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This research demonstrates that material consumption can repair and protect consumers’ feelings of self-worth and explores the substantive phenomenon of trading up. Results suggest that consumers whose feelings of self-worth are threatened are more likely to trade up on options that are relevant to their positive self-conceptions and less likely to trade up on less relevant ones. Through the decision to trade up or not, consumers’ feelings of self-worth are immediately repaired. In the long-term, consumers can rely on self-relevant possessions to protect their feelings of self-worth, which affects consumers’ tendency to trade up when making other consumption decisions. The current research also explores whether the reason why a possession is important for self-worth impacts its protective value, and finds that feelings of self-worth are most protected when possessions are important with regard to social relationships. Finally, implications for theory and research in marketing are considered.

      The broad purpose of this research is to explore two interrelated questions in consumer psychology.  First, how do consumers’ feelings about themselves affect material consumption – specifically, decisions to buy and consume products and services?  Second, how does material consumption affect consumers’ feelings about themselves?  While prior research has highlighted the dark side of consumption (Aarndt, Solomon, Kasser, and Sheldon 2004; Belk 1985; O’Guinn and Faber 1989; Richins and Dawson 1992), the central tenet of the current research is that consumption decisions can immediately repair feelings of self-worth and, in the long-term, the possessions consumers acquire can protect feelings of self-worth.  Moreover, this research explores how links between consumption and feelings of self-worth can speak to the substantive phenomenon of trading up.

Trading Up

      The substantive issue explored in this research is trading up – a term coined to describe consumers’ willingness to pay premium prices for particular goods or services. Trading up is a growing trend in middle-market America, East Asia, and Europe that sweeps across a wide range of categories of consumer goods and services at prices ranging from just a few dollars to thousands of dollars (Silverstein and Fiske 2003; 2005). Trading up can manifest in diverse ways, such as selecting a more expensive option in a choice set or seeking out brands or retail outlets that are relatively more expensive.  The current research explores what drives consumers to trade up in some categories and under some circumstances but not others. Consumers chose between two options and trading up is operationalized as the decision to splurge for the higher priced option.

      Given the growing prevalence of the phenomenon, it is important to understand what is driving it.  Why are consumers sometimes willing to spend $20 on a t-shirt when they could spend $10, or $3 on a cup of coffee when they could spend a mere dollar? Several lines of research in marketing can speak to this issue. For instance, whether or not consumers trade up might be a function of price-quality trade-offs (Diehl, Kornish, and Lynch 2003; Kardes, Cronley, Kellaris, and Posavac 2004; Lichtenstein and Burton 1989; Lim and Olshavsky 1988; Lynch and Ariely 2000), stimulus organization (Park and Macinnis 2000; Simonson, Nowlis, and Lemon 1993), and/or reference group effects (Amaldoss and Jain 2005; 2007). To this literature, the current research contributes the idea that fluctuations in consumers’ feelings of self-worth impact trading up, and trading up can in turn impact consumers’ feelings of self-worth. Thus, trading up is viewed through the theoretical lens of self-enhancement.
THE BRIGHT SIDE OF DARK SIDE CONSUMPTION
I argue that the decision to trade up or not can repair consumers’ feelings of self-worth. The process through which individuals attempt to repair or elevate their feelings of self-worth is called self-enhancement (Baumeister 1982; Baumgardner, Kaufman, and Levy 1989; Tesser, Martin, and Cornell 1996; Swann, Pelham, and Krull 1989). It may not be surprising based on prior research that consumers might self-enhance by trading up. This hypothesis is foreshadowed by research suggesting that the motivation to self-enhance biases consumers to consume, in that it affects product preferences (Mandel and Smeesters 2007), product evaluations (Beggan 1992; Brendl, Chattopadhyay, Pelham, and Carvallo 2005; but see Barone, Shimp, and Sprott 1997), purchase request compliance (Howard, Gengler, and Jain 1995), self-brand connections (Escalas and Bettman 2003; 2005) and purchase decisions (Mick and DeMoss 1990). Likewise, it has been postulated elsewhere that individuals acquire material objects to affirm their value within a culture and thereby boost self-esteem (Arndt, Solomon, Kasser, and Sheldon 2004, Mandel and Heine 1999).  
The question, then, in the current research is not simply whether consumers self-enhance by trading up.  Rather, do they sometimes self-enhance by not trading up? Moreover, can the decision to trade up or not actually repair consumers’ feelings of self-worth?  And finally, how do the possessions consumers acquire impact their self-worth in the long-term?
To Trade Up or Not to Trade Up
People self-enhance by embracing and portraying their positive self-conceptions, or the positive and valued beliefs they have about themselves (for a review, see Banaji and Prentice, 1994). The decision to trade up or not can be a self-enhancement mechanism because of the many aspects of the self these decisions can convey. As an example, consider a university student who finds himself shopping after failing an exam at school. Suppose further that he is choosing a t-shirt to buy. I would argue that this young consumer would be more likely to trade up if choosing among school logo t-shirts, to portray that this t-shirt is relevant to an important and positive aspect of his self-concept, his academic competence or social group. But this student would be less likely to trade up if choosing among plain white t-shirts, to portray that this t-shirt is not relevant to an important aspect of his self-concept. In both contexts, the decision makes a statement about what is or is not a valued aspect of who he is. Thus, both the decision to trade up and the decision not to trade up are self-enhancement mechanisms.
Indeed, it has been suggested elsewhere that consumers can create, convey, and define both who they are and who they are not through their material worlds (Belk 1984; 1985; 1988; Fournier 1998; Kleine, Kleine, and Kernan 1993; Landon 1974; McCracken 1989; Richins 1994; Sirgy 1982; Solomon 1983). For instance, research shows that consumers desire congruency between their self-concepts and their retail shopping environments (Sirgy, Grewal, and Mangleburg 2000) and prefer brands that match aspects of their self-concepts (Aaker 1999; Dolich 1969), such as their self-construal (Aaker and Schmitt 2001). These desires and preferences arise because where consumers shop and what brands they buy are considered to be components of who they are. This link between the material world and self-concept enables individuals to self-enhance via material consumption.  Moreover, this link enables material consumption to impact consumers’ feelings of self-worth.
Repairing Self-Worth via Trading Up

The current conceptualization suggests that trading up is a form of self-enhancement whereby people make a statement about who they are via their decision to trade up or not and, in so doing, they come to feel more favorably about themselves. Yet it is unclear based on prior research and theorizing whether material consumption should have a positive impact on consumers’ feelings of self-worth. Empirical research on this issue is lacking and results are equivocal. In favor of this possibility is Mick and DeMoss’s (1990) research on self-gifts, which suggests that some premeditated special indulgences enable consumers to feel better about themselves. Mick and DeMoss’s research highlights the functional role of consumption in the lives of consumers, rather than viewing consumption as a maladaptive response (also see Kleine, Kleine, and Allen 1995).  

