
 

i

v 

 

 

Antecedents and Consequences of Authenticity in the Marketplace 

by 

Katherine Margaret Du 

Business Administration 

Duke University 

 

Date:_______________________ 

Approved: 

 

___________________________ 

James R. Bettman, Co-Supervisor 

 

___________________________ 

Mary Frances Luce, Co-Supervisor 

 

___________________________ 

Keisha M. Cutright 

 

___________________________ 

Mark R. Leary 

 

 

Dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of 

the requirements for the degree of Doctor 

of Philosophy in 

Business Administration in the Graduate School 

of Duke University 

 

2019 

 

 

 



 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

Antecedents and Consequences of Authenticity in the Marketplace 

by 

Katherine Margaret Du 

Business Administration 

Duke University 

 

Date:_______________________ 

Approved: 

 

___________________________ 

James R. Bettman, Co-Supervisor 

 

___________________________ 

Mary Frances Luce, Co-Supervisor 

 

___________________________ 

Keisha M. Cutright 

 

___________________________ 

Mark R. Leary 

 

 

An abstract of a dissertation submitted in partial 

fulfillment of the requirements for the degree 

of Doctor of Philosophy in 

Business Administration in the Graduate School of 

Duke University 

 

2019 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright by 

Katherine Margaret Du 

2019 



 

iv 

Abstract 

 Consumers value and seek authenticity in the marketplace, including in their 

products, themselves, and others. Due to its appeal to consumers, the study of 

authenticity in the marketplace has recently accelerated in consumer research. Adding to 

this research, in this work I explore antecedents and consequences of perceived 

authenticity related to both consumers and market offerings.  

Essay 1 (“Goldilocks Signaling: How the Number of Signaling Items in an 

Ensemble Affects Perceptions of Consumer Authenticity”) explores how multi-product 

signals—consumption ensembles—are perceived by observers. Specifically, this 

research explores how the number of identity-signaling items (e.g., Nike items) a 

consumer includes in their ensemble affects observer perceptions of the consumer’s 

identity-specific authenticity (e.g., authenticity as an athlete). If consumers wish to 

be seen as authentic, essay 1 demonstrates that they have to balance self-

presentation with the perception that they are trying too hard to signal. Accordingly, 

I find that consumers with ensembles featuring a moderate or “just right” number of 

signaling items are generally (with some boundaries) perceived as most authentic in 

relation to the identity they are signaling—a “Goldilocks signaling” effect. I 

demonstrate that consumers make these inferences both spontaneously, without 

direct prompting regarding authenticity from experimenters, and reflecting the 

choice patterns of more versus less authentic consumers. Furthermore, such 
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perceptions are important to consumers’ social relationships; I demonstrate that 

perceived authenticity can affect how much observers like the identity-signaling 

consumer and how confident they are in the consumer’s identity-relevant skill. This 

research is one of very few experimental papers in consumer behavior to consider 

ensemble signaling and provides new insights into the psychological processes 

underlying judgments of consumers’ authenticity.  

Essay 2 (“True to the Original or to the Creator? How Consumers Navigate the 

Tension Between Iconic and Expressive Authenticity in Evaluations of Creative 

Adaptations”) explores the role of authenticity in consumers’ evaluations of creative 

adaptations by leveraging the context of cover songs. I demonstrate that consumers’ 

evaluations of cover songs are driven by the relative value they place on the cover’s 

iconic—truth to the original—and expressive—truth to the cover artist—

authenticity. Greater difference from the original causes consumers to perceive the 

cover song as more expressively authentic but less iconically authentic. Consumers 

often value both these types of authenticity, hence causing them to prefer cover 

songs that are moderately versus more or less different from their original. 

Consumers who are highly attached to the original, however, place increased value 

on iconic authenticity and hence prefer cover songs that are less different from their 

beloved original. In addition to showing support for this theory, I cast doubt on other, 
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more general theories that could drive this effect. My findings provide a first detailed 

view of how multiple different types of authenticity affect consumer evaluations.   

Together, these essays advance understanding of antecedents and consequences 

of multiple types of authenticity for both consumers (essay 1) and consumption objects 

(essay 2) in the marketplace.  
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1. Introduction  

Authenticity has captivated and puzzled intellectuals, like academics, 

philosophers, and authors, for hundreds if not thousands of years. The existential 

philosophers of the nineteenth century, such as Kierkegaard and Sartre, made 

authenticity a primary concept of discussion in philosophy (Varga and Guignon 2017). 

Among Shakespeare’s most well-known lines is “this above all: to thine own self be 

true” (Shakespeare 2012, p. 45), and one of the most famous characters in American 

literature is the authenticity-obsessed Holden Caulfield of J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in 

the Rye (“100 Best Characters in Fiction Since 1900” 2002).  

Intellectuals are not the only ones captivated by authenticity; consumers are too. 

Perhaps due to postmodernity, the current historical period dominated by a global 

economy rife with frivolous consumption, research suggests that consumers value and 

seek authenticity in their consumption (Arnould and Price 2000; Beverland and Farrelly 

2010). Therefore, unsurprisingly, authenticity is a way into consumers’ minds and 

wallets. For instance, consumers talk more about (Morhart et al. 2015) and are willing to 

pay more for (Beverland 2005; Newman and Dhar 2014; Smith, Newman, and Dhar 

2016) products that they perceive to be authentic. “91% of consumers globally indicated 

that they were willing to reward a brand for its authenticity by making a purchase, 

investment or an endorsement in 2017” (Dua 2017). Even children as young as 
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preschoolers place increased value on authentic objects (Frazier and Gelman 2009; 

Gelman et al. 2015).  

Consumers seem to value authenticity in people—themselves and other 

consumers—as well. Illustrating this point, the hashtag “liveauthentic” is attached to 

approximately twenty-nine million photographs on Instagram as of March 2019. 

Cultural appropriation, or the inauthentic use of the symbols from one culture by 

members of another culture, is a hot topic in celebrity news (Bailey 2019; Feeney 2013; 

Ledbetter 2016). Authenticity may even be a central concern for consumers when 

choosing their leaders (e.g., Gardner et al. 2005). In the tumultuous 2016 U.S. 

presidential election, Hillary Clinton was plagued by her supposed inauthenticity 

(Rubin 2015), while some called her victorious opponent Donald Trump the 

“authenticity candidate” (Sargent 2015), even though others may view him as a lying 

demagogue (Hahl, Kim, and Zuckerman Sivan 2018).  

Given its value to consumers, marketers seem to be in a constant, hot pursuit of 

authenticity. Marketing scholars have suggested that “consumers’ search for 

authenticity is one of the cornerstones of contemporary marketing” (Brown, Kozinets, 

and Sherry 2003, p. 21), and some marketers call authenticity “the ‘it’ word of the 

decade” (Byron 2016). Major publications, such as The New York Times and Forbes, 

have documented this pursuit with articles such as, “Quenching Consumers’ Thirst for 

‘Authentic’ Brands” (Hutson 2014) and “Why Authenticity in Marketing Matters Now 
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More Than Ever” (Deibert 2017). Firms that are able to associate themselves with 

authenticity often seem to reap benefits. Dove’s “Real Beauty” campaign—which 

encouraged women to celebrate their true beauty—has been called groundbreaking and 

has been credited with aiding Dove in a $1.5 billion increase in sales over a ten year span 

(Neff 2014). Furthermore, several of the world’s top-earning companies, like Amazon, 

Apple, Microsoft, and Google, are also the world’s most authentic, according to global 

surveys (The Global Authentic 100 2017). Conversely, firms that become associated with 

inauthenticity often seem to suffer negative consequences. In 2017, Nordstrom decided 

to offer a pair of jeans featuring fake, caked-on mud for the price of $425 (Vinjamuri 

2017). Nordstrom of course got a ton of criticism for this offering, in part because 

consumers simply perceived the product to be absurd, but also in part because this 

offering gives their affluent consumers an opportunity to inauthentically represent 

themselves as working class. In particular, Mike Rowe, host of a television show called 

“Dirty Jobs” and avid supporter of the working class, was one of Nordstrom’s most 

vocal critics. Rowe took to Facebook to state, “Finally – a pair of jeans that look like they 

have been worn by someone with a dirty job…made for people who don't. And you can 

have your very own pair for just $425.” He goes on to add, “On the positive side, 

Nordstrom’s isn’t purging their shelves of work-related imagery... They seem to value 

icons of work. What they don’t value – obviously – is authenticity.” This enthusiastic 
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condemnation garnered Rowe’s post over 35,000 likes, 5,000 comments, and 16,000 

shares (Rowe 2017). 

Due to its appeal to consumers and thus marketers, the academic study of 

authenticity in the marketplace has accelerated in consumer research, particularly in the 

last fifteen to twenty years. Although authenticity is generally a concept that captures 

degrees of truth, realness, or genuineness, its meaning is highly context-dependent and 

multi-dimensional (Dutton 2003). In this work, I explore antecedents and consequences 

of multiple dimensions of perceived authenticity related to both consumers (essay 1) and 

market offerings (essay 2).  

Essay 1 (“Goldilocks Signaling: How the Number of Signaling Items in an 

Ensemble Affects Perceptions of Consumer Authenticity”) explores how multi-product 

signals—consumption ensembles—are perceived by observers. Specifically, this 

research explores how the number of identity-signaling items (e.g., Nike items) a 

consumer includes in their ensemble affects observer perceptions of the consumer’s 

authenticity in relation to the signaled identity (e.g., authenticity as an athlete). If 

consumers wish to maximize this ascription, essay 1 demonstrates that they are best 

served by engaging in a degree of self-presentation while avoiding the perception 

that they are trying too hard to signal. Accordingly, I find that consumers with 

ensembles featuring a moderate or “just right” number of signaling items are 

generally (with some boundaries) perceived as most authentic in relation to the 
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identity they are signaling—a “Goldilocks signaling” effect. I demonstrate that 

consumers make these inferences both spontaneously, without direct prompting 

regarding authenticity from experimenters, and reflecting the choice patterns of 

more versus less authentic consumers. Furthermore, underscoring the importance of 

these perceptions, I demonstrate that perceived authenticity can affect how much 

observers like the identity-signaling consumer and how confident they are in the 

consumer’s identity-relevant skill. This research is one of very few experimental 

papers in consumer behavior to consider ensemble signaling and provides new 

insights into the psychological processes underlying judgments of consumers’ 

authenticity.  

Essay 2 (“True to the Original or to the Creator? How Consumers Navigate the 

Tension Between Iconic and Expressive Authenticity in Evaluations of Creative 

Adaptations”) explores the role of authenticity in consumers’ evaluations of creative 

adaptations by leveraging the context of cover songs. I demonstrate that consumers’ 

evaluations of cover songs are driven by the relative value they place on the cover’s 

iconic—truth to the original—and expressive—truth to the cover artist—

authenticity. Greater difference from the original causes consumers to perceive the 

cover song as more expressively authentic but less iconically authentic. Consumers 

often value both these types of authenticity, hence causing them to prefer cover 

songs that are moderately versus more or less different from their original. 
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Consumers who are highly attached to the original, however, place increased value 

on iconic authenticity and hence prefer cover songs that are less different from their 

beloved original. In addition to providing evidence for this theory, I cast doubt on 

other, more general theories that could drive this effect. While prior work has focused 

on how perceptions of a single type of authenticity affect consumer preference 

formation, my findings provide a first detailed view of how multiple different types 

of perceived authenticity affect consumer evaluations.   

By exploring antecedents and consequences of multiple types of authenticity for 

both consumers and consumption objects, these essays advance understanding of the 

influential role of authenticity in the consumption landscape. 
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2. Essay 1  

Goldilocks Signaling: How the Number of Signaling Items in an Ensemble 

Affects Perceptions of Consumer Authenticity 

2.1 Introduction and Theory 

Imagine that you are staring into your closet deciding what to wear for the day. 

You identify as an athlete and want others to perceive you as such. If you want to look 

like a true athlete, should all of your clothing items feature a Nike logo to signal your 

athleticism? Or should you perhaps be subtler? This research explores how the number 

of identity-symbolic or signaling items in a consumer’s ensemble affects observer 

perceptions of the consumer’s identity-specific authenticity, meaning a judgment of 

authenticity in relation to the specific identity being signaled.1 

Signaling theory (e.g., Spence 1973) suggests that signals must be observable in 

order to effectively communicate the desired trait that the signal represents. Nike only 

signals athleticism to others, for instance, if others can see it. One intuitive extension of 

this principle is that consumers who use more signaling items simultaneously to signal 

their desired trait will communicate that trait more effectively than consumers who use 

fewer signaling items simultaneously. In other words, consumers may think that more 

Nike items signal more genuine athleticism. Indeed, consumers have bought into this 

                                                      

1 I use the term signal as shorthand to refer to identity-symbolic consumption. I do not intend the term to 

precisely denote the formal economic notion of signaling as part of a separating equilibrium.  
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“more is more” intuition during certain periods. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, for 

instance, dressing head-to-toe in branded designer clothing was common, presumably 

intended as a signal of status (Brillson 2013). A decade later, tutorials on removing logos 

from clothing (e.g., “Removing the New Era Logo” n.d.) are garnering hundreds of 

thousands of views on YouTube, and Business Insider reports that “millennials can’t 

stand logos” (Lutz 2015).  

The current research suggests that logo-shunning millennials, an “authenticity 

obsessed” generation (Moore 2014), have perhaps correctly resisted the “more is more” 

intuition to adorn their consumption ensembles with signaling items. My theory 

suggests that, if they wish to be seen as authentic, consumers have to engage in some 

degree of self-presentation using identity-signaling items while avoiding the perception 

that they are trying too hard to signal.2 Therefore, I show that consumers with ensembles 

featuring a moderate or “just right” number of signaling items are perceived as most 

authentic in relation to the identity they are signaling—a “Goldilocks signaling” effect. 

Furthermore, underscoring the importance of these perceptions, I demonstrate that 

perceived authenticity affects how much observers like the identity-signaling 

consumer and how confident they are in the consumer’s identity-relevant skill. I also 

demonstrate that this effect replicates even when the ensemble features brand variety 

                                                      

2 In this work, I may discuss authenticity as if it is a binary perception—i.e., authentic versus inauthentic—as 

shorthand. In reality, however, I conceptualize authenticity as a continuous judgement—i.e., a judgment 

with degrees. 
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(e.g., Nike and Under Armour), suggesting the effect is not driven by perceptions of the 

consumers’ overreliance on a single brand.  

Additionally, supporting the proposed theory, the downturn characteristic of 

this effect (i.e., the negative effect from a moderate to greater number of signaling items) 

does not happen—a boundary condition—when the consumer is signaling an identity 

for which there is an expectation of excessive, trying-too-hard signaling (e.g., team fan) 

or for consumers who demonstrate identity-relevant skill. I also demonstrate that 

observers make similar judgments of authenticity spontaneously (i.e., without direct 

prompting regarding authenticity from experimenters). Finally, turning my attention to 

ensemble choice, I find that inauthentic consumers who want to pass as authentic indeed 

tend to choose ensembles with more signaling items than authentic consumers, 

ironically decreasing their chances of passing as authentic to observers.  

This theory and set of findings make several contributions. First, this research is 

one of very few experimental papers in consumer behavior to consider ensemble 

signaling. Consumers virtually never consume products in isolation from other 

products. However, as Solomon (1988, p. 235) suggested in the 1980s, “most 

psychological treatments of product symbolism have been focused at the individual 

product level,” and consumer psychologists need to “better understand how sets of 

consumption stimuli are used by consumers, both for self-definition and for the 

categorization of others.” With few exceptions since then, identity research in consumer 
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behavior continues to overwhelmingly focus on how a single product can signal an 

identity (e.g., Berger and Heath 2007, 2008, Escalas and Bettman 2003, 2005; White and 

Dahl 2006, 2007). Thus, my research adds to consumer signaling research by considering 

both conceptually and empirically how ensembles of multiple simultaneous signals, 

which are pervasive in consumers’ lives, may or may not effectively signal the intended 

identity.  

I also broaden the scope of the signaling and authenticity literatures by exploring 

what causes consumer identity signals to be perceived as authentic. The nascent 

literature on authenticity in consumer behavior and psychology has primarily focused 

on the factors affecting judgments of brand or product authenticity (e.g., Beverland 2005, 

2006; Grayson and Martinec 2004; Morhart et al. 2015; Newman and Dhar 2014) or 

consumers’ feelings regarding their own authenticity (e.g., Gino, Kouchaki, and 

Galinsky 2015; Gino, Norton, and Ariely 2010; Kernis and Goldman 2006; Wood et al. 

2008). In contrast to these prior approaches, I focus on observer judgments of consumer 

authenticity. Although judgments of authenticity by others are typically a primary 

motivation behind consumer signaling—e.g., a consumer often uses environmentalist 

identity signals to be perceived by others as an authentic environmentalist—they have 

not been the focus of prior work. Further underscoring the importance of this 

perception, I also find that observers often naturally, without experimenters having to 

ask, attend to and infer the authenticity of a signaling consumer. 
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In the next sections, I examine the literature on identity-signaling consumption 

then consider how the number of identity-signaling items in a consumer’s ensemble 

affect observers’ judgments of the consumer’s authenticity. 

2.1.1 Identity-Signaling Consumption 

Identity-signaling consumption is symbolic consumption that allows consumers 

to convey identities that are often otherwise unobservable to others (Berger 2008; Gal 

2015; Kirmani 2009). In this work, I define identity as “any category label with which a 

consumer self-associates that is amenable to a clear picture of what a person in that 

category looks like, thinks, feels and does” (Reed et al. 2012, p. 312). The identities I 

explore in this work include athlete, golfer, and team fan. Signals of these identities 

include Nike, Callaway, and branded team apparel, respectively. Future work should 

explore the robustness of this effect to even more identities and signals. 

Identity-signaling research in consumer behavior has overwhelmingly focused 

on how consumers make single-product selections to signal an identity (e.g., Berger and 

Heath 2007, 2008, Escalas and Bettman 2003, 2005; Levy 1959; White and Dahl 2006, 

2007). However, consumers rarely if ever consume products in isolation from other 

products. The many products that consumers use that might represent and express 

aspects of their self-concepts have been called consumption constellations. In particular, 

consumption constellations are “clusters of complementary products, specific brands, 

and/or consumption activities used by consumers to define, communicate, and enact 
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social roles” (Solomon 1988, p. 235). These constellations include everything a person 

owns that allows them to construct, signify, or perform a certain social role.  

Prior research confirms that people indeed understand and create consumption 

constellations (Holman 1980; Solomon 1987, 1988; Solomon and Buchanan 1991), even 

from an early age (Chaplin and Lowrey 2010), and they store these constellations in 

memory, particularly for aspirational groups (Lowrey et al. 2001). These constellations 

represent a useful way for consumers to simplify and understand social categories 

(Solomon 1988) and hence signal different traits to observers with surprising consistency 

(Gosling et al. 2002; Solomon 1988). 

Based on previous definitions, consumption constellations do not require visible, 

simultaneous use of multiple products; they are collections of everything a consumer 

owns pertaining to a social role, which may or  may not be chosen for simultaneous use. 

Recent unpublished work has explored how variety in a curated, self-expressive 

assortment of products or experiences presumably consumed at different points in the 

past or future (e.g., music or movies “liked” on a social media profile) can decrease 

consumers’ feelings of self-continuity (Rifkin and Etkin n.d.). Other unpublished work 

has explored how a mix of higher and lower quality options (vs. all higher quality 

option) in such an assortment can signal authentic discernment (Bhattacharjee, Barasch, 

and Wertenbroch n.d.). This unpublished work represents an important step towards 

understanding the effects that assortments of multiple products have on consumers and 
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their observers. Unlike that recent research, however, the current research focuses on the 

inferences made from collections of items consumed simultaneously and observed being 

actively consumed in a single instance of time. I define a consumption ensemble as such 

a collection of products worn, displayed, or used simultaneously. Operationally, I chose 

to study five-item clothing outfits as ensembles because outfits feature multiple items 

clearly being consumed simultaneously. Furthermore, clothing is worn daily, durable 

(vs., e.g., food products), and typically public (vs., e.g., home décor). More specifically, I 

study five-item ensembles (vs., e.g., two or eight items) because five is enough items to 

produce variation while reflecting the visible components of a typical outfit. 

Because ensembles feature a number of pieces, they can vary in the number of 

individual signaling items they include. For instance, a five-item ensemble can have 

anywhere from zero to five signaling items. Each item in isolation may signal something 

about a consumer; however, the ensemble may also communicate meta-information 

about the consumer that may be different from what any individual item signals. In this 

work, I isolate the effect of varying numbers of items that all signal the same identity on 

perceptions of consumer authenticity (defined in the next section), which I 

operationalize by placing symbolic brand logos (e.g., Nike to signal an athlete identity) 
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on otherwise plain (i.e., unbranded) items.3 Hence, in this research, a five-item ensemble 

with zero signaling items is an ensemble with five unbranded items, whereas a five-item 

ensemble with five signaling items is an ensemble with five branded items.  

This description of ensembles may seem reminiscent of research on loud versus 

subtle signaling, also called brand prominence (Berger and Ward 2010; Han, Nunes, and 

Drèze 2010). That research suggests that consumers with more cultural capital in a 

particular domain prefer subtle (vs. loud) signals because they provide differentiation 

from the mainstream—only those who are “in the know” are aware of what subtle 

signals represent. For instance, women with fashion knowledge prefer handbags that 

have smaller (vs. larger) or fewer (vs. more) brand logos. Similar to this research, 

ensembles can vary in their number of branded logos and thus vary in their “loudness.” 

Unlike brand prominence research, however, in my work ensembles vary in their 

loudness across items rather than within a single item. These ensembles reflect multiple, 

related consumer decisions (e.g., multiple decisions to buy or wear a specific type of 

item) versus a single decision regarding a single branded item (e.g., a purse with a 

smaller versus larger logo). Future studies could explore how loudness within items 

                                                      

3 I recognize that an unbranded item could serve as a signal. An ensemble with plain sweatpants and a plain 

sweatshirt, for instance, could signal athleticism, even if unbranded. In that sense, an ensemble with purely 

unbranded items is not necessarily a pure “no signaling” control, and I see some evidence of that in my 

data. But marketers often spend concerted effort to define and amplify the identity-specific associations 

carried by logos and brands. I suggest, therefore, that the presence of a brand logo should generally 

intensify and clarify the symbolism of a product when the relevant brand is closely associated with the 

identity.  
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could interact with ensemble signaling to affect perceptions of authenticity. 

Furthermore, I explore observer perceptions of identity-specific authenticity as a 

dependent variable rather than consumer choice based on domain-specific cultural 

capital or status. My proposed mechanism thus differs from the mechanism presented in 

the brand prominence work pertaining to choice differentiation from the mainstream. 

Finally, I demonstrate in one study (study 2) that the proposed effect is not driven by 

overreliance on a single brand; the effect replicates even when the consumer is using 

multiple brands and hence multiple logos to signal the same identity, which suggests 

that the Goldilocks signaling effect is not driven by single-brand prominence but is 

instead driven more generally by the degree of signaling in an ensemble. 

2.1.2 Perceptions of Consumer Authenticity 

In order to communicate the desired identity most effectively, observers must 

perceive that the signaling consumer is signaling authentically. However, individuals 

can use signals that are, to varying degrees, misleading of their genuine attitudes and 

behaviors; self-presentational behaviors can be motivated by accuracy or by 

manipulation (e.g., Baumeister 1982). Therefore, sometimes observers are skeptical of 

and attempt to uncover a signal’s veracity (Goffman 1969). I call this truth judgment by 

observers perceived consumer authenticity—the degree to which a consumer’s identity-

signaling consumption is perceived by an observer to be in accordance with (i.e., 

representative of, symbolic of) the consumer’s true self (Kernis and Goldman 2006). In 
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this work, this judgment will always pertain to a certain target identity being signaled. I 

will not investigate general perceptions of the signaler’s overall authenticity, i.e., 

whether the consumer is perceived to be a generally authentic person, although 

understanding how specific versus general perceptions of authenticity relate is an 

interesting area for future research. I will also not assume or measure signaling 

consumers’ actual feelings. Observer perceptions may or may not align with how a 

consumer feels. For instance, a consumer may feel that environmentalist is an identity 

that is part of his true self-concept; however, others may not perceive it as such based on 

his consumption behavior. Although the topic of intrapersonal feelings of authenticity 

within consumption contexts is interesting, this research focuses on interpersonal 

judgments of consumer authenticity. I do find preliminary evidence, however, to 

suggest that observer perceptions of authenticity mimic the choices of more and less 

authentic consumers (study 6).  

2.1.3 Goldilocks Signaling 

How does the number of signaling items in a consumer’s ensemble affect 

observer perceptions of the consumer’s authenticity? Signals are observable markers of 

unobservable characteristics. In other words, for a signal to communicate unknown 

information, it must be observable (Spence 1973; Veblen 1899). Thus, if they wish to be 

perceived as authentic in relation to a specific focal identity, a consumer must make an 

observable choice or choices to illustrate that identity. In other words, perceptions of 
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authenticity will be greatest for consumers who engage in some degree of self-

presentation with their ensembles, meaning consumers who affect others’ impression of 

them by presenting who they would like others to believe they are (e.g., Leary and 

Kowalski 1990). Although the absence of a certain product or products could serve as a 

signal, I am exploring the effect of the presence of certain products on observer 

inferences. I suggest that consumers can self-present their focal identity by consuming 

one or more signaling items. For instance, consumers can include one or more Under 

Armour items in their ensemble in order to present an athletic identity. If extended, this 

principle may suggest that a consumer will always be perceived as more authentic as he 

or she includes more signaling items in their ensemble. For instance, a consumer who 

includes more Under Armour items in their ensemble may be perceived to be a more 

authentic athlete by observers. However, I suggest that perceptions of authenticity are 

also greatest for consumers who avoid the perception that they are trying too hard to 

look like the identity they intend to signal.  

