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Abstract
Purpose – This study aims to follow a rigorous approach to identify, critically analyze and synthesize 75
papers published from 2000 to 2022.

Design/methodology/approach – The study presents a systematic literature review on identity
expressiveness (IE), clarifying and expanding what is currently known about the concept.

Findings – To synthesize current knowledge on IE, the study uses the overarching framework of
antecedents-phenomenon-consequences, using this same framework to identify gaps and future research
directions. The findings show individual and brand-related factors such as the need for uniqueness and
anthropomorphism as antecedents of IE, and eWOM/WOM, impulse purchases and upgrading to more
exclusive lines as consequences of IE.

Research limitations/implications – The study contributes to theory by synthesizing and mapping
current understanding of the state of knowledge on the concept of IE while highlighting gaps in the extant
literature and paving future research directions for scholars in the field.

Practical implications – The study offers useful insights for practitioners, broadening marketers’
actionable options in identity-based marketing. Marketers can use insights from this study to inform
marketing strategy and communication campaigns for different types of brands.

Originality/value – To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this study is the first of its kind and offers an
integrative review of the current literature on IE, thus enhancing understanding of the concept, its antecedents
and consequences. The study also contributes to knowledge by highlighting future research priorities for
researchers in this field of enquiry.
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1. Introduction
Identity expressiveness (IE) is grounded in the idea that individuals can express identity via
the purchase and use of products and/or brands (Bosnjak et al., 2016; Cho and Hwang, 2020;
He et al., 2018; Robson, 2002; Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007). The concept is of interest to both
scholars and practitioners (Chernev et al., 2011; Cho and Hwang, 2020; Sirgy et al., 2016), as it
reflects the relationship between consumers and brands (Cho and Hwang, 2020; Sirgy et al.,
2016) and influences consumers’ behavior (Giakoumaki and Krepapa, 2020; Goor et al.,
2020). Compared with identity, researchers argue that IE may be more valuable in driving
behaviors (Mannetti et al., 2002; Pagani et al., 2011; Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007). At the same
time, IE has immense potential to inform communication strategies and shape marketing
outcomes (e.g. brand preference, purchase, WOM, social media engagement and so on), with
marketers using identity expressive messages in their campaigns (Bhattacharjee et al., 2014)
(e.g. “Breitling. Instruments for professionals,” Dior’s website references to powerful
femininity in their alliances with their featured female celebrities).

However, despite its relevance and value in marketing, extant literature lacks a
systematic literature review (SLR) on IE, which hinders the “current state of knowledge”
(Palmatier et al., 2018, p. 2) of this key concept. An SLR on IE is important, as it will validate
what we currently know about the concept (MacInnis, 2011) and its implications for
marketing practice; help researchers to identify the theoretical and methodological
approaches to studying IE; highlight inconsistencies and reconcile viewpoints; and pave
new directions for future study (Elsbach and van Knippenberg, 2020; Post et al., 2020). In
view of this gap, we present an initial synthesis on IE in line with Elsbach and van
Knippenberg (2020), guided by two research objectives: (RO1) To review and integrate/
connect research findings from literature sources on IE using as a guide the overarching
framework of antecedents-phenomenon-consequences (Schmeisser, 2013), and (RO2) To
identify key research priorities and future research directions that will help advance this
field of literature. In doing so, we follow established procedures from other reviews
published in top journals in the business field (Christofi et al., 2021a, 2021b, 2021c; Leonidou
et al., 2020; Vrontis et al., 2020) and methodological studies on developing and writing
review articles (Gaur and Kumar, 2018; Snyder, 2019; Tranfield et al., 2003).

This study constitutes the only attempt in the literature to date to offer a SLR on IE.
Specifically, we contribute to theory by synthesizing and mapping current understanding of
the state of knowledge on the concept while identifying gaps in the extant literature that
present future research directions for scholars in the field (Hulland and Houston, 2020). To
enable the academic development of the subject in question, our review reconciles
definitional approaches to IE, clarifying how IE has been considered in the literature while
identifying and mapping its antecedents and consequences. In addition to the theoretical
contributions, our review provides valuable insights for managers, thereby promoting
knowledge exchange between academia and industry.

In the next section, we present our review method, explaining the database used, the
keywords chosen and the criteria for including or excluding studies, as well as the analysis
strategy. The results section provides a review and a theme-based analysis and discussion
according to the antecedents-phenomenon-consequences framework. We then present
research priorities and future research directions in the study of IE. Finally, we identify the
study’s implications for both academics and practitioners.

2. Review approach
To ensure a rigorous review and critical analysis of published work on IE, we applied the
SLR methodology. In particular, SLRs identify, select, critically analyze and synthesize
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extant literature in a meticulous manner, allowing for transparency and replicability of
results (Christofi et al., 2021a, 2021b, 2021c; Vrontis and Christofi, 2021). The SLR method
leads to robust conclusions about what is known and not known on a specific domain,
phenomenon or relationship (Christofi et al., 2017; Denyer and Tranfield, 2009). It also allows
researchers to shed light on the concept under scrutiny while deriving future research
directions (Menghwar and Daood, 2021). Overall, the SLR method reflects the most suitable
approach in the context of our study.

2.1 Sample
As regard the scope of our review, we followed other state-of-the-art reviews (Christofi et al.,
2021a, 2021b,2021c). Specifically, because such publications contribute substantially to the
academic development of the domain (Luo and Zhang, 2016), we included studies that have
been published in the premier journals in the business field. Thus, following Leonidou et al.
(2020) and Vrontis and Christofi (2021), we limited our review to articles published in peer-
reviewed journals ranked 3, 4 or 4* in the ABS 2021 journals list. By focusing on highly
esteemed academic journals, we captured scholarly debates and research trends in a given
research area (Atewologun et al., 2017), and this journal restriction is a common practice
applied in various SLRs for ensuring the quality of the results (Debellis et al., 2021; Vrontis
and Christofi, 2021). Moreover, following similar practices from state-of-the-art reviews
(Christofi et al., 2021a, 2021b, 2021c; Pisani et al., 2017), we selectively included the following
ABS2 journals: Journal of Consumer Behaviour, International Journal of Consumer Studies
and Advances in Consumer Research. These outlets are considered specialized consumer
behavior journals and are, therefore, more likely to carry the topic of IE. Next, to search and
identify relevant studies from these journals, we used EBSCOhost’s Business Source
Ultimate, a scientific database that is often used by scholars for its comprehensive coverage
of business journals (Lamberton and Stephen, 2016; Pisani et al., 2017; Rajwani and Liedong,
2015).