However, the idea that material consumption can have a positive impact on consumers’ feelings of self-worth is at odds with conventional wisdom and a sizable literature in marketing that attests to its dark side (e.g., (Belk 1985; Kasser and Sheldon 2000; O’Guinn and Faber 1989; Richins and Dawson 1992). A constellation of behaviors, such as over-spending and impulsive buying, are described as dark because they can be symptomatic of poor self-control or poor judgment (Belk, 1985; Richins & Dawson, 1992; Sirgy, 1998) and can have negative downstream consequences for consumers. Proponents of this view include prominent theorists, such as Maslow (1954) and Rogers (1964), and social psychologists, such as Deci and Ryan (1991), who have argued that people try to use material objects to satisfy psychological needs seldom met by extrinsic rewards. How can these different perspectives be reconciled? I would argue that the key determinant of whether material consumption can have a positive affect on feelings of self-worth is the perceived relevance of a decision or possession to a consumers’ self-concept. Specific predictions regarding this hypothesis are described in the conceptual model.
Protecting Self-Worth via Material Consumption

I propose that the decision to trade up or not can immediately repair feelings of self-worth.  But once possessions are acquired, what is their long-term impact on feelings of self-worth? I propose that possessions that are relevant to consumers’ positive self-conceptions come to protect feelings of self-worth. That is, consumers rely on self-relevant possessions as resources.  
Why might possessions function as resources? Although the precise nature of the relationship people have to possessions has been described in several different ways, including the ideas that possessions are props (McCracken, 1989), relationship partners (Fournier, 1998), and identity-enablers (Kleine et al., 1993), the common thread is that possessions can be central components of the self. The essence of this assertion can be traced back to William James (1890, p. 291), who noted, “It is clear that between what a man calls me and what he simply calls mine the line is difficult to draw. We feel and act about certain things that are ours very much as we feel and act about ourselves.” 

Research in very different streams can be interpreted as showing that some core aspects of the self can function as resources and thereby enable individuals to cope more effectively in their daily lives.  For instance, the impact of psychologically traumatic events can be buffered by an individual’s in-groups (Correll and Park 2005), self-esteem (Baumeister 1998; Dutton and Brown 1997), values (Fein and Spencer 1997; Steele and Liu 1983), and self-complexity (Linville 1985), all of which are core aspects of self.  
I propose that because possessions share the feature of being core to the self, they might also come to function as resources. Residing in the rubric that “we are what we have” is the notion that our feelings about ourselves and our possessions interact in a reciprocal manner. Indeed, in his discussion of possessions as extensions of the self, Belk (1988, p. 141) wrote, “We may impose our identities on possessions and possessions may impose their identities on us.”  Thus, if the attributes that possessions symbolize, such as competence or attractiveness, can be integrated into the self and bolster consumers’ self-concepts, then consumers’ possessions can function as resources and thereby enhance their coping ability.  
As an example of this phenomenon, consider that one’s laptop could operate as a resource. The current perspective asserts that this laptop will function as a resource only if it is important to its owner’s self-concept, perhaps because it is perceived to be instrumental for his success at work, or perhaps because it is impressive and expensive and signals to others that he is accomplished. That is, only self-relevant possessions psychologically buffer the experience of events that would otherwise threaten feelings of self-worth and thereby curb the motivation to self-enhance in response to these events. 
CONCEPTUAL MODEL
The major contribution of the current research is to delineate when, why, and among whom seemingly dark side consumption can have a bright side by providing preliminary empirical evidence for consumers’ adaptive use of trading up as a self-enhancement mechanism and for consumption’s self-repair and self-protective functions. This perspective asserts that both special possessions and more mundane consumption decisions (e.g., decisions about what clothes item to purchase and at what store to shop) can portray certain positive and valued aspects of the self and can therefore positively impact feelings of self-worth both in the short- and long-term.  
Several psychological factors are proposed to contribute to the relationship between material consumption on feelings of self-worth, all of which derive from the notion that material consumption impacts consumers’ feelings of self-worth via links to the self-concept. The conceptual model is depicted in figure 1.  The specific factors included are: experience of threat, self-relevance of choice sets, individual differences in the self-relevance of possessions, and protection against threat (buffer). Protection against threat is examined in two ways, values and possessions. 
Experience of Threat

      Self-enhancement is motivated by a momentary threat or blow to one’s feelings of self-worth (e.g., Steele 1988; Taylor and Brown 1988; Tesser 1988). These blows can come through many daily experiences, such as comparisons to others (Festinger 1954; also see Argo, White, and Dahl 2006; Smeesters and Mandel 2006), lack of social approval and acceptance (Leary 2006), or failures to meet performance standards (Vohs and Heatherton 2001). If the decision to trade up or not is a form of self-enhancement, then the tendency to trade up should be affected, all else equal, when individuals experience threatening experiences of these kinds. 
Therefore, the current research compares groups of participants who do or do not experience a threat and predicts that the tendency to trade up or not on consumption decisions will vary depending on whether feelings of self-worth are threatened. However, several caveats are required here.  First, whether or not a consumer responds to threat by trading up or not is also predicted to depend on the self-relevance of consumers’ options.  This factor is addressed in the next two sections.  Second, the threat experience itself can be buffered, thus reducing its impact and the tendency to trade up. This factor is addressed in the section on protection from threat.
Self-Relevance of Choice Sets  

      The current work focuses on consumption decisions as a mechanism of self-enhancement. The options consumers decide between are predicted to moderate the decision as a function of their relevance to consumers’ self-concepts. Some choice sets have more potential to say something about a consumer’s self-concept than others. Self-relevant choice sets might include (but would not be limited to) prestige products (Park, Jaworski, and MacInnis 1986; Shavitt 1990) or so-called symbolic products, such as clothes or shoes (Berger and Heath 2007; Lee and Shavitt 2006). For consumers who are high on need for uniqueness, novel or unique products might be self-relevant, while for environmentally minded consumers, toothpaste or fertilizer might be self-relevant. 
I predict that when options reflect upon a positive and valued aspect of a consumer’s self-concept, then a consumer can signal this by trading up and can thereby repair feelings of self-worth. That is, simply choosing a self-relevant option among several is not sufficient to self-repair. Rather, to self-repair, one must make a statement that this consumption context is self-relevant by trading up in it.

Conversely, when options do not reflect upon a positive and valued aspect of a consumer’s self-concept, trading up should not repair feelings of self-worth. But nevertheless, feelings of self-worth can be repaired in this context. Here, a consumer who decides not to trade up still conveys who he or she is. By conveying that the options are not self-relevant, this consumer should repair self-worth. 
Therefore, in response to threat, individuals should trade up more (or be more likely to trade up) on more self-relevant choices, and trade up less (or be less likely to trade up) on less self-relevant ones.  In so doing, individuals should repair feelings of self-worth.
Individual Differences in the Self-Relevance of Possessions

In the same way that choice sets vary in self-relevance, individuals vary in the degree to which they perceive consumption contexts to be self-relevant (Belk 1984; Richins 1992; Richins and Dawson 1990; 1992; Sprott, Czellar, Spangenberg 2007). Among individuals who tend to link material consumption to their self-concepts, the motive to self-enhance should increase trading up. Among individuals who tend not to link material consumption to their self-concepts, the motive to self-enhance should decrease trading up. In either case, the decision to trade up or not would be a statement about an individual’s self-concept and should therefore repair feelings of self-worth.