People hold a lay belief that true selves are discovered rather than created 

(Schlegel, Vess, and Arndt 2012), which suggests that perceptions of authenticity likely 

involve some degree of perceived ease. Put differently, theory suggests that, 

“Authenticity is not reflected in a compulsion to be one’s true self, but rather in the free 

and natural expression of core feelings, motives, and inclinations” (Kernis and Goldman 

2006, p. 299). Additionally, prior work on excessive, extreme, or conspicuous behavior 
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suggests that these behaviors can trigger suspicion about the actor’s motives (e.g., Bell et 

al. 1976; Ferraro, Kirmani, and Matherly 2013), and suspicion triggers attributional 

thinking in which the perceiver does not take the actor’s behavior at face value (Fein 

1996; Fein and Hilton 1994; Fein, Hilton, and Miller 1990). More specifically, 

excessiveness can signal desperation, which can undermine the intended signal. For 

instance, advertising expenditure and repetition often signal a product’s quality to 

consumers. However, unusually large advertising expenditure (Kirmani 1990; Kirmani 

and Wright 1989) or viewing an unusually large number of advertisement repetitions 

(Kirmani 1997) can actually signal lesser product quality. These findings are based on 

persuasion knowledge mechanisms and schemas regarding profit motives and the 

naturally adversarial relationship between buyers and sellers. Sellers have an economic 

motive to potentially hide the true quality of their product. Furthermore, buyers have a 

clear stake in the potential transaction due to its financial cost, and thus they have a clear 

motivation to make accurate judgements of sellers. These findings about the relationship 

between the degree of advertising and inferences of true product quality inform the 

current research. However, in contrast to prior work, a financial transaction is less likely 

to occur the purely interpersonal interactions studied in this research, and hence 

persuasion knowledge mechanisms may be less active. In sum, these varied streams of 

research suggest that ease and naturalness are prominent components of authenticity 

and credibility.  
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The ease component of authenticity suggests that including a greater number of 

signaling items in an ensemble will hinder perceptions of authenticity. However, as 

previously discussed, it is important that the consumer displays at least some signaling 

items to present to others that they associate themselves with a particular identity. For 

that reason, I suggest that it is important for consumers who wish to be perceived as 

authentic to strike a balance in their ensembles; they must present the identity but not be 

perceived as trying too hard to do so. Based on this theory, I predict that consumers with 

ensembles with a moderate or “just right” number of signaling items will be perceived 

by observers to be the most authentic, which I call a Goldilocks signaling effect. 

Importantly, I expect and focus on a downturn in authenticity from moderate to more 

extreme signaling. I am agnostic regarding precisely what moderate means—i.e., how 

many signaling items will maximize perceived authenticity—although my data suggest 

that this optimal number tends to be two to three signaling items in a five-item 

ensemble. 

2.2 Overview of Studies 

Six studies support and elucidate boundaries of this theory. Study 1 

demonstrates the proposed Goldilocks signaling effect and shows that this effect is 

driven by competing perceptions of the degree to which the consumer is self-presenting 

and trying too hard to signal the intended identity. Furthermore, study 1 shows that 

perceptions of authenticity are positively related to interpersonal liking. Study 2 
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demonstrates that this effect replicates even when the ensemble features brand variety 

(e.g., Nike and Under Armour), suggesting that this effect is not driven by perceptions 

of the consumers’ overreliance on a single brand and further differentiating this work 

from prior work on conspicuous consumption (Berger and Ward 2010; Han et al. 2010).  

Studies 3 and 4 demonstrate boundary conditions—specifically exploring the 

moderating role of signaling norms and demonstrations of identity-relevant skill—of 

this Goldilocks signaling. Furthermore, study 4 demonstrate the effect on a costly, 

behavioral outcome—betting on the consumer’s ability to successfully complete an 

identity-relevant task. 

Study 5 extends authenticity research by examining when observers 

spontaneously make inferences about consumers’ authenticity. Unlike the prior studies, 

study 5 does not force observers to rate signaling consumers’ authenticity and instead 

implicitly evaluates whether observers are considering authenticity upon observation of 

a signaling consumer. This study shows that spontaneous inferences of (in)authenticity 

mimic the pattern of inferences elicited with explicit authenticity measures. Finally, in 

study 6, I asked consumers to choose ensembles. Mimicking inference results from prior 

studies, I find that inauthentic consumers indeed choose ensembles with a greater 

number of signaling items than authentic consumers, and authentic consumers choose a 

greater number of signaling items than consumers at baseline.  
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2.3 Study 1: Test of the Goldilocks Signaling Effect 

Study 1 presented participants with a consumer and manipulated the number of 

signaling items in the consumer’s ensemble. I expected a Goldilocks signaling effect—

that consumers with ensembles featuring a moderate number of signaling items are 

perceived by observers to be the most authentic—caused by a balance of perceptions of 

self-presentation and trying too hard.  

2.3.1 Design and Method 

In this and all subsequent studies, I aimed to recruit approximately 100 

participants per experimental condition (Gervais et al. 2015).  

One thousand, seven participants (MAge = 35.3, 47.7% female) on Amazon 

Mechanical Turk were randomly assigned to condition within a 5 (number of signaling 

items: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5)  2 (rarity: least rare item prioritized vs. rarest item prioritized) 

between subject design. The number of signaling items factor was designed to test the 

central Goldilocks signaling hypothesis. The rarity factor was designed to test an 

alternative explanation, explained below.  

By clicking through a detailed “photo story,” participants learned about a man 

named Thomas getting ready for a day running errands like grocery shopping and 

stopping by the bank and post office. After doing a few typical morning tasks such as 

waking up, brushing his teeth, showering, shaving, and eating breakfast, Thomas 

selected his clothes. Participants observed a series of clothing choices that Thomas made, 
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resulting in a five-item ensemble of clothing: a t-shirt, sweatpants, baseball-style hat, 

jacket, and backpack. In the one signaling item condition, one item had a Nike logo 

digitally added to the otherwise plain item; in the two signaling item condition, two 

items had a Nike logo; etc. (Appendix A).  

Which item(s) had the logo depended on the rarity condition. Some branded 

items are rarer than others. For instance, a branded Nike t-shirt is not rare (Nike offers 

many of them), whereas a Nike backpack is rarer (Nike offers relatively few of them). 

Having an ensemble with a Nike t-shirt, therefore, may be a weaker or stronger signal of 

athleticism than having an ensemble with a Nike backpack. The rarity factor controlled 

and tested for these possibilities. Rarity information was collected by searching for the 

item name in the men’s section on Nike.com. When this study was run, the items ranked 

from least rare to rarest were: t-shirt, hat, jacket, sweatpants, and backpack. In the least 

rare prioritized condition, the least rare item(s) were prioritized in creating the 

ensemble. In the rarest item prioritized condition, the rarest item(s) were prioritized 

(Table 1).   

Table 1: Essay 1 Study 1 Conditions 

Least rare item(s) prioritized 

Condition Shirt Hat Jacket Pants Backpack 

1 signaling item  × × × × 

2 signaling items   × × × 

3 signaling items    × × 

4 signaling items     × 

5 signaling items      
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Rarest item(s) prioritized 

Condition Shirt Hat Jacket Pants Backpack 

1 signaling item × × × ×  
2 signaling items × × ×   
3 signaling items × ×    
4 signaling items ×     
5 signaling items      

      

 Product presented with logo 

×    Plain product presented 

 

After viewing his ensemble, participants rated Thomas’s authenticity as an 

athlete (e.g., “Indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statement: 

Thomas is an authentic athlete;” 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) with five items (α 

= .90; Appendix B). Next, they rated the extent to which Thomas appeared to be 

presenting himself as an athlete (r = .88): “To what extent is Thomas trying to present 

himself to others as an athlete” (1 = not at all, 7 = very) and “Indicate the extent to which 

you agree with the following statement: Thomas is trying to show others that he is an 

athlete” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Next, participants rated the extent to 

which Thomas was trying too hard to look like an athlete: “Indicate the extent to which 

you agree with the following statement: Thomas is trying too hard to look like an 
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athlete” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). 4 Finally, as a measure gauging whether 

authenticity might affect interpersonal liking, participants were asked to rate their 

opinion of Thomas (1 = strongly dislike, 7 = strongly like). 

2.3.2 Results 

Generally, I believe the hypothesized downturn from some moderate to greater 

number of signaling items is the less intuitive and more intriguing portion of the 

proposed effect. Hence, as a general analysis strategy, I focus on looking for contrasts 

that indicate any downturn rather than statistically testing the data’s general shape (e.g., 

a quadratic term), particularly because a significant quadratic term does not necessarily 

indicate that the data features a downturn (e.g., it could indicate diminishing marginal 

returns). Furthermore, in some studies (studies 2 and 4) I focus only on conditions that 

should produce the hypothesized downturn if present (e.g., three vs. five signaling 

items). 

                                                      

4 Bagozzi, Yi, and Phillips (1991) suggest that, “Discriminant validity among traits is achieved when an 

intertrait correlation is significantly different from 1.00.” A significant difference from 1.00 is assessable by 

running a correlation between the supposed constructs and collecting a 95% confidence interval, and 

discriminant validity between constructs is suggested when the confidence interval does not include 1.00. 

Using this method, the number of items, the independent variable, showed discriminant validity from both 

the index of self-presentation (r = .25, 95% CI [.19, .31]) and item of trying too hard (r = .32, 95% CI [.26, .38]), 

suggesting that the proposed mediators are not manipulation checks. Self-presentation and trying too hard 

also showed discriminant validity from each other using this method (r = .66, 95% CI [.62, .71]). Finally, self-

presentation (r = -.10, 95% CI [-.17, -.03]) and trying too hard (r = -.29, 95% CI [-.35, -.23]) showed 

discriminant validity from perceptions of authenticity, the dependent variable. Assessments of discriminant 

validity of constructs in remaining studies produce substantively similar results. 
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2.3.2.1 Authenticity 

A two-way ANOVA revealed a main effect of number of signaling items on 

perceptions of authenticity (F(4, 997) = 2.24, p = .063; Figure 1).5 The main effect of rarity 

(F(1, 997) = .49, p = .48) and the interaction between rarity and number of signaling items 

(F(4, 997) = .32, p = .86) were both not significant.  

 

 

Figure 1: Essay 1 Study 1 Authenticity Results 

Collapsing across rarity conditions, contrasts suggested that perceptions of 

authenticity began to decrease after two signaling items (Table 2). For instance, the three 

(t(1002) = 1.90, p = .058, d = .19), four (t(1002) = 1.82, p = .069, d = .19), and five signaling 

item (t(1002) = 2.59, p = .01, d = .25) conditions were perceived to be marginally to 

                                                      

5 Error bars in all figures in this work represent +/- 1 standard error. 
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significantly less authentic than the two signaling item condition, representing a 

downturn (i.e., diminished perceptions of authenticity) as the number of signaling items 

increased past a certain point (in this case, two signaling items).  

Table 2: Essay 1 Study 1 Authenticity Contrasts 

Contrast t-statistic p-value Cohen's d 

1 vs. 2 signaling items .68 .50 .07 

1 vs. 3 signaling items 1.22 .22 .12 

1 vs. 4 signaling items 1.14 .26 .12 

1 vs. 5 signaling items 1.91 .057 .19 

2 vs. 3 signaling items 1.90 .058 .19 

2 vs. 4 signaling items 1.82 .069 .19 

2 vs. 5 signaling items 2.59 .01 .25 

3 vs. 4 signaling items .08 .94 0 

3 vs. 5 signaling items .69 .49 .07 

4 vs. 5 signaling items .77 .44 .06 

 

2.3.2.2 Self-Presentation 

A two-way ANOVA revealed a main effect of number of signaling items on 

perceptions of self-presentation (F(4, 997) = 19.43, p < .001; Figure 2). The main effect of 

rarity (F(1, 997) = 2.01, p = .16) and the interaction between rarity and number of 

signaling items (F(4, 997) = .32, p = .86) were not significant. 
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Figure 2: Essay 1 Study 1 Self-Presentation Results 

Unlike perceptions of authenticity, contrasts collapsing across rarity conditions 

revealed no downturn (i.e., diminished perceptions of self-presentation) as the number 

of signaling items increased (Table 3). For instance, unlike perceptions of authenticity, 

the five signaling item condition was perceived to feature significantly more self-

presentation than the two signaling item condition (t(1002) = 3.15, p = .002, d = .30). 

Table 3: Essay 1 Study 1 Self-Presentation Contrasts 

Contrast t-statistic p-value Cohen’s d 

1 vs. 2 signaling items 4.61 < .001 .46 

1 vs. 3 signaling items 5.31 < .001 .53 

1 vs. 4 signaling items 7.50 < .001 .76 

1 vs. 5 signaling items 7.76 < .001 .74 

2 vs. 3 signaling items .69 .49 .07 

2 vs. 4 signaling items 2.90 .004 .29 

2 vs. 5 signaling items 3.15 .002 .30 

3 vs. 4 signaling items 2.21 .03 .23 

3 vs. 5 signaling items 2.46 .01 .24 

4 vs. 5 signaling items .24 .81 .02 
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2.3.2.3 Trying Too Hard  

Mimicking the pattern of perceptions of self-presentation, a two-way ANOVA 

revealed a main effect of number of signaling items on perceptions of trying too hard 

(F(4, 997) = 30.26, p < .001; Figure 3). The interaction between rarity and number of 

signaling items (F(4, 997) = .33, p = .86) was not significant, although the main effect of 

rarity was marginal (F(1, 997) = 3.46, p = .063) in a direction suggesting that prioritizing 

the rarer items made the consumer appear that they were trying harder than prioritizing 

the less rare items.  

 

 

Figure 3: Essay 1 Study 1 Trying Too Hard Results 
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Again mimicking perceptions of self-presentation, contrasts collapsing across 

rarity conditions revealed no downturn in perceptions of trying too hard as number of 

signaling items increased (Table 4).  

Table 4: Essay 1 Study 1 Trying Too Hard Contrasts 

Contrast t-statistic p-value Cohen’s d 

1 vs. 2 signaling items 2.52 .012 .27 

1 vs. 3 signaling items 5.82 < .001 .61 

1 vs. 4 signaling items 8.60 < .001 .87 

1 vs. 5 signaling items 9.01 < .001 .90 

2 vs. 3 signaling items 3.30 .001 .34 

2 vs. 4 signaling items 6.09 < .001 .61 

2 vs. 5 signaling items 6.49 < .001 .64 

3 vs. 4 signaling items 2.80 .005 .27 

3 vs. 5 signaling items 3.19 .001 .31 

4 vs. 5 signaling items .39 .70 .04 

 

2.3.2.4 Liking  

Mimicking perceptions of authenticity, a two-way ANOVA revealed a main 

effect of number of signaling items on interpersonal liking (F(4, 997) = 9.39, p < .001; 

Figure 4). The main effect of rarity (F(1, 997) = .001, p = .98) and the interaction between 

rarity and number of signaling items (F(4, 997) = 1.30, p = .27) were not significant.  
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Figure 4: Essay 1 Study 1 Liking Results 

Contrasts collapsing across rarity conditions suggested that, like perceptions of 

authenticity, liking began to decrease after approximately two signaling items (Table 5). 

The three- (t(1002) = 3.59, p < .001, d = .38), four- (t(1002) = 5.31, p < .001, d = .51), and five 

signaling item (t(1002) = 5.13, p < .001, d = .49) conditions were all significantly less liked 

than the two signaling item condition.  

Table 5: Essay 1 Study 1 Liking Contrasts 

Contrast t-statistic p-value Cohen’s d 

1 vs. 2 signaling items 2.23 .03 .24 

1 vs. 3 signaling items 1.35 .18 .15 

1 vs. 4 signaling items 3.08 .002 .31 

1 vs. 5 signaling items 2.89 .004 .29 

2 vs. 3 signaling items 3.59 < .001 .38 

2 vs. 4 signaling items 5.31 < .001 .51 

2 vs. 5 signaling items 5.13 < .001 .49 

3 vs. 4 signaling items 1.74 .08 .16 

3 vs. 5 signaling items 1.54 .12 .15 

4 vs. 5 signaling items .19 .85 .01 
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2.3.2.5 Mediation Analysis 

Mediation analysis collapsing across rarity conditions (PROCESS Model 4 with 

5000 bootstrap samples and parallel mediators; Hayes 2013) revealed that perceptions of 

self-presentation (ab = .11, 95% CI [.08, .14]) and trying too hard (ab = -.17, 95% CI [-.21, -

.14]) drove the effect of number of signaling items on perceptions of authenticity in 

parallel. The number of signaling items increased both perceptions of self-presentation 

(b = .30, t(1005) = 8.19, p < .001) and trying too hard (b = .43, t(1005) = 10.76, p < .001). 

However, controlling for number of signaling items, perceptions of self-presentation 

increased perceptions of authenticity (b = .37, t(1003) = 14.14, p < .001), whereas 

perceptions of trying too hard decreased perceptions of authenticity (b = -.40, t(1003) = 

16.91, p < .001).  

Another mediation analysis collapsing across rarity conditions (PROCESS Model 

4 with 5000 bootstrap samples; Hayes 2013) revealed that perceptions of authenticity 

drove the effect of number of signaling items on interpersonal liking (ab = -.03, 95% CI [-

.06, -.007]). Authenticity and interpersonal liking were also significantly correlated (r = 

.53, p < .001). 

2.3.3 Discussion 

The results of study 1 support a Goldilocks signaling effect. Consumers with a 

moderate number of signaling items in their ensemble were perceived to be most 
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authentic due to balancing self-presentation of the identity with trying too hard to signal 

the identity. Furthermore, these results suggest that this effect is not dependent on how 

rare the signaling items are. Finally, this study provides preliminary evidence that 

interpersonal liking is affected by perceptions of authenticity, suggesting that this effect 

has implications for consumers’ social well-being. 

2.4 Study 2: Robustness Test of the Goldilocks Signaling Effect 

In study 1, I manipulated the number of signaling items in the consumer’s 

ensemble by including items with a single brand, Nike. Study 2 tested an alternative 

explanation for the Goldilocks signaling effect based on overreliance on a single brand,  

rather than the ensemble’s degree of signaling more generally, by using multiple 

complementary symbolic brands. Study 2 tested this alternative possibility of 

overreliance on single brand by either introducing or not introducing brand variety into 

the ensemble. If this effect is driven by overreliance on a single brand, the Goldilocks 

signaling effect should be attenuated or eliminated when brand variety (e.g., Nike and 

Under Armour) is introduced into the ensemble. If this effect is driven by the ensemble’s 

more general degree of signaling, this effect should hold even with the introduction of a 

different brand that signals the same identity. I predicted the latter; therefore, the 

downturn effect of number of signaling items on perceptions of authenticity should 

replicate even in the presence of brand variety. 
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2.4.1 Design and Method 

Four hundred fourteen participants (MAge = 36.2, 51.0% female) on Amazon 

Mechanical Turk were randomly assigned to condition within a 2 (number of signaling 

items: 2 vs. 5)  2 (brand variety: no variety vs. variety) between-subjects design. Based 

on the results of study 1, I eliminated many of the items conditions for simplicity of 

design; I kept the vital conditions, two and five signaling items, that according to study 

1 should be able to demonstrate diminishing perceptions of authenticity from a 

moderate to larger number of signaling items.  

As in study 1, participants learned about a man named Thomas getting ready for 

a day running errands by clicking through a detailed photo story. Participants observed 

a series of clothing choices that Thomas made, resulting in a five-item ensemble of 

clothing: a t-shirt, sweatpants, baseball-style hat, jacket, and backpack. All of these items 

were branded in the five signaling item condition. The two signaling item condition 

featured a branded backpack and sweatpants. 

In the no variety condition, each branded item featured a Nike logo, as in study 

1. In the variety condition, the ensemble featured a mixture of Nike and Under Armour: 

one item of each brand was featured in the two signaling item condition, and three Nike 

items and two Under Armour items were featured in the five signaling item condition 

(Table 6; Appendix C).  



 

  34 

Table 6: Essay 1 Study 2 Conditions 

 No variety Variety 

2 signaling items Nike backpack 

Nike sweatpants 

Plain jacket 

Plain hat 

Plain t-shirt 

Nike backpack 

Under Armour sweatpants 

Plain jacket 

Plain hat 

Plain t-shirt 

5 signaling items Nike backpack 

Nike sweatpants 

Nike jacket 

Nike hat 

Nike t-shirt 

Nike backpack 

Under Armour sweatpants 

Nike jacket 

Under Armour hat 

Nike t-shirt 

 

A separate sample of participants (N = 52) was asked to rate (within-subject) the 

extent to which Nike and Under Armour, among other athletic and non-athletic 

American brands (Adidas, Reebok, and Gap), signal athleticism (e.g., “When I see 

someone wearing [brand], it leads me to believe that they are athletic;” 1 = strongly 

disagree, 7 = strongly agree). This pretest confirmed that Nike and Under Armour are 

highly and equally effective signals of athleticism compared to other brands. Nike and 

Under Armour were both more effective signals of athleticism than Adidas (ps < .01), 

Reebok (ps < .001), and Gap (ps < .001). However, Nike and Under Armour were equally 

effective signals when compared to each other (t(51) = .78, p = .44).  

After viewing his ensemble, participants rated Thomas’s authenticity as an 

athlete with the same five items (α = .92) featured in study 1 (Appendix B). Next, they 

rated the extent to which Thomas appeared to be presenting himself as an athlete with 
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the same two items from study 1 (r = .88). Finally, participants rated the extent to which 

Thomas was trying too hard to look like an athlete with the same item from study 1. 

2.4.2 Results 

2.4.2.1 Authenticity  

A two-way ANOVA revealed a main effect of number of signaling items on 

perceptions of authenticity (F(1, 410) = 8.83, p = .003). The main effect of variety (F(1, 410) 

= 1.25, p = .26) and the interaction between variety and number of signaling items (F(1, 

410) = .14, p = .71) were not significant. As predicted, the two signaling item condition 

was perceived to be more authentic than the five signaling item condition in both the 

variety (F(1, 410) = 5.64, p = .02, d = .33) and no variety (F(1, 410) = 3.34, p = .068, d = .25) 

conditions (Figure 5).  

 

 

Figure 5: Essay 1 Study 2 Authenticity Results 
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2.4.2.2 Self-Presentation  

A two-way ANOVA revealed a main effect of number of signaling items on 

perceptions of self-presentation (F(1, 410) = 25.67, p < .001). The main effect of variety 

(F(1, 410) = .06, p = .80) and the interaction between variety and number of signaling 

items (F(1, 410) = 1.45, p = .23) were not significant. The five signaling item condition was 

perceived to be greater in self-presentation than the two signaling item condition in both 

the variety (M5 = 4.96, SD5 = 1.64 vs. M2 = 4.32, SD2 = 1.63; F(1, 410) = 7.52, p = .006, d = .39) 

and no variety (M5 = 5.12, SD5 = 1.65 vs. M2 = 4.07, SD2 = 1.83; F(1, 410) = 19.50, p < .001, d 

= .60) conditions.  

2.4.2.3 Trying Too Hard 

Mimicking the pattern of perceived self-presentation, a two-way ANOVA 

revealed a main effect of number of signaling items on perceptions of trying too hard 

(F(1, 410) = 36.24, p < .001). The main effect of variety (F(1, 410) = .01, p = .91) and the 

interaction between variety and number of signaling items (F(1, 410) = .96, p = .33) were 

not significant. The five signaling item condition was perceived to be trying harder than 

the two signaling item condition in both the variety (M5 = 4.42, SD5 = 1.87 vs. M2 = 3.48, 

SD2 = 1.84; F(1, 410) = 12.83, p <  .001, d =.51) and no variety (M5 = 4.58, SD5 = 1.97 vs. M2 = 

3.28, SD2 = 1.87; F(1, 410) = 24.25, p < .001, d = .68) conditions.  
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2.4.2.4 Mediation Analysis 

As in study 1, mediation analysis (PROCESS Model 4 with 5000 bootstrap 

samples and parallel mediators; Hayes 2013) revealed that perceptions of self-

presentation (ab = .30, 95% CI [.18, .46]) and trying too hard (ab = -.37, 95% CI [-.54, -.24]) 

drove this effect in parallel. The number of signaling items increased both perceptions of 

self-presentation (b = .84, t(412) = 5.06, p < .001) and trying too hard (b = 1.12, t(412) = 6.02, 

p < .001). However, controlling for number of signaling items, perceptions of self-

presentation increased perceptions of authenticity (b = .36, t(410) = 8.60, p < .001) whereas 

perceptions of trying too hard decreased perceptions of authenticity (b = -.33, t(410) = 

8.88, p < .001).  

2.4.3 Discussion 

The results of study 2 demonstrate that the proposed effect replicates even when 

the ensemble features brand variety. This finding suggests that the Goldilocks signaling 

effect is not driven by single-brand prominence but is instead driven more generally by 

the degree of signaling in an ensemble and hence perceptions of whether the consumer 

is trying too hard to signal the intended identity. This result further differentiates my 

work from prior work on conspicuous consumption (Berger and Ward 2010; Han et al. 

2010) given that this prior work focuses specifically on whether consumers choose to 

heavily consume a single brand (i.e., choose a product with large or numerous logos of a 

single brand).  
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2.5 Study 3: Moderation by Signaling Norms 

Studies 1 and 2 suggest that consumers with ensembles with a moderate number 

of signaling items are perceived by observers to be the most authentic. My theory 

suggests that the downturn (i.e., diminished perceptions of authenticity from moderate 

to larger numbers of signaling items) featured in this Goldilocks signaling effect is due 

to the perception that the consumer is trying too hard to signal, and the studies thus far 

have shown that via mediation. For some identities, though, consumers may be expected 

to signal excessively. For those identities, I predict that there will not be a downturn 

because the number of signaling items should have less of an effect on perception of 

trying too hard. Instead, for those identities, I predict that more signaling is perceived to 

be more authentic. In a pretest, I found one such identity, team fan, in which consumers 

are expected to signal excessively. Study 3 then tested this identity in the same paradigm 

as studies 1 and 2. I predicted that the Goldilocks signaling effect would not replicate for 

the team fan identity. 

