essay two examines the proposition that identity threats may have an impact on brand 

authenticity perceptions through consumers’ perceptions of self-authenticity. I posit that when a 

consumer experiences an identity threat – specifically observing another brand user behaving 

territorially – the consumer feels less authentic and this negative effect spills over onto 

perceptions of brand authenticity via the consumer’s associative network. The magnitude of this 

negative effect may depend upon the territorial consumer’s network centrality and the density of 

the network. Central consumers should be perceived as more threatening than peripheral 
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consumers, but under high density the threat from central consumers should be mitigated. Given 

that brand authenticity has been hailed as the new purchase criterion (Gilmore and Pine, 2007), 

firms may be especially interested in how a consumer’s social network may negatively (or 

positively) influence perceptions of their brand’s authenticity.  

 Essay three takes the perspective of the threatened consumer to study contradictory sets 

of identity threat responses that may have a differential impact on perceived brand authenticity. 

In the context of an identity threat, consumers can respond to the reduction in feelings of self-

authenticity with dissociative, identity-restructuring responses or with associative, territorial 

responses. The type of response a consumer has to an identity threat depends on where the 

consumer is in the self-authentication process, that is, the consumer’s perceived progress toward 

their goal of self-authentication (i.e. the consumer’s degree of perceived self-authenticity). 

Perceived goal progress influences the consumer’s regulatory focus, which determines the 

identity threat response. I posit that those with a promotion focus engage in dissociative 

responses and abandon the brand, while those with a prevention focus stand by the brand and 

engage in territorial responses. Dissociative responses should reduce perceived brand 

authenticity, while territorial responses should increase perceived brand authenticity. 

 This dissertation contributes to current authenticity literature by first synthesizing a wide 

variety of research to explicitly delineate the consumption-driven self-authentication process. 

Subsequently, this research examines the previously unexplored relationship between brand and 

consumer self-authenticity, which provide a more thorough and nuanced view of how brand 

authenticity perceptions are formed and influenced by their consumers. I underscore the 

importance of relating self-authenticity to brand authenticity in essay two by showing that an 

identity threat emanating from a brand’s user network can harm brand authenticity perceptions, 
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and in essay three I find that these perceptions can be further effected by the type of identity 

threat response evoked. This work is of importance to firms considering the many resources 

companies invest in fostering authenticity perceptions and the potential positive outcomes of 

these perceptions. By identifying how consumers’ perceived self-authenticity influences brand 

authenticity, firms can better control these authenticity perceptions by developing strategies to 

address the influence of consumer self-authenticity and consumer groups and communities. 
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Do I Seem Real to You? The Role of External Audiences in the 

Consumption-Driven Self Authentication Process  
 
 

Although some marketing scholars have alluded to the idea that people use consumption 

choices to authenticate their identities (Beverland and Farrelly, 2010; Force, 2009; Leigh et al., 

2006; Peterson, 2005), to date the majority of research examining authenticity has focused on the 

perceived authenticity of brands (Cheah et al., 2016; Morhart et al., 2015; Napoli et al., 2016), 

products (Beverland, 2006; Newman, 2016; Nguyen and Gunasti, 2011), and experiences 

(Grayson and Martinec, 2004; Munoz et al., 2006). Given that authenticity in general is an 

enduring topic of interest in the marketing literature and that the current literature suggests that 

people use consumption to authenticate identities, along with the continued interest in the 

construct of self-authenticity in the psychology literature, the lack of research tying self-

authenticity to consumption choices and clearly elucidating the underlying process of self-

authentication is conspicuous and surprising.  

Self-authenticity is defined as “the degree of congruency between one’s actions and one’s 

core self-conceptions, consisting of fundamental values, beliefs, and identities to which one is 

committed and in terms of which one defines oneself” (Vannini and Burgess, 2009, p. 104) and 

has become a valued ideal to strive for (Kovács, 2019; Taylor, 1991). Research in psychology 

has largely focused on the outcomes of self-authenticity, particularly the association between 

self-authenticity and its outcomes, which appear to be overwhelmingly positive. For example, 

self-authenticity has been associated with psychological wellbeing (Baker et al., 2017; Hicks et 

al., 2019; Robinson et al., 2012; Ryan et al., 2005; Theran, 2010; Wood et al., 2008), subjective 

wellbeing (Boucher, 2011; Kernis and Goldman, 2006; Kifer et al., 2013; Wood et al., 2008), 

self-esteem (Davis et al., 2015; Diehl et al., 2006; Goldman and Kernis, 2002; Kernis, 2003; 
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Kernis and Goldman, 2006; Lenton et al., 2016; Sheldon et al., 1997; Theran, 2010; Wenzel and 

Lucas-Thompson, 2012; Wood et al., 2008), life satisfaction (Boyraz et al., 2014; Boyraz and 

Kuhl, 2015; Goldman and Kernis, 2002), energy (Lenton et al., 2016), positive affect (Diehl et 

al., 2006; Goldman and Kernis, 2002; Venaglia and Lemay Jr., 2017), and positive mood 

(Lenton et al., 2016), as well as leading to healthier relationships (Brunell et al., 2010; Impett et 

al., 2013; Kernis and Goldman, 2006) and greater relationship satisfaction (Kernis and Goldman, 

2006; Wang, 2015). In addition, self-authenticity negatively affects stress and anxiety (Boyraz et 

al., 2014; Boyraz and Kuhl, 2015; Sheldon et al., 1997; Wood et al., 2008) and depressive 

symptoms (Theran, 2010; Sheldon et al., 1997; Wenzel and Lucas-Thompson, 2012). However, 

the process by which individuals self-authenticate, both generally and through consumption, is 

still largely underexplored. Indeed, the lack of understanding of the psychological and contextual 

antecedents to self-authenticity, the process by which it is formed, and the effect of peers on the 

process, have been identified as essential questions about self-authenticity that have yet to be 

answered (Hicks et al., 2019; Vess, 2019). In particular, the role that external forces play in the 

self-authentication process has been identified as a key area of future research (Baumeister, 

2019), one that is particularly relevant for the use of consumption to authenticate the self.	

Research in psychology and marketing has examined some of the contexts in which 

people self-authenticate, but not the underlying process of self-authentication. For example, 

people self-authenticate through personal and romantic relationships (Didonato and Krueger, 

2010; Kraus and Chen, 2014; Venaglia and Lemay Jr., 2017), community and group membership 

(Arnould and Price, 2000; Peterson, 2005; Weninger and Williams, 2017), heritage (Heidegger, 

1962; Moisio et al., 2004), and identity disclosure (Healy and Beverland, 2016). Cultural 

phenomena such as music (Kotarba, 2009), art (Fine, 2003), and traveling (Canavan, 2018; 
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Hirschorn and Hefferon, 2013; Howard, 2016) can also be resources to verify the self.  One of 

the main avenues for self-authentication, however, is self-expression (Lindholm, 2008; Taylor, 

1991), particularly through consumption (Lindholm, 2008). 

Research in marketing also suggests that people seek social validation of their identities 

via consumption. Therefore, the role of external forces in the self-authentication process is 

particularly relevant for the use of consumption to authenticate the self.  Consumers care greatly 

about how others view and interpret their consumption choices (Belk, 1988; Holt, 1997), because 

consumption objects are endowed with public meanings (Richins, 1994) and people make 

inferences about others’ traits using these cues (Belk et al., 1982; Bourdieu, 1984; Holt, 1998). 

People have a deep-seated motive both to act authentically (Goldman and Kernis, 2002; Stets 

and Burke, 2014) and to achieve social acceptance (Leary and Baumeister, 2000). To this end, 

consumers often seek approval from others after making purchases (Bearden et al., 1989; 

Goldsmith and Clark, 2012). Accordingly, some marketing literature suggests that people use 

brands, products, and experiences to self-authenticate (Beverland and Farrelly, 2010; Leigh et 

al., 2006; Peterson, 2005) through specific self-authentication strategies that are enacted in a 

consumption context (Beverland and Farrelly, 2010; Force, 2009; Hahl et al., 2017). Again, 

however, the underlying process of how consumers use consumption choices to self-authenticate 

remains largely undefined. 

I propose that combining perspectives from marketing and psychology can begin to 

address the gap in our understanding of how consumption is used in the process of self-

authenticity formation. Integrating insights from these two fields as well as philosophy and 

sociology, I explicitly delineate the consumption-driven self-authentication process. I focus on 

the key role that external audiences play in enabling the individual to self-authenticate through 
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self-expressive consumption choices and activities. While self-authentication through 

consumption has previously been examined in the context of consumption subcultures, I suggest 

that consumers engage in this process at a broader level, laying the groundwork for new research 

on the topic. In doing so, I begin to address lingering questions about the antecedents of self-

authenticity and the process of its formation. 

 

The Construction of Self-Authenticity 

The meaning of self-authenticity and how to achieve it has been an enduring topic of 

philosophers for centuries. The two main perspectives on self-authenticity are the essentialist and 

existentialist views. The essentialist view of self-authenticity is a narrative of self-discovery, 

advocated by Rousseau (1712-78), which contends that there is one “true self” – an unchanging 

inner core that one is born with – that becomes hidden due to the influence of external forces and 

must be discovered via self-reflection in order to achieve self-authenticity. This view is 

embodied in the phrase “know thyself.” Existentialists, in contrast, believe that people have no 

core, true self. In Sartre’s words, “existence precedes essence” (Sartre, 1948); one comes to exist 

and then has the freedom to define, and redefine, oneself. This narrative is of self-creation or 

transcendence; it is a process of becoming your true self through taking responsibility for your 

life and making choices to act based solely on who you are (Erickson, 1995; Sartre, 1948). It is a 

view of self-as-process as opposed to self-as-object (Ryan and Brown, 2003). This work favors 

the existentialist perspective on self-authenticity.  

 While many scholars define self-authenticity in general terms, such as being true to 

(Chen, 2018; Vannini and Burgess, 2009), in touch with (Hicks et al., 2019), or aligned with 

(Kokkoris et al., 2019; Sedikides et al., 2018) one’s true, real, or genuine self, these definitions 
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are inherently essentialist in that they assume that there is a “true self” to connect with, and 

further that there is one “true self.” However, it is generally agreed that the self consists of 

multiple identities, or “working selves” (Chen, 2018), that are activated by situational cues in 

context (Oyserman, 2009), such as one’s identity as a parent being activated by one’s child 

arriving home. While early work on self-authenticity discussed the authenticity of the self as a 

whole, the intersection of self-authenticity and identity research has refined conceptions such 

that self-authenticity relates to specific identities activated in context (Chen, 2018; Erickson, 

1995). Erickson (1995: 139) explains that, “the importance of the particular self-values that are 

implicated by any two situational contexts or relationships may differ.” The idea that what is 

authentic is determined by the situation is echoed by Gubrium and Holstein (2009), who state 

that, “authenticity is worked up and judged by situationally distinct practices, expectations, and 

standards” (122). As Erickson (1995) sums up, “authenticity is no longer a question of being 

‘true to self’ for all time, but rather of being true to self-in-context or true to self-in-relationship” 

based on the activated identity (139). One can feel authentic in one role and inauthentic in 

another role (Vannini and Burgess, 2009).  

Further, self-authenticity is not a dichotomous phenomenon, but a continuous one. 

Vannini (2006: 27) explains that, “authenticity and inauthenticity serve as two ends of a 

spectrum upon which we oscillate.” This has been described as being a “more or less person” 

(Waskul, 2009; Erickson, 1995; Heidegger, 1962), in which one shifts between feeling more or 

less authentic (Rogers, 1961). The dynamic nature of self-authenticity and its contextual 

influences enable this shifting along the continuum to occur. Additionally, being less authentic is 

different from being inauthentic. For example, a person who holds an identity as a baker may 
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feel less authentic if they makes a cake from a mix instead of from scratch, but they may feel 

inauthentic if they buy a cake and tries to pass it off as their own. 

While self-authenticity has been traditionally conceptualized as dispositional (Kernis and 

Goldman, 2006; Wood et al., 2008), I adhere to recent research that conceptualizes self-

authenticity as a state (Fleeson and Wilt, 2010; Lenton et al., 2013a; Sedikides et al., 2017), in 

line with the notion that perceptions of self-authenticity can differ based on the activated 

identity. State self-authenticity is achieved when one subjectively feels aligned with the true self, 

but it does not require that one objectively be in alignment with the true self (Rivera et al., 2018; 

Sedikides et al., 2018; Vess, 2019). Indeed, self-authenticity is described as an affective 

experience (Vannini and Burgess, 2009) – a feeling – that is distinct from positive and negative 

affective states (Smallenbroek et al., 2016), positive mood, and other positive self-evaluations, 

such as self-esteem and self-worth (Hicks et al., 2019; Rivera et al., 2018). 

Though many scholars have agreed that self-authenticity is a dynamic state, research has 

shown that laypeople often conceptualize self-authenticity in terms of the essentialist notion of 

searching for and finding the “true self” (Lewin and Williams, 2009; Taylor, 1991), which may 

be partly attributed to social learning and psychological essentialism (Hicks et al., 2019; Rivera 

et al., 2018), as well as popular culture (Vess, 2019). However, an investigation into how people 

conceptualize self-authenticity revealed that while some people hold a “strict construal” of self-

authenticity, believing that self-authenticity means being true to one’s true self across contexts, 

others have a “flexible construal” of self-authenticity in which one can be authentic while 

behaving in inconsistent ways across situations (Jongman-Sereno and Leary, 2018; Fleeson and 

Wilt, 2010). Additionally, Kovács (2019) found that some people associate self-authenticity with 

uniqueness, while others associate it with expressing oneself in a manner consistent with the true 
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self and its values. The way in which a person construes self-authenticity has no bearing on the 

actual process of self-authentication. Depending on one’s conceptualization of self-authenticity, 

self-authentication could mean feeling that one’s actions align with one’s core, “true self,” if one 

follows essentialist notions, or feeling that one is acting in accordance with an identity, belief, or 

value, whether that value is uniqueness or consistency with the true self.   

Finally, people hold personal and social identities (Carter and Marony, 2018) and 

individuals may self-authenticate their personal or social identities. Accordingly, distinct types of 

authenticity have been discussed in relation to these two categories of identities. Weninger and 

Williams (2017) distinguish between self-authenticity and social authenticity, which emphasizes 

the self in relation to others. Other scholars have differentiated intrapersonal authenticity, the 

individual sense of self, from interpersonal authenticity, the collective sense of self and 

relationships with others (Schmader and Sedikides, 2018; Scully, 2015; Wang, 1999). This work 

is primarily concerned with the authentication of personal identities; however, the consumption-

driven self-authentication process can also be used to authenticate social identities and achieve 

social authenticity, particularly through consuming brands that have meaning for the relevant 

social group (Escalas and Bettman, 2005). It is important to note, however, that social meanings 

can be used to authenticate personal identities as well as social identities (e.g. Escalas and 

Bettman, 2005). 

 Adhering to the existentialist perspective, people are continuously evolving: defining and 

redefining themselves while striving to be authentic. Though laypeople tend to believe in the 

essentialist idea of a one, “true” self, current research suggests that the process of self-definition 

and the quest for self-authenticity are specific to the various identities that a person holds, 

whether this is a personal or social identity. Accordingly, one’s sense of self-authenticity can 
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differ based on which identity is activated. These feelings of self-authenticity are born not only 

out of an individual’s actions, but also out of reactions from external audiences, such as society 

or peers. Therefore, external influence is likely to play a key role in the self-authentication 

process. 

 

The Role of External Influence 

 At a broad level, authenticity is socially constructed; the social context in which one lives 

determines what is “authentic” and what is not. This has been discussed frequently in research on 

the authenticity of objects and experiences. Many scholars agree that authenticity is not an 

inherent quality of an object, but a judgment made by an evaluator (Gilmore and Pine 2007; 

Grayson and Martinec, 2004) that hinges on acceptance or rejection by others (Peterson, 2005). 

Further, authenticity is a “moving target” (Boyle, 2003; Peterson, 2005) affected by cultural 

changes (Vannini and Williams, 2009). It follows, then, that one must be integrated with the 

social environment to construct meaningful and accurate perceptions of self-authenticity.  

 As Jacobsen (2007: 292) explains, self-authenticity “does not imply that a person cannot 

independently choose to live according to the prevailing tastes and standards.” One’s social 

network is essential for achieving self-authenticity because recognizing who and what one is not 

helps one realize who and what one is (Golomb, 1995; Lenton et al., 2016), and this can only be 

achieved by “being-with-others” (Heidegger, 1962). Taylor (1991) agrees, describing that we 

define ourselves by recognizing “horizons of significance” – how we differ from others on 

dimensions that are important to us (e.g. musical talent, environmental consciousness) – through 

a dialogical process with people who are important to us and help to shape our identity (Taylor, 

1991). Since what one deems important is influenced by history, tradition, culture, and society, 
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achieving self-authenticity involves both a reflective component and consideration of these 

external forces (Taylor, 1991).  

 Accordingly, a theme in many philosophical writings is a cycle in which external forces 

help one to become authentic, then cause one to become inauthentic, and then lead one back to 

self-authenticity (Heidegger, 1962). As Golomb (1995) sums up, “authentic individuals need 

each other and need society and culture as a vital working framework within which they create 

themselves” (80). Achieving self-authenticity is “a social process contingent on validation with 

and from others as well as self’s own experience as both the means and outcomes of social 

actions” (Weigert, 2009: 39). Taken together, this suggests that the external audience becomes an 

essential aspect of the consumption-driven self-authentication process. 

 

The Consumption-Driven Self-Authentication Process 

I define self-authentication as the process of assessing whether or not one’s actions (i.e. 

consumption choices) are congruent with one’s activated identity. This process results in the 

formation of perceptions of self-authenticity. Arnould and Price (2000) suggest that consumers 

engage in both authenticating acts and authoritative performances to self-authenticate. 

Authenticating acts are defined as individual, “self-referential behaviors actors feel reveal or 

produce the ‘true’ self” (Arnould and Price, 2000: 140). Authoritative performances are 

described as collective, cultural displays that allow people to connect themselves to their 

community, such as festivals and sporting events (Arnould and Price, 2000). In Arnould and 

Price’s (2000) work, the role of external forces in self-authentication is only discussed in relation 

to authoritative performances (i.e. social identities). However, I argue that external, social forces 

will play a role in the authentication of personal identities as well. 
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Consumption-Driven Authenticating Acts 

There are two types of consumption-driven authenticating acts that can foster self-

authenticity. One can either buy an object and appropriate its meaning or make an object and 

create its meaning; these meanings are then linked to the self-narrative and provide 

authentication (Arnould and Price, 2000). 

 

Appropriating Meaning through Consumption. People purchase objects based not only on 

functionality, but also on the symbolic value of the object (Levy, 1959). These symbolic 

meanings are used to create and delineate identities (Levy, 1959; McCracken, 1989). According 

to McCracken’s (1988) meaning transfer model, meanings are develop in the world, become 

associated with and, therefore, transferred to objects. Then, when one purchases objects, the 

meaning associated with those objects can be transferred to the self, becoming integrated into the 

self-concept (Escalas and Bettman, 2005; McCracken, 1988; Wang and Wallendorf, 2006). For 

example, authenticity can flow (Chhabra, 2005) from artists to owners of the art through the 

artwork (Fine, 2003; Newman and Bloom, 2012; Moulard et al., 2014) or from celebrities to 

others through memorabilia (Newman et al., 2011). This phenomenon is also called contagion, 

“the notion that objects may acquire a special aura or “essence” from their past” (Newman and 

Dhar, 2014: 371). These objects then serve self-validating functions (Grayson and Shulman, 

1996, 2000). For example, Wang and Wallendorf (2006) describe how meanings of success, 

wealth, prestige, or taste can be transferred from objects to their owners.   

 Indeed, objects are “contaminated” by a variety of meanings, such as those related to 

experiences (Belk, 1990; Grayson and Shulman, 1996, 2000), the past (Autio et al., 2013; Belk, 

1990; Newman, 2018), personal history (Grayson and Shulman, 1996, 2000; Jones, 2010), and 
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other people, groups, or personal relationships (Belk, 1988; Wang and Wallendorf, 2006; Berger 

and Ward, 2010). Consumers, then, have the option to adopt a variety of object meanings to 

authenticate the self when meaning is appropriated from consumption objects. In short, when a 

consumer transfers meanings from a consumption object, the object comes to reflect who the 

person is (Oyserman, 2009) because people link existing meanings of objects or experiences to 

the self (Arnould and Price, 2000). Activated identities serve as “meaning-making anchors” 

whereby people’s perceived self-knowledge drives purchase choice (Oyserman, 2009; 

Oyserman, Elmore, & Smith, 2012).	Therefore, when choosing which object to purchase and 

appropriate meaning from, the consumer asks questions like, “Does the product fit me?” or, “Is 

this the right product for me?” 

 Post-purchase, the consumer evaluates whether or not the meaning appropriated from the 

purchased item reflects the activated identity in order to confirm that one is authentic in that 

identity. Now, the question asked by the consumer becomes, “Do I fit the product?” or, “Have I 

validated who I really am with this product?” If the consumer determines that the adopted 

meaning does reflect the activated identity, the person’s perceived self-authenticity increases. If 

the consumer determines that the adopted meaning does not represent the identity, the person’s 

perceived self-authenticity decreases. If this evaluation is made, the consumer will subsequently 

make a different consumption choice and reevaluate. As Groth (2008: 92) explains, “whenever 

the self is revised, existence must be revalidated.”  

 However, consumers may not transfer meaning from all consumption objects. Two 

conditions must be met for this meaning transfer to occur in order to authenticate an identity. 

First, the object must be relevant to the identity that the consumer is attempting to authenticate. 

For example, if I am a baker, it may matter what kind of bakeware and ingredients I use, but the 
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type of car I drive is irrelevant. The bakeware and ingredients are the objects that are imbued 

with meanings relevant to the baker identity, and therefore these objects can authenticate the 

identity. To this point, the second condition for meaning transfer is that the consumer determines 

that the brands or products are appropriate and strong authenticators of the identity, as some 

objects are perceived as better able to communicate important information about a person to 

others and, therefore, are preferred for identity formation (Escalas and Bettman, 2005). For 

example, as a baker I might perceive that KitchenAid branded bakeware is a powerful identity 

authenticator. 

 

Creating Meaning through Consumption. In lieu of buying an object, a person may choose to 

make an object in an effort to self-authenticate. Arnould and Price (2000) describe that 

consumers can work with products and experiences to create something new, which they call 

productive consumption. This is another term for do-it-yourself (DIY) consumption, which is 

defined here as a consumer-controlled process in which consumers use raw or semi-raw, firm-

produced materials as inputs to produce or transform products or services for their own or others’ 

consumption. DIY can range from producing something from scratch (e.g. creating a meal using 

home-grown vegetables) to engaging in co-production (e.g. creating a meal from a dinner kit).  

 Two of the primary motives of DIY are to express oneself (Kuznetsov and Paulos, 2010) 

and to fulfill or enhance identities (Wolf and McQuitty, 2011; Xie et al., 2008). As such, DIY 

has been described as a process that transforms one’s identity (Watson and Shove, 2008). 

Research suggests that DIY is motivated by the hunt for self-authenticity (Fisher and Smith, 

2011; Lindholm, 2008), and DIY activities have been shown to create a sense of self-authenticity 

(Aitken and Campelo, 2011). For example, women use homemade food to construct family 
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identities (Moisio et al., 2004) and men connect with primal masculine identities through knife-

making kits (Peters et al., 2012) and use DIY home improvement projects to assert “suburban-

craftsman” or “family handy-man” identities (Moisio et al., 2013). As Taylor (1991: 62) 

explains, “self-discovery passes through a creation, the making of something original and new.”  

 Creating objects enables a person to create themselves, as the created objects become a 

part of the self (Heidegger, 1962). When someone makes an object, the self is invested into the 

object, which creates a strong self-object association in which the object becomes incorporated 

into the extended self (Belk, 1988; Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981; Pierce et al., 

2003). Troye and Supphellen (2012) find that engaging in DIY leads to self-integration, a linkage 

between the self and the created object. Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) explain 

that created objects help form the identity of the creator by representing his or her skills and 

traits. Therefore, consumers have stronger identification, or perceptions of similarity, to self-

made objects; this is referred to as an identity overlap (Atakan et al., 2014a; 2014b). In other 

words, the self becomes embodied in the object created and, in turn, this object represents the 

self. This allows the created object to authenticate the relevant identity. For example, a piece of 

furniture crafted using only recycled materials may embody and represent a person’s identity as 

an environmentally conscious individual, which, in turn, authenticates the person as 

environmentally conscious. Therefore, the person’s perceived self-authenticity should increase.   

