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Chapter 1
Introduction

Product quality lies in the eyes of the beholder. For consumers, for
instance, a product’s perceived quality is determined by their individual
needs and expectations, and the product’s perceived ability to satisfy these
needs. While perceived product quality is entirely subjective, it is of pivotal
interest for producers, marketers, and consumers alike. In part, because
quality judgements are central in every stage of the producer to consumer
transaction. Producers aim to design and release products that are free of
deficiencies and optimally tailored to satisfy consumers’ needs and desires
(American Society for Quality 2008). Marketers try to promote products in
such a way that a product’s high quality stands out (Kirmani and Rao
2000). Consumers carefully choose between alternatives to obtain high
quality products that satisfy their needs in the most optimal way (Sweeney
and Soutar 2001). Given its universal importance and far reaching
consequences for product choice and satisfaction, perceived product quality
has been the topic of research in marketing, and consumer behavior for
decades.

Past research has carved out several definitions, and constituents of
perceived product quality, using both producer-centric and consumer-
centric approaches. On the producer side, research has explored how
producer decision making changes product attributes, and thereby perceived
product quality. Producers strive to, and often succeed in, boosting product

quality, by, for instance, investing large budgets into production (Basuroy,



Chatterjee, and Ravid 2003), recruiting top talent (Elberse 2007), or using
innovate design approaches (e.g., customization, Franke, Keinz, and
Steger 2009). On the consumer side, past investigations have mostly
examined what leads consumers to perceive product quality to be high or
low, and what motives them to choose products that they perceive to be of
relatively high or low quality. On the side of consumer perceptions, several
product attributes have been identified that shape subjective product quality
in consumers’ minds. Amongst others, consumers tend to rely on price
information, brand image, product esthetics, or country-of-origin
information to infer whether a product provides value (Bilkey and Nes
1982; McDanniel and Baker 1977; Rao and Monroe 1989). Research on
motivational drivers of product choice suggest that consumers are
predominantly motivated to obtain products that they perceive to be high
quality, because these products reflect positively upon the self, and may
serve to enhance consumers’ self-views (Dunning 2007). Consumers are
willing to sacrifice product quality only under specific conditions, for
instance when they prioritize saving money (Lastovicka et al. 1999), or
when a product is unable to boost their self-image (Rucker and Galinsky
2008).

In this dissertation, I extend existing knowledge on the constituents
of perceived product quality by taking both a consumer-centric (chapter 2
and 4) and producer-centric (chapter 3) approach. In doing so, I uncover
overlooked a) perceptual drivers that cause consumers to perceive products
as being lower and higher quality (chapter 4), b) motivational drivers that
lead consumers to choose products of perceived lower and higher quality

(chapter 2), and c) features of the production process that cause producers
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to develop and release products of perceived lower and higher quality
(chapter 3).

This investigation not only challenges several assumptions about the
structural and psychological features that shape the desire for, and
perception of value in the marketplace, it also contributes to a better
understanding of several puzzling real-world phenomena. Chapter 2
elucidates why consumers sometimes gravitate towards product options that
they perceive to be of lower quality than alternative products, even though
these inferior options do not come at a cheaper price. Chapter 3 examines
why the motion-picture industry is so likely to release movies that are
perceived to be unenjoyable, despite considerable amounts of time,
resources, and talent invested. Chapter 4 elucidates why having expertise in
a product category can lower consumers’ enjoyment of products of a certain
quality, although consumers generally strive to become more
knowledgeable and experienced with products.

Chapter 2 challenges the notion that people are predominantly
motivated to use superior, high quality products to enhance their self-views
and feel good about themselves. We argue that, in addition to the need to
bolster their self-views, people also have the need to confirm their self-
views (i.e., self-verification). Although the self-verification motive provides
important self-related benefits, scant attention has been devoted to
understanding its role in consumer behavior. Chapter 2 resolves that gap by
examining a dispositional variable—trait self-esteem—that helps predict
whether consumers pursue self-verification or self-enhancement. We
propose that low self-esteem consumers’ relatively negative self-views

foster a tendency to self-verify by choosing lower-quality products.



Consumers with high self-esteem, in contrast, tend to be motivated to self-
enhance and prefer products that can serve that motive. Four studies
supported those predictions: participants with low (vs. high) self-esteem
were more inclined toward lower-quality products, but only when those
products signaled negative self-views. Further, low self-esteem consumers’
propensity to choose lower-quality products was evident after they received
negative feedback but disappeared after they were induced to believe that
superior products were typical of them. Across all our studies, we rule out
that consumers with low self-esteem were more inclined towards lower
quality products out of a desire to save money. By pinpointing personality
and situational factors that determine when self-verification guides
consumer behavior, this work enriches the field’s understanding of how
inferior (lower quality) and superior (higher quality) products serve self-
related motives.

Chapter 3 examines how structural features of the entertainment
product development process shape perceived product quality. The
entertainment product development process typically involves creating
considerable amounts of content during production and then cutting low-
quality elements (e.g., boring scenes, dull prose, bad subplots) in post-
production. By reducing the number of low-quality elements in the final
product, producers aim to maximize the product’s final perceived quality.
In this case, whether the product is perceived to be enjoyable or not. My
coauthors and I uncover that maximizing entertainment experiences is not
the only goal of post-production editing. In some cases, entertainment
producers are bound by a length constraint, as occurs for comedy specials,

short story competitions, and major motion pictures. Industry length
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constraints (e.g., 22-minute sitcoms; one-hour comedy specials) can cause
producers to alter editing decisions and thus jeopardize product quality.
Producers need to keep some bad content when the amount of good content
falls short of a minimum length. Conversely, producers need to cut some
good content when the amount of good content exceeds a maximum length.
Because consumers are more sensitive to the presence of bad than the
absence of good, we find that keeping bad content (due to a minimum
constraint) diminishes perceived quality more than cutting good content
(due to a maximum constraint). As a real-world case study, we propose that
a 90-minute minimum length constraint required by studios hurts some
Hollywood movies. Filmmakers who lack enough good scenes to reach a
90-minute running time cannot cut some bad scenes, which causes an
overrepresentation of short bad movies.

Chapter 4 extends existing knowledge on the perceptual drivers of
subjective product quality. While past investigations have extensively
examined how product cues drive quality judgments, our investigation
takes a relatively more consumer-focused approach. Specifically, we
examine how consumers derive product expertise (e.g.., become art-savvy)
by accumulating experiences in a product domain (e.g., sampling artistic
products). We also examine how having versus lacking these past
experiences shapes consumers’ enjoyment of products of different hedonic
value. We propose that accumulating experiences in a product domain
makes consumers more attuned to the hedonic value of experiences. As
they gain experience, their enjoyment of less and more enjoyable
experiences starts to differ more strongly. Importantly, being value

sensitive is not universally positive for consumers. While experienced



consumers savor products of high hedonic value more (“blessing of
expertise”), they are no longer able to enjoy mundane experiences (“curse
of expertise”) as compared to less experienced consumers.

Besides detailing effects on enjoyment, chapter 4 also examines
through which process accumulating experiences creates sensitivity to
hedonic value. Multiple potential processes are considered: comparison to
the average experience, ranking of experiences, hedonic contrast to
dissimilar past experience, and hedonic assimilation to similar past
experiences. Our evidence shows that experienced consumers are more
sensitive to hedonic value than less experienced consumers because they
assimilated present enjoyment to similar past experiences. Consistent with
this notion, we find that it is the range of past experiences that predicts
sensitivity for hedonic value but not the sheer number, or average hedonic
value of the past experiences. Our results raise doubts about the possibility
that experienced consumers are more sensitive to hedonic value because
they contrast enjoyment away from dissimilar experiences, compute the
relative rank of the new experience, or compare the new experience to an
average. Finally, we show that consumers are more sensitive to hedonic
value only after, but not before, they had accumulated similar past
experiences. By elucidating how consumers draw on past experiences to
gauge enjoyment in the present, this inquiry sheds more light on the drivers

of expertise and enjoyment for experimental products.
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Chapter 2
[ Am, Therefore I Buy: Low Self-
Esteem and the Pursuit of Self-
Veritying Consumption

Background and Overview

People strive to feel good about themselves (Allport 1937;
Sedikides 1993). Attractive products and pleasurable experiences serve this
desire to self-enhance by distracting people from threats, bolstering self-
views, and signaling desirable qualities to the self and others (Braun and
Wicklund 1989; Gao, Wheeler, and Shiv 2009; Kim and Rucker 2012).

Yet, consumers’ actual product choices call into question the
predominance of using consumption to self-enhance. Today’s hyper-
competitive marketplace continues to provide products that arguably signal
unfavorable information about the consumers who choose them. For
instance, although store brands often compromise on quality and brand
image (Bellizzi et al. 1981; Richardson 1997), they accounted for 20% of
in-store sales in 2016 (Private Label Manufacturers Association 2016).
Economizing is one clear explanation for why consumers sometimes
sacrifice quality (Lastovicka et al. 1999). However, there may be other
reasons.

In this work, we propose that choosing inferior products may
sometimes stem from the basic motivation to confirm chronic self-views—

in this case, negative self-views. Decades of research have established that



acting in a way that is aligned with core self-views provides important
benefits such as feeling that the world is safe, comfortable, and predictable
(Festinger 1957; Heider 1946; Robinson and Smith-Lovin 1992; Swann and
Read 1981a, 1981b; Swann et al. 1987; Swann, Stein-Seroussi, and Giesler
1992). Because consumers with stable, pessimistic self-views (i.e., low self-
esteem) construe their environment as threatening and fear further blows to
their self-esteem (Baumeister, Tice, and Hutton 1989; Leary, Cottrell, and
Phillips 2001; Tice 1991), and because acting consistently with one’s self-
views can provide feelings of safety, predictability, and self-protection, we
expected that low self-esteem consumers would show a tendency to self-
verify. In other words, when given the option between relatively superior
products that are not harmonious with core self-views and relatively
inferior products that are consistent with core self-views, we expected that
those with low (vs. high) self-esteem would be more inclined toward
inferior products.

In contrast to consumers with low self-esteem, consumers with high
self-esteem perceive their environment in an optimistic fashion and
confidently believe that they will achieve positive outcomes for themselves
(Bandura 1989; Brockner 1979; McFarlin and Blascovich 1981; for a
review, see Blaine and Crocker 1993). Individuals with high self-esteem,
for instance, predict that they will be more popular and successful in life
than most others (Brown 1986). Because holding positive self-views is
pleasurable, and because people with high self-esteem are confident that
they can live up to those positive self-views (Taylor and Brown 1988), self-
enhancement entails few costs but many benefits for these individuals. To

satisfy the hedonic motive of seeing oneself as successful, competent, and
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likable, high (vs. low) self-esteem consumers should be more inclined to
choose superior over inferior products.

To test the notion that, relative to consumers with high self-esteem,
consumers with low self-esteem are more inclined towards inferior products
because they pursue self-verification, we examined boundary conditions
implied by the logic of our hypothesis. First, the ability of products to serve
self-related motives is contingent upon their signal value. Thus, low self-
esteem consumers’ preference for an objectively low-end product should be
dampened when that product signals positive instead of negative self-views.
Second, if consumers with low self-esteem prefer inferior products because
those products are perceived to be characteristic of the self, then inducing
(vs. not inducing) low self-esteem consumers to perceive superior products
(e.g., alcohol) as typical of themselves should boost their inclination
towards choosing superior products. Moreover, that pattern should be
evident only for the manipulated product category (i.e., alcohol products).
In unrelated product categories (e.g., clothing), low (vs. high) self-esteem
consumers should continue to show a higher preference for inferior
products.

By identifying personality and situational factors that elucidate the
role of self-verification in the shaping of product choice, our research helps
provide a more nuanced understanding of how self-motives guide consumer
choice. That is, in addition to consumers using pleasant products to
ameliorate self-views, specific consumers, under specific circumstances,

use inferior products to confirm self-views.
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The Benefits of Self-Verification and Self-Enhancement

People’s actions are a reflection of their self-views, but people’s
actions can also serve to manage and change their self-views (Swann,
Chang-Schneider, and Larsen McClarty 2007). Both patterns can be
explained by two basic motivations: the desire to enhance the self, and the
desire to verify the self.

The self-enhancement motive entails the desire to improve the
positivity of one’s self-views. People self-enhance because achieving gains
in their self-views is pleasurable (for a review, see Taylor and Brown
1988). Holding inflated, rather than realistic, views about one’s
intelligence, for instance, has been linked to greater happiness and
improved well-being (Robins and Beer 2001). Yet, the desire to nurture
positive self-views is only one of two self-related motives. People also want
to confirm existing self-views, even when those self-views are negative
(Aronson 1969; Kwang and Swann, 2010; Lecky 1945; Secord and
Backman 1964; Swann 1983, 1990).