Protection against Threat: Values and Possessions
      A third boundary condition is proposed that is not directly related to the decision to trade up, but rather to the experience of threat. That is, the psychological impact of a potentially threatening event on an individual can sometimes be buffered. The present research tests the hypothesis that individuals who engage in an activity that affirms their sense of self-worth before experiencing a threat should be protected from the blow and therefore should not self-enhance as much as their unprotected counterparts.  
This hypothesis stems from research showing that the impact of potentially threatening events can be buffered if individuals first reflect on important aspects of their self-concepts, such as personally important values (Fein and Spencer 1997; Steele and Liu 1983; Steele, Spencer, and Lynch 1993; Tesser and Cornell 1991). I offer a new proposition, that possessions that are important to the self-concept also can protect consumers from experiencing the impact of events that could threaten their self-worth. Therefore, this research will examine two sorts of buffers against threats, values and possessions. Because prior work has illustrated the capacity of values to buffer against threat, the methods established in that work will be adopted here to explore the protective power of possessions.  I propose that because self-relevant possessions can protect consumers’ feelings of self-worth, their tendency to trade up on other consumption decisions is not affected by threat. 
Summary 

      The conceptual model proposes that the experience of a psychologically threatening event will impact peoples’ current feelings of self-worth and trading up. However, the threat experience itself can be buffered, reducing its impact on the tendency to trade up. Self-relevant possessions are proposed to buffer against threat and thereby impact trading up on other consumption decisions.  
Assuming a threat is experienced, and feelings of self-worth are threatened, what determines whether a person self-enhances by trading up? I propose that people respond to threat by using their consumption decision to say something positive about themselves. Whether trading up accomplishes this is based on the link between a product or service and the self-concept. I explore two variables that moderate the perception of this link. These variables include aspects of the choice set and chronic individual differences in the tendency to view possessions as integral to the self. In terms of aspects of the choice set, sometimes we are making decisions in consumption domains that are relevant to who we are and sometimes we are not. In terms of individual differences, some consumers are more apt to see their possessions as part of who they are, while others are less likely to do so. Both the choice set and chronic differences in possession self-relevance should influence the tendency to respond to threat by trading up or not.  Finally, I will look at peoples’ feelings of self-worth after their decision.  The prediction is that feelings of self-worth are repaired by trading up when products are more self-relevant and by not trading up when products are less self-relevant.
EXPERIMENT 1

Experiment 1 addressed the impact of threats to self-worth on the decision to trade up and the impact of trading up or not on feelings of self-worth.   Threatened individuals were predicted to repair feelings of self-worth by trading up on self-relevant choices and by not trading up on less relevant ones. 

In this experiment, participants experienced a threat to their academic competence (or not) before making a hypothetical choice in a shopping scenario. An academic threat was used in this and all subsequent experiments because academic threat is relevant and familiar to our participant population (all of whom are university students).
 Following the threat manipulation, participants were given a single hypothetical purchase scenario in which they chose either between two Duke t-shirts or between two white t-shirts. A separate pretest suggested that these two choice sets varied in perceived self-relevance, with the Duke t-shirt choice being perceived as more relevant to students’ self-concepts than the white t-shirt choice.
 
Methods


Participants. Ninety-six Duke undergraduate students received $10 each to participate.
  

Materials and Procedure. The experiment incorporated two manipulated between-subjects variables in a 2 (threat vs. no threat) X 2 (self-relevant vs. irrelevant choice set) design to examine trading up. (Whether or not a participant traded up is included in a subsequent analysis as a predictor of feelings of self-worth.) 
The threat manipulation involved completion of a 12-item paper-and-pencil Remote Associates Task (RAT, Mednick 1962). This task presents sets of three words, and participants generate a fourth word for each set that relates to the words in the set in a meaningful way. I consulted established norms for performance on RAT items (Bowden and Beeman 2007) to craft easy and difficult versions, which were administered to the control and experimental groups, respectively. As examples, one of the easy items presented the words cottage, swiss, and cake (the answer is cheese), while one of the difficult items presented the words over, plant, and horse (the answer is power).

The procedures for the RAT were adapted from Vohs and Heatherton (2001, experiment 1). All participants were told that the RAT measured Integrative Orientation, described as how a person sees connections among different types of information. Participants who completed the easy RAT were told to take their time completing the items. All participants correctly completed at least 10 of the 12 easy items, and the median was 12. Participants who completed the difficult RAT were told that Integrative Orientation is a stable intellectual ability that has been shown to predict college performance as well as general intelligence. They were allotted 4 min. to work on the items. No participant correctly completed more than 4 of the 12 difficult items and the median was 0. While the experimenter scored the RAT, the participant reviewed the answer sheet, which had bogus norms printed on it indicating that most students get most of the items correct. Also, the experimenter carried with her a folder containing RATs that were ostensibly completed by other participants. Scores ranging from 8 to 10 were printed in the experimenter’s red pen in the upper right hand corner of each of these RATs, which were in participants’ view during grading. 

Following the easy or difficult RAT, a hypothetical choice was made between either two Duke t-shirts or two white t-shirts. For this choice, participants were instructed to imagine that they are purchasing a t-shirt with a Duke logo on it (a white t-shirt), and when they get to the Duke store (go shopping) they narrow their choice down to two Duke t-shirts (white t-shirts), both of which are well liked. One t-shirt is more expensive ($18.95), but liked a bit more, while the other is a better deal ($13.95), but liked a bit less. The results of a pretest conducted on a separate sample of 48 students (between subjects) drawn from the same population showed that in the absence of any manipulation, the proportion of participants who chose to trade up or not on this t-shirt choice was not significantly different when the options were Duke t-shirts versus white t-shirts (MDuke = .60 vs. Mwhite = .65; F(1, 46) < 1.). 

Following the choice, participants were asked to indicate on a nine-point scale the extent to which they agree that choosing which t-shirt to buy says something about who they are as an individual (anchored by strongly disagree and strongly agree). Next, participants’ feelings of self-worth were assessed via seven questions. First, participants rated their global feelings of self-worth by rating how they were feeling about themselves at that moment on a 13-point scale, anchored by extremely bad and extremely good. This global measure was followed by six specific measures, including ashamed, irritable, upset, guilty, distressed, and unworthy, which were rated on five-point scales, anchored by very slightly/not at all and extremely.

Finally, participants completed a funneled debriefing questionnaire (Bargh and Chartrand 2000), which included several open-ended questions designed to probe for awareness about the true purpose of the experiment. Participants who indicated that that they believed the purpose of the RAT was to make them feel bad and pick the expensive t-shirt (N = 17) were excluded from the analyses.
 
Results 
In this experiment (and in those that follow), the manipulated variable(s) were contrast coded for statistical analyses.

T-shirt choice. A binary logistic regression found that the predicted interaction between threat and choice set self-relevance was significant, suggesting that whether participants responded to threat by trading up depended on whether they were choosing between self-relevant (Duke) or self-irrelevant (white) t-shirts, χ² (1) = 4.58, p = .03. The main effect of threat condition was marginally significant, χ² (1) = 2.79, p < .10, as was the main effect of choice set self-relevance, χ² (1) = 3.10, p < .10. The data are depicted in figure 2. Subsequent analyses found that participants who were threatened were more likely to trade up in the self-relevant context (simple effect for the Duke t-shirt choice: χ² (1) = 2.79, p < .10) and less likely to trade up in the less self-relevant context (simple effect for the white t-shirt choice:  χ² (1) = 3.29, p < .10). 
____________________

Insert figure 2 about here

____________________

Perceived relevance of t-shirt choice to self-concept. Recall that in addition to manipulating the relevance of the choice set, perceptions of the self-relevance of the t-shirt choice were measured. A regression analysis was conducted with threat condition (threat vs. no threat) and choice set self-relevance (self-relevant vs. irrelevant) as predictors, option order as a covariate, and ratings of choice self-relevance as the dependent variable. The results found that the t-shirt choice was judged more important for saying something about the self when the options were Duke t-shirts compared to white t-shirts, t(74) = -2.31, p = .02. This main effect was qualified by an interaction, t(74) = 1.99, p = .05, which indicated that these perceptions were more extreme among participants who experienced a threat. 
Feelings of self-worth. Responses to the seven self-esteem questions were combined to create an index of feelings of self-worth. (This computation entailed reverse-coding the five-point measures, standardizing responses across the 13-point and five-point measures, and averaging across responses.) An ANCOVA was conducted with RAT (easy vs. difficult), Choice Set Relevance (self-relevant vs. irrelevant t-shirts), and Choice (trade up vs. not trade up) as predictors, Option Order as a (non-significant) covariate, and feelings of self-worth as the dependent variable. The results showed a main effect of RAT, such that participants given the difficult RAT felt worse about themselves than those given the easy RAT, F(1, 71) = 8.93 , p < .01. Importantly, the predicted three-way interaction was obtained, F(1, 71) = 3.65 , p = .06. The data are depicted in figure 3 and suggest that the negative feelings of self-worth provoked by the difficult RAT were attenuated among participants who traded up on a choice between Duke t-shirts or traded down on a choice between white t-shirts. 
____________________