 

Validation by an External Audience 

 Appropriated meanings and created meanings are both incorporated into the consumer’s 

sense of self. The meanings transferred to the self from these objects, products, or brands can 

provide authentication of an identity if the consumer determines that these meanings are 
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congruent with the identity. This portion of the authentication process can be considered internal 

authentication, in that the consumer alone decides whether the identity has been authenticated by 

the consumption act and associated meanings or not. However, while engaging in an 

authenticating consumption act alone can authenticate a person’s identity based on that person’s 

determination, the perceived self-authenticity generated from that act also depends on the 

reaction of the audience. External audiences can further authenticate, or inauthenticate, a 

person’s identity based on feedback about the consumption choice. This portion of the 

authentication process can be considered external authentication, in that the opinions and 

judgments of people other than the consumer affect that consumer’s perception of self-

authenticity. For example, verification or validation of one’s identity has been shown to increase 

feelings of self-authenticity (Kraus and Chen, 2014; Schmader and Sedikides, 2018; Stets and 

Burke, 2014). 

The authenticating consumption act must be displayed to the person, people, or group(s) 

that are relevant to the identity in order to be authenticated. Anyone in the relevant audience can 

provide authentication (Peterson, 2005). For example, if a “biker” attempts to display 

consumption acts relevant to that identity (e.g. wearing leathers) at the accounting firm where 

they work, co-workers cannot verify his biker identity because they are not relevant to that 

identity. That is not to say that the other accountants could not interpret this signal and recognize 

that this person is a biker, however because they have less knowledge about the identity any 

verification of the identity is less meaningful. Meanwhile, the relevant group of bikers who could 

provide meaningful verification of the identity cannot do so because they have not witnessed the 

authenticating act. Therefore, authenticating consumption activities must be exposed to the 

relevant audience in order to receive meaningful verification. 
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An audience can verify one’s identity through two mechanisms. The first is audience 

validation of the identity and the second is validation of the identity via social comparison.  

 

Audience Validation. The validation function of the audience stems from psychology literature 

on relationships. People seek self-verifying appraisals in personal relationships (Kraus and Chen, 

2014). These relationships perform authenticating functions by validating or affirming the self 

and increasing perceptions of self-authenticity (Didonato and Krueger, 2010). A sense of self-

authenticity is created from being valued for who one is (Kernis, 2003; Leary, 2003). Consider 

the following example. Building a dining table was motivated by your identity as a carpenter. 

Your neighbors later attend a dinner party at your house in which they praise you for your 

carpentry skills. Your carpenter identity has been validated and authenticated by the audience. 

Conversely, your neighbors may comment that the table is shoddily constructed, which would 

invalidate your carpenter identity. Validation by the audience will increase one’s perceived self-

authenticity, while invalidation will decrease one’s perceived self-authenticity. Notably, this 

validation stems from the audience and is freely offered to the one seeking authentication. Social 

comparison, in contrast, is conducted internally by the one seeking authentication.  

 

Social Comparison. The second authenticating function of the audience is providing a 

meaningful contrast for social comparison. People evaluate themselves by comparing themselves 

to others (Festinger, 1954) and the self is authenticated through the recognition of differences 

from others on important dimensions (Taylor, 1991; Golomb, 1995). The effect of social 

comparison on a person’s perceived self-authenticity depends on whether the comparison is 

upward, in which a person compares him/herself to someone perceived as better than him or her, 
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or downward, in which a person compares him/herself to someone perceived as worse than him 

or her (Festinger, 1954).  

 An upward comparison may result in a decrease in a person’s perceived self-authenticity 

because one may feel that one does not hold the relevant identity as strongly as the other person. 

Conversely, a downward comparison is likely to increase the person’s perceived self-authenticity 

because one may feel that one does hold the identity more strongly than the other person. In 

other words, a downward comparison validates the person’s identity and increases perceived 

self-authenticity, while an upward comparison could invalidate the person’s identity and possibly 

decrease perceived self-authenticity. 

	 A social comparison with someone perceived to be at the same level is expected to have 

no effect on perceived self-authenticity. Oyserman, Elmore, and Smith (2012) describe that 

information must be very distinct to be used as a contrast standard in social comparisons. 

Therefore, another person is used as a comparison only when he or she is noticeably inferior or 

superior. However, there may be a limit to upward social comparison. For example, if one knows 

someone is much, much better at something and that one will not be able to achieve that 

proficiency, one may not even bother to use this person as a comparison. This may be justified 

by assuming the person has had formal training and/or years of practice in the domain. 

Therefore, people are likely to compare with those who are perceived as inferior or at a superior 

yet attainable level.   

 

Ingroup vs. Outgroup Audiences 

Social comparison can be made at the group or individual level (Force, 2009; 

Widdicombe and Wooffitt, 1990). One may compare oneself with some external standard, such 
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as someone from an outgroup (Arthur, 2006; Charmley et al., 2013; Widdicombe and Wooffitt, 

1990). For example, a homeowner can compare oneself to a home renter. A second type of 

comparison entails comparing oneself to a member of one’s ingroup. For example, the 

homeowner can compare oneself to other homeowners on the block. Both ingroup and outgroup 

comparisons can have an effect on one’s perceived self-authenticity. 

 

Ingroup Audiences. Ingroup comparisons enable status hierarchies of cultural capital to form in 

groups (Force, 2009; Holt, 1998; Thornton, 1996) and a key form of cultural capital is 

publicizing the ownership of certain goods (Force, 2009). People use signals, such as brand 

choices, to let others know where they rank in the social hierarchy (Berger and Ward, 2010; 

Beverland et al., 2010; Veblen, 1899). The perceived self-authenticity gained from these 

activities legitimizes group members and helps establish these hierarchies (Leigh et al., 2006; 

Perry, 2015). As such, authenticity has been described as a “strategically invoked” status marker 

(Vannini and Williams, 2009). More authentic group members are at the core of the group as 

opposed to the periphery and have higher status within the group (Dupont, 2014; Lewin and 

Williams, 2009; Williams, 2006), and people with higher status should perceive themselves to be 

more authentic. For example, research has found that higher perceived social power, which 

allows individuals to express themselves more freely, elevates perceptions of state authenticity 

(Chen, 2018; Kifer et al., 2013). 

 

Outgroup Audiences. Outgroup contrasts help define and solidify one’s identity and the 

authenticity of that identity by highlighting “horizons of significance” (Taylor, 1991) that reveal 

what one is not. The person recognizes that he/she is part of the “us” that is different from 
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“them.” This may explain consumers’ strong reaction to the use of brands by those perceived to 

be from an outgroup. Research has shown that consumers will avoid products associated with 

outgroups that they don’t wish to be seen as a part of (White and Dahl 2006; 2007) and abandon 

brands associated with group members perceived to be inauthentic, who may come to be 

considered “fringe” or “fake” group members and, in turn, become perceived as members of the 

outgroup (Arthur, 2006; Charmley et al., 2013; Daschuk, 2011). These findings suggest that 

brands used by outgroup members may constitute an identity threat that could damage perceived 

self-authenticity and prompt brand avoidance. Indeed, Charmley et al. (2013) found that in the 

skateboarding community, “the authenticating act that distinguishes ‘us’ from ‘them’ is the 

collective avoidance of a brand” (467). Outgroup comparisons may also confirm and bolster 

one’s perceived self-authenticity if the comparison is downward, such as if undesirable 

outgroups use different brands that are not used by “insiders.” 

Figure 1 summarizes the consumption-driven self-authentication process. Consumers can 

self-authenticate by either appropriating meaning from the brands and products that they 

consume or by creating meaning through the production or co-production of products for their 

own consumption and incorporating these meanings into the self. These activities result in the 

formation of feelings of self-authenticity. This portion of the process is considered to be internal 

authentication because the authenticating consumer alone judges whether or not the incorporated 

meanings align with the activated identity. These consumption acts can then be authenticated by 

an external audience through either validation from the audience members or social comparisons 

made by the authenticating consumer, which leads to a revision of perceived self-authenticity 

such that it is either bolstered or reduced. This portion of the process is external authentication. 
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Figure 1 

Theoretical Model of the Consumption-Driven Self-Authentication Process 

 

 

Given that these validations can derive from either an ingroup or an outgroup audience, 

the result is eight different possible combinations of authenticating consumption act, type of 

audience validation, and type of audience. Table 1 organizes past research to provide examples 

of each of these combinations.   
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Table 1 

The Role of the External Audience in Consumption-Driven Self-Authentication 
Examples 

 

 

Ingroup Audiences Outgroup Audiences 

Audience 
Validation 

Social 
Comparison 

Audience 
Validation 

Social 
Comparison 

Meaning 
Appropriation 

Validating 
comment about 
artwork choices 
to authenticate 

an “elite” 
identity (Hahl et 

al., 2017) 

Choosing 
different 

products from a 
brand to signal 

group status 
(Berger and 

Ward, 2010) to 
authenticate 

Validating 
comment about 
Apple product 

usage by 
someone who 

uses a flip phone 
to authenticate a 

tech savvy 
identity 

Avoidance of a 
brand (Charmley 
et al., 2013) or 
avoidance of a 
product (White 
and Dahl, 2006) 
to authenticate 

Meaning 
Creation 

Validating 
comments about 

a knife made 
from a kit by 
family and 
friends to 

authenticate a 
masculine 

identity (Peters 
et al., 2012) 

Authentication 
of a “craftsman” 

identity by 
comparing to 
those who are 
perceived as 
unable to do 
DIY home 

improvement 
projects (Moisio 

et al., 2013) 

Validating 
comment by 

someone who 
does not make 

his/her own 
green cleaning 

products to 
authenticate an 

environmentally 
conscious 
identity 

Authentication 
of a family 
identity by 

comparing to 
those who do not 
make homemade 
food (Moisio et 

al., 2004) 

 

 

Motivation to Engage in the Authentication Process 

 It is important to note that people may not always engage in the self-authentication 

process. That is, people may not always assess whether or not their actions (i.e. consumption 

choices) are congruent with the activated identity. A prerequisite to the attempt to authenticate an 

identity is that the identity in question is important to the person and, therefore, worth the 
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authentication effort. People are more concerned with the authenticity of an identity when it is 

personally meaningful (Ryan, 1993; Ryan et al., 2005). For example, if one prides oneself on 

being a baker, one may seek to authenticate that identity by entering a baking contest. However, 

if one does not really consider oneself a baker, but bakes on occasion when it is required, one 

may not be motivated to authenticate this identity because it is not an important identity. An 

identity can also become important by being made salient or relevant in context. For example, if 

the baker identity is not an important identity, but one then must bake cupcakes for a bake sale, 

one may seek to authenticate the baker identity. In sum, a person may choose to authenticate an 

identity if it is important generally or made important in context. 

 The literature also points to other prerequisites of the self-authentication process.  There 

is evidence to suggest that people may be more likely to authenticate an identity that is voluntary 

rather than obligatory. Ryan (1993) states that people are more concerned with authenticating 

identities that are “fully self-endorsed” and “volitionally enacted.” Finally, people may be more 

likely to authenticate an identity when there is sufficient opportunity for self-expression. Diehl, 

Jacobs, and Hastings (2006) describe that some roles limit how authentically a person can act 

with norms of behavior or rules. Franzese (2009) found that inauthentic behaviors were 

associated with social institutions, such as family, the military, religious institutions, and some 

work environments. In regard to work environments, she found that people felt that behaving 

authentically could have negative consequence on work relationships (Franzese, 2009). 

Therefore, an important voluntary identity is more likely to be the subject of authentication, and 

the relevant environment must be conducive to that authentication. In total, the first step in the 

self-authentication process is determining if the identity is worthy of the authentication effort. 
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 After this occurs, four particular situations may arise is which people will be motivated to 

authenticate the identity. First, people will seek to authenticate an identity when they are 

establishing the identity in an effort to ensure that they are “on the right track,” sufficiently 

expressing or signaling the identity. Next, authentication can serve a maintenance function for an 

existing identity. Related to these first two points is the idea of confidence. Self-authentication is 

conceptualized as an additive function in which one seeks to authenticate an identity until one 

feels confident or secure. If one is confident in an identity, one may not need to authenticate the 

identity as frequently or one may be able to stop authenticating the identity all together. Next, the 

authentication process may precipitate when one makes an upward comparison with someone 

perceived to represent one’s ideal self related to a specific identity. This comparison could 

motivate one to begin authenticating one’s identity in order to close the distance between one’s 

actual self and the self they aspire to be in regard to the activated identity. 

 Fourth, regardless of how confidently held an identity is, an identity threat could generate 

the need to self-authenticate. Experiences are more likely to be appraised as an identity threat 

when the relevant identity is deemed important (e.g. Stryker and Serpe, 1994; Petriglieri, 2011). 

Research has indicated that having an identity called into question raises concerns about self-

authenticity (Erickson, 1995; Peterson, 2005). For example, social exclusion increases 

attachment to and valuation of authentic brands (Guèvremont and Grohmann, 2016; Newman 

and Smith, 2016). In addition, Guèvremont and Grohmann (2016) found that consumers with 

higher perceived self-authenticity show greater emotional brand attachment to authentic (versus 

less authentic) brands when they experience situations that make them feel inauthentic. In sum, 

people may choose to authenticate the relevant identity through their consumption activities if 

any one of these situations occurs. 
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Discussion 

 I posit that consumers use consumption activities to authenticate various identities. 

Consumers can self-authenticate through the consumption acts of meaning appropriation or 

meaning creation. Consumers are further authenticated, or inauthenticated, by relevant external 

audiences via audience validation or social comparison, which can derive from one’s ingroup or 

an outgroup. This research contributes to our understanding of the antecedents of self-

authenticity and the underlying process by which it is formed, which has been identified as an 

unanswered essential question (Hicks et al., 2019; Vess, 2019). Further, I highlight the 

importance of external forces in the self-authentication process, taking steps to address this key 

area of future research (Baumeister, 2019).  

 This work deepens our understanding of certain aspects of consumer behavior. First, self-

authenticity seeking and engaging in the consumption-driven self-authentication process appear 

to be additional consumption motives that can drive brand choice, particularly for those brands 

perceived to be identity-congruent and authentic. These motives may also drive consumer 

sharing behavior. Since the reactions of external audience members are a key input in the 

formation of perceived self-authenticity, consumers may share their consumption choices for the 

purpose of getting this feedback in order to determine their authenticity. In today’s digital world, 

this sharing is likely to occur online, particularly on social media, where members of the relevant 

audience can easily be reached.  

 This framework yields several lines of interesting future research. Given that authenticity 

may not always be desirable (Jongman-Sereno and Leary, 2018; Waskul, 2009), consideration 

should be given to the circumstances under which a consumer will engage in the consumption-

driven self-authentication process. First, research suggests that the identities most likely to be 
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self-authenticated include those that are personally meaningful (Ryan, 1993) and voluntary 

(Ryan, 1993; Ferrara, 2009). Future research could consider whether or not consumers are 

motivated to authenticate obligatory identities and the differential impact of the external 

audience on the authentication of voluntary versus obligatory identities. For example, Ferrara 

(2009) suggests that identities imposed by external forces do not contribute to global feelings of 

self-authenticity. 

 Relatedly, another avenue for future research lies in studying the motivators of the 

consumption-driven self-authentication process. For example, an upward social comparison with 

an individual whom represents the comparer’s ideal self in regard to the identity – the self that 

the comparer aspires to be – could motivate the process. In this situation, the upward comparison 

may not reduce the comparing consumer’s sense of self-authenticity, as I suggest in this research, 

because the comparer imagines him/herself on the road to achieving this ideal self. Future work 

could examine under what circumstances upward social comparisons either motivate the 

consumption-driven self-authentication process or reduce one’s sense of self-authenticity.  

 Another precipitator of the self-authentication process could be an identity threat, which 

may call into question the authenticity of an identity and motivate the self-authentication process. 

For example, social exclusion and experiencing situations that make one feel inauthentic have 

been shown to increase attachment to authentic brands (Guèvremont and Grohmann, 2016). In 

addition, Kokkoris et al. (2019) found evidence of compensatory authenticity seeking in 

unrelated domains, such that when one felt less state authenticity, one responded more favorably 

to an advertisement with an authenticity message.	These findings suggest that identity threats 

could motivate individuals to engage in compensatory consumption and to seek out brands, 

products, or experiences perceived to be authentic to recover feelings of self-authenticity. 
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 This proposition aligns with evidence suggesting that self-authenticating consumers 

generally prefer and seek out authentic brands (Morhart et al., 2015) because the authentic 

essence of these brands flow from the brand to the consumer (Chhabra, 2005). However, this 

may not always be true. The perceived congruence in authenticity between an identity and the 

brand can also drive brand choice (Fritz, 2017; Morhart et al., 2015). Therefore, if a consumer 

feels inauthentic, it is possible that they may seek out brands perceived as inauthentic, despite 

this negative connotation. This implies that, contrary to current research, consumers may not 

always prefer authentic brands. Further, this suggests that brands perceived to be inauthentic can 

also be used in the consumption-driven self-authentication process.  

 Future research could also examine the role of external influences in consumer 

perceptions of inauthenticity. Research shows that one may give in to self-presentation concerns 

to secure social approval (Carson and Langer, 2006; Franzese, 2009) and avoid rejection from 

peers (Leary, 2003), which can lead to feelings of inauthenticity (English and John, 2013). It 

would be interesting to study how consumers negotiate authenticity and inauthenticity, and how 

consumption differs with perceptions of being less authentic versus inauthentic. For example, a 

consumer who feels inauthentic may make riskier brand and product choices in an effort to 

authenticate oneself.   

 Consumers care about how other people interpret their consumption choices because 

consumption activities, and the reaction of relevant social groups to these activities, are a means 

to authenticate one’s various identities. The process of self-authentication through consumption 

is a continuous cycle of searching for identity validation and striving to consume in a manner 

consistent with one’s authentic self (Groth, 2008; Lindholm, 2008). External audiences play a 

key role in this process by enabling consumers to self-authenticate through self-expression and 
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providing validation or invalidation of their identities. This investigation enriches our 

understanding of the antecedents of self-authenticity and the underlying process by which it is 

formed in the consumption context. Understanding this consumption motive may enrich our 

understanding of consumers’ brand and product choices and self-brand relationships.  
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In-Network Territorial Behavior as Identity Threat and Its Effects on  
Perceived Brand Authenticity 

 
 
 What brands did your neighbor buy on her Target run today? You may know the answer 

to this question if you have social media accounts. Largely due to social media platforms, 

today’s global culture is one of sharing real-time information about one’s life with the masses, 

sometimes even if that information is personal. This practice has virtually eliminated the line 

between public and private consumption, which may enable you to answer the question above. 

You may find that you use the same brand as your neighbor, and then you may notice other 

people who use the same brand. Social media enables members of a brand’s network of 

consumers to be very visible and easily accessible to other members. In essay one, I outline how 

consumers can use brands to authenticate their identities and build a sense of self-authenticity 

(Arnould and Price, 2000; Beverland and Farrelly, 2010; Napoli et al., 2016).  

 Self-authenticity is defined as “the degree of [perceived] congruency between one’s 

actions and one’s core self-conceptions, consisting of fundamental values, beliefs, and identities 

to which one is committed and in terms of which one defines oneself” (Vannini and Burgess, 

2009, p. 104). Self-authenticity is fostered when meanings associated with a brand transfer to the 

person, become incorporated into the self (Escalas and Bettman, 2005), and serve self-validating 

functions (Grayson and Shulman, 1996; 2000). Key to this process are reactions of the external 

audience, which can either validate or invalidate the sense of self-authenticity one gains from 

one’s consumption choices. In this essay, I empirically examine how other visible consumers of 

a brand can affect this process. I suggest here that the audience – other visible brand users in the 

network – can also be a source of identity threat, which in turn could have a negative impact on 

one’s perceived self-authenticity.  
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 An identity threat is defined as an experience that is “appraised as indicating potential 

harm to the value, meanings, or enactments of an identity” (Petriglieri, 2011, p. 644). I suggest 

that territorial behavior in a brand user network can be construed as an identity threat when an 

authenticating consumer observes it. Brands-as-territories help form the identities of their owners 

(Wise, 2000; Fraser, 2013) via a sense of ownership and control over the territory (Ardrey, 1966; 

Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973; Edney, 1976). If another consumer behaves territorially over 

a brand, this consumer stakes a claim on the brand. An observing consumer that has used the 

brand to authenticate their own identity may view this behavior as a challenge to their own 

ownership of the brand and the associated identity. The observer may even perceive that a 

competition for rightful “ownership” of the brand has begun (Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973; 

Edney, 1976). Therefore, the territorial behavior is likely to be perceived as an identity threat.  

 This identity threat is likely to have a negative effect on the observing consumer’s 

perceived self-authenticity. When an observing consumer is threatened by territorial behavior in 

the brand user network, the observer may question or doubt their claim to the associated identity. 

Research suggests that doubting an identity raises concerns about self-authenticity (Erickson, 

1995; Peterson, 2005) and that consumers use brand choices as an attempt to recover feelings of 

self-authenticity after identity threats (Guèvremont and Grohmann, 2016; Newman and Smith, 

2016). Therefore, the identity threat spawned by the observation of territorial behavior is likely 

to reduce the observing consumer’s perceived self-authenticity.  

 This reduction in perceived self-authenticity is expected to backfire onto the brand such 

that perceptions of brand authenticity are also reduced. Brands used in the self-authentication 

process become closely linked to the identities that consumers associate with them, such that the 

consumer perceives a level of self-brand congruence (Morhart et al., 2015; Fritz et al., 2017). In 
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this case, the brand can become integrated into the self (Belk, 1988; Pierce et al., 2003; Escalas 

and Bettman, 2005; Troye and Supphellen, 2012). Therefore, the brand and identity information 

is likely to be closely linked in memory (Collins and Loftus, 1975; Janakiraman et al., 2009; 

Borah and Tellis, 2016). This close linkage can facilitate a spillover effect (Wang and Korschun, 

2015) from the authenticity of the relevant identity to the connected brand, such that a reduction 

in perceived self-authenticity will also reduce perceptions of the brand’s authenticity.  

 This paper has several aims. First, I make novel connections among the territoriality, 

identity threat, and self-authenticity literatures to determine if the observation of territorial 

behavior in a brand user network is perceived as an identity threat, and if this identity threat does 

reduce the threatened consumer’s perceived self-authenticity. In doing so, I further define the 

role that external audiences and their behaviors play in the self-authentication process and 

perceptions of self-authenticity. Second, I examine the largely unexplored relationship between 

self- and brand authenticity to uncover whether or not a reduction in the brand user’s perceived 

self-authenticity can spill over to negatively affect brand authenticity perceptions. While research 

has shown that the identity needs of consumers impact demand for and perceptions of object 

authenticity (Newman and Smith, 2016; Guèvremont and Grohmann, 2016), few studies have 

discussed these identity processes in relation to brand authenticity and no research has examined 

how the self-authentication process, which is motivated by identity needs, may feed back into 

brand authenticity perceptions. 

 This work yields several considerations for firms. Consumers pursuing self-authenticity 

prefer and seek out authentic brands (Morhart et al., 2015; Guèvremont and Grohmann, 2016). If 

territorial behavior in a brand user network threatens observing consumers, those consumers’ 

efforts to use those brands that have been carefully marketed to be authentic in the self-
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authentication process may actually backfire and reduce the perceived authenticity of the brand 

that marketers have worked so carefully to cultivate. Further, since members of brand user 

networks are visible and easily accessible to other members via social media platforms, territorial 

behaviors have the potential to be seen by many members of the network. Therefore, if members 

engage in territorial behavior, the number of members experiencing an identity threat may 

quickly increase, thereby having a large net negative impact on brand authenticity perceptions.  

  

Territorial Behavior 

 Territoriality emerges in social contexts and requires the public claiming of an object to 

make it a territory (Brown et al., 2005). Territories are a socially constructed, subjective 

experience in that people must negotiate who the owner(s) of the territory are and its boundaries 

(Brown et al., 2005; Brown and Robinson, 2011). People can be territorial over physical spaces 

(Lyman and Scott, 1967; Sommer, 1969; Altman, 1970), geographic locations (Altman, 1975; 

Andereck, 1997), people, groups, relationships, and roles (Brown et al., 2005), and objects and 

ideas (Altman, 1970; 1975; Edney, 1974; Brown et al., 2005). Therefore, brands and their 

associated identities can be conceptualized as territories (Altman, 1970; 1975; Edney, 1974; 

Brown et al., 2005), which may result in territorial behavior directed toward the brand.  

 Early scholars advocated that territoriality required both possession and defense of a 

space, and definitions included defense as a key aspect of territorial behavior. For example, 

Becker (1971) defined territoriality as behavior that “entails the acquisition, demarcation, and 

defense of a spatial area” (p. 375). However, research showed that people did not always defend 

a territory, such as in the case of cafeteria seats (Becker, 1971), library seats (Becker and Mayo, 

1971), and other public seating (Becker, 1973). Taylor and Brooks (1980) posited that the lack of 
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defensive reactions could have been caused by the territory not being perceived as valuable 

enough or because many other seats, or potential territories, were available. Similarly, Richman 

(1972) did not find support for his territorial-defense theory of aggression, which asserted that 

people had a biological drive to use various levels of aggression to acquire and protect territory. 