People form, hold, and maintain self-views to make sense of
themselves and the world around them. Acting in a way that is consistent
with one’s self-views, even when those self-views are negative, confers
important benefits. First, acting consistently with one’s self-views provides
a sense of coherence and comfort whereas acting inconsistently with one’s
self-views creates a sense of psychological tension and discomfort
(Festinger 1957; Heider 1946). Second, confirming self-views generates a
sense of stability and order, which makes people feel as though they live in

a safe and predictable world (Robinson and Smith-Lovin 1992; Swann et al.
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1987; Swann et al. 1992; Swann et al. 2007; Swann and Read 1981a,
1981b). Third, acting in line with one’s self-views helps to protect the self
from further drops in self-esteem (Baumeister et al. 1989). By acting in
accordance with their core self-views, people set realistic expectations
about future outcomes for themselves and others. In this way, people avoid
creating overly positive expectations that they could eventually disappoint.

Even though self-verification and self-enhancement are both basic
motives that guide everyday behavior, the lion’s share of past work in
consumer behavior has focused on the role of self-enhancement. For
example, participants who felt negative emotions self-gifted to induce
positive emotions (Mick and DeMoss 1990); participants who were
assigned to a position of low power chose products that helped to restore
their lost status (Rucker and Galinsky 2008); participants whose intellectual
ability was cast in doubt chose competence-affirming products such as
fountain pens and intellectual magazines (Gao et al. 2009). Indeed, it has
been concluded that consumers use products to help restore threatened
positive self-views (for a review, see: Mandel et al. 2016).

In contrast, few investigations have examined whether consumers
desire products that confirm pre-existing self-views. Indirect support comes
from studies which found that consumers perceived overlap between their
own personality and the personality of their car or favorite brands (Birdwell
1968; Dolich 1969; Malar et al. 2011). However, because those studies
were correlational, it is equally possible that consumers began to perceive
their products as extensions of themselves only after having purchased
them (Kassarjian 1971). Hence, existing evidence for self-verifying choices

in the marketplace is inconclusive.
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We sought to redress this gap in the literature by examining a
dispositional variable—trait self-esteem—that elicits the self-verification
motive. As we detail in the following section, we posit that consumers with
low (vs. high) self-esteem are more inclined to self-verify because the
potential benefits of self-verification (psychological comfort, predictability,
and self-protection) are particularly substantial and the potential costs of
self-enhancement (failure, disappointment, and further drops in self-esteem)

weigh particularly heavily.

The Needs and Self-Related Motives of Consumers with Low and High
Trait Self-Esteem

An extensive body of literature suggests that self-views serve as
guiding lenses for making sense of and navigating the world (Cooley 1902;
Lecky 1945; Mead 1934). The positive self-views of individuals with
relatively high self-esteem foster expectations of future superiority, success,
and acceptance (Miner 1992). People with high self-esteem typically view
themselves and their environment in an optimistic fashion and confidently
predict positive outcomes for themselves. In contrast, the relatively
negative self-views of individuals with low self-esteem foster expectations
of future inferiority, failure, and rejection. They expect to perform poorly
(Dandeneau and Baldwin 2004) and be rejected by others (Denissen et al.
2008; Leary and MacDonald 2003). The very different self-views of those
with low and high self-esteem give rise to distinct needs and therefore

strategies to satisfy those needs.
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People with low self-esteem self-verify

People with low self-esteem tend to doubt that they are likable and
capable (Gabriel, Critelli, and Ee 1994; Murray et al. 2002). They perceive
the world as somewhat hostile and chronically fear that they will not live up
to their own and others’ expectations (Anthony, Wood, and Holmes 2007;
McFarlin, Baumeister, and Blascovich 1984; Murray, Holmes, and Griffin
2000). Because people with low self-esteem exist in an environment that,
subjectively, disapproves of them, one might expect that they have a strong
need to feel better about themselves. However, research suggests that their
insecurities and self-doubt cause them to be reluctant to improve their self-
views, particularly after threat (Alloy and Abramson 1979; Brown 1986;
Dodgson and Wood 1998; Shrauger 1975; Swann et al. 1987). Indeed, a
meta-analysis of 103 studies concluded that people with low (vs. high) self-
esteem were much less likely to engage in compensatory behaviors in the
wake of psychological threats (vanDellen et al. 2011). Moreover, during the
relatively few times that those with low self-esteem did compensate, the
extent of compensation was milder than among those with high self-esteem.

In contrast to self-enhancement, self-verification may help
consumers with low self-esteem navigate their subjectively hostile world.
First, acting in accordance with one’s self-views creates a soothing sense of
consistency and coherence whereas acting inconsistently with one’s self-
views would create a sense of psychological tension and discomfort (Ayduk
et al. 2013; Festinger 1957; Heider 1946). For example, when participants
with low self-esteem experienced or merely thought about positive life

events that were inconsistent with their self-views (e.g., getting promoted or
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falling in love), people with low (but not high) self-esteem became anxious
and stressed (Brown and McGill 1989; Kille et al. 2017; Wood et al. 2005).
By dwelling on the negative aspects of those “positive” events, people with
low self-esteem were able to restore their usual understanding of
themselves and their place in the world.

Second, acting in a way that is consistent with one’s self-views
helps satisfy people’s need to see the world as orderly and predictable
(Swann 1990; Swann, Chang-Schneider, and Angulo 2008). Indirect
evidence for this claim comes from work on the functional benefits of self-
verification. Participants with low (but not high) self-esteem thought that
interactions with partners who saw them as they saw themselves, as
compared to more favorably, would be easier and smoother because they
better knew what to expect (Swann et al. 1992). In romantic relationships,
people with low self-esteem who chose self-verifying, rather than non-self-
verifying spouses also had more stable and happier marriages (De La
Ronde and Swann 1998; Murray et al.2000; Ritts and Stein 1995; Schafer,
Wickrama, and Keith, 1996; Swann, De La Ronde, and Hixon 1994).
Ostensibly, this is because order and predictability foster intimacy in close
relationships (Rempel, Holmes, and Zanna 1985).

Third, self-verification may protect an individual’s level of self-
esteem against (further) decreases, which is more of a concern among those
with low (vs. high) self-esteem (Baumeister et al. 1989). To avoid
encountering additional failure, rejection, or humiliation, people with low
self-esteem tend to shun unfamiliar behaviors, people, and situations that
are not aligned with how they see themselves. For example, relative to

those with high self-esteem, participants with low self-esteem tended to
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avoid interaction partners who saw them in an unfamiliar, positive light,
rather than in a familiar, pessimistic light (Swann et al. 1992; Swann and
Pelham 2002), ostensibly because the former felt risky and threatening
whereas the latter felt safe. Similarly, when making new acquaintances, low
self-esteem individuals presented themselves humbly, rather than overly
positive, to avoid disappointing expectations and being rejected (Schutz and
DePaulo 1996; Schutz and Tice 1997; Tice 1991). Taken together, previous
research suggests that, even though they will continue to feel inferior to
others, low self-esteem people might benefit from self-verification because
it provides a sense of coherence, predictability, and safety.
Self-enhancement, in contrast, may be a risky and costly strategy for
individuals who chronically doubt themselves. First, acting in a way that is
beyond how one sees oneself can be aversive because it can create a
worrisome sense of unpredictability (Swann et al. 1992). As mentioned,
low self-esteem people feel anxious and stressed when thinking about
positive life events (Wood et al. 2005). Second, self-enhancement would
challenge people with usually low self-views to live up to the heightened
expectations that more positive self-views entail. Because low self-esteem
people doubt whether they can improve themselves (Chen, Gully, and Eden
2004), self-enhancement might feel risky to them because they believe they
will fail. For example, after an initial success, participants with low (but not
high) self-esteem lowered others' expectations of their future performance
(Marececk and Mettee 1972; Schlenker, Weingold, and Hallam 1990),
seemingly as a way to help ensure they would not eventually disappoint

others’ expectations. In summary, because self-verification helps to satisfy
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the distinct needs of individuals with low self-esteem, we expected that

consumers with low self-esteem would gravitate toward self-verification.

People with high self-esteem self-enhance

Individuals with high self-esteem believe they are more or at least
equally competent and likeable as others (Sinha and Krueger 1988). Unlike
those with low self-esteem, they do not chronically doubt whether they
meet their own or others’ expectations. People with high self-esteem expect
to be able to fulfill, or even exceed, those expectations. Because achieving
gains for their self-views is pleasurable, and because high self-esteem
people are confident that they will succeed in achieving these gains (Chen
et al. 2004), self-enhancement entails few costs but many benefits for these
individuals. In this way, consumers with high self-esteem may pursue the
hedonic quest of seeing themselves as even more competent, likable, and
successful.

Much research has demonstrated that individuals with high self-
esteem pursue self-enhancement. People with high self-esteem create a self-
enhancing public self-image to garner the attention and admiration of others
(Baumeister et al. 1989), derogate those who do not see them as positively
as they see themselves (Baumeister, Smart, and Boden 1996), and prefer to
interact with those who see them in a very positive light (Rudich and
Vallacher 1999). High self-esteem people are also adept at processing
information in a way that enhances the positivity of their self-views (for a
review, see Taylor and Brown 1988). For instance, they overestimate their
performance when outperformed by others, and take more credit for their

group’s success than would be justified (Crary 1966; Schlenker, Soraci, and
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McCarthy 1976). Moreover, they are quick to forget, downplay, or
overlook negative feedback and emotions (Wood, Heimpel, and Michela
2003). In sum, because self-enhancement involves hedonic benefits for
those with high self-esteem, but relatively few costs, we expected that
consumers with high (vs. low) self-esteem would be more inclined to

engage in self-enhancement.

Inferior versus Superior Products

Prior research indicates that making choices activates the self and
self-related processes (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975), and thereby self-esteem
and motives associated with self-esteem. When faced with product choices,
consumers integrate various product cues such as brand, esthetics, or
country of origin to determine which of two products is superior (Dawar
and Parker 199; Rao and Monroe 1989; Zeithaml 1988). The theory that
consumers with low self-esteem are motivated to act in ways that are
aligned with their pessimistic self-views led us to predict that consumers
with low (vs. high) self-esteem might be more likely to gravitate toward
“second-rate” product alternatives because those products could signal
pessimistic self-views. The theory that consumers with high self-esteem are
motivated to act in ways that lift their self-views led us to predict that
consumers with high (vs. low) self-esteem might be more likely to gravitate
toward premium or first-rate product alternatives because those products
could signal positive self-views.

To test those hypotheses, we examined preference for (or choice of)

relatively “inferior” versus relatively “superior” versions of the same
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product (e.g., basic alcohol products vs. premium alcohol products) across a
range of product categories. Prior research confirmed that those product
categories (e.g., beverages, clothing, automobiles, restaurants) signal
information about the self and serve self-related motives and identity
processes (Belk 1988; Berger and Heath 2007; Dubois, Rucker and
Galinksy 2012; Guendelman et al. 2011). For the purposes of this work, we
define inferiority as the perception that a product alternative is significantly
lower quality, lower status, or less esthetically pleasing than another
product alternative. Two validation studies confirmed that the inferior
product versions used in the reported studies were perceived as inferior on

the dimension of interest (e.g., quality, status, or esthetics; see appendix).

Figure 1: Conceptual model
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Boundary Conditions

We predicted that consumers with low (vs. high) self-esteem are
more inclined to self-verify whereas consumers with high (vs. low) self-
esteem are more inclined to self-enhance. To test those core hypotheses,
boundary conditions implied by the self-verification and self-enhancement
motives were examined. Figure 1 summarizes the conceptual model and
how the boundary conditions elicit the self-verification and self-

enhancement motives.

Signaling value. Our theory rests on the notion that consumers use
products to build or maintain their self-concepts (Belk 1988; Escalas and
Bettman 2003, 2005). If consumers pursue self-related motives in the
marketplace, they should be sensitive to the product’s symbolic value
(Berger and Heath 2008). Relatively inferior products should appeal to
consumers with low self-esteem because the product’s signal (e.g., lower
quality) is aligned with those people’s negative self-views. In contrast,
superior products should appeal to consumers with relatively high self-
esteem because the product’s signal (e.g., higher quality) can serve to
enhance self-views.

We elicited the role of signal value by manipulating whether an
objectively inferior product signaled positive or negative self-views while
holding its objective inferiority constant. If an objectively inferior product
is associated with a “cool” group of consumers, it loses its original signal—
negative self-views—to become a product that signals positive self-views.
If consumers with low self-esteem are motivated to confirm self-views,

they should prefer the inferior product more when it signals negative rather
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than positive self-views. If consumers with high self-esteem are motivated
to enhance self-views, that effect should flip. They should prefer the

product more when it signals positive rather than negative self-views.

Self-related feedback. If low and high self-esteem people pursue
different self-related motives, then they should respond differently to
negative self-related feedback. More specifically, negative self-related
feedback (e.g., being relegated to a subordinate role in a group task) should
be inconsistent with the chronic positive self-views of those with high self-
esteem but consistent with the chronic negative views of those with low
self-esteem. If low self-esteem people choose products consistent with their
self-views, they should choose inferior products equally in the wake of
negative feedback and no feedback given that self-views are relatively
negative in both cases. In contrast, failure outcomes threaten the superiority
expectations of high self-esteem people (Baumeister 1982; Baumeister et
al. 1996), which tends to strengthen the need to restore positive self-views
(Mandel et al. 2016). Hence, if high self-esteem people pursue self-
enhancement, threatening feedback should strengthen their inclination
towards products that symbolize success and superiority. In sum, we would
expect that whereas high self-esteem consumers show a compensatory
consumption effect in response to a power-related identity threat, low selt-

esteem consumers do not.