Subsequent to the selection of the scholarly outlets, we identified our final sample of
articles. We used the following criteria in alignment with our objectives, and in accordance
with the standard practice of state-of-the-art reviews (Christofi et al., 2021a, 2021b, 2021c;
Gaur and Kumar, 2018; Pisani et al., 2017). First, we included both conceptual and empirical
studies that treat IE as their main or secondary focus. Second, we included peer-reviewed
academic articles, excluding books, letters, viewpoints, dialogue papers, book reviews,
editorials, conference proceedings and commentaries. Third, we also excluded articles
published in languages other than English (Becker and Jaakkola, 2020). Fourth, in terms of
the time frame, we focused on relevant studies published from 2000 and up toMarch 2022.

Continuing as per the common practice in SLRs (Christofi et al., 2021a, 2021b, 2021c;
Pisani et al., 2017), we conducted a keyword search algorithm on the titles, abstracts and
keywords provided by the authors of the studies. To develop the keyword search formula,
we followed Vrontis et al. (2021) and Lamberton and Stephen (2016). Specifically, we first ran
a pilot search in the title, abstract and keywords of potentially relevant studies using the
keywords “identity expressiveness” and “identity expression.” As a result of this pilot
search, ten papers in the domains of consumer behavior, brand and/or marketing were
identified. By examining the reference lists of these ten papers, a further 13 papers were
identified. From the directly relevant studies, we then scanned the titles, abstracts and
keywords of these studies to identify authors’ choices of words or phrases in these sections
that reflect the topic of their articles. After excluding duplicates and irrelevant words or
phrases, we identified a set of relevant keywords that were often used by the scholarly
community to characterize the IE phenomenon (see Table 1). Applying the Boolean OR
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operator to identify studies that contain any of the search terms included in the keyword
formula (e.g. “brand identity expressiveness” OR “self-expression”), the resulting keyword
search formula used was: “identity expressiveness,” “identity expression,” “brand identity
expressiveness,” “self-expression,” “self-expressiveness,” “identity signaling,” “symbolic
consumption,” “distinctiveness motive,” “agency in identity expression,” “self-image” and
“self-concept.”

By applying the final keyword formula, the initial search resulted in 4,879 studies (including
duplicates but excluding nonacademic and nonEnglish articles). Following prior review studies
(Christofi et al., 2017, 2019; Vrontis and Christofi, 2021), we first read the title and abstract of the
articles included in the initial sample to exclude articles that had no relevance to the present
topic under review. The second round involved reading the full text of the remaining articles to
exclude studies that had only a passing reference or no relevance to IE. For instance, we
eliminated Bardey et al. (2022) that mentioned the term “self-expression” in the abstract and
keywords but failed to focus on the concept as the main or secondary focus of the paper.
Adding to this, we also excluded articles that had no relevance to the reviewed topic. For
example, IE is found in a variety of research domains and perspectives, such as organizational
and management studies as well as human resource management studies (e.g. the IE of
workers). These contexts are beyond the focus of this review, and thus, they were excluded
from the study. After this round, the relevant studies that were included in the sample totaled
71 (including the 23 papers identified from previous stages). Finally, because the keyword
search process in electronic databases could omit significant studies (Christofi et al., 2021a,
2021b, 2021c; Nielsen et al., 2017), we also used cross-referencing to identify additional literature
(Rajwani and Liedong, 2015). From the cross-reference search, we identified and included
another four articles that were related to our research focus. The final sample of our systematic
review included 75 articles (see Table 2 for the list of selected articles).

2.2 Coding
Based on the intended contributions of our SLR, as well as the nature of our research
objectives, qualitative coding was seen as the most appropriate method for analyzing our
final sample. To undertake this task, we referred to recent reviews for examples of best
practices (Christofi et al., 2021a, 2021b, 2021c; Debellis et al., 2021; Pisani et al., 2017) while
taking into consideration the present study’s objectives (Gaur and Kumar, 2018). Adding to
this, the selection of qualitative coding was based on our intention to provide an in-depth
understanding of the IE domain and not, for instance, statistical generalizations via a meta-
analysis approach, which focuses on empirical studies that use only a quantitative
methodology (Tranfield et al., 2003; Christofi et al., 2021a, 2021b, 2021c). Also, as per the
criteria used for our SLR, we included both conceptual and empirical studies that apply not
only quantitative but also qualitative or mixed methods approaches (Leonidou et al., 2020).
Compared with any other quantitative approach to our SLR, qualitative coding fits both our
research objectives and selection criteria. We initially coded the basic characteristics of each
study, including the year of publication, the journal that the article was published in, field of
journal, type of paper (theoretical or empirical), methodology applied by the empirical
studies (qualitative, quantitative or mixed methods approach), data collection method,
sample characteristics of empirical studies and sample size. We also coded the theories used
by the selected articles. This process enabled us to interpret the material, considering the
discipline and theoretical context of existing research. Also, following examples from
Christofi et al. (2021a, 2021b, 2021c) and L�opez-Duarte et al. (2016) and to identify major
contributions in the existing literature, we documented the number of citations of the
selected articles.
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Moreover, we used the overarching framework of antecedents-phenomenon-consequences to
map the findings in line with previous works that:

� apply the SLR method;
� use qualitative coding; and
� include both conceptual and empirical (qualitative and quantitative) studies

(Christofi et al., 2021a, 2021b, 2021c; Pisani and Ricart, 2016; Pisani et al., 2017).

This framework reflects a systematic and comprehensive approach (Schmeisser, 2013) to
synthesize the final sample of studies, enabling us to enhance current understanding of how
the IE concept has been treated across contexts and literatures, thus fulfilling RO1.
Additionally, the framework has been used extensively in the literature (Christofi et al.,
2021a, 2021b, 2021c; Pereira et al., 2021; Pisani and Ricart, 2016; Pisani et al., 2017;
Schmeisser, 2013; Sousa et al., 2021) and therefore it reflects a valid “tool”where research on
IE can be integrated. As an example, Christofi et al. (2021a, 2021b, 2021c), in their SLR,
assert that this framework “allows us to analyze the reviewed studies systematically and to
map them methodically” (p. 964); i.e. the framework supports this process in respect of “the
main drivers” (the “antecedents”) of their central concept of interest (the “phenomenon”) and
then the influences (the “consequences”) of their central concept on key stakeholders. In the
present study, the antecedents category includes studies that focus on the underlying
mechanisms and main antecedents that spark or influence the emergence of the IE
phenomenon. The phenomenon category consists of articles that examine the concept of IE
and “its most salient aspects” (Pisani et al., 2017, p. 594). Finally, the consequences category
includes studies that focus on the main outcomes related to the IE concept. By mapping the
synthesis of conventions on this emerging topic using the antecedents-phenomenon-
consequences framework, we reconcile existing approaches in studying this topic while
identifying knowledge gaps and suggestions for future research directions and key research
priorities that move this field of study forward, thus fulfilling RO2. Finally, our
categorization of the themes within each category is based on the theme-based logic (Pisani
et al., 2017; Rietveld and Schilling, 2021). This allowed us to proceed systematically in the
analysis of the selected studies, identifying broad themes of common interest to IE
researchers, which we subsequently used to categorize key findings.