In addition, Calsyn (1976) found that responses to intrusion were not always aggressive, showing 

that groups responded to outsiders sitting at their occupied table by either ignoring them in 

“peaceful co-existence” or communicating with them. Therefore, Edney (1976) asserted that 

active and aggressive defense could be present in territoriality, but that it is not necessary.  

 Edney (1976) went on to suggest that human defense of territory is usually passive. For 

example, Jason, Reichler, and Rucker (1981) found that females exhibited passive defensive 

behaviors, such as avoiding eye contact or leaving, when males invaded their territory on a 

beach. However, people may not always exhibit submissive behaviors or flee. Ruback, Pape, and 

Doriot (1989) found that people talking on a pay phone remained on the phone longer when 

someone else who was clearly waiting for the phone invaded them; callers defended their 

territory (i.e. the phone) by spending more time on their task. Similarly, Ruback and Juieng 

(1997) found that drivers about to exit a parking space while another car was waiting for the 

space took more time to leave than if they were not intruded upon. Even though this action goes 

against the goal of leaving, people may re-evaluate the value of a space if someone is waiting or 

the driver may want to reassert control (Ruback and Juieng, 1997). In line with the advancement 

of the territoriality concept, territorial behavior is defined as “a self/other boundary-regulation 

mechanism that involves personalization of or marking of a place or object and communication 

that it is “owned” by a person or group (Altman, 1975, p. 107). Altman (1975) goes on to state, 

“defense responses may sometimes occur when territorial boundaries are violated” (p. 107).  
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Likelihood of Territory Defense. The function of territorial defenses is to maintain territories or 

restore them after infringement (Brown et al., 2005). Indeed, violation of a territory can 

precipitate defensive territorial behaviors. Territorial infringement can include unauthorized use 

of a territory, use by “unusual” people or groups, or someone altering the social meaning of a 

territory (Lyman and Scott, 1967). Altman (1975) describes infringement as encroachment, 

defined as the “unwarranted crossing of a self or a group boundary” (p.121) by another. 

Territorial infringements can also be psychological (Meisels and Dosey, 1971), spawned by real 

or implied social threats. For example, territorial infringement has been operationalized as 

perceived self-esteem threats (Dosey and Meisels, 1969; Meisels and Dosey, 1971) and 

perceived, implied threats from others’ status (Bailey et al, 1972; Knowles, 1973; Bouska and 

Beatty, 1978). 

 A person faces several considerations when determining whether or not to defend a 

territory. The first set of considerations deal with characteristics of the territory itself. One must 

consider how important the territory is, which include determining how central the territory is 

(i.e. its relationship with other territories) (Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973). In this context, if 

an object is chosen as an authenticator of an identity that has been deemed important, the object 

will likely be viewed as important enough to defend, especially if it is central to the 

authentication of that identity. Similarly, anticipated future use of a territory can also positively 

influence its defense. For example, people have been shown to claim more space in a territory if 

they anticipate future use of the space and a stranger was present, and to stand closer to the 

stranger (Edney, 1972b). In addition, people who had visible territorial displays on their property 

(e.g. keep out or private property signs) showed greater attachment to the property and responded 

more quickly to outsiders on the property (Edney, 1972a), and these effects were stronger if 
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individuals displayed more permanence, which is past and anticipated future residence (Edney, 

1972a). Relatedly, the perceived desirability of a territory has been shown to increase defense. 

For example, Taylor and Brooks (1980) found that library carrel seats, which are more private 

and desired, were more likely to be defended by verbally asking for the seat back than table 

seats.  

 The second set of factors that influence defense consider characteristics of the territory’s 

owner. One may try to predict the outcome of defensive action based on past experience (Bakker 

and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973). In other words, the person may judge the likelihood of successfully 

defending the territory. Finally, one may take stock of the defensive skills s/he possesses in the 

“arsenal,” which come from past learning (Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973). One may also 

consider the costs of defending a territory, such as the time, effort, and risk associated with 

defending an area or time and energy taken away from other pursuits in a cost-benefit analysis 

(Dyson-Hudson and Smith, 1978). If one believes s/he cannot successfully defend the territory, 

the person can choose to reduce investment in or abandon the territory, acquire the additional 

skills needed to successfully defend it, or ask other for help in defending it (Bakker and Bakker-

Rabdau, 1973). 

 

Types of Territorial Behavior.  Defensive territorial behavior can consist of preventative and 

reactive behaviors (Altman, 1975). Accordingly, Brown, Lawrence, and Robinson (2005) outline 

two general types of territorial defenses. Anticipatory defenses are actions taken before an 

invasion in order to prevent invasion (i.e. locking a door). Reactionary defenses are actions taken 

after an invasion that are in reaction to that invasion in order to express anger or frustration or to 

reclaim control of the territory (i.e. complaining).  
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 A common form of anticipatory defense is territorial marking, which aligns with Lyman 

and Scott’s (1967) defensive response of insulation. Brown, Lawrence, and Robinson (2005) 

differentiate between identity-oriented marking, which encompasses elements of personalization 

(e.g. a name plate and pictures on an office door), and control-oriented marking, which is overt 

communication of a territorial claim (e.g. a note that indicates a food item in the office fridge 

belongs to Brenda). Anticipatory territorial markers can also include actions. For example, 

Truscott, Parmelee, and Werner (1977) found that touching could be a territory marker; people 

touched their plates more after being served by a waiter versus when serving themselves and 

these touches served no utilitarian purpose. Similarly, Werner, Brown, and Damron (1981) 

suggested that touching is used as a territory marker, finding that in a game arcade, touching or 

standing near a machine deterred potential invaders and was often used in conjunction with 

verbal defensive behaviors; long touches are suggested as a behavior used by threatened parties 

to defend their territory.  

 There are many other territorial behaviors, in addition to marking, that can be used in 

either an anticipatory or reactionary manner (Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973). Such defensive 

territorial behaviors vary widely, but include actions like complaining or protesting (Ashley and 

Noble, 2014; Brown et al., 2005; Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973), ridicule, criticism, or other 

methods of source derogation (Petriglieri, 2011; Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973), deception 

and confusion tactics (Griffiths and Gilly, 2012; Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973), emotional 

manipulation through inciting guilt, using seduction, or gift-giving (Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 

1973), and unkind, intimidating, or aggressive behaviors (Ashley and Noble, 2014; Kirk et al., 

2018; Lyman and Scott, 1967). Lyman and Scott (1967) also highlight an interesting territorial 

response called linguistic collusion, in which authorized users of a territory are affirmed through 
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engaging in “insider” behaviors, which may be exaggerated or staged, and labeling “outsiders.” 

While territorial behaviors are quite diversified, research has shown that, in general, these 

behaviors can be perceived as signaling the value of a territory and/or signaling a threat due to 

the potential for territory defense by the territory’s owner.   

 

Territoriality as a Value Signal.  Literature suggests that observing territorial behaviors may 

indicate the value of the territory, in this case the brand’s value. Indeed, research has shown that 

territorial behaviors can increase the perceived value of the territory. In fact, Macdonald and 

Gifford (1989) interviewed burglars and found that the presence of territorial markers on a 

residential property increased the burglars’ perception that a home contained valuables, which 

made them more likely to target such homes. Using secondary data, Perkins et al. (1993) 

concluded that territory markers increased crimes including burglary and robbery on 

neighborhood blocks for the same reason. These findings suggest that witnessing territorial 

behaviors may increase the perceived value of the brand because viewers recognize that the 

brand owner has spent time and effort defending the brand, which is assumed to indicate that the 

brand is valuable.  

 More specifically, territorial behaviors may indicate the social value of the brand 

territory. Territories enable the formation of status hierarchies through territory competition 

(Edney, 1976; Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973). Social status can be defended through 

possession of territory (Ardrey, 1966) and those who can stake and defend a territory are seen as 

socially superior (i.e. of higher status) (Ardrey, 1966; Sommer, 1969; Leyhausen, 1971; DeLong, 

1973). For example, DeLong (1973) found that consistently maintaining a territory (a seat) was a 

key factor in the formation of a group status hierarchy and that group members who achieved 
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this “territorial stability” held a higher position in the group’s leadership hierarchy. Therefore, 

observing another brand user engaging in territorial behavior over a brand may increase the 

perceived status of that brand user, in which the observing brand user attributes that status to 

both the defense of the brand territory and the social value of the brand itself. This increased 

social status may have positive authenticity outcomes for the consumer, and the perceptions of 

high social value may also increase the perceived authenticity of the brand. 

 

Territoriality as Identity Threat. However, observing territorial behavior directed toward a 

brand that one has used to authenticate one’s identity may also be perceived as an identity threat.  

In general, territorial behavior is perceived as threatening. Research has shown that territorial 

behavior has been perceived to indicate a threat due to the possibility that the territory’s owner 

will defend the territory. For example, territorial markers can function as a recognizable warning 

system (Becker, 1973; Shaffer and Sadowski, 1975) to potential invaders. By acting as a signal 

of the possibility of territorial defense by the owner (Shaffer and Sadowski, 1975), markers can 

prevent territorial infringement (e.g. Hoppe et al., 1972; Wortley and McFarlane, 2011). For 

example, homes with territorial markers communicating privacy and personalization were 

burglarized less than homes with markers of openness or an unoccupied appearance (Brown and 

Altman, 1983). Similarly, Newman (1972) found that markers deterred burglars. These findings 

suggest that observing territorial behavior may cause the observing brand user to perceive a 

potential threat – the risk of being on the receiving end of territorial defense, even if the 

territorial behavior is not currently directed at the person.  

 I suggest that the observation of territorial behavior may be perceived as a specific type 

of threat in this context – an identity threat. Brands-as-territories help form both the personal and 
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social identities of their users (Wise, 2000; Fraser, 2013). Territories deliver a sense of identity 

through the possession, ownership, and control of an object that helps define the person or group 

(Ardrey, 1966; Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973; Edney, 1976). In other words, territories lend 

distinctiveness to a person, which enables one to identify oneself and others to identify one 

(Edney, 1976). By allowing people to learn about themselves (Altman, 1975; Bakker and 

Bakker-Rabdau, 1973) and express identity through the creation of boundaries and control over 

the territory (Lyman and Scott, 1967), a sense of identity is fostered (Edney, 1976). If a 

consumer is authenticating their identity with a brand, s/he is using the brand (i.e. territory) in 

constructing an authentic identity. Indeed, research has shown that consumers develop a sense of 

self-brand congruence, or identity overlap, with brands (Fritz et al., 2017; Morhart et al., 2015). 

It follows, then, that if a brand becomes closely linked to the consumer’s identity and is used to 

authenticate the identity, the consumer may come to view the brand as his/her territory. 

 However, brands are a public resource in that anyone can use them, and therefore 

multiple consumers may view the brand as their territory and be willing to defend it. If these 

other brand users engage in territorial behavior, thereby communicating their own ownership 

over the brand territory, the observing consumer may perceive a competition for rightful 

“ownership” of the brand and associated identity (Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973; Edney, 

1976) with the territorial consumer. This perceived competition is likely to make the observer 

question or doubt their claim to the brand territory, and therefore doubt the associated identity. 

Ultimately then, observing the territorial behavior of another user should be perceived as an 

identity threat.  

 In this context, it is more likely that territorial behavior over the brand by another brand 

user is construed as an identity threat rather than as a signal of brand value. Consumers for whom 
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the brand becomes a territory and is used to authenticate an identity have already assessed the 

value of the brand prior to its use. Since these consumers already “know” that the brand is 

valuable and viewed as such by others, territorial behavior is likely to be a weak indicator of 

brand value.  

 However, territorial behavior is expected to be a strong indicator of identity threat in this 

context because consumers develop a sense of psychological ownership over the brand territory. 

Territoriality involves feelings of ownership of the territory (Becker, 1973), as territoriality 

enables the classification of what’s “mine” and “yours” (Sack, 1983). This sense of ownership 

can be psychological. Psychological ownership refers to a psychological sense of possession or 

ownership of an object (Pierce et al., 2003), and Brown, Lawrence, and Robinson (2005) 

describe territoriality as “behaviors that often emanate from psychological ownership for the 

purposes of constructing, communicating, maintaining, and restoring one’s attachment to an 

object” (p. 579). Indeed, research has shown that individuals feel psychological ownership of 

territories, such as in the context of rooms (Edney and Uhlig, 1977), workspaces (Brown et al., 

2014), and knowledge (Peng, 2013; Huo et al., 2016). 

 Psychological ownership of an object has been shown to increase perceptions of territory 

infringement, a perception made stronger when an “invader” signals their own psychological 

ownership of the object (Kirk et al., 2018). If another brand user is observed behaving 

territorially over the brand, the observer is likely to view this signal of ownership as territory 

infringement, specifically as an infringement of both the brand territory and the identity 

associated with it. This, along with the perceived competition for the territory that can ensue 

(Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973; Edney, 1976), is likely to cause the territorial behavior to be 

viewed as an identity threat. Therefore, I suggest that: 
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H1: Observing the territorial behavior of another brand user is construed as an identity threat 

more than as a signal of brand value. 

 

Identity Threat and Perceptions of Self-Authenticity 

 Observing the territorial behavior of another brand user, if perceived as an identity threat, 

has the potential to decrease a consumer’s sense of self-authenticity. Identity threats can emerge 

from the social environment through interpersonal interactions with others (Fine, 1996; 

Petriglieri, 2011). Evidence of this notion can be found in research on consumption subcultures. 

For example, Charmley, Garry, and Ballantine (2013) found that the signaling value of brands in 

the skateboarding community is diluted when outsiders use them; they specifically refer to this as 

an identity threat. Daschuk (2011) explained that when the alternative band AgainstMe! signed 

with a major record label, members of the punk subculture felt that liking the band could signal 

inauthenticity due to the potential of the band to gain mainstream acceptance.  

 Similarly, Riley and Cahill (2005) found that the popularity of body art, such as tattoos 

and piercings, threatens the meaningfulness of the signal. Relatedly, Michael (2015) found that 

“hipsters” purposely avoid trends. Among high school students, Perry (2015) found that if 

others’ dress becomes too similar to one’s own it reduces the uniqueness of the expression and 

destabilizes authenticity. Further, Leigh, Peters, and Shelton (2006) describe that in the MG 

consumption subculture, posers who appear to be authentic members of the subculture by hiring 

someone to work on their car instead of doing the work themselves and/or trailering the car 

instead of driving it to shows “threaten each legitimate member’s sense of self” (p. 491). These 

examples suggest that the popularity of certain consumption objects reduces the ability of these 

objects to signal authenticity of the user. 
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 These findings describe that identity threats, in this case emerging from outgroups or 

diffusion of the meaningfulness of an act due to it becoming popular or mainstream, can impact 

individual’s perceived self-authenticity. An identity threat emerging from one’s ingroup, which 

is the focus of this research, should then also have the ability to affect one’s perceived self-

authenticity. If a consumer has self-authenticated with a brand, the brand territory has become 

linked to that consumer’s identity (Fritz et al., 2017; Morhart et al., 2015). If that identity is then 

threatened, such as when the consumer observes territorial behavior in the brand user network, 

the observer may question or doubt their claim to the associated identity. Research has shown 

that having an identity called into question raises concerns about self-authenticity (Erickson, 

1995; Peterson, 2005). Research also suggests that identity threats cause consumers to increase 

attachment to authentic brands in an attempt to recover from reductions in perceived self-

authenticity (Guèvremont and Grohmann, 2016; Newman and Smith, 2016). Based on these 

findings, I suggest that:  

H2: Observing in-network territorial behavior decreases the consumer’s perceived self-

authenticity. 

 

Self-Brand Authenticity Spillover 

 Research on spillover effects suggests that perceptions of self-authenticity may spill over 

onto perceptions of brand authenticity. Spillover effects occur due to the activation of associative 

networks contained in memory. Associative network theory (Collins and Loftus, 1975) contends 

that information about products, brands, and their attributes is stored in memory in a web of 

nodes, which encode facts (Janakiraman et al., 2009; Borah and Tellis, 2016). The nodes are 

connected via associative links. For example, an associative network may consist of nodes for a 
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product, product attributes, the product’s brand, brand attributes, feelings toward that brand, and 

more. When a node is activated, other associated nodes become activated via these established 

links through a process of spreading activation. Spreading activation promotes accessibility of 

information (Janakiraman et al., 2009), which leads to spillover effects (Wang and Korschun, 

2015).  

 The magnitude of a spillover effect is a function of the amount of spreading activation 

between nodes, which depends on the strength of the association between the nodes (Lei et al., 

2008; Roehm and Tybout, 2006) and the direction of the association between the nodes (Lei et 

al., 2008). Extending the accessibility-diagnosticity framework (Feldman and Lynch, 1988) to 

our context, when a consumer’s self-authenticity is called into question by an identity threat, the 

associative network for the threatened identity is likely to be activated in memory. This would 

include information about identity-relevant brands that are accessible at the same time. The 

associative links between these pieces of information may enable self-authenticity perceptions to 

spill over onto brands.  

 

Person-to-Person Spillover Effects. Spillover effects have been documented in a variety of 

contexts. For example, spillover effects can occur within a person, from one life domain to 

another. Garg and Rastogi (2009) discuss that satisfaction in certain domains of life can spill 

over onto other domains. Ilies, Wilson, and Wagner (2009) found that daily work satisfaction 

spilled over onto employees’ marital satisfaction, and that this effect was stronger for those with 

highly integrated work and family roles. However, stresses at work can negatively spill over into 

home and family life (Ferguson, 2012). Similarly, students’ academic concerns spilled over into 

their social lives and reduced social satisfaction (Harlow and Cantor, 1994). Finally, and most 
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notably, Kang and Inzlicht (2014) found that the negative effects of a type of identity threat, 

perceived stereotype threat, could spill over into other areas of a person’s life, particularly those 

requiring self-control. 

 Within-person spillovers can also occur with behaviors. For example, Mullen and Nadler 

(2008) found that perceptions of a violation of moral standards spilled over onto behavior such 

that people were more likely to engage in deviant behaviors, such as stealing and cheating. The 

negative effects of work-family conflict can spill over onto job performance and promotion 

opportunities (Wayne et al., 2017). Pessimism spills over onto behaviors in other domains 

(Dickinson and Oxoby, 2011). Finally, Zheng, Baskin, and Peng (2018) found that upward social 

comparison in one domain spills over to increase materialism via feelings of envy. 

 Dolan and Galizzi (2015) discuss a behavioral “ripple effect,” in which linked behaviors 

can spill over such that one behavior spills over onto the next in the series and so on. These 

behaviors are connected by some underlying motive, which can include identity goals (Dolan 

and Galizzi, 2015). For example, engaging in drinking may lead to smoking cigarettes, which 

may then lead to smoking marijuana, which may then result in consuming an excess of snacks. In 

another example, participation in green behaviors has been shown to spill over onto engagement 

in other green behaviors (Thøgersen and Olander, 2002).  

 Spillovers can also transpire between people, from person-to-person. For example, 

Uhlmann et al. (2012) found that perceptions of “moral taint” can spill over from one family 

member to another. In organizational behavior research, Kulik, Bainbridge, and Cregan (2008) 

found that people who associate with stigmatized individuals at work could be subject to spill 

over of the stigma, which the authors term a “stigma by association” effect. Li et al. (2016) found 

a positive spillover effect of formally recognizing a team member’s performance on the 
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performance of other, individual team members and the team as a whole due to social influence. 

However, emotional labor at work negatively spills over onto self-other interactions, such that 

engaging in emotional labor increases harmful actions toward co-workers (Deng et al., 2017).  

 

Person-to-Firm Spillover Effects. Spillover effects can also occur from person-to-firm. 

Organizational cynicism has been shown to negatively spill over onto work relationships and 

employee performance (Neves, 2012). Further, negative relationships with employees from other 

organizations spill over to negatively affect focal employees’ attitudes toward their own 

organizations and jobs (Ramarajan et al., 2011). Reisel, Chia, and Maloles (2005) found that 

employees’ perceptions of job insecurity spilled over such that insecure workers perceived their 

company to have ineffective performance. Finally, Dagger et al. (2013) found that others’ 

perceptions of frontline employees’ interpersonal skills spill over onto perceptions of other 

service quality indicators. 

 

Firm-to-Firm and Brand-to-Brand Spillover Effects. Some research has examined firm-to-firm 

spillover effects. For example, Bourdeau, Cronin, and Voorhees (2007) found that service quality 

perceptions of one service provider spill over to the other provider in a service partnership. 

Similarly, Lee and Rim (2016) found that the negative effects of an organizational crisis on 

attitudes could spill over onto a partnering organization. However, the majority of research 

examining firm-to-firm spillovers does so at the brand level. A large portion of research on 

spillover effects in marketing has focused on brand-to-brand spillover effects, both between and 

within companies.  
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 Research shows that consumer perceptions of brands can spill over onto other competing 

brands. Roehm and Tybout (2006) found that a brand scandal could negatively spill over onto 

attitudes and beliefs about the product category as a whole and competing brands, due to a “guilt 

by association” effect. Expanding on this finding, Janakiraman, Sismeiro, and Dutta (2009) 

found that quality perceptions spill over from one brand to competing brands only when the 

brands are highly similar. Relatedly, Trump and Newman (2017) find that ethical perceptions 

after a brand scandal can spill over onto the ethical perceptions of similar, competing brands. 

Borah and Tellis (2016) found that the negative effects of product recalls spill over onto other 

products of competing brands, and that this spillover is stronger when it transfers from a 

dominant brand to one that is less dominant. Zou and Li (2016) offer evidence that firms can 

mitigate the negative spillover effects of a competitor’s crisis on firm financial value through 

charitable donations and product diversity, but that advertising can exacerbate these effects.  

 Brand-to-brand spillovers can also occur between brands within a company’s brand 

portfolio and across partnering brands, such as in the case of a brand alliance or in a co-branding 

situation. Negative or positive perceptions of one branded product can spill over onto the other 

products that share the brand name (Sullivan, 1990). For example, Lei, Dawar, and Lemmink 

(2006) found that brand crises spill over onto other associated brands in the brand portfolio, and 

that this effect is stronger when the crisis is more severe, perceived as controllable by the origin 

brand, and when the other brand has a strong (vs. weak) association. On the positive end, Wang 

and Korschun (2015) found that social responsibility associations spill over to other brands in 

brand portfolios, as well as onto the corporate brand.  

 In regard to co-branding, Simonin and Ruth (1998) found that brand alliance evaluations 

spilled over onto each brand in the alliance, and the spillover was stronger for the brand that was 
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less familiar. Similarly, Rodrigue and Biswas (2004) found that brand alliance evaluations could 

positively spill over onto member brands. However, Geylani, Inman, and Hofstede (2008) found 

that uncertainty perceptions of a brand and performance evaluations could spill over in a co-

branding situation. Swaminathan, Reddy, and Dommer (2012) show that trying a co-branded 

product can spill over onto the likelihood to purchase both the host and ingredient brand. 

However, Hariharan, Bezawada, and Talukdar (2012) show that the purchase of a co-branded 

extension has a positive spillover effect on the ingredient brand and a negative spillover effect on 

the host brand due to cannibalization by the ingredient brand.  

 

Product-to-Product Spillover Effects. Spillover effects can also occur at the product level. For 

example, Janakiraman, Meyer, and Morales (2006) showed that in a retail setting, changes in 

product price or quality can positively or negatively impact total spending on other, unrelated 

products due to attribution of the changes to the retailer, in which consumers either reward or 

punish the retailer. Krishna and Rajan (2009) found that including a cause-related product in the 

product portfolio increased sales of that product and spilled over to increase sales of other 

products. Barbarossa and De Pelsmacker (2016) revealed that consumers’ engagement in green 

behaviors spilled over to the purchasing of green products. Finally, upward product line 

extensions instituted to match a competing product can positively spill over onto perceptions of 

the competing brand and negatively spill over onto the perceptions of the parent firm’s brand due 

to the change in perceptions of the competitor (Caldieraro et al., 2015). 

 Advertising also plays a role in product-to-product spillovers. Erdem and Sun (2002) 

found that advertising and sales promotion in one product category positively spilled over onto 

sales of products under the same umbrella brand in another category. Similarly, Kumar and Tan 
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(2015) found that demand for and sales of one product positively spilled over onto another 

product advertised in the same online product video. Along these lines, Liu, Liu, and 

Chintagunta (2017) found that advertising and promotion of one product sold in a bundle 

positively spilled over onto the demand of the other bundled products. Lastly, new product 

preannouncements have been shown to positively spill over onto attitudes toward current 

products of a brand (Thorbjørnsen et al., 2016). 