Promoting the belief that superior products are typical. If the theory
that low self-esteem consumers choose products that they see as
characteristic and typical of themselves is correct, then inducing

perceptions that superior products are characteristic of the self should
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mitigate higher choice of inferior products among low versus high self-
esteem consumers. Put differently, when they are led to believe that they
typically choose superior products in a specific category, low self-esteem
consumers may be more willing to select superior products in that category
than they would otherwise. The self-enhancement theory suggests that
typicality beliefs should not affect the product choices of those with high
self-esteem people; they should choose superior, self-enhancing products

regardless of experimental condition.

Overview of Studies

Four studies tested the theory that low and high self-esteem
consumers tend to pursue different self-related motives in the marketplace.
We hypothesized that the motive to self-verify tends to guide the product
preferences of consumers with relatively low self-esteem whereas the
motive to self-enhance tends to guide the product preferences of consumers
with relatively high self-esteem.

Study 1 examined participants’ preference for inferior versus
superior alcohol products. If consumers with low self-esteem self-verify,
then we should observe a negative relationship between trait self-esteem
and preference for inferior alcohol. Study 2 varied whether patronizing an
objectively inferior (low-quality, dingy looking) Chinese restaurant
signaled negative or positive self-views by varying whether it was
frequented by a non-cool versus cool customer base, respectively. We
expected that participants with relatively low self-esteem would prefer the

restaurant that signaled negative self-views over the restaurant that signaled
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positive self-views, and that that effect would flip among those with
relatively high self-esteem.

Study 3 tested the hypothesis that participants with relatively low
self-esteem are motivated to self-verify rather than self-enhance by
administering negative self-related feedback. In study 3, we assigned
participants to a subordinate (vs. equal-control) role in a group task. If
participants with low trait self-esteem self-verify, then they should show a
greater preference (relative to their high self-esteem counterparts) for
inferior products in both the equal-control and low-power conditions. In
contrast, if those with high trait self-esteem self-enhance, then their
inclination toward superior products should be exacerbated in the low-
power (vs. equal-control) condition given that ego threats amplify the need
to self-enhance among those with high self-esteem (Baumeister 1982;
Baumeister et al. 1996; vanDellen et al. 2011).

Study 4 provided a direct test of our hypothesis by manipulating
whether participants believed that they typically consumed inferior or
superior products in a specific product category—namely, alcoholic
beverages. When low self-esteem people are induced to believe that
superior alcohol is characteristic of them, then choosing superior alcohol is
self-verifying. Thus, we predicted that participants with low self-esteem
would be more likely to choose superior alcohol when cued to believe that
superior alcohol is characteristic of themselves (vs. baseline preferences).
As additional support for the self-verification mechanism, we assessed
product preferences in a separate product category (i.e., clothing). Because
induced superiority beliefs were specific to alcohol, they should not have

carryover effects to an unrelated product domain. In other words, in a non-
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manipulated domain, participants with low self-esteem should revert to
showing a higher preference for inferior products as compared to
participants with high self-esteem. In contrast, we expected that high self-
esteem participants would gravitate towards superior alcohol (or clothing)
independent of experimental condition. Finally, if alcohol choice was
guided by self-verification among low self-esteem participants but self-
enhancement among high self-esteem participants, then typicality
perceptions should mediate the alcohol-choice pattern among low self-
esteem participants but not high self-esteem participants.

We report how we determined our sample sizes, all data exclusions
(if any), all manipulations, all conditions, and all measures in the study.

Data were analyzed upon termination of data collection.

Study 1

We hypothesized that consumers with low trait self-esteem tend to
pursue self-verification in the marketplace while consumers with high trait
self-esteem tend to pursue self-enhancement. We therefore predicted that,
all else being equal, consumers with low self-esteem would display a
greater preference for inferior products than consumers with high self-
esteem. To test that hypothesis, we measured trait self-esteem and assessed
relative preference for relatively inferior (lower-quality) versus superior
(higher-quality) alcoholic beverages. We predicted that trait self-esteem
would be negatively associated with relative preference for inferior

alcoholic beverages.
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To ensure that relative preference for inferior products among low
self-esteem participants was not due to the activation of negative self-views
by the completion of the self-esteem measure, we varied whether self-
esteem was measured before versus after the product-choice task. If
consumers with low self-esteem are routinely motivated to self-verify, the
predicted negative association between trait self-esteem and preference for
inferior alcoholic beverages should emerge independent of the timing of
self-esteem measurement.

Study 1 assessed the alternative explanation of frugality. Consumers
with low self-esteem may gravitate toward inferior alcohol products out of
a desire to save money rather than out of a desire to verify self-views. We

controlled for frugality to evaluate this alternative explanation.
Design and procedure

Our hypotheses depend on the assumption that choosing products
serves self-related motives. Because alcohol is not part of abstinent
consumers’ self-definitions, choosing specific alcoholic beverages may not
convey information about their self (for a review see: Reed et al. 2012). As
such, we a priori decided to prevent abstainers from completing the study
by redirecting them to a different survey. The prospective effect size was
unknown but, as a rule of thumb, about 100 participants are needed to
reliably detect a medium-sized effect (Cohen 1988). To detect potentially
smaller effects, and to provide a fair test of the possibility that timing of
measurement moderates our core effect (we did not think it would), we
boosted our power by recruiting 350 Mechanical Turk (MTurk)

participants.
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Participants first indicated whether they were abstinent on a binary
measure (“I never drink alcohol” vs. “I drink alcohol”). Sixty-three
abstinent participants were redirected to a different survey, leaving 289
non-abstinent participants (173 females; Mage = 35.88, SDage = 11.82). The
tasks in this and all future studies were framed as unrelated to minimize the
likelihood that demand characteristics would influence the results.

Participants completed the widely used Rosenberg (1965) trait self-
esteem scale. This 10-item scale assesses general feelings about the self
without reference to any specific quality or attribute (e.g., “I take a positive
attitude towards myself”; “On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.”)
using 4-point Likert scales (1 = Strongly disagree to 4 = Strongly agree).
We reverse coded negatively worded items and averaged the ten items to
create an index of trait self-esteem (a0 = .91, M =3.06, SD = .60).

Participants were randomly assigned to complete the Rosenberg
self-esteem scale either before or after the alcohol preference task.
Participants were presented with six alcohol product pairs (appendix). Each
pair contained pictures of two alcoholic beverages. A validation study
(appendix) confirmed that for each pair one of the products was relatively
inferior (lower-quality) and one was relatively superior (higher-quality). To
illustrate, one product pair consisted of vodka in a plastic bottle for $6
(Skol) and vodka in a glass bottle for $25 (Reyka). Presentation order was
randomized. For each pair, participants indicated which product they would
choose for themselves (e.g., 1 = Skol vodka to 7 = Reyka vodka). We
counterbalanced whether the inferior alcohol product was displayed on the

left or right side of the screen and scale.
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We averaged the ratings across the six product pairs to form an
index of relative preference for inferior alcohol. Higher values indicated a
greater relative preference for inferior alcohol (o =.75, M =3.11, SD =
1.27). As a last step, trait frugality was measured with four items (e.g., “I
believe in being careful in how I spend my money”; 1 = Strongly disagree

to 5 = Strongly agree; Kasser 2005; o= .88, M =4.11, SD =0.74).
Results and discussion

We predicted that self-esteem would be negatively associated with
preference for inferior alcohol products regardless of timing of
measurement. To test those hypotheses, we regressed the inferior-alcohol
index on self-esteem (centered), the effect-coded timing condition (before
vs. after), and their interaction. As predicted, we detected the hypothesized
negative association between self-esteem and preference for inferior
alcohol (B =-.182, #285) =-3.11, p =.002, partial » =-.181). Consistent
with expectations, this relationship was not modified by time of
measurement ( = -.005, #285) =-0.09, p = .926, partial » =-.005) and
there was no main effect for timing ( = -.058, #285) =-0.99, p = .322,
partial » = -.059).

Next, we examined the frugality alternative explanation. Regressing
the inferior alcohol index on self-esteem and frugality revealed that self-
esteem was a robust negative predictor (B = -.209, #286) = -3.51, p <.001,
partial » = -.203) whereas frugality was unrelated to preference for inferior
alcohol (B =.085, #(286) = 1.42, p = .156, partial » = .084).

Results of study 1 supported the hypothesis that consumers with low

self-esteem gravitate toward products that confirm rather than enhance their
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self-views. The lower their chronic self-views, the more they preferred
inferior alcohol products. The possibility that frugality explained the
relationship between trait self-esteem and inferior-alcohol preference was
not supported. Lastly, participants with low self-esteem were inclined
toward inferior alcohol products regardless of whether their preferences

were assessed before or after self-esteem was measured.

Study 2

Products acquire symbolic value for the self through their
association with the groups or “types” of individuals that consume them
(Berger and Heath 2007; Escalas and Bettman 2003). We held the quality
of a dingy Chinese restaurant constant but varied whether its customer base
was “cool” or “non-cool”. In this way, we manipulated whether going to
the dingy restaurant signaled positive (i.e., being cool) or negative (i.e., not
being cool) self-views. A validation study confirmed that our manipulation
changed perceptions of the restaurant’s coolness without altering
perceptions of food quality (appendix).

The framing of the restaurant was expected to moderate the
association between self-esteem and willingness to go the restaurant. If
participants with low self-esteem pursue self-verification, they should
prefer to patronize the non-cool (vs. cool) restaurant because it is consistent
with their self-views. In contrast, if participants with high self-esteem
pursue self-enhancement, they should prefer to patronize the cool (vs. non-
cool) restaurant because it allows them to enhance their self-views.

Moreover, when the restaurant signaled negative self-views, we expected to
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conceptually replicate the negative association between self-esteem and
product preference from study 1. In contrast, when the restaurant signaled

positive self-views, we expected that the relationship would be reversed.
Design and procedure

Study 2 measured self-esteem while manipulating within-subjects
whether the restaurant signaled negative or positive self-views. We thus
aimed to collect 300 participants to provide enough power to detect small to
medium sized effects and a potential interaction (Cohen 1988). We
presented 302 MTurkers (157 females; Mage = 36.29, SDage = 12.65) with
two branches of a Chinese restaurant chain. Because the restaurants were
part of a small franchise, both restaurants offered the same menu and
prices. The average price per dish was $7. The restaurants were ostensibly
located two blocks away from each other. The descriptions of the two
restaurant branches were presented side-by-side. The description of each
restaurant contained two pictures of the restaurant’s dingy interior and
exterior. The non-cool restaurant was described as being located opposite a
secondhand office furniture store and attracting walk-in customers. The
cool restaurant was described as being opposite an art school and attracting
hip people like art students and young professionals. A validation study
confirmed that this manipulation successfully altered perceptions of
“coolness” without altering impressions of the restaurant’s objective quality
(appendix).

Participants indicated their willingness to patronize each restaurant
branch on 100-point scales, with higher values indicating a greater

willingness to go to the restaurant (Mcool = 63.14, SD = 25.92; Mhon-cool =

30



60.76, SD=26.01). We counterbalanced the pictures and street addresses of
the non-cool and cool restaurant and whether the non-cool restaurant was
presented on the left or right side of the computer screen (appendix). After
indicating their willingness to go to each restaurant branch, the participants
completed the Rosenberg self-esteem scale (described in study 1; a = .92,

M=3.05,SD =0.59).
Results and discussion

We predicted that restaurant framing would moderate the
relationship between self-esteem and willingness to patronize the
restaurant. We expected that low self-esteem participants would be more
willing to go to the non-cool (vs. cool) restaurant. In contrast, high self-
esteem people were expected to be more willing to go to the cool (vs. non-
cool) restaurant. To test these predictions, we conducted a repeated
measures regression, in which we regressed willingness to go to the
restaurant on the predictors self-esteem (centered), the effect coded framing
condition (non-cool vs. cool; within-subjects), and their interaction. The
model revealed the predicted interaction between self-esteem and framing
condition on willingness to visit the restaurant (Exp(b) = -6.865, #300) = -
3.42, p =.001). We did not detect a significant association between self-
esteem and willingness to go to the restaurant (Exp(b) = 1.770, #(300) =
1.16, p = .249). There was no main effect of framing condition (Exp(b) = -
1.192, #300) = 1.02, p = .310).

We dissected the interaction by identifying the regions of the self-
esteem distribution beyond which restaurant framing had an effect on

willingness to go (figure 2; Hayes and Matthes 2009; Johnson and Neyman
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1936). At the lower-end of the distribution, participants with self-esteem
scores at or below 2.41 (-.65 SD; 14.2% of the sample), indicated a higher
willingness to visit the non-cool than the cool restaurant. At the top-end of
the distribution, participants with self-esteem values at or above 3.06 (+0.01
SD; 56% of the sample) indicated a higher willingness to visit the cool than
the non-cool restaurant.