Insert figure 3 about here

____________________

Discussion

These findings imply that individuals who suffer a blow to their feelings of self-worth are not inclined to trade up in all consumption contexts. Rather, their decision to spend a bit of extra money tends to be limited to choice sets that can say something positive about a valued aspect of their self-concept. These findings also suggest that individuals who self-enhance in the material world do not do so in vain, as consumption decisions can repair feelings of self-worth. Importantly, it is not simply the decision to acquire a self-relevant product that affects self-worth. If that were the case, then whether participants traded up or not on the Duke t-shirt would produce similar results. Instead, the results support the theory that it is the decision to trade up on an self-relevant option and not on a less relevant one that repairs self-worth.  Thus, trading up or not as a mechanism of self-enhancement is used flexibly, as a function of the options available, and in the service of one’s feelings of self-worth.  
EXPERIMENT 2A 
Experiment 2a sought to conceptually replicate experiment 1’s main finding that threatened feelings of self-worth impact trading up as a function of the self-relevance of a consumption context, and to do so using different factors to examine threat and self-relevance. In this experiment, all participants encountered a potentially threatening event.  It was predicted that trading up would be moderated by (1) whether or not an individual was psychologically buffered against the threat, and (2) one’ chronic tendency to perceive possessions as part of the self-concept. 
The psychological buffer involved writing about a personally important value (vs. a value that is important to others). Past research has shown that writing about a personally important value affirms the self and minimizes self-enhancement in response to subsequent threat (Steele and Liu 1983; Steele et al. 1993). The chronic tendency to perceive possessions as self-relevant was measured via a modified version of the Brand-Extended Self-Construal scale (BESC, Sprott et al. 2007). 

Another purpose of experiment 2a was to measure a real consumer choice. As the measure of trading up, participants decided how they would allocate $100 to two different gift cards should they be the winner of a draw being conducted in the research lab. The gift cards were for the stores Nordstrom and Macy’s, which were selected based on pretesting.
 Because shopping at Nordstrom is more expensive and therefore indicative of trading up, participants who were feeling threatened (i.e., those who were not buffered by the value affirmation task) were predicted to allocate more money to the Nordstrom gift card if they were high on chronic possession self-relevance and less money to the Nordstrom gift card if they were low on chronic possession self-relevance. 
Methods

Participants. Thirty-eight Duke undergraduate students received $10 each to participate. 
Materials and Procedure. The experiment incorporated two between-subjects variables in a 2 (buffered vs. not buffered from threat) X chronic possession self-relevance design, with buffer condition manipulated and chronic possession self-relevance measured. 
Participants completed the modified eight-item BESC scale either at the beginning or end of the experiment. Scores on this scale did not vary systematically as a function of position or as a function of threat condition (Fs < 1), so the position of the scale was excluded as a factor in the analyses presented below. Sample items from this scale include I have a special bond with my favorite possessions and There are links between my special possessions and how I view myself. The full scale is presented in the appendix. Participants responded to the items on seven-point scales anchored by strongly disagree and strongly agree.
  

Participants were randomly assigned to be either buffered or not by completing one of two versions of a value affirmation task.  All participants were presented with six categories of values obtained from the Allport-Vernon-Lindzey Study of Values scale (Allport, Vernon, and Lindzey 1960) and were instructed to rank the values according to personal importance. The categories (all of which were described to the participants) included religion, social life and relationships, business and economics, fine arts, theory, and politics. Participants in the buffer condition were then instructed to write a few paragraphs about why their first ranked value is important to them, and participants in the no buffer (control) condition were instructed to write a few paragraphs about why their sixth ranked value might be important to someone else. Participants completed this task alone in the testing room and were given 5 min. to work on it.
After affirming an important value or not, all participants completed the difficult RAT. To establish that the value affirmation task did in fact influence the impact of the threat, feelings of self-worth were measured following the RAT. Participants reported how they were feeling about themselves at the moment on a 13-point scale anchored by extremely bad and extremely good. 
After indicating their current feelings of self-worth, participants were told that as a gesture of gratitude for participating in the research (which was being conducted over March Break, when few students were in town), the experimenters at the business school research lab were having a draw for prizes and, given the relatively small number of participants coming in over the course of the week, the chances of being selected as a winner were quite good. The experimenter then indicated that the prize offerings were gift cards for two major retailers at a local mall, Nordstrom and Macy’s. Given that several participants would be selected as winners and the experimenters anticipated going to both stores to obtain gift cards for the winners, participants could choose how they would like the $100 distributed across these two cards, should they be selected as a winner of the draw. After participants responded, the experimenter confirmed that both of these retail outlets were familiar to the participants.  All participants reported that they were familiar with both stores. 
The last item participants completed was a funneled debriefing (similar to that used in experiment 1). Participants were excluded from the analyses if they indicated on the funneled debriefing that the purpose of the difficult RAT was to make them feel bad and allocate more money to the Nordstrom’s gift card (N = 5).

Results 


Feelings of Self-worth. An ANOVA supported the prediction that buffered participants had higher feelings of self-worth following the threat than participants who were not buffered (M buffer = 6.1 vs. Mno buffer = 4.4, F(1, 31) = 4.0, p < .05). As would be expected, neither chronic possession self-relevance nor its interaction with threat condition had significant effects on feelings of self-worth, ts < 1.
Allocation of Money. A regression analysis with buffer condition (buffered vs. not buffered from threat) and chronic possession self-relevance as predictors and trading up as the dependent variable found that participants who were buffered traded up less than those who were not buffered, t(28) = 2.20, p < .05, chronic possession self-relevance predicted their tendency to trade up, t(28) = 2.51, p < .05, and, most importantly, chronic possession self-relevance interacted with buffer condition to predict trading up, t(28) = -2.21, p < .05. As illustrated in figure 4, individual differences in chronic possession self-relevance had the most pronounced impact on trading up among participants who were not buffered against the threat.  
____________________

