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This paper explores the power of narcissists in social product configurators. We show that narcissists are more likely to share their

customized product online and to use I-centered communication to describe it. Because other consumers adjust their customized

product to the narcissist’s one, they evaluate their customized product less favorably.

 
 
[to cite]:

Johanna Hasenmaile-Aspin, Emanuel de Bellis, and Andreas Herrmann (2020) ,"The Social Power of Narcissists in Mass

Customization", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 48, eds. Jennifer Argo, Tina M. Lowrey, and Hope Jensen

Schau, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 393-394.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/2661530/volumes/v48/NA-48

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/2661530/volumes/v48/NA-48
http://www.copyright.com/


393
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 48, ©2020

The Social Power of Narcissists in Mass Customization
Johanna Hasenmaile-Aspin, University of St. Gallen, Switzerland

Emanuel de Bellis, University of St. Gallen, Switzerland
Andreas Herrmann, University of St. Gallen, Switzerland

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers are increasingly flooded with information, not only 

from firms but also from peers. Providing information online through 
electronic word of mouth (eWOM) enables consumers to commu-
nicate about products, services, and brands (Rosario et al. 2016). 
Whereas much is known about the consequences of eWOM and its 
underlying processes (Berger 2014; Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; 
Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004), less attention has been paid to which 
communication by which consumers has which influence. Exploring 
this issue, we propose that narcissism is key to understanding the ef-
fectiveness of eWOM. 

We conceptualize narcissism as unjustified conceit, which im-
plies excessive motivation to self-enhance (Lee et al. 2013). Narcis-
sists are highly self-centered, persistently seek attention, and often 
consider themselves the epicenter of their social world (Sedikides et 
al. 2002). Their social interactions are shaped by the need to boast 
about their achievements (Sedikides et al. 2007). Narcissists com-
municate to convey “heroic I” messages; this self-centered “configu-
ration of selfhood” means that narcissists strive to be the heroes of 
their own stories (Goodman, Dueck, and Langdal 2010, 667). The 
prevailing opinion is that narcissistic communication is I-centered 
as narcissists tend to use more first-person singular (“I” and “me”) 
than plural (“we” and “us”) pronouns compared to non-narcissists 
(Chatterjee and Hambrick 2007; Raskin and Shaw 1988). However, 
this relationship has been examined with contradictory results. Some 
studies have not found a significant correlation between I-centered 
communication and narcissism (Carey et al. 2015; DeWall et al. 
2011; Fast and Funder 2010). It remains unclear how narcissists 
communicate—especially in specific settings such as mass custom-
ization (MC) systems.

Our research integrates insights from eWOM and narcissistic 
communication into the MC domain. Integrating social elements 
into MC systems is attracting increasing attention across industries 
as consumers can share and discuss their customized products (e.g., 
cars or sneakers) directly with their peers via social product configu-
rators. Thus far, little is known about the consequences of integrat-
ing elements of social interaction into MC systems. The few existing 
systematic studies have examined how feedback impacts the unique-
ness of product designs, the role of social distance in product modi-
fications, and satisfaction with self-designed products (D’Angelo, 
Diehl, and Cavanaugh 2019; Hildebrand et al. 2013; Schlager et al. 
2018). However, none has investigated whether and how communi-
cation styles in consumer feedback messages affect peers when cus-
tomizing products.

We propose that narcissistic consumers employ self-promoting 
interaction patterns in social product configurators. When narcissis-
tic consumers share their customized products, their underlying mo-
tivation is to highlight their greatness (Goodman et al. 2010). They 
are hence likely to use more first-person singular pronouns compared 
to non-narcissists.

Hypothesis 1:	 The greater consumers’ narcissistic tendencies, 
the more they use I-centered (vs. product-cen-
tered) communication in social product configu-
rators.