We further dissected the interaction by examining the association
between self-esteem and willingness to go to the cool and non-cool
restaurant separately. Conceptually replicating study 1, we detected a
negative association between self-esteem and willingness to go to the non-
cool restaurant (Exp(b) = -5.055, t(300) = -1.99, p = .047). That is, lower
self-esteem was associated with increased willingness to patronize the non-
cool restaurant. As expected, when the restaurant was cool, the association
between self-esteem and willingness to go to the restaurant was positive
(Exp(b) = 8.595, #(300) = 3.44, p = .001). That is, lower self-esteem was
associated with decreased willingness to patronize the relatively superior

restaurant.
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Figure 2: Association between self-esteem and restaurant framing
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The pattern of results in study 2 supports the theory that consumers
with low and high self-esteem pursue different self-related motives in the
marketplace. Consistent with theorizing, participants with relatively low
self-esteem preferred the restaurant that signaled negative self-views over
the restaurant that signaled positive self-views, ostensibly because the non-
cool restaurant was aligned with their relatively pessimistic self-views. That
effect flipped among those with relatively high self-esteem. They preferred
the cool restaurant over the non-cool restaurant, ostensibly because the cool
restaurant enabled them to feel good about themselves.

Conceptually replicating study 1, low (vs. high) self-esteem

consumers were more inclined towards the product that could signal
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negative self-views—in this case, the uncool restaurant. In contrast, when
the restaurant was framed as cool and thus signaled positive self-views, low
self-esteem consumers were less willing to patronize the restaurant than

high self-esteem participants.

Study 3

Study 3 aimed to reconcile our theory with compensatory
consumption (Dubois et al. 2012; Gao et al. 2009; Lisjak et al. 2015;
Mandel et al. 2016; Rucker and Galinsky 2008) by examining the
interaction between trait self-esteem and a manipulation that delivers
negative feedback (i.e., being assigned to a position of low power; Rucker
and Galinsky 2008). The differential motives associated with low and high
trait self-esteem yield distinct predictions about what happens in the wake
of negative feedback.

Consumers with low self-esteem harbor expectations of inferiority,
failure, and rejection (McFarlin and Blascovich 1981; Murray et al. 2000;
Swann et al. 1987). Manipulations that are designed to threaten self-views,
such as being assigned to a subordinate role, provide feedback that is
consistent with the failure expectations of low self-esteem individuals
(Brown and Dutton 1995; Shrauger and Rosenberg 1970). Hence, among
participants with relatively low trait self-esteem, being assigned to a
subordinate role is an outcome that is consistent with their chronic self-
views. If participants with low self-esteem choose products that are aligned
with their self-views, then participants with low self-esteem should be

equally inclined towards inferior products in the equal-control and low-
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power conditions. Thus, low self-esteem people should be less inclined to
engage in compensatory consumption as compared to high self-esteem
people.

People with high self-esteem expect superiority, success, and
acceptance (Dutton and Brown 1997; McFarlin and Blascovich 1981;
Murray et al. 2000). Manipulations that deliver negative feedback (such as
assignment to a subordinate role) are threatening to high self-esteem
participants’ positive self-views, thereby strengthening their motivation to
self-enhance (Baumeister 1982; Sedikides and Gregg 2008). For example,
when criticized, people with high (vs. low) self-esteem were more likely to
make themselves look good by derogating those who criticized their work
(Bushman and Baumeister 1998; Kirkpatrick et al. 2002). Moreover, a
meta-analysis concluded that people with high (vs. low) self-esteem are
more likely to engage in compensatory behaviors in the wake of threat
(vanDellen et al. 2011). We therefore expected that, consistent with work
on compensatory consumption, participants with high self-esteem would
show a stronger preference for superior products when they were assigned
to a low-power (vs. equal-control) position.

Study 3 measured trait self-esteem and then randomly assigned
participants to a low-power or equal-control position in a group task. Then,
participants made seven binary choices between superior (high-status e.g.,
BMW automobile) and inferior (low-status; e.g., KIA automobile)
products. In this way, study 3 moved beyond studies 1-2 by examining
choice of inferior products over superior products rather than relative

preference.
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Because we examined high status and therefore relatively expensive
products, we measured trait frugality and socioeconomic status to ensure
that participants with low self-esteem were not choosing inferior products
because of a desire to save money. Studies 1 and 2 left open the possibility
that low self-esteem consumers shy away from superior products because
they do not feel entitled to reward themselves with superior products
(Callan, Sutton, and Dovale 2010; Cavanaugh 2014; Newheiser, Sawaoka,
and Dovidio 2012). We therefore measured deservingness to examine
whether it would explain the higher preference for inferior products among

low versus high self-esteem participants.
Design and procedure

Study 3 measured trait self-esteem and manipulated low power
versus equal control between subjects. Undergraduate students could sign
up to participate in the experiment during a pre-specified time period (five
consecutive workdays in return for partial course credit). We aimed to
collect as many participants as possible but at least 50 participants per
“cell”, so 200 participants in total. At the end of day five, 289
undergraduates (116 females; Mage = 19.52, SDage = 1.70) had completed
the experiment.

Participants arrived in groups and were led to a large room which
was set up to facilitate a group task. The experimenter explained that the
research session involved a group task. However, before they could start the
group task, they first needed to complete some initial measures. Next, they
were led to individual cubicles to complete those measures. In reality, those

tasks comprised the study procedures.
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Once participants were seated in individual cubicles, they completed
the Rosenberg self-esteem scale. Scores were averaged to form a measure
of trait self-esteem (o = .86, M =3.14, SD = 0.43). We adapted a previously
validated social power manipulation to give people less (vs. equal) power
over a group task and rewards (Case and Maner 2014; Maner and Mead
2010; Mead and Maner 2012). All participants completed the difficult
version of the Remote Associates Test (RAT; Mednick 1968). The RAT
presents participants with three words (e.g., Elephant-Lapse—Wise) and
asks them to think of a fourth word that ties together the three words (in this
case: memory). All participants were given 10 sets of words to complete
and the same amount of time to work on the task (200 seconds).

In the low-power condition, participants believed that the RAT
measured their leadership abilities and that their performance would
determine whether they would be “boss” or “subordinate” in the group task.
The RAT was introduced as a pilot test in the equal-control condition. This
was done to minimize the likelihood that participants would make negative
inferences about the quality of their performance on the task. Upon
completion, all participants learned that they had received a score of 2.5 on
the task. Participants in the low-power condition were told that, due to their
low score, they would take on the role of “subordinate” during the group
task. As subordinate, they would do most of the work and their boss would
decide which task they would work on. They learned that their boss would
evaluate them throughout the group task but that they would not be able to
evaluate their boss. Their boss would further decide whether they would
receive extra rewards. They, as subordinates, would have no say about the

distribution of rewards. In contrast, participants in the equal-control
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condition were told that all group members had equal control over the
group task and that the rewards earned during the group task would be
divided equally among group members.

Next, as a manipulation check, all participants indicated how much
power they possessed in the group task (1 = I feel that I have less power
than others; 4 = I feel that [ have as much power as others; 7 =1 feel that I
have more power than others; M = 2.89, SD = 1.48). Ostensibly because the
group room was not yet available, participants were asked to complete an
additional measure while they waited to start the group task. In reality, this
was the dependent measure. The cover story was given to encourage
continued feelings of low power (vs. equal control) during the completion
of the outcome variables.

The additional task was introduced as an assessment of product
preferences. Participants were presented with seven product pairs that were
adapted from previous research for the target population of our study
(appendix; Rucker and Galinsky 2008). Each pair contained pictures of two
products without price. We validated the products to ensure that each pair
consisted of an inferior (low-status) product and a superior (high-status)
product (appendix). To illustrate, one product pair consisted of a (superior)
BMW automobile and an (inferior) KIA automobile. Presentation order was
randomized. For each pair, participants indicated which product they would
choose for themselves on a binary measure). We counterbalanced whether
the inferior product was displayed on the left or right side of the screen and
scale. We computed the sum of inferior products chosen to form an index
of inferior product choice. Higher values indicated greater choosing of

inferior (vs. superior) products (o =.71, M =2.19, SD = 1.86).
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After the product choice task, participants completed measures that
assessed alternative explanations: A 5-item deservingness scale (Cavanaugh
2014; e.g., “How deserving do you feel of treating yourself?; 1 = not at all
deserving to 7 = extremely deserving; o = .91, M =4.92, SD = 0.81); the
frugality scale from study 1 (o =.79, M =3.78, SD = 0.76); monthly
income after rent and other fixed costs (M =411.66, SD = 366.87).

Finally, we administered a suspicion probe. Participants indicated
whether they believed that there would be a group task: 1) I did not believe
there would be a group task at all; 2) [ was somewhat suspicious; 3) I
completely believed there would be a group task. Eighteen participants who
responded “I did not believe there would be a group task at all” on the
suspicion probe were excluded because they were thoroughly convinced
that the group task was a hoax. Exclusion did not differ as a function of
condition (y*>=2.22, p = .136). This left data from 271 participants for

analysis. Finally, all participants received a written debriefing.
Results

Manipulation Check. We regressed self-reported feelings of power
on self-esteem (centered), the effect-coded feedback condition (low-power
vs. equal-control condition), and their interaction. The manipulation was
successful: participants in the low-power condition felt less powerful than
participants in the equal-control condition (B = -.664, #(268)=-14.53, p
<.001 (partial » =-.664). This main effect was not moderated by self-esteem
(B=-.087, t(268) = -1.32, p = .190; partial » =-.080) which indicates that

the manipulation was effective regardless of levels of trait self-esteem. In
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the same model, self-esteem was not significantly associated with feelings

of power (B =.064, 1(268) = 1.40, p = .163; partial » = .085).

Product choice. Because our dependent measure was a count
variable, we used Poisson regression models to test our predictions. We
hypothesized that the effect of the low-power (vs. equal-control) condition
on inferior-product choice would depend on trait self-esteem. To test this
prediction, we regressed the inferior-product index on self-esteem
(centered), the effect-coded feedback condition (low-power vs. equal-
control), and their interaction. Consistent with predictions, the effect of the
low-power (vs. equal-control) manipulation was moderated by trait self-
esteem, as evidenced by a significant interaction (B =-.096, y*(1) = 5.70, p =
.017). In the same model, and replicating our core effect, there was a
negative association between self-esteem and choosing inferior products (3
=-.289, ¥*(1) = 49.84, p < .001). There was also a significant negative main
effect of feedback condition (B =-.105, y*(1) = 5.89, p = .015), replicating
the compensatory-consumption effect.

To the best of our knowledge, the Johnson-Neyman technique
cannot be applied in Poisson regressions. We thus decomposed the
interaction by examining the effect of the low-power (vs. equal-control)
manipulation on inferior-product choice among those with relatively low (-
1SD) and high (+1SD) self-esteem. Consistent with our predictions, low
self-esteem participants were equally willing to choose inferior products in
the low-power and equal-control conditions (B =.015, ¥*(1)=0.02, p =
.885) whereas high self-esteem participants chose more superior products in
the low-power condition than the equal-control condition (B =.405, y*(1) =

9.03, p=.003).
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We continued to dissect the interaction by examining the association
between self-esteem and inferior-product choice in the low-power and
equal-control conditions separately. Conceptually replicating studies 1 and
2, we detected a negative association between self-esteem and choice of
inferior products in the equal-power control condition (B = -.191, ¥*(1) =
11.13, p =.001). That is, the lower participant’s trait self-esteem, the more
they chose inferior products. Driven by high self-esteem participants’
tendency to engage in compensatory consumption (i.e., choose superior
over inferior products after negative feedback), the negative association
between self-esteem and inferior-product choice was stronger in the low-

power condition than the equal-control condition (B = -.386, ¥*(1) =

43.77, p < .001).

Alternative explanations. Next, we evaluated the alternative
explanations of frugality, income and deservingness. To do this, we
assessed whether the negative associations between self-esteem and
inferior-product choice in both the equal-control and the low-power
conditions were robust to the inclusion of deservingness, income, and
frugality. They were (effect of self-esteem in the equal-control condition: 3
=-.159, ¥*(1) = 7.21, p = .007; low-power condition: p = -.353, ¥*(1) =
34.56, p <.001). Deservingness, frugality, and income were not significant
predictors of inferior-product choice in this model (all 7 < 2.59, all p >
.110). In sum, the alternative accounts of deservingness, frugality, and
income were not able to explain the association between self-esteem and

choice in either the equal-control or the low-power condition.
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Discussion

The results of study 3 support the hypothesis that consumers with
low self-esteem are inclined to choose (inferior) products that are congruent
with their self-views whereas consumers with high self-esteem choose
(superior) products that enhance self-views. We elucidated the different
self-related motives of low and high self-esteem consumers by
administering negative feedback (i.e., relegation to a subordinate role in a
group task). As expected, trait self-esteem determined whether consumers
self-enhanced with superior products in the wake of negative feedback.

The pattern of results among low self-esteem participants is
consistent with the theory that they use products to confirm, rather than
enhance, self-views. Conceptually replicating studies 1 and 2, low self-
esteem participants were more inclined toward inferior products than high
self-esteem participants, regardless of experimental condition. What is
more, because a subordinate role is consistent with the chronic self-views
of those with low self-esteem, they chose the same number of inferior
products across the low-power and equal-control conditions. Our theorizing
and findings are consistent with the speculation that people will not engage
in compensatory behavior if failure feedback is aligned with people’s
chronic self-views (Gao et al. 2009).