2.5.1 Pretest Design and Method 

I predicted that team fan was one identity for which consumers are expected to 

signal excessively—after all, fan is short for fanatic. To pretest that expectation, I 

compared the fan identity to both the athlete identity from the prior studies and a new 

identity, golfer. Beyond desiring to show some generalization, I expanded this 

investigation to a golfer ensemble for one primary reason—the opportunity to introduce 
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a more pure no signaling control. A golfer ensemble without logos is a purer no 

signaling control than an athlete ensemble without logos. A golfer ensemble without 

logos (e.g., polo shirt, khaki pants) appears to be a typical business casual outfit without 

the addition of golf branding (e.g., Callaway), whereas an athlete ensemble (e.g., t-shirt, 

sweat pants) appears athletic even without the addition of athletic branding (e.g., Nike). 

Expanding this investigation to a golf ensemble, therefore, allowed for the addition of a 

purer no signaling (e.g., 0 signaling items) control. As a result, in study 3 I am able to 

examine the benefit of signaling at all (e.g., the benefit of one versus zero signaling 

items) on perceptions of authenticity. 

Pretest participants (N = 189; MAge = 35.9) on Amazon Mechanical Turk were 

randomly assigned to compare a team fan identity to either a golfer identity (golfer vs. 

fan comparison condition; n = 95) or an athlete identity (athlete vs. fan comparison 

condition; n = 94). Participants were asked, “Who is more likely to simultaneously (i.e., 

in a single outfit) wear as many of their preferred brand logos as possible to show their 

passion? For example, for team fans, that would mean that every clothing item they 

wear in a single outfit would have the same team logo. For [depending on condition: 

golfers/athletes], that would mean that every clothing item they wear in a single outfit 

would have the same [golf/athletic] brand logo” (1 = definitely [golfers/athletes], 4 = neither; 

equally likely, 7 = definitely team fans). I also asked, “Who is more likely to spend money 

on their passion?” and “Who is more likely to spend time on their passion?” on the same 
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scale in order to rule out the explanation that team fans are simply perceived as doing 

more of everything.  

2.5.2 Pretest Results 

If participants believe that fans are more likely to signal extensively in a single 

ensemble, results would yield means significantly above the midpoint of the scale I 

presented (i.e., a significant one-sample t-test with test value = 4). Confirming this 

expectation, participants perceived fans as being more likely than both athletes (M = 

4.80, SD = 1.84; t(93) = 4.20, p < .001) and golfers (M = 5.33, SD = 1.61; t(94) = 8.01, p < .001) 

to signal extensively. This perception was generally not true, however, for spending 

time and money. Fans were perceived as marginally more likely to spend money on 

their passion than athletes (M = 4.33, SD = 1.86; t(93) = 1.72, p = .088) but equally likely as 

golfers (M = 3.85, SD = 1.91; t(94) = .75, p = .46). Fans were perceived as significantly less 

likely to spend time on their passion than both athletes (M = 2.41, SD = 1.59; t(93) = 9.67, 

p < .001) and golfers (M = 3.11, SD = 1.59; t(94) = 5.47, p < .001). 

2.5.3 Design and Method 

One thousand, two hundred fifty-eight participants (MAge = 35.3, 52.6% female) 

on Amazon Mechanical Turk were randomly assigned to condition within a 6 (number 

of signaling items: 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5)  2 (signaled identity: fan vs. golfer) between-subjects 

design.  
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As in studies 1 and 2, participants learned about a man named Thomas getting 

ready for a day running errands by clicking through a detailed photo story. Participants 

then observed a series of clothing choices that Thomas made resulting in a five-item 

ensemble of clothing: a hat, shirt, jacket, pants, and backpack. Each ensemble varied by 

item condition (Table 7). 

Table 7: Essay 1 Study 3 Conditions 

Condition Hat Shirt Jacket Pants Backpack 

0 signaling items × × × × × 

1 signaling item  × × × × 

2 signaling items   × × × 

3 signaling items    × × 

4 signaling items     × 

5 signaling items      
      

 product presented with logo 

× plain product presented 

 

In the fan identity condition, each branded item featured a Durham Bulls logo. 

The Durham Bulls are a minor league baseball team in Durham, North Carolina. In the 

golfer identity condition, each branded item featured a Callaway logo. Callaway is a 

leading American golf brand making a range of golf equipment and apparel. As in the 

prior studies, the plain (i.e., unbranded) items were identical to the branded items minus 

the presence of the logo (Appendix D). 

After viewing his ensemble, participants rated Thomas’s authenticity as either a 

golfer or Durham Bulls fan, depending on the identity condition, with four items (α = 
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.92) from the previous studies (items 1, 2, 3, and 5; Appendix B). Next, they rated the 

extent to which Thomas appeared to be presenting himself as either a golfer or a 

Durham Bulls fan with the same two items adapted from the previous studies (r = .86). 

Finally, participants rated the extent to which Thomas was trying too hard to look like a 

golfer or a Durham Bulls fan with the same item adapted from the previous studies. To 

supplement this single measure of trying too hard (r = .60), participants also rated the 

extent to which Thomas’s clothing choice seemed natural (reverse coded; 1 = strongly 

disagree, 7 = strongly agree).  

2.5.4 Results 

2.5.4.1 Authenticity  

A two-way ANOVA revealed significant main effects of both identity (F(1, 1246) 

= 377.42, p < .001) and number of signaling items (F(5, 1246) = 45.91, p < .001), as well as 

the predicted significant interaction (F(5, 1246) = 9.24, p < .001; Figure 6), on perceptions 

of authenticity. 
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Figure 6: Essay 1 Study 3 Authenticity Results 

Within the golfer condition, I replicated the pattern of effects in studies 1 and 2. 

Contrasts (Table 8) suggested that perceptions of authenticity began to decrease after 

approximately three signaling items; the five signaling item condition was perceived to 

be significantly less authentic than the three signaling item condition (t(1252) = 2.06, p = 

.04, d = .21). Furthermore, unlike the prior studies, the inclusion of the no signaling (i.e., 

zero item) condition in this study also allows us to view the upturn, or benefit, of 

signaling on perceptions of authenticity. All signaling conditions were perceived to be 

more authentic than the no signaling condition (ps ≤ .001). 

Within the fan condition, there was no such downturn of a greater number of 

signaling items on perceptions of authenticity (Table 8); every signaling item condition 

was perceived to be equally or more authentic than conditions with fewer signaling 

items. For instance, unlike in the golfer condition where five signaling items was 
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perceived to be less authentic than three (t(1252) = 2.06, p = .04, d = .21), five signaling 

items was perceived to be more authentic than three (t(1252) = 2.26, p = .02, d = .38) in the 

fan condition. 

Table 8: Essay 1 Study 3 Authenticity Contrasts 

 Golfer Condition Fan Condition 

Contrast t-statistic p-value Cohen’s d t-statistic p-value Cohen’s d 

0 vs. 1 signaling item 3.29 .001 .56 5.60 < .001 .82 

0 vs. 2 signaling items 3.78 < .001 .62 9.99 < .001 1.53 

0 vs. 3 signaling items 6.17 < .001 .92 10.65 < .001 1.59 

0 vs. 4 signaling items 5.27 < .001 .74 12.51 < .001 2.07 

0 vs. 5 signaling items 4.18 < .001 .52 12.71 < .001 2.18 

1 vs. 2 signaling items .54 .59 .08 4.26 < .001 .64 

1 vs. 3 signaling items 3.05 .002 .40 4.87 < .001 .71 

1 vs. 4 signaling items 2.06 .04 .26 6.78 < .001 1.09 

1 vs. 5 signaling items .97 .33 .11 7.00 < .001 1.15 

2 vs. 3 signaling items 2.49 .01 .31 .57 .566 .09 

2 vs. 4 signaling items 1.50 .14 .18 2.56 .01 .44 

2 vs. 5 signaling items .42 .67 .05 2.81 .005 .50 

3 vs. 4 signaling items 1.03 .30 .12 2.01 .05 .34 

3 vs. 5 signaling items 2.06 .04 .21 2.26 .02 .38 

4 vs. 5 signaling items 1.06 .29 .10 .26 .80 .04 

 

2.5.4.2 Self-Presentation  

A two-way ANOVA revealed main effects of both identity (F(1, 1246) = 17.86, p < 

.001) and number of signaling items (F(5, 1246) = 194.16, p < .001) on perceived self-

presentation. Unlike perceptions of authenticity, there was no interaction (F(5, 1246) = 

.66, p = .66).  

Collapsing across identity conditions, contrasts suggest that every signaling 

items condition was perceived to be equal or greater in self-presentation than conditions 
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with fewer signaling items (Table 9). For instance, five signaling items was perceived to 

be greater in self-presentation than three (t(1252) = 3.43, p = .001, d = .44). 

Table 9: Essay 1 Study 3 Self-Presentation Contrasts 

Contrast t-statistic p-value Cohen’s d 

0 vs. 1 signaling item 9.93 < .001 .80 

0 vs. 2 signaling items 18.19 < .001 1.57 

0 vs. 3 signaling items 22.21 < .001 1.99 

0 vs. 4 signaling items 23.33 < .001 2.05 

0 vs. 5 signaling items 25.34 < .001 2.49 

1 vs. 2 signaling items 8.37 < .001 .76 

1 vs. 3 signaling items 12.39 < .001 1.16 

1 vs. 4 signaling items 13.51 < .001 1.24 

1 vs. 5 signaling items 15.66 < .001 1.63 

2 vs. 3 signaling items 3.98 < .001 .41 

2 vs. 4 signaling items 5.10 < .001 .52 

2 vs. 5 signaling items 7.34 < .001 .87 

3 vs. 4 signaling items 1.13 .26 .12 

3 vs. 5 signaling items 3.43 .001 .44 

4 vs. 5 signaling items 2.31 .02 .29 

 

2.5.4.3 Trying Too Hard 

A two-way ANOVA revealed main effects of both identity (F(1, 1246) = 95.27, p < 

.001) and number of signaling items (F(5, 1246) = 97.79, p < .001), as well as the 

interaction (F(5, 1246) = 5.75, p < .001; Figure 7), on perceptions of trying too hard. 
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Figure 7: Essay 1 Study 3 Trying Too Hard Results 

In both the golfer and fan condition, contrasts suggested that every signaling 

items condition was perceived to be trying equally hard or harder than conditions with 

fewer signaling items (Table 10). However, the interaction suggests that this relationship 

between number of signaling items and perceptions of trying too hard was more intense 

(i.e., more positive) for the golfer and less intense for the fan identity.  

Table 10: Essay 1 Study 3 Trying Too Hard Contrasts 

 Golfer Condition Fan Condition 

Contrast t-statistic p-value Cohen’s d t-statistic p-value Cohen’s d 

0 vs. 1 signaling item 1.36 .17 .23 1.40 .16 .24 

0 vs. 2 signaling items 6.04 < .001 .99 3.59 < .001 .59 

0 vs. 3 signaling items 9.50 < .001 1.37 5.58 < .001 .79 

0 vs. 4 signaling items 12.42 < .001 1.79 8.24 < .001 1.14 

0 vs. 5 signaling items 14.60 < .001 2.27 10.03 < .001 1.32 

1 vs. 2 signaling items 4.93 < .001 .73 2.13 < .001 .35 

1 vs. 3 signaling items 8.56 < .001 1.13 4.06 < .001 .58 

1 vs. 4 signaling items 11.64 < .001 1.52 6.67 < .001 .94 

1 vs. 5 signaling items 13.93 < .001 1.96 8.43 < .001 1.12 
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2 vs. 3 signaling items 3.60 < .001 .47 1.92 .055 .26 

2 vs. 4 signaling items 6.56 < .001 .86 4.58 < .001 .62 

2 vs. 5 signaling items 8.93 < .001 1.25 6.35 < .001 .82 

3 vs. 4 signaling items 2.90 .004 .35 2.71 .007 .34 

3 vs. 5 signaling items 5.37 < .001 .68 4.50 < .001 .54 

4 vs. 5 signaling items 2.53 .012 .32 1.78 .08 .21 

 

2.5.4.4 Moderated Mediation Analysis 

Moderated mediation analysis (PROCESS Model 7 with 5000 bootstrap samples 

and parallel mediators; Hayes 2013) demonstrates the effect of number of signaling 

items on perceptions of authenticity was driven, in parallel, by both self-perception and 

perceptions of trying too hard. This mediation pattern, however, was dependent on the 

identity being signaled. 

When the fan identity was signaled, self-presentation had a positive indirect 

effect on perceptions of authenticity (ab = .28, 95% CI [.25, .32]), whereas trying too hard 

had a negative indirect effect (ab = -.14, 95% CI [-.16, -.11]). Similarly, when the golfer 

identity was signaled, self-presentation had a positive indirect effect on perceptions of 

authenticity (ab = .29, 95% CI [.25, .33]) whereas trying too hard had a negative indirect 

effect (ab = -.22, 95% CI [-.26, -.18]). However, the indirect effect of number of signaling 

items on perceptions of authenticity through trying too hard depended on the identity 

being signaled (index of moderated mediation = -.08, 95% CI [-.12, -.05]). As presented 

previously, the positive effect of number of signaling items on perceptions of trying too 

hard was less dramatic when the identity being signaled was fan (b = .38, t(1254) = 12.17, 
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p < .001) as opposed to golfer (b = .62, t(1254) = 18.94, p < .001), hence explaining the 

attenuation observed in the fan condition. The indirect effect through perceived self-

presentation did not depend on the identity being signaled (index of moderated 

mediation = .004, 95% CI [-.04, .05]).  

2.5.5 Discussion 

The results of study 3 demonstrate a boundary condition of the Goldilocks 

signaling effect that provides support for the proposed theory. Unlike the Goldilocks 

signaling effect, this study suggests that more signaling is associated with greater 

perceptions of authenticity for signaled identities with a norm of excessive signaling, in 

which trying too hard is expected, such as team fan. By showing that the Goldilocks 

signaling effect does not replicate when trying too hard is expected, this study provides 

further support for the theory that the downturn featured in the proposed effect is 

driven by perceptions of the signaling consumer trying too hard. Furthermore, the 

findings in study 3 help to rule out a general association of moderation with 

authenticity; this study instead finds that the association between moderate signaling 

and authenticity is norm dependent. 

2.6 Study 4: Moderation by Skill on Costly Behavior 

In studies 1 through 3, observers were given very little information about a 

consumer other than their ensemble choice and asked to make relatively costless 

judgments of the consumer’s authenticity. Study 4 investigates the effect of providing 



 

  49 

observers with additional information about the consumer—specifically indirect 

information about the consumer’s identity-relevant skill—on incentive compatible 

behavior—betting on the consumer’s ability to successfully complete an identity-

relevant task.  

Thus far, I have demonstrated that the negative portion of the Goldilocks 

signaling effect is driven by perceptions that the consumer is exerting excessive effort, or 

trying too hard. Importantly, this mechanism is specific to the consumer’s signaling 

effort, or that the consumer is trying too hard to signal. Effort devoted to “being the 

identity”—i.e., engaging in identity-relevant behavior and the resulting development of 

identity-relevant skill—should not diminish perceptions of authenticity. Furthermore, 

the demonstration of identity-relevant skill may attenuate the downturn characteristic of 

the Goldilocks signaling effect. A greater number of signaling items might not diminish 

perceptions of authenticity for consumers who are able to demonstrate identity-related 

skill. Consumers who are able to demonstrate that they have devoted effort to being a 

certain identity, and hence gained identity-relevant skill, may be given license to signal 

that identity more excessively without negative consequences versus consumers who 

are not able to demonstrate such skill.  

To test this possibility, participants in study 4 viewed a series of photos of a 

consumer wearing either three or five signaling items, specifically Callaway Golf items. 

They then watched a video of the consumer either doing a control activity—walking—or 
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demonstrating identity-relevant skill—sinking a difficult putt. They then rated the 

consumer’s authenticity as a golfer and placed a real, costly bet on the consumer’s ability 

to sink a (different) putt. I focused on the latter as the primary dependent variable to 

demonstrate how this effect may have real, behavioral implications, whereas I focused 

on the former as a mediating variable. I predicted a replication of the Goldilocks 

signaling effect on the bet in the control condition and an attenuation of the effect in the 

skilled condition. Furthermore, I predicted that betting behavior would be driven by 

perceptions of authenticity. 

2.6.1 Design and Method 

Six hundred thirty-nine participants (MAge = 36.9, 44.1% female) on Amazon 

Mechanical Turk were randomly assigned to condition within a 2 (number of signaling 

items: 3 vs. 5)  2 (skill: control vs. skilled) between-subjects design.  

Participants clicked through a photo and video story about a man named Jack 

(Appendix E).6 They saw a picture of Jack in his full ensemble standing near the front 

door of his home. All conditions featured five focal items of clothing: a hat, polo shirt, 

belt, pants, and backpack. In the three signaling item condition, Jack was wearing a 

Callaway hat, polo shirt, and belt for all of the content described below; all other items 

were plain (i.e., unbranded). In the five signaling item condition, all of the items 

                                                      

6 I would like to gratefully acknowledge Jack Wight for serving as the model and golf consultant in this 

study. 
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featured Callaway branding for all of the content described below. At the end of this 

study, I asked participants to “Rate the extent to which you agree with the following 

statement: Callaway is a brand that represents golfers.” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly 

agree). This measure confirmed that participants do seem to perceive Callaway as highly 

representative of a golfer identity (M = 5.76, SD = 1.22, Mode = 7). Out of necessity, Jack 

was also shown wearing a pair of plain black shoes in some photos and in the videos in 

both conditions. 

Participants then read that Jack was leaving his home and saw a picture of him 

locking his front door. Participants in the control condition were then told that Jack was 

heading to the local park to take a walk. Participants in the skilled condition were told 

that Jack was heading to the local golf course to golf. They saw pictures of him placing 

his backpack in the trunk of his car and getting in his car. They then read that, “Jack has 

arrived at the [park/golf course]. He is putting his cell phone in his backpack and 

leaving his backpack locked in his car.” Then then saw a picture of him putting his 

phone in his backpack in his trunk.  

Next, participants in the skilled condition viewed a brief (~10 second) video of 

Jack making a long putt. The putt was designed, based on consultations with an avid 

golfer, to be and appear quite difficult. Participants viewed two takes of Jack making the 

shot—one from behind and one from the side.  
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Participants in the control condition viewed an equal-length video of Jack 

walking at a moderate pace, again with two takes—one from behind and one from the 

side. A manipulation check question included at the end of this study (“Based on the 

video you saw of Jack, how skilled do you think he is at golf?;” 1 = not at all, 7 = very) 

confirmed that the video in the skilled condition (M = 5.60, SD = 1.20) caused Jack to 

appear more skilled at golf (F(1, 635) = 314.88, p < .001, d = 1.40) than the video in the 

control condition (M = 3.78, SD = 1.39), which was not moderated by the number of 

items that he was wearing (F(1, 635) = .25, p = .62).  

After viewing the video, participants read that Jack had completed his [round of 

golf/walk] and was heading home. They viewed photos of him getting back in his car 

and arriving back at his home. 

Next, participants rated Jack’s authenticity as a golfer using the five items from 

previous studies (α = .93; Appendix B). Finally, participants were asked to make a $0.00 - 

$0.20 bet on Jack with potential payouts of $0.00 - $0.40, which represented the 

possibility of increasing their total compensation by up to 47%. Participants were told 

that, in addition to the video they already saw, the researchers also took a video of Jack 

attempting [another] putt. They were told that, “In addition to receiving $0.85 for 

completing this study, you are also being given a $0.20 bonus. You may use this bonus 

to bet on whether Jack made the putt shown to you on the next page. You may bet any 

amount from $0.00 - $0.20. If you choose to bet and Jack made the putt, you will receive 
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double what you bet plus whatever amount you did not bet. If you choose to bet and 

Jack missed the putt, you will only receive whatever amount you did not bet.” To ensure 

their comprehension of the bet as much as possible, they then were provided with 

several example scenarios and a table explaining the possible payouts (Appendix F). At 

the end of the study, I asked participants how difficult it was to understand this bet. 

Descriptive statistics suggested that participants had very little difficulty (M = 1.52, SD = 

1.03, Mode = 1) understanding the bet (“How difficult was it to understand the bet that 

you were offered in this study?;” 1 = not at all, 5 = very).  

After learning about what they could bet, all participants saw the same photo of 

a putt. The photo featured a green triangle, which participants learned represented 

where Jack stood to attempt the putt, and a red circle, which participants learned 

represented where the hole is located (Appendix G). They also learned that the putt was 

approximately ten feet. They then selected how much they wanted to be from $0.00 to 

$0.20 in $0.01 increments. After selecting their bet, I debriefed participants and gave 

them all the maximum possible bonus of $0.40. 

2.6.2 Results 

In this study, I focus on the bet as the primary dependent variable and 

authenticity as a mediating variable driving this outcome. 
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2.6.2.1 Bet 

A two-way ANOVA revealed a main effect of skill (F(1, 635) = 40.64, p < .001) and 

an interaction between skill and number of signaling items (F(1, 635) = 4.45, p = .035) on 

participants’ bets (Figure 8). The main effect of number of signaling items was not 

significant (F(1, 635) = .34, p = .56).  

 

Figure 8: Essay 1 Study 4 Bet Results 

I replicated the Goldilocks signaling effect on these bets in the control 

condition—participants bet greater amounts on Jack in the three (M = $0.12, SD = $0.08) 

versus five (M = $0.10, SD = $0.07) signaling item condition (F(1, 635) = 3.58, p = .059, d = 

.27).  As predicted, this effect was attenuated in the skilled conditions—there was no 

difference in what participants bet in the three (M = $0.14, SD = $0.07) versus five (M = 

$0.15, SD = $0.07) signaling item condition (F(1, 635) = 1.18, p = .28, d = .14).   
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2.6.2.2 Authenticity 

A two-way ANOVA revealed a main effect of skill (F(1, 635) = 145.79, p < .001) on 

perceptions of authenticity. The interaction between skill and number of signaling items 

(F(1, 635) = 0, p = .99) and the main effect of number of signaling items was not 

significant (F(1, 635) = 1.66, p = .20). The non-significant interaction was unexpected. 

Although both patterns were directionally as predicted, I also failed to replicate 

the significant Goldilocks signaling effect on perceptions of authenticity in both skill 

conditions. In the control condition, participants perceived Jack as more authentic in the 

three (M = 4.38, SD = 1.19) versus five (M = 4.25, SD = 1.40) signaling item condition; this 

pattern, however, was not significant (F(1, 635) = .82, p = .37, d = .10).  The same pattern 

was also not significant in the skilled condition (M = 5.57, SD = 1.10 vs. M = 5.44, SD = 

1.29; F(1, 635) = .84, p = .36, d = .11).  

2.6.2.3 Moderated Mediation Analysis 

Because I failed to find an interaction of skill and number of signaling items on 

perceptions of authenticity, I did not expect to observe a significant moderated 

mediation pattern  (PROCESS Model 7 with 5000 bootstrap samples; Hayes 2013), and I 

did not (index of moderated mediation = -.0003, 95% CI [-.58, .59]. Overall, however, 

perceptions of authenticity were significantly positively correlated with the amount 

participants bet (r = .27, p < .001).  
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2.6.3 Discussion 

The results of study 4 provide mixed evidence for my predictions. Confirming 

my predictions, I found that the demonstration of identity-relevant skill served as a 

boundary condition of the Goldlilocks signaling effect on costly betting behavior. When 

given no additional information about the consumer’s identity-relevant skill, I replicate 

the Goldilocks signaling effect on participant betting behavior—participants bet less on a 

consumer with five (vs. three) signaling items. When given evidence of the consumer’s 

identity-relevant skill, I found no such effect.  

Unfortunately, I did not replicate this pattern on perceptions of authenticity. 

Post-hoc, I suspect that this failure of replication may be due to the subtler nature of the 

manipulation of signaling items in this study, which could also be construed as a 

strength of how this study was designed. One strength of this study in terms of 

demonstrating robustness is the realism and subtlety of the stimuli. The clothing in 

study 4 was shown on a model, as opposed to in prior studies where the clothing was 

not. Furthermore, unlike the prior studies, the consumer was not shown selecting the 

items one-by-one. Instead, the consumer was simply shown to observers at a variety of 

angles and in a variety of positions with the complete ensemble. The subtlety and 

realism of these more gestalt stimuli may have introduced unexpected noise into the 

subtle, perceptual measure of authenticity, rendering the effects nonsignificant. This 

noise seems to have been overcome in the case of the more costly, behavioral measure—
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the bet. The manipulation caused the predicted pattern of results when participants 

were asked to “put their money where their mouth is.” 

In sum, by no means do I believe this study is conclusive evidence of the 

attenuating role that skill may play in this process. However, I believe this study shows 

initial evidence that additional information about the consumer, such as indirect 

information about their skill, may affect how signaling behavior is perceived. 

Furthermore, I believe this study demonstrates promising evidence that perceptions of 

authenticity may affect costly, behavioral outcomes. Future research should continue to 

explore these directions.  

2.7 Study 5: Spontaneous Inferences 

Studies 1 through 4 demonstrate how the number of signaling items in an 

ensemble affects perceptions of consumer authenticity. In studies 5 and 6, I turned my 

attention towards whether such assessments occur spontaneously (study 5) and reflect 

the choice patterns of more versus less authentic consumers (study 6).  

Although it seems like people generally care about authenticity, do people attend 

to or monitor the authenticity of other consumers? When do consumers make 

spontaneous judgments of the authenticity of other consumers? Studies 1 through 4 

required participants to evaluate a consumer’s authenticity. Understanding whether 

observing consumers elect to put their “phony-radars” on high alert when not prompted 

(i.e., asked by an experimenter to assess a signaling consumer’s authenticity) is an 
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important question. In particular, study 5 aims to demonstrate that the findings in 

studies 1 through 4 are not an artifact of experimenter queries, but rather that these 

inferences about a signaling consumer’s authenticity occur naturally and replicate 

previous results.  