How does such narcissistic (i.e., I-centered) communication, 
beside a shared configuration, affect others? We expect this type of 
message to tell peers that the product designer identifies with the 
customized product. Its use of “I” makes such communication seem 
more authentic and competent, and thus more influential (Brunell et 
al. 2008). Therefore, when consumers can repeat their configuration, 
we suspect that they are influenced by a narcissist’s sample configu-
ration, resulting in an adjustment of their original configuration.

Hypothesis 2:	 Consumers adjust their own customized product 
to their peers’ sample configuration if its presen-
tation is I-centered (vs. product-centered).

Peer input on evaluating preliminary design solutions can have 
positive effects (Franke, Keinz, and Schreier 2008). However, social 
comparisons and deviating from initial preferences can devalue self-
designed products (Hildebrand et al. 2013). Thus, while consumers 
likely adjust their customized product more to a narcissist’s sample 
configuration, we expect them to be less satisfied with their own cus-
tomized product because they perceive narcissists’ configurations as 
more competently customized. 

Hypothesis 3:	 Consumers perceive their own customized prod-
ucts less favorably after seeing an I-centered (vs. 
product-centered) sample configuration.

Our pilot study (field study; N=64) explored how social net-
works impact a recent car purchase and how consumer communi-
cation depends on narcissistic tendencies. We found that narcissists 
more frequently use social networks and that narcissistic tendencies 
predict the use of first-person singular pronouns. Therefore, narcis-
sists can be described as opinion leaders heavily using first-person 
singular pronouns when communicating via social networks. 

Study 1 (online study, N=146) examined how narcissists’ mes-
sages impact peer product customization. We employed a 2 (perspec-
tive: I-centered vs. product-centered) × 2 (appraisal: appraising vs. 
non-appraising) between-subjects design. Having measured narcis-
sistic tendencies, participants configured a car with a mock-up con-
figurator. Next, they were randomly assigned to a sample configura-
tion along with an experimentally manipulated message. We created 
four sample configurations (to be used with one of four messages) 
that varied in terms of perspective (I-centered vs. product-centered), 
appraisal, and whether attribute options were made explicit. Finally, 
participants configured their car a second time. Using the adjustment 
index, we computed the difference between customizations 1 and 2. 
Overall, consumers receiving an I-centered (vs. product-centered) 
message were significantly more likely to adjust their customized 
product to a sample configuration. 

Study 2 (lab study, N=169) explored whether consumers were 
satisfied with their customized product after receiving a narcissistic 
sample configuration. Participants configured a car and evaluated 
their customized product. Next, they were randomly assigned to one 
of four experimentally manipulated messages and shown one of four 
fully configured cars supposedly posted on a social network. Finally, 
they reevaluated their customized product by responding to diverse 
variables. Overall, consumers consistently evaluated their custom-
ized product more negatively (e.g., decreased choice satisfaction, 
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pride of authorship, fit of configured features) after seeing a narcis-
sistically communicated sample configuration while expressing a 
greater desire to reconfigure their customized product. 

Our research highlights the social power of narcissists in MC 
systems. Narcissistic communication seems critical to understanding 
the effectiveness of eWOM and to determining what cuts through 
the noise and influences consumers in social product configurators. 
We contribute to three literature streams—eWOM, narcissism, and 
MC—by demonstrating that narcissistic (vs. non-narcissistic) com-
munication in social product configurators is more influential while 
decreasing consumers’ satisfaction with their customized products. 

REFERENCES
Berger, Jonah (2014), “Word of mouth and interpersonal 

communication: A review and directions for future research,” 
Journal of Consumer Psychology, 24 (4), 586–607. 

Brunell, Amy B., William A. Gentry, W. Keith Campbell, Brian J. 
Hoffman, Karl W. Kuhnert, and Kenneth G. DeMarree (2008), 
“Leader emergence: The case of the narcissistic leader,” 
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 34 (12), 1663–76. 

Carey, Angela L., Melanie S. Brucks, Albrecht C. P Küfner, 
Nicholas S. Holtzman, Fenne große Deters, Mitja D. Back, … 
Matthias R. Mehl (2015), “Narcissism and the use of personal 
pronouns revisited,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 109 (3), e1–e15. 