The pattern of results among high self-esteem participants suggest
that they use products in the pursuit of self-enhancement. High self-esteem
people expect to be successful, so being relegated to a subordinate role in a
group task should threaten their positive self-views and boost their usual

motivation to self-enhance (Baumeister 1982; Mandel et al. 2016). This
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was evidenced by an increased number of superior products chosen in the
low-power condition as compared to the equal-control condition.

This study does not support the alternative explanation that low self-
esteem consumers are inclined towards inferior products solely because
they feel undeserving, as evidenced by the fact that the association between
self-esteem and product choice in each feedback condition was robust to the
inclusion of deservingness. Building on study 1, the desire to save money,
as indicated by income and frugality, was also not sufficient to explain our
results, even though in this study the products were relatively more
expensive than those used in study 1. In sum, the evidence supports the idea
that low self-esteem consumers choose products that verify their self-views
while high self-esteem consumers choose products that enhance their self-

views.

Study 4

We hypothesize that low self-esteem consumers choose products
that they perceive to be characteristic of themselves whereas high self-
esteem consumers choose products that boost their self-views. To test the
self-verification mechanism directly, we aimed to alter participants’
perceptions of whether they typically choose inferior or superior products
in a given product category (in this case, alcohol). That is, we aimed to
change participants’ perceptions of whether superior (vs. inferior) alcohol
was characteristic of them. A baseline condition, in which we did not
manipulate perceptions of typicality, was included to ascertain chronic

preferences. Study 4 moved beyond previous studies by measuring a
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binding, consequential choice instead of hypothetical preferences. More
specifically, we assessed whether participants wanted to participate in a
raffle for inferior (lower-quality) alcohol or superior (higher-quality)
alcohol (see validation study in the appendix).

The theory that low self-esteem consumers tend to pursue self-
verification suggests that they will exhibit a tendency to choose the quality
of alcohol that is perceived to be characteristic of them, thus choosing in
line with induced perceptions of typicality. Moreover, because low self-
esteem consumers in the baseline condition should already feel that
relatively inferior products are characteristic of them, product choice should
be equal between the baseline and inferior-product typicality conditions for
low self-esteem consumers. In contrast, if high self-esteem consumers are
motivated to self-enhance rather than to self-verify, they should be
relatively impervious to the typicality motivation and generally inclined to
choose the superior alcohol.

To show specificity for our proposed moderator, we also assessed
preferences for an unrelated product category (clothing). Participants chose
to participate in a raffle to win either inferior (lower-design quality) or
superior (higher-design quality) clothing items (for stimuli validation see
appendix). Because participants were not led to believe that superior or
inferior clothing was characteristic of them, we expected that low self-
esteem participants would revert to being more inclined to choose the
inferior product as compared to high self-esteem participants regardless of
the typicality manipulation for alcohol. We thus predicted to conceptually
replicate the negative association between self-esteem and choosing inferior

items (in this case, inferior clothing).
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Study 4 also aimed to pit our favored explanation for low self-
esteem consumers’ product choice—self-verification—against the
alternative account of deservingness. We measured whether participants
thought that inferior or superior alcohol was typical of them, and how
deserving they felt. If low self-esteem consumers exhibit a tendency to
choose alcohol that is characteristic of them, we should find that typicality
perceptions (but not deservingness) mediate the alcohol choice pattern

among low self-esteem participants.
Design and procedure

Study 4 measured self-esteem and manipulated perceived product
typicality (inferior vs. superior vs. control). Because our core dependent
measure was dichotomous, we aimed to increase statistical power by
boosting our sample size to 500 participants. As in study 1, MTurk
participants who indicated at the beginning of the survey that they did not
drink alcohol were redirected to a different survey (n = 11), leaving 504
non-abstinent participants (280 females; Mage = 38.13, SDage = 11.35).

Participants in the inferior and superior conditions first completed
the manipulation, which was an adaptation of a procedure used to induce
perceptions of being an environmentally conscious consumer (Cornelissen
et al. 2008). This procedure induces self-beliefs by asking participants how
much they agree with a set of common, everyday behaviors (using a Likert
scale). For this investigation, we asked participants to indicate how much
they agreed with five behaviors that involved choosing either lower-quality
or higher-quality alcohol products. We pre-tested the items to ensure that

most participants strongly endorsed the five behaviors in each set. In this
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way, participants saw themselves agreeing with behaviors that reflected a
tendency to consume superior over inferior alcohol products (and vice
versa). Consistent with past findings (Cornelissen et al. 2008), we expected
that participants would therefore make inferences about which types of
alcohol were typical of them (i.e., inferior when they had endorsed
choosing lower-quality alcohol in the past; superior when they had
endorsed choosing higher-quality alcohol in the past).

The manipulation presented participants with five common alcohol-
related behaviors (see appendix) that consumers in our pretest highly
endorsed. Participants were asked to indicate whether they engaged in each
of these behaviors (1 =1 do not agree to 7 = I fully agree). In the “inferior-
alcohol” typicality condition, participants indicated their agreement with
five inferior alcohol buying behaviors that are common in everyday life
(e.g., I buy alcohol at convenient bottle shops even though they have lower-
quality brands; a = .82; M =4.84, SD = 1.62; appendix). In the “superior-
alcohol” typicality condition, participants responded to five superior
alcohol buying behaviors that are common in everyday life (e.g., I choose
well-known brands over store brands because I want something of high
quality; a = .80; M =4.69, SD = 1.32; appendix).

To check whether the manipulation altered self-beliefs, we assessed
typicality beliefs for alcohol products. Participants indicated how much
they generally agreed to three questions that were adapted from previous
research (Sirgy et al. 1997). Participants indicated which type of alcohol
products were typical of them using the following questions: “These
alcohol products are characteristic of me,” “These alcohol products are

representative of me,” and “These alcohol products suit me.”. The
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endpoints of the seven-point response scale were labeled “premium
alcohol” (1) and “basic alcohol” (7) respectively; a =.97; M =3.36, SD =
1.54). The scale did not show product pictures.

The dependent measures came next. The participants learned that
the researchers would raffle off products among the participants. The first
raffle involved alcohol products. Participants saw two groups of alcohol
products. One group of inferior alcohol products (labeled “basic alcohol”)
and one group of superior alcohol products (labeled “premium alcohol™).
The alcohol products shown were relatively unfamiliar to US consumers to
make sure that they did not hold preexisting preferences for individual
products (appendix). We asked participants if they wanted to participate in
the raffle for a chance to win either the premium or the basic alcohol (i.e.,
binary measure Yinferioralcohol = 9.1%). We randomized on which side of the
screen the group of inferior alcohol products was presented. The
participants were told they had the chance to win one of the products of
whichever alcohol category they had chosen.

Next, participants completed a second raffle. This time in a product
category that was unrelated to alcoholic beverages—clothing items.
Participants saw two groups of clothing items, which were matched to
participants’ gender. One group of clothing consisted of four superior (high
aesthetic design quality) clothing items (see appendix). The other group
contained four inferior (low aesthetic design quality) clothing items (see
appendix). To illustrate, the inferior clothing group included a pair of
unstylish jeans while the superior clothing items included stylish jeans. A
validation study ensured that the clothing items differed in terms of

perceived aesthetic design quality (see validation study in the appendix).
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We randomized on which side of the screen the group of inferior clothing
items was presented. The participants again indicated if they wanted to
participate in the raffle for clothing items in the left or right group. They
again believed to have the chance to win one of the four products of
whatever raffle they had entered their name into (%oineriorclothing = 40.2%).
After making their raffle choices, participants completed the
Rosenberg (1965) trait self-esteem scale as part of an ostensibly unrelated
second study (a0 =.92; M =3.13, SD = 0.59). Next, we measured
deservingness with the items from study 3 (o =.97; M =4.89, SD = 1.51).
The study concluded with several open-ended follow-up questions that
asked participants to guess the research hypothesis. These served to ensure
that potential results could not be attributed to experimental demand.
Inspection of these answers revealed that none of the participants
recognized that the initial questions about their alcohol-related behaviors

were a manipulation.
Results

Choice of alcohol raffle. We tested the hypothesis that alcohol-raffle
choice (inferior vs. superior) would depend on trait self-esteem and the
manipulation. If participants with relatively low self-esteem choose
products in the service of self-verification, they should pick the alcohol
raffle that is consistent with induced perceptions of product typicality (i.e.,
the superior raffle in the superior is typical condition; the inferior raffle in
the inferior is typical and baseline conditions). In contrast, if participants
with relatively high self-esteem choose products in the service of self-

enhancement, they should be unaffected by the typicality manipulation,
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hence, equally inclined towards entering their name in the superior alcohol
raffle across experimental conditions.

To test these predictions, we conducted two binary logistic
regressions. The first regressed alcohol-raffle choice on self-esteem
(centered), the inferior typicality condition (vs. baseline; effect coded), and
their interaction. As expected, we found a marginal negative main effect of
self-esteem (b = -.209, %> = 3.66, p = .056), replicating our core result that
low self-esteem consumers were more likely than high self-esteem
consumers to choose inferior products. We expected low and high self-
esteem consumers to be impervious to the inferior (vs. baseline) typicality
manipulation, the former because of chronic perceptions that inferior
products are characteristic of themselves and the latter because their
choices should be driven by a motivation to self-enhance rather than by a
self-verification motive to choose products they feel are characteristic of
them. Consistent with that theorizing, the main effect of self-esteem was
not moderated by the inferior (vs. baseline) typicality manipulation (b =
242, v> = 01.88, p = .171). The main effect of the inferior (vs. baseline)
typicality manipulation was not significant (b = .062, ¥* = 0.30, p = .585).

The second analysis regressed alcohol choice on self-esteem
(centered), superior (vs. baseline) condition (effect coded), and their
interaction. As expected, the model revealed the predicted interaction
between self-esteem and the superior (vs. baseline) typicality condition (b =
487, x* =4.80, p = .029). The main effects of the superior (vs. baseline)
typicality condition (b = -.065, y* = 0.08, p = .783) and self-esteem (b = -
253, %> = 1.29, p = .256) were not significant.
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To dissect the superior (vs. baseline) condition by self-esteem
interaction, we identified the regions of the self-esteem distribution where
the manipulation (superior typical vs. baseline) changed participants’
alcohol-raffle choice (figure 3). Participants with self-esteem at or below
2.38 (-1.26 SD; 9.94 % of the sample) became significantly more likely to
enter the superior-alcohol raffle (and hence significantly less likely to enter
the inferior alcohol raffle) in the superior (vs. baseline) typicality condition.
Also, as expected, the alcohol-raffle choice of high self-esteem consumers
was not significantly affected by the superior (vs. baseline) typicality
manipulation.

We further dissected the superior (vs. baseline) typicality condition
by self-esteem interaction by estimating the effects of self-esteem on
alcohol-raffle choice in the superior is typical and baseline conditions
separately. As expected and replicating our core result, self-esteem was
negatively associated with choice of entering the inferior-alcohol raffle in
the baseline condition (b = -.740, > = 7.43, p = .006). We have argued that,
if low self-esteem consumers choose products to self-verity, then they
should become relatively more inclined to choose the superior-alcohol
raffle (and hence less likely to choose the inferior-alcohol raffle) when they
see superior alcohol as more characteristic of themselves (i.e., in the
superior condition). In this way, the negative relationship between self-
esteem and choice of superior products should be mitigated in the superior
is typical condition, which indeed was the case (b =.235, y*=0.44,p =
.506).
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Figure 3: Likelihood of choosing inferior alcohol as a function of typicality
manipulation and self-esteem
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Moderated mediation. We conducted moderated mediation analyses
to test the hypothesis that low self-esteem consumers were more likely than
high self-esteem consumers to participate in the alcohol raffle that they
perceived to be characteristic of themselves. If that hypothesis is correct,
then perceived typicality of alcohol products should statistically mediate the
effect of the manipulation (superior is typical vs. baseline) on choice of
alcohol among consumers with low but not high self-esteem. We estimated
a significant indirect effect among low self-esteem participants (-1SD): as
expected, the superior (vs. baseline) typicality manipulation boosted choice
of entering the superior-alcohol raffle by instilling the belief that superior
alcohol was typical of the self (index =—.2177, SE=.1122,95% CI [-
4961, —.0421]). Consistent with theorizing, there was no corresponding

indirect effect among those with high self-esteem (+1SD) (index =-.0092,
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SE =.0598, 95% CI [-.1593, .0936]). The index of moderated mediation
was significant (index =.1042, SE =.0592, 95% CI [.0178, .2584]).

We also tested whether the alternative explanation of deservingness
mediated the effect of the superior typicality (vs. baseline) manipulation on
choice of alcohol raffle among low self-esteem consumers. We reran the
above model, this time including both deservingness and typicality as
competing mediators in the model. The index of moderated mediation was
significant for typicality (index =.1047, SE=.0611, 95% CI [.0138, .2564])
but not for deservingness (index =-.0002, SE =.0194, 95% CI [-.0461,
.0399)).

Clothing Raffle. In the unrelated product category of clothing, we
expected that clothing-raffle choice would only be predicted by trait self-
esteem. We repeated the above binary logistic regressions, this time using
clothing-raffle choice inferior vs. superior) as the dependent measure.