 

Product-to-Brand Spillover Effects. Research has shown that factors related to a product can 

spill over onto the product’s brand, affecting other products of the same brand (Chae et al., 

2017). Evidence that spillovers occur from object-to-brand is most notably found in research on 

“reciprocal spillover effects” (Albrecht et al., 2013) or “feedback effects” (Pina et al., 2013) 

conducted in the realm of brand extensions. Albrecht et al. (2013) found a reciprocal spillover 

relationship between evaluation of a parent brand and evaluation of the brand extension, such 

that the consumer’s attitude toward the brand extension spilled over onto attitude toward the 

parent brand for both luxury and non-luxury brands. A meta-analysis conducted by Pina, Riley, 

and Lomax (2013) supported the idea of reciprocal spillover effects, or “feedback effects,” 

finding that attitude toward a parent brand spills over onto an extension and vice versa. 

Extension fit plays a key role in these effects (Albrecht et al., 2013; Pina et al., 2013). Further 

examining the reciprocal spillover effects of brand extensions, Knapp, Thurau, and Mathys 

(2014) found that the marketing of an extension and the financial success of an extension 

positively spills over onto the parent brand and that this relationship was moderated by extension 

fit, a parent brand’s pre-extension success, and backward integration of the extension via parent 

brand marketing. Baumeister, Scherer, and Wangenheim (2015) found that for parent brands that 
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provide “access offers” – good rentals or sharing services (e.g. car sharing services) – 

introducing the access offer positively spills over onto perceptions of innovativeness of the 

parent brand.  Finally, Balachander and Ghose (2003) identified a reciprocal spillover effect in 

which advertising of a brand extension spilled over onto the parent brand through the consumer’s 

associative network, which increased the likelihood of choosing the parent brand. 

 Some evidence of similar reciprocal spillover effects can already be found in work on 

meaning creation acts. For example, creating an object has been shown to not only increase the 

perceived authenticity of the outcome object, but also to increase the perceived authenticity of 

the brands used (Supphellen and Troye, 2009). In later work, Troye and Supphellen (2012) found 

that the creation of a meal from a dinner kit lead to increased evaluations of the meal kit brand; 

this effect was mediated by the evaluation of the outcome. These studies suggest that outcome 

object evaluations spilled over onto the evaluations of the brands used in the project. 

 

Authenticity Spillovers from Self to Brand. The previous sections highlight the ability of 

people’s perceptions to spill over onto objects in a variety of contexts. In addition, spillovers can 

occur between people and objects, such as in the case of person-to-person or person-to-firm 

spillovers. Therefore, it follows that a consumer’s self-authenticity perceptions should be able to 

spill over onto the brands used to authenticate identities.  

 Judgments of self-authenticity and object (i.e. brand) authenticity are made separately 

(Grayson and Martinec, 2004; Beverland et al., 2008), with judgments of self-authenticity made 

first and followed by judgments of object authenticity (Noy, 2004). In the case of both meaning 

appropriation and meaning creation acts, consumption objects are integrated into the self (Belk, 

1988; Pierce et al., 2003; Escalas and Bettman, 2005; Troye and Supphellen, 2012). Due to this 
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integration, the objects become “me.” This should allow one’s self-authenticity perceptions to 

transfer or spill over onto brands, whether in the positive or negative direction. Therefore, if I 

perceive myself to be an authentic baker, then I also perceive the KitchenAid brand that I use to 

be authentic; this is an example of a positive spillover effect from my perceived self-authenticity 

to the brand’s perceived authenticity. However, a decrease in perceived self-authenticity due to 

an identity threat should have a negative spillover effect onto the brands associated with and 

used to communicate that identity. For example, I make a mistake and my cupcakes are ruined, 

my perceived self-authenticity as a baker decreases, and, in turn, the perceived authenticity of the 

KitchenAid brand decreases.  

 Research specific to brand authenticity also suggests that this spillover effect will occur. 

Morhart et al. (2015) suggest that consumers pursuing self-authenticity prefer authentic brands. 

This may be due to the self-authentication potential that authentic brands offer (Napoli et al., 

2016), which would be attractive to self-authenticating consumers. However, the negative effects 

of an identity threat on consumers’ perceived self-authenticity are expected to spillover onto 

perceived brand authenticity.  

 Brands have long been used to develop and signal identities (e.g. Holt, 1997; Wang and 

Wallendorf, 2006; Berger and Ward, 2010). Holt (2002) describes brands as ingredients in 

producing the self. The literature suggests that consumers develop an identity overlap with 

brands due to perceptions of self-brand congruence. For example, research on the connection 

between self- and brand authenticity showed that perceived brand authenticity is an antecedent to 

perceptions of self-brand congruence for consumers who have moderate to high perceived self-

authenticity (Morhart et al., 2015). This suggests that perceiving the brand as authentic makes 

one think the brand is authentic “like me.” Fritz, Schoenmueller, and Bruhn (2017) found the 
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reverse relationship, identifying actual self-brand congruence as a potential antecedent to brand 

authenticity. In other words, the more “like me” the brand is, the more authentic one perceives it 

to be. These studies suggest that a person’s connection with a brand via perceived self-brand 

congruence facilitates the spillover of authenticity perceptions from consumer to brand, and vice 

versa. This may explain why consumers forget promotional information (Dalton and Huang, 

2014) and avoid brands (e.g. Daschuk, 2011; Charmley et al., 2013; Perry, 2015) associated with 

a threatened identity. If positive self-authenticity perceptions can spillover from the person to the 

brand, then the negative self-authenticity perceptions resulting from an identity threat could also 

spillover onto perceptions of brand authenticity. Therefore, I suggest that: 

H3: Observing in-network territorial behavior decreases perceived brand authenticity, mediated 
by the consumer’s perceived self-authenticity.  
 

The Moderating Role of Perceived Centrality of the Territorial Brand User 

 The level of perceived identity threat stemming from witnessing another brand user’s 

territorial behavior may depend on the perceived centrality of the territorial brand user. Groups, 

including networks of brand users, have been examined in terms of their network embeddedness, 

which is the degree to which group members are engaged in a network of relationships (Zhang et 

al., 2014). Network embeddedness consists of two dimensions, one of which is structural 

embeddedness or network centrality. Network centrality is the position that an individual group 

member holds within the network of relationships in the group (Burt, 1976; Granovetter, 1985; 

Zhang et al., 2014). Central individuals have more ties to other network members (Freeman 

1978; 1979) and serve as a connection point between members (Granovetter, 1973). As such, 

central individuals are viewed as an important hub in the information flow (Freeman, 1978; 

1979; Goldenberg et al., 2009). Consumers with higher centrality have more influence over, 
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control of, and access to information and other resources in groups (Granovetter, 1985; Zhang et 

al., 2014). Therefore, central consumers have more power over others in the group, which causes 

the central consumers to be perceived as having higher social status within the network 

(Bonacich 1987; Ibarra and Andrews 1993). Status is defined as one’s position or rank in a group 

relative to other members (Ordabayeva and Chandon, 2011). Due to the higher perceived status 

and power of central consumers, territorial behavior exhibited by central consumers, as opposed 

to non-central consumers, should be perceived as a more a potent identity threat by observers.  

 Indeed, the territoriality literature suggests that territories play a role in the development 

of status hierarchies through territory competition and resource sharing and use (Bakker and 

Bakker-Rabdau, 1973; Edney, 1976). In fact, Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau (1973) state 

“territoriality implies competition” (p. 4). Accordingly, this research has found that perceived 

status holds an implied threat. For example, Bailey, Hartnett, and Gibson Jr. (1972) found that 

people kept a larger distance from others perceived to have higher status due to the implicit 

threat that status presents. In line with this finding, high status groups were found to deter 

outsiders more than low status groups (Knowles, 1973). Bouska and Beatty (1978) also found 

that interacting dyads with a high status member as indicated by clothing (e.g. dressed as a priest, 

a businessman) deterred outsiders more than a low status dyad (e.g. dressed as a student). 

Therefore, again it appears that consumers perceived as highly central (i.e. high status) who 

display territorial behaviors could be perceived as more threatening, such that there is a risk that 

the observing brand user could become the target of the territorial responses. A more potent 

identity threat should have stronger negative effects on perceived self-authenticity along with 

perceived brand authenticity through spillover effects. Formally stated, I suggest that: 
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H4: Territorial behavior exhibited by a central consumer (vs. non-central consumer) has greater 

(lesser) effects on perceived self-authenticity and brand authenticity.   

 

The Moderating Role of Perceived Network Density 

 The perceived density of the brand user network may also impact the degree of identity. 

The second dimension of network embeddedness is relational embeddedness, also described as 

social cohesion or network density (Burt, 1987; Marsden and Friedkin, 1993). Network density is 

the strength and quality of the interpersonal relationships among the group members (Zhang et 

al., 2014), which can be construed as a measure of group cohesion, or the degree of members’ 

feelings of attraction or belonging to the group (Cartwright, 1968; Lieberman et al., 1973; Lott 

and Lott, 1965). In a network perceived as highly dense, territorial behavior should be perceived 

as less of an identity threat by an observer.   

 In highly dense networks, information and power become more equally disbursed among 

members (Moody and White 2003). Network density often curbs the effects of network centrality 

(Dong et al. 2015; Shmargad and Watts 2016). First, network density increase the level of 

conformity to norms within the group (Burt, 1987; Marsden and Friedkin, 1993; Haynie, 2001) 

because it is easier to monitor and interpret network members’ behaviors (Roberson and 

Williamson, 2012) and communicate information about members’ behavior and reputation to the 

group (Havakhor and Sabherwal 2018). Therefore, high network density tends to decrease 

behaviors that are opportunistic or exploitative (Beckman et al. 2009; Moran 2005) because these 

behaviors are less likely to go undetected and an there is an increased likelihood of facing 

backlash (Antia and Frazier 2001). 
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 Indeed, observers generally perceive territorial behaviors negatively. For example, in the 

work context, territorial behaviors decreased others’ evaluations of the territorial individual as a 

team contributor (Brown et al., 2014) and decreased the perception of the territorial individual’s 

power and performance (Brown and Zhu, 2016). In a service setting, Wu, Mattila, and Han 

(2014) found that when a customer would not share a table with an “invading” customer, an 

observing customer’s similarity to the rejected intruder increased the negative emotions of the 

observer. If territorial behaviors are primarily perceived negatively, as these findings suggest, 

then observing consumers in a more dense network should perceived them as less of an identity 

threat, banking on the fact that the territorial consumer has more fear of potential backlash and 

other negative consequences. Therefore, I suggest that:  

H5: Territorial behavior exhibited in a dense (vs. less dense) network has lesser (greater) effects 

on perceived self-authenticity and brand authenticity.  

 
Figure 1 

Conceptual Model 
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Overview of Studies 

 This research consists of three experimental studies. The first study tests H1-H3 with a 

manipulation of territorial behavior in the context of a meaning creation act, which is 

operationalized as a customization scenario. Study two tests a boundary condition for H2 and H3 

by examining these propositions in the context of a meaning appropriation act, which is a 

standard purchase scenario. The final study tests H4 and H5 with manipulations of the perceived 

centrality of the territorial consumer and the perceived density of the group in the creation/ 

customization scenario. Participants were randomly assigned to all conditions. All of the studies 

test the hypothesized effects in the context of a Facebook group in which members use the Nike 

brand, and specifically Nike athletic shoes. Participants were screened for these characteristics 

before entering the main portion of the study. The Nike brand was chosen because it has a large 

brand community, the brand users have opportunities to interact with each other both on and 

offline, and Nike offers options for customers to both purchase standardized shoes and to 

customize (i.e. create) shoes through NikeID.  

 

Procedure 

 Each study was distributed via Amazon Mechanical Turk to Nike brand users. The survey 

description was designed to mask the traits that would qualify the participants to take the study; 

participants knew only that I was seeking people who wear Nike athletic shoes. Participants were 

excluded from future studies after completing any study in the sequence. The minimum approval 
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rating was set at 90%. Participants were paid $0.70 for taking each study. To minimize MTurker 

misrepresentation, I set up a screening procedure following the recommendations of Wessling, 

Huber, and Netzer (2017) and Goodman and Paolacci (2017).  

 Once MTurkers chose to participate in the study, they answered a set of screening 

questions to determine their qualification to take the study. As the purpose of the study was kept 

vague in the description, participants were unaware of the desired answers to these questions. 

The first question asked participants to identify whether or not they wore Nike athletic shoes. If 

“no” was selected, the participant was disqualified. Participants were then asked how long they 

had been wearing Nike shoes with choices ranging from “less than a year” to “10+ years.” If 

“less than a year” was selected, the participant was disqualified. The last screener asked how 

frequently the Nike shoes were worn with choices ranging from “less than once per week” to 

“more than five times per week.” If “less than once per week” was selected, the participant was 

disqualified. After successfully completing the screening section of the study, participants 

viewed the experimental manipulations and completed variable measures.  

 

Stimuli 

 The general context for all studies was that of an interaction that took place online on 

social media, specifically on the Facebook platform. Participants were told, “Imagine that you 

are a member of a Nike running group on Facebook and you see the following post.” Territorial 

behavior was manipulated using a graphic of a Facebook post showing an interaction between 

two Nike brand users. This setup placed the participant in the shoes of a third party observer to 

the territorial interaction. Due to the context, territorial behavior was manipulated with text, with 

the manipulations based on research identifying ridicule, criticism, and deception as types of 



	

	 70	

territorial behavior (Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973; Griffiths and Gilly, 2012; Petriglieri, 

2011). 

 For studies using the context of creation/customization, a character named Shari Miller 

creates a Facebook post that read, “Loving my new Nike shoes that I made on NikeID!” There is 

one comment on the post made by a character named Lisa Marie that read, “I noticed your shoes 

the other day and I really like how you designed them. Can you share your design with me so I 

can make my new Nike shoes the same?” The character Shari was the territorial consumer, and 

territorial behavior was manipulated in her reply comment addressing Lisa’s question. Several 

potential territorial responses were pre-tested on 160 Nike brand users in a between-subjects 

design in which participants were told to imagine they saw the post in a Nike running group on 

Facebook. These territorial responses included replies indicating that Shari didn’t know if she’d 

have time to find the design (deception), that she lost her account information and no longer had 

access to the design (deception), that she deleted the design from her account (deception), that 

the NikeID site wasn’t user-friendly with a suggestion that Lisa buy a regular pair of shoes 

(deception), that the design was hers (claiming) as well as a second version of this that also asked 

“Can’t you come up with your own?” (ridicule), and that the design was hers and she wasn’t 

going to share it (claiming) as well as a second version of this that also asked Lisa if she should 

be in the group (ridicule).  

 These territorial responses were evaluated based on perceived level of territoriality, 

severity, and harshness. The goal was to identify responses that were perceived as territorial, but 

also ranged in perceived severity and harshness on a 1-7 scale. An analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) indicated that there were significant differences among the responses in regard to 

perceived severity (F (7, 152) = 4.10, p = 0.00), perceived harshness (F (7, 152) = 5.65, p = 
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0.00), and perceived territoriality (F (7, 152) = 2.86, p = 0.01). A post hoc Tukey HSD test 

revealed differences among specific responses.  

 In terms of severity, the reply asking Lisa if she should be in the group (M = 5.75, SD = 

1.83) was perceived as significantly more severe than both the deleted design (M = 3.47, SD = 

1.91, p = 0.01) and lost account information (M = 3.65, SD = 2.25, p = 0.01) replies. The reply 

asking Lisa, “Can’t you come up with your own?” (M = 5.67, SD = 1.03) was also perceived as 

significantly more severe than the deleted design (p = 0.01) and lost account information (p = 

0.02) replies. The results for differences in perceived harshness followed the same pattern, with 

the reply asking Lisa if she should be in the group (M = 5.70, SD = 1.92) perceived as 

significantly more harsh than both the deleted design (M = 3.47, SD = 1.88, p = 0.004) and lost 

account information (M = 3.55, SD = 2.00, p = 0.004) replies, and the reply asking Lisa, “Can’t 

you come up with your own?” (M = 6.00, SD = 1.09) also perceived as significantly harsher than 

the deleted design (p = 0.001) and lost account information (p = 0.001) replies.  

 These responses were those considered for the stimuli. All of the potential territorial 

responses were perceived as territorial (M = 5.07-6.15), as desired, and none of these pairs 

differed significantly in regard to perceived territoriality (p > 0.05). The stimuli were selected 

based on differences in perceived severity and harshness of the territorial response. Based on 

these results, the reply asking Lisa, “Can’t you come up with your own?” was selected as a 

strong territorial response (M = 5.56, SD = 1.00) and the reply that indicated that the design had 

been deleted was selected as a weak territorial response (M = 5.28, SD = 1.17). A control 

condition was also developed in which the reply read, “Sure, I’ll send it to you!” Further, in 

Study 4, I examine the centrality and density moderators in the context of a moderate territorial 

response only. The reply indicating that Shari didn’t know if she’d have time to find the design 



	

	 72	

was selected as the moderate territorial response based on its mean perceived territoriality (M = 

4.76, SD = 1.76), which was not significantly different from the midpoint of the 1-7 scale (t(20) 

= 1.99, p = 0.06). See Appendix B for the stimuli graphics.  

 The Facebook post and territorial responses were adapted for study two, which tested the 

boundary condition of an appropriation/purchase scenario. In this study, the Facebook post by 

Shari Miller read, “Loving the new Nike shoes that I bought today!” Lisa Marie’s comment read, 

“I noticed your shoes the other day and I really like them. I’m going to buy the same pair!” 

Shari’s strong territorial reply read, “Those are my Nikes. Can’t you come up with your own 

ideas?” Shari’s weak territorial response read, “They may have discontinued that specific shoe. 

Maybe check for other styles you might like?” Shari’s non-territorial reply simply read, “That’s 

awesome!” Please see Appendix B for the post graphics. 

 

Study 1 

Design and Procedure 

 The purpose of study one was to provide an initial test of H1-H3 in the context of a 

meaning creation act, which is the Nike shoe customization scenario. The design is a three-level 

(territorial behavior: strong vs. weak vs. none) single-factor randomized between-subjects 

design. Participants viewed the territorial behavior manipulation and completed the measures 

after completing the screening portion of the study, which contained several questions that 

primed the Nike brand user identity (e.g. questions about the length and frequency of wearing 

Nike shoes). 
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Variables and Measures 

 Below is a brief description of each scale used in this research. Complete scale items can 

be found in Appendix A. Unless otherwise noted, all items were measured using a 7-point Likert 

scale with the endpoints of strongly agree-strongly disagree. The given α range represents that 

range of α across all of the studies.  

 

Dependent Variables. There are two dependent variables for H1, which I test in a preliminary 

step before testing the model. Perceived value of the brand was measured two scales. The first is 

a 5-point semantic differential scale with items such as unattractive/attractive, extremely 

worthless/extremely valuable, and bad buy/excellent buy (α = 0.82) (Darke and Chung, 2005). 

The second scale was also a semantic differential scale consisting of three items asking about the 

value of the Nike brand, how well off you would be with the Nike brand, and how happy you 

would be with the Nike brand (α = 0.80) (Okada, 2005). Perceived identity threat was measured 

using a 7-point Likert scale with the endpoints of not at all-very much and consisted of six items, 

such as the extent to which one would feel threatened, attacked, and contested (α = 0.90–0.95) 

(White, Argo, and Sengupta, 2012).  

 The dependent variable of the full model is perceived brand authenticity of the Nike 

brand, which was measured using two scales developed in prior literature. The first is a two-

dimensional, semantic differential scale measuring brand authenticity consisting of the 

dimensions of originality (three items) and genuineness (six items) from Akbar and Wymer 

(2017) (α = 0.88–0.92). The second scale is Morhart et al.’s (2015) Perceived Brand Authenticity 

(PBA) scale, which consists of the dimensions of credibility (three items), continuity (four 

items), symbolism (four items), and integrity (four items) (α = 0.95–0.96). 
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Mediators. Perceived self-authenticity was assessed using a scale adapted from Wood et al. 

(2008). The un-adapted scale is a three dimensional measure of dispositional authenticity 

consisting of the dimensions of authentic living, self-alienation, and accepting external influence, 

all of which have four scale items. However, following Lenton et al. (2013b), the scale has been 

adapted to measure state authenticity in regard to the Nike user identity. Further, the accepting 

external influence dimension was excluded based on the findings from Lenton et al. (2016), who 

found that state authenticity is best captured by the remaining two dimensions. Authentic living 

refers to feeling or behaving in a way that is (in)consistent with your perceived authentic self, 

while self-alienation refers to the degree of mismatch between feelings or behaviors and your 

perceived authentic self (Wood et al., 2008). The authentic living (α = 0.76–0.83) and self-

alienation (α = 0.84–0.90) dimensions are examined separately.  

 

Manipulation Check. The territoriality manipulation was tested using a perceived territoriality 

measure developed from the definition of territoriality and examples of territorial behavior in the 

literature, as a scale for perceived territoriality was not found. The resulting scale consisted of 

five items, such as “Shari is claiming her Nike shoe design” and “Shari is demonstrating that she 

owns her Nike shoe design” (α = 0.88–0.96). Factor analysis was used to confirm the suitability 

of this scale in the pretest phase; one factor emerged, which explained 74.8% of the variance, 

with all items loading at 0.800 or above. One semantic differential item assessed the perceived 

severity of Shari’s response with endpoints of not at all severe/very severe. Another semantic 

differential scale measured the perceived harshness of the Shari’s response, with the endpoints of 

not at all harsh/very harsh. The identity threat scale used as a dependent variable for the test of 

H1 was used as a manipulation check when testing the full model.  
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Control Variables & Demographics. Attitude toward Shari (α = 0.97–0.98), Nike (α = 0.90–

0.97), the online running group (α = 0.96–0.97), and Facebook (α = 0.97–0.98) were all 

measured using a semantic differential scale with the items bad/good, unfavorable/favorable, and 

negative/positive. Participants were also asked if they had ever used NikeID and how familiar 

they were with NikeID (α = 0.96–0.98). Participants also answered questions about their age, 

gender, and ethnicity. 

 

Results 

 One hundred and fifty-five Amazon MTurkers qualified to participate in the study 

(63.3% male, age range 21-78, average age 33.0, all US residents). The territorial behavior 

manipulation was evaluated based on perceived level of territoriality, severity, and harshness. An 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) indicated that there were significant differences among the 

behaviors in regard to perceived territoriality (F (2, 147) = 32.62, p = 0.00), perceived severity 

(F (2, 147) = 36.48, p = 0.00), and perceived harshness (F (2, 147) = 59.90, p = 0.00). A post hoc 

Tukey HSD test revealed that all of the specific responses significantly differed from each other 

in terms of perceived territoriality, severity, and harshness (all p’s < 0.05; see Table 1). 

Therefore, the manipulation of territorial behavior was successful.  
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 H1 posited that territorial behavior would be interpreted as an identity threat more so than 

a signal of brand value. Before testing this hypothesis, perceived identity threat and both brand 

value measures were regressed onto potential control variables. For perceived identity threat, 

attitude toward Shari (β = -0.67, t = -11.40, p = 0.00), attitude toward Facebook (β = 0.23, t = 

4.33, p = 0.00), and length of time wearing Nikes (β = -0.51, t = 4.87, p = 0.00) emerged as 

significant controls. In terms of brand value, only attitude toward Nike emerged as a significant 

control for both the first (β = 0.60, t = 10.43, p = 0.00) and second measure (β = 0.56, t = 9.07, p 

= 0.00) of brand value. The controls were included in the relevant models.  

 ANOVA results revealed that the territorial behavior conditions differed significantly in 

terms of perceived identity threat (F (2, 144) = 22.40, p = 0.00). The strong territorial behavior 

condition was perceived as the most identity threatening (M = 4.55, SD = 1.47), followed by the 

weak territorial behavior condition (M = 2.48, SD = 1.42) and then the no territorial behavior 

condition (M = 1.57, SD = 1.20). ANOVA showed that the level of territorial behavior had no 

effect on either the first measure of brand value (F (2, 146) = 1.02, p = 0.36) or the second 

measure (F (2, 146) = 1.40, p = 0.25). Perceived identity threat and both brand value measures 

were also regressed onto the territorial behavior condition variable for an additional test of H1. 

Regression analysis showed that territorial behavior does have a positive direct effect on 

perceived identity threat (β = 0.61, t = 6.27, p = 0.00). However, territorial behavior did not have 

a significant direct effect on the first measure of brand value (β = 0.06, t = 1.33, p = 0.19) or the 

second measure of brand value (β = 0.08, t = 1.66, p = 0.10). These results support H1.  