Chatterjee, Arijit and Donald C. Hambrick (2007), “It’s all about 
me: Narcissistic chief executive officers and their effects on 
company strategy and performance,” Administrative Science 
Quarterly, 52 (3), 351–86. 

Chevalier, Judith and Dina Mayzlin (2006), “The effect of word of 
mouth on sales: Online book reviews,” Journal of Marketing 
Research, 43 (3), 345–54. 

D’Angelo, Jennifer K., Kristin Diehl, and Lisa A. Cavanaugh 
(2019), “Lead by Example? Custom-Made Examples Created 
by Close Others Lead Consumers to Make Dissimilar 
Choices,” Journal of Consumer Research, 46 (4), 750–73. 

DeWall, C. Nathan, Laura. E. Buffardi, Ian Bonser, and W. Keith 
Campbell (2011), “Narcissism and implicit attention seeking: 
Evidence from linguistic analyses of social networking and 
online presentation,” Personality and Individual Differences, 
51 (1), 57–62. 

Fast, Lisa A. and David C. Funder (2010), “Gender Differences 
in the Correlates of Self-Referent Word Use: Authority, 
Entitlement, and Depressive Symptoms,” Journal of 
Personality, 78 (1), 313–38. 

Franke, Nikolaus, Peter Keinz, and Martin Schreier (2008), 
“Complementing mass customization toolkits with user 
communities: How peer input improves customer self-design,” 
Journal of Product Innovation Management, 25 (6), 546–59. 

Goodman, David M., Alvin Dueck, and Julia P. Langdal (2010), 
“The ‘heroic I’: A levinasian critique of western narcissism,” 
Theory and Psychology, 20 (5), 667–85. 

Hennig-Thurau, Thorsten, Kevin P. Gwinner, Gianfranco Walsh, 
and Dwayne D. Gremler (2004), “Electronic word-of-mouth 
via consumer-opinion platforms: What motivates consumers to 
articulate themselves on the Internet?” Journal of Interactive 
Marketing, 18 (1), 38–52. 

Hildebrand, Christian, Gerald Häubl, Andreas Herrmann, and Jan 
R. Landwehr (2013), “When social media can be bad for you: 
Community feedback stifles consumer creativity and reduces 
satisfaction with self-designed products,” Information Systems 
Research, 24 (1), 14–29. 

Lee, Seung Yun, Aiden P. Gregg, and Seong Hoon Park (2013), 
“The person in the purchase: Narcissistic consumers prefer 
products that positively distinguish them,” Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 105 (2), 335–52. 

Raskin, Robert and Robert Shaw (1988), “Narcissism and the use 
of personal pronouns,” Journal of Personality, (2), 393–404. 

Rosario, Ana Babic, Francesca Sotgiu, Kristine De Valck, and 
Tammo H. A. Bijmolt (2016), “The effect of electronic word of 
mouth on sales: A meta-analytic review of platform, product, 
and metric factors,” Journal of Marketing Research, 53 (3), 
297–318. 

Sedikides, Constantine, W. Keith Campbell, Glenn D. Reeder, 
Andrew J. Elliot, and Aiden P. Gregg (2002), “Do others 
bring out the worst in narcissists? The “others exist for me” 
illusion,” In Y. Kashima, M. Foddy, and M. J. Platow (Eds.), 
Self and Identity: Personal, Social, and Symbolic (pp. 103–
124). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers.

Sedikides, Constantine, Aiden P. Gregg, Sylwia Cisek, and Claire 
M. Hart (2007), “The I that buys: Narcissists as consumers,” 
Journal of Consumer Psychology, 17 (4), 254–57. 

Schlager, Tobias, Christian Hildebrand, Gerald Häubl, Nikolaus 
Franke, and Andreas Herrmann (2018), “Social product-
customization systems: Peer input, conformity, and consumers’ 
evaluation of customized products,” Journal of Management 
Information Systems, 35 (1), 319–49. 