The first model (inferior is typical vs. baseline; effect coded)
detected the predicted negative association between self-esteem and inferior
clothing choice (b = -.200, x> = 4.41, p = .036). Also consistent with
predictions, this main effect of self-esteem was not moderated by an
interaction between self-esteem and experimental condition; the main effect
of the inferior is typical (vs. baseline) condition was not significant (all y> <
25, all p > .614).

The second model (superior vs. baseline; effect coded) revealed a
marginal negative association between self-esteem and inferior clothing
choice (b =-.176, ¥* = 3.07, p = .080). Again, neither the main effect for
condition, nor the interaction between condition and self-esteem were

significant (all ¥* < .13, all p > .718).
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Discussion

The pattern of results of study 4 supports the theory that consumers
with low self-esteem tend to choose products that confirm self-views
whereas consumers with high self-esteem tend to choose products that
enhance self-views. In this study, participants were subtly induced to
believe that superior or inferior products were the type of products they
typically chose in everyday life. Consistent with the self-verification theory,
when low (vs. high) self-esteem participants believed that inferior alcohol
was characteristic of them (in the baseline condition and the inferior-is-
typical condition), they were more likely to participate in a raffle for basic
alcohol. In contrast, when low self-esteem participants were subtly induced
to believe that superior alcohol was self-typical (i.e., in the superior-is-
typical condition), they were more likely to participate in the premium-
alcohol raffle than those whose self-views had not been altered. Indeed, low
and high self-esteem participants were equally likely to participate in the
premium-alcohol raffle in the superior condition. Also consistent with
theorizing, in a product category in which typicality beliefs had not been
manipulated (i.e., clothing), low (vs. high) self-esteem consumers reverted
to higher likelihood of choosing inferior products regardless of
experimental condition.

The results for high self-esteem consumers suggest that they
selected products that served to self-enhance, rather than self-verify.
Regardless of their experimental condition, and regardless of the product
category, high self-esteem consumers chose to participate in the raffle for
the superior products, arguably because choosing superior products enabled

them to feel good about themselves.
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While the moderation approach in studies 2 and 3 provided indirect
evidence that low (but not high) self-esteem consumers pursued self-
verification, study 4 established more direct evidence through moderated
mediation. Product typicality perceptions, beliefs about whether superior or
inferior products are characteristic and representative of the self, explained
the product preferences of participants with low (but not high) self-esteem.
Consistent with study 3, deservingness was not able to explain our pattern

of results, as we did not detect moderated mediation through deservingness.

General Discussion

Our inquiry examined an underexplored self-related motive for
consumption—self-verification—and the consumers who typically pursue this
motive—those with low trait self-esteem. Across four studies, we
demonstrated that consumers with low trait self-esteem, as compared to
those with high self-esteem, gravitate towards inferior products. Our results
suggest that they do so on a chronic basis to confirm negative self-views
with products that signal negative self-views.

We provided evidence for the self-verification account through
moderation and mediation. Consumers with low self-esteem were more
inclined towards inferior products that signaled negative (vs. positive) self-
views and thereby served to verify their preexisting chronic self-views
(study 2). Further, low self-esteem consumers’ inclination towards inferior
products was present chronically and after receiving negative self-related
feedback (study 3). The well-established finding that consumers bolster

self-views with superior products in the wake of negative feedback (Gao et
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al. 2009; Lisjak et al. 2015; Mandel et al. 2016; Rucker and Galinsky 2008)
was observed only among those who tend to seek self-enhancement—
consumers with high self-esteem. What is more, low self-esteem
consumers’ chronic inclination to choose inferior products was attenuated
when they were induced to believe that superior products were
characteristic of themselves (study 4). In other words, when choosing a
superior product became aligned with their self-views in a specific product
category (i.e., alcohol), low self-esteem consumers became equally likely to
choose superior products as their high self-esteem counterparts. Lastly, a
moderated-mediation analysis provided direct evidence that low self-esteem
consumers’ product choices were guided by the self-verification motive.
Consumers with low self-esteem selected the products that they perceived
to be characteristic and typical of themselves. Typicality perceptions did
not explain high self-esteem consumers’ choices, in line with the idea that
these individuals are more inclined to seek self-enhancement.

Especially relevant for the current investigation is research on
feelings of deservingness (Cavanaugh 2014). That work demonstrated that
consumers forgo luxurious products when they feel undeserving of nice
things. Self-esteem and deservingness are likely to be highly correlated and
one might even argue that a feeling of not deserving good things is an
element or consequence of low self-esteem. However, self-esteem is not
just deservingness, it is larger and probably more fundamental. Our data
clearly indicate that consumers with low self-esteem desire inferior
products at least in part because they provide the functional benefits of
confirming the self. Consistent with the idea that self-esteem in our studies

is not just deservingness, we found our results to be robust to the inclusion
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of deservingness as a control variable in study 3 and 4. Especially the
successful moderated-mediation through product typicality, but not
deservingness, in study 4 suggests that low self-esteem consumers chose
inferior products because they believed those products to be typical of
them. They did not just choose inferior products because they felt unworthy
of nice things. Our findings were also not accounted for by the alternative
explanations of frugality and income. Taken together, the nuanced findings
of studies 1-4 support the theory that low self-esteem consumers tend to

choose inferior products in the service of self-verification.

Theoretical contributions

This investigation extends and complements the field’s knowledge
about self-related motives for consumption in multiple ways. First, to the
best of our knowledge, this work is the first to systematically demonstrate
that consumers use products to verify their self-views, especially those self-
views are negative. Past findings which provide indirect support for our
theorizing used correlational designs and/or focused on the affirmation of
positive self-views (Escalas and Bettman 2003; Gao et al. 2009; Kassarjian
1971; Malir et al. 2011). Those approaches did not allow for the
differentiation of self-verification from self-enhancement. In contrast, the
current work manipulated the proposed verification process and also ruled
out alternative explanations such as frugality or deservingness. As such, the
current work provides strong empirical evidence for the role of self-
verification in consumer behavior and hopefully paves the way to further

examine this underexplored motive.
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Second, our research adds nuance to the field’s understanding of the
self-enhancement motive and a phenomenon contingent on the self-
enhancement motive—compensatory consumption (e.g., Gao et al. 2009;
Mandel et al. 2016; Rucker and Galinsky 2008). Thus far, most results on
compensatory consumption have been consistent with the possibility that
consumers may be universally motivated to compensate against negative
feedback by choosing products that signal their success and greatness. Our
results, however, inspire a more nuanced perspective. They suggest that it is
important to understand consumers’ chronic self-views to predict whether
consumers will compensate in the wake of negative feedback. In the current
work, only consumers with positive self-views to begin with (i.e., those
with high self-esteem) engaged in compensatory consumption when they
were assigned to a low-power subordinate position. In contrast, those with
negative self-views to begin with (i.e., those with low self-esteem) did not
engage in compensatory consumption; instead they continued to self-verify
with inferior products in the wake of negative feedback (see also Campbell
and Sedikides 1999). Consistent with theory (Mandel et al. 2016), and
speculations voiced in past investigations (Gao et al. 2009), those who
perceive failure and inferiority as consistent with their trait self-views did
not engaged in compensatory consumption. Note also that because a
majority of study participants hold positive self-views (have high self-
esteem), our findings are consistent with past work that detected
compensatory consumption when self-esteem was not examined as a
moderator (Gao et al 2009; Rucker and Galinsky 2008; Mazzocco et al.
2012).
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Third, our work contributes to an emerging stream of research that
examines when and why consumers forgo hedonic pleasure to satisfy
higher-order motives (Andrade and Cohen 2007; Cavanaugh 2014; Keinan
and Kivetz 2011). People with low self-esteem are inclined to choose
inferior products such as cheap alcoholic beverages or dingy restaurants not
because they tend to be cheap, but because they think that inferior products
are representative of themselves. Our work has thus uncovered a novel

explanation for the consumption of non-hedonic products: self-verification.
Managerial implications

Our findings have implications for the marketing of products or
brands that consumers perceive to be relatively inferior. Marketing
professionals might be tempted to invest considerable resources to enhance
these products’ image. Our findings highlight that these efforts can come at
a cost because revamping the product might alienate a subgroup of
consumers who liked the product initially for being inferior. Indeed, clearly
positioning, and pricing inferior products as inferior seems to have benefits
because consumers with low self-esteem tend to identify with inferior
products and, as a result, choose them.

We also suggest ways for marketers to help consumers who
chronically choose inferior products to break this cycle. Our findings imply
that low self-esteem consumers may forgo affordable, superior product
versions because they stay loyal to familiar, inferior options that they
perceive to be typical of themselves. For instance, Walmart’s competitively
priced organic food line “Wild Oats” may have failed to appeal to Walmart

customers because these consumers did not (want to) identify as healthy,
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cool urbanites who buy organic groceries. The self-verification motive
suggests that bringing superior products into harmony with low self-esteem
consumers’ self-views will increase their willingness to choose them. For
instance, Walmart customers might have accepted organic products more
had they been introduced as an extension of an existing Walmart brand, as

compared to a separate organic brand.
Future research

Our investigation highlights several directions for future research.
First, our investigation identified a substantial minority of consumers who
have unique needs in the marketplace. An international survey with young
college students suggests that approximately 29% of people do not hold
positive self-views (Diener and Diener 1995). This estimate might be a
conservative one because low self-esteem is even more prevalent among
women, adolescents, and senior citizens, as well as people of lower (vs.
higher) socio-economic status (Kling et al. 1992; Orth, Trzesniewski, and
Robins 2010; Twenge and Campbell 2001; Twenge and Crocker 2002).
Although trait self-esteem is a highly stable dispositional variable (Robins
and Trzesniewski 2005), that fundamentally changes how people see and
interact with the world, its role for consumption is still largely in the dark.
We encourage researchers to better understand how dispositional self-views
shape marketplace outcomes.

Whereas our data indicate that low and high self-esteem consumers
differ in the extent to which they are driven by motives to self-verify versus
self-enhance, it seems unlikely that the level of the “other” motive is zero

for either group. Future research should examine if and under which
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conditions individuals with relatively high self-esteem would seek to verify
(vs. enhance) in the marketplace. Preliminary evidence suggests that people
with otherwise high self-esteem who held chronically negative self-views in
a circumscribed self-domain, for instance, sought to verify these views
(Swann, Pelham, and Krull 1989). As such, “high” self-esteem consumers
may choose inferior products for self-domains in which they do not hold
flattering self-views.

In a similar vein, our investigation does not yet elucidate when
consumers with low self-esteem would self-enhance. While the product
stimuli in our investigation were predominantly intended for public
consumption, which might have amplified the perceived costs and risks of
self-enhancement among low self-esteem consumers (e.g., rejection,
humiliation, failure, Baumeister et al. 1989), more private settings might
boost low self-esteem consumers’ likelihood to choose superior products.
For instance, low self-esteem consumers might dare to choose superior
products more when these products are a “secret” and hence are entirely
private signals.

Beyond the motives investigated here, self-verification and self-
enhancement, both low and high self-esteem consumers should also be
influenced by other motives, such as the inherent pleasure of consuming a
superior product. Even to low self-esteem consumers, high-quality ice
cream with lots of milk fat tastes better than low-quality ice cream with lots
of overrun (aka air). Thus, we would not predict that even low self-esteem
consumers would always prefer lower-quality products. Future research
should investigate the interplay between our two identity-related motives

and other motives such as consumption pleasure.
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Our inquiry was limited to measuring product preference or choice
and did not examine the deeper underlying cognitive and affective
antecedents and consequences of consuming inferior products. We
encourage researchers to build on our findings to examine whether low self-
esteem consumers are conscious of the self-verification motive and which
cognitions or emotions this motive may trigger. Our investigation also begs
the question whether choosing inferior products helps or hurts consumers

with low self-esteem in the short or long run.

Conclusion

This work sheds light on a puzzling behavior: The consumption of
inferior products in the face of superior options. Across four experiments,
we demonstrate that consumers with low self-esteem are inclined to choose
inferior products in the service of self-verification. This work establishes
self-verification needs as a counterweight to the dominant
conceptualization of products as a vehicle to self-repair, enhance, or mollify
when consumers’ self-views are thwarted. We hope that this work thereby
complements the field’s understanding of how self-views relate to product
choices. Apparently, some consumers sometimes think that non-cool
restaurants and cheap alcohol represent the type of person they are. Future
research should build on this finding to uncover whether consuming
inferior products harms or hurts low self-esteem consumers in the short and

long run.
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Appendix

Validation of inferior and superior products (studies 1 and 4) and

restaurant framing manipulation (study 2)

In our four reported studies, we measure participants’ preference
for, or choice of, products that are perceived be relatively “inferior” versus
“superior”. Products can be perceived as inferior to alternative products in
terms of quality or esthetics (Dawar and Parker 199; Rao and Monroe
1989). We presented participants with product pairs that varied in terms of
product quality (studies 1, 4), or esthetics (study 4), such that one product
was perceived as relatively inferior and the other as relatively superior. We
confirmed that the target population perceived the inferior products as
inferior and that perceptions of inferiority were independent of respondents’
trait self-esteem. The validation study also confirmed that our restaurant
framing manipulation (study 2) changed restaurant’s perceived coolness but

not quality.