 H2 suggested that the identity threat inherent in observing territorial behavior would have 

a negative effect on perceived self-authenticity, and H3 suggested that the identity threat would 

also have a negative impact on perceived brand authenticity through self-authenticity 
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perceptions. The mediation model was tested using PROCESS Model 4, with the two dimensions 

of self-authenticity tested in separate models. Before conducting the mediation analysis, both 

measures of perceived brand authenticity were regressed onto potential control variables. For the 

first measure, only attitude toward Nike emerged as a significant control (β = 0.74, t = 13.70, p = 

0.00). For the second measure, attitude toward Nike was also the only significant control (β = 

0.77, t = 14.84, p = 0.00).  

 Observing territorial behavior had no direct effect on the self-alienation dimension of 

self-authenticity either in the high threat (β = 0.23, SE = 0.27, t = 0.83, p = 0.41) or low threat (β 

= -0.10, SE = 0.29 t = -0.35, p = 0.73) condition. In the self-alienation model, observing 

territorial behavior did not have a significant indirect effect on perceived brand authenticity 

through self-alienation for either the high threat (β = -0.03, SE = 0.04, CI95%; [-0.10, 0.05]) or 

low threat conditions (β = 0.01, SE = 0.04, CI95%; [-0.05, 0.10]). In the model with the authentic 

living dimension of self-authenticity, observing territorial behavior did not have a significant 

direct effect on authentic living for either the high threat (β = -0.05, SE = 0.17, t = -0.30, p = 

0.77) or low threat condition (β = -0.01, SE = 0.18, t = -0.03, p = 0.97). Observing territorial 

behavior also had no significant indirect effect on perceived brand authenticity through authentic 

living in either the high threat (β = -0.01, SE = 0.04 CI95%; [-0.10, 0.07]) or low threat (β = 0.00, 

SE = 0.04, CI95%; [-0.09, 0.08]) condition. These effects were replicated with the second measure 

of perceived brand authenticity. These results do not support H2 or H3.  

 While observing territorial behavior is construed as an identity threat, such that stronger 

territorial displays are perceived as more identity threatening, this threat has no effect on either 

dimension of self-authenticity or feelings of brand authenticity mediated by self-authenticity. 

However, mediation results showed that self-alienation did have a significant negative direct 
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effect on perceived brand authenticity (β = -0.11, SE = 0.04, t = -2.70, p = 0.01), and authentic 

living had a significant positive direct effect on perceived brand authenticity (β = 0.23, SE = 

0.07, t = 3.40, p = 0.00). These results were replicated with the second measure of perceived 

brand authenticity. These findings show that the basic premise that feelings of self-authenticity 

can spillover to positively or negative affect brand authenticity perceptions has some merit. The 

aim of study two was to determine if these findings hold in an appropriation/standard purchase 

scenario as opposed to the creation/customization scenario. 

 

Study 2 

Design and Procedure 

 Study two tests H2 and H3 in the context of a meaning appropriation act, which is the 

Nike shoe purchase scenario. The design is a three-level (territorial behavior: strong vs. weak vs. 

none) single-factor randomized between-subjects design. Participants viewed the territorial 

behavior manipulation and filled out measures after completing the screening portion of the 

study, which contained several questions that primed the Nike brand user identity (e.g. questions 

about the length and frequency of wearing Nike shoes). 

 

Variables and Measures 

 The dependent variable, perceived brand authenticity, was measured using the same two 

scales from study one. The mediators of self-alienation and authentic living and the control and 

demographic variables were also identical to that of study one. The manipulation checks were 

also the same as in study one except for the perceived territoriality measure, which was adapted 
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to the standard purchase scenario. Items read, “Shari is claiming her Nike shoes” and “Shari is 

demonstrating that she owns her Nike shoes (α = 0.89). 

 

Results 

 One hundred and forty-six Amazon MTurkers qualified to participate in the study (48.6% 

male, age range 22-69, average age 36.3, all US residents). The territorial behavior manipulation 

was evaluated based on perceived level of territoriality, severity, and harshness. An analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) indicated that there were significant differences among the behaviors in 

regard to perceived territoriality (F (2, 143) = 11.48, p = 0.00), perceived severity (F (2, 143) = 

20.32, p = 0.00), and perceived harshness (F (2, 143) = 33.95, p = 0.00). A post hoc Tukey HSD 

test revealed that while all of the specific responses significantly differed from each other in 

terms of perceived severity and harshness (all p’s < 0.05), the no territoriality and low 

territoriality conditions did not significantly differ on perceived territoriality (p’s > 0.05). The 

low territoriality condition was dropped from the analysis, leaving the no territoriality and high 

territoriality conditions, which had the largest mean differences on each of the manipulation 

check variables. Therefore, the revised design of the study is a two-level (territorial behavior: 

strong vs. none) single-factor randomized between-subjects design. The sample size was reduced 

to 101 qualified MTurkers (46.5% male, age range 24-69, average age 36.2, all US residents). 

 A manipulation check showed that the high territoriality condition was perceived as more 

territorial (M = 5.79 vs. 4.64, F (1, 99) = 28.15, p = 0.00), more severe (M = 4.98 vs. 2.38, F (1, 

99) = 45.83, p = 0.00) and more harsh (M = 5.47 vs. 2.24, F (1, 99) = 73.72, p = 0.00) than the 

no territoriality condition. The territorial behavior conditions differed significantly in terms of 

perceived identity threat (F (1, 99) = 53.67, p = 0.00), with the strong territorial behavior 
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condition perceived as more identity threatening (M = 4.40, SD = 0.23) than the no territorial 

behavior condition (M = 2.06, SD = 0.23). This was a manipulation check in this study, however 

these results are consistent with that of study one and provide additional support for H1, although 

brand value was not measured in this study.  

 Before conducting the mediation analysis, both measures of perceived brand authenticity 

were regressed onto potential control variables. For the first measure, only attitude toward Nike 

emerged as a significant control (β = 0.37, t = 4.42, p = 0.00). For the second measure, attitude 

toward Nike (β = 0.50, t = 7.05, p = 0.00) and attitude toward Facebook (β = 0.10, t = 2.52, p = 

0.01) were significant controls. The controls were included in the relevant models.  

 I proposed identity threat would have a negative effect on perceived self-authenticity 

(H2) and on perceived brand authenticity through self-authenticity (H3). The mediation model 

was tested using PROCESS Model 4, with the two dimensions of self-authenticity tested in 

separate models. Observing territorial behavior did not have a significant direct effect on the 

self-alienation dimension of self-authenticity (β = -0.13, SE = 0.15, t = -0.88, p = 0.38). Further, 

observing territorial behavior did not have a significant negative indirect effect on perceived 

brand authenticity through self-alienation (β = 0.01, SE = 0.02, CI95%; [-0.02, 0.05]). In the 

model with the authentic living dimension of self-authenticity, observing territorial behavior 

again did not have a significant direct effect on authentic living (β = 0.09, SE = 0.08, t = 1.12, p 

= 0.27). Observing territorial behavior again had no significant indirect effect through authentic 

living (β = 0.02, SE = 0.02, CI95%; [-0.01, 0.06]). This pattern of results was replicated with the 

second measure of perceived brand authenticity and do not support H2 or H3.  

 These results are consistent with those of study one. However, in study one, both the self-

alienation and authentic living dimensions of self-authenticity were shown to spill over and have 
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significant negative and positive direct effects on perceived brand authenticity, respectively. In 

this study, neither feelings of self-alienation (β = -0.10, SE = 0.05, t = -2.03, p = 0.05)  

nor feelings of authentic living (β = 0.18, SE = 0.09, t = 2.01, p = 0.05) had a significant effect 

on brand authenticity perceptions. This suggests that spillovers from perceived self-authenticity 

to brand authenticity perceptions may occur in a customization or co-production scenario, but not 

in a standard purchase scenario. This may be because it is easier for consumers to restore 

feelings of self-authenticity through consumption when the product is standardized and readily 

available versus customized and harder to replicate. In study three, I go back to the 

customization scenario to examine potential moderating effects.  

 

Study 3 

Design and Stimuli 

 The purpose of the final study is to test H4 and H5. The design is a 2 (perceived 

centrality: high vs. low) x 2 (perceived density: high vs. low) randomized between-subjects 

design. The context of the study is the Nike creation/customization scenario, in which the 

territorial behavior is held constant and the moderate territorial response identified in the pretest 

is used. Since centrality and density variables have traditionally been calculated or measured, 

manipulations of these variables were developed in order to conduct this experiment.  

 In this scenario, territorial behavior is still manipulated using a post in a Nike running 

group on Facebook in which the territorial brand user is interacting with another brand user. To 

manipulate perceived centrality and density, this post was embedded in a mock-up of the group’s 

page on Facebook. Centrality of the territorial consumer was manipulated with both badges and 

the proportion of engagements with the territorial consumer’s post as compared to posts made by 
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two other group members; the territorial consumer’s post was the second post in the feed of three 

posts. The names of central territorial consumers appeared with a badge that said “Veteran 

Member,” while the names of non-central consumers appeared with a badge that said “New 

Member,” which is an actual badge that Facebook has. Central territorial consumers also had 

roughly double the number of post engagements than each of the other two posters on the page, 

while non-central consumers had less than half of the number of engagements of these other 

members.  

 This manipulation was pre-tested on 160 Nike brand users in a between-subjects design 

in which participants were told to imagine that they were a member of the Nike running group 

and saw the posts on the group’s page. Participants perceived the territorial consumer in the high 

centrality condition to be more central than the consumer in the low centrality condition (M = 

5.60 vs. 4.57, F (1, 158) = 32.65, p = 0.00). Perceptions of centrality did not differ based on the 

gender of the territorial consumer (F (1, 158) = 0.12, p = 0.73) or the ethnicity of the participant 

(F (3, 156) = 0.73, p = 0.53).  

 The manipulation of perceived density of the group was also embedded in the mock-up of 

the Facebook group page in the first post in the feed of three posts. This manipulation was based 

on both the description of and scale items for network density (Kuchmaner, Wiggins, and 

Grimm, 2019; Antia and Frasier, 2001), which emphasizes the amount of contact groups 

members have with each other as an indicator of density. In the high density condition the first 

poster said, “416/503 group members attended our last group run in the park! Thanks for the 

great turn out!” In the low density condition the post read, “27/503 group members attended our 

last group run in the park! Thanks for coming out!” The manipulation was pretested on 42 Nike 

brand users in a between-subjects design in which participants were told to imagine that they 
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were a member of the Nike running group and saw the posts on the group’s page. Participants 

perceived the group in the high density condition to be more dense than the group in the low 

density condition (M = 5.67 vs. 4.99, F (1, 40) = 8.97, p = 0.01). The manipulations of centrality 

and density were then combined into one final graphic of the group’s Facebook group page (see 

Appendix B).  

 

Variables and Measures 

 The dependent variable, perceived brand authenticity, along with the mediating, 

manipulation check, and control variables were measured using the same scales from study one. 

Manipulation checks were also included for the perceived centrality of the territorial consumer 

and the perceived density of the Facebook group. Perceived centrality was measured with a four-

item scale adapted for the context, with items such as “Shari Miller is a key figure in this Nike 

running group” and “Shari Miller is located in a central position in this Nike running group” (α = 

0.88) (Kuchmaner, Wiggins, and Grimm, 2019; Antia and Frasier, 2001). Perceived density was 

measured using a four-item scale adapted for the context, which included items like “Members 

of this Nike running group are frequently in contact with other members” and “The relationship 

between members of this Nike running group can be defined as mutually satisfying” (α = 0.89) 

(Kuchmaner, Wiggins, and Grimm, 2019; Antia and Frasier, 2001). 

 

Results 

 Two hundred Amazon MTurkers qualified to participate in the study (55% male, age 

range 19-73, average age 36.3, all US residents). ANOVA results showed that the centrality 

manipulation was successful, with participants perceiving the territorial consumer in the high 
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centrality condition as more central than the consumer in the low centrality condition (M = 5.01 

vs. 4.39, F (1, 198) = 13.76, p = 0.00). The density manipulation was not successful (F (1, 198) = 

0.15, p = 0.70). However, models including perceived density were run using the continuous 

measure of the variable.  

 Before conducting the analysis, both dimensions of self-authenticity were regressed onto 

potential control variables. For authentic living, attitude toward Nike (β = 0.19, t = 3.01, p = 

0.00), attitude toward the group (β = 0.25, t = 3.88, p = 0.00), attitude toward Shari (β = -0.10, t 

= 2.26, p = 0.03), familiarity with NikeID  (β = -0.07, t = -2.11, p = 0.04), and length of time 

wearing Nikes  (β = 0.16, t = 2.60, p = 0.01) emerged as significant controls. For self-alienation, 

attitude toward Nike  (β = -0.30, t = -3.61, p = 0.00), attitude toward Shari  (β = 0.24, t = 4.18, p 

= 0.00), and length of time wearing Nikes  (β = -0.26, t = -3.21, p = 0.00) were significant 

controls. The measures of perceived brand authenticity were also regressed onto potential control 

variables. For the first measure, attitude toward Nike (β = 0.51, t = 10.16, p = 0.00), attitude 

toward the group (β = 0.17, t = 3.33, p = 0.001), and attitude toward Shari (β = -0.07, t = -2.17, p 

= 0.03) emerged as significant controls. For the second measure, attitude toward Nike (β = 0.51, t 

= 10.28, p = 0.00), attitude toward the group (β = 0.17, t = 3.29, p = 0.001), and attitude toward 

Facebook (β = 0.08, t = 2.55 p = 0.01) were significant controls. These controls were included in 

the relevant models.  

 H4 suggested that territorial behavior exhibited by a more central consumer would have 

greater negative effects on both perceived self-authenticity and perceived brand authenticity. 

ANOVA results did not support H4. Centrality made no difference on feelings of self-alienation 

(F (1, 195) = 0.23, p = 0.63), feelings of authentic living (F (1, 193) = 1.08, p = 0.30), the first 

measure of perceived brand authenticity (F (1, 195) = 0.20, p = 0.65), or the second measure of 
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perceived brand authenticity F (1, 195) = 2.02, p = 0.16). Mediation analysis was also conducted 

using PROCESS Model 4. Perceived centrality of the territorial consumer did not have a direct 

effect on perceived brand authenticity (β = -0.05, SE = 0.10, t = -0.57, p = 0.57), nor did it have 

an indirect effect through self-alienation (β = 0.01, SE = 0.02, C195%: [-0.03, 0.06]). There was 

also no direct effect of centrality on feelings of self-alienation (β = -0.10, SE = 0.17, t = -0.62, p 

= 0.54). In the model with the authentic living dimension of self-authenticity, perceived 

centrality of the territorial consumer again had no direct effect on perceived brand authenticity (β 

= -0.03, SE = 0.10, t = -0.29, p = 0.77), nor did it have an indirect effect through authentic living 

(β = -0.02, SE = 0.02, C195%: [-0.06, 0.03]). There was also no direct effect of centrality on 

feelings of authentic living (β = -0.10, SE = 0.12, t = -0.79, p = 0.43). This pattern of results was 

replicated with the second measure of perceived brand authenticity. Therefore, H4 is 

unsupported.  

 H5 suggested that territorial behavior exhibited in a denser network would have lesser 

effects on perceived self-authenticity and brand authenticity. Since the density manipulation was 

unsuccessful, the continuous measure of density is used to test this hypothesis, which allows for 

mediation analysis, but not ANOVA. The mediation analysis was conducted using PROCESS 

Model 4. Perceived density of the group did not have a direct effect on perceived brand 

authenticity (β = -0.09, SE = 0.06, t = -1.55, p = 0.12), nor did it have an indirect effect through 

self-alienation (β = 0.01, SE = 0.01, C195%: [-0.02, 0.04]). There was also no direct effect of 

density on feelings of self-alienation (β = -0.06, SE = 0.10, t = -0.61, p = 0.54). In the model with 

the authentic living dimension of self-authenticity, perceived density of the group again had no 

direct effect on perceived brand authenticity (β = -0.10, SE = 0.06, t = -1.68, p = 0.09), nor did it 

have an indirect effect through authentic living (β = 0.01, SE = 0.02, C195%: [-0.02, 0.05]). There 
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was also no direct effect of density on feelings of authentic living (β = 0.08, SE = 0.07, t = 1.12, 

p = 0.26). This pattern of results was replicated with the second measure of perceived brand 

authenticity. Therefore, H5 is unsupported.  

 One possibility is that there is an interaction between perceived centrality and perceived 

density that affects self-alienation and perceived brand authenticity. Past literature has often 

documented this interaction, in which density has a constraining effect on centrality (Kuchmaner, 

Wiggins, and Grimm, 2019). Therefore, a moderated mediation model was examined that 

included both variables with density as a moderator of the relationship between centrality and 

each self-authenticity dimension. These models were tested using PROCESS Model 7. In the 

self-alienation model, the index of moderated mediation was nonsignificant (β = 0.02, SE = 0.02, 

C195%: [-0.02, 0.07]). In the authentic living model, the index of moderated mediation was also 

nonsignificant (β = 0.02, SE = 0.03, C195%: [-0.02, 0.08]). This pattern was replicated with the 

second measure of perceived brand authenticity. Therefore, moderated mediation is not present.  

 Perceived centrality of the territorial consumer and perceived density of the network 

appear to have no effects on either perceptions of self-authenticity or brand authenticity either 

individually or interactively. However, across all models and consistent with the findings of 

study one, self-alienation has a significant, negative direct effect on perceived brand authenticity 

and authentic living has a significant, positive direct effect on perceived brand authenticity for 

both measures. This again supports the underlying idea that self-authenticity perceptions can 

spill over onto brand authenticity perceptions.  
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General Discussion 

 In this paper, I posited that observing the territorial behavior of another brand user in a 

network can be perceived as an identity threat, which can reduce the observing consumers’ 

perceived self-authenticity. I also suggested that the negative impact on perceived self-

authenticity would spill over to negatively affect the perceived authenticity of the brand via the 

consumer’s associative network. I found that observed, in-network territorial behavior is 

interpreted as an identity threat, but not as a signal of brand value. Further, this work shows that 

an individual does not always have to be the target of the identity threat in order to perceived a 

threat. I also showed that the identity threat did not affect feelings of self-authenticity. This 

suggests that identity threats and self-authenticity threats may be unique forms of threat.  

 I consistently found that feelings of self-alienation do spill over to negatively affect brand 

authenticity perceptions, while feelings of authentic living spill over to positively affect these 

perceptions. While these effects were present in scenarios involving customization, they did not 

hold in a standard purchase scenario. This may be because consumers find it easier to engage in 

compensatory consumption to restore feelings of self-authenticity when the branded product is 

standardized and available, but this is much more difficult when the branded product is 

customized and more difficult to replicate. Another explanation is that in customization 

scenarios, the self-brand connection is stronger because the consumer has a hand in creating the 

product, and therefore the spillover effect is stronger. Surprisingly, the perceived centrality of the 

territorial consumer had no effect feelings self-authenticity, nor did perceived network density. 

This suggests that authenticity threats may not be exacerbated or mitigated based on 

characteristics of the threatening consumer, such as their centrality or social status.  
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 This research has interesting implications for firms. It may be in companies’ best interest 

to monitor their online consumer communities for signs of territorial behavior. Online and on 

social media, this type of behavior is highly visible in a network and has the potential to be 

viewed by many network members. Even a small number of consumers engaging in territorial 

behavior can be damaging to the brand, as the people who see it can experience an identity 

threat, which could negatively impact the firm.    

 Further, the spillover from perceived self-authenticity to brand authenticity, and the 

concern over how to manage it, may be specific to firms that offer opportunities for 

customization or co-production. The positive direct effect of authentic living and the negative 

direct effect of self-alienation on brand authenticity perceptions were not found in study two, 

which used a standard purchase scenario as opposed to a customization scenario. It is likely that 

the effects were not present in this context because the threatened consumer knows s/he can go 

out and purchase the exact product that the territorial consumer has to reduce feelings of self-

alienation and restore feelings self-authenticity. Indeed, research suggests that consumers can 

engage in compensatory consumption when their sense of authenticity is threatened 

(Guèvremont and Grohmann, 2016; Kokkoris et al., 2019). A customized or custom branded 

product is much more difficult to duplicate, such that consumers in this situation may have a 

harder time compensating from self-authenticity losses.  

 Finally, in-network territorial behavior can also have broader negative effects on the firm. 

Territorial behavior is generally perceived negatively by observers (Brown et al., 2014; Wu et 

al., 2014; Brown and Zhu, 2016). For example, research has shown that observing the territorial 

behavior of other customers decreases satisfaction with services (Wu et al., 2014), discourages 

other customers in service settings (Griffiths and Gilly, 2012), and increases reactionary 
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territorial responses directed toward the firm, such as retaliation, abandonment, and negative 

WOM (Ashley and Noble, 2014). These findings suggest that the presence of territorial behavior 

may lower satisfaction ratings, damage the firm’s reputation, make the firm subject to punitive 

actions by consumers, and cause the firm to lose customers.  

 

Future Research Directions 

 This works prompts several new research questions. First, future research can examine 

what factors what factors may mitigate or counteract perceived identity threats stemming from 

observing territorial behavior. For example, the spillover effect may be mitigated if the 

consumers who observe the territorial behavior perceive it as a justified or fair response (e.g. Wu 

et al., 2014). For example, Rolls Royce is a brand in which the value of the brand is built largely 

on receiving a personalized, unique car of which there is only one. Therefore, it may be a norm 

in the Rolls Royce consumer network for the consumers to be territorial over their car.  

 Another pertinent area of future research lies in determining what firm interventions may 

counteract the negative spillover from feelings of self-alienation to perceived brand authenticity. 

More exploration of the role of network density and centrality may be warranted. The 

manipulation of density was unsuccessful in study three, so a continuous measure was used. 

Results of future studies using network density would be strengthened if a successful 

manipulation of density is created in order to conduct experiments. A surprising finding was that 

centrality did not affect feelings of self-authenticity. In these studies, the perspective was of a 

consumer who only observed the territorial interaction of two other brand users. The observer is 

a third-party that may be vicariously experiencing the territorial behavior, but the behavior is not 

directed toward them. Future research could examine these relationships from the perspective of 
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a consumer who is actually in the territorial interaction and the target of the territorial behavior. 

This could reveal whether or not characteristics of the threatening consumer, such as perceived 

centrality, do have an effect on perceived self-authenticity when the consumer is directly 

involved in the interaction as opposed to vicariously experiencing it.  

 

Conclusion 

 Brand authenticity has been hailed as the new purchase criterion (Gilmore and Pine, 

2007) and firms spend much time and resources and employ a myriad of strategies to increase 

brand authenticity perceptions. However, if a brand’s consumers experience a loss of feelings of 

self-authenticity for an identity that is related to the brand, these consumers can end up with 

reduced brand authenticity perceptions. Since consumers concerned with self-authenticity prefer 

and seek out authentic brands (Morhart et al., 2015; Guèvremont and Grohmann, 2016), this can 

be particularly damaging to firms.  
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Differential Responses to Identity Threat and Their Impact on  

Brand Authenticity Perceptions 

  

 Consumer perceptions of brand authenticity, how genuine a brand is perceived to be, 

have been shown to lead to an assortment of positive outcomes for firms. Brand authenticity can 

increase emotional attachment to the brand (Morhart et al., 2015), trust in the firm (Moulard et 

al., 2016; Napoli et al., 2016), perceived brand quality (Minor and LeBoeuf, 2011), perceived 

brand relationship quality (Fritz, et al., 2017), brand equity (Napoli et al., 2016), purchase 

intentions (Fritz et al., 2017), word of mouth (Morhart et al., 2015), confidence in brand opinions 

(Minor and LeBoeuf, 2011), and willingness to forgive mistakes (Fritz et al., 2017). Authenticity 

has also been identified as a new value in the luxury goods sector (Hartmann et al., 2017) and 

has been touted as the new purchase criterion and the next source of competitive advantage for 

firms (Gilmore and Pine, 2007). 

 Due to the positive outcomes of brand authenticity, firms expend a large amount of 

resources to foster brand authenticity perceptions among their consumers. Antecedents to brand 

authenticity that companies attempt to strategically influence include brand commercialization, 

brand legitimacy, brand clarity, brand heritage, brand nostalgia, a brand’s social commitment, 

and employee passion (Fritz et al., 2017; Lozanski, 2010; Moulard et al., 2016; Yeoman et al., 

2005; Anand and Jones, 2005). Particularly relevant to service firms, companies also try to 

influence authenticity perceptions through features of the point of sale location, such as 

atmosphere (Groves et al., 2001; Munoz et al., 2006), employees (Kim and Baker, 2017; Kim 

and Jang, 2016; Munoz et al., 2006), cultural artifacts (Munoz et al., 2006), and products offered, 

such as restaurant meals (Kim and Jang, 2016; Kim and Baker, 2017; Kim et al., 2017). The mix 
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of these features has been termed a consumption constellation, which is “a cluster of 

complimentary products, specific brands, and/or consumption activities used to construct, 

signify, and/or perform a social role” (Munoz et al., 2006, p. 225), also called staging in tourism 

studies (e.g. Chronis and Hampton, 2008; MacCannell, 1973).  