As discussed previously, excessive, extreme, or conspicuous behavior can trigger 

suspicion about the signaler’s motives (e.g., Bell et al. 1976; Ferraro et al. 2013). Suspicion 

is “a state in which perceivers actively entertain multiple, plausibly rival, hypotheses 

about the motives or genuineness of a person's behavior,” and it triggers attributional 

thinking in which the perceiver does not take the behavior at face value (Fein 1996; Fein 

and Hilton 1994; Fein et al. 1990). These prior findings not only suggest that a greater 

number of signaling items could negatively impact perceptions of authenticity, as 

demonstrated in the previous studies, but they also suggest that a greater number of 

signaling items will heighten attention to and result in spontaneous inferences of 

inauthenticity. Therefore, when consumers use a greater number of signaling items, they 

may be drawing observers’ thoughts towards inauthenticity. Specifically, based on prior 

research that people tend to attend to negative attributes more than positive attributes 

(i.e., the negativity bias; Fiske 1980; Kanouse and Handon 1972), I expected spontaneous 

inferences of inauthenticity (a negative attribute) would be most greatly influenced by a 

greater number of signaling items, whereas spontaneous inferences of authenticity (a 



 

  59 

positive attribute) may be more weakly influenced by the number of signaling items in 

the ensemble.  

2.7.1 Design and Method 

One hundred eighty-eight participants in the laboratory (MAge = 26.7, 69.7% 

female) were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: zero, two, or five signaling 

items. Participants were told to, “Imagine you see a man that you do not know while 

you are out and about running errands. Suppose that his name is Thomas.” They were 

then shown a picture of “Thomas’s” face. Thomas was a young, Caucasian man, and the 

picture of his face was obtained from the Chicago Face Database (Ma, Correll, and 

Wittenbrink 2015). They were then shown a picture of his ensemble (Appendix H). In 

the zero signaling item condition, Thomas was wearing a plain shirt, a plain hat, a plain 

jacket, plain sweatpants, and a plain backpack. I included this condition as a no-

branded-item control, although, as noted previously, these items without branding may 

still appear athletic. In the two signaling item condition, Thomas was wearing a plain 

shirt, a plain hat, a plain jacket, Nike sweatpants, and a Nike backpack. Finally, in the 

five signaling item condition, all of the items featured Nike branding. After viewing the 

photos, participants were then told, “We are interested in what you think about Thomas. 

We realize that you do not have much information about Thomas, but please give us 

your first impression of him based on the information that you do have. Please write 

your thoughts about him below for two minutes; this page will allow you to advance 
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after two minutes.” After writing their thoughts about Thomas, participants were asked 

to rate his authenticity as an athlete on a separate page using the items (α = .84) from 

prior studies (Appendix B). 

2.7.2 Coding Procedure 

In order to assess whether participants were making inferences about the 

consumer’s (in)authenticity spontaneously, two undergraduate research assistants who 

were fluent in English and naïve to my hypotheses were recruited to code the open-

ended responses. The research assistants coded two variables of interest, called 

“authentic athlete” and “inauthentic athlete,” explained below. Coders were told that 

these variables were not mutually exclusive; a response could include values on either, 

both, or neither of the variables (a point that I return to shortly). Before coding the target 

sample, coders practiced together on a test batch of thirty responses gathered from 

Amazon Mechanical Turk. During this practice coding, coders discussed any 

inconsistencies and the coding manual was clarified. Coders then independently coded 

the target laboratory sample.  

2.7.2.1 Authentic Athlete 

For the authentic athlete variable, coders were asked, “To what degree did the 

participant seem to be thinking or inferring that the consumer is or could be an authentic 

athlete?” They then rated each participant’s response on a three-point scale (0 = not at all, 

1 = somewhat, 2 = very). For both this variable and the one described below, a five-point 
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scale was also considered during creation and refinement of the coding manual; 

however, coders suggested that their judgments were most sufficiently and accurately 

captured with a three-point scale. 

Although coders were instructed that they were to code for the overall sentiment 

characterizing the response (vs. counting the presence vs. absence of certain words or 

phrases), they were given example words for “somewhat” (1) such as sporty, athletic, 

and fit. Coders were told that a “very” (2) response would include a greater degree of 

elaboration or certainty about the consumer’s athleticism. Finally, coders were told not 

to count generally pleasant perceptions of the consumer (e.g., he looks nice) or 

inferences about the consumer’s brand preferences (e.g., he likes Nike) when coding this 

variable; the response had to include sentiment about the consumer as an athlete to 

qualify for a response on the authentic athlete variable.  

The three coders’ assessments of this variable were acceptably reliable (intraclass 

correlation coefficient = .83, p < .001; Krippendorff’s α = .72, 95% CI [.62, .80]). Therefore, 

coders’ responses were averaged as a dependent variable. Deleting the responses for 

which the coders disagreed produces substantively the same results as presented below. 

2.7.2.2 Inauthentic Athlete 

For the inauthentic athlete variable, coders were asked, “To what degree did the 

participant seem to be thinking or inferring that the consumer is or could be an 
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inauthentic athlete?” As with the authentic athlete variable, they then rated each 

participant’s response on a three-point scale (0 = not at all, 1 = somewhat, 2 = very).  

Again, although coders were told that they were to code for overall sentiment, 

they were given example phrases for “somewhat” (1) such as fake athlete and phony 

athlete, and they were instructed that a “very” (2) response would include a greater 

degree of elaboration or certainty about the consumer’s inauthentic athleticism. Finally, 

coders were told not to count generally unpleasant perceptions of the consumer (e.g., he 

looks weird) or inferences about the consumer’s brand preferences (e.g., he likes Nike) 

when rating this variable; the response had to include sentiment about the consumer as 

an inauthentic athlete to qualify for a response on the authentic athlete variable.  

The three coders’ assessments of this variable were also acceptably reliable 

(intraclass correlation coefficient = .88, p < .001; Krippendorff’s α = .74, 95% CI [.61, .87]). 

Therefore, coders’ responses were averaged as a dependent variable. Deleting the 

responses for which the coders disagreed produces substantively the same results as 

presented below.  

2.7.3 Results 

2.7.3.1 Prompted Authenticity Ratings 

Although this rating did not come first in the study procedure, I present the 

results for prompted authenticity ratings (i.e., non-spontaneous inferences of 

authenticity) first for ease of exposition. A one-way ANOVA suggested significant 
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differences between conditions on perceptions of authenticity (F(2, 184) = 3.23, p = .042). 

Replicating results from prior studies, the consumer in the five signaling item condition 

(M = 3.96, SD = 1.00) was perceived to be a significantly less authentic athlete than the 

consumer in both the two (M = 4.30, SD = .82; t(184) = 2.15, p = .033, d = .37) and zero 

signaling item conditions (M = 4.32, SD = .85; t(184) = 2.26, p = .025, d = .39). The zero and 

two signaling item conditions did not differ (t(184) = .13, p = .89, d = .02), suggesting, as I 

suspected, that this zero signaling item condition may not be a pure no signaling control 

given the nature of the clothing items, but rather signals some athleticism even without 

any branding.   

2.7.3.2 Spontaneous Inferences about Authenticity 

A one-way ANOVA did not suggest significant differences between conditions 

on spontaneous inferences about the consumer’s athletic authenticity (F(2, 184) = 1.13, p 

= .33). Although none of the conditions significantly differed, as I suspected might 

happen, the means were in the direction that would be expected. Spontaneous 

inferences about authenticity were greatest in the two signaling item condition (M = 1.03, 

SD = .54), greater than inferences in both the zero (M = .88, SD = .55; t(184) = 1.50, p = .13, 

d = .28) and five signaling item (M = .96, SD = .62; t(184) = .70, p = .48, d = .12) conditions. 

Interestingly, however, all three conditions differed significantly from a test value of 

zero (all ps < .001), suggesting that participants were spontaneously considering the 

consumer’s authenticity at a rate greater than “not at all” in all conditions. 
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2.7.3.3 Spontaneous Inferences about Inauthenticity 

Unlike spontaneous inferences of the consumer’s authenticity as an athlete, a 

one-way ANOVA showed significant differences between conditions on spontaneous 

inferences that the consumer was an inauthentic athlete (F(2, 184) = 7.75, p = .001). 

Spontaneous inferences about inauthenticity were greatest in the five signaling item 

condition (M = .36, SD = .57), greater than both the zero (M = .07, SD = .24; t(184) = 3.85, p 

< .001, d = .64) and two signaling item (M = .16, SD = .33; t(184) = 2.65, p = .009, d = .41) 

conditions. The zero and two signaling item conditions did not differ (t(184) = 1.25, p = 

.21, d = .31). Again, all three conditions differed significantly from a test value of zero (all 

ps < .02). 

2.7.3.4 Combined Inferences about Authenticity and Inauthenticity 

Authentic athlete and inauthentic athlete were originally coded as separate 

variables and are thus presented above in separate analyses. However, examining 

responses across both variables provided additional insight. First, 84% of responses 

received a non-zero value on at least one of the two variables, reflecting some kind of 

authenticity-related inference. This result suggests that people are often making 

(in)authenticity inferences about the signaling consumers they observe, which 

underscores the importance of studying these observations.  

Second, 19.3% of the responses received non-zero values on both of these 

variables. For example, the following response received a non-zero value on both 
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authentic athlete and inauthentic athlete: “It seems like he is into ‘athleisure.’ I know this 

can easily be interpreted as that he actually works out a lot, but that may not be the 

case.” Other responses receiving non-zero values on both variables are similar to this—

the participant expresses that the consumer may be an athlete, but then ultimately 

expresses doubt. Because of the expression of doubt characteristic of these responses, I 

grouped them with responses that received non-zero values only on the inauthentic 

variable, creating one broader group of responses that doubted the consumer’s 

authenticity to at least some extent. I also created an authentic inference group, which 

included responses which had a non-zero values only on the authentic variable. Finally, 

I created a no authenticity-related inference group, which included responses with zeros 

on both variables.  

Analyzing the responses recoded into these three-groups (authenticity-related 

inference: authentic, authenticity-doubting, none) across conditions reveals 

substantively similar results as discussed above. Types of responses differed overall by 

condition (χ2(4, N = 188) = 12.67, p = .013; Table 11). Inferences of authenticity were 

directionally most likely in the two signaling item condition. Responses expressing 

doubt about the consumer’s authenticity were significantly most likely in the five 

signaling item condition. Making no in(authenticity)-related inference was directionally 

most likely in the zero signaling item condition, which makes sense given that the 

consumer was signaling least prominently in that condition.  
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Table 11: Essay 1 Study 5 Recoded Results 

Inference 

 

0 Signaling Items 2 Signaling Items 5 Signaling Items 

None Count 14a 7a 9a 

 

% Within None 46.7% 23.3% 30.0% 

 

% Within Condition 23.0% 10.9% 14.5% 

Doubting Count 6a 14a 21b 

 

% Within Doubting 14.6% 34.1% 51.2% 

 

% Within Condition 9.8% 21.9% 33.9% 

Authentic Count 41a 43a 32a 

 

% Within Authentic 35.3% 37.1% 27.6% 

 

% Within Condition 67.2% 67.2% 51.6% 

     

Overall χ2(4, N = 188) = 12.67, p = .013. Each subscript letter denotes a subset of conditions 

within inference type whose proportions do not differ significantly from each other at the .05 

level. 

 

Finally, this analysis also demonstrated that authenticity inferences were by far 

the predominant type of spontaneous inference regardless of condition. What this result 

suggests is that observers may typically be willing to give consumers the benefit of the 

doubt when it comes to authenticity, although this benefit is given less to consumers 

who use a larger number of signaling items. Furthermore, despite being less common, 

spontaneous inauthenticity inferences vary to a greater extent across the number of 

signaling items than do authenticity inferences, as predicted.  

2.7.4 Discussion 

Study 5 extends this research by exploring the conditions under which observers 

make spontaneous inferences of (in)authenticity. Unlike the prior studies, study 5 did 

not force observers to rate signaling consumers’ authenticity but instead examined 
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implicitly whether observers consider authenticity upon observation of a signaling 

consumer. This study demonstrates that spontaneous inferences seem to mimic non-

spontaneous inferences, suggesting that the earlier effects on authenticity ratings are not 

due simply to experimenter queries, but rather occur naturally. 

2.8 Study 6: Ensemble Choice 

In studies 1 through 4, I asked participants to act as observers of consumers with 

ensembles. In study 5, I examined whether authenticity inferences naturally or 

spontaneously follow from ensemble signaling. In study 6, I asked participants to act as 

consumers choosing ensembles. In the experimental conditions, I gave all participants 

the goal of seeming authentic but manipulated whether they were (hypothetically) 

authentic or inauthentic. I then asked them to choose from a selection of ensembles 

varying in their number of signaling items. If consumer choice patterns mimic the 

observer inference patterns outlined in studies 1 through 5, inauthentic consumers (e.g., 

inauthentic athletes) should choose more signaling items (e.g., Nike items) than 

authentic consumers (e.g., authentic athletes), suggesting that inauthentic consumers do, 

in fact, try too hard to signal their desired identity. I would also expect that authentic 

consumers might choose more signaling items than consumers would at baseline, 

suggesting that authentic consumers do, in fact, engage in some degree of self-

presentation of their identity with symbolic consumption.  
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Finally, by observing the choice patterns of consumers, this study also allowed 

me to explore the proportion of consumers who choose inconsistently with their given 

goal. In the experimental conditions, participants were given the goal of trying to seem 

like an athlete. Study 1, using the same stimuli as this study, suggests that two items 

signaling an athletic identity are most consistent with this goal (i.e., most effectively 

achieve the given goal by maximizing perceptions of athletic authenticity). Therefore, a 

relatively large proportion of participants choosing more or less than this optimal 

number of signaling items would signal a potential opportunity to help consumers make 

ensemble choices that are more calibrated with their signaling goals.  

2.8.1 Design and Method 

Two hundred eight participants (MAge = 34.8, 52.4% female) on Amazon 

Mechanical Turk were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: control, 

inauthentic, or authentic. Participants were asked to imagine that they were getting 

ready for a day of running errands, including stopping by the post office and grocery 

store. They were asked to imagine approaching their closet to choose their clothing, and 

then they were given a hypothetical athlete state and goal depending on their condition. 

In the inauthentic condition, participants were told to “Imagine that you are NOT an 

athlete (i.e., you are not athletic) but that you are trying to seem like an athlete with your 

clothing selection. In other words, you want your clothing to make you seem like an 

athlete to others even though you are not.” In the authentic condition, participants were 
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told to, “Imagine that you are an athlete (i.e., you are athletic) and that you are trying to 

show that you are an athlete with your clothing selection. In other words, you want your 

clothing to show to others that you are an athlete.” Finally, in the control condition, 

participants were simply instructed to, “Please make your clothing selection from the 

following.” In all conditions, participants were told to note that all of the products 

presented were of equally high quality. 

As the dependent variable, participants were then asked to choose one of six 

clothing ensembles matched to their gender that varied in their number of Nike items 

(i.e., signaling items; Appendix I). As in prior studies, the plain (i.e., unbranded) items 

were identical to the Nike items minus the presence of the logo. 

2.8.2 Results 

2.8.2.1 Ensemble Choice 

A one-way ANOVA suggested significant differences between conditions on 

ensemble choice (F(2, 205) = 7.63, p < .001). The inauthentic condition (M = 3.34, SD = 

1.83) chose the greatest number of signaling items in their ensemble, significantly more 

than both the authentic (M = 2.68, SD = 1.86; t(205) = 2.08, p = .04, d = .36) or control 

conditions (M = 2.10, SD = 1.94; t(205) = 3.90, p < .001, d = .66). The authentic condition 

also chose a marginally greater number of signaling items in their ensemble than the 

control condition (t(205) = 1.82, p = .071, d = .31). 
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2.8.2.2 Proportion of Goal-Inconsistent Choice 

To examine the proportion of goal-inconsistent choosers, I explored choice 

distributions in the authentic and inauthentic conditions, as these conditions were both 

given the instruction to try to seem like an athlete with their choice. In the authentic 

condition (n = 69), I observed the following distribution: 

 Chose 0 signaling items = 21.7% 

 Chose 1 signaling item = 7.2% 

 Chose 2 signaling items = 16.0% 

 Chose 3 signaling items = 14.5% 

 Chose 4 signaling items = 17.4% 

 Chose 5 signaling items = 23.2% 

In study 1, observer perceptions of athletic authenticity with these stimuli were 

maximized at two signaling items. These choice data suggest that 55.1% of consumers in 

the authentic condition were choosing greater than two signaling items, and 28.9% of 

consumers were choosing less than two signaling items, representing a total of 84.0% of 

consumers choosing inconsistently with their given goal. Even if consumers are granted 

a small margin of error of +/- 1 item (i.e., 1 - 3 signaling items), I still observe a large 

proportion choosing above (i.e., > 3 signaling items; 40.6%) and below (i.e., < 1 signaling 

item; 21.7%) this margin.  

In the inauthentic condition (n = 70), I observed the following choice distribution: 

 Chose 0 signaling items = 12.9% 

 Chose 1 signaling item = 4.3% 

 Chose 2 signaling items = 17.1% 

 Chose 3 signaling items = 12.9% 

 Chose 4 signaling items = 7.1% 
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 Chose 5 signaling items = 45.7% 

These choice data suggest that 65.7% of consumers in the inauthentic condition were 

choosing greater than two signaling items, and 17.2% of consumers were choosing less 

than two signaling items, representing a total of 82.9% of consumers choosing 

inconsistently with their given goal. Again, even if I grant consumers a small margin of 

error of +/- 1 item (i.e., 1 - 3 signaling items), I still observe a large proportion choosing 

above (i.e., > 3 signaling items; 52.8%) and below (i.e., < 1 signaling item; 12.9%) this 

margin.  

2.8.3 Discussion 

The results of study 6 demonstrate that inauthentic consumers are inclined to 

choose ensembles with a greater number of signaling items than authentic consumers. 

This result suggests that inauthentic consumers do engage in greater effort to signal 

their desired identity. This study also demonstrates that authentic consumers are 

inclined to choose ensembles with a greater number of signaling items than consumers 

at baseline, suggesting that authentic consumers do engage in some degree of self-

presentation of their identity. Finally, these results also suggest that a sizeable portion of 

consumers choose a number of signaling items that is inconsistent with their signaling 

goal.  
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2.9 General Discussion 

In this research, I explore how the number of signaling items in a consumer’s 

ensemble affects observer perceptions of the signaling consumer’s authenticity. 

Although it may intuitively seem like more signaling should enhance perceptions of 

consumer authenticity, I find support for a Goldilocks signaling effect—consumers with 

ensembles featuring a moderate or “just right” number of signaling items are typically 

perceived as most authentic in relation to the identity they are signaling. This effect is 

due to balancing perceptions of self-presentation with trying too hard. For consumers to 

be perceived as authentic by observers, they must present the identity they want to be 

associated with but not be perceived as trying too hard to do so. This effect is not driven 

by the specific properties of the signaling items, such as their rarity (study 1), or 

overreliance on a single brand (study 2). Furthermore, I find that there is not a simple 

association between moderation and authenticity driving this effect (study 3). Rather, 

the association between the degree of signaling and authenticity is norm dependent, and 

for some identities (e.g., team fan), excessive signaling is the norm and hence does not 

diminish perceptions of authenticity. Additionally, I find preliminary evidence to 

suggest that consumers who demonstrate identity-relevant skill may not experience the 

negative effect of excessive signaling (study 4). Finally, underscoring the social 

importance of these judgments, I provide evidence suggesting that authenticity is 

associated with interpersonal liking (study 1) and a costly, behavioral outcome in the 
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form of betting on the consumer’s ability to successfully complete an identity-relevant 

task (study 4).  

In addition to gaining an understanding of when and how ensemble signaling 

affects perceptions of authenticity, I also demonstrate that observers make judgments of 

authenticity spontaneously (i.e., naturally without experimenter demand). Specifically, 

spontaneous inferences of (in)authenticity mimic the pattern of (in)authenticity 

inferences elicited with explicit measures (study 5). Finally, turning my attention to 

consumers’ ensemble choices, I demonstrate that inauthentic consumers indeed tend to 

choose ensembles with more signaling items than authentic consumers, even if they are 

trying to pass as authentic (study 6). 

2.9.1 Theoretical Contributions 

This theory and set of findings makes several contributions. First, this research is 

among few experimental papers in consumer behavior to consider ensemble signaling. 

Consumers rarely if ever consume products in isolation. However, with few exceptions, 

identity research in consumer behavior overwhelmingly focuses on how a single 

product can signal an identity (e.g., Berger and Heath 2007, 2008, Escalas and Bettman 

2003, 2005; Levy 1959; White and Dahl 2006, 2007). A limited body of research has 

explored constellations or curated assortments of products, which do not require 

simultaneous consumption (e.g., Bhattacharjee et al. n.d.; Rifkin and Etkin Berger n.d.; 

Solomon 1988; Solomon and Buchanan 1991). Furthermore, to my knowledge, only one 
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paper has focused on how features of these constellations, such as their mix of higher vs. 

lower quality items, might affect inferences of authenticity (Bhattacharjee et al. n.d.). 

None of this research has attempted to identify the mechanisms driving judgements of 

authenticity. The current research extends signaling research by considering the 

mechanisms driving how ensembles of simultaneously-consumed signals affect 

perceptions of consumer authenticity.  

I also expand the scope of the signaling and authenticity literatures by exploring 

what causes consumer identity signals to be perceived as authentic. The nascent 

literature on authenticity in consumer behavior and psychology has primarily focused 

on the factors affecting judgments of brand or product authenticity (e.g., Beverland 2005, 

2006; Grayson and Martinec 2004; Morhart et al. 2015; Newman and Dhar 2014) or 

consumers’ feelings of their own intrapersonal authenticity (e.g., Gino et al. 2015, 2010; 

Kernis and Goldman 2006; Wood et al. 2008). I explore judgments of consumer 

authenticity, which has not typically been the focus of prior work on authenticity, for 

several reasons. First, consumers often use identity signals at least in part to be 

perceived by others as authentic in relation to the signaled identity. Furthermore, people 

are often seeking information about others with which they interact or anticipate 

interacting with in order to define expectations for the social situation. Effective signals 

or “sign-vehicles” allow the social interaction to proceed with greater coherence and 

thus greater efficiency (Goffman 1959). Additionally and importantly, appearing 
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authentic, as I show, can positively affect interpersonal liking. Finally, emphasizing the 

natural occurrence of this judgment and extending work on authenticity, I also find that 

observers spontaneously attend to and infer the authenticity of signaling consumers 

without being directly asked by researchers. 

2.9.2 Consumer Well-Being and Marketing Implications 

In addition to its theoretical contributions, the effect presented in this work has 

implications for consumption and marketing decisions. My data suggest that a relatively 

large proportion of consumers seem to choose authenticity-suboptimal ensembles. 

However, as suggested earlier, consumers often use identity signals to be perceived by 

others as authentic in relation to whatever identity the signal represents. This work has 

clear implications for what consumers should consider when crafting their ensembles if 

they wish to achieve a goal of authenticity.  

Managers may also capture value for their firms by helping consumers achieve 

authenticity goals. Furthermore, brands invest a lot of resources into crafting and 

maintaining a specific image. Although prior literature often focuses on actions that a 

firm can take to affect its image (Loken and John 2009), some research suggests that a 

brand’s users also affect its image. Specifically, negative brand users can dilute a brand’s 

image, particularly among those with lower self-brand connections whose opinions 

about the brand are malleable and unprotected (Ferraro et al. 2013). To capture this 

potential value and defend against potential image dilution, brands might subtly 
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encourage their consumers to wear authenticity-maximizing, Goldilocks ensembles. For 

instance, brands might design algorithms that target online shoppers who put too many 

conspicuously-branded items in their cart and suggest that they also add more subtly-

branded items to their cart as well.  

Also, brands might consider featuring Goldilocks ensembles in their displays 

and advertising. In fact, displaying a target item as such might affect prospective 

consumers’ attitudes towards the product. In one study, I placed a target product—a 

Nike shirt matched to the participant’s gender—within a product display containing 

two or five signaling items (N = 189, between-subjects design). After viewing this 

display, participants rated their attitude towards the shirt. They then reported the 

degree to which they identify as an athlete. Self-identified athletes preferred the target 

product when it was displayed among two signaling items rather than five. Conversely, 

people who did not identify as athletes preferred the target product when it was 

displayed among five signaling items rather than two (bInteraction = -.35, t(185) = 2.90, p = 

.004). These results suggest that firms should carefully consider their target audience, 

specifically how they may self-identify and whether or not they want to nudge that 

audience towards an authenticity-maximizing ensemble, when crafting displays. 

Consumers’ reactions to displays with varying numbers of signaling items represents an 

interesting opportunity for future research.  Future research may also explore the extent 
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to which brand managers have intuitions about the Goldilocks signaling effect, and 

whether they design advertising and display material accordingly. 

2.9.3 Future Directions 

2.9.3.1 Signaling Multiple Identities 

In this work, I isolated the effect of varying numbers of items that all signal the 

same identity, which I operationalized by placing symbolic brand logos (e.g., Nike to 

signal an athlete identity) on otherwise plain (i.e., unbranded) items. Future research 

might explore what happens when products symbolic of multiple identities, particularly 

those that may be stereotypically non-complementary, are mixed in a single ensemble. 

For instance, an ensemble may mix products that signal athlete with products that signal 

“nerd.” Does the inclusion of these non-complementary identities mitigate the 

perception that the consumer is trying too hard to signal any given identity, thus 

attenuating the Goldilocks signaling effect? Or, does the inclusion of these non-

complementary identities intensify the Goldilocks signaling effect? Future research 

could explore these questions. 

2.9.3.2 Signaling with Niche Brands 

The ensembles studied in this work primarily featured brands that are widely 

well-known. For instance, Nike and Under Armour, which are globally-successful 

athletic brands, were leveraged as signals of athleticism. Future research may explore 

the effect of number of signaling items on perceptions of authenticity when the signals 
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are more niche or boutique brands. I suspect that more niche brands will decrease the 

extent to which the consumer appears to be trying too hard to signal. Thus, consumers 

wearing ensembles featuring more niche brands may be less subject to the Goldilocks 

signaling effect. In other words, consumers may be able to wear a greater number of 

niche (vs. more well-known) brands before being perceived as inauthentic by observers. 