3. Results
3.1 Characteristics of identity expressiveness
The analysis yielded 75 articles published between 2000 and 2022. The majority were
published in marketing journals (65 articles), with 28 articles from the Journal of Consumer
Research. Table 3 shows the number of articles in each field, with 57.3%, 6.7%, 25.3% and
10.7% being from journals ranked as ABS4*, 4, 3 and 2, respectively. Figure 1 shows the
number of articles relevant to IE published per year from January 2000 to March 2022.While
the number of articles has fluctuated over time, as a field of inquiry, the concept appears to
have attracted more attention at specific points in time (in 2011 and 2019), especially in the
field of marketing. The first surge echoes what Chernev et al. (2011) mentioned in their study
about the concept of identity receiving increasing attention as a means of targeting
consumers (e.g. identity-based marketing). Indeed, literature emphasizes the importance of a
fit between brands and consumers’ identities, suggesting that identity-based marketing is
most effective if it closely aligns brands with consumer identities (Bhattacharjee et al., 2014;
Chernev et al., 2011; Reed et al., 2012). The second surge seems to relate to the increasing use
of social media by individuals to self-express (e.g. by posting about brands/products and

EJM



engaging in brand-related activities on social media), which has been investigated by many
researchers (Giakoumaki and Krepapa, 2020; Grewal et al., 2019; Rifkin and Etkin, 2019;
Smith et al., 2021; Tour�e-Tillery and Kouchaki, 2021).

Among the 75 papers, only seven are conceptual papers. The majority of the 68
remaining empirical papers adopt a quantitative methodology (56 papers), while the
remainder include either mixed-methods (two papers) or qualitative approaches
(ten papers) (Table 4). Table 4 identifies the types of papers and methods of data
collection. Understanding this information from the selected papers was needed to
help us gain knowledge about best practices in this research area, to identify
methodological patterns and trends and to propose avenues for future research
regarding the utilization of diverse methodological approaches. Figure 2 shows the
number of papers by type of paper/methodology and field of journal in each year.
From this, we find that 13 studies use experimental data (including the mixed-method
paper), 11 use survey data and 30 use both survey and experimental data. The
qualitative studies include data collection approaches such as interviews, observation,
case study and focus groups. Finally, the mixed-method paper combines both in-depth
interviews and experiments.

Table 3.
Journal field and

ranking

Field of Journal
Journal title

No. of papers
Rank of Journals (Based on the ABS list)
2 3 4 4* Total %

General Management, Ethics, Gender and Social Responsibility 5 7
Journal of Business Ethics 1
Journal of Business Research 4
Information Management 1 1
Computers in Human Behavior 1
Marketing 65 87
Advances in Consumer Research 3
European Journal of Marketing 1
International Journal of Consumer Studies 2
International Journal of Research in Marketing 3
International Marketing Review 1
Journal of Advertising 2
Journal of Consumer Behaviour 3
Journal of Consumer Psychology 2
Journal of Consumer Research 28
Journal of International Marketing 1
Journal of Marketing 6
Journal of Marketing Research 6
Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science 1
Psychology and Marketing 6
Psychology (General) 3 4
British Journal of Psychology 1
Journal of Behavioral Decision Making 1
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 1
Sector Studies 1 1
Journal of Travel Research 1
Total 8 19 5 43 75 100
% 10.7 25.3 6.7 57.3 100

Source:Authors’ own work
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Our analysis reveals that the quantitative studies (including the experimental study in the
only mixed-method category) have sample sizes ranging between 12 and 15,073
participants. The majority of these studies (41 studies) contain sample sizes of 200 to 1,599
(Figure 3). These samples are relatively broad and diverse in terms of research participant
characteristics, e.g. from children (8–18 years) to academic staff, from social media users to
local community participants and from fashion fans to confetti users. The most common
type of sample is that of university students, as well as participants from online databases.
Forty-one studies mention recruiting university students as participants, and 27 studies used
online participant pools, including Web-survey databases and social media user pools.
Additionally, three studies recruited participants via professional marketing research firms.
Meanwhile, two studies randomly targeted consumers on the street or at the train station.

Notably, the majority (54 papers) of the 68 empirical papers adopt the perspective of
individual consumers (Ahuvia, 2005; Escalas and Bettman, 2005; Shen and Sengupta, 2018),
thus reflecting the nature of IE as a phenomenon that focuses on individual perceptions. By
contrast, other studies analyze the expressiveness of brands (Xie et al., 2015) or brands’
signaling characteristics (Bhattacharjee et al., 2014). Additionally, some studies explore IE at
a cross-national level, thus highlighting the role of culture (Rajavi et al., 2019).

Moreover, among the empirical studies, most are conducted in a single country context
(55 articles), six studies collect data from two or three countries, and one study uses survey
data from 13 countries. The country contexts include both developed and developing/
emerging countries, although 75% of studies are conducted in a single developed country
(Table 5). Our results show that the most studied country is the USA (35 studies).
Interestingly, six studies used an online participant pool (including social media user pool
andWeb-survey database), with no specific country context mentioned.

Finally, in terms of citations, 23 articles appear on Google Scholar to be cited more than
200 times, with eight boasting more than 1,000 citations. The citations and key findings of
these papers are shown in Table 6.