Insert figure 4 about here

____________________

Discussion

The results of experiment 2a suggest that individuals who affirm an important aspect of their self-concept before encountering a potentially threatening event are protected from it. Thus, trading up is impacted by threatened feelings of self-worth, not by the mere encounter with a threatening event. The results also suggest that trading up as a self-enhancement mechanism depends on individual differences in the relevance of possessions to consumers’ self-concepts. Whereas  self-relevance was manipulated in experiment 1, it was measured in experiment 2a, yet the conceptual pattern of the results was upheld: when a consumption context is perceived to be more relevant to the self-concept, individuals cope with threat by trading up more. But when a consumption context is perceived to be less relevant to the self-concept, individuals cope with threat by trading up less. Finally, these results were obtained using a very different measure of trading up than in experiment 1 – shopping at an expensive store.
EXPERIMENT 2B
The two purposes of this experiment were to replicate the findings of the previous experiments and to address how and choice set and individual differences interact to affect trading up in response to threat. This interaction will be explored by including both the individual difference measure of chronic possession self-relevance and the different choice sets used in experiment 1 (school logo t-shirts and white t-shirts). 
In this experiment, all participants encountered a threat to their self-worth.  The impact of the threat was predicted to be mitigated if preceded by a psychological buffer (the value affirmation task). Among participants who were not buffered from the threat, it was predicted that those high in chronic possession self-relevance would consider both school t-shirt and white t-shirt contexts to be self-relevant, and therefore trade up in both contexts. Meanwhile, the predictions for those low in chronic possession self-relevance were more tenuous.  Perhaps individuals who do not perceive possessions as relevant to their self-concepts simply do not trade up when threatened, regardless of the surface relevance of a choice set to their self-concepts. However, it is perhaps more likely that, even among these consumers, some choice sets are so closely linked to who they are that they will self-enhance by trading up. Thus, while individuals low in chronic possession self-relevance might not attempt to self-enhance by trading up on the white t-shirt, these individuals would find the school t-shirt choice set relevant to their self-concepts and trade up.
Methods

Participants. Fifty-two University of North Carolina (UNC) undergraduate students received course credit to participate.
Materials and Procedure. The experiment incorporated three between-subjects variables in a 2 (buffered vs. not buffered from threat) X 2 (self-relevant vs. irrelevant choice set) X chronic possession self-relevance design.  Buffer condition and choice set relevance were manipulated and chronic possession self-relevance was measured.
Participants completed the same value affirmation task used in experiments 2a and 2b, after which all participants experienced a threat (the difficult RAT). Then a choice was presented between either two UNC t-shirts or two white t-shirts and instructions were to decide whether to trade up or not (the same t-shirt choice sets as in experiment 1, but with “Duke” replaced by “UNC”). Participants completed the modified 8-item BESC scale either at the beginning or end of the experiment. Scores on this scale did not vary systematically as a function of position or as a function of threat condition (Fs < 1), so this factor was excluded from analyses. Finally, participants responded to a funneled debriefing questionnaire.   

Results 

T-shirt choice. A binary logistic regression was conducted with buffer condition (buffered vs. not buffered), chronic possession self-relevance, and choice set relevance (self-relevant vs. irrelevant choice set) as predictors and t-shirt choice as the dependent variable. The three-way interaction between buffer condition, choice set relevance, and chronic possession self-relevance, χ² (1) = 3.56, p < .06, is depicted in figure 5 and illustrates that the decision to trade up among buffered participants was not influenced by the choice set relevance or chronic possession self-relevance.  However, among those not buffered, most participants traded up on the UNC t-shirt choice, but only those high in chronic possession self-relevance traded up on the white t-shirt choice.
 
The key analyses for this experiment were the simple interactions of choice set self-relevance and chronic possession self-relevance, first among participants who were buffered and then among participants who were not buffered.  First, looking at the buffered participants, this analysis did not yield significant main effects or an interaction between these variables, ps > .20. Although a null result is not supportive of any experimental hypothesis, it does suggest that in the current experiment, experiencing a psychological buffer before a threat protects against the blow of the threat. Consequently, individual and contextual differences that influence how one would respond to a threat do not come into play. 

Second, looking at the participants who were not buffered, the simple interaction of choice set self-relevance and chronic possession self-relevance revealed main effects of choice set self-relevance, χ² (1) = 7.47, p < .01, chronic possession self-relevance, χ² (1) = 6.90, p < .01, and a significant interaction between choice set self-relevance and chronic possession self-relevance, χ² (1) = 7.00, p < .01. As predicted, individuals who were not buffered against the threat and were low on chronic possession self-relevance traded up more, but only when making the decision for the more personally relevant school t-shirt and not for the less meaningful white t-shirt. On the other hand, individuals who were not buffered against the threat and were high on chronic possession self-relevance traded up more both when making the decision for a UNC t-shirt and when making a decision for a white t-shirt. 

____________________

Insert figure 5 about here

____________________

Discussion

In sum, experiment 2b replicated the finding from experiment 2a that individuals who are not psychologically buffered are motivated to self-enhance, but whether they do so by trading up depends on individual and situational differences. Individuals with dispositionally strong links to possessions self-enhance by trading up in a variety of consumption settings. However, those individuals who tend to have weaker links between possessions and their self-concepts self-enhance only in consumption settings with the strongest links to the self. 
EXPERIMENT 3
Experiment 3 transitions from the self-protective role of values to a new view regarding the self-protective function that possessions might serve. The basic notion is that when people establish meaningful connections to the material objects they possess, these objects function as resources that can assuage the impact of threats to self-worth and thereby impact the tendency to trade up on other consumption decisions. 
The procedure to manipulate possessions’ self-protective capability resembles the value affirmation task used in experiments 2a and 2b. Before experiencing a potentially threatening event, participants described a possession that was either important to them or one that could be important to someone else and explained the significance of this possession for feelings of self-worth and self-concept. Trading up was measured via the amount of money allocated to a Nordstrom (vs. Macy’s) gift card (as in experiment 2a).
It was predicted that trading up would depend not only on the manipulation of the psychological buffer, but also on the degree to which the threat impacted feelings of self-worth and on chronic possession self-relevance. Thus, the results should parallel experiments 2a and 2b in that participants who experience a psychological buffer before encountering the threat will be protected from it, and therefore trading up would be unaffected.  However, among participants not buffered against the threat, more negative feelings of self-worth should be associated with more trading up by participants high in chronic possession self-relevance and less trading up by participants low in chronic possession self-relevance.  

A secondary purpose of experiment 3 was to garner some insights into the sorts of self-possession relationships that exist by categorizing the self-possession links that participants described. The typology generated in this experiment is used in experiment 4 to address what sort of self-possession relationships best buffer against threats to self-worth.  
Methods

Participants. Thirty-two undergraduate students received $10 each to participate. 
Materials and Procedure. The experiment incorporated three between-subjects variables in a 2 (buffered or not by possession) X current feelings of self-worth X chronic possession self-relevance design, with buffer condition manipulated and current feelings of self-worth and chronic possession self-relevance measured. 
Participants were randomly assigned either to be buffered or not by writing about a possession important to themselves or important to someone else. Participants in the buffered condition were instructed to write down three possessions they have purchased that are important to them because they say something about who they are and they make them feel good about themselves. They were then asked to select their most important possession from the list and write about why it is so important for these reasons (these particular instructions are an adaptation of those used by Richins (1994) in her study of material values). Participants who were not buffered listed three possessions that might be important to others for these reasons, but to take care not to include in their list possessions that were personally meaningful. They were then instructed to select from their list the possession least important to them and write about why someone might find it important to who they are and how they feel about themselves. 
Following the writing task, all participants completed the difficult RAT, then reported how they were feeling about themselves at the moment on a 13-point scale anchored with extremely bad and extremely good. After indicating their current feelings of self-worth, participants were informed about the draw for gift cards and asked how they would like the money allocated to the Nordstrom and Macy’s cards, should they be a winner of a $100 prize (instructions were identical to experiment 2b). Participants completed the modified BESC scale either at the beginning or end of the experiment (as in the previous experiments, neither order nor the manipulation influenced scores). The last item participants completed was a funneled debriefing, which revealed that none of the participants were aware of the purpose of the experiment. 