2.9.3.3 The Role of Consumer Body Type and Observable Demographics 

In this work, I tended to display the consumer’s ensemble without displaying the 

consumer’s body type or revealing too many of the consumer’s demographics. The 

stimuli in study 4 did reveal the consumer’s body type, plus there was several 

observable demographics. As a Caucasian male in a normal weight range, the model in 

study 4 was likely perceived as prototypical for a golfer, the target identity in study 4. 

Future research may explore how the degree to which the signaling consumer seems 

prototypical of the focal identity affects the Goldilocks signaling effect. Consumers who 

seem prototypical of the focal identity may be given leeway to signal a bit more 

excessively than consumers who do not seem prototypical of the focal identity.  

2.9.3.4 Signaling Socially Undesirable Identities 

In this work, I only studied ensembles that signaled identities that were 

presumably at least neutral if not relatively positive, and I avoided studying ensembles 

that signaled identities that were typically perceived to be negative or deviant. Future 

research could examine how observers judge the authenticity of consumers who use 
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ensembles to signal a socially deviant or negative identity (e.g., gothic). For such 

identities, signaling excessively may not diminish perceptions of authenticity. 

2.9.3.5 Signaling Excessively Unintentionally 

Signaling excessively may also not diminish perceptions of authenticity if it is 

perceived as unintentional. For instance, wearing all Nike may not diminish perceptions 

of athletic authenticity if the items are only being worn because all of the consumer’s 

other clothing is dirty. In that situation, observers may attribute the signaling behavior 

to the situation rather than excessive signaling effort from the consumer. The challenge 

with this scenario, however, is that consumers often do not know the hidden 

circumstances and hence intentionality of other consumers. Indeed, classic attributional 

research suggests that observers tend to emphasize internal characteristics more than 

situational influences when interpreting the behavior of others (Jones and Harris 1967). 

Consumers may reveal their intent, or lack thereof, however, either directly or indirectly, 

intentionally or unintentionally. For instance, a consumer who is wearing all Nike 

because it is laundry day may directly, intentionally discuss that fact with other people, 

thus possibly preventing themselves from seeming inauthentic. This consumer may also 

look disheveled, signaling to others than they did not put much thought or intent into 

their appearance. Future research could examine how such direct or indirect signals of 

intent may moderate the effect of signaling of perceptions of consumer authenticity.  
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2.9.3.6 The Role of Observer-Consumer Closeness 

Related to the role inferred intent may play in this process, observers and 

consumers can vary in their closeness. On one end of the closeness spectrum are true 

zero acquaintances being observed in a thin slice of time, like a consumer whom the 

observer passes on the street. In this case, the observer has virtually no information 

about the consumer’s intent or motives and little time to make inferences. On the other 

end of the spectrum are good friends or family. In this case, the observer likely has a 

great deal of insight into the consumer’s intent and motives based on their knowledge of 

and repeated interactions with the consumer. Most of the studies presented in this 

research provide slightly more information about the consumer than a true zero 

acquaintance, thin slice scenario. For instance, several of the studies depict the 

consumer’s morning routine, although study 5 demonstrates robustness of the 

Goldilocks signaling effect to less rich stimuli. However, my studies do not address the 

potential differences involved with making inferences about authenticity for others with 

whom the observer is close. Future research could explore the degree to which signaling 

behavior affects judgments of authenticity along the entire spectrum of observer-

consumer closeness.  
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3. Essay 2 

True to the Original or to the Creator? How Consumers Navigate the Tension 

Between Iconic and Expressive Authenticity in Evaluations of Creative Adaptations 

3.1 Introduction and Theory 

Rather than creating entirely original products, creators often adapt existing 

products in their own style. For instance, when he opened his restaurant “Forage” in Salt 

Lake City, Utah in 2009, Chef Viet Pham set out to re-create Michelin-star chef David 

Kinch’s Arpège egg—an egg yolk poached in the shell with maple syrup, sherry vinegar, 

and chives. Due to his struggles poaching the yolk in the shell, Pham decided to put his 

own spin on the recipe and scramble the yolk with the same flavor elements. His version 

of the Arpège egg then became as popular as the original, and he “can’t get rid of it 

[from his menu] or people get upset” (“One Chef’s Homage to a Famous Egg” 2014). In 

2011, Pham was the recipient of the Best New Chef award from Food & Wine Magazine. 

These creative adaptations often represent large portions of creative markets and 

can often be, as exemplified by Pham’s egg, wildly successful. A fundamental part of 

this creative adaptation process is the tension between the creator being true to herself 

or himself—expressive authenticity (Dutton 2003)—and true to the original—iconic 

authenticity (Grayson and Martinec 2004). This tension is not confined to the creator; it 

also affects consumer preference. I argue and show that consumers’ evaluations of such 
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creative adaptations depend upon how they navigate the tension between these two 

types of authenticity.  

Indeed, people seek authenticity in their consumption (Arnould and Price 2000; 

Beverland and Farrelly 2010), and scholars have suggested that “consumers’ search for 

authenticity is one of the cornerstones of contemporary marketing” (Brown et al. 2003, p. 

21). However, most experimental work on how authenticity affects product evaluations 

(i.e., liking, enjoyment) focuses on a single type of authenticity. Therefore, my focus on 

how consumers react to the tension between expressive and iconic authenticity is an 

important addition to the theory and data on authenticity’s effect on product 

evaluations.  

To examine how consumers deal with this tension, I leverage the context of cover 

songs as one example of a creative adaptation. A cover song is a performance of one 

artist’s original song by another different artist. A diverse array of musical artists, new 

and established, perform cover songs, or covers. Because of their value to artists, cover 

songs are “at the center of the musical market”(Plasketes 2010, p. 1), and “millions of 

cover songs have been performed and released by artists worldwide” (“Frequently 

Asked Questions” n.d.). Sirius XM has even dedicated a channel to cover songs, “24/7 

Cover Songs,” and covers can sometimes surpass their original in economic value, such 

as Whitney Houston’s “I Will Always Love You” (a Dolly Parton cover).  
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Because they are copies, cover songs lack authenticity in a literal or pure sense 

(Beverland, Lindgreen, and Vink 2008), also called indexical (Grayson and Martinec 

2004) or historical (Newman and Smith 2016) authenticity. However, ironically, cover 

songs provide an excellent context for examining how consumers navigate the tension 

between iconic authenticity—the degree to which the cover is true to the original 

(Grayson and Martinec 2004)—and expressive authenticity—the degree to which the 

cover artist is true to themselves (Dutton 2003). For example, if a consumer is listening to 

an unfamiliar band perform a cover of a Rolling Stones song, he or she might pay 

attention to whether the song is true to the original version (iconic authenticity). 

Alternatively, he or she might pay attention to whether the song has an original spin 

(expressive authenticity). Thus, while listening to cover songs, consumers often navigate 

two types of authenticity that seem in tension with one another. On one hand, 

consumers may care about tradition, and on the other, the originality and creativity of 

the artist. 

To test how consumers navigate this tension, I use a context in which individuals 

are not familiar with the cover artist’s own style.1 In such cases, I show that how 

different the cover is from its original serves as a signal of both iconic and expressive 

authenticity to consumers. Cover songs vary widely in how different they are from their 

original. Some are near duplicates, whereas others are interpretive renditions of their 

                                                      

1 I consider the context of known cover song artists in the theory section and General Discussion.  
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original (Mosser 2008). If the listener does not know the cover artist’s unique style, 

greater difference between the cover and original signals greater expressive authenticity 

but lesser iconic authenticity. Thus, cover songs provide an excellent context where 

these two types of authenticity are often in tension.   

I show that listeners generally value both iconic and expressive authenticity, 

which yields a negative quadratic (i.e., inverted-U shaped) relationship between the 

cover’s difference from its original and consumers’ enjoyment of it. Whereas at high 

(low) difference levels, expressive (iconic) authenticity is maximized and iconic 

(expressive) authenticity is sacrificed, at a moderate difference level both types of 

authenticity are present to some extent. Hence, my studies show that consumers 

generally enjoy cover songs that are moderately different from their original over cover 

songs that are less or more different from their original. In addition to showing support 

for this theory, I cast doubt on mechanisms having to do with more general theories that 

might predict this pattern of results, like schema congruity (Mandler 1982) and two-

factory theory (Berlyne 1970). 

In order to explore more deeply how consumers navigate the tension between 

these two types of authenticity, I also explore how attachment to the original song 

affects consumer’s enjoyment of covers of that song. I suggest that consumers’ relative 

valuation of each type of authenticity depends on their attachment to the original song. 

Attachment to the original song enhances the degree to which consumers value iconic 
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authenticity in covers of that song. Therefore, attached listeners have an increased 

preference for cover songs that are less different from the original to which they are 

attached. 

In sum, using the context of cover songs, my primary contribution is to theory 

and findings on how authenticity affects evaluations of products. Although theory 

suggests that several types of authenticity can be simultaneously salient for a single 

entity at a point in time (Newman and Smith 2016), extant experimental research on how 

authenticity affects consumer evaluations focuses on the evaluative consequences of a 

single type of authenticity specifically having to do with a product’s spatiotemporal link 

to its origin (e.g., its creator; Kreuzbauer, King, and Basu 2015; Newman and Bloom 

2012; Newman, Diesendruck, and Bloom 2011; Smith et al. 2016). Importantly, how 

multiple types of authenticity in tension combine to affect consumer’s enjoyment of a 

market offering has yet to be experimentally examined. Thus, this work contributes to 

research on authenticity by theorizing about and experimentally examining how iconic 

and expressive authenticities are combined to affect consumers’ evaluations. 

Furthermore, this work suggests that the most positive evaluations do not necessarily 

come from the maximization of one type of authenticity.  

Although I view the main contribution of my work as providing a more detailed 

understanding of how authenticity affects consumer evaluations, my findings also 

contribute to understanding the determinants of consumers’ enjoyment of cover songs. 
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Furthermore, although I leverage cover songs to explore this phenomenon, these 

findings have implications for other product categories in which a new producer 

creatively adapts an original, existing product (e.g., a cuisine, book, play). I expand upon 

this additional contribution and implication in the General Discussion. 

In the next sections, I examine the literature on authenticity in consumption and 

the cover song context in more detail. Then I consider how evaluations of cover songs 

involve multiple types of perceived authenticity and examine how perceptions of these 

different types of authenticity affect enjoyment of a cover song. 

3.1.1 The Effect of Authenticity on Product Evaluations 

Although authenticity is generally a concept that captures degrees of truth, 

realness, or genuineness, its meaning is highly context-dependent. Authenticity is a 

“‘dimension word,’ a term whose meaning remains uncertain until we know what 

dimension of its referent is being talked about” (Dutton 2003, p. 258). Therefore, the 

literature on authenticity in consumption has identified many types of authenticity (see 

Table 12 for a review), 2 although there is some convergence among typologies.  

Table 12: Essay 2 Review of Authenticity Types 

Author(s) and Year Types Definitions 

Grayson and Martinec 2004 Indexical Not a copy or imitation; has a spatiotemporal 

link to its origin 

                                                      

2 This table contains only papers containing unique typologies. Papers that leverage types of authenticity 

proposed by other papers are not included (e.g., Leigh, Peters, and Shelton 2006). Furthermore, this table 

does not contain factors contributing to judgments of authenticity derived from scales of brand authenticity 

(e.g., Morhart et al. 2015; Napoli et al. 2014; Spiggle, Nguyen, and Caravella 2012).  
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Iconic Authentic reproduction; something whose 

physical manifestation resembles something 

indexically authentic 

Dutton 2003 Nominal The correct identification of the origins, 

authorship, or provenance of an object 

Expressive Having to do with an object’s character as a 

true expression of an individual’s or a 

society’s values and beliefs 

Carroll and Wheaton 2009 Type Whether an entity is true to its associated 

type (or category or genre) 

Moral Whether the decision behind the enactment 

and operation of an entity reflect sincere 

choices (i.e., choices true to one’s self) 

Wang 1999 Objective The authenticity of originals 

Constructed The authenticity of reconstruction 

Existential Personal and intersubjective feelings of 

authenticity 

Beverland, Lindgreen, and 

Vink 2008 

Pure Unbroken commitment to tradition and place 

of origin; literal authenticity 

Approximate Symbolic or abstract impression of tradition 

Moral Motivated intrinsically rather than 

extrinsically 

Cohen and Cohen 2012 Hot Based on belief  

Cool Based on fact 

Newman and Smith 2016 Historical Assessment of spatiotemporal history  

(cf: indexical, nominal, objective, pure) 

Categorical Assessment of category membership  

(cf: iconic, type, constructed, approximate) 

Value Assessment of values  

(cf: expressive, moral) 

Self Assessment with respect to the self  

(cf: existential) 

 

Several types of authenticity can be salient for a single object. When considering 

a work of art, for instance, “one can use authenticity not only to refer to the provenance 

of an artwork (e.g., was the painting created by Pablo Picasso or by someone else?) but 
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also to refer to an artist’s motives (e.g., was the artist genuinely motivated or did they 

create the work merely to appease collectors?)” (Newman and Smith 2016, p. 609). Or, 

when considering a Victorian chair, “a consumer may believe not only that a chair was 

built during the Victorian era (indexical authenticity) but also that it is illustrative of 

Victorian style (iconic authenticity)” (Grayson and Martinec 2004, p. 298). 

Despite the possible co-occurrence of several types of authenticity in a single 

entity, experimental research has primarily focused on how a single type of authenticity 

affects product evaluations. More specifically, prior research suggests that consumers 

value certain products more when they believe they contain more of their origin’s (e.g., 

the brand’s, artist’s, celebrity’s) essence, which is imbued in the product via physical and 

temporal proximity with the origin. For example, consumers are more likely to purchase 

and more willing to pay for products manufactured in a company’s original factory 

versus identical products manufactured elsewhere (Newman and Dhar 2014), original 

artworks versus identical duplicates (Kreuzbauer et al. 2015; Newman and Bloom 2012), 

limited edition items with earlier versus later serial numbers (Smith et al. 2016), and 

celebrity memorabilia that came in more versus less contact with the celebrity (Newman 

and Bloom 2014; Newman et al. 2011). In other words, these works show that historical 

authenticity (Newman and Smith 2016), i.e., indexical (Grayson and Martinec 2004), 

nominal (Dutton 2003), objective (Wang 1999), or pure authenticity (Beverland et al. 
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2008), meaning an object’s spatiotemporal link with its origin, increases the value and 

appeal of market offerings.  

How do consumers evaluate products containing multiple types of authenticity? 

Positive product assessments may not necessarily come from maximizing a single type 

of authenticity. Furthermore, multiple types of authenticity may exist in tension in a 

single product. I experimentally examine how two different types of authenticity in 

tension can affect the evaluation of a single product, leveraging cover songs as my 

experimental context.  

3.1.2 Cover Songs 

A cover song is a performance or recording of a song by an artist different from 

the artist who originally performed or recorded it (Plasketes 1992, 2010).3 Although there 

is some experimental research on listeners’ affective (e.g., Juslin and Sloboda 2010) and 

evaluative (Nunes, Ordanini, and Valsesia 2015; Valsesia, Nunes, and Ordanini 2016) 

responses to music more generally, the literature focusing on cover songs is primarily 

limited to the humanities—specifically, musicology. The musicology literature 

conceptually discusses the role and value of cover songs in the course of music history. 

Issues of authenticity are often highlighted in this discussion.  

                                                      

3 In my exploration, I will not consider parody covers. The relationship between the original and cover is 

questionable for parody covers because their content has little to do with the lyrical or musical content of the 

original (e.g., Weird Al Yankovic’s “Amish Paradise” based on Coolio’s “Gangsta’s Paradise”). I also will 

not consider re-recordings, which are when an artist “covers” an existing song of their own (Mosser 2008). 

Finally, I will not consider remixes, which are “alternate mixes of a recorded performance different from the 

original version made using the techniques of audio editing” (“Introduction to the Database” n.d.). 
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By definition, cover songs lack a certain type of authenticity; they are copies of 

originals. Thus, covers thus are often criticized for being (ostensibly) inauthentic. 

However, the musicology literature argues that covers can be authentic to the degree to 

which the cover artist respects the original or injects their own style into the cover 

performance. Specifically, this literature considers the tension between those two 

components of the cover—its truth to its original and its truth to the cover artist (Coyle 

2002; Cusic 2005; Plasketes 2005; Solis 2010). Although other similar terms could apply 

(e.g., type and moral authenticity, Carroll and Wheaton 2009), I use the terms iconic 

(Grayson and Martinec 2004) and expressive (Dutton 2003) authenticity (which I discuss 

in detail in the next section) to represent these two components in tension. 

Given this tension, cover songs are a well-suited domain for exploring issues of 

multiple types of authenticity in the evaluation of a single product. However, the 

research in musicology on covers songs is conceptual in nature; it does not empirically 

or experimentally test this tension or how it affects product assessments. In this work, I 

empirically and experimentally explore how consumers combine these two components, 

iconic and expressive authenticity, when evaluating cover songs.  

3.1.3 Iconic and Expressive Authenticity 

Iconic authenticity, also known as “authentic reproduction” or “verisimilitude,” 

is present when something resembles something that is indexically authentic, meaning 
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an original that is not a copy or an imitation (Grayson and Martinec 2004).4 For instance, 

a replica Picasso may be iconically authentic to the extent it simulates an original 

Picasso. Consumers judge iconic authenticity based on their preexisting knowledge or 

expectations about the original. More specifically, they determine if the object fits with 

their “mental picture of how things ought to be” (Beverland et al. 2008, p. 9). When 

assessing an object’s iconic authenticity, consumers compare their expectations “with 

what they sense and make an assessment of similarity. For instance, to judge whether a 

reproduction of a Victorian chair is iconically authentic, a consumer must have some 

idea, however sketchy or detailed, of how Victorian chairs tend to look and feel” 

(Grayson and Martinec 2004, p. 298). Similar concepts from other typologies include 

type (Carroll and Wheaton 2009), constructed (Wang 1999), approximate (Beverland et 

al. 2008), and categorical (Newman and Smith 2016) authenticity. I chose iconic 

authenticity as the label for one of my two focal constructs because I felt its definition 

best fit my intended meaning.  

Expressive authenticity is present when an object is perceived to be a true 

expression of an individual’s or society’s values and beliefs (Dutton 2003). “Here 

authenticity is seen as committed, personal expression;” being true to one’s artistic self 

                                                      

4 Grayson and Martinec (2004, p. 298) suggest that an original can have iconic authenticity: “a consumer may 

believe not only that a chair was built during the Victorian era (indexical authenticity) but also that it is 

illustrative of Victorian style (iconic authenticity).” In other words, originality and iconic authenticity are 

not mutually exclusive. 
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rather than conforming to an outside influence (Dutton 2003, p. 268). Achieving 

expressive authenticity involves a “high degree of commitment and self-investment” by 

the creator (Cohen and Cohen 2012, p. 1300). Expressive authenticity could also be called 

self-origination (Dutton 2003). For instance, a painting may be expressively authentic to 

the extent that it is perceived as representing (i.e., originating from) the artist’s true self. 

Similar concepts from other typologies include, moral (Beverland et al. 2008; Carroll and 

Wheaton 2009), existential (Wang 1999), value (Newman and Smith 2016), and hot 

(Cohen and Cohen 2012) authenticity. I chose expressive authenticity as the label for the 

second of my two focal constructs because I felt its definition best fit my intended 

meaning.  

3.1.4 Inferences of Iconic and Expressive Authenticity in Cover Songs 

In this research, I chose to focus on a context in which listeners are not familiar 

with the cover artist’s style. Covers are indeed commonly performed by unknown artists 

as a way to gain fans. In a context where listeners are not familiar with the cover artist’s 

style, I suggest that listeners use a cover’s difference from its original—a primary 

attribute on which covers vary (Mosser 2008)—to infer the degree to which a cover has 

iconic and expressive authenticity. Some covers are extremely similar to their original. 

Other covers are highly interpretive renditions of their original. Covers can differ from 

their original on many musical attributes, e.g., genre, tempo, pitch, and instrumentation. 

However, I will not focus on such details, although they may be an interesting direction 
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for future research in collaboration with music experts. Instead, I focus on an overall 

difference assessment. 

Again, in a context in which listeners are not familiar with the cover artist, as the 

difference between the original and the cover increases, I suggest that consumers should 

perceive the cover as more expressively authentic. Greater difference between the 

original and the cover implies to the listener that the cover is not simply a pure copy of 

the original but presumably reflects some of the cover artist’s own style and creativity. 

As the difference between the original and the cover decreases, I suggest that consumers 

should perceive the cover to be more iconically authentic. More similarity between the 

original and the cover should signal to the listener that the artist took care to replicate 

the original. 

This theory implies that iconic and expressive authenticities are distinct but 

negatively correlated constructs, and in studies 3 and 5 below I empirically confirm their 

discriminant validity and negative correlation in this context. However, these constructs 

need not be negatively correlated, further suggesting their conceptual discriminant 

validity. For example, if the listener were aware that the cover artist (e.g., Adele) has a 

similar style to the original artist (e.g., Amy Winehouse), then a highly similar cover 

might be perceived as high in both iconic—true to the original—and expressive—true to 

the cover artist—authenticity. In my studies, however, the cover artists were both 

anonymous to the listeners and not well-known, although musically competent. 
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Therefore, participants had no additional information about the cover artist to influence 

judgments of expressive authenticity. Participants also had no additional information 

about whether the artist’s motivations were internal (e.g., to reflect their own style) or 

external (e.g., to appeal to a broader market). Without this additional information about 

the cover artist’s style or motives, I suggest that greater difference serves as a cue (i.e., 

proxy, signal) to greater expressive authenticity but lesser iconic authenticity. Allowing 

for cases where the cover artist is known may be an interesting direction for future 

research (discussed in the General Discussion).  

3.1.5 Influence of Iconic and Expressive Authenticity on Product 
Evaluations 

How do consumers navigate the tension between iconic and expressive 

authenticity when evaluating cover songs? If expressive authenticity, or truth to the 

cover artist, were the only important criterion in listeners’ evaluation of cover songs, 

then increasing the difference between the original and the cover would lead to 

increased enjoyment of the cover—more different covers would be the most preferred 

because they maximize expressive authenticity. Alternatively, if iconic authenticity, or 

truth to the original, were the only important criterion in listeners’ evaluation of cover 

songs, then increasing the difference between the original and the cover would lead to 

decreased enjoyment of the cover—less different covers would be the most preferred 

because they maximize iconic authenticity. I suggest, however, that listeners value both 

of these types of authenticity when judging cover songs.  



 

  95 

Prior work suggests that consumers are concerned with iconic authenticity when 

evaluating replicas. For instance, when confronted with replica artifacts, consumers 

direct their attention to the degree to which the artifacts resemble or “feel like” the real 

artifacts (i.e., iconic authenticity; Hede and Thyne 2010). Prior work also suggests that 

consumers are concerned with whether a creation contains the essence of its creator 

when evaluating original creations, particularly creative creations like art (Kreuzbauer et 

al. 2015; Newman and Bloom 2012, 2014; Newman and Dhar 2014; Smith et al. 2016; 

Valsesia et al. 2016). Cover songs, and creative adaptations more generally, have 

properties of both replicas and original creative efforts. Hence, I believe that consumers 

often value both types of authenticity when evaluating such adaptations. 

To the extent that consumers value both iconic and expressive authenticities in 

their evaluation of cover songs, I predict that the combination of these proposed 

processes will lead to a negative quadratic relationship (i.e., an inverted-U function) 

between difference and enjoyment. That is, as the cover song’s difference from its 

original increases, enjoyment will initially increase due to increased perceptions of 

expressive authenticity, or truth to artist. However, at a certain degree of difference, 

enjoyment will decrease due to decreased perceptions of iconic authenticity, or truth to 

original. At high difference, the cover artist maximizes expressive authenticity while 

sacrificing iconic authenticity. At low difference, the cover artist maximizes iconic 

authenticity while sacrificing expressive authenticity. At relatively moderate degrees of 
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difference, each type of authenticity is present to some extent. Hence, I predict that 

consumers will generally prefer cover songs that are moderately different over cover 

songs that are less or more different from their original. That is, I suggest that 

maximizing one particular type of authenticity might not necessarily result in the 

highest overall assessment of an adaptation. I consider the relationship between this 

specific model regarding types of authenticity and more general models that also lead to 

negative quadratic relationships, such as schema congruity (Mandler 1982; Meyers-Levy 

and Tybout 1989), Berlyne's (1970) two-factor model, and optimal stimulation level 

theories (Zuckerman 1979) in an upcoming section. 

3.1.6 Moderation by Attachment 

Attachment, which varies in strength, is an emotion-laden bond between a 

person and another person or object associated with affection (Bowlby 1969). Although I 

predict that many listeners will evenly value both iconic and expressive authenticity 

when judging cover songs, I suggest that a consumer’s relative valuation of each type of 

authenticity will depend on their attachment to the original song.  

A classic marker of attachment is proximity maintenance and separation distress 

(Bowlby 1969). In the consumer domain, for instance, attachment to a brand leads to 

brand loyalty (Thomson, MacInnis, and Park 2005). This marker suggests that 

attachment to an original should enhance the degree to which consumers value truth to 

the original, or iconic authenticity, in an adaptation of that original. As a result, attached 
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listeners should have an increased preference for cover songs that are less different from 

the original to which they are attached. In other words, if enjoyment is driven by 

consumers’ relative valuation of iconic and expressive authenticity, and if attachment 

enhances the value of iconic authenticity, then attachment should moderate the effect of 

the cover’s difference from its original and consumers’ enjoyment of the cover. Although 

such moderation may not be intuitively surprising, moderation by attachment is a 

theory test (i.e., process by moderation) to provide evidence for my proposal regarding 

the effect of iconic and expressive authenticity on evaluations. 