Figure 1.
Number of articles in
a year published in
journals by field of
journal
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3.2 Theories and conceptualizations in identity expressiveness research
We examined the identified studies in terms of theoretical underpinnings and definitions of
IE used. To explain IE, most studies are grounded in the early theoretical works of Sirgy
(1982), Belk (1988) and Tajfel (1981) on self-concept, identity and social identity (Escalas and
Bettman, 2005; Puzakova and Aggarwal, 2018; Saenger et al., 2013; Schembri et al., 2010).
The central tenets of these theories establish that individuals prefer brands that match their

Figure 2.
Number of articles by
year by type of paper/

methodology and
field of journal

Figure 3.
Sample size in

quantitative andmix
method studies
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Author(s) Citation Key findings

Escalas and Bettman (2005) 2580 Brands with images compatible with an ingroup strengthen
self-brand links for all consumers, while brands with
images consistent with an outgroup have a greater negative
impact on independent vs interdependent consumers

Tian et al. (2001) 2141 A scale of 31 items is established to assess consumers’ need
for uniqueness: 11 items for creative choice counter-
conformity, 11 for unpopular choice counter-conformity and
nine for avoiding similarity

Escalas and Bettman (2003) 2036 The extent to which individual consumer’s self-brand
connections are influenced by member group and aspiration
group usage is determined by whether the individual
belongs to a member group or desires to join an aspiration
group

Ahuvia (2005) 1862 Most statements from Belk’s “Possessions and the
Extended Self”were supported; loved possessions can be
linked to the self by both expressing the self and changing
oneself into the desired/ideal self

Han et al. (2010) 1731 A taxonomy is proposed that categorizes consumers into
four categories based on their wealth and need for status.
Wealthy consumers who have less need for status prefer to
mingle with their own kind and will pay a premium for
“quiet” products that only they can recognize, while
wealthy consumers with a strong need for status use “loud”
luxury products to convey to the less fortunate that they are
not among them. People who have a strong need for status
but cannot afford actual luxury use loud counterfeits to
imitate others they perceive to be affluent

Berger and Heath (2007) 1629 In product domains that are symbolic of identity, there is a
higher possibility for consumers to deviate from majorities
or members of other social groups. One reason for
consumers to diverge is to avoid associating with unwanted
identities

Malär et al. (2011) 1505 Self-congruence has a variety of effects on customers’
emotional brand attachment, depending on their product
involvement, individual differences and the form of self-
congruence used (actual vs ideal self-congruence).
Emotional brand attachment is most influenced by actual
self-congruence. Product involvement, self-esteem and
public self-consciousness enhance the positive influence of
actual self-congruence while lowering the influence of ideal
self-congruence on emotional brand attachment

Wilcox et al. (2009) 1086 The social motivations, including to express oneself and/or
to fit in, which drive consumers’ needs for counterfeit
luxury brands, are at the root of consumers’ luxury brand
choices

Beverland and Farrelly (2010) 907 Consumers tend to pay attention to certain cues in products
that would help them to convey authenticity and such a
decision-making process is motivated by a desire to get
various identity benefits such as control, connection, virtue
from authentic products

(continued )
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Author(s) Citation Key findings

Hartmann and Apaolaza-
Ib�añez (2012)

848 Consumer perceptions about green energy brands can be
positively affected, and their intention of purchase can be
enhanced by three psychological benefit categories – warm
glow, self-expressive benefits and nature experiences. Self-
expressive benefits are the only one within the three
categories that do not affect participants’ perception about
the experimental brand or their intention of purchase

Chaplin and John (2005) 747 Self-brand connections and the depth of these connections
both grow with age for children. Children establish a limited
number of self-brand connections during middle childhood.
The connections increase when children grow into
adolescence once brands are perceived as being linked to
their self-concept as the brand shares the same personality,
user attributes or reference group connection

Oyserman (2009) 692 People usually behave in ways that are consistent with their
identities. As an identity takes on meaning in a given context,
it is a dynamic function of how pragmatic options for action
are infused with identity-based meaning. Individuals’ personal
goal accomplishment is not always served by the action-
readiness aspect of identity-based motivation

Swaminathan et al. (2007) 667 Self-concept connection and country-of-origin connection
have different effects according to how self-construal is
construed. Independent self-construal prioritizes self-
concept connection. Interdependent self-construal prioritizes
brand country-of-origin connection

Berger and Heath (2008) 617 Divergence enables people to avoid signaling unwanted
identities, and divergence from dissimilar outgroups can
protect them from being misidentified

Reed et al. (2012) 558 This study proposes five basic principles of the identity
formation/expression process: identity salience; identity
association; identity relevance; identity verification; and
identity conflict

Chernev et al. (2011) 480 As consumers’ need for self-expression through brands is
finite, it can be satiated by exposure to self-expressive
brands. It is possible to satiate consumers’ need for self-
expression from similar brands of the self-expressive brand,
brands from other categories, non-brand alternatives of self-
expression and other self-expression behaviors

Hollenbeck and Kaikati (2012) 379 Rarely do brands present consumers’ actual self in a real,
accurate way. On Facebook, people use brands to express their
actual selves as well as their ideal selves, but the ideal and actual
selves often conflict with one another. Actual and ideal selves are
either congruent (congruous) or incongruent (incongruous).
Brand linkages allow people to express their identities in
accordance with the type of congruence (or lack thereof)

Chan et al. (2012) 365 Assimilation and differentiation goals are simultaneously
pursued by consumers on different dimensions within a
single decision, e.g. in a single decision, consumers may
conform on one dimension by choosing a brand that shows
their group affiliation while differentiating on another
dimension by choosing a color that shows their
individuality

(continued )Table 6.
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self/social concept and make brand choices as a way to self-express (Belk, 1988; Cardoso
et al., 2010; Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007). Additionally, in line with identity theory, IE is viewed
as having two dimensions, namely, self IE and social IE, positing that these approaches are
underpinned by self/social identity theories, respectively. Self IE refers to an object’s ability
or the use of an object (e.g. brand), to reflect one’s personal identity whereas social IE refers
to:

(1) the brand’s ability to reflect group values; or
(2) a specific behavior that allows expressions of collective self or conformance to

group identity (Cho and Hwang, 2020; Pagani et al., 2011; Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007;
Xie et al., 2016).

Both facets of IE, namely, self and social, are said to determine consumer behaviors in
personal and social settings (Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007; Rozenkrants et al., 2017; Pagani et al.,
2011).

Furthermore, we find that a few studies also draw onMcCracken’s (1988) theory of meaning
movement (Escalas and Bettman, 2003), on signaling theory (Johnson and Chattaraman, 2019),
as well as on branding theory in general (Escalas and Bettman, 2005; Saenger et al., 2020;
Schembri et al., 2010) to further explain expressions of identity via given objects, including
brands, products (e.g. fashion) and/or messages (Bosnjak et al., 2016; Cho and Hwang, 2020;
Escalas and Bettman, 2005; Styv�en et al., 2020; Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007).