Results 


Allocation of Money. A regression analysis was conducted with buffer condition (buffered by possession or not), current feelings of self-worth, and chronic possession self-relevance as predictors, and amount of money allocated to the Nordstrom’s gift card as the measure of trading up.  The results revealed a three-way interaction among possession affirmation condition, current feelings of self-worth, and chronic possession self-relevance, t(24) = 2.44, p < .05.
 This three-way interaction is depicted in figure 6. As predicted, participants’ dispositional tendencies to treat possessions as aspects of the self led to the greatest differences in trading up when participants were not buffered from the threat and felt particularly badly about themselves following the threat. Put differently, when feelings of self-worth were most threatened, individuals who identified strongly with possessions traded up more and individuals who identified weakly with possessions traded up less.

____________________

Insert figure 6 about here

____________________

The key analyses for this experiment were the simple interactions of chronic possession self-relevance and feelings of self-worth, first among buffered participants and then among participants who were not buffered.  The first analysis did not yield significant main effects or an interaction between these variables, ps > .50, which indicates that important possessions operate as a psychological buffer against the blow of threatening events and thereby minimize the need to self-enhance. 
The second analysis examined the simple interaction of chronic possession self-relevance and feelings of self-worth among participants who were not buffered against the threat. This analysis revealed a main effect of current feelings of self-worth, t(12) = -2.34, p < .05, a marginal effect of chronic possession self-relevance, t(12) = -1.93, p < .10, and a significant interaction between current feelings of self-worth and chronic self-relevance, t(12) = 2.21, p = .05. As predicted, among individuals not buffered against the threat, those who were low on chronic possession self-relevance traded up less as a function of feeling more negatively about themselves, while those who were high on chronic possession self-relevance traded up more as a function of feeling more negatively about themselves.  


Possession Affirmation Task. An internal analysis was conducted to categorize the types of self-possession relationships that participants generated in the writing task. Although other research has explored the reasons why possessions are valued (e.g., Richins 1994), none of the pre-existing typologies could be readily adopted here. The most parsimonious categorization yielded three categories of self-possession connections. These included social (e.g., “it reminds me of my mother”, “it makes me feel attractive to others”, and “it keeps me connected to my friends”), functional (e.g., “it keeps me in shape”, “I learn a lot from it”, or “it enables me to do better in school”), and emotional (e.g., “it makes me feel happy” or “I’m content with it”).
 Participants’ responses were coded by two research assistants, both of whom were blind to the experimental hypotheses.

One purpose of this typology was to differentiate participants who followed the task instructions from those who did not. Importantly, participants who described social and functional self-possession relationships were clearly focused on feelings of self-worth, while those who described emotional self-possession relationships focused on less self-conscious emotional states. Essentially, responses that were categorized here reflected failures to follow task instructions.    
Discussion

Experiment 3 replicated the finding that individuals trade up more on self-relevant consumption decisions and trade up less on less relevant ones. The results of experiment 3 also provide initial evidence that possessions can function as coping resources. Simply writing about a possession that is important to self-worth protected participants from the experience of an otherwise threatening event. It is worth highlighting that this methodology provides a conservative test of the protective value of possessions. Presumably, consumers have ensembles of possessions that they use to protect their feelings of self-worth, with several possessions working together at any given time. Finally, experiment 3 provided some insights into the sorts of self-possession connections most salient to our population.  To determine whether the types of self-possession connections highlighted by these participants really do vary in their capacity to protect against threats to self-worth, Experiment 4 manipulated this factor.
EXPERIMENT 4 
The premise for experiment 4 is that the protective benefits of a possession might depend on how it is related to the self-concept and feelings of self-worth. Using experiment 3’s typology, the current experiment focused on self-possession relationships that were social versus functional in nature. For instance, a piece of art might be considered important to its owner’s self-concept and feelings of self-worth because it makes him feel sophisticated and it reminds him of his wife, who bought it for him as a gift (social), or because its aesthetic qualities blend well with the home décor and it covers a hole in the wall (functional). 
It is possible that highlighting the social importance of possessions might be the most effective buffer against threats to self-worth, as self-worth is intimately tied to social relationships. Leary and colleagues (e.g., Baumeister and Leary 1995; Leary 2007; Leary and Baumeister 2000) assert that an individual’s feelings of self-worth are a reflection of his or her current interpersonal value, and fluctuations are fundamentally due to perceived changes in social approval and acceptance. Therefore, to the extent possessions are perceived to be valued aspects of our social selves, we might derive the most protection from them.  

However, it is also possible that functional ties might best protect self-worth. To explain why this is the case, I draw from Kleine and colleagues, who discuss the self-possession relationship in terms of Sartre’s (1943/1956) three states of existence, which include being, having, and doing. They assert that products are part of the self, or being, because they represent the having that enables the doing. Consequently, individuals would be ill-equipped to enact many of their important identities without possessions, thus making possessions a fundamental aspect of the self via their role as identity-enablers.  Kleine et al.’s view echoes that of McCracken (1989), who regarded possessions as props for playing roles in life. Together, these perspectives lead to the conjecture that possessions protect self-worth most when individuals reflect on the important functions their possessions serve. 
In the current experiment, participants described a possession in terms either of its functional importance or its social importance to the self-concept and feelings of self-worth or in terms of its importance to someone else for these reasons (control condition). The self-protective function of these types of buffers was compared by examining trading up following a subsequent threat. To the extent the threat was experienced, more trading up was predicted among participants high on chronic possession self-relevance and less trading up was predicted among participants low on chronic possession self-relevance.
Methods

Participants. Sixty-six undergraduate students received $10 each to participate. 

Materials and Procedure. The experiment incorporated two between-subjects variables in a 3 (social buffer vs. functional buffer vs. no buffer) X chronic possession self-relevance design, with buffer condition manipulated and chronic possession self-relevance measured. 

Participants were randomly assigned to the social buffer, functional buffer, or no buffer conditions.  The procedure and instructions were the same as in experiment 3, except that participants in the buffer conditions read brief descriptions of the sorts of self-possession connections that individuals can have and were instructed to write down three possessions they have purchased that are important to them because they say something about who they are and they make them feel good about themselves either for social or functional reasons (depending upon condition). Then they selected their most important product from the list and wrote about why it is important, either for social or functional reasons. Instructions for the control condition were identical to experiment 3.  

All participants subsequently made a hypothetical choice between two white t-shirts (the same scenario used in experiments 1 and 2b). Participants completed the modified BESC scale either at the beginning or end of the experiment (as in the previous experiments, neither order nor the manipulation affected participants’ scores). Finally, participants completed a funneleded debriefing, which suggested that none of the participants were aware of the purpose of the experiment. 

Results 

T-shirt choice. In this experiment, the manipulated variable buffer condition was dummy coded for statistical analyses. Separate binary logistic regressions yielded the following results, which are plotted in figure 7.  The first regression compared the slope of chronic possession self-relevance on trading up for those in the social buffer condition to the slope of chronic possession self-relevance on trading up for those in the no buffer condition, χ² (1) = 8.18, p < .01.  This analysis indicated that the impact of the social buffer and no buffer conditions on trading up depended on chronic possession self-relevance.  The slope of chronic possession self-relevance on trading up for those in the functional buffer condition fell between the slopes for those in the social buffer and no buffer conditions.  The slopes for the functional buffer and no buffer conditions were marginally different, χ² (1) = 2.95, p < .10, and the slopes for the functional buffer and social buffer conditions were marginally different, χ² (1) = 3.24, p < .10.
____________________

Insert figure 7 about here

____________________

Discussion

Experiment 4 shows that individuals who spend some time reflecting on possessions that are important to their self-worth and self-concept for social reasons are the least likely to respond to a threat to self-worth by trading up (or not) on other consumption decisions. Reflecting on the functional reasons why a particular possession is important also protects against threats to self-worth, but to a lesser extent.  So, although consumers might have numerous possessions that represent core aspects of the self, the self-possession connections that are important because of their links to social relationships are the most effective coping resources.  