Americans’ negative reactions to highly embellished versions of the national 

anthem anecdotally support this moderation hypothesis. Pop singer Fergie, for instance, 

experienced intense backlash after she performed a jazzy, sexy rendition of the national 

anthem at the 2018 NBA All-Star Game (Swertlow 2018). Research on enka, which are 

sentimental Japanese ballads, also supports this moderation hypothesis. Enka listeners 

prefer cover performances that are remarkably like the original due to their attachment 

to these sentimental songs (Yano 2005).  

3.1.7 “Quality Control” 

Consumers’ evaluations of covers will clearly also be influenced by the cover’s 

“objective” musical quality. A cover with good pitch or rhythm, for instance, should 

typically be evaluated more favorably than one that is blatantly poor, regardless of 

perceptions of the covers’ authenticities. One boundary condition of my theory, 
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therefore, is that the cover has met a basic level of musical quality detectable by an 

average listener. I take steps across my studies to ensure that condition is met. For 

example, in my study with data from NBC’s television show The Voice (study 1), the 

cover artists had to pre-audition for the show, which ensures that they met a basic level 

of quality. In my experiments (studies 2 – 5), all of the covers were prescreened by 

musically-trained research assistants prior to the experiments to ensure that they met a 

basic level of quality. 

3.1.8 Relationship to Other Theories 

My work may seem to have parallels to prior work on new product schema 

congruity, Berlyne's (1970) two-factor theory, and optimal stimulation level theories 

(Zuckerman 1979); however, I believe there are differences. Next I discuss the 

relationship between each of those streams of research and the present research in more 

detail, noting how I believe this work differs from this prior work. 

3.1.8.1 Schema Congruity 

Unlike a creative adaptation (an existing offering adapted by a new producer), 

work on schema congruity considers the case of a new offering (e.g., an all-natural soft 

drink) from a new producer in an existing product category (e.g., soft drinks). Despite 

this difference, the research on schema congruity produces similar findings to the 

current research, suggesting that new products that are moderately incongruent with 

their category are evaluated more positively than products that are less or more 
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congruent with their category (e.g., Meyers-Levy and Tybout 1989). Based on theory by 

Mandler (1982), this research suggests that this effect is due to balancing consumers’ 

interest in the new product (i.e., cognitive elaboration, curiosity) with their ability to 

resolve the incongruity (i.e., fit it into the existing product category), which may cause 

anxiety or frustration if unsuccessful. Although this theory might predict my pattern of 

main effect results, their notion of incongruity is fairly broad, based on comparisons 

between differences in the attributes associated with different levels (e.g., basic and 

subordinate) in the existing product category structure. In this work, I present a more 

detailed evaluation mechanism based upon consumers’ concern about iconic and 

expressive authenticity that relates to categories, like creative adaptations, where 

authenticity may be of particular concern to consumers. Authenticity is, in fact, a moral- 

and emotion-laden assessment (Jongman-Sereno and Leary 2016; Newman, Bloom, and 

Knobe 2014) that is particularly relevant in artistic (vs. utilitarian) product categories 

(Newman and Bloom 2012). In other words, whereas schema effects are driven by a 

cognitive elaboration mechanism, I believe the proposed effects, which exist in more 

experiential, hedonic, artistic product categories (e.g., music, art, food), are driven by 

moral- and emotion-laden assessments of authenticity. Other research, however, 

suggests that schema congruity effects do not hold in experiential product categories 

(Noseworthy and Trudel 2011). Instead, in their work experiential product categories 

exhibit a negative linear relationship rather than an inverted-U relationship between 
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schema congruity and evaluations. Because my research context, listening to music, is 

experiential, and because I find an inverted-U relationship, this prior work suggests that 

my effect is likely not driven by schema-congruity mechanisms.  In addition, I also 

demonstrate this difference in mechanism between my work and classic schema 

congruity effects in study 5. I find that several measures that traditionally mediate or 

moderate schema congruity effects fail to mediate or moderate this effect, suggesting 

that an authenticity-driven process uniquely contributes to this effect.  

3.1.8.2 Berlyne’s Two-Factor Theory and Optimal Stimulation Level Theories 

 Berlyne's (1970) two-factor theory and optimal stimulation level theories 

(Zuckerman 1979) also propose that individuals will often prefer moderate levels of 

difference from some stimulus. In general, such theories argue that individuals trade off 

reductions in uncertainty (which are initially pleasurable) and tedium or boredom. 

When an individual is exposed to a new stimulus, for example, initial reduction in 

uncertainty is valued; however, as uncertainty is reduced further due to more exposure 

to the stimulus, tedium or boredom eventually occurs. Optimal stimulation theories 

assert further than each individual has an optimal level of stimulation, or sensation 

seeking, that reflects their trade-offs between uncertainty and boredom. In study 5, 

however, I find that sensation seeking, a measure that should moderate if these theories 

were driving this effect, fails to moderate my effect, again suggesting a unique process. 

Therefore, although such general theories may predict a negative quadratic pattern of 
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results, I believe and provide evidence to suggest that I go beyond this general pattern 

and specify how various types of authenticity may lead to such patterns in consumer 

evaluations of cultural objects. That is, I believe that I propose a more specific model that 

better explains consumer preference formation in domains, like creative adaptations, in 

which authenticity is an important criterion for enjoyment.  

3.2 Overview of Studies 

In sum, due to balancing the desire for iconic authenticity (truth to the original) 

and expressive authenticity (truth to the cover artist), I suggest that there will generally 

be a negative quadratic relationship between a cover’s difference from its original and 

listeners’ enjoyment of the cover. That is, consumers will prefer cover songs that are 

moderately versus more or less different from their original. But, I suggest that this 

effect will depend on listeners’ attachment to the original. More attached listeners 

should more highly value iconic authenticity in their evaluation of cover songs and 

hence prefer covers that are less different from their original.  

I test this theory in five studies. In study 1, I coded and analyzed data from 

NBC’s television show The Voice. In study 2, I conducted a controlled experiment in 

which I held both the original and cover songs constant while manipulating only the 

perceived difference between them. Both studies demonstrate that cover songs that are 

(perceived to be) moderately different from their original are generally preferred over 
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their less and more different counterparts, providing initial insight into how iconic and 

expressive authenticity may combine to affect consumer evaluations.  

Studies 3 through 5 directly test and demonstrate the proposed process and 

moderation of this effect. In study 3, all participants first listened to the same original 

song. They then listened to a cover song pretested to be low, moderate, or high in 

difference from the original. In study 4, participants listened to a large sample of covers 

paired with their original songs and rated how different the cover was from the original. 

In both studies, participants rated how much they enjoyed the cover, how iconically and 

expressively authentic the cover was, and how attached they were to the original. 

Together, studies 3 and 4 confirm that opposing perceptions of iconic and expressive 

authenticity are distinct but negatively correlated constructs that mediate listeners' 

enjoyment of cover songs which, in this context, causes many listeners to prefer 

moderately different covers. Studies 3 and 4 also demonstrate that attached listeners 

more heavily value iconic authenticity and thus prefer less different covers. Finally, 

study 5 takes measures to cast doubt on the causal role that other, more general 

mechanisms might play in driving this effect while further confirming the driving role of 

perceptions of iconic and expressive authenticity.  

3.3 Study 1: Field Test of the Main Effect 

Using data coded from NBC’s television show The Voice, study 1 examined the 

relationship between a cover’s difference from the original and how much it is enjoyed. I 
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expected that moderately different covers would be preferred to less and more different 

covers.  

3.3.1 Primer on The Voice 

The Voice is a singing competition television series. Although there are 

productions of The Voice in other countries, I focused on the U.S. series, which airs on 

NBC. Prospective contestants audition to be on The Voice with an abridged (~90 second) 

cover of a song of their choosing. This audition process is called the “blind auditions” 

because the four expert judges have their backs turned to the contestant as they 

audition. This setup eliminates the importance of visible factors, such as physical 

appearance, in the judges’ decisions. 

A judge can push a button on their chair at any point during the audition. This 

button causes their chair to turn towards the contestant, which indicates to the audience 

and the contestant that the judge likes the contestant and wants them to be in the 

competition under their guidance. Any number from zero to four judges can turn their 

chair during the audition. If zero judges turn, the contestant does not make it into the 

competition. If one judge turns, the contestant is in the competition under that judge’s 

guidance. If two or more judges turn, the contestant is in the competition and gets to 

decide which judge they want to guide them. After the audition, the judges provide 

feedback to the contestant. 
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Unlike other singing competitions (e.g., American Idol), prior to being on the blind 

auditions, contestants must pre-audition. This ensures that contestants who make it to 

the blind auditions have a reasonable level of skill.  

3.3.2 Design and Method 

In this study, we coded auditions (N = 99) from seasons 10 and 11 of The Voice 

(U.S. series). Three coders were given footage (i.e., audio and video) of each 

contestant’s audition. They were also provided with audio (no video) of the original 

song on which the audition was based. Coders were instructed to first listen to a 

recording of the full original and then watch the footage of the audition (i.e., listen to 

the cover). Coders then rated how different the cover was from the original (“how 

different was the cover song from the original?;” 1 = not different at all, 3 = moderately 

different, 5 = extremely different). While rating the difference, coders were instructed 

not to take differences in length into account, as the covers were always an abridged 

version of the original.  

Coders also recorded how many judges turned their chair for the contestant. To 

ensure that the judges’ verbal opinions did not influence their rating of the difference 

between the cover and original, coders were instructed to stop the audition footage prior 

to the judges’ post-audition feedback to the contestant. Coders were able to see the 

judges’ non-verbal reactions to the contestant during their audition (i.e., the camera 

occasionally pans to the judges’ faces during the audition). However, I asked coders to 
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rate the degree of difference from the original, not to evaluate the contestant’s 

performance. 

The three coders’ assessments of differences were acceptably reliable (intraclass 

correlation coefficient = .84, p < .001; Krippendorff’s α = .62, 95% CI [.56, .68]).5 Hence, the 

mean of their difference ratings was used as the independent variable. This coding 

process resulted in a continuous independent variable—the mean of the coders’ 

assessments of the difference between the contestant’s cover and its original—and a 

continuous dependent variable—the number of judges who turned their chair for the 

contestant, a proxy for their liking and enjoyment of the cover. I also recorded the order 

in which the contestants auditioned as a covariate, which is nested within season. 

Because there are a limited number of positions in the competition, contestants who 

audition later within a season are less likely to get judges to turn their chair. 

3.3.3 Data Selection and Procurement 

Only two seasons of auditions were coded. First, it was not feasible to have my 

coders reliably code many seasons due to the large amount of time and effort involved. 

Second, audition footage for many of the older seasons is difficult or impossible to 

obtain legally. Seasons 10 and 11 were selected because they were the two most recent 

                                                      

5 Per Krippendorff (2012, p. 325), “Rely only on variables with reliabilities above α = .800. Consider variables 

with reliabilities between α = .667 and α = .800 only for drawing tentative conclusions.” Although I found 

Krippendorff’s α = .62 in this data, I accepted this reliability level for several reasons. First, the 95% 

confidence interval around the α contained .667, an acceptable value for drawing tentative conclusions. 

Second, the intraclass correlation coefficient suggests reliability. Finally, the effect is later supported by 

experimental data. 
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and hence readily available seasons at the time of this study. At the time this study was 

coded, full episodes of season 11 were available via streaming service Hulu and on 

NBC.com. Full episodes of season 10, however, were not available. For legal reasons 

involving music rights, NBC does not make full episodes from past seasons of The Voice 

available by any means (i.e., not by streaming, their website, purchase, or request). 

However, the blind auditions from season 10 are available on The Voice’s YouTube 

channel, except for those contestants who got zero judges to turn. NBC does not put 

such footage on YouTube, presumably because there is not much public interest in them. 

As a result, I do not have data for season 10 contestants who did not succeed in turning 

a judge’s chair. Because I was able to obtain it via streaming services, I do have data for 

season 11 contestants who did not succeed in turning a judge’s chair (n = 9). 

3.3.4 Results 

Because the dependent variable, the number of judges who turned, is a count 

variable, I analyzed these data with a Poisson regression of the number of judges who 

turned around—my proxy for liking and enjoyment of the cover—on difference ratings 

(i.e., the linear term), squared difference ratings (i.e., the quadratic term), and the order 

covariate nested within season. This analysis revealed a significant order covariate 

within season 11 (b = -.01, Wald χ2(1) = 4.07, p = .044), a nonsignificant order covariate 

within season 10 (b = -.007, Wald χ2(1) = 1.42, p = .234), a marginally significant linear 

term (b = .68, Wald χ2(1) = 3.23, p = .072), and (as predicted) a marginally significant 



 

  107 

negative quadratic term (b = -.10, Wald χ2(1) = 2.58, p = .109; Figure 9). The linear term 

was not significant in a Poisson regression by itself (b = .081, Wald χ2(1) = 1.98, p = .16) 

with the order covariate. Without the order nested within season covariate, the Poisson 

model produces substantively similar results. Finally, an alternative linear regression  

model with the same variables yields a significant order covariate within season 11 (b = -

.02, Wald χ2(1) = 7.70, p = .006), a marginally significant order covariate within season 10 

(b = -.014, Wald χ2(1) = 2.70, p = .100), a significant linear term (b = 1.28, Wald χ2(1) = 5.79, p 

= .016), and (as predicted) a significant negative quadratic term (b = -.18, Wald χ2(1) = 

4.45, p = .035). 

 

 

Figure 9: Essay 2 Study 1 Results 
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3.3.5 Discussion 

  Using data from the field, the results of study 1 are consistent with the proposed 

theory about how iconic and expressive authenticity may combine to affect evaluations. 

In study 1, I found some evidence for a negative quadratic relationship between the 

difference of the cover from its original and the number of judges who turned. Covers 

that were moderately different from their original were most favorably evaluated by 

expert judges on The Voice.  

3.4 Study 2: Controlled Test of the Main Effect 

Due to the cited issues with obtaining data, the sample of auditions included in 

study 1 was limited. Furthermore, the correlational data described in study 1 are 

susceptible to a number of alternative explanations, reverse causality, or third-variable 

issues typical of these types of data. Finally, the judges on The Voice are expert musicians 

who have well-trained ears and need to consider factors that may influence contestants’ 

success in the course of the competition (e.g., whether or not they belong to a popular 

genre) prior to making their judgments. Therefore, their pattern of evaluations may not 

reflect that of typical listeners. In study 2, I addressed these concerns with a controlled 

experiment using a sample of typical listeners. All participants listened to the same 

original song. They all then listened to the same cover of that original, and I 

manipulated the degree to which the cover was perceived to be different from the original 

via a manipulation of attention. I predicted that the cover would be evaluated most 
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favorably when its difference from the original was perceived to be moderate (vs. low or 

high). 

Study 2 was also designed to rule out a salient alternative explanation for the 

proposed effect. Covers that vary in their difference from their original could also 

systematically vary with respect to other attributes, such as the objective musical talent 

of the cover artist (e.g., their ability to maintain proper pitch), tempo, or timbre. Those 

other attributes could then be causing the proposed effect. Because I held the cover 

constant and perceptually manipulated difference (vs. manipulating difference by 

varying the cover), in study 2 I am able to rule out those alternative causes of this effect. 

3.4.1 Design and Method 

In this and all of the remaining studies, participants had to pass an audio check 

prior to entering the study. Participants were asked to play a ~5 second audio clip of 

birds chirping. After playing the clip, participants were asked to identify the sound from 

a list of six options (e.g., dogs barking, cars honking, birds chirping). Participants who 

did not correctly identify the sound on their first attempt were not permitted to take the 

study. This audio check ensured that participants in the study were properly equipped 

to listen to the music featured later in the study. 

In studies 2, 3, and 5, I aimed to recruit approximately 100 – 125 participants per 

experimental condition (Gervais et al. 2015). Three hundred sixty-three participants 

(MAge = 36.6; 44.5% female) on Amazon Mechanical Turk were randomly assigned to one 
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of three conditions: low, moderate, or high difference. All participants listened to the 

same original song (“Heart Like Yours” by Willamette Stone) and the same cover 

(“Heart Like Yours” by Isabeau Waia'u Walker).6,7 These songs were obtained from 

YouTube; however, the YouTube video was not shown to participants. Participants 

simply listened to the audio of each song without visual input. Furthermore, any 

material ancillary to the song (e.g., a verbal introduction of the song to listeners from the 

artist) was cut from the audio for the study.  

Depending on their condition, participants were asked to think of similarities 

between the two songs (low difference condition), differences between the two songs 

(high difference condition), or both similarities and differences between the two songs 

(moderate difference condition) while listening to the cover. This manipulation of 

attention to similarities, differences, or both was designed to manipulate the degree to 

which participants perceived the cover as different from the original. Due to the way the 

survey was programmed, participants had to listen to each song in its entirety before 

advancing in the study. 

As a check of the attentional manipulation, after listening to the cover and 

original, participants first rated the difference between the cover and original (“How 

different were the cover song and the original? Please do not take differences in sound 

                                                      

6 “Heart Like Yours” by Willamette Stone: https://perma.cc/36WB-ELK2 
7 “Heart Like Yours” by Isabeau Waia’u Walker: https://perma.cc/W3QF-56AF 

https://perma.cc/36WB-ELK2
https://perma.cc/W3QF-56AF
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quality or length into account when making your judgment;” 1 = not different at all, 4 = 

moderately different, 7 = extremely different).  

Second, participants evaluated how much they liked (“How much did you like 

the cover song?;” 1 = strongly dislike, 7 = strongly like) and enjoyed (“How much did you 

enjoy the cover song?;” 1 = not at all, 7 = very much) the cover song (r = .86).  

Third, participants rated their attachment to (“How emotionally attached are you 

to the original song?;” 1 = not at all, 5 = very) and familiarity with (“How familiar are you 

with the original song?;” 1 = not at all, 5 = very) the original song. “Heart Like Yours” was 

chosen as the song in this study because I suspected that it was not well-known to 

participants. I chose a song that was not well-known because I expected that the 

manipulation would be more effective for a song that people were not familiar with 

and/or attached to. Confirming my expectation, participants were highly unfamiliar 

with (M = 1.27, SD = .70, Mode = 1) and unattached to (M = 1.53, SD = .94, Mode = 1) the 

song. This skewness and lack of variation in attachment made this song a good vehicle 

for testing my difference manipulation. As would also be expected based on these 

properties, moderation by attachment was not significant (p > .90). I explore moderation 

by attachment under more amenable conditions in studies 3 through 5.  
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3.4.2 Results 

3.4.2.1 Exclusion Criteria 

Despite my best efforts to prevent it, such as setting source code on my 

Mechanical Turk HITs and using preventative Qualtrics settings (i.e., “prevent ballot 

box stuffing”), duplicate IP addresses (recorded by Qualtrics) occasionally ended up in 

my samples. Participants can get around efforts to prevent them from taking a study 

more than once by clearing their browser’s cache, holding multiple Mechanical Turk 

accounts, or a combination of the two. These duplicate IP addresses indicate that either 

the same person participated in my study more than once or multiple people from the 

same household participated in my study using the same computer. To prevent 

contamination effects, I exclude Mechanical Turk data from duplicate IP addresses 

throughout this essay. I make no other exclusions. 

Nineteen duplicate IP addresses were excluded from analyses (NAfterExclusions = 344) 

in study 2. Results are substantively similar, with exceptions noted, if duplicate IP 

addresses are included in the analyses.  

3.4.2.2 Manipulation Check 

A one-way ANOVA suggests differences between conditions on perceptions of 

the cover’s difference (F(2, 341) = 7.91, p < .001). Participants in the low condition (M = 

3.78, SD = 1.15) perceived the cover to be directionally less different than participants in 

the moderate (M = 3.99, SD = 1.16; t(341) = 1.36, p = .175, d = .18) and significantly less 
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different than participants in the high (M = 4.39, SD = 1.25; t(341) = 3.91, p < .001, d = .51) 

condition. Participants in the moderate condition perceived the cover to be less different 

than participants in the high condition (t(341) = 2.58, p = .01, d = .33). 

3.4.2.3 Effect of Difference on Enjoyment 

A one-way ANOVA suggests differences between conditions on enjoyment of 

the cover (F(2, 341) = 4.55, p = .011). As predicted, participants in the moderate (M = 5.58, 

SD = 1.19) condition enjoyed the cover more than participants in the low (M = 5.08, SD = 

1.27; t(341) = 2.95, p = .003, d = .41) and high conditions (M = 5.24, SD = 1.43; t(341) = 1.99, 

p = .048, d = .26) conditions.8 Participants in the low and high conditions did not differ in 

their enjoyment of the cover (t(341) =.96, p = .34, d = .12).  

3.4.3 Discussion 

Like study 1, study 2 demonstrates that moderately different cover songs are 

most enjoyed by listeners. Because all participants listened to the same cover song, study 

2 is a stringent test that rules out musical differences between covers that may be 

correlated with different degrees of distance as an explanation for my effect. For 

instance, consumers may generally prefer up-tempo songs versus slower-tempo songs, 

and (although unlikely) it could be that covers that are moderately different from their 

original are more up-tempo than their more and less different counterparts. Therefore, 

                                                      

8 If duplicate IP addresses are included, the omnibus result becomes marginally significant (F(2, 360) = 2.68, 

p = .07), and the moderate versus high condition contrast becomes directional (t(360) = 1.22, p = .22). All other 

reported results are substantively similar when duplicate IP addresses are included. 
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the tempo of the cover song rather than its difference from its original could be driving 

the proposed effect. Study 2, however, holds the cover song constant, hence eliminating 

the possibility of an alternative musical cause and isolating the cover’s difference from 

its original as the cause of the demonstrated effect.  

3.5 Study 3: Moderation by Attachment 

Studies 1 and 2 together provide evidence for the proposed main effect. Those 

studies suggest that cover songs that are moderately different from their original are 

evaluated more positively than cover songs that are less or more different from their 

original, and study 2 confirms that this cannot be due to musical attributes other than 

the cover’s difference from its original. The results of studies 1 and 2 are consistent with 

the proposed mechanism underlying this effect—perceptions of iconic and expressive 

authenticity—although they do not directly test this mechanism. Building on studies 1 

and 2, study 3 directly explored the process underlying this effect by examining how 

attachment to the original moderates this effect. All participants in study 3 listened to 

the same original song. They then listened to a cover pretested to be either low, 

moderate, or high in difference from that original. They then reported their enjoyment of 

the cover, perceptions of the cover’s iconic (truth to the original) and expressive (truth to 

the cover artist) authenticity, and attachment to the original. I expected to replicate the 

negative quadratic main effect demonstrated in studies 1 and 2. I also predicted that 

opposing perceptions of iconic and expressive authenticity would drive that effect. 
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Finally, I predicted that attachment to the original would moderate this process. I 

expected that more attached listeners would emphasize iconic authenticity more highly 

when they evaluate the cover and, as a result, exhibit an increased preference for covers 

less different from the original to which they are attached.  

3.5.1 Design and Method 

Three hundred sixty-eight participants (MAge = 36.6; 48.0% female) on Amazon 

Mechanical Turk were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: low, moderate, or 

high difference. As in the previous study, participants had to pass an audio check before 

beginning the study. After passing the audio check, all participants listened to the audio 

of the same original song (“Forever Young” by Bob Dylan).9 Depending on condition, 

participants then listened to a cover either low (“Forever Young” by “MsFichter”), 

moderate (“Forever Young” by Josh Halverson), or high (“Forever Young” by Kay 

Dené) in difference from the original.10,11,12 Again, as in the previous study, these songs 

were obtained from YouTube; however, the YouTube video was not shown to 

participants. Participants simply listened to the audio of each song without visual input, 

and any material ancillary to the song was cut from the audio for the study. 

Furthermore, due to the way the survey was programmed, participants were forced to 

listen to each song in its entirety before advancing in the study. 

                                                      

9 “Forever Young” by Bob Dylan: https://perma.cc/2NYK-7HQX 
10 “Forever Young” by “MsFichter:” https://perma.cc/947M-GVQF 
11 “Forever Young” by Josh Halverson: https://perma.cc/4EEJ-6HDH 
12 “Forever Young” by Kay Dene: https://perma.cc/VX9W-ML42 

https://perma.cc/2NYK-7HQX
https://perma.cc/947M-GVQF
https://perma.cc/4EEJ-6HDH
https://perma.cc/VX9W-ML42
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Using the same scale used in study 2, a pretest on a separate sample of 

participants from the same population (N = 301) confirmed the intended differences 

between songs. A one-way ANOVA suggests differences between conditions on 

perceptions of the cover’s difference (F(2, 298) = 111.48, p < .001). The low cover (M = 

3.59, SD = 1.31) was perceived to be less different than the moderate (M = 3.92, SD = 1.08; 

t(298) = 1.96, p = .051) and high (M = 5.89, SD = 1.14; t(298) = 13.82, p < .001) covers, and 

the moderate cover was perceived to be less different than the high cover (M = 5.89, SD = 

1.14; t(298) = 11.83, p < .001).  

After listening to the cover, participants first evaluated the cover song by rating 

how much they liked and enjoyed it using the same two items as in study 2 (r = .90).13 

Second, participants used three items to rate the iconic authenticity of the cover song 

(item 1: “This cover song is an accurate reproduction of the original song;” item 2: “This 

cover song is true to its original;” item 3: “This cover song is an authentic recreation of 

the original song;” 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .90) and three items to rate 

its expressive authenticity (item 1: “This cover song is not a copy or imitation;” item 2: 

“This cover song has originality;” item 3: “This cover artist is being true to themselves 

and no one else;” 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .84). I reviewed the literature 

on iconic and expressive authenticity looking for established measures of these 

                                                      

13 Participants also rated their purchase intent for the cover (“If a download of the cover song was $0.99, 

how likely would you be to purchase it?;” 1 = very unlikely, 7 = very likely). This measure revealed similar but 

weaker effects of difference than the measure of enjoyment of the cover (e.g., omnibus effect of difference on 

purchase intent: F(2, 353) = 1.53, p = .21).  
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constructs, but I was unable to find any suitable to my context. Therefore, I created these 

measures according to the construct meanings I intended to capture.  