Our review of the papers indicates that studies seldom define IE, albeit scholars do attempt
to explain IE in lateral terms (Puzakova and Aggarwal, 2018; Saenger et al., 2013). Very few
scholars provide a formal definition of IE (Cho and Hwang, 2020; Pagani et al., 2011;

Author(s) Citation Key findings

Pagani et al. (2011) 295 Innovativeness positively influences both on active and
passive use of social networks, whereas identity
expressiveness (both self and social identity expressiveness)
positively influences only the active use of social networks

Schembri et al. (2010) 293 There are three ways consumers use brands: symbolic,
iconic and indexical. To construct the self, consumers use
the symbolism of brands, as well as brands that resemble
things in an iconic manner or brands that are connected
with something in an indexical way

Ward and Broniarczyk (2011) 236 It is possible to create an identity threat to the giver when
giving an identity-contrary gift to a close friend (vs a
distant friend) who is vital in the giver’s self-construction.
In response, the giver is more likely to reestablish the
threaten identity by taking actions to explicitly express this
identity, such as to purchase identity-expressive products

Thorbjørnsen et al. (2007) 231 Self-identity expressiveness and social identity
expressiveness are important factors in affecting intentions
to use. Subjective norm by itself cannot adequately explain
how identity and social influences drive behavioral
intentions

Xie et al. (2015) 210 Both perceived brand globalness and perceived brand
localness can facilitate a brand’s identity expressiveness

Source:Authors’ own work Table 6.
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Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007), with most studies referring to self-expression or expressiveness to
denote IE. In reconciling the scholarly approaches to understand IE, the concept can be viewed as
either amotivation to express one’s identity through purchases of brands (Chernev et al., 2011; He
et al., 2018; Kokkoris and Kuhnen, 2013; Morewedge et al., 2021; Puzakova and Aggarwal, 2018;
Saenger et al., 2013; Smith et al., 2021), as the actual act of expressing oneself (i.e. one’s identity)
via specific activities or contexts (Bosnjak et al., 2016; Pagani et al., 2011; Perera, 2014; Peters et al.,
2012; Rifkin et al., 2021) (e.g. “behavior that can be interpreted both by oneself in the self-
construction of identity,” Pagani et al., 2011, p. 445) or the perception of a product’s ability to
express identity (Cho and Hwang, 2020; Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007) (e.g. “Identity expressiveness
reflects consumer perceptions about how an object helps express one’s social/personal identity,”
Cho andHwang, 2020, p. 245).

Furthermore, our SLR identifies some studies that refer to identity signaling (Berger and
Heath, 2007; Berger and Rand, 2008; Chernev et al., 2011; Grewal et al., 2019; Savary and
Dhar, 2020), defined as behavior that “conveys particular information about the individual
to the self or to others” (Gal, 2015, p. 257). In the context of consumer behavior, Belk (1988)
denotes that identity signaling is used to communicate or convey identity via choices and/or
consumption of products in line with self-concept/identity theories. In a similar vein, Grewal
et al. (2019) highlight the “instrumental role” of consumption of products in signaling one’s
identity, indicating that “owning and consuming identity relevant products enables
consumers to communicate something about themselves” (p. 199). Warren and Mohr (2019)
also argue that signaling involves a consumer sending a signal via the use of a product
while observers decode the signal. Of note, Savary and Dhar (2020) and Tour�e-Tillery and
Kouchaki (2021) use the term “self-signaling” to indicate that individuals select options that
signal their self (e.g. self-identity).

Building on this, identity signaling and IE are seen as very similar concepts in the
literature, pointing to the same phenomenon because they both highlight:

� the aspect of “communicating” one’s identity to the self and/or others; and
� the instrumental role of brands/products in communicating/expressing or signaling

one’s identity.

However, IE seems to be a “more dynamic and holistic process” (compared to identity
signaling) whereby the consumption of products/brands to express one’s identity is
intertwined with other individual activities simultaneously involved in the expression of
one’s identity (e.g. speech, writing and so on).

In addition, scholars argue that brands have self-expressive functions, allowing
consumers to express their identity (Chernev et al., 2011; Keller, 2021). Indeed, in reviewing
the identified studies, we find that some studies indicate that products or brands can be
thought as self-expressive (Iyer et al., 2020), with self-expressiveness being seen as an
attribute or “property of the brand” (Xie et al., 2015, p. 54); hence, defining IE as “the
capability of a particular brand to construct and signal a person’s self-identity to himself as
well as his social identity to important others” (Xie et al., 2015, p. 53). Self-expressive brands
allow individuals to construct and express their identity through purchase, usage and/or
consumption of such brands (see also Maimaran and Simonson, 2011; Saenger et al., 2013).
These studies emphasize that brands are seen as carrying symbolic meanings that
individuals transfer to themselves through usage and consumption (McCracken, 1988), thus
allowing them to define and express their identities (Chernev et al., 2011; Hollenbeck and
Kaikati, 2012; Savary and Dhar, 2020). Identity expressive brands are, therefore, those
brands that establish a fit or connection with consumers, allowing them to reflect their
personal and social identities (Ruane and Wallace, 2015; Styv�en et al., 2020). For instance,
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luxury brands are underpinned by values of perceived hedonism, extended self and
uniqueness (Christodoulides et al., 2009; Vickers and Renand, 2003) and are therefore seen as
carrying self-expressive abilities. Equally, in the case of customized products, symbolic
meaning can be transferred to the products from the individual (Kaiser et al., 2017; Puzakova
and Aggarwal, 2018). In this instance, customization offered by various brands allows self-
expression by engaging consumers in designing and altering products to make them closer
to theme in their ownminds. These aforementioned studies (Maimaran and Simonson, 2011;
Saenger et al., 2013; Xie et al., 2015) view IE as a key attribute of brands or products, thus
allowing researchers to categorize products according to their level of expressiveness
(Chernev et al., 2011; Maimaran and Simonson, 2011).

In sum, in attempting to unify different conceptualizations of IE, we posit that IE is
driven by identity-relevant motives (Vignoles et al., 2006); for example, need for uniqueness,
need to belong and so on, and other cognitive functions (evaluations or products/brands)
that lead individuals to use product/brands and/or engage in behaviors that according to
themselves allow them to express their identity (Cho and Hwang, 2020; Pagani et al., 2011;
Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007). For instance, an individual who is driven by the need to be unique
will purchase and consume products/brands or engage in behaviors (e.g. experiences) that
allow them to express that uniqueness.

3.3 Synthesis
In synthesizing extant research, this section aims to summarize the current state of relevant
studies and serves as a foundation for researchers to draw upon. This section contains a
theme-based analysis of the selected studies that include the three categories according to
the antecedents-phenomenon-consequences framework applied. In each of the three
categories (Table 7), we group the representative studies that focus on the broad themes,
identify the main frameworks and theories used and summarize the key findings of the
studies. In addition, the main theoretical frameworks which are applied in the representative
studies are examined (see Table 8). Specifically, this table provides explanations of the main
theoretical frameworks used and how they are applied in the relevant, extant research.