GENERAL DISCUSSION

To summarize, the central claim of the current research is that buying and consuming products and services can repair and protect consumers’ feelings of self-worth.  Prior research has highlighted the dark side of consumption (Belk 1985; O’Guinn and Faber 1989; Richins and Dawson 1992).  I examine what drives consumers to pay premium prices for goods and services (i.e., trade up) in some categories and under some circumstances but not others.  I approached this question through the theoretical lens of self-enhancement and hypothesized that consumers whose feelings of self-worth are threatened use the decision to trade up or not to make a positive statement about their self-concepts. I show that consumers whose feelings of self-worth are threatened are more likely to trade up when products are self-relevant and less likely to trade up when products are less self-relevant.  Relevance to the self-concept was operationalized both by the decision domain (e.g., choice between Duke t-shirts vs. plain white t-shirts) and by the degree to which individuals chronically view possessions as integral aspects of the self.  Importantly, I also demonstrated that the decision to trade up or not can assuage consumers’ negative feelings of self-worth. That is, by trading up on self-relevant choices but not on less self-relevant ones, consumers’ feelings of self-worth were immediately repaired. 

In addition, I proposed and found that self-relevant possessions protect feelings of self-worth. Importantly, by relying on self-relevant possessions, consumers were less likely to trade up on other consumption decisions. I also explored how the type of meaning attached to a possession determines its capacity to protect consumers against threat and show that the greatest protective power comes from possessions that are important vis-à-vis consumers’ social relationships.   

Implications for Coping Literatures
The current research has implications for the self-enhancement literature.  A major focus in that literature has been to demonstrate that self-enhancement strategies are used interchangeably to cope with threats to self-worth (Baumeister 1982; Steele 1988; Wicklund and Gollwitzer 1982). Scant attention has focused on the flexible use of a single self-enhancement strategy. In the current research, the same potential response (i.e., to trade up) did not manifest itself across contexts or individuals in response to threat. This novel finding attests to the adaptive nature of self-enhancement. Another prominent approach in the self-enhancement literature has been to explore self-enhancement mechanisms without exploring whether these mechanisms are serving the purpose for which they are intended – to repair feelings of self-worth (but see research by Leary and colleagues, e.g., Leary, Cottrell, and Phillips 2001). By focusing on feelings of self-worth, the current research highlights that the dominant responses to threat (trading up or not depending on self-relevance) are in fact the most beneficial for repairing self-worth, a finding that highlights the functional nature of self-enhancement processes.

By highlighting the adaptive and functional use of trading up as a self-enhancement mechanism, the current research highlights a bright side to consumption and consumerism. As described in the introduction, threats to self-worth tend to motivate consumption (e.g., Mandel and Smeesters 2007; Brendl et al. 2005). The current research, however, supports a more nuanced view, that individuals are motivated to self-enhance in consumption settings, but this does not always increase consumption. 

The current research also has implications for the marketing literature on emotions and coping. The importance of self-relevant emotional experiences is currently not a central theme in this literature (see, however, Agrawal, Menon, and Aaker 2007; Cryder et al. 2007). Marketing academics are heavily influenced by Lazarus’ primary appraisal framework (1991), and study appraisal dimensions, including certainty and control (Smith and Elseworth 1985; Lazarus 1991; Lerner and Keltner 2000; Pham 1998; Raghunathan, Pham and Corfman 2006), but do not rely on Lazarus’ construct of ego-involvement, which is said to underlie moral imperatives and shame. This omission is striking given the face validity of the ego-involvement construct to consumer behavior. 
Implications for Consumer Welfare 

The aim of this research has been to shed light on the depth, nature, and purpose of material consumption by examining its relation to feelings of self-worth. In doing so, the bright side of trading up as a coping mechanism has been accentuated. This perspective might be met with skepticism in light of research linking a constellation of dark side consumer behaviors to materialism and to negative feelings of self-worth (Belk 1985; Richins and Dawson 1992; Sirgy 1998). It is therefore important to point out how the perspectives can be reconciled.  First, I would point out that the situations in which splurging can repair self-worth are limited.  Consumers sometimes make the “wrong” choice – they trade up on products or services that are less relevant to their self-concepts.  Though this did not represent the majority of participants, it is clearly important to understand the reasons why consumers vary in their attunement to the most functional response.  Second, it is important to revisit experiment 1’s finding that repairing self-worth is not merely about acquiring self-relevant products.  It is instead about making statements about who we are and what we value via our decisions to trade up or not. Consequently, deciding not to trade up can have its costs as well, depending on the context.  
Rather than advising consumers to avoid the use of consumption as a self-enhancement tool, the current research would instead advise consumers to understand the domains in which one’s self-worth is invested and therefore the sorts of consumption decisions that are capable of elevating and protecting one’s self-worth. But there are certainly some consumers who are prone to spend beyond their means and perhaps would benefit from strategies that would prevent them from turning to consumption to cope with threat. Extrapolating from the current findings, one could explore whether reflecting on self-relevant possessions can be implemented by consumers as a strategy to avoid coping with negative feelings of self-worth via “retail therapy.” That is, consumers can remind themselves of the important objects they already possess that make them feel good about whom they are, and then their tendency to trade up on other consumption decisions to assuage negative feelings of self-worth can be thwarted.   

Implications for Marketing Practitioners

The current research also has implications for practitioners seeking to control or manage these effects. Although it is widely accepted that people seek emotional benefits from consumption, the current perspective offers new insights into this phenomenon by documenting one type of emotional experience that can trigger trading up, in what product categories this will occur, and among what consumers. How could practitioners profit from this new knowledge? An obvious tactic would be to threaten consumers’ self-worth either at the point of decision or point of purchase. However, this may lead to negative repercussions from consumers or policy makers. A related approach would be to anticipate situations in which consumers tend to experience threats to self-worth. Threats to self-worth could be evoked by certain types of television programs or advertisements (e.g., Smeesters and Mandel 2006). Nevertheless, predicting when consumers would experience threat could be difficult.

Less difficult is predicting how consumers will respond to threat and what one should do as a marketer given a threat has occurred. There are clear implications of the current research regarding whether and how you should advertise or sell in particular vehicles as a function of threat. The answer will depend on whether one is marketing at the high-end or low-end of a category. The overall implication for higher-end marketers is to make salient the link between the product category and consumers’ self-concepts. This strategy will drive consumers to trade up for your product when threatened. The overall implication of this research for lower-end marketers is to minimize the link between product category and consumers’ self-concepts. This strategy will drive consumers to trade down for your product when threatened. Both sets of consumers should be left feeling good about themselves and presumably about their choice.    

A good example of these implications manifesting in the real world is the growing rivalry between and different marketing strategies of Starbuck’s and Dunkin’ Donuts. Dunkin’ Donuts is marketing the low-end product in the category.  Their recent advertising campaign attempts to strip away the coffee culture that Starbuck’s has built up. They minimize the connection between coffee and self-concept and make clear that you will save money if you choose them instead.  
APPENDIX
Modified BESC Scale
Please respond to the items below using a scale from 1-7, where 1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree.
	1. I have a special bond with my favorite possessions.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	2. I consider my favorite possessions to be a part of myself.