Bagozzi, Yi, and Phillips (1991) suggest that “Discriminant validity among traits 

is achieved when an intertrait correlation is significantly different from 1.00.”  They 

suggest that significant difference from 1.00 is assessable by running a correlation 

between the supposed constructs and collecting a 95% confidence interval, and 

discriminant validity between constructs is suggested when the confidence interval does 

not include 1.00. Using this method, iconic and expressive authenticity showed 

discriminant validity from each other (r = -.17, 95% CI [-.27, -.07]). Furthermore, an 

exploratory factor analysis (principle axis factoring) with direct oblimin rotation (which 

does not force orthogonality; i.e., allows for factors to be correlated) examining the 

independence of iconic and expressive authenticity indeed extracted two factors, further 

suggesting that these authenticity constructs are discriminant. The first factor had an 

eigenvalue of 2.83, and the pattern matrix suggested that the three iconic authenticity 

measures loaded onto this factor (item 1 = .94, item 2 = .88, item 3 = .80), whereas the 

three expressive items did not (item 1 = -.05, item 2 = .03, item 3 = .03). The second factor 

had an eigenvalue of 2.00, and the pattern matrix suggested that the three expressive 

authenticity measures loaded onto this factor (item 1 = .68, item 2 = .89, item 3 = .85), 

whereas the iconic items did not (item 1 = -.06, item 2 = -.07, item 3 = .10).  
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Finally, participants rated their attachment to the original song using the single 

measure from study 2. To supplement this single measure, participants also rated their 

attachment to the original using a validated attachment scale (Thomson et al. 2005). In 

this scale, participants rated the extent to which three words—connected, bonded, and 

attached—described their feelings toward the original song (1 = not at all, 5 = very much). 

The single measure and validated scale formed a reliable index (α = .97).14  

3.5.2 Results 

3.5.2.1 Exclusions  

Twelve duplicate IP addresses were excluded from analyses (NAfterExclusions = 356) 

in study 3. Results are substantively similar if duplicate IP addresses are included in 

analyses. 

3.5.2.2 Effect of Difference on Enjoyment 

A one-way ANOVA suggests differences between conditions on enjoyment of 

the cover (F(2, 353) = 6.56, p = .002). Replicating the main effect results in the prior 

studies, participants in the moderate (M = 4.74, SD = 1.46) condition enjoyed the cover 

more than participants in the low (M = 4.23, SD = 1.51; t(353) = 2.39, p = .017, d = .34) and 

high conditions (M = 3.98, SD = 1.99; t(353) = 3.55, p < .001, d = .44). Participants in the 

                                                      

14 Finally, participants rated how much they liked (“How much did you like the original song?;” 1 = strongly 

dislike, 7 = strongly like) and enjoyed (“How much did you enjoy the original song?;” 1 = not at all, 7 = very 

much) the original song (r = .95). I originally collected this measure as a potential covariate, but it did not 

affect the results. I report the results without this covariate.  
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low and high conditions did not differ in their enjoyment of the cover (t(353) = 1.17, p = 

.24, d = .14). 

3.5.2.3 Moderation by Attachment 

To explore the predicted interaction, I ran a regression of enjoyment on 

difference (mean centered), attachment (mean centered), and the interaction of the two. 

Because the conditions represent low, moderate, and high levels of the same construct 

(difference), I chose to analyze this independent variable continuously (low = 0, 

moderate = 1, high = 2) for ease of exposition in the results that follow. Analyses with 

dummy coded difference conditions yield substantively similar results.  

This regression revealed a marginal predicted interaction (b = -.16, t(352) = 1.85, p 

= .065). The effect of attachment was also marginally significant (b = .13, t(352) = 1.86, p = 

.064). The effect of difference, with the interaction and effect of attachment in the model, 

was no longer significant (b = -.11, t(352) = 1.00, p = .32). 

A floodlight analysis probing the significant interaction (Spiller et al. 2013) 

revealed that the participants with attachment at and above 3.54 (25.8% of the sample) 

significantly preferred less different songs (e.g., at 3.54, b = -.26, t(352) = 1.97, p = .05). 

Participants with attachment below this Johnson-Neyman point (74.2% of the sample) 

did not exhibit this preference. In fact, participants at the lowest levels of attachment 

(attachment = 1) exhibited a non-significant but directional preference for more different 

songs (e.g., at 1.00, b = .14, t(352) = .79, p = .43).  
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Alternatively, examining the relationship between attachment and enjoyment in 

the various difference conditions (i.e., simple slopes analysis) suggests that attachment 

increased enjoyment of the cover low in difference (b = .28, t(350) = 2.38, p = .018) and 

marginally increased enjoyment for the moderately different cover (b = .22, t(350) = 1.77, 

p = .078). Attachment did not have an effect on enjoyment of the highly different cover (b 

= -.04, t(350) = .37, p = .71). In sum, attachment increases enjoyment of less different 

covers (Figure 10).  

 

 

Figure 10: Essay 2 Study 3 Results 

3.5.2.4 Mediation Analysis: Main Effect 

As predicted, both iconic (ab = -.51, 95% CI [-.66, -.38]) and expressive 

authenticity (ab = .31, 95% CI [.20, .45]) mediated (PROCESS Model 4 with 5000 bootstrap 

samples and parallel mediators; Hayes 2013) the main effect of difference on enjoyment 
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of the cover songs. Greater difference decreased perceptions of iconic authenticity (b = -

.91, t(354) = 9.72, p < .001) and increased perceptions of expressive authenticity (b = .86, 

t(354) = 10.35, p < .001). Both iconic (b = .56, t(352) = 10.07, p < .001) and expressive (b = .36, 

t(352) = 6.42, p < .001) authenticity, controlling for the difference conditions, increased 

enjoyment. 

3.5.2.5 Moderated Mediation Analysis 

Attachment moderated (PROCESS Model 14 with 5000 bootstrap samples and 

parallel mediators; Hayes 2013) the relationship between iconic authenticity and 

enjoyment (index of moderated mediation = -.09, 95% CI [-.16, -.02]). This moderated 

mediation suggests that listeners who are more attached (+1 SD ab = -.64, 95% CI [-.83, -

.46]) to the original put greater value on iconic authenticity when evaluating the cover 

song than listeners who are less attached (-1 SD ab = -.41, 95% CI [-.56, - .27]), hence 

explaining their increased preference for less (vs. more) different covers. Put differently, 

individuals who are more attached (+1 SD) to the original value iconic (b = .69, t(349) = 

10.52, p < .001) more than expressive (b = .27, t(349) = 3.47, p < .001) authenticity when 

assessing their enjoyment of the cover. Individuals who are less attached (-1 SD) to the 

original, however, value iconic (b = .41, t(349) = 5.64, p < .001) and expressive (b = .45, 

t(349) = 6.72, p < .001) authenticity relatively evenly when assessing their enjoyment. 

Attachment did not moderate the relationship between expressive authenticity and 
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enjoyment (index of moderated mediation = -.05, 95% CI [-.12, .01]), which I replicate 

and comment on in study 4. 

3.5.3 Discussion 

Study 3 examined in more detail how different types of authenticity affect 

consumers’ enjoyment. In particular, enjoyment assessments were driven by opposing 

perceptions of the cover’s iconic—truth to original—and expressive—truth to the cover 

artist—authenticity. Covers were perceived as more expressively but less iconically 

authentic as they were more different from their original. The results showed that most 

consumers value iconic and expressive authenticity similarly when evaluating covers, so 

most of the consumers in my sample enjoyed cover songs that were moderately (vs. less 

or more) different from their original. However, a process by moderation analysis 

showed that listeners who were highly attached to the original placed greater value on 

iconic authenticity when evaluating the cover. Hence, highly attached listeners preferred 

covers that were less different from their cherished original. Even in this case, however, 

both more and less attached listeners placed weight on both different types of 

authenticity, so enjoyment was not maximized by emphasizing one type of authenticity 

alone. 

3.6 Study 4: Robustness Test of Moderation by Attachment 

Study 3 tested the proposed theory using a single original and three covers that 

vary in the extent to which they differ from that original. Study 4 was designed to 
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provide additional support for the theory by testing a large sample of originals and 

covers. Participants listened to a randomly assigned cover-original pairing from a large 

sample of potential pairings. After listening to the songs, participants rated how 

different the cover seemed from the original, how much they enjoyed the cover, how 

iconically and expressively authentic the cover seemed, and how emotionally attached 

they are to the original song. I expected to replicate the negative quadratic main effect 

demonstrated in the prior studies as well as the moderated mediation demonstrated in 

study 3.  

3.6.1 Design and Method 

Participants (N = 1256; MAge = 36.9; 49.2% female) on Amazon Mechanical Turk 

were randomly assigned one of 43 cover-original pairings. I attempted to recruit 

approximately 30 participants per pairing. These pairings consisted of the blind 

auditions from season 11 of The Voice in which the contestants got more than zero judges 

to turn and the original song on which they were based. The 43 pairings (vs. just one 

pairing) were meant to introduce variation into the data and demonstrate robustness. 

Although randomly assigned, the pairings were not intended as a manipulation. All 

variables in study 4 were measured; study 4 had a continuous (difference) × continuous 

(attachment to original) between-subjects design. As in the prior studies, participants 

had to pass an audio check to enter the study. And, although these songs (i.e., auditions) 

were obtained from YouTube, the YouTube video was not shown to participants. 
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Participants simply listened to the audio of each song without visual input, and any 

material ancillary to the song (e.g., judge reactions, audience reactions, host 

commentary) was cut from the audio for the study. Finally, due to the way the survey 

was programmed, participants had to listen to each song in its entirety before advancing 

in the study. 

After listening to their randomly assigned original and then its cover, 

participants first rated the difference between the two songs using the same item from 

prior studies. Second, participants rated how much they liked and enjoyed the cover 

song using the same two items as in studies 2 and 3 (r = .92).15 Third, participants used 

the same items as in study 3 to rate the iconic (α = .92) and expressive authenticity (α = 

.82) of the cover song. The measure of difference in this study showed discriminant 

validity from both indices of iconic (r = -.58, 95% CI [-.62, -.53]) and expressive 

authenticity (r = .34, 95% CI [.28, .40]), suggesting that iconic and expressive authenticity 

are not simply different instantiations of the independent variable (i.e., manipulation 

checks). Furthermore, as in study 3, iconic and expressive authenticity showed 

discriminant validity from each other (r = -.14, 95% CI [-.21, -.07]) and loaded onto two 

separate factors.  

                                                      

15 As in study 3, participants also rated their purchase intent for the cover (“If a download of the cover song 

was $0.99, how likely would you be to purchase it?;” 1 = very unlikely, 7 = very likely). Replicating the results 

in study 3, this measure revealed similar but weaker effects of difference than the measure enjoyment of the 

cover (e.g., quadratic difference term on purchase intent: b = -.06, t(1174) = 1.30, p = .19). 
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Finally, using the single item from studies 2 and 3, participants rated how 

attached they are to the original song they heard.16 

3.6.2 Results 

3.6.2.1 Exclusions 

Seventy-nine duplicate IP addresses were excluded from analyses (NAfterExclusions = 

1177) in study 4. The results are substantively the same if duplicate IP addresses are 

included in the analyses. 

3.6.2.2 Effect of Difference on Enjoyment 

Replicating the previous studies’ results, a regression of enjoyment on difference 

ratings (the linear term) and squared difference ratings (the quadratic term) revealed a 

significant negative quadratic term (b = -.11, t(1174) = 2.67, p = .008). Although in a model 

by itself it was significant (b = -.33, t(1157) = 6.77, p < .001), the linear term was not 

significant (b = .37, t(1174) = 1.39, p = .16) in a model including the squared term. 

3.6.2.3 Moderation by Attachment  

To explore the predicted interaction, I regressed enjoyment on difference ratings 

(mean centered), attachment (mean centered), and the interaction of the two. The effect 

of attachment (b = .18, t(1173) = 4.87, p < .001) and difference (b = -.35, t(1173) = 7.08, p < 

.001), as well as the predicted interaction (b = -.16, t(1173) = 4.45, p < .001), was 

                                                      

16 Finally, participants rated how much they liked and enjoyed the original using the same items from study 

3 (r = .96) as a potential covariate. As in study 3, this covariate did not affect the results; the results reported 

are without this covariate. 
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significant. The significant interaction suggests that the relationship between difference 

and enjoyment became more negative as attachment to the original increased, although 

floodlight analysis (Spiller et al. 2013) suggests that difference decreased enjoyment at 

all levels of attachment (i.e., there are no statistically significant transition points within 

the observed range of attachment). 

Replicating study 3, examining the slope of attachment at various levels of 

difference suggests that attachment increased enjoyment of covers that are low (-1 SD; b 

= .33, t(1173) = 6.20, p < .001) and moderate (mean; b = .18, t(1173) = 4.87, p < .001) in 

difference from their original. Attachment did not have an effect on enjoyment of songs 

that are highly different (+1 SD) from their original (b = .03, t(1173) = .56, p = .58).  

3.6.2.4 Mediation Analysis: Main Effect 

As predicted, perceptions of both iconic (ab = -.40, 95% CI [-.47, -.33]) and 

expressive (ab = .23, 95% CI [.18, .29]) authenticity mediated the main effect relationship 

between difference and enjoyment (PROCESS Model 4 with 5000 bootstrap samples and 

parallel mediators; Hayes 2013). Perceptions of iconic authenticity decreased as the 

cover song seemed more different from its original (b = -.94, t(1175) = 24.15, p < .001), 

whereas perceptions of expressive authenticity increased as the cover song seemed more 

different from its original (b = .52, t(1175) = 12.57, p < .001). Both iconic (b =.43, t(1173) = 

13.56, p < .001) and expressive (b = .44, t(1173) = 14.98, p < .001) authenticity, controlling 

for difference, increased enjoyment.  
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3.6.2.5 Moderated Mediation Analysis 

Attachment moderated (PROCESS Model 14 with 5000 bootstrap samples and 

parallel mediators; Hayes 2013) the mediating effect of iconic authenticity on enjoyment 

(index of moderated mediation = -.08, 95% CI [-.11, -.04]). This moderated mediation 

suggests that listeners who are more attached (+1 SD ab = -.49, 95% CI [-.57, -.41]) to the 

original put greater value on iconic authenticity when evaluating the cover song than 

listeners who are less attached (-1 SD ab = -.30, 95% CI [-.38, - .22]), hence explaining their 

increased preference for less (vs. more) different covers. Put differently, individuals who 

are more attached (+1 SD) to the original value iconic (b = .52, t(1170) = 13.82, p < .001) 

more than expressive (b = .38, t(1170) = 9.48, p < .001) authenticity when assessing their 

enjoyment of the cover. Individuals who are less attached (-1 SD) to the original, 

however, value iconic (b = .32, t(1170) = 8.16, p < .001) and expressive (b = .44, t(1170) = 

11.65, p < .001) authenticity relatively evenly when assessing their enjoyment. 

Attachment did not moderate the effect of expressive authenticity on enjoyment (index 

of moderated mediation = -.01, 95%CI [-.03, .01]). This result in studies 3 and 4 suggests 

that the attachment moderator primarily changes valuation of iconic rather than 

expressive authenticity. In other words, attachment does not seem to depress 

consumers’ desire for expressive authenticity as much as it enhances their desire for 

iconic authenticity. 
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3.6.3 Discussion 

Confirming the results of study 3 with a large sample of originals and covers, 

study 4 provides further evidence that listeners weigh perceptions of iconic and 

expressive authenticity when evaluating cover songs. Overall, listeners weigh these 

types of authenticity evenly during evaluation, which causes them to prefer moderately 

different cover songs. However, listeners highly attached to the original song value 

iconic authenticity more highly when determining their enjoyment of a cover of that 

original, leading to an increased preference for less different cover songs.  

3.7 Study 5: Casting Doubt on Other Mechanisms 

Studies 3 and 4 provided evidence to support the proposed theory. The focus of 

study 5, in addition to providing further support for the proposed theory, was to cast 

doubt on alternate theories that also predict that moderately different stimuli elicit the 

most positive evaluations from consumers. Specifically, I aimed to cast doubt on the 

possibility that this effect is driven by schema congruity mechanisms (Mandler 1982) or 

two-factor theory (Berlyne 1970).  

In study 5, participants listened to the same song stimuli as in study 3. 

Participants then completed measured mediators and moderators from two papers 

exploring schema congruity effects—Meyers-Levy and Tybout (1989) and Noseworthy, 

Di Muro, and Murray (2014)—in addition to mediators and the attachment moderator 

from the proposed authenticity-specific theory. Specifically, from Meyers-Levy and 
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Tybout (1989), participants rated their certainty about their evaluations. I also collected 

the time it took participants to evaluate the cover songs. Schema congruity theory would 

predict that participants should have the fastest and most certain evaluations when the 

new product is moderately different from the existing product. I predicted, however, 

that these measures would not drive the observed effect, at least not to the extent that 

perceptions of authenticity do.  

From Noseworthy et al. (2014), participants completed measures of their 

curiosity, anxiety, and their ability to resolve the incongruity between the original and 

cover. Schema congruity theory would predict that participants are most curious in 

reaction to a moderately incongruent product and most anxious in reaction to a highly 

incongruent product. It would also predict that participants are least able to resolve the 

incongruity of highly incongruent products. Again, I predicted that these measures 

would not drive this effect, at least not to the extent that perceptions of authenticity do. 

Finally, participants completed three individual difference measures: dogmatism 

(Meyers-Levy and Tybout 1989; Trodahl and Powell 1965), sensation seeking (Berlyne 

1970; Hoyle et al. 2002; Zuckerman 1979), and attachment to the original song. 

Dogmatism is characterized by “a relatively closed cognitive organization of beliefs and 

disbeliefs” (Rokeach 1954). Sensation seeking is “the need for varied, novel, and complex 

sensations and experiences” (Zuckerman 1979, p. 10). If schema congruity or two-factor 

theory were primarily driving these effects, prior work suggests that dogmatism and 
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sensation seeking should moderate (Meyers-Levy and Tybout 1989). I predicted, 

however, that these individual differences would not moderate this effect, whereas 

attachment to the original song would due to its role in increasing consumers’ valuation 

of iconic authenticity.  

3.7.1 Design and Method 

Four hundred thirty-nine participants (MAge = 36.1; 44.4% female) on Amazon 

Mechanical Turk were randomly assigned to a 3 (cover difference: low, moderate, high) 

x 2 (mechanism order: authenticity mechanisms first, alternative mechanisms first) 

between-subjects design. Possible measured moderators—dogmatism, sensation 

seeking, and attachment—were also included. In order to be stringent in my tests ruling 

out alternative mechanisms, this sample size was selected to exceed both per cell and 

overall sample sizes utilized in the research I leveraged for differentiation. Across 

studies, Meyers-Levy and Tybout (1989) leveraged overall sample sizes ranging from N 

= 54 to N = 102, which ranged from approximately n = 13 to n = 19 per cell. Noseworthy 

et al. (2014) leveraged overall sample sizes ranging from N = 144 to N = 290, which 

ranged from approximately n = 24 to n = 36 per cell. My sample, N = 439, exceeds both 

the overall and per cell samples leveraged in these papers. 

As in the previous studies, participants had to pass an audio check before 

beginning the study. The musical stimuli were then identical to those presented to 

participants in study 3. After passing the audio check, all participants first listened to the 
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audio of the same original song (“Forever Young” by Bob Dylan). Depending on 

condition, participants then listened to a cover either low, moderate, or high in 

difference from the original. As reported in study 3, these songs were pretested to have 

the intended difference from the original.  

After listening to the cover song, participants rated how much they liked and 

enjoyed it using the same two items as in prior studies (r = .90). Per Meyers-Levy and 

Tybout (1989), as a proxy for certainty, a hidden timer recorded the time it took for 

participants to evaluate the cover. Two explicit measures of evaluation certainty were 

also collected: “How certain did you feel about how much you like the cover song?” (1 = 

not at all certain, 7 = completely certain) and “How certain did you feel about how much 

you enjoy the cover song?” (1 = not at all certain, 7 = completely certain; adapted from 

Meyers-Levy and Tybout 1989).  

The measures that participants completed next depended on their mechanism 

order condition. To ensure that no one mechanism—my proposed authenticity 

mechanisms versus alternative mechanisms—was given priority over the other, I 

counterbalanced the order in which they appeared. In the authenticity mechanisms first 

condition, participants first completed a block of measures gauging the perceived 

expressive and iconic authenticity of the cover, as described below. Then, participants in 

this order condition completed a block of alternative mechanism measures derived from 

Noseworthy et al. (2014), described below, which gauged their curiosity, anxiety, and 
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their ability to resolve the incongruity. In the alternative mechanisms first condition, 

participants completed these two blocks in the opposite order. 

Participants used the same items as in studies 3 and 4 to rate the expressive (α = 

.85) and iconic authenticity (α = .92) of the cover song. Unlike studies 3 and 4, I had 

participants rate the cover’s expressive authenticity prior to rating its iconic authenticity, 

simply to show some support for the robustness of these mechanisms to that order. As 

in studies 3 and 4, iconic and expressive authenticity showed discriminant validity from 

each other (r = -.07, 95% CI [-.17, .03]) and loaded onto two separate factors.  

To gauge their curiosity and anxiety, participants indicated the extent to which 

they felt each of the following randomly-ordered emotions in the moment, after listening 

to the cover song (1 = not at all, 5 = very): curious, inquisitive, stimulated, interested 

(curiosity α = .88), anxious, nervous, tense, and distressed (anxiety α = .92).17 Next, 

participants indicated their ability to resolve the incongruity between the original and 

cover, which involved them rating the extent to which the cover song made sense to 

them (1 = makes no sense, 7 = makes complete sense) and their agreement (1 = strongly 

disagree, 7 = strongly agree) with the statement that they understood the rationale of the 

cover song (r = .83; adapted from Noseworthy et al. 2014) 

                                                      

17 Noseworthy et al. (2014) employ the State-Trait Personality Inventory, or STPI (Spielberger and Reheiser 

2009), to assess curiosity and anxiety. Access to and utilization of the STPI requires payment. For budgetary 

reasons, I chose to employ an alternate, self-drafted measure of curiosity and anxiety. Future research could 

examine the robustness of the reported results using the STPI. 
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After completing those mechanism measures, participants completed two 

individual difference moderator scales derived from prior research on alternate theories: 

dogmatism and sensation seeking. The dogmatism scale (Trodahl and Powell 1965) 

included ten items (α = .81), like, “Of all the different philosophies which exist in the 

world, there is probably only one which is correct” (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly 

agree). The brief sensation seeking scale (Hoyle et al. 2002) included eight items (α = .88), 

like, “I would like to explore strange places” (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). 

Finally, using the same items from study 3 (α = .97), participants rated how 

attached they are to the original song they heard. 

3.7.2 Results 

3.7.2.1 Exclusions  

Due to advancements in platform features ensuring the prevention of duplicate 

IP addresses, the data in this study featured no duplicates. Therefore, unlike prior 

studies, no exclusions were made. 

3.7.2.2 Effect of Difference on Enjoyment 

A one-way ANOVA suggests differences between conditions on enjoyment of 

the cover (F(2, 436) = 4.41, p = .013).18 Replicating the main effect results in the prior 

studies, participants in the moderate (M = 4.66, SD = 1.65) condition directionally to 

                                                      

18 The interaction of mechanism order and difference condition on enjoyment was not significant (F(2, 433) = 

1.33, p = .27). I do not report this analysis on enjoyment in the body of the text given that participants rated 

their enjoyment of the cover prior to completing any mechanism measures; thus, it is highly unlikely that 

the mechanism order manipulation affected enjoyment.  
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significantly enjoyed the cover more than participants in the low (M = 4.43, SD = 1.63; 

t(436) = 1.18, p = .238, d = .14) and high difference conditions (M = 4.08, SD = 1.78; t(436) = 

2.95, p = .003, d = .34). Participants in the low condition enjoyed the cover marginally 

more than participants in the high condition (t(436) = 1.78, p = .076, d = .21). 

3.7.2.3 Effect of Difference on Various Possible Mechanisms 

3.7.2.3.1 Iconic and Expressive Authenticity 

A two-way ANOVA revealed only a significant effect of difference condition on 

iconic (F(2, 433) = 49.90, p < .001) and expressive authenticity (F(2, 433) = 28.84, p < .001). 

The effects of mechanisms order (FIconic(1, 433) = 1.79, p = .18; FExpressive(1, 433) = .72, p = .40) 

and the interactions of mechanism order and condition (FIconic(2, 433) = .36, p = .70; 

FExpressive(2, 433) = .08, p = .93) were not significant on either measure. 

Replicating prior results, perceptions of iconic authenticity decreased with each 

increasing difference condition. Participants perceived the least different cover as having 

directionally more iconic authenticity (M = 4.79, SD = 1.38) than the moderately different 

cover (M = 4.63, SD = 1.45; t(436) = .91, p = .36, d = .11), and the moderately different 

cover as having significantly more iconic authenticity than the highly different cover (M 

= 3.24, SD = 1.56; t(436) = 8.14, p < .001, d = .92).  

Also replicating prior results, perceptions of expressive authenticity increased 

with each increasing difference condition. Participants perceived the highly different 

cover as having significantly more expressive authenticity (M = 5.30, SD = 1.22) than the 

moderately different cover (M = 4.44, SD = 1.43; t(436) = 5.49, p < .001, d = .65), and the 
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moderately different cover as having marginally more expressive authenticity than the 

least different cover (M = 4.16, SD = 1.37; t(436) = 1.79, p = .074, d = .20).  

3.7.2.3.2 Evaluation Certainty 

I measured evaluation certainty with two variables: evaluation time and two self-

report certainty items. There was no significant effect of difference condition on 

evaluation time (F(2, 436) = .20, p = .82, BF01 = 32.73). 19 A Bayesian analysis, which can 

quantify evidence for a null hypothesis, further supports the conclusions of this null 

hypothesis significance test. Bayes factor, BF01, is a ratio that contrasts the likelihood of 

the data fitting under the null hypothesis with the likelihood of fitting under the 

alternative hypothesis. Thus, where possible, I report BF01 for analyses of plausible 

alternatives in which I am attempting to provide support for a null result. As BF01 

increases, there is more (less) evidence in support of the null (alternative) hypothesis. 