 Research suggests that authentic brands hold self-authentication potential for consumers 

(Napoli et al., 2016), yet little is known about the effects of the use of brands in the 

consumption-driven self-authentication process, which is defined as the process of assessing 

whether or not one’s actions (i.e. consumption choices) are congruent with one’s activated 

identity. Past research suggests that perceptions of brand authenticity will be strengthened when 

a consumer uses a brand to self-authenticate because the brand is perceived as self-congruent 

(i.e. “like me”) and, therefore, more authentic (Gilmore and Pine, 2007; Morhart et al., 2015; 

Fritz et al., 2017). However, perceived brand authenticity may be at risk if a consumer has used a 

brand to authenticate an identity and then experiences an identity threat, which is an experience 

that is “appraised as indicating potential harm to the value, meanings, or enactments of an 

identity” (Petriglieri, 2011, p. 644). Given the prevalence of social media and the culture of 

sharing, which have virtually erased the line between public and private consumption, other 

brand users have become a key source of identity threat.   

 Essay two shows that when a brand user exhibits territorial behavior, an observing brand 

user perceives the behavior as an identity threat. Research has shown that a consumer may 

engage in two classes of contradictory responses toward threatened identity-related brands. 

White, Argo, and Sengupta (2012) show that a threat can lead to either a dissociative response, 

which is an avoidance of identity-linked products, or an associative response, which is increased 

preference for identity-linked products. Petriglieri (2011) distinguishes two sets of responses to 
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identity threat that align with White, Argo, and Sengupta’s (2012) distinction. When a consumer 

observes territorial behavior in the network and becomes threatened, the consumer may 

disassociate from the brand (White et al., 2012) by engaging in identity restructuring responses 

(Petriglieri, 2011) in which the consumer abandons the original, threatened brand for an 

unthreatened brand that can also authenticate the relevant identity. In other words, the consumer 

engages in brand switching. If a consumer chooses to disassociate from a brand, the brand should 

be viewed as less congruent with self and, in turn, less authentic (Fritz et al., 2017).  

 However, observing and becoming threatened by in-network territorial behavior can also 

cause threatened consumers to become territorial themselves. Indeed, research shows that a 

second type of response that a consumer can have to an identity threat is an associative response 

to the brand, in which they show an increased preference for the brand (White et al., 2012). This 

associative response may manifest in territorial behaviors toward the brand. In standing by the 

brand, the threatened consumer maintains perceptions of self-brand congruence and, therefore, 

perceptions of brand authenticity (Fritz et al., 2017). In addition, territorial behaviors can allow 

consumers to vent negative emotions or reassert control over the brand (Brown et al., 2005), 

which may boost perceptions of brand authenticity.  

 Essay two suggested that an identity threat may reduce perceptions of self-authenticity. 

Identity threat responses may be an outcome of reductions in perceived self-authenticity, “the 

degree of [perceived] congruency between one’s actions and one’s core self-conceptions, 

consisting of fundamental values, beliefs, and identities to which one is committed and in terms 

of which one defines oneself” (Vannini and Burgess, 2009, p. 104), not the identity threat per se. 

Self-authenticity has two dimensions. Self-alienation is described as the degree of mismatch 

between your feelings or behaviors and your perceived authentic self (Wood et al., 2008). 
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Authentic living is described as feeling or behaving in a way that is consistent or inconsistent 

with your authentic self (Wood et al., 2008). Essay two showed that feelings of self-alienation 

reduced perceived brand authenticity, while feelings of authentic living increased it. In this 

essay, I focus on identity threat responses as a potential outcome of feelings of self-alienation. 

However, whether or not brand authenticity perceptions are damaged by an increase in perceived 

self-alienation may depend on the threatened consumer’s response to the identity threat.  

 The type of response a consumer has to an identity threat depends on where the consumer 

is in the self-authentication process. In other words, it depends on the consumer’s perceived 

progress toward their goal of self-authentication. The amount of perceived goal progress 

influences the consumer’s regulatory focus. Regulatory focus theory (Higgins 1997; 1998) is a 

theory of motivation and goal pursuit that conceptualizes self-knowledge as a self-digest that 

encompasses how other people respond to a person and his/her actions; these potential reactions 

from others prompt self-regulation (Higgins, 1996). Therefore, regulatory focus theory is highly 

applicable to this research given the prominent role of other consumers as a source of identity 

threat. A consumer’s regulatory focus, in turn, determines the way the consumer responds to the 

identity threat. It is important for firms to consider the different ways consumers can respond to 

identity threat when engaged in the self-authentication process, as these responses can help or 

harm perceptions of brand authenticity. 

 

Responses to Identity Threat and Effects on Perceived Brand Authenticity 

 

Identity-Restructuring Responses. Under threat, people may engage in identity-restructuring 

responses, which “target the threatened identity in order to make it less of an object for potential 
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harm” (Petriglieri, 2011; p. 647). These can include abandoning or exiting the identity when 

possible, decreasing the importance of the threatened identity, or changing the meanings 

associated with the identity (Petriglieri, 2011). Consumers may attempt to change the meanings 

associated with a threatened identity by choosing different brands to authenticate the identity and 

simultaneously avoiding the original brands that provided authentication. Indeed, identity 

research has shown that certain consumers often protect the self by avoiding threatened identity-

related products (White and Argo, 2009), and they even forget promotional information 

associated with a threatened identity (Dalton and Huang, 2014).  

 The brand-avoidant behavior precipitated from an identity threat has been noted in work 

on consumption in subcultures. For example, Charmley, Garry, and Ballantine (2013) discuss 

that in the skateboarding community, the use of brands by outsiders dilutes their signal value and 

“authentic” members of the community avoid them. Daschuk (2011) found that when the 

alternative band AgainstMe! signed with a major record label, members of the punk subculture 

felt that liking the band could signal inauthenticity due to the potential of the band to gain 

mainstream acceptance and the band was avoided. Finally, Perry (2015) found that among high 

school students, the similarity of others’ dress to one’s own it reduces the uniqueness of the 

expression and destabilizes authenticity, with some students going as far as to avoid the brands 

that became popular. In sum, current research suggests that identity threats create self-

authenticity concerns, which may lead to the abandonment of brands (i.e. identity restructuring 

responses). 

 When a consumer must disassociate from a brand used to authenticate an identity and 

find a new brand to re-authenticate the identity and repair perceived self-authenticity, s/he is 

likely to view the abandoned brand as less authentic. Research shows that perceptions of self-
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brand congruence cause consumers to develop identity overlaps with brands. Gilmore and Pine 

(2007) explain that a match between a company’s offerings and a consumer’s self-image will 

result in higher authenticity perceptions of the offering. For example, Fritz, Schoenmueller, and 

Bruhn (2017) identify actual self-brand congruence as an antecedent to brand authenticity, such 

that the more “like me” the brand is, the more authentic it is perceived to be. Morhart et al. 

(2015) show the inverse, noting that perceived brand authenticity increases perception of self-

brand congruence, such that authentic brands are perceived as “like me.” Therefore, if a 

consumer chooses to disassociate from a brand used to authenticate an identity after an identity 

threat, perceptions of self-brand congruence should be reduced, which would result in the brand 

being perceived as less authentic.  

H1a: Engaging in identity-restructuring responses decreases perceived brand authenticity. 
 

Territorial Responses. Reactionary territorial responses are actions directed toward the source of 

a perceived infringement that are taken after and in reaction to the infringement in order to 

restore claim to the territory (Brown et al., 2005). This category of responses encompasses the 

associative, identity-protection responses identified by Petriglieri (2011), described as “directed 

towards the source of the threat and involve no change to the individual’s threatened identity” (p. 

647). These include actions like concealment of the threatened identity, derogation of the source 

of the threat, and positive-distinctiveness, which is an attempt to change the attitudes of the 

individuals or groups who are the source of the threat (Petriglieri, 2011; Bakker and Bakker-

Rabdau, 1973). A main consideration of the choice to defend a territory is how important or 

central the territory is (Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973). If an identity has been deemed 

important enough for the consumer to engage in the self-authentication process, the brand chosen 
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as an authenticator of that identity will likely be viewed as important enough to defend, 

especially if it is central to the authentication of that identity.  

 In essence, consumers who engage in reactionary territorial responses after an identity 

threat choose to “double down” and stand by threatened identity-related brand. By protecting the 

brand currently used to authenticate the relevant threatened identity, consumers also protect their 

sense of self-authenticity. These include actions like complaining or protesting (Ashley and 

Noble, 2014; Brown et al., 2005; Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973), ridicule, criticism, or other 

methods of source derogation (Petriglieri, 2011; Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973), deception 

and confusion tactics (Griffiths and Gilly, 2012; Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973), and unkind, 

intimidating, or aggressive behaviors (Ashley and Noble, 2014; Kirk et al., 2018). When this 

class of responses is used, the consumer maintains perceptions of self-brand congruence and, 

therefore, perceptions of brand authenticity (Fritz et al., 2017). However, engaging in reactionary 

territorial responses is expected to increase perceived brand authenticity over this baseline for 

several reasons.   

 First, Brown, Lawrence, and Robinson (2005) explain that one function of reactionary 

territorial responses is to express anger or frustration. Therefore, these responses may give the 

consumer an outlet to vent negative emotions and frustration related to experiencing an identity 

threat, in which the negativity is directed toward the source of that threat (i.e. the infringing 

consumer). In this case, the consumer may direct less negativity toward the threatened brand 

itself. In addition, the relief provided to the consumer from having an outlet to vent the threat-

related negative emotions may cause the consumer to view the threatened brand more positively, 

such that perceived brand authenticity is increased.  
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 Second, these responses enable the consumer to reassert control over the territory (Brown 

et al., 2005). For example, Ruback, Pape, and Doriot (1989) found that people talking on a pay 

phone remained on the phone longer when someone else who was clearly waiting for the phone 

invaded them; callers defended their territory (i.e. the phone) by spending more time on their 

task. Similarly, Ruback and Juieng (1997) suggest that drivers about to exit a parking space 

while another car was waiting for the space took more time to leave than if they were not 

intruded upon in an effort to reassert control over the territory. In this context, if a threatened 

consumer were to engage in a territorial response such as ridiculing (Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 

1973) the infringing consumer (i.e. “You’re not the type of person that should be using this 

brand, but I am”), the threatened consumer asserts control over the brand territory. Control over 

an object has been shown to lead to the development of psychological ownership of the object 

(i.e. “This is mine!”) (Pierce et al., 2003), in which the object is incorporated into the extended 

self (Belk, 1988; Pierce et al., 2003) and becomes “me.” This results in perceptions of self-brand 

congruence, and reasserting control over a brand after an identity threat is likely to strengthen 

this perception such that perceived brand authenticity increases (Fritz et al., 2017).   

H1b: Engaging in territorial responses increases perceived brand authenticity. 

	

The Impact of Regulatory Focus on Choice of Responses 

Regulatory focus, the method a person uses to achieve goals, approaching pleasure and 

avoiding pain (Higgins, 1997), determines which set of responses the consumer will engage in. 

While regulatory focus is well known to be chronic or induced by situational cues, recent 

research has shown that it can also be induced by activated identities that have unique 

motivations and motivational preferences, which direct thought and behavior (Browman, et al., 
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2017). There are two types of regulatory focus that differ based on desired goals or end states 

and the strategies used to achieve these end states.   

 Individuals with a promotion focus concentrate on accomplishment (Higgins, 1996), 

advancement (Crowe and Higgins, 1997), growth (Crowe and Higgins, 1997), and aspirations 

(Higgins, 1996). These people adopt an approach strategy to reach their desired end state; 

specifically, they approach a match between the actual self and the ideal self (Higgins, 1996; 

Higgins et al., 1994) seeking the “hoped for self” (Sobh and Martin, 2008). The approach 

strategy reflects an eagerness to achieve the desired self (Higgins, 1996; Crowe and Higgins, 

1997), or an eagerness for gains (Higgins, 1997). Promotion-focused individuals pay the most 

attention to gains and non-gains (Shah et al., 1998), or the presence and absence of positive 

outcomes (Brockner and Higgins, 2001), and are therefore sensitive to rewards (Higgins, 1997). 

These people want to distinguish themselves (Higgins, 1997) and maximize distinction from 

others (i.e. maximize gains) (Lalwani et al., 2009). To this end, actual/desired self-discrepancies 

are thought of as a “need to be met” (Pham and Higgins, 2006) and these individuals want to 

insure “hits” and not commit errors of omission (Crowe and Higgins, 1997). Therefore, choices 

are guided by the acceptance or selection of alternatives (Pham and Higgins, 2006).  

 Prevention-focused individuals focus on security (Crowe and Higgins, 1997; Higgins, 

1997), responsibilities (Crowe and Higgins, 1997), and meeting obligations (Higgins, 1996). 

These people adopt an avoidance strategy to reach their desired end state; specifically, they avoid 

threats to and a mismatch between the actual self and the ought self (Higgins, 1996; Higgins et 

al., 1994), avoiding the “feared self” (Sobh and Martin, 2008). The avoidance strategy reflects a 

vigilance to protect against threats to the desired self (Higgins, 1996; Crowe and Higgins, 1997), 

or vigilance against losses (Higgins, 1997). Prevention-focused individuals pay the most 
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attention to losses and non-losses (Shah et al., 1998), or the presence and absence of negative 

outcomes (Brockner and Higgins, 2001), and are therefore sensitive to punishments (Higgins, 

1997). These people want to fit in with the group (Higgins, 1997; Lalwani et al., 2009), avoid 

loss in social situations (Lalwani et al., 2009), and avoid being associated with outgroups (Shah 

et al., 2004). To this end, actual/desired self-discrepancies are thought of as a “problem to be 

fixed” (Pham and Higgins, 2006) and these individuals want to insure correct rejections and not 

commit errors of commission (Crowe and Higgins, 1997). Therefore, choice is guided by the 

elimination or rejection of alternatives (Pham and Higgins, 2006). Promotion-focused individuals 

are expected to be more likely to engage in identity-restructuring responses and abandon a brand 

associated with a threatened identity, while prevention-focused individuals are expected to be 

more likely to stand by the brand and engage in territorial responses.  

 

Likelihood to Engage in Identity-Restructuring Responses. Promotion-focused individuals are 

better equipped to identify alternative brands that can re-authenticate the threatened identity than 

prevention-focused individuals. Promotion-focused people have been shown to be more creative 

(Brockner and Higgins, 2001) and have more creative conflict resolution behavior (Winterheld 

and Simpson, 2011) than prevention-focused people. This is due to a willingness to take risks, a 

more explorative (vs. vigilant) processing style, and greater memory search for novel responses 

(Friedman and Forster, 2001), as well as higher levels of cognitive flexibility (Baas et al., 2011) 

and a tendency to be more open-minded (Dholakia et al., 2006). This creativity may play a role 

in promotion-focused individuals’ tendency to search for alternatives in more global, top-down 

fashion (Pham and Trudel, 2008; Pham and Higgins, 2006; Kuhnen and Hannover, 2010), which 

allows the identification of more opportunities (Pham and Chang, 2010). Meanwhile, prevention-
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focused individuals search for alternatives in a more local, bottom up way (Pham and Trudel, 

2008; Pham and Higgins, 2006; Kuhnen and Hannover, 2010), which allows the avoidance of 

mistakes by considering the “fine print” of an option (Pham and Chang, 2010). Zhu and Meyers-

Levy (2007) found that promotion-focused people engage in relational elaboration in which 

themes among different items are identified due to a focus on positive states and exploration, 

while prevention-focused people engage in item-specific elaboration, which involves focusing on 

each item’s attributes independent of other items due to a focus on negative states and the need 

to fix the “problem.” 

 As a result, promotion-focused individuals generate more alternatives than prevention-

focused individuals in a variety of contexts, such as generating more alternatives in a task 

(Crowe and Higgins, 1997) and generating and endorsing more hypotheses at the same time 

(Liberman et al., 2001). Those with a promotion focus also use larger consideration sets than 

prevention-focused individuals (Pham and Trudel, 2008; Pham and Chang, 2010) that are more 

heterogeneous and formed through the inclusion of alternatives (Pham and Higgins, 2006). Zhu 

and Meyers-Levy (2007) found that those with a promotion focus prefer large assortment sizes 

because many options increase the chances of “hits,” while Bodur and Matyas (2008) found that 

those with a prevention focus prefer smaller assortment sizes to increase the chances of correct 

rejections. Therefore, promotion-focused individuals appear to be better able than prevention-

focused individuals to identify alternative brands that could re-authenticate a threatened identity.  

 In addition, promotion-focused individuals are more likely than prevention-focused 

individuals to choose one of the identified alternatives because promotion-focused individuals 

are more open to switching brands. In general, promotion-focused individuals show a greater 

propensity for risk-taking than prevention-focused individuals, who are risk averse (Crowe and 
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Higgins, 1997) and for whom losses loom larger than gains (Idson et al., 2000). People with a 

promotion focus tend to be more open to change (Liberman et al., 1999) and are more likely to 

change behavior than prevention-focused individuals (Keller et al., 2003), who tend to repeat 

past behavior (Crowe and Higgins, 1997; Liberman et al., 1999; Schwabe et al., 2018). Zhang, 

Cornwell, and Higgins (2014) explain that prevention-focused individuals may be motivated to 

repeat behavior because they view their initial behavior as the status quo to be maintained; 

therefore, prevention-focused individuals may continue to use a threatened brand because it is 

the status quo they have established. In fact, promotion-focused people are better able to change 

plans and use alternative strategies than prevention-focused people (Higgins and Spiegel, 2004). 

In addition, Molden and Hui (2011) found that activating a promotion focus de-escalates 

commitment to a failing enterprise because it reduces the focus on losses and increases 

perceptions of alternatives, however, this may also cause premature abandonment of an 

endeavor. This research shows that promotion-focused consumers may be more likely to adopt 

new authenticating brands than prevention-focused consumers because they are less risk averse 

and more likely to change behaviors.   

 In line with these findings, the promotion-focused goals of accomplishment, 

advancement, and achieving social gain, combined with an approach strategy to maximize social 

gains in terms of distinction from others, may cause the promotion-focused consumer to be more 

likely to take a “leap of faith” and attempt to authenticate a threatened identity with a new brand 

that they have identified. Higgins et al. (2003) explains that the promotion-focused, eager 

competitor would improve by maximizing strengths, which is an offensive, gain strategy. 

Promotion-focused people prefer and are more likely to adopt optimistic forecasts, which 

maintain eagerness in alignment with growth goals (Hazlett et al., 2011). Therefore, a 
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promotion-focused person may attempt to maximize social gains by “staying ahead of the 

crowd” and adopting a new authenticating brand, the results of which would be optimistically 

forecast.    

 In contrast, prevention-focused individuals’ goals of safety, security, and stability in 

concert with an avoidance strategy to minimize social losses and be consistent with the ingroup 

may cause the prevention-focused consumer to stick with what s/he knows and stand by the 

brand currently used to authenticate the threatened identity, instead of searching for a new 

authenticator. Higgins et al. (2003) states that the prevention-focused, vigilant competitor would 

improve by minimizing weaknesses, which is a defensive, non-loss strategy. Prevention-focused 

people prefer and are more likely to adopt pessimistic forecasts, which maintain vigilance in 

alignment with safety goals (Hazlett et al., 2011). Therefore, a prevention-focused individual 

would not want to risk a social loss by adopting a different authenticating brand, the 

consequences of which would be pessimistically forecast.  

 The emphasis on social gains and losses between the different regulatory foci indicates 

that susceptibility to external influence also underlies these choice differences. A promotion 

focus is associated with individualism (Lalwani et al., 2009), independence (Allen et al., 2018), 

not engaging in impression management (Lalwani et al., 2009), and more reliance on internal 

guides in decision-making rather than external, normative expectations (Brebels et al., 2008; 

Zhang et al., 2011). A prevention focus, on the other hand, is associated with collectivism 

(Lalwani et al., 2009), interdependence (Allen et al., 2018), impression management (Lalwani et 

al., 2009), and more reliance on external guides and normative influences (Zhang et al., 2011).   

 Prevention-focused individuals’ heightened concern for how others view them has been 

shown to impact product choice. Ku, Kuo, and Kuo (2012) found that promotion-focused 
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individuals are more likely than prevention-focused individuals to adopt supply scarce products 

than demand scarce products due to the potential social gain from status or uniqueness, whereas 

those with a prevention focus guard against social loss by avoiding supply scarce products 

because there is not much information about who is buying them. In addition, prevention-

focused people may stick with a brand because s/he does not want to explain her/his change in 

consumption or negotiate the authentication value of a new brand with the group. Mourali et al. 

(2007) reports that those with a prevention focus prefer safe, justifiable choices and Shalvi et al. 

(2013) found that prevention-focused buyers were more likely to try to avoid a negotiation 

situation than promotion-focused buyers to avoid risks associated with the negotiation. Under 

identity threat, therefore, a prevention-focused consumer may be more likely to stand by the 

brand because it is the safe option that is less likely to result in a potential sense of social loss 

resulting from social rejection (Molden et al., 2009).  

  Indeed, research shows that promotion-focused people show a preference for extreme 

choices with a high possibility of reward or failure (Mourali et al., 2007) while prevention-

focused individuals care more about maintaining the status quo (Grant and Xie, 2003). For 

example, promotion-focused people are more likely to exchange formerly or currently possessed 

objects than those with a prevention focus due to the potential of the new object to be even better 

than the old one, which would be a potential gain, while those with a prevention focus view the 

original object as a safe alternative that would result in a non-loss (Liberman et al., 1999). 

Similarly, promotion-focused people were shown to own more new tech products and newly 

launched items that are a repurchase and have higher purchase intentions for really new products 

than prevention-focused individuals (Herzenstein et al., 2007). In addition, Ramanathan and 

Dhar (2010) state that less familiar brands represent a riskier choice and a preference for variety, 
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consistent with a promotion focus, while more familiar brands represent the safe choice, 

consistent with a prevention focus. These findings support the idea that promotion-focused 

individuals may be more likely than prevention-focused individuals to abandon a known brand 

and choose a new brand as an authenticator of a threatened identity. Therefore: 

H2a: The higher a consumer’s promotion (prevention) focus, (a) the stronger (weaker) the 
relationship between identity threat and identity-restructuring responses and (b) the weaker 
(stronger) the relationship between identity threat and territorial responses. 
 

 Identity threat responses are expected to be an outcome of reductions in self-authenticity 

resulting from the identity threat. Specifically, feelings of self-alienation are expected to mediate 

the link between identity threat and threat response. 

 

H3a: The relationship between identity threat and identity-restructuring responses is mediated 
by self-alienation. 
 
 
Likelihood to Engage in Territorial Responses. The reviewed research shows that prevention-

focused individuals are less equipped to identify viable alternative brands and less likely to select 

these alternative brands than promotion-focused individuals, which makes those with a 

prevention-focus more likely to stand by the brand. Additionally, prevention-focused individuals 

may be more likely to not only stick with the brand, but also behave territorially over the original 

authenticating brand. The ownership of territories is strongly related to a sense of security and 

stability, which are key needs and motivations considered by the prevention-focused individual. 

Guyot, Byrd, and Caudle (1980) found that students ranked a sense of security and control as the 

top influences in consistently choosing the same seat (i.e. territory). Costa (2012) finds that 

consistent territories provide order and predictability, which reduces conflict, stress, and anxiety.  
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 Expanding on this, Edney (1976) explains that anticipation of future experience with a 

territory leads to a sense of cognitive control over the future through the creation of expectations. 

Relatedly, territories provide environmental cues that help create regular patterns of behaviors 

that result in a sense of continuity (Edney, 1976). This relates to findings that territories deliver a 

sense of security through a known environment and a sense of identity through the possession, 

ownership, and control of an object that helps define the person or group (Ardrey, 1966), which 

can be considered mastery of a territory (Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973). Further, social 

status can be defended through possession of territory (Ardrey, 1966) and defense of a territory 

can reinforce a person’s social status (Ardrey, 1966; Sommer, 1969; Leyhausen, 1971; DeLong, 

1973). In sum, the original authenticating brand territory may fulfill the prevention-focused 

individuals’ safety and security needs and, along with the desire to avoid social losses, prompt 

them to not only stand by the brand, but also to engage in territorial behaviors after an identity 

threat.   

H2b: The higher a consumer’s prevention (promotion) focus, (a) the stronger (weaker) the 
relationship between identity threat and territorial responses and (b) the weaker (stronger) the 
relationship between identity threat and identity-restructuring responses. 
 
 Again, identity threat responses are expected to be an outcome of increased feelings of 

self-alienation. Therefore: 

 
H3b: The relationship between identity threat and territorial responses is mediated by self-
alienation. 
 