	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	3. I often feel a personal connection between my special possessions and me.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	4. Part of me is defined by the special possessions in my life.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	5. I feel as if I have a close personal connection with the possessions I most prefer.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	6. I can identify with important possessions in my life.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	7. There are links between my special possessions and how I view myself.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	8. My favorite possessions are an important indication of who I am.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
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EXPERIMENT 1: PROPORTION TRADING UP AS A FUNCTION OF CHOICE SET AND THREAT CONDITION 
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FIGURE 3
EXPERIMENT 1: FEELINGS OF SELF-WORTH AS A FUNCTION OF THREAT CONDITION, 

CHOICE, AND CHOICE SET 
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Feelings of self-worth are a composite measure represented as a standardized score.  Note that 
higher values represent more positive feelings of self-worth.
FIGURE 4
EXPERIMENT 2A: AVERAGE AMOUNT OF MONEY ALLOCATED TO NORDSTROM GIFT CARD AS A FUNCTION OF CHRONIC POSSESSION SELF-RELEVANCE 

AND BUFFER CONDITION 
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FIGURE 5
EXPERIMENT 2B: PROPORTION TRADING UP AS A FUNCTION OF CHRONIC POSSESSION SELF-RELEVANCE, CHOICE SET, AND BUFFER CONDITION 
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FIGURE 6
EXPERIMENT 3: AVERAGE AMOUNT OF MONEY ALLOCATED TO NORDSTROM GIFT CARD AS A FUNCTION OF FEELINGS OF SELF-WORTH, CHRONIC POSSESSION 
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Note that the continuous variable measuring chronic possession self-relevance (modified BESC) is median split for illustrative purposes.
FIGURE 7
EXPERIMENT 4: PROPORTION TRADING UP AS A FUNCTION OF CHRONIC POSSESSION SELF-RELEVANCE AND BUFFER CONDITION 
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� Data obtained in a pilot to this experiment suggested that this particular manipulation impacted participants’ feelings of self-worth and tendency to trade up.  


� For this pretest, 97 undergraduate students judged the self-relevance of either the Duke t-shirt choice or the white t-shirt choice. Instructions were to imagine that they are purchasing a Duke (vs. a white) t-shirt, and when they get to the campus store (vs. go shopping) they see that there are a number of different t-shirt styles to choose among. Participants then respond to the question Do you agree that choosing which t-shirt to buy says something about who you are as an individual? on a nine-point scale, anchored with strongly disagree and strongly agree. The results showed that t-shirt choice was considered to say more about an individual when the choice set included two school t-shirts compared to two white t-shirts, (MDuke = 6.8 vs. Mwhite = 5.7; F(1, 96) = 6.17, p < .02.


� Data collection is still in progress.


� The global measure of self-esteem (i.e., How do you feel about yourself right now?) was adopted from research measuring state self esteem (Leary et al., 2007), and the specific measures of negative self-conscious affect (with the exception of unworthy, which was included because of its face validity) represent a pared down version of the PANAS scale (Watson, Clark, and Tellegen, 1988), removing items such as angry and scared because these constructs were not central to the current research and were shown in pilot research to decrease scale validity.


� Though this number is unusually high, this heightened level of awareness may have been due to an experimenter’s heavy-handed approach to administering the manipulations. Following past research (e.g., Aarts, Gollwitzer, and Hassin, 2004; Chartrand and Bargh, 1996; Lakin and Chartrand, 2003), participants who were aware of the purpose of the experimental manipulations and measures were excluded from the analyses (for a discussion of this issue, see Bargh and Chartrand, 2000). With these participants included in the analysis the pattern of results does not change.


� For one pretest, 100 Duke students rated the desirability of the Macy’s and Nordstrom gift cards (along with several other gift cards) on seven-point scales anchored with not at all desirable and very desirable. The results showed that the Macy’s and Nordstrom gift cards were considered equally desirable (MMacy’s = 4.8 vs. MNordstrom = 5.0, F(1, 98) < 1). A separate pretest asked 71 different students to rate how expensive they perceived shopping at these stores to be on a single nine-point scale, where -4 indicated Macy’s is more expensive than Nordstrom, 0 indicated they were equally expensive, and +4 indicated Nordstrom is more expensive than Macy’s. The results suggested that participants perceived shopping at Nordstrom to be more expensive (M = 1.76, t(70) = 8.43, p < .001).


� Following the modified BESC scale, several other scales were completed in Experiments 2a, 2b, and 3. These included the Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding (Paulhus, 1984), Materialism (Richins and Dawson, 1992), and two different measures of trait Self-Esteem, the Contingencies of Self-Worth Scale (Crocker, Luhtanen, and Bouvrette, 2003) and the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (1965). None of these other measures reliably accounted for a significant proportion of the variance in these experiments, so they will not be discussed further. 


� All participants were run by the same experimenter who seemed to trigger awareness in Experiment 1�. As in that experiment, including these participants in the analysis does not significantly change the pattern of results.


� In the omnibus analysis, the buffer significantly decreased trading up, χ² (1) = 3.98, p < .05, choice set relevance marginally increased trading up, χ² (1) = 2.77, p < .10, and chronic possession relevance marginally increased trading up, χ² (1) = 2.78, p < .10. In terms of 2-way interactions, first, the choice set relevance x chronic possession self-relevance interaction was marginally significant and suggested that participants low in chronic possession self-relevance traded up only on the UNC t-shirt, whereas participants high in chronic possession self-relevance traded up on both t-shirts, χ² (1) = 2.73, p < .10. Second, in-line with experiment 1’s findings, the buffer condition x choice set self-relevance interaction was marginally significant and suggested that participants who were not buffered from the threat responded to it by trading up more when the choice was between UNC t-shirts (vs. white t-shirts), χ² (1) = 3.61, p < .06. Third, replicating the results of experiment 2a, the buffer condition x chronic possession self-relevance interaction was significant and indicated that participants who were not buffered from the threat responded to it by trading up more when they were higher (vs. lower) in chronic possession relevance, χ² (1) = 3.78, p = .05.


� This same analysis was conducted for experiment 2b (that is, an analysis including feelings of self-worth) and yielded the identical pattern of data; however, the results of the three-way interaction were only marginally significant in that study. 


� This overall analysis revealed that writing about one’s own important possession decreased subsequent trading up, t(24) = 2.49, p < .05, as did current feelings of self-worth, t(24) = -1.99, p < .06, while chronic possession relevance increased trading up, t(24) = 2.03, p = .05. As in experiments 2a and 2b, participants traded up the most when they were not buffered from the threat and they scored high on chronic possession relevance, t(24) = -2.37, p < .05. Moreover, negative feelings of self-worth among participants who were not buffered from the threat (vs. those who were buffered) predicted more trading up, t(24) = -2.52, p < .05, and negative feelings of self-worth were associated with more trading up among participants who scored higher on chronic possession self-relevance and less trading up among participants who scored lower on chronic possession self-relevance, t(24) = 2.06, p < .05.


� Responses were also coded to determine the extent to which participants referred to themselves while writing about the possession.  Self-referent language was operationalized as the frequency of using the words I, me, myself, and mine (Campbell & Pennebaker, 2003; Cryder, Lerner, Gross, & Dahl, 2007). As would be expected, participants who described why a possession was important to themselves used more self-referent language than participants who described why a possession might be important to someone else, t(31) = 8.68 , p  < .001. It was hypothesized that greater use of self-referent language in describing the importance of a possession should strengthen the salience of the self-possession connection and thereby lead to greater protection against threat. To determine this, participants feelings of self-worth following the threat was regressed on self-referent word frequency. This analysis showed that self-referent language buffered against the experience of threat, t(31) = 2.0 , p = .05.
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