3.3.1 The antecedents. Following the approach adopted by Pisani et al. (2017), studies are
categorized based on the level of analysis when examining the drivers of IE in the
antecedents category. Studies in this category examine the drivers which trigger or affect
the concept and/or phenomenon, i.e. IE, at the following levels:

� individual (micro-) level;
� individual (micro-) and social (contextual) combined level;
� brand/company (institutional) level; and
� brand/company and individual combined level (Table 7 –Antecedents).

As discussed, the extant literature shows two angles in conceptualizing this notion, first as
an individual’s perception (Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007) and second, as a property of the brand
(Xie et al., 2015). As such, it is logical for the selected studies to have individual-level and/or
brand/company-level drivers. In addition, IE, as indicated by Thorbjørnsen et al. (2007) and
Rozenkrants et al. (2017), captures both self IE, which concerns individuals’ expressiveness
of their distinctiveness, as well as social IE, which concerns the expressiveness of a group
level identity (see individual and social, combined level antecedents in Table 7). Even
though the concept of IE is still underdeveloped, in examining its antecedents, researchers
draw on various well-developed theories (See Table 7 – Antecedents). It is noticeable that a
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range of theories have been used in framing the drivers of IE at all four levels, with most
theories pertaining to the interpretation and construction of self, both individual and social.

Studies that analyze the individual drivers of IE focus on consumers’ construction of the
self, including the maintenance of an individual’s self-concept (e.g. self-concept clarity, self-
construal level), attitudes and beliefs, need for status and other psychological needs
(including an individual’s need for autonomy and need for uniqueness). For example, Chan
et al. (2012) argue that consumers are motivated by their need for uniqueness to differentiate
themselves from others in the same group to varying degrees and that those with higher
needs for uniqueness tend to choose products that are more expressive. This supports
previous conceptual research that suggests identity-based motivation is relevant in
consumption contexts, where the need for uniqueness is recognized as a driver of IE
(Oyserman, 2009).

Furthermore, clarity of self-concept is seen as an antecedent of IE as it influences
subscription decisions that consumers use to express their identities (Savary and Dhar,
2020). It echoes previous research, which suggests that clarity of self-concept allows
individuals to avoid ambiguity and achieve consistency between the self and the behavior
exhibited (Mittal, 2015; Rozenkrants et al., 2017). The theoretical frameworks applied at the
individual level mainly concern the psychological functions of individuals as well as
individuals’ self-positioning in social interaction. Construal level theory (He et al., 2018;
Tour�e-Tillery and Kouchaki, 2021) and self-verification theory (Ward and Broniarczyk,
2011) are used to explain identity-related antecedents of IE such as self-perception and
clarity of their self-perception. Further, Kauppinen-Räisänen et al. (2018) and Wilcox et al.
(2009) draw on functional theories of attitudes to present attitudes as an antecedent of self-
expression, while Styv�en et al. (2020) refer to attachment theory to conceptualize place
attachment enhancing local residents’ self-expressiveness. Other scholars refer to the theory
of the leisure class (Han et al., 2010), identifying the need for status as a driver of using
conspicuous or inconspicuous goods to self-express, or to optimal distinctiveness theory
(Chan et al., 2012) to infer individuals’ need for uniqueness as an antecedent of IE or to
Eudaimonistic identity theory (Bosnjak et al., 2016) to suggest a sports activity’s perceived
difficulty, perceived effort, perceived importance and potential for self-realization as
antecedents of tourists’ self-expressiveness when experiencing a sports activity.

Moreover, in analyzing individual and contextual combined level drivers, studies
emphasize how individuals would like to be seen by others in making decisions for self-
expressiveness. For example, Maimaran and Simonson (2011) show that individuals are less
self-expressive if they are told that their consumption choices will be evaluated by others.
Two theoretical frameworks were applied at this level to conceptualize antecedents of IE.
First, Thomas et al. (2015) refer to Cooley’s looking-glass self-theory to explain that
individuals’ evaluation of ads that bear considerations of others’ perceptions has an
important impact on whether they would like to show others their associations with such
ads. Second, Thorbjørnsen et al. (2007) use the theory of planned behavior to conceptualize
subjective norms as antecedents of social IE.

Other studies indicate brand anthropomorphism, self-expressive customization of
products and self-expressive assortments of online service as drivers of IE at the brand/
company level (Kaiser et al., 2017; Puzakova and Aggarwal, 2018; Rifkin et al., 2021; Rifkin
and Etkin, 2019) (e.g. Spotify ask users to list favorite artists/genres). For example, brand
anthropomorphism, which indicates the assignment of human-like features to brands
(Aggarwal and McGill, 2007), can lead to positive effects on IE in instances where the
positioning of the brand focuses on the needs of the individuals (Puzakova and Aggarwal,
2018). Finally, three antecedents:

EJM



(1) perceived brand globalness/localness (Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007; Xie et al., 2015);
(2) polarizing products (i.e. products with bimodal consumer rating distributions,

Rozenkrants et al., 2017); and
(3) brands perceived as used by reference groups (Escalas and Bettman, 2003) are

grouped into the category of brand/company and individual-level drivers.

This is because they concern the interaction between consumers’ perspectives and brands/
products. For instance, when consumers see products with bimodal rating distributions,
they are more likely to choose such products to express themselves.

In summary, our analysis highlights a set of antecedents of IE, such as the need for
uniqueness, clarity of self-concept, attitudes, subjective norms, brand anthropomorphism, as
well as specific brand perceptions, integrating them across a classification of individual-
versus brand-related antecedents.

3.3.2 The phenomenon. The phenomenon category includes articles that examine
aspects related to the concept of IE. From these studies classified in this phenomenon
category, we identified four broad themes that naturally emerged:

� self and social IE;
� self-expression;
� identity-signaling; and
� desired identity (Table 6 – Phenomenon).

In setting out these themes, we are not suggesting that IE should be defined on the basis of
these themes; rather that these are key aspects that relate to IE and have been investigated
in the studies included in our SLR. Studies grouped in the first three themes investigate IE
from the perspective of the individual. The study on the last theme focuses on the specific
identity of global consumer identity being part of brand IE (Xie et al., 2015, p. 53).

The studies grouped under the first theme, self and social IE, identify two dimensions of
IE – the self/individual dimension and the social/group dimension (Pagani et al., 2011;
Rozenkrants et al., 2017; Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007). They posit that these two dimensions are
underpinned, respectively, by role identity theory and social identity theory. Role identity
theory denotes how people see themselves as unique and distinct individuals and as
different from others. McCall and Simmons (1978, p. 65) define role identity as “the character
and the role that an individual devises for himself as an occupant of a particular social
position [. . .] his imaginative view of himself [. . .] as an occupant of that position.” Social
identity theory, on the other hand, explains group processes, intergroup relations, as well as
the relationship between individual psychological functioning and wider social processes
(Hogg et al., 1995; Tajfel, 1981; Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007).