 
 

Progress Towards the Self-Authentication Goal as an Antecedent to Regulatory Focus 

 Research suggests that one’s goal progress determines his or her regulatory focus. The 

goal of the consumption-driven self-authentication process is to authenticate the relevant identity 
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or, in other words, to achieve a high degree of perceived self-authenticity in regard to that 

identity. Since a consumer’s regulatory focus is determined by his or her progress toward this 

self-authentication goal, perceived goal progress should influence the type of response employed 

after an identity threat.  

 Early in goal pursuit, people endorse a promotion-focused view of goals and adopt an 

approach strategy to achieve them because they rely on their initial state (vs. desired end state) as 

a reference to measure progress (Bullard and Manchanda, 2017). This creates a gain-framed 

perspective of goal progress, which leads to use of the approach strategy. Later in goal pursuit, 

people adopt a prevention-focused view of goals and use an avoidance strategy to reach them 

because they use the desired end state as a reference to measure goal progress. This creates a 

loss-framed perspective of goal progress, which leads to use of the avoidance strategy.  

 The effect of goal progress on choice of regulatory focus appears to overcome 

individuals’ chronic tendency toward one focus or the other. For example, research has shown 

that prevention-focused individuals who fall short of their goal (i.e. experience a loss) adopt a 

riskier promotion-focused approach strategy to reach the goal in lieu of their usual prevention-

focused avoidance strategy (Scholer et al., 2010; Higgins and Cornwell, 2016). In contrast, 

promotion-focused individuals who achieve their goal (i.e. experience a gain) switch to a more 

conservative prevention-focused avoidance strategy from their normal promotion-focused 

approach strategy in order to preserve their gains (Zou et al., 2014; Higgins and Cornwell, 2016). 

Zou, Higgins, and Scholer (2014) explain that people increase effort when goal progress is 

perceived as not going well, but decrease effort and “coast” when progress is perceived as 

sufficient. Therefore, goal progress influences one’s regulatory focus regardless of the 

predisposition toward a certain focus.  
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 This research suggests that consumers who are closer to their identity authentication goal 

or those who have already achieved the authentication goal and, therefore, have a higher degree 

of perceived self-authenticity (i.e. high goal progress) will adopt a prevention focus to achieve or 

maintain the goal. In contrast, consumers who are farther from their identity authentication goal 

and have a lower degree of perceived self-authenticity (i.e. minimal goal progress), such as in the 

early stages of the self-authentication process, will adopt a promotion focus to achieve the goal. 

The effect of goal progress on type of threat response, therefore, is mediated by regulatory focus. 

All hypotheses are summarized in Figure 1.  

 
H4: The moderating effect of perceived goal progress on type of threat response is mediated by 
regulatory focus, such that higher (lower) goal progress results in a prevention (promotion) 
focus, which (a) strengthens (weakens) the relationship between self-alienation and territorial 
responses and (b) the weakens (strengthens) the relationship between self-alienation and 
identity-restructuring responses. 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 
Conceptual Model 
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Overview of Studies 

 This research consists of three experimental studies. The first study tests H1, H2, and H3 

in the Nike shoe customization scenario using a manipulation of territorial behavior and 

regulatory focus. The second study tests H1, H3, and H4 with a manipulation of territorial 

behavior and goal progress in a baking scenario centered on the KitchenAid brand, specifically 

in the context of customizing a KitchenAid stand mixer. I then use a manipulation of perceived 

social exclusion and goal progress to test H1, H3, and H4 using the same baking scenario and the 

KitchenAid brand, to determine if the new threat changes the threat response. See Table 1 for a 

summary of the studies.  

 Participants were randomly assigned to all conditions. All of the studies test the 

hypothesized effects in the context of a customization scenario in which interactions are seen in a 

Facebook group. The group was either a Nike running group in which members used Nike 

branded athletic shoes for running (study one) or a KitchenAid baking group in which members 

used a KitchenAid branded stand mixer for baking (studies two and three). Participants were 

screened before access was granted to the main study. Both the Nike and KitchenAid brands 

were chosen because they have large brand communities, the brand users have opportunities to 

interact with each other both on and offline, and both offer options for customers to both 

purchase standardized shoes or stand mixers, respectively, or to customize these products.   
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Procedure 

 Each study was distributed via Amazon Mechanical Turk to Nike or KitchenAid brand 

users, depending on the study. Participants were excluded from future studies after completing 

any previous study. The minimum approval rating was set at 90%. Participants were paid $0.70 

for taking each study. A screening procedure following the recommendations of Wessling, 

Huber, and Netzer (2017) and Goodman and Paolacci (2017) was used to minimize MTurker 

misrepresentation. 

 Once MTurkers chose to participate in the study, they answered a set of screening 

questions to determine their eligibility to take the study. Due to the purposely vague study 

description, participants were unaware of the necessary answers to these questions. The first 

question asked participants to identify whether or not they wore Nike athletic shoes. If “no” was 

selected, the participant was disqualified. Participants were then asked how long they had been 

wearing Nike shoes with choices ranging from “less than a year” to “10+ years.” If “less than a 

year” was selected, the participant was disqualified. Subjects were also asked how frequently the 

Nike shoes were worn with choices ranging from “less than once per week” to “more than five 

times per week.” If “less than once per week” was selected, the participant was disqualified.  

 In study two, participants completed additional screeners pertinent to the regulatory focus 

manipulation. For this study, I sought real-world participants that were working toward an actual 

goal related to running. The primed goal was completing a race that the subject was currently 

training for, whether it was a 5K, 10K, half or full marathon, or something similar. I asked 

participants whether or not they run, if they were currently training for a race, and if they would 

wear their Nike shoes when competing in the race. For each of these questions, if “no” was 

selected, the participant was disqualified. Participants were also asked for the approximate date 
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of the race and the approximate date they started training. If the inputted dates did not make 

sense (i.e. dates that had already passed, made up dates), that participant was later removed from 

the dataset in the data cleaning phase.  

 For studies three and four, the screeners were adapted for the baking scenario and the 

KitchenAid brand. Participants were asked if they baked and if they baked using a KitchenAid 

stand mixer. If “no” was selected for either of these questions, the participant was disqualified.  

Participants were then asked how long they had been baking with their KitchenAid stand mixer 

with choices ranging from “less than a year” to “10+ years.” If “less than a year” was selected, 

the participant was disqualified. Finally, subjects were also asked how frequently they bake with 

choices ranging from “once per month” to “more than five times per month.” If “once per 

month” was selected, the participant was disqualified. After successfully completing the 

screening portion of each study, participants viewed the experimental manipulations and 

completed variable measures.  

 

Study 1 

 Study one tests H1, H2, and H3 in the Nike shoe customization scenario from essay two. 

The design is a 2 (territorial behavior: strong vs. weak) x 2 (regulatory focus: prevention vs. 

promotion) randomized between-subjects design. 

 

Stimuli and Procedure  

 Participants viewed the regulatory focus manipulation after completing the screening 

portion of the study, which contained several questions that primed the runner identity (e.g. 

questions about race participation). State regulatory focus was manipulated with a goal-priming 
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writing task adapted from Lockwood, Jordan, and Kunda (2002). Those in the prevention focus 

condition read, “Please take a couple of minutes to briefly describe a negative outcome that you 

hope to avoid as a runner. Describe strategies you could use to successfully prevent this 

outcome.” Those in the promotion focus condition read, “Please take a couple of minutes to 

briefly describe a positive outcome you hope to achieve as a runner. Describe strategies you 

could use to successfully promote this outcome.” 

 Participants then viewed the manipulation of observed territorial behavior, which was 

identical to the manipulation of strong and weak observed territorial behavior that was pretested 

and used in essay two. In this manipulation, two Nike brand users interact through a post in a 

Nike branded Facebook running group. Participants were asked to imagine that they are a group 

member and they see the post. A character named Shari Miller creates the initial Facebook post 

that read, “Loving my new Nike shoes that I made on NikeID! A character named Lisa Marie 

comments on the post, “I noticed your shoes the other day and I really like how you designed 

them. Can you share your design with me so I can make my new Nike shoes the same?” The 

character Shari was the territorial consumer. Territorial behavior was manipulated in her reply 

comment addressing Lisa’s question, which was based on research showing that ridicule, 

criticism, and deception are types of territorial behavior (Bakker and Bakker-Rabdau, 1973; 

Griffiths and Gilly, 2012; Petriglieri, 2011). Shari’s strong territorial response read, “That’s my 

design. Can’t you come up with your own?” The weak territorial response read, “I think I deleted 

the design from my Nike account.” After viewing all manipulations, participants completed the 

variable measures. 
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Variables and Measures 

 A brief description of each scale used in this research is given below. Complete scale 

items can be found in the Appendix A. Unless otherwise noted, all items were measured using a 

7-point Likert scale with the endpoints of strongly agree-strongly disagree. The given α range 

represents that range of α across all of the studies.  

 

Dependent Variable. Perceived brand authenticity of the Nike brand was measured using two 

scales developed in prior literature. The first is a two-dimensional, semantic differential scale 

measuring brand authenticity consisting of the dimensions of originality (three items) and 

genuineness (six items) from Akbar and Wymer (2017) (α = 0.89–0.93). The second scale is 

Morhart et al.’s (2015) Perceived Brand Authenticity (PBA) scale, which consists of the 

dimensions of credibility (three items), continuity (four items), symbolism (four items), and 

integrity (four items) (α = 0.96–0.97). 

 

Mediators. Perceived self-alienation was assessed using a scale adapted from Wood et al. (2008). 

The un-adapted scale is a three dimensional measure of dispositional authenticity consisting of 

the dimensions of authentic living, self-alienation, and accepting external influence, all of which 

have four scale items. The scale has been adapted to measure state authenticity in regard to the 

Nike user identity (Lenton et al., 2013b). The accepting external influence dimension was also 

excluded based on the findings from Lenton et al. (2016), who found that state authenticity is 

best captured by the remaining two dimensions. Accordingly, the self-alienation dimension (α = 

0.95–0.96) was used, but the authentic living dimension (α = 0.83–0.90) was also included for 

completeness.  
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 Territorial threat response was measured with a five-item scale developed from the 

definition of territoriality and examples of territorial behavior in the literature, as such a scale 

was not found. Example items include how likely you would be to “claim [brand] as your own” 

and “show that [brand] belongs to you” (α = 0.94–0.96). A factor analysis was conducted to 

ensure the suitability of the scale in study one. One factor emerged, which explained 83.6% of 

the variance, with all five items loading at 0.912 or above.  

 Identity-restructuring responses was measured using items developed based on 

Petriglieri’s (2011) description of identity-restructuring responses, which consist of abandoning 

the identity and any roles or groups associated with it, changing the importance of the identity, or 

changing the meanings associated with the identity. The 11-item scale, with anchors of not at all 

likely-extremely likely, consists of items such as, “No longer buy [branded product],” “Avoid 

[brand],” and “Ignore other [brand] users” (α = 0.94–0.98). Factor analysis was used to confirm 

the suitability of this scale in study one. One factor emerged, which explained 78.9% of the 

variance, with nine items loading at 0.871 or above and the remaining two items loading at 0.700 

or above. 

 

Manipulation Check. Perceived identity threat was measured using a 7-point Likert scale with 

the endpoints of not at all-very much and consisted of six items, such as the extent to which one 

would feel threatened, attacked, and contested (α = 0.92–0.95) (White, Argo, and Sengupta, 

2012). The territoriality manipulation was tested using a developed scale consisting of five items, 

such as “Shari is claiming her Nike shoe design” and “Shari is demonstrating that she owns her 

Nike shoe design” (α = 0.90–0.91). One semantic differential item assessed the perceived 

severity of Shari’s response with endpoints of not at all severe/very severe. Another semantic 
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differential scale measured the perceived harshness of the Shari’s response, with the endpoints of 

not at all harsh/very harsh.  

 Regulatory focus was measured with the Regulatory Focus Questionnaire (RFQ) 

developed by Lockwood, Jordan, and Kunda (2002), which consists of a dimension for each 

focus. Originally developed as a measure of chronic regulatory focus, the scale was adapted to 

reflect identity-specific (i.e. situational or state) regulatory focus. Items for the prevention 

dimension include, “I am focused on preventing negative outcomes as a runner/baker” and “I 

often worry that I will fail to accomplish my goals as a runner/baker.” Items for the promotion 

focus dimension include, “My major goal right now id to achieve my ambitions as a 

runner/baker” and “I often think about how I will achieve success as a runner/baker.” The 

prevention (α = 0.90–0.93) and promotion (α = 0.90–0.91) dimensions are examined separately, 

which is how the scale is designed. 

 

Control Variables & Demographics. Attitude toward the poster (i.e. Shari or Taylor) (α = 0.98), 

the brand (α = 0.90–0.98), the online group (α = 0.97–0.98), and Facebook (α = 0.97–0.99) were 

all measured using a semantic differential scale with the items bad/good, unfavorable/ favorable, 

and negative/positive. Participants were also asked if they had ever used NikeID and how 

familiar they were with these options (α = 0.95–0.97). Subjects were asked to complete a five-

item measure of self-brand connection with the endpoints of not at all-completely, with items 

asking to what extent “[brand] is part of you” and “you feel personally connected to [brand], 

among others (Park et al., 2010) (α = 0.94–0.97). Participants also answered questions about 

their age, gender, and ethnicity. 
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Results   

 One hundred and thirty-four Amazon MTurkers qualified to participate in the study. 

Seventeen of these participants did not pass the attention check and were removed from the 

analysis, resulting in a final sample size of 117 (64.1% male, age range 19-64, average age 32.5, 

all US residents). The territorial behavior manipulation was successful, with participants 

perceiving the strong territorial behavior condition as more identity threatening than the weak 

condition (M = 4.09 vs. 2.80, F (1, 115) = 20.74, p = 0.00). Indeed, participants perceiving the 

strong response as more territorial than the weak response according to ANOVA results (M = 

5.87 vs. 4.66, F (1, 115) = 24.94, p = 0.00). A manipulation check showed that the regulatory 

focus manipulation was unsuccessful. There were no differences in prevention focus (F (1, 115) 

= 0.35, p = 0.56) or promotion focus (F (1, 115) = 1.68, p = 0.20) between the conditions. 

Although the manipulation failed, the continuous measures of prevention and promotion focus 

were used to test the regulatory focus moderator. Therefore, the revised design of this study is a 

single factor with two levels: 2 (territorial behavior: strong vs. weak).  

 The two measures of perceived brand authenticity were regressed onto potential control 

variables. For the first measure of perceived brand authenticity (Akbar and Wymer, 2017), 

attitude toward Nike (β = 0.51, t = 7.29, p = 0.00), the number of past races participated in (β = -

0.02, t = -3.00, p = 0.00), and the length of time the participant had been running in general (β = 

0.28, t = 3.53, p = 0.00) were revealed as significant predictors. For the second measure of 

perceived brand authenticity (Morhart et al., 2015), only attitude toward Nike (β = 0.50, t = 5.92, 

p = 0.00) emerged as a predictor. These controls were included in the appropriate models. 

  H1a suggested that identity-restructuring responses would decrease perceived brand 

authenticity, while H1b proposed that territorial responses would increase perceived brand 
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authenticity. These propositions were tested using PROCESS Model 81, which allows for the 

dual mediators of the identity-restructuring and territorial responses. Identity threat did not have 

a direct effect on perceived brand authenticity (β = -0.12, SE = 0.14, t = -0.91, p = 0.37). Identity 

threat also had no indirect effect on perceived brand authenticity through self-alienation and 

either identity-restructuring responses (β = 0.01, SE = 0.01, C195%: [-0.02, 0.04]) or territorial 

responses (β = 0.00, SE = 0.01, C195%: [-0.02, 0.01]). This pattern of results was replicated with 

the second measure of perceived brand authenticity. ANOVA results also confirmed that there 

were no significant differences in perceived brand authenticity between territoriality conditions 

for either the first measure (M = 5.65 vs. 5.18, F (1, 112) = 2.03, p = 0.16) or the second measure 

(M = 5.65 vs. 5.18, F (1, 114) = 3.36, p = 0.07). These findings do not support H1a or H1b. 

These results also do not support H3a or H3b, which suggested that the relationship between 

identity threat and each type of response is mediated by self-alienation.  

 Next, the moderating effect of regulatory focus on each mediation path was examined. 

H2a suggested that a higher promotion focus would strengthen the effect of self-alienation on 

identity-restructuring responses and weaken the effect of self-alienation on territorial responses. 

H2b suggested that a higher prevention focus would strengthen the effect of self-alienation on 

territorial responses and weaken the effect of self-alienation on identity-restructuring responses. 

The prevention and promotion focus were tested in separate models using PROCESS Model 91.  

 When looking at identity-restructuring responses and the prevention focus moderator, the 

index of moderated mediation was nonsignificant (β = 0.00, SE = 0.00, C195%: [-0.01, 0.01]). 

When the promotion focus moderator was included in the model with identity-restructuring 

responses, the index of moderated mediation was not significant (β = 0.00, SE = 0.00, C195%: [-

0.01, 0.00]). The prevention focus moderator was then included in the model with territorial 



	

	 118	

responses and the index of moderated mediation was nonsignificant (β = 0.00, SE = 0.00, C195%: 

[0.00, 0.00]). When the promotion focus moderator was included in the territorial response 

model, the index of moderated mediation was again nonsignificant (β = 0.00, SE = 0.00, C195%: 

[0.00, 0.01]). These results do not support H2a or H2b. 

 Although H1 is unsupported, results show that self-alienation does have a positive direct 

effect on both territorial responses (β = 0.28, SE = 0.10, t = 2.70, p = 0.01) and identity-

restructuring responses (β = 0.48, SE = 0.08, t = 5.81, p = 0.00). This suggests that reductions in 

self-authenticity do motivate both types of threat responses, but the effect on identity-

restructuring responses is stronger. ANOVA results did show that those in the high territoriality 

condition were less likely to engage in territorial responses than those in the non-exclusion 

condition (M = 3.25 vs. 4.45, F (1, 115) = 8.77, p = 0.00), but the threat condition had no effect 

on the likelihood of engaging in identity-restructuring responses (M = 2.65 vs. 2.40, F (1, 115) = 

0.70, p = 0.41). However, these results show that the mediation model is not significant, in 

contrast to H1 and H3, and regulatory focus does not appear to determine which type of response 

the consumer chooses, in contrast to H2.  

 The goal of study two is to test the base mediation model (i.e. H1 and H3) in another 

context using a different brand. Study two also tests H4, which hypothesized a mediated 

moderation: that perceived progress toward the identity authentication goal affects regulatory 

focus, which moderates the relationship between self-alienation and type of threat response. 

Results from study one showed that regulatory focus does not seem to moderate the link between 

self-alienation and threat response. However, in study two I still sought to test whether or not 

perceived goal progress moderated this relationship.  
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Study 2 

 The design of study two is a 2 (territorial behavior: strong vs. weak) x 2 (perceived goal 

progress: high vs. low) randomized between-subjects design. This study used a baking scenario 

and the KitchenAid brand; the specific context was customizing a KitchenAid stand mixer. 

 

Stimuli and Procedure  

 Participants viewed the goal progress manipulation after completing the screening portion 

of the study, which contained several questions that primed the baker identity (e.g. questions 

about length and frequency of baking). Goal progress was manipulated with an “imagine that” 

prompt. In the high goal progress condition, the prompt read, “Imagine that you set a goal to 

become a better baker by increasing the number of recipes that you can make. You have set a 

goal to try 25 new baking recipes and so far, you have tried 21 new recipes.” In the low goal 

progress condition, the prompt read, “Imagine that you set a goal to become a better baker by 

increasing the number of recipes that you can make. You have set a goal to try 25 new baking 

recipes and so far, you have tried 4 new recipes.” 

 Participants then viewed the manipulation of observed territorial behavior, which was 

based on the manipulation of strong and weak observed territorial behavior used in the Nike shoe 

customization scenario. In this manipulation, two KitchenAid brand users interact through a post 

in a KitchenAid branded Facebook baking group. Participants were asked to imagine that they 

are a group member and they see the post. A character named Shari Miller creates the initial 

Facebook post that read, “Loving my new KitchenAid mixer! I was able to customize every 

feature through the website, down to the custom color!” A character named Lisa Marie 

comments on the post, “I noticed your mixer the other day and I really like how you customized 
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it. Can you share your features with me so I can make my new KitchenAid mixer the same?” 

Shari was the territorial consumer and territorial behavior was again manipulated in her reply 

comment addressing Lisa’s question. Shari’s strong territorial response read, “Those are my 

custom features. Can’t you come up with your own?” The weak territorial response read, “I think 

I deleted the list of features from my KitchenAid account.” The post graphics can be found in 

Appendix B. After viewing all manipulations, participants completed the variable measures. 

 

Variables and Measures 

 The dependent, mediating, and control variables were measured using the same scales 

from study one, adapted to the baking context and the KitchenAid brand. The study one 

manipulation checks were also adapted and used. An additional manipulation check for goal 

progress was included. This was measured with one item that asked how much progress they 

would think they made toward the goal given in the manipulation, with the endpoints of not at 

all-a great deal. 

 

Results   

 Two hundred and three Amazon MTurkers qualified to participate in the study. Eight of 

these participants did not pass the attention check and were removed from the analysis, resulting 

in a final sample size of 195 (36.4% male, age range 20-73, average age 40.6, all US residents). 

A manipulation check showed that the territorial behavior manipulation was successful. ANOVA 

results revealed that the strong territorial behavior condition was perceived as more identity 

threatening than the weak condition (M = 4.59 vs. 2.63, F (1, 193) = 84.46, p = 0.00). 

Accordingly, the participants perceived the strong response as more territorial than the weak 
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response (M = 5.97 vs. 4.99, F (1, 193) = 32.04, p = 0.00). The goal progress manipulation was 

also successful, with those in the high goal progress condition perceived more progress than 

those in the low goal progress condition (M = 5.45 vs. 2.88, F (1, 193) = 124.94, p = 0.00).  

 The two measures for the dependent variable, perceived brand authenticity, were 

regressed onto potential control variables before continuing with the analysis. For the first 

measure of perceived brand authenticity (Akbar and Wymer, 2017), attitude toward Nike (β = 

0.65, t = 8.77, p = 0.00) and the length of time the participant had been baking (β = 0.20, t = 

2.40, p = 0.02) were revealed as significant predictors. For the second measure of perceived 

brand authenticity (Morhart et al., 2015), only attitude toward Nike (β = 0.60, t = 7.16, p = 0.00) 

emerged as a predictor. These controls were included in the appropriate models. 

 H1, which suggested (a) that identity-restructuring responses would decrease perceived 

brand authenticity and (b) that territorial responses would increase perceived brand authenticity, 

was tested using PROCESS Model 81. Identity threat did not have a direct effect on perceived 

brand authenticity (β = -0.07, SE = -0.69, t = -0.69, p = 0.49). Identity threat also did not have an 

indirect effect on perceived brand authenticity through self-alienation and either identity-

restructuring responses (β = 0.00 SE = 0.01, C195%: [-0.02, 0.01]) or territorial responses (β = 

0.00 SE = 0.00, C195%: [-0.01, 0.01]). This pattern of results was replicated for the second 

measure of perceived brand authenticity. Therefore, H1a and H1b are again unsupported. There 

is again no support for H3a or H3b, which suggested that the relationship between identity threat 

and each type of response is mediated by self-alienation. However, self-alienation again had a 

significant direct effect on both territorial responses (β = 0.37 SE = 0.10,  t = 3.73, p = 0.00) and 

identity-restructuring responses (β = 0.59 SE = 0.05,  t = 12.07, p = 0.00), which suggests that 

engaging in these behaviors is a response to a loss of perceived self-authenticity.  
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 H4 suggests that higher goal progress induces a prevention focus while lower goal 

progress induces a promotion focus, and each focus moderates the relationship between self-

alienation and threat response. The moderating effect of goal progress on each mediation path 

was examined next using PROCESS Model 91. When looking at identity-restructuring 

responses, the index of moderated mediation was nonsignificant (β = 0.00, SE = 0.00, C195%: [-

0.01, 0.00]). In regard to territorial responses, the index of moderated mediation was also not 

significant (β = 0.00, SE = 0.00, C195%: [0.00, 0.00]). H4 is unsupported.  

 The results of study two align with that of study one. The identity threat does not impact 

perceived brand authenticity either directly or indirectly through self-alienation and either type of 

response. However, self-alienation had a direct effect on type of response, which was stronger 

for identity-restructuring responses than territorial responses; it appears consumers may lean 

toward distancing themselves from a brand after an identity threat. Perceived goal progress also 

had no moderating effect. The aim of study three is to retest H1, H3, and H4 to determine if the 

results hold using a different identity threat.  