Method

To validate that participants perceived the inferior (superior)
products as inferior (superior), we asked people from the same population
as those who completed the main studies to view and rate the products.
Seventy Mechanical Turk workers (MTurk; 33 females; Mage = 36.51, SDage
= 12.12) were presented with three separate question blocks with each

block comprising one of the four sets of stimuli: alcoholic beverages (study
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1), Chinese restaurants (study 2), groups of alcohol products (study 4) and
groups of clothing products (study 4). The presentation order of the blocks
was randomized. Each participant rated all products.

Within each block, the product pairs were presented and described
as they were in their respective study. For each of the six alcohol pairs
(study 1), the participants indicated which product had relatively lower
quality. To illustrate, for the beer pair, the participants answered “Which
beer has lower quality?” (1 = Tesco lager; $.35; 4 = quality is the same; 7 =
Budweiser lager; $1.2). The product pairs were presented one by one, in
random order, and we counterbalanced whether the inferior alcohol product
was presented on the left or right side of the screen. The six items were
recoded and averaged to form an index of alcohol quality (o = .87, M =
2.85,SD =1.39).

For the restaurants (study 2), we held constant the quality of the
restaurant while varying whether going to the restaurant would signal
positive or negative self-views. Participants were presented with two
branches of a Chinese restaurant chain. The restaurant signalling positive
self-views was frequented by “cool” customers (6™ street branch) while the
restaurant signalling negative self-views was frequented by “non-cool”
customers (5 street branch). Participants indicated “Which restaurant
serves lower quality food?” (1 = the one on 5 street; 4 = quality is the
same; 7 = the one on 6" street; M =4.03, SD =1.17). Next, we asked
“Which restaurant has a less cool customer base?” (1 = the one on 5™ street;
4 = the customer base is equally cool; 7 = the one on 6™ street; M = 3.00,
SD =1.61). We expected quality to be invariant to customer base. We

counterbalanced presentation of the restaurants, restaurant pictures, and
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whether the inferior restaurant was presented on the left or right side of the
screen.

In study 4, participants were presented with two groups of alcohol
products, placed side by side, labelled “basic alcohol” and “premium
alcohol”. We asked participants, “Which alcohol products have lower
quality?” (1 = the ones in the left box; 4 = quality is the same; 7 = the ones
in the right box; M = 2.38, SD =1.51). They were also presented with two
groups of clothing products, side by side, without further description. We
asked participants “Which clothes have lower aesthetic design quality?” (1
= the ones in the left box; 4 = aesthetic design quality is the same; 7 = the
ones in the right box; M = 3.00, SD =1.89).

After rating the products, all participants completed the Rosenberg
trait self-esteem scale used in the main studies (o =.912; M =3.04, SD =
0.63). At the end of the survey, participants indicated whether they
abstained from drinking alcohol: Do you drink alcohol? (0 = Yes, I do drink
alcohol vs. 1 = No, I never drink alcohol). We excluded abstinent
participants’ ratings of stimuli from studies 1 and 4 given that that abstinent
consumers were not eligible to participate in those studies. Nineteen
participants indicated they did not consume alcohol. As such, 51
participants (22 females; Mage = 36.38, SDage = 12.27) were retained for the

tests of studies 1 and 4.
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Results

All items were recoded so that lower values indicated that the
inferior product was perceived as relatively inferior (e.g., lower quality,
lower aesthetic design quality) or less cool. We conducted single-sample t-
tests to determine whether inferior-product ratings were statistically lower
than the scale-midpoint of 4. Results confirmed that participants perceived
the inferior products as inferior (table 1). Also as expected, the quality of
the restaurant did not differ, only the coolness of the customer base (table
1). Finally, perceptions of inferiority did not differ as a function of self-

esteem across the products (all p < .401, table 1).
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Table 1: Validation of product stimuli in studies 1, 2, and 4

One-sample T-test (Test-value 4)

M SD df t p
Alcohol Quality (study 1) 285 139 50 -593 <.001
Restaurant Coolness (study 2) 3.00 1.61 69 -521 <001
Restaurant Quality (study 2) 403 1.17 69 0.21 .838

Alcohol Raffle Quality (study4) ~ 2.38 151 50 -7.70  <.001

Clothing Raffle Aesthetic Design 3.00 1.89 50 -3.78 <.001
Quality (study 4)

Regression models (Dependent variable self-esteem)

B df t p
Alcohol Product Quality (study 1) .059 49 413 .681
Restaurant Coolness (study 2) -.016 68 -340 .735
Restaurant Quality (study 2) -.100 68 -825 412
Alcohol Raffle Quality (study 4) -.103 49 -841 401

Clothing Raffle Esthetic Design

Quality (study 4) 114 49 803 426

Discussion

In sum, we confirmed that the target population perceived the
inferior products as inferior. We also confirmed that framing a dingy
Chinese restaurant branch as cool (vs. non-cool) altered perceptions of

coolness without altering perceptions of quality. Lastly, we find that
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product inferiority perceptions did not differ as a function of trait self-
esteem. High and low self-esteem consumers were equally able to identify
which of two products was inferior. This raises doubt as to whether the
results in our main studies can be attributed to the alternative explanation
that low self-esteem consumers might prefer inferior products because they
are less motivated, or able, to discriminate between superior and inferior

products.

Validation of inferior and superior products in study 3

Study 3 measured students’ choice of inferior (low-status) vs.
superior (high-status) products. We validated the product stimuli to ensure
that the target population perceived the inferior products as being symbolic
of relatively low status and that status perceptions were independent of trait

self-esteem.

Method

We asked fifty-three student participants (the same population as
those who completed main study 3) to rate seven product pairs (26 females;
Mage =22.58, SDage = 4.37). Each pair consisted of an inferior (e.g., a
Primark suit) and a superior product version (e.g. a BOSS suit). The
products matched the participants’ gender. For each pair, the participants
answered “This product signals lower social status.” (1 = definitely left
product to 7 = definitely right product). The presentation order of the

product pairs was randomized and we counterbalanced on which side of the
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scale and screen the inferior product was presented. We recoded and
averaged these scores to compute an inferior-status index (o = .63; M =
2.06, SD = 0.71). Lower values indicated that the inferior product was
perceived as having relatively lower status. As a last step, participants

completed the Rosenberg self-esteem scale (o =.89; M =2.95, SD = 0.51).

Results and Discussion

We conducted a single-sample t-tests to determine whether the
inferior-status index was statistically lower than the scale-midpoint of 4.
Results confirmed that participants perceived the inferior products as
having relatively lower status (#49) = -20.37 , p <.001). Regressing self-
esteem on the inferior-status index confirmed that perceptions of status did
not differ as a function of self-esteem ( = .124, #(48) = 0.967, p = .390). In
sum, we confirmed that the target population perceived the inferior
products as inferior. We also confirmed that inferiority perceptions did not

differ as a function of trait self-esteem.
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Inferior (low-quality) vs. superior (high-quality) alcoholic, study 1
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Non-cool vs. cool restaurant branches, study 2

Nom Wah Tea Parlor 6t Street

Nom Wah Tea Parlor 5t Street

Dishes: Dim Sum (Chinese breakfast food), lunch, dinner, and dessert.
The average price per dish is $7.

Location: opposite Cofco Second-Hand Office furniture Location: opposite the University of Arts

Customers: attracts walk-in customers Customers: attracts hip people, mostly art students and
young professionals

Inferior (low status) vs. superior (high status) products, study 3
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Typicality manipulation (inferior vs. superior alcohol is typical), study 4
Inferior is Typical Manipulation

Indicate whether you usually engage in each behavior. (1 =1 do not agree to
7 =1 fully agree)

I buy alcohol at convenient bottle shops even though they have lower-
quality brands.

When I go to a bar to have a drink, I sometimes choose lower-quality drinks
rather than paying more for a higher-quality drink.

I tend to buy cheaper alcohol because that quality is sufficient for me.

When going for drinks with my friends, I prefer to share a pitcher of beer in
a pub instead of a bottle of premium beer in a fancy bar.

When my friends order a low-quality drink at a bar, I will also order a low-
quality one.

Superior is Typical Manipulation

Indicate whether you usually engage in each behavior. (1 =1 do not agree to
7 =1 fully agree)

When I buy alcohol, I choose well-known brands over store brands because
I want something of high quality.

When I go to a bar to have a drink, I sometimes choose high-quality drinks
rather than low-quality drinks.

When I buy alcohol, I avoid buying the cheapest booze available because it
usually tastes bad.

When my friends order a high-quality drink at a bar, I will also order a
high-quality one.

Low-quality alcohol tastes bad.
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Inferior vs. superior alcohol raffle and inferior vs. superior clothing

raffle,study 4
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Chapter 3
Editing Entertainment:
Length Constraints, Product Quality,
and the Case of the Motion Picture
Industry

Background and Overview

Filmmakers, authors, comedians, and other producers of
entertainment products seek to deliver hedonically-pleasing experiences to
consumers. The entertainment product development process typically
involves creating considerable amounts of content during production and
then cutting low-quality elements (e.g., boring scenes, dull prose, bad
jokes) in post-production. These steps aim to maximize product quality
while theoretically allowing the product’s length to be long or short based
on the amount of (good) content left after editing. For example, a comedian
who cuts bad jokes from a comedy set and is left with many good jokes will
perform a longer show than the comedian who is left with fewer good
jokes. Yet, maximizing quality may not be the only goal of post-production
editing. In some cases, entertainment producers are bound by a length
constraint, as occurs for comedy specials, sitcoms, short story competitions,
and major motion pictures. We examine how length constraints alter editing

decisions and diminish product quality—such as when a comedian with
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only 50 minutes of good jokes tells 10 minutes of bad jokes in order to
perform a one-hour comedy special.

How do entertainment producers react when they encounter a
discrepancy between a length constraint and the amount of good content
available in post-production? Minimum length constraints, which occur in
Hollywood filmmaking, require producers to keep some bad scenes when
the amount of good scenes fails to reach the constraint. Maximum length
constraints, which occur in short-story competitions, require producers to
cut enjoyable aspects of a story when the amount of engaging prose
exceeds the constraint. Target length constraints, which occur for sitcoms
or comedy specials, require producers to keep bad content or cut good
content depending on the discrepancy between the constraint and the
amount of good content. We suggest that consumers are more sensitive to
the presence of bad content than the absence of good content. Thus, leaving
in bad content (due to a minimum length constraint) diminishes product
quality more than leaving out good content (due to a maximum length
constraint). We present an experiment that shows how a minimum
constraint diminishes the quality of comedy sets more than a maximum
constraint.

In search of real-world effects of a minimum length constraint, we
explore a popular topic in the marketing literature: motion pictures. In a
dataset of more than 1,000 Hollywood movies, we find that short movies
are most likely to be low quality. We attribute the prevalence of short bad
movies to a 90-minute minimum length constraint required by studios.
After production, most filmmakers have enough good scenes to reach 90

minutes. However, some filmmakers who lack enough good scenes to reach
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90 minutes must keep some bad scenes—Tlackluster action sequences or
boring B-stories—which makes the movie less enjoyable. We present two
additional studies with secondary data to address alternative explanations
for the prevalence of short bad Hollywood movies.

Our inquiry mixes theoretical and practical contributions. We
present a model of the entertainment product development process that
highlights the importance of editing. We show how minimum length
constraints jeopardize product quality. We suggest ways to improve the

entertainment product development process.

Entertainment Product Development

Consumers in the United States spend 5% of their household
income on entertainment (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2015). Indeed, media
entertainment is a trillion-dollar (USD) industry that aims to create
hedonically-pleasing products, such as movies, magazines, music, podcasts,
and video games (Jenkins 2006; Shrum 2012; Statista 2016; Vogel 2014;
Zillmann and Vorderer 2000). In 2016, the most popular movies (e.g.,
Finding Dory), TV shows (e.g., Game of Thrones), books (e.g., Harry
Potter and the Cursed Child), and video games (e.g., Call of Duty: Infinite
Warfare) in the U.S. were primarily consumed for pleasure. Despite these
blockbuster successes, failures are all too common. Most television shows
do not survive season one; most video games and books are not profitable
(De Vany 2004; EEDAR 2016; Epstein 2012; Vogel 2014).

Figure 1 presents a model of the entertainment product development

process, which begins with idea generation and ends with exhibition (see
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also Caves 2000; Eliashberg, Elberse, and Leenders 2006). The
entertainment product development process is similar to product
development in general, but there are notable differences. One difference is
the difficulty producers have returning to an already-completed stage
because of limited budgets, fixed schedules, or simply convention (i.e.,
“That’s the way it’s done.”). Indeed, bands rarely return to the studio once
on tour, and filmmakers can’t shoot more scenes because cast and crew
move on to other jobs. Another difference is the role of editing in creating

high-quality entertainment products.

Figure 1: A model of the entertainment product development process.
Superscripts designate representative marketing research that examines the
motion picture industry.

