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• Concerns with infectious pathogens motivate people to stay away from not only 
people associated with disease cues but also other people in general as a means of 
self-protection against possible infection. 

• Consumers are inclined to distance from others under pathogen threat, not only 
physically but also symbolically.

• Upgrading means acquiring products that are difficult to obtain (limited or exclusive 
edition) or available only to a small group of people at a certain point in time  (newest 
products).

• This people-avoidance motive heightens strong- (vs. weak-) self-brand-connection 
(SBC) consumers’ interest in upgrading, which enables them to symbolically distance 
from the brand’s majority of users while also preserving their relationship with the 
brand.

Study 4: Manipulated Disease Threat

Ø Methods
The Relative Search Volume for 210 DMAs
• iPhone 12 (from 23rd Oct 2020 to 20th May 2021), which serves as an indicator for 

upgrading intention. 
• iPhone (1st Jan 2015 to 1st Jan 2020), which served as an indicator for general 

brand loyalty and brand identification. 
• COVID-19 testing (from 23rd Oct 2020 to 20th May 2021), which serves as an 

indicator for concerns with COVID-19. 
Control Variables (personal income, density, internet access, policial ideology, 
education…)

Ø Results
Search for “COVID-19” positively predicts search for “iPhone 12” for DMAs having 
high search volume for the brand “iPhone” (1SD above the mean; b = .28, SE = .04, 
t(205) = 7.54, p <.001), but not for DMAs having low search volume for “iPhone” (1SD 
below the mean; b = .03, SE = .06, t(205) = .57, NS)

  Model 1   Model 2  

  b t p b t p

Interaction .014 (.004) 4.03***
<.001

.011 (.003) 3.07**
.002

“ C ov i d - 1 9 
testing”

-.96 (.27)

-3.22** .002 -.69 (.25) -2.73** .007

“iPhone” .20 (.17) 1.17 ns .30 (.18) 1.66 ns

%  T r u m p 
vote

   

  -.27 (.06) -4.60*** <.001

%  I n t e r n e t 
access

   

  .13 (.19) .68 ns

% Males       1.75 (.87) 2.01* .046

% Bachelor’s 
degree

   

  -.38 (.14) -2.72** .007

Median age    
  -.34 (.18) -1.93 ns

Ln (Density)    
  1.20 (.71) 1.68 ns

Ln (Personal 
income)

   

  5.04 (4.62) 1.09 ns

Model F 80.13***   36.87***  

Adjusted R2 53.3%
  64.2%  

Ø Methods
• 406 Mturk workers (46.1% females; Mage = 37.92, SD = 12.51)
• SBC (To what extent do you feel personally connected to Nike; To what extent 

does Nike say something to other people about who you are)
• Upgrade intention (How likely is it for you to purchase limited edition products 

from Nike; How likely is it for you to purchase the newest generation products 
from Nike)

• COVID-19 Concerns (How concerned are you with COVID-19; How worried 
are you with COVID-19)

Ø Results

Intention to Upgrade (1-7)

N = 406; F(1, 402) = 4.88, p = .028 

b = .26, t(402) = 2.70, p = .007 

Ø Methods
• 548 MTurk workers (43.4% females; Mage = 37.04, SD = 11.91)
• “Tell us a brand of clothing that you frequently purchase”
• SBC
• Upgrade intention
• Symbolic distancing (I want to stay away from other customers of [brand name]; 

I don't want too many others to use [brand name]; I want to be a special user 
of [brand name]; I want to be different from other customers who use [brand 
name])

• Perceived infectability (I am more likely than the people around me to catch an 
infectious disease; I have a history of susceptibility to infectious diseases; If an 
illness is 'going around', I will get it)

Ø Results

Ø Methods
• 374 MTurk participants (36.4% females; Mage = 37.24, SD = 17.22)
• “Tell us the brand of mobile phone you currently use”
• Disease manipulation: Read news concerning COVID (vs. climate change) and 

answer some questions
• Upgrade intention
• SBC
• How popular do you think [brand name] is among consumers in general  

Ø Results
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• This research shows that concerns with disease threats in one’s environment could 
exert an influence on people’s upgrading decisions in consumption contexts that are 
completely unrelated to disease prevention. 

• This research also contributes to our understanding of product upgrading by 
demonstrating that such decisions could be shaped by environmental factors that are 
incidental to the product decision (i.e., disease cues).

• From a more managerial perspective, our findings emphasize the importance of 
creating strong SBCs. 