 

Study 3  

 The design of study three is a 2 (identity threat: present vs. absent) x 2 (perceived goal 

progress: high vs. low) randomized between-subjects design. This study used a baking scenario 

and the KitchenAid brand; the specific context was customizing a KitchenAid stand mixer. 

 

Stimuli  

Pretest One. A pretest was conducted to identify potential identity threats, other than observed 

territorial behavior, that could emerge from brand user networks to use as a manipulation of 
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identity threat in study three. The design of the pretest was a 3 (type of identity threat: social 

exclusion vs. counterfeit use vs. fringe members) x 2 (threat: present vs. absent) randomized 

between-subjects design. The three identity threats were adapted for the Nike branded Facebook 

running group context and pretested on 101 participants.  

 The first of these was social exclusion, an identity threat established by past research 

(Guèvremont and Grohmann, 2016; Knowles and Gardner, 2008) that has been related to self-

authenticity perceptions (Guèvremont and Grohmann, 2016). The second threat was the use of 

counterfeit Nike shoes by other group members. Research has shown that consumers of 

counterfeit goods can experience a decrease in perceived self-authenticity (Gino, Norton, and 

Ariely, 2010). If many people in a brand user group openly consume counterfeit products, 

negative associations from these consumers may transfer to other consumers in the group 

(Escalas and Bettman, 2005) and become an identity threat. The final threat was the attempt of 

“fringe” group members to gain more status in the group, based on consumption subculture 

research showing that fringe group members are perceived as less authentic members that can 

damage the reputations and identities of “insiders” (Charmley et al., 2013; Leigh et al., 2006). 

These subjects viewed either a threat present or threat absent condition for each of the three types 

of identity threat before completing the measures. 

 Before viewing the manipulations, participants read the prompt, “Imagine that you are a 

member of a Nike running group that meets regularly for runs. The group also has a Facebook 

group page, which enables you to communicate regularly with other members and stay informed 

about what’s going on. Imagine that you see the following post in the group.” The identity 

threats were manipulated using a graphic of a Facebook post showing an interaction between two 

Nike brand users. A character named Taylor G. creates the initial Facebook post in all 
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manipulations; the name was purposely made androgynous and paired with a profile picture of a 

landscape to avoid potential gender effects. Please see Appendix B for post graphics.  

 In the social exclusion manipulation, Taylor’s post reads, “Thanks to everyone who came 

out for our most recent run. We rock!” On the next screen, participants either read the message, 

“After reading the post, you realize that no one in the group informed you about the run, so you 

missed it” if in the threat condition, or “You attended the run and had a good time” if in the no 

threat condition. In the counterfeit manipulation, Taylor posts in the threat condition, “I needed 

new running shoes, and after looking at the Nike website and some other sites I actually chose to 

buy counterfeit Nikes – same quality, better price.” A character named Lisa Marie replies to this 

post with “Honestly, mine are fake too. I know a lot of people who have the counterfeit versions. 

There are more of us than you may think!” In the no threat condition, Taylor’s post reads, “I 

needed new running shoes, and after looking at the Nike website and some other sites I found the 

perfect pair of Nikes – great quality and good price.” There is no reply. Finally, in the fringe 

member manipulation, Taylor posts, “Hi! I’m the newest group admin. I’m excited to start 

working on bringing the group together more often!” On the next screen, participants either read 

the message, “You know Taylor – a group member who has never really been that involved with 

the group. You are surprised that Taylor has been made a group admin” if in the threat condition, 

or “You know Taylor – a group member who has always been involved with the group. You are 

not surprised that Taylor has been made a group admin” if in the no threat condition. After 

viewing the manipulation, participants completed a measure of identity threat that asked the 

extent to which participants felt threatened, challenged, and attacked, among others. For the 

social exclusion manipulation, participants also completed a semantic differential scale assessing 

the extent that the participant felt rejected/accepted and alone/included. 
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 In regard to the social exclusion manipulation, the threat present condition (M = 3.07, SD 

= 1.52) was perceived as significantly more identity threatening than the threat absent condition 

(M = 1.76, SD = 1.22) based on independent samples t-test results (t = 4.78, df = 99, p = 0.00). 

Participants also felt significantly more excluded in threat present (M = 5.38, SD = 1.36) versus 

threat absent (M = 1.79, SD = 0.88) condition (t = 15.79, df = 99, p = 0.00). For the counterfeit 

manipulation, the threat present condition (M = 2.70, SD = 1.75) was also perceived as 

significantly more identity threatening than the threat absent condition (M = 1.72, SD = 1.25) 

according to an independent samples t-test (t = 3.22, df = 99, p = 0.00). Finally, for the fringe 

group member manipulation, the threat present condition (M = 2.74, SD = 1.49) was again 

perceived as significantly more identity threatening than the threat absent condition (M = 1.69, 

SD = 1.06) according to an independent samples t-test (t = 4.10, df = 99, p = 0.00).  

 

Pretest Two.  It is possible that the responses to the identity threat may differ depending on 

whether the self-alienation or authentic living dimension of self-authenticity is influenced. The 

aim of the second pretest was to examine whether the three identity threats identified in the first 

pretest impact the self-alienation or authentic living dimension of self-authenticity. The design of 

the pretest was a 3 (type of identity threat: social exclusion vs. counterfeit use vs. fringe 

members) x 2 (threat: present vs. absent) randomized between-subjects design. The same 

manipulations for each type of identity threat used in pretest one were used here and pretested on 

153 Amazon MTurkers. These subjects viewed either a threat present or threat absent condition 

for one of the three types of identity threat before completing the measures. 

 The stimuli were first evaluated based on perceived identity threat, identically to pretest 

one. For social exclusion, the threat condition was perceived as more identity threatening than 
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the no threat condition according to ANOVA results (M = 3.49 vs. 2.30, F (1, 48) = 6.53, p = 

0.01). Participants felt significantly more excluded in the threat versus no threat condition (M = 

3.35 vs. 6.43, F (1, 48) = 56.73, p = 0.00); note that these items were reverse coded.  

These results are consistent with that of pretest one. However, the threat manipulations were 

unsuccessful for counterfeit use (M = 2.87 vs. 2.48, F (1, 45) = 0.54, p = 0.47) or fringe group 

members (M = 2.78 vs. 2.62, F (1, 54) = 0.11, p = 0.74), in contrast to the results of pretest one. 

As social exclusion was the only successful manipulation here, it was the only identity threat to 

be further analyzed.      

 The two dependent variables, self-alienation and authentic living, were regressed onto 

potential control variables. For authentic living, attitude toward Nike (β = 0.33, t = 4.91, p = 

0.00) and attitude toward the online group (β = 0.12, t = 2.11, p = 0.04) emerged as a significant 

predictors. For self-alienation, attitude toward Nike (β = -0.29, t = -2.63, p = 0.01), attitude 

toward Facebook (β = 0.35, t = 4.71, p = 0.00), length of time the user had been wearing Nike 

shoes (β = -0.50, t = -3.78, p = 0.00) and frequency of wearing Nike shoes (β = -0.31, t = -2.42, p 

= 0.02) were revealed as significant predictors. The identified control variables were included in 

the relevant models. 

 ANOVA results showed that participants felt more self-alienated in the threat versus no 

threat condition (M = 3.74 vs. 2.69, F (1, 44) = 5.24, p = 0.03), but there was no difference in 

authentic living between conditions (M = 6.00 vs. 5.53, F (1, 46) = 0.08, p = 0.78). These results 

suggest that social exclusion is an identity threat and it does negatively affect perceived self-

authenticity, specifically by increasing feelings of self-alienation.  
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Procedure 

 Participants first viewed the same goal progress manipulation used in study two after 

completing the screening portion of the study, which contained several questions that primed the 

baker identity (e.g. questions about length and frequency of baking). Participants then viewed the 

manipulation of social exclusion, which was adapted from the pretest to fit the baking context. In 

this manipulation, a KitchenAid brand user posts in a KitchenAid branded Facebook baking 

group. Participants were asked to imagine that they were group members and they see the post. A 

character named Taylor G. creates the Facebook post that read, “Thanks to everyone who came 

out for our most recent bake sale. What a great group. We rock!” In the social exclusion present 

condition, on the next screen participants read, “After reading the post, you realize that no one in 

the group informed you about the bake sale, so you missed it.” In the social exclusion absent 

condition, participants read, “You attended the bake sale and had a good time.” The post 

graphics can be found in Appendix B. After viewing all manipulations, participants completed 

the variable measures.  

 

Variables and Measures 

 The dependent, mediating, and control variables were measured using the same scales 

from study two. The manipulation checks for perceived identity threat and goal progress were 

also carried over. An addition manipulation check for social exclusion was included, in which 

participants completed a semantic differential scale assessing the extent of feeling 

rejected/accepted and alone/included (Guèvremont and Grohmann, 2016; Maner, 2007) (α = 

0.96–0.99).  
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Results   

 Two hundred and five Amazon MTurkers qualified to participate in the study (45.4% 

male, age range 20-74, average age 36.3, all US residents). A manipulation check showed that 

the social exclusion manipulation was successful. ANOVA results revealed that the exclusion 

condition was perceived as more identity threatening than the non-exclusion condition (M = 2.95 

vs. 2.00, F (1, 203) = 21.36, p = 0.00). Indeed, subjects felt more excluded when exclusion was 

present versus absent (M = 3.21 vs. 6.31, F (1, 203) = 216.73, p = 0.00); note that these items 

were reverse coded. The goal progress manipulation was also successful. Those in the high goal 

progress condition perceived more progress than those in the low goal progress condition (M = 

5.65 vs. 3.23, F (1, 203) = 132.66, p = 0.00).  

 Both measures of the dependent variable, perceived brand authenticity, were regressed 

onto potential control variables before continuing with the analysis. For the first measure of 

perceived brand authenticity (Akbar and Wymer, 2017), attitude toward Nike (β = 0.59, t = 8.99, 

p = 0.00) and self-brand connection (β = 0.15, t = 3.18, p = 0.00) were revealed as significant 

predictors. Attitude toward Nike (β = 0.37, t = 5.53, p = 0.00), self-brand connection (β = 0.25, t 

= 5.19, p = 0.00), and frequency of baking (β = 0.18, t = 2.24, p = 0.03) emerged as significant 

predictors of the second measure of perceived brand authenticity (Morhart et al., 2015). These 

controls were included in the appropriate models. 

 H1a posits that identity-restructuring responses decrease perceived brand authenticity and 

H1b suggests that territorial responses increase it. The mediation model was tested using 

PROCESS Model 81. Identity threat did not have a direct effect on perceived brand authenticity 

(β = 0.06, SE = 0.11, t = 0.52, p = 0.60). Identity threat also had no indirect effect on perceived 

brand authenticity through self-alienation and either identity-restructuring responses (β = 0.01, 
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SE = 0.04, C195%: [-0.07, 0.10]) or territorial responses (β = 0.00, SE = 0.01, C195%: [-0.02, 

0.02]). These results do not support H3a or H3b, which suggested that the relationship between 

identity threat and each type of response is mediated by self-alienation. Identity threat did have a 

negative indirect effect on perceived brand authenticity only through territorial responses (β = -

0.07, SE = 0.03, t = -0.16, p = -0.02), however this relationship was expected to be positive. This 

indirect effect was not replicated with the second measure of brand authenticity, but the other 

effects were replicated. While H1a and H1b would appear to be unsupported, the analysis 

showed that territorial responses had a significant, positive direct effect on perceived brand 

authenticity (β = 0.12, SE = 0.04, t = 3.26, p = 0.00), while identity-restructuring responses had a 

significant, negative direct effect (β = -0.23, SE = 0.06, t = -3.98, p = 0.00). These results provide 

some support for both H1a and H1b. In addition, for the third time, self-alienation was shown to 

have a significant, positive direct effect on both territorial responses (β = 0.32, SE = 0.07, t = 

4.90, p = 0.00) and identity-restructuring responses (β = 0.75, SE = 0.04, t = 18.35, p = 0.60), 

suggesting that feelings of self-alienation spurs identity threat response.  

 The moderating effect of goal progress on each mediation path was again examined using 

PROCESS Model 91. When looking at identity-restructuring responses, the index of moderated 

mediation was nonsignificant (β = 0.00, SE = 0.00, C195%: [-0.01, 0.01]). In regard to territorial 

responses, the index of moderated mediation was also nonsignificant (β = 0.00, SE = 0.00, 

C195%: [-0.01, 0.01]). Therefore, H4 is again unsupported.  

 Study three provides some support that identity threat response type differentially 

impacts perceived self-authenticity. However, contrary to predictions, the indirect effect of the 

identity threat on perceived brand authenticity through territorial responses was negative instead 

of positive. This result indicates that when consumers respond to an identity threat with 
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territorial responses they may feel more protective over the brand, but they may still view the 

brand as less authentic. The direct effect of self-alienation was stronger for identity-restructuring 

responses compared to territorial responses; it appears consumers may be more likely to distance 

themselves from a brand after an identity threat. Indeed, an ANOVA showed that those in the 

exclusion present condition were less likely to engage in territorial responses than those in the 

non-exclusion condition (M = 3.76 vs. 4.45, F (1, 203) = 7.52, p = 0.01), but the threat condition 

had no effect on the likelihood of engaging in identity-restructuring responses (M = 2.94 vs. 

2.63, F (1, 203) = 1.43, p = 0.23).  

 

General Discussion 

 This research proposed that a consumption-related identity threat could increase feelings 

of self-alienation, which could precipitate two types of responses that have downstream 

implications for perceptions of brand authenticity. The first type, termed identity-restructuring 

responses, involves distancing oneself from the brand. The second type, territorial responses, 

involves reaffirming the self-brand relationship and becoming protective over the brand. I 

posited that the choice of response was determined by the consumer’s regulatory focus, such that 

those with a promotion focus would be more likely to distance themselves from the brand, while 

those with a prevention focus would be more likely to become territorial over the brand. Further, 

I suggested that the consumer’s regulatory focus was determined by his or her perceived progress 

toward the identity authentication goal, such that those with lower perceived goal progress would 

adopt a promotion focus, while those with higher perceived goal progress would adopt a 

prevention focus.  



	

	 131	

 Across all studies, I found no evidence for the mediation model presented. However, 

direct effects revealed some of the expected relationships among the variables. The two types of 

identity threat responses were suggested to be outcomes of a decrease in feelings of self-

authenticity, specifically through self-alienation. Although no link was found between identity 

threat and self-alienation, self-alienation did increase the likelihood of engaging in both identity 

restructuring responses and territorial responses, as expected, across all three studies. The effect 

was consistently stronger for identity-restructuring responses as compared to territorial 

responses. This suggests that while consumers are likely to engage in either type of response 

after a self-authenticity is damaged, they are more likely to distance themselves from the brand 

than become territorial over it. Indeed, results from two of the studies showed that threatened 

consumers are less likely to be territorial over the brand than non-threatened consumers or those 

who perceive a weak threat.  

 Additionally, support for an effect of either type of response on perceived brand 

authenticity was not found in the mediation models. Yet, direct effects in study three showed that 

territorial responses increased perceived brand authenticity while identity-restructuring responses 

decreased it, in line with H1. However, this study also showed that identity threat had a negative 

indirect effect on perceived brand authenticity through only territorial responses. I expected such 

an indirect effect to be positive. Taking these results together, it is possible that territorial 

responses do increase perceptions of brand authenticity, but when under threat, consumers can 

become territorial and protective over the brand in spite of believing it is less authentic.  

 Across all studies, I found no evidence to support the moderating role of goal progress, 

regulatory focus or the hypothesized mediated moderation using these two variables. Therefore, 
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choice of identity threat response in the consumption context does not appear to depend on 

perceived goal progress or regulatory focus.  

 Though most of the predictions were unsupported, this work does have some theoretical 

implications. First, identity threat responses appear not be an outcome of the identity threat itself, 

but from increased feelings of self-alienation, which is a link that has not been discussed in 

current literature. Further, self-alienation leads people to engage in both types of responses, but 

more so identity-restructuring responses. The research shows that the type of response can 

differentially impact perceived brand authenticity, which is another connection that has not been 

suggested in the literature. Interestingly, while the direct effect of territorial behavior on brand 

authenticity perceptions was positive, the indirect effect of identity threat through territorial 

responses was negative. This suggests that despite territorial responses, in which consumers can 

cling to and become protective over the brand, consumers may still perceive the brand as less 

authentic after a threat.  

 These findings have important implications for brand management and customer 

relations, most notably in regard to managing consumer-to-consumer relationships on social 

media. If consumers in a network experience some event in that group that increases feelings of 

self-alienation the firm can experience several negative outcomes. Consumers appear to be more 

likely to distance themselves from a brand when they feel more alienated from themselves. 

Distancing from the brand can involve decreasing the amount of purchases of the brand or 

discontinuing purchasing the brand altogether, either of which can have a negative effect on 

revenue. Second, distancing from the brand can decrease the consumer’s perception of brand 

authenticity, a perception that the firm has likely invested time and money into creating. In 

addition, it seems that even when the consumer engages in territorial responses, the brand can be 
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perceived as less authentic. If the consumer perceives the brand as less authentic, s/he will be 

less likely to purchase the brand in the future, as research has shown that consumers prefer 

authentic brands.  

 Marketers might conclude that the preferable threat response, from a customer 

relationship perspective, is the territorial response. If a consumer becomes territorial over the 

brand, that consumer will defend the brand, despite perceiving it as less authentic. However, 

territorial behavior is generally viewed negatively (Brown et al., 2014; Wu et al., 2014; Brown 

and Zhu, 2016), and therefore could have broader negative effects on the brand such as the 

development of negative associations with the brand and the brand’s network of consumers. 

Online, it is more likely that other consumers in the network will see territorial displays, which 

can cause these negative associations to spread through the network quickly.  

 

Future Research Directions 

 Several interesting lines of future research emerge from this work. First, future work 

could further examine the relationship, if any, between identity threat and perceived self-

authenticity. The pretests of this essay, along with results from essay two, suggest a connection. 

Researchers can also investigate what circumstances relevant to brand consumption and 

consumer networks may cause a consumer to feel alienated from the self, as these feelings can 

prompt threat responses. This piece looked at observing territorial behavior and social exclusion, 

although other negative experiences may affect self-authenticity and have different downstream 

effects on brand authenticity.  

 This work showed that self-alienation could precipitate either type of threat response. 

Another area of future research lies in examining the factors that would push a consumer to 
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choose one type of response over another. Regulatory focus and perceived goal progress do not 

appear to affect this choice, though other variables may be identified that do. For example, if the 

consumer is presented with an opportunity to restore feelings of self-authenticity, they may be 

less likely to distance themselves from the brand.  

 Finally, this work has implications for marketing strategy. One of the most interesting 

lines of future research resulting from this work may lie in studying what strategies a firm can 

use to mitigate territorial behavior and/or the spread of territorial behavior. If controlling this 

behavior of network members proves to be difficult, perhaps there are strategies a firm can 

deploy to the network to counteract the effects of the threats that are present. 

 

Conclusion 

 Feelings of self-alienation among a brand’s consumers can have damaging effects on the 

brand, specifically in regard to perceptions of brand authenticity. Consumers who distance 

themselves from the brand in response to feeling alienated from the self can have decreased 

perceptions of brand authenticity and may also be less likely to buy the brand. Consumers who 

become territorial over the brand in response to feelings of self-alienation may develop a 

stronger relationship with the brand, however brand authenticity perceptions may still be reduced 

and eventually result in distancing behavior. Viewing territorial behavior may cause negative 

associations about the brand and brand’s consumers to develop. Since consumer-to-consumer 

networks are very visible and easily accessible given the Internet and social media, many of a 

brand’s consumers can be exposed to this behavior end up viewing the brand negatively. 

Therefore, it could be to a firm’s benefit to monitor territorial behavior and steer consumers 

away from such behavior, encouraging positive consumer-to-consumer relationships. 
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Appendix A 
List of Measures and Scale Items for Primary Variables 

 
Perceived Identity Threat 
 
Threatened 
Attacked 
Challenged 
Disputed 
Contested 
Unhappy 
(1 = not at all, 7 = very much) 
 
 
Perceived Brand Value 
 
Unattractive/Attractive 
Bad buy/Excellent buy 
Extremely unfair/Extremely fair 
No savings at all/Extremely large savings 
Extremely worthless/Extremely valuable 
 
What is the value of the __________? 
(not at all valuable/extremely valuable) 
 
How well off would you be with the __________? 
(not at all well off/extremely well off) 
 
How happy would you be with the __________? 
(I would not care about it at all/I would be the happiest I've been all year) 
 
 
Perceived Brand Authenticity (first measure) 
 
1. Originality 

Follower/Pioneer 
Ordinary/Innovative 
Copied/Unique 
 

2. Genuineness 
Pretentious/unpretentious 
Insincere/sincere 
Fake/real 
Dishonest/honest 
Disguised/Undisguised 
Illegitimate/Legitimate 
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Perceived Brand Authenticity (second measure) 
 
1. Credibility 

A brand that will not betray you 
A brand that accomplishes its value promise 
An honest brand 
 

2. Continuity 
A brand with history 
A timeless brand 
A brand that survives times 
A brand that survives trends 
 

3. Symbolism 
A brand that adds meaning to people’s lives 
A brand that reflects important values people care about 
A brand that connects people with their real selves 
A brand that connects people with what is really important 
 

4. Integrity 
A brand that gives back to its consumers 
A brand with moral principles 
A brand true to a set of moral values 
A brand that cares about its consumers 

(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 
 
 
Perceived Self-Authenticity: Authentic Living 
 
I think it is better to be yourself as a baker, than to be a popular baker. 
As a baker, I always stand by what I believe in. 
I am true to myself in most baking situations. 
As a baker, I live in accordance with my values and beliefs. 
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 
 
 
Perceived Self-Authenticity: Self-Alienation 
 
I feel as if I don’t know myself very well as a baker. 
I don’t know how I really feel inside about being a baker. 
I feel out of touch with the ‘real baker’ in me. 
I feel alienated from the baker part of myself. 
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 
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Territorial Responses  
 
Be territorial over [brand]. 
Claim [brand] as your own. 
Demonstrate that you own [brand]. 
Show that [brand] belongs to you. 
Communicate that [brand] is your property. 
(1 = extremely unlikely, 7 = extremely likely) 
 
 
Identity-Restructuring Responses  
 
No longer buy [brand] [product]. 
No longer buy [brand] products in general. 
Buy fewer [brand] products. 
Spend less money on [brand] products. 
Avoid [brand]. 
Avoid people who buy [brand]. 
[Activity] less frequently. 
Spend your time doing other activities instead of [activity].  
Realize your identity as a/an [identity] is less important to you. 
Care less about what other people think of you as a/an [identity]. 
Ignore other [brand] users.  
(1 = extremely unlikely, 7 = extremely likely) 
 
 
Regulatory Focus: Prevention Focus 
 
I am focused on preventing negative events as a baker. 
I am anxious that I will fall short of my responsibilities and obligations as a baker. 
I often think about the baker I am afraid I might become in the future. 
I often worry that I will fail to accomplish my goals as a baker. 
I often imagine myself experiencing bad things that I fear might happen to me as a baker. 
I frequently think about how I can prevent failures as a baker. 
I am more oriented toward preventing losses as a baker than I am toward achieving gains. 
My major goal right now is to avoid becoming a baking failure. 
I see myself as someone who is primarily striving to become the baker I “ought” to be—to fulfill 
my duties, responsibilities, and obligations. 
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 
 
 
Regulatory Focus: Promotion Focus 
 
I am focused on achieving positive outcomes as a baker. 
I typically focus on the success I hope to achieve in the future as a baker. 
I often think about the baker I would ideally like to be in the future. 
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I often think about how I will achieve success as a baker. 
I often imagine myself experiencing good things that I hope will happen to me as a baker. 
I frequently imagine how I will achieve my hopes and aspirations as a baker. 
I am more oriented toward achieving success as a baker than preventing failure. 
My major goal right now is to achieve my ambitions as a baker. 
I see myself as a baker who is primarily striving to reach my “ideal self”—to fulfill my hopes, 
wishes, and aspirations. 
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 
 
 
Perceived Centrality of the Territorial Consumer 
 
Shari Miller is a key figure in this Nike running group. 
Shari Miller has contact with many members of this Nike running group. 
Shari Miller is an active member in this Nike running group. 
Shari Miller is located in a central position in this Nike running group. 
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 
 
 
Perceived Density of the Network 
 
Members of this Nike running group are frequently in contact with other members. 
Members of this Nike running group have good relationships with other members. 
The relationship between members of this Nike running group can be defined as mutually 
satisfying. 
Members of this Nike running group maintain long-term relationships with other members. 
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 
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Appendix B 
Stimuli Graphics 

 

Essay 2, Study 1 & Essay 3, Study 1 (first two posts only) 
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Essay 2, Study 2 
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Essay 2, Study 3 
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Essay 3, Study 2 
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Study 3 
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