Development Pre-production Production Post-production | Distribution
Idea gencration Budgeting Editing Advertising/PR’
Project selection! Planning* Content creation Testing* Sale
Financing? Scheduling Artwork Exhibition®

*IBasuory and Chatterjee 2008; 'Shaltayev, Deniz and Hasbrouck 2016; 'Eliashberg, Hui, and Zhang
2007; % 3Basuroy, Chatterjee, and Ravid 2003; 3Gemser, Leenders, and Weinberg 2012; 3Elberse
2007; 3Mathys, Burmester and Clement 2016; 3Packard, Aribarg, Eliashberg and Foutz 2016;
3Sawhney and Eliashberg 1996; 3Simonoff and Sparrow 2000; 3Singleton 1996; 3Wallace,
Seigerman, and Holbrook 1993; “Eliashberg, Jonker, Sawhney, Wierenga 2000; “Eliashberg,
Weinberg and Hui 2008; “Fiske and Handel 1947; 3Chintagunta, Gopinath and Venkataraman 2010;
SEliashberg and Shugan 1997; >Elberse and Anand 2007; SLegoux, Larocque, Laporte, Belmati and
Boquet 2016; *Moon, Bergey, and Iacobucci 2010; SLiu, 2006; 3Sood and Dréze 2006; Wang,
Zhang, Li and Zhu 2010; Ainslie, Dréze, and Zufryden 2005; °Andrade and Cohen 2007,
®Boatwright, Basuroy, and Kamakura 2007; ‘Burmester, Eggers, Clement and Prostka 2016; °Chen,
Chen, and Weinberg 2013 °Elberse and Eliashberg 2003; °Eliashberg and Sawhney 1994;
SEliashberg, Swami, Weinberg and Wierenga 2008; “Hennig-Thurau, Henning, Sattler, Eggers and
Houston 2007; ¢Jedidi, Krider and Weinberg 1998; ‘Neelamegham and Chintagunta 1999; *W1dmert
and Papies 2016
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Editing entertainment

Entertainment producers create considerable amounts of content
during production. Ernest Hemingway wrote a 107,000 word draft of The
Sun Also Rises (67,707 final word count; Wagner-Martin 2002). Beyoncé
recorded 80 songs for her self-titled album (14 songs released; McRady
2013). And for every joke that Seth Meyers told as host of Saturday Night
Live’s Weekend Update there were 40 other jokes created in the writer’s
room (NPR 2008). Producers create a lot of content because many scenes,
songs, or jokes are not good enough to exhibit—even those created by A-
list talent.

People consume media entertainment to have hedonically-pleasing
experiences—and avoid dull or distasteful experiences (Holbrook and
Hirschman 1982; Vorderer, Klimmt, and Ritterfeld 2004). Therefore,
during post-production editing, entertainment producers seek to remove
content that 1s unpleasant, redundant, or fails to move a story forward (Ellis
2001; Murch 2001). Miles Davis noted, “I listen for what I can cut out.”
Elmore Leonard quipped, “I leave out the parts that people skip.” And
writers of all kinds know Strunk and White’s maxim, “Omit needless
words.” What is needless or not, naturally, depends on the product: bad
jokes for comedy shows, boring songs for albums, small talk on podcasts,
and so on.

Under ideal circumstances, editing transforms an early version of a
product with good and bad content (e.g., a rough cut of a movie) into a final
product with only good content (e.g., a theatrical release). Thus, an

entertaining product could be long or short depending on the amount of
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good content available in post-production. Some Oscar worthy movies are
178 minutes (The Godfather); others are 93 minutes (Annie Hall). Some
classic novels are 265,000 words (Ulysses); others are 67,707 words (The
Sun Also Rises).

Length constraints

In theory, an entertainment product’s final length is determined by
the amount of good content available in post-production. In practice,
however, products may have a length constraint due to distribution
requirements (e.g., network television schedules) or convention (e.g., by
tradition, comic books in the US and UK are 32 pages long; The Writers’
Guild of Great Britain 2011). Some products must reach a minimum length.
Hollywood studios typically contractually require directors to make movies
90 minutes or longer (personal communication: S. Ganis, February 15,
2016; J. Jusko August 5, 2016). Other products cannot exceed a maximum
length. To win a Nebula Short Story Award, science fiction writers must
submit stories that are fewer than 7,500 words (The America Science
Fiction and Fantasy Writers, n.d.). Yet, other products must reach but not
exceed a target length. Network sitcoms are 22 minutes and one-hour
comedy specials are 60 minutes (obviously).

In some cases, the amount of good content available after
production might fail to reach a length constraint. In other cases, the
amount of good content might exceed a length constraint. We highlight
how a discrepancy between the amount of good content and a minimum,
maximum, or target constraint causes entertainment producers to alter

editing decisions:
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Minimum length constraints. A minimum constraint causes
producers with too little good content to keep low-quality elements. For
example, a filmmaker who has only 75 minutes of good scenes will keep
some bad scenes to reach a 90-minute running time required by a studio.
Note: this occurs when a producer is unable to return to production to create

more content.

Maximum length constraints. A maximum constraint causes
producers with too much good content to cut high-quality elements. For
example, an author of an enjoyable 8,000-word story will cut some

engaging prose to reach a 7,500-word submission constraint.

Target length constraints. A target acts as a maximum when the
amount of good content exceeds the constraint. Other times, a target length
acts as a minimum when the amount of good content fails to reach the
constraint. A comedian performing a one-hour comedy special will cut
some good jokes from a comedy set with 70 minutes of good jokes. Yet, a

comedian with only 50 minutes of good jokes will keep some bad jokes.

Entertainment Experiences

A discrepancy between the amount of good content and a length
constraint predictably alters editing—keeping bad content due to a
minimum constraint or cutting good content due to a maximum constraint.
However, it is less clear how altering editing affects product quality.

We propose that keeping bad content diminishes product quality

more than cutting good content. First, consumers are more aware of what is
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present than what is absent, a phenomenon that Kahneman (2011) calls,
“what you see is all there is” (i.e., wysiati). For example, an audience hears

the jokes in a comedy set, but is less likely to consider jokes that are not in

the set. Second, all things equal, negative stimuli tend to have a greater

influence on choices, impression formation, arousal, attention, and moods

than positive stimuli (i.e., negativity bias; Baumeister et al. 2001;

Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Rozin and Royzman 2001). For example,

one-star reviews have a greater effect on book sales than five-star reviews

(Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006), and low points in a person’s day predict

well-being more than high points (Miron-Shatz 2009). Because of “wysiati”

and negativity bias, we propose that keeping low-quality elements

diminishes product quality—but cutting high-quality elements has little

effect (table 1).

Table 1: Effects on product quality depend on whether an element is low-
quality or high-quality and whether it is cut or kept during editing.

Element Low-quality High-quality
Decision “Cut” “Keep” “Cut” “Keep”
Improves Diminishes | Little effect Improves
Effect
product product on product product
quality quality quality quality
Example Absence of | Presence of | Absence of | Presence of
p bad joke bad joke good joke good joke

82




How do length constraints affect a marketplace? The first row of
figure 2 illustrates a potential marketplace of entertainment products
subjected to an unconstrained “create then cut” process. Suppose there is a
normal distribution of lengths (panel A) and about the same likelihood that
high quality entertainment products are short or long (panel B). The second
row illustrates how a maximum constraint changes the distribution of
lengths. Product lengths become shorter, piling just above the constraint
because high-quality elements are cut until the maximum is reached (panel
C). However, product quality remains about the same because the audience
does not experience the missing high-quality elements (panel D). The third
row illustrates how a minimum constraint changes the distribution of
lengths. Product lengths become shorter, piling up above the constraint
because low-quality elements are added back until the minimum is
exceeded (panel E). However, quality drops near the minimum because the
audience experiences low-quality elements that otherwise would have been

cut had there been no constraint (panel F).
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Figure 2: Illustration of product lengths and quality for a marketplace of
entertainment products subject to no constraint, a maximum constraint, or a
minimum constraint. Arrows in panel D and F indicate how quality changes

due to a maximum and minimum constraint respectively.
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Overview of Studies

Our inquiry examines the influence of length constraints on
entertainment products. First, we present an experiment that tests how
keeping bad content (due to a minimum constraint) diminishes product
quality more than cutting good content (due to a maximum constraint). A
minimum constraint hurt the quality of comedy sets, whereas a maximum
constraint had little effect (study 1).

The remainder of our inquiry examines how a 90-minute minimum
constraint could affect the quality of motion pictures. We examined
Hollywood movies and found a drop in quality for movies closer to 90
minutes (study 2). We rule out that the effect is due to genre, production
budgets, or distribution decisions (study 2 and 3). Finally, we examined
Bollywood movies, whose production process is not subject to a minimum
constraint. There was not a similar drop in product quality for short

Bollywood movies (study 4).

Study 1

We begin with an experiment that examines whether keeping bad
content (due to a minimum constraint) diminishes quality more than cutting
good content (due to a maximum constraint). We subjected comedy sets to
an editing process with either no constraint, a maximum constraint, or a
minimum constraint. Then we asked an audience to read the edited comedy
sets. We predicted that the audience would enjoy comedy sets edited

without a constraint about as much as comedy sets edited with a maximum
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constraint. However, we expected a drop in quality for comedy sets that
lacked enough good jokes to reach the minimum constraint. Specifically,
we predicted a non-linear relationship between length (number of jokes)
and comedy set quality in the minimum constraint condition. If the
minimum constraint diminishes entertainment experiences because it forces
producers to keep bad content, quality should drop for comedy sets that just
exceed the minimum constraint. However, quality should remain
consistently higher further away from the constraint. These comedy sets

had enough good jokes and thus had no bad jokes added to the set.
Methods for creating unedited comedy sets

When comedians create comedy sets, they write many jokes—some
good and some bad. To imitate the creation process, we collected 300 jokes
from funnyshortjokes.com and GQ.com’s “100 best jokes in the world”
(GQ n.d.). We conducted a pre-test by presenting ten randomly-selected
jokes from the list (with replacement) to Mechanical Turk (MTurk)
participants (N = 600). Participants made three “yes” or “no” judgments for
each joke: “Do you think this joke is funny?”, “Do you think that this joke
is offensive?”, and “Have you heard this joke before?” We eliminated jokes
deemed either offensive or familiar by more than 20% of the participants.
From the remaining 183 jokes, we retained 18 jokes as potential stimuli: the
ten funniest jokes (i.e., good jokes; “The worst time to have a heart attack is
during a game of charades.”) and the eight least funny jokes (i.e., bad jokes;
“What’s the difference between ‘highly flammable’ and ‘inflammable’? I

can never remember... Arghhh...”).
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We asked a hypothesis-blind research assistant to prepare 38
unedited comedy sets whose balance of good to bad jokes was normally
distributed (table 2; columns 1 and 2). Each comedy set contained ten
jokes. The research assistant prepared each set by using a random number
generator to draw a pre-defined number of jokes from the pool of ten good
and eight bad jokes. For example, when preparing an unedited comedy set
that contained five good jokes and five bad jokes the research assistant
randomly selected five of the ten good jokes and five of the eight bad jokes
(without replacement). In this example, the research assistant repeated the
process five more times to create a total of six unedited comedy sets with

five good and five bad jokes.

Table 2: Composition of good and bad jokes in unedited and edited comedy

sets.
Unedited sets Edited sets
Number Balance of good No Maximum Minimum
of and bad jokes constraint constraint constraint (6)
unedited (6)
sets
2 2 good & 8 bad 2 good 2 good 2 good & 4 bad
4 3 good & 7 bad 3 good 3 good 3 good & 3 bad
4 4 good & 6 bad 4 good 4 good 4 good & 2 bad
6 5 good & 5 bad 5 good 5 good 5 good & 1 bad
6 6 good & 4 bad 6 good 6 good 6 good
6 7 good & 3 bad 7 good 6 good 7 good
4 8 good & 2 bad 8 good 6 good 8 good
4 9 good & 1 bad 9 good 6 good 9 good
2 10 good 10 good 6 good 10 good
38 sets 38 sets 16 sets 16 sets (italics)
(italics)
Total =70
sets
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Methods for editing comedy sets with or without constraints

To imitate an unconstrained editing process, we asked the research
assistant to cut all bad jokes from the 38 unedited comedy sets. The
resulting sets varied in length from two to ten jokes, based on the number of
good jokes in the unedited set (table 2; column 3).

To imitate an editing process for a maximum constraint, we asked
the research assistant to impose a maximum constraint of six jokes. For the
38 edited comedy sets, the constraint altered editing decisions for 16 sets
with seven or more good jokes (table 2; column 4). The research assistant
randomly cut good jokes from each of these 16 sets until a total of six jokes
remained in each set (e.g., a comedy set with nine good jokes would have
three jokes cut).

To imitate an editing process for a minimum constraint, we asked
the research assistant to impose a minimum constraint of six jokes. For the
38 edited comedy sets, the constraint altered editing decisions for 16 sets
with five or fewer good jokes (table 2; column 5). The research assistant
randomly kept bad jokes for each of the 16 sets until a total of six jokes was
reached in each set (e.g., a comedy set with three good jokes would have
three bad jokes added back).

In total, the research assistant edited 70 comedy sets: 38 sets not
subject to a constraint, 16 sets edited to meet a maximum constraint, and 16

sets edited to meet a minimum constraint.
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Methods for assessing product quality

Based on random assignment, 700 MTurk participants read one of
the 70 edited comedy sets. The jokes in the comedy set were presented one
at a time in random order—with one exc