All three aforementioned studies suggest that the self/individual dimension focuses on
how self-concept and distinctiveness are expressed, while the social/group dimension
focuses on how individuals’ similarity and belongingness with others are expressed (Pagani
et al., 2011; Rozenkrants et al., 2017; Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007). Role identity theory and
social identity theory represent the primary theoretical underpinnings adopted widely by
scholars in the field of IE, including articles clustered in other phenomenon categories; for
example, Thomas et al. (2015) in the self-expression category and Berger and Heath (2008) in
the identity signaling category. These theories lay the ground for understanding how
individuals view themselves as well as position themselves in a community, and also their
need to express self and social identities. Apart from identity theory and social identity
theory (and its subtheory, self-categorization theory), articles clustered in the self-expression
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category and in the identity signaling category also draw on signaling theory to explain how
consumers use elements of marketing activity as signals to express their identities (Johnson
and Chattaraman, 2019). Secondary theories are also used in some studies, such as
uniqueness theory (Maimaran and Simonson, 2011), Veblen’s (1899) theory of conspicuous
consumption (Han et al., 2010) and self-perception theory (Grewal et al., 2019).

The theme “self-expression” includes studies that investigate consumers’ needs for self-
expression (Chernev et al., 2011; Kokkoris and Kuhnen, 2013), consumers’ agency in self-
expression (Bhattacharjee et al., 2014; Puzakova and Aggarwal, 2018), authenticity and
accuracy in self-expression (Goor et al., 2020; Ward and Broniarczyk, 2011), the options/
means of self-expression (Cardoso et al., 2010; Derbaix et al., 2002; Giakoumaki and Krepapa,
2020; Harmon-Kizer et al., 2013; He et al., 2019; Maimaran and Simonson, 2011; Morewedge
et al., 2021; Savary and Dhar, 2020; Thomas et al., 2015) and also the different cultural values
of self-expression (Rajavi et al., 2019). The key findings within this thematic category show
that an individual’s self-expression need is finite and can be met through brands, i.e. using
brands as a means of self-expression, as well as through nonbrand means of self-expression,
such as listing favorite books (Chernev et al., 2011; Giakoumaki and Krepapa, 2020).
Consumers’ sense of agency, self-authenticity and accuracy of self-expression play
significant roles in self-expression through brands. For example, the importance of agency
as a person’s inner essence is stressed (Bhattacharjee et al., 2014; Puzakova and Aggarwal,
2018). Individuals’ perceived sense of agency creates a feeling of control over their
environment in identity expression (Puzakova and Aggarwal, 2018). Certain identity-related
marketing messages (i.e. explicit identity-related cues) can reduce consumers’ perceived
agency and diminish the extent to which identity-expressive decisions are perceived to be
chosen by the self (Bhattacharjee et al., 2014), thus leading to less favorable attitudes toward
brands (Puzakova et al., 2018). Additionally, when consumers participate in consumption,
which cultivates IE, consumer agency can be facilitated (Liu and Hogg, 2018). In other
words, providing consumers with choices to express themselves allows them to be
“meaningful agents,” and thus to achieve a general sense of felt security (Botti and McGill,
2006, p. 212; Liu and Hogg, 2018; Robinson et al., 2012). Furthermore, Rajavi et al. (2019)
focus on self-expression at a “national level,” identifying self-expressive cultural values as the
opposite of survival cultural values, which emphasize economic and physical security
(Inglehart andWelzel, 2005).

Within the broad theme of identity-signaling, three subthemes emerged. Studies in the
first subtheme, signaling convergence and differentiation, suggest that identity signaling
involves both being a part of a group and diverging from a group depending on whether the
characteristics of the group are desirable (Berger and Heath, 2007, 2008; Han et al., 2010;
Matherly and Pocheptsova Ghosh, 2017). Identity signaling domains/dimensions is the
second subtheme.

For example, studies suggest that consumers are highly consistent about which domains
they use to express their own identity, and they are more likely to signal their uniqueness
and distinctiveness in product domains that are seen as symbolic of identity (Berger and
Heath, 2007, 2008). Meanwhile, elite consumers (i.e. consumers with higher social status) are
able to signal across social status when multiple signaling dimensions are available
(Bellezza and Berger, 2020, p. 100). The last subtheme includes studies that describe the ways
of identity-signaling (Grewal et al., 2019; Johnson and Chattaraman, 2019; Rustagi and
Shrum, 2019; Warren and Mohr, 2019). For example, Grewal et al. (2019) identify posting
identity-relevant products on social media as a way of identity signaling; however, this may
fulfill consumers’ identity-signaling needs, thus reducing their interest in the actual
products. Rustagi and Shrum (2019) find that consumers use products associated with one
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aspect of their identity to signal themselves when they feel this aspect of identity is
threatened, although it may not successfully assist consumers to repair their self-concept.

3.3.3 The consequences. Following Pisani et al. (2017), we categorize articles that
investigate the consequences of IE forming the outcome-related themes at individual (micro)
level, individual and brand/company (institutional) combined level and at the individual and
social (contextual) combined level. The studies from Bosnjak et al. (2016), Rifkin and Etkin
(2019) and Thorbjørnsen et al. (2007) are categorized as showing the individual level effect of
IE. Specifically, self-identity expressiveness positively relates to individuals’ intention to use
multimedia messaging (Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007) and has an effect on the relationship
between hedonic enjoyment and personal happiness (Bosnjak et al., 2016). In addition, Rifkin
and Etkin (2019) indicate self-continuity as a consequence of IE. The authors explain that
when individuals perceive a larger variety of self-expressive assortment (Spotify, for
instance, allows users to create their own assortment of favorite artists/genres), they might
feel their choices are not stable, undermining their “belief that one’s identity stays the same
over time” (i.e. “self-continuity,” Rifkin and Etkin, 2019, p. 726). This is because the variety
of self-expressive assortment that individuals can construct causes them to infer that their
tastes are less constant, thereby decreasing self-continuity (Rifkin and Etkin, 2019). In this
instance, the variety in the self-expressive choice can affect self-continuity (Rifkin and Etkin,
2019).