Therefore, BF01 > 1 represents greater evidence in favor of the null model. Although 

these labels should “be considered only as an approximate descriptive articulation of 

different standards of evidence,” there is also a classification scheme for the evidential 

value of Bayes factors of various sizes (Table 13; Wagenmakers et al. 2018, p. 67). 

Table 13: Essay 2 Interpreting Bayes Factor 

BF01 Evidence for the null 

1 - 3 Anecdotal 

                                                      

19 The interaction of mechanism order and difference condition on both measures of certainty was not 

significant (FTimer(2, 433) = 1.36, p = .26; FSelf-Report(2, 433) = 1.66, p = .19). I do not report this analysis on certainty 

in the body of the text given that participants rated their certainty prior to completing any other mechanism 

measures; thus, it is highly unlikely that the mechanism order manipulation affected certainty.  
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3 - 10 Moderate  

10 - 30 Strong 

30 - 100 Very Strong 

> 100 Extreme 

 

Unlike evaluation time, there was a marginal main effect of difference condition 

on the self-report certainty measures (F(2, 436) = 2.43, p = .089; BF01 = 4.09). The marginal 

effect suggested that participants in the moderate difference condition reported feeling 

more certain about their evaluations (M = 6.10, SD = 1.06) than participants in the low 

difference condition (M = 5.81, SD = 1.31; t(436) = 2.06, p = .04, d = .24). There were no 

differences in feelings of certainty between the moderate and high difference conditions 

(M = 6.05, SD = 1.17; t(436) = .35, p = .73, d = .05). 

3.7.2.3.3 Curiosity and Anxiety 

A two-way ANOVA revealed no significant effects on curiosity (FCondition(2, 433) = 

2.13, p = .12, BF01 = 4.70; FMechanismOrder(1, 433) = 1.48, p = .22, BF01 = 3.95; FInteraction(2, 433) = .09, 

p = .91, BF01 = 411.70); thus, it will not be discussed further.  

There was a significant interaction between condition and mechanism order on 

anxiety (F(2, 433) = 4.94, p = .008). The main effects of condition (F(2, 433) = .80, p = .45) 

and mechanism order (F(1, 433) = 1.98, p = .16) were not significant. 

 There was no omnibus effect of condition on anxiety when my predicted 

mechanisms appeared first (F(2, 433) = .86 p = .42), whereas there was when the 

alternative mechanisms appeared first (F(2, 433) = 5.07, p = .007). When the alternative 

mechanisms appeared first, the highly different cover (M = 1.49, SD = .87) caused 
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significantly more anxiety than the covers low (M = 1.16, SD = .47; p = .005, d = .47) or 

moderate (M = 1.18, SD = .50; p = .009, d = .44) in difference. There was no difference in 

anxiety in the low and moderate conditions (p = .90, d = .04).  

3.7.2.3.4 Incongruity Resolution 

A two-way ANOVA revealed a significant effect of difference condition on 

incongruity resolution (F(2, 433) = 24.24, p < .001). The effect of mechanism order (F(1, 

433) = 2.71, p = .10) and the interaction of mechanism order and condition (F(2, 433) = .95, 

p = .39) was not significant. 

Participants were less able to resolve the incongruity in the high difference 

condition (M = 4.76, SD = 1.69) compared to the low (M = 5.69, SD = 1.27; t(436) = 5.51, p < 

.001, d = .62) or moderate difference conditions (M = 5.84, SD = 1.33; t(436) = 6.42, p < .001, 

d = .71). There was no difference in resolution in the low and moderate conditions (t(436) 

= .94, p = .35, d = .12). 

3.7.2.4 Mediation Analyses with Various Possible Mechanisms 

3.7.2.4.1 Iconic and Expressive Authenticity 

As in study 3, because the conditions represent low, moderate, and high levels of 

the same construct (difference), I chose to analyze this independent variable 

continuously (low = 0, moderate = 1, high = 2) for ease of exposition in results that 

follow. Analyses with dummy coded difference conditions yields substantively similar 

results.  
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Replicating prior results and supporting my theory, both iconic (ab = -.37, 95% CI 

[-.48, -.27]) and expressive authenticity (ab = .22, 95% CI [.14, .31]) mediated (PROCESS 

Model 4 with 5000 bootstrap samples and parallel mediators; Hayes 2013) the effect of 

difference condition on cover song enjoyment. Greater difference decreased perceptions 

of iconic authenticity (b = -.77, t(437) = 8.91, p < .001) and increased perceptions of 

expressive authenticity (b = .57, t(437) = 7.27, p < .001). Both iconic (b = .48, t(435) = 10.25, 

p < .001) and expressive (b = .38, t(435) = 7.42, p < .001) authenticity, controlling for the 

difference conditions, increased enjoyment. 

3.7.2.4.2 Evaluation Certainty 

Although the difference conditions had a marginal effect on the self-reported 

measure of evaluation certainty, as reported above, this measure did not mediate 

(PROCESS Model 4 with 5000 bootstrap samples; Hayes 2013) the effect of difference 

condition on cover song enjoyment (ab = .02, 95% CI [-.001, .06]). Furthermore, iconic (ab 

= -.37, 95% CI [-.48, -.27]) and expressive authenticity (ab = .21, 95% CI [.14, .31]) 

continued to mediate even when entered as parallel mediators in the same model with 

evaluation certainty. 

3.7.2.4.3 Anxiety 

As reported above, there was a significant interaction between condition and 

mechanism order on anxiety. Specifically, there was a significant effect of condition on 

anxiety when the alternative mechanisms appeared first, but no significant effect of 

condition on anxiety when my predicted mechanisms appeared first. However, a 
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moderated mediation analysis (PROCESS Model 7 with 5000 bootstrap samples; Hayes 

2013) with difference condition as the independent variable, enjoyment as the dependent 

variable, mechanism order as the moderator, and anxiety as the mediator, suggests that 

anxiety did not mediate among participants for whom the alternative mechanisms 

appeared first (ab = .003, 95% CI [-.04, .04]) or for whom my predicted mechanism 

appeared first (ab = -.001, 95% CI [-.03, .02]). If entered into the same model as parallel 

mediators with anxiety, iconic and expressive authenticity mediate enjoyment among 

participants for whom the alternative mechanisms appeared first (abIconic = -.41, 95% CI [-

.55, -.29]; abExpressive = .23, 95% CI [.14, .33]) and for whom my predicted mechanism 

appeared first (abIconic = -.34, 95% CI [-.49, -.21]; abExpressive = .21, 95% CI [.12, .33]). 

3.7.2.4.4 Incongruity Resolution 

Incongruity resolution mediated (PROCESS Model 4 with 5000 bootstrap 

samples; Hayes 2013) the effect of difference condition on cover song enjoyment (ab = -

.29, 95% CI [-.42, -.18]). Despite this significant result, iconic (ab = -.23, 95% CI [-.34, -.16]) 

and expressive authenticity (ab = .17, 95% CI [.11, .25]) continued to mediate even when 

entered as parallel mediators in the same model with incongruity resolution. Therefore, 

even if consumers’ ability to resolve the incongruity between the original and the cover 

explains part of the effect of difference on evaluation, it does not eliminate the effect of 

my predicted mechanisms. 



 

  140 

3.7.2.5 Moderation by Various Individual Differences 

3.7.2.4.1 Attachment 

I ran a regression of enjoyment on difference (mean centered), attachment (mean 

centered), and the interaction of the two that revealed a marginal predicted interaction (b 

= -.13, t(435) = 1.68, p = .094). The effect of attachment was also significant (b = .46, t(435) = 

4.88, p < .001). The effect of difference, with the interaction and effect of attachment in 

the model, was no longer significant (b = .17, t(435) = .87, p = .38). 

Replicating my prior results, a floodlight analysis probing the significant 

interaction (Spiller et al. 2013) revealed that the participants with attachment at and 

above 3.14 (26.7% of the sample) significantly preferred less different cover songs (e.g., 

at 3.14, b = -.23, t(435) = 1.97, p = .05). Participants with attachment below this Johnson-

Neyman point (73.3% of the sample) did not exhibit this preference.  

Alternatively, examining the relationship between attachment and enjoyment in 

the various difference conditions (i.e., simple slopes analysis) suggests that attachment 

increased enjoyment of the cover low (b = .36, t(433) = 3.53, p < .001) and moderate in 

difference (b = .65, t(433) = 5.76, p < .001). Attachment did not have an effect on 

enjoyment of the highly different cover (b = .06, t(433) = .51, p = .61).  

Although discussed here only briefly, attachment moderated (PROCESS Model 

14 with 5000 bootstrap samples and parallel mediators; Hayes 2013) the mediating effect 

of iconic authenticity on cover song enjoyment (index of moderated mediation = -.07, 

95% CI [-.14, -.01]). Attachment did not moderate the effect of expressive authenticity on 
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enjoyment (index of moderated mediation = -.04, 95%CI [-.09, .01]). This moderated 

mediation pattern replicates those observed in my prior studies. 

3.7.2.4.2 Dogmatism 

A similar regression of enjoyment on difference (mean centered), dogmatism 

(mean centered), and the interaction of the two revealed no significant interaction (b = -

.08, t(435) = .61, p = .54). Bayesian analyses support this null interaction (BF01 = 255.12). 

3.7.2.4.3 Sensation Seeking 

Finally, a similar regression of enjoyment on difference (mean centered), 

sensation seeking (mean centered), and the interaction of the two also revealed no 

significant interaction (b = .03, t(435) = .25, p = .80). Bayesian analyses support this null 

interaction (BF01 = 9.46). 

3.7.3 Discussion 

Bolstering my prior studies, study 5 supports the proposed effect and theory. 

Furthermore and importantly, this study casts doubt on alternate theories that also 

predict that moderately different stimuli elicit the most positive evaluations. Although 

future studies should reinforce this evidence with additional measures and/or 

manipulations, this study casts doubt on the possibility that this effect is caused solely 

by schema congruity mechanisms (Mandler 1982) or two-factor theory (Berlyne 1970).  

First, study 5 casts doubt on these alternative accounts with measured mediation. 

Prior research would predict that listeners’ evaluation time, evaluation certainty 

(Meyers-Levy and Tybout 1989), curiosity, anxiety, or ability to resolve the incongruity 
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between the original and the cover (Noseworthy et al. 2014) should have mediated this 

effect if it were driven by schema congruity mechanisms. With the exception of 

incongruity resolution, I find that none of these measures mediate this effect. Although 

incongruity resolution does mediate this effect, it does not render iconic and expressive 

authenticity non-significant as mediators.  

Second, study 5 casts doubt on these accounts with moderation. Meyers-Levy 

and Tybout (1989) would predict that dogmatism should moderate this effect if it were 

caused by schema congruity mechanisms, and two-factor theory may predict that 

sensation seeking would moderate this effect. Further casting doubt on these alternative 

theories, I find that neither of these individual differences moderated the effect. Bayesian 

analyses further support these null findings. Replicating prior results, I find that 

attachment to the original song, which boosts consumers’ valuation for iconic 

authenticity, did moderate this effect.  

In sum, I propose and find evidence for a specific theory tailored to domains, like 

creative adaptations, where authenticity is an important consideration to consumers. 

Although general theories such as schema congruity or two-factor theory may predict 

the focal pattern of results, study 5 suggests that the proposed authenticity-specific 

model captures this particular effect more accurately than more general models. 



 

  143 

3.8 General Discussion 

I present a framework that leverages cover songs as the research context to 

provide the first experimental evidence documenting how consumers’ navigate the 

tension between iconic—true to the original—and expressive—true to the adapting 

artist—authenticity when evaluating creative adaptations. Across five studies in both 

field (study 1) and traditional experimental (studies 2 – 5) settings, I show a negative 

quadratic relationship between the cover’s difference from its original and listeners’ 

enjoyment of the cover. In other words, I find that consumers prefer cover songs that are 

moderately versus more or less different from their original, and I rule out the 

possibility that this effect is due to musical attributes other than the cover’s difference 

from its original (study 2). Crucially, I demonstrate that the balance of perceptions of the 

cover’s iconic and expressive authenticity drives this effect. Additionally, I show that 

this effect depends on listeners’ attachment to the original (studies 3 – 5). Because of 

their increased valuation of iconic authenticity, more attached listeners prefer covers 

that are less different from the original to which they are attached. Finally, I cast doubt 

on mechanisms having to do with more general theories that might predict this pattern 

of results, like schema congruity theory (study 5).  

3.8.1 Contributions to Research on Authenticity 

Because they are copies, cover songs lack authenticity in a literal sense (i.e., pure 

originality). However, interestingly, cover songs are a fertile context for exploring 
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authenticity issues because they do vary on two important types of authenticity, iconic 

(true to the original song) and expressive (true to the artist). Hence, exploring the 

psychological mechanisms underlying consumers’ enjoyment of cover songs allows me 

to make important conceptual and empirical contributions to the authenticity literature. 

In particular, I advance understanding of how multiple types of authenticity in tension 

can jointly affect consumers’ evaluations. Although theorists have discussed many types 

of authenticity, prior experimental literature has primarily focused on how a single type 

of authenticity affects product assessment. In contrast, I provide the first experimental 

analysis of how multiple types of authenticity that can be at odds affect consumers’ 

evaluations (i.e., liking, enjoyment) of market offerings. By examining how multiple 

types of authenticity can jointly affect product evaluation, I provide a more detailed 

view of authenticity’s role in preference formation. In particular, I demonstrate that 

maximizing one type of authenticity may not always lead to the most favorable product 

assessments. 

3.8.2 Contributions to Research on Music Enjoyment 

Although I view the major contribution of this research to be providing a more 

detailed view of how multiple types of authenticity can affect consumers’ evaluations, I 

also contribute to understanding consumers’ enjoyment of music, specifically cover 

songs. Although research in consumer behavior and psychology has begun to explore 

the psychological drivers of music enjoyment, such as lyric repetition (Nunes et al. 2015) 
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and creative control (Valsesia et al. 2016), it has yet to specifically explore cover music, 

which is “central to an understanding of contemporary popular music” (Mosser 2008). 

While research in musicology has explored cover songs, including their types (Mosser 

2008), influence on popular music (Coyle 2002; Plasketes 1992, 2010; Solis 2010), and 

value (Cusic 2005; Solis 2010), this research has not empirically or experimentally 

identified the psychological mechanisms driving consumers’ evaluations. Unlike prior 

musicology research on covers, I begin to causally examine what covers people prefer 

under what circumstances and why.  

3.8.3 Marketing Implications 

Although I focus my research on cover songs in this paper, I believe my work has 

implications for other contexts in which a producer adapts an existing product not 

originally of their own creation (i.e., a creative adaptation). For instance, when a chef 

wishes to interpret an existing recipe originally created by another chef using his/her 

own cooking style, how will such an attempt be evaluated? According to my framework 

and results, the way in which assessments of iconic and expressive authenticity are 

valued will be critical for consumers’ evaluations.  

My work may also have implications for contexts in which a producer adapts an 

existing product of their own creation. For instance, when an artist wishes to take his or 

her own work in a new direction (e.g., when Taylor Swift shifted from the country to the 

pop genre), how will such an attempt be evaluated? Similarly, how consumers evaluate 
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a producer taking their work in a new direction may depend on the extent to which 

consumers emphasize iconic authenticity (true to their original work) versus expressive 

authenticity (true to their expressive needs). I discuss how cultural and individual 

differences may affect perceptions of and relative emphasis on iconic versus expressive 

authenticity below in the future research section. 

3.8.4 Future Research 

3.8.4.1 What affects perceptions of different types of authenticity? 

 In the context of cover songs, I suggest that difference between the cover and the 

original positively affects perceptions of expressive authenticity and negatively affects 

perceptions of iconic authenticity. In my studies, the cover artists were both anonymous 

to the listeners and not well-known. Therefore, participants had no information about 

the cover artist to inform judgments of expressive authenticity. Knowing an artist may 

provide listeners additional cues with which to evaluate expressive authenticity. 

Knowing an artist may even provide for opportunities in which iconic and expressive 

authenticity coincide (e.g., knowing that the cover artist has a similar style to the original 

artist). Also in my studies, participants always knew the original song, as they were 

required to listen to it prior to the cover. In many cases, however, listeners may not or 

only weakly know the original when they hear a cover. Therefore, alternatively, a lack of 

knowledge of the original song may provide listeners with fewer cues with which to 

evaluate iconic authenticity. Within the context of cover songs, future research could 



 

  147 

explore how additional knowledge (or lack thereof) affects perceptions of iconic and 

expressive authenticity.  

More generally, one important area for future research is an examination of what 

factors affect perceptions of iconic and expressive, as well as other types, of authenticity 

in the creative marketplace. For instance, if an artist changes his or her style, what affects 

whether the artist is perceived as truly ‘growing’ (an internal reason for the change) and 

hence still expressing their true self (i.e., expressive authenticity) or is ‘selling out’ to 

become more popular (an external reason for the change). Such judgments may be 

affected by whether an individual has an entity or incremental implicit self-theory 

(Dweck 1999). Individuals holding an entity theory may be more inclined toward 

attributing an external reason for the change (because individuals are what they are), 

whereas an incremental theorist may be more inclined to believe that the individual 

artist can change and grow and remain authentic. Such questions relating to the factors 

affecting individuals’ perceptions of various types of artistic authenticity are worthy of 

future research. 

3.8.4.2 What affects preferences for different types of authenticity?  

In the context of cover songs, I suggest that attachment to the original increases 

listeners’ preference for iconic authenticity and hence less different covers. Although I 

minimized its influence in my studies by using unknown cover artists, attachment to the 
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cover artist (vs. the original song, as I explore) may not only affect perceptions of (as 

detailed in the prior section) but also increase valuation of expressive authenticity.  

More generally, another important area for future research is an examination of 

what settings or individual differences may affect the extent to which an individual 

emphasizes iconic or expressive, as well as other types of, authenticity when forming 

their evaluations. Several individual differences may affect consumers’ relative 

emphasis on iconic versus expressive authenticity. For instance, cultures that are more 

individualistic may emphasize expressive over iconic authenticity to a greater degree 

than cultures that are less individualistic. Or, need for control has been shown to cause 

consumers to seek greater fit between brands and their extensions (Cutright, Bettman, 

and Fitzsimons 2013), and it may also cause consumers to seek greater iconic 

authenticity in their consumption. Alternatively, need for uniqueness, for example, may 

increase valuation of expressive authenticity. Such questions relating to the factors 

affecting individuals’ emphasis on various types of authenticity are also worthy of 

future research. 
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4. Conclusion 

The postmodern marketplace can feel replete with meaningless consumption 

(Arnould and Price 2000). Consumers have reacted to this meaninglessness by seeking 

authenticity—consumption that feels “real”—in the marketplace, including in 

themselves, other consumers, and market offerings. Scholars have even suggested that 

“consumers’ search for authenticity is one of the cornerstones of contemporary 

marketing” (Brown et al. 2003, p. 21). Hence, the study of authenticity in the marketplace 

has recently accelerated in consumer research. Our understanding of the role of 

authenticity in consumer behavior is far from complete, though. Authenticity’s nature as 

a multi-dimensional and amorphous concept makes it full of opportunity for greater 

understanding. This work contributes to that understanding in two essays.  

In essay 1 (“Goldilocks Signaling: How the Number of Signaling Items in an 

Ensemble Affects Perceptions of Consumer Authenticity”), I explore how the number of 

identity-signaling items a consumer includes in their ensemble affects observer 

perceptions of the consumer’s identity-specific authenticity. Essay 1 demonstrates that 

observer perceptions of authenticity are maximized when consumers engage in some 

self-presentation while avoiding appearing as if they are trying too hard to signal. 

Accordingly, I find that consumers with ensembles featuring a moderate or “just right” 

number of signaling items are generally (with some boundaries) perceived as most 

authentic in relation to the identity they are signaling—a “Goldilocks signaling” effect. 
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Consumers make these inferences both spontaneously and reflecting the choice patterns 

of more versus less authentic consumers. Furthermore, I demonstrate that such 

perceptions can affect how much observers like the identity-signaling consumer and 

how confident they are in, and thus willing to make a costly gamble on, the consumer’s 

identity-relevant skill. This essay is among few experimental papers in consumer 

behavior to consider ensemble signaling. Furthermore, this essay expands the scope of 

the signaling and authenticity literatures by exploring what causes consumer identity 

signals to be perceived as authentic.  Finally, it also expands our knowledge of 

authenticity assessments more generally by examining when observers make 

spontaneous inferences regarding authenticity. 

In essay 2 (“True to the Original or to the Creator? How Consumers Navigate the 

Tension Between Iconic and Expressive Authenticity in Evaluations of Creative 

Adaptations”), I explore the role of authenticity in consumers’ evaluations of creative 

adaptations by leveraging the context of cover songs. Essay 2 demonstrates that 

consumers’ evaluations of cover songs are driven by the relative value they place on the 

cover’s iconic—truth to the original—and expressive—truth to the cover artist—

authenticity. Greater difference from the original is positively associated with expressive 

authenticity and negatively associated with iconic authenticity. Consumers often value 

both these types of authenticity, hence causing them to prefer cover songs that are 

moderately versus more or less different from their original. I find that consumers who 
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are highly attached to the original, however, place increased value on iconic authenticity 

and hence prefer cover songs that are less different from their beloved original. 

Although theory suggests that several types of authenticity can be simultaneously 

salient for a single entity at a point in time (Newman and Smith 2016), extant 

experimental research on how authenticity affects consumer evaluations focuses on the 

evaluative consequences of a single type of authenticity. This essay is, to my knowledge, 

the first research to quantify how multiple types of authenticity affect consumer 

preference formation. 

By exploring antecedents and consequences of multiple types of authenticity for 

both consumers (essay 1) and consumption objects (essay 2), these essays advance our 

understanding of authenticity’s role in the current consumption landscape. Therefore, 

this research also advances our understanding of one way that consumers may cope 

with the frivolity of the postmodern marketplace.  
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Appendix A: Essay 1 Study 1 Photo Story Procedure 

Please imagine a man named Thomas. Thomas is starting his day, waking up at his 

usual time.   

 

Thomas gets out of bed and begins his morning routine. He brushes his teeth and 

showers.  

 

After he showers, Thomas puts on his robe. He realizes that he needs to shave, so he 

does that as well.   

 

Thomas heads to his kitchen to eat something for breakfast. He chooses to prepare some 

scrambled eggs and toast.  
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After eating breakfast, Thomas puts his dishes in the dishwasher and goes to his closet 

to decide what to wear for the day. Today, Thomas has the day off from work, but he 

has to run some errands, including grocery shopping and stopping by the bank and post 

office. 

 

Thomas chooses a shirt and some casual pants to wear. 

Plain Signaling 
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Plain Signaling 

  
It seems sunny outside, so Thomas also grabs a hat off of his dresser. 

Plain Signaling 

  
Thomas heads towards his front door, making sure to grab his cell phone, wallet, and 

keys. He also puts his shoes on. 

 

Before he leaves, he checks the temperature. It is slightly chilly this morning, so Thomas 

grabs a jacket. 
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Plain Signaling 

  
Thomas also realizes that he might want to get a coffee and answer some emails at a 

local cafe. Thomas grabs a backpack and puts his laptop inside of it.   

Plain Signaling 

  
Thomas then exits his home, locks his door, and runs his errands.   
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Appendix B: Essay 1 Authenticity Scale 

1. Indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statement: Thomas is an 

authentic [focal identity; e.g., athlete]. (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 

2. Indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statement: Thomas is a 

fake [focal identity]. (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 

3. How inauthentic or authentic [a/an] [focal identity] is Thomas? (1 = extremely 

inauthentic, 7 = extremely authentic) 

4. Indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statement: The clothing 

Thomas is wearing accurately reflects his true self, or who he really is. (1 = strongly 

disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 

5. Indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statement: Thomas is a 

true [focal identity]. (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 
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Appendix C: Essay 1 Study 2 Stimuli 

For the Nike and plain study 2 stimuli, see Appendix A. 
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Appendix D: Essay 1 Study 3 Stimuli 

Fan stimuli Plain Signaling 

Shirt 

  
Pants 

 
 

Hat 
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Jacket  

 
 

Backpack 

  
 

 

 

Golfer stimuli Plain Signaling 

Shirt 
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Pants 

  
Hat 

  
Jacket 

  
Backpack 
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Appendix E: Essay 1 Study 4 Photo Story Procedure and 
Stimuli 

This is Jack. 

3 Signaling Items 5 Signaling Items 
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Jack is leaving his home. 

3 Signaling Items 5 Signaling Items 
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Jack is getting in his car and heading to a local [golf course to golf/park to take a walk]. 

3 Signaling Items 5 Signaling Items 
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Jack has arrived at the [golf course/park]. He is putting his cell phone in his backpack and 

leaving his backpack locked in his car. 

3 Signaling Items 5 Signaling Items 

  

Here is a video of Jack [putting/walking]. Please press play to watch the video. Note that 

this video does not have sound, and depending on your browser, it might take a few 

moments to load the video 



 

  165 

 Control, 3 Signaling Items: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gKfaUXOubZM 

 Control, 5 Signaling Items: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0wZtQRNB-Y4 

 Skilled, 3 Signaling Items: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KZ4M6CBD1OQ 

 Skilled, 5 Signaling Items: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xt_e49r7NS4 

Jack has completed his [round of golf/walk] and is heading home. 

3 Signaling Items 5 Signaling Items 

 
 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gKfaUXOubZM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0wZtQRNB-Y4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KZ4M6CBD1OQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xt_e49r7NS4
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Jack has arrived home. 

3 Signaling Items 5 Signaling Items 
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Appendix F: Essay 1 Study 4 Betting Outcomes 
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Appendix G: Essay 1 Study 4 Betting Stimuli 
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Appendix H: Essay 1 Study 5 Stimuli 

 

0 Signaling Items 2 Signaling Items 5 Signaling Items 
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Appendix I: Essay 1 Study 6 Choices 

 Men’s Women’s 

0 Signaling Items 

  
1 Signaling Item  

  
2 Signaling Items 
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3 Signaling Items 

  
4 Signaling Items 

  
5 Signaling Items 
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