We then grouped studies that focus on the individual level and brand/company
combined level effects of IE. More specifically, ten studies in the consequences category
focus on links between IE (individual level) and brands/products (institutional level). In
general, these studies suggest that promoting (versus suppressing) self-expression
encourages consumers to choose more self-expressive products (Dittmar and Bond, 2010;
Maimaran and Simonson, 2011) and to pay less attention to the durability of these products
(Sheehan and Dommer, 2020). Studies also show that self-expression encourages self-brand
connection (Dittmar and Bond, 2010; Shen and Sengupta, 2018), motivates brand-related
activities (Pagani et al., 2011; de Vries et al., 2017), increases the likelihood of consumers
upgrading to the brand’s more exclusive products (Wang and John, 2019) and shapes the
relationship between cognitive, sensory and affective associations of brand love (Cho and
Hwang, 2020). Moreau et al. (2020), on the other hand, point out that consumers’ need for
self-expression may undermine a product’s signaling value when luxury brands go too far
with customization and lose their designer equity. Additionally, eWOM/WOM is another
consequence of IE, illustrated by two studies in this category. For instance, rebranding a
beauty brand as a tool of self-expression (for example, using a slogan like “I Am What I
Make Up”) can increase individuals’ engagement in beauty product WOM (Smith et al.,
2021). Also, self-expressiveness, along with place ad-brand congruity and place attachment,
positively impact on local residents’ eWOM (e.g. sharing a place brand video online) (Styv�en
et al., 2020). The studies by Xie et al. (2015) and Iyer et al.(2020) also draw on the individual
level and brand/company level effects of IE. They focus on the link between brand IE and
brand perceptions/behavior. Xie et al. (2015) suggest that brand trust and brand affect are
influenced by IE, which increases purchase intention. In addition, Iyer et al. (2020) find that
products with high expressiveness are more likely to facilitate impulsive purchases and
suppress the impact of subject norms.

The studies included in the individual and social combined level concern the influence of
others on consumers’ perceptions and behaviors with regard to brands. The study from
Smith et al. (2021) indicates that others would see consumers who engage in beauty work for
self-expression as being more authentic. Thus, in this sense, self-expression leads to the
formation of perceptions of authenticity by others. He et al.’s (2018) findings show that the
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relationship between unethical behavior of other consumers and focal consumers’ unethical
behavior is moderated by construal level, and this effect is mediated by self-expressiveness.

Finally, Escalas and Bettman (2003) find that identity-congruent ads containing
information which individuals would not like to display in public might trigger negative
responses if individuals believe these ads are publicizing their undesired identity (Escalas
and Bettman, 2003).

In establishing a linkage between antecedents, the phenomenon identified and their
resulting consequences, we present Table 9. More specifically, this table shows which
phenomena identified are linked to which particular antecedents and/or consequences in the
selected empirical studies. It also shows which phenomena have not yet been empirically
tested to indicate any chain-of-effects, thus suggesting potential directions for future
research.

4. Research priorities and future research directions in the study of identity
expressiveness
Given that IE as a field of enquiry is emerging, it highlights the potential for additional
research. In addition, our review identifies some gaps in the current understanding of IE,
and these present fruitful opportunities for additional research on the topic. In relation to IE
as a concept, we identify that a limited number of studies examine specific identities and
how they are expressed via consumption. For instance, He et al. (2018) examine ethical/moral
identities, Strizhakova et al. (2011) and Xie et al. (2015) examine global/local identities, while
de Vries et al. (2017), Grewal et al. (2019), Giakoumaki and Krepapa (2020) focus on social
media identities and how these are expressed. There is more scope for studies to examine
different sets of identities and how they are expressed through consumption and/or
engagement with products and/or activities and behaviors.

Furthermore, in considering the current work on antecedents of IE, there is still scope for
more research on identity-relevant motives (e.g. need to belong), personality traits in relation
to IE (e.g. materialism, narcissism, Shrum et al., 2013), as well as agency. Scholars could also
focus on delineating between internal and external motives driving self and social IE (e.g.
based on self-determination theory), and shedding light on possible manifestations of IE
such as conspicuous consumption, and other key marketing (e.g. brand loyalty) and
individual outcomes (e.g. dissonance). Agency is also an exciting concept that warrants
further study as it is crucial in individuals’ self-expression, though the extent of agency that
is exercised might differ in different contexts (Bhattacharjee et al., 2014). New research can
examine agency in different consumption situations involving, for instance, both online and
digital environments (e.g. social media, apps and so on). While we have identified that there
is a connection between IE and eWOM/WOM, further research is needed in this domain.
Additionally, little research has examined instances where IE might backfire (Bhattacharjee
et al., 2014). Marketers attempt to create communication campaigns that consist of identity
cues to trigger perceptions that their brands allow individuals to express their identities. It
would be interesting to see under what circumstances such attempts fail and what factors
are involved in this process.

Moreover, our review highlights that most studies in the domain of IE are carried out in a
single developed country. Therefore, there is plenty of scope for empirical studies to be
conducted in different cultural contexts, including in developing/emerging economies; this
would provide valuable insights for international marketers. In the same spirit, studies that
draw comparisons in different national cultures can offer insights into the IE of individuals
in different countries and the related outcomes, allowing researchers to identify the weight
of impact of IE on outcomes such as purchase intention and eWOM/WOM. Indeed, national
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culture plays an important role in relation to IE (Rajavi et al., 2019; Rozenkrants et al., 2017),
yet scarce research has been conducted on IE in cross-national and cross-cultural contexts.

Further research can also focus on IE in digital contexts such as online communities and/
or social media, as well as in metaverse contexts. For example, this might include the study
of how individuals express their identities through various virtual possessions and branded
products in these spaces (Marr, 2022). Social networking platforms such as Facebook and
Instagram provide individuals with ample opportunities to express specific identities while
hiding others – in an effort to provide an authentic image of themselves to their viewers
(Caliandro, 2018; Hogan, 2010; Michaelidou et al., 2021; Uski and Lampinen, 2016). Further
research can investigate online users’ IE in terms of how individuals publicly link
themselves to the use and consumption of brands and products. Future research may also
shed light on the link between online and offline IE since users primarily tend to reproduce
their offline identity to establish a strong feeling of continuity and consistency between their
online and offline identities (Caliandro and Gandini, 2016; Lin et al., 2018). This can be
achieved using qualitative methodologies such as netnography (Kozinets, 2022) or
quantitative methodologies such as content analysis. Notably, netnography involves the
observation of online textual discourses to understand behaviors and consumption of
online users (Kozinets, 2009; Moraes et al., 2014), thus representing a very good method to study
IE in digital contexts. Moreover, future research can use qualitative methodologies to explore
IE as a primary and necessary step in developing measurement tools to capture IE. Finally,
another direction that researchers can take is that of conceptual studies, including reviews
focusing on developing a metatheory, meta-analytic reviews, method and/or theory-based
reviews (Paul and Criado, 2020), which are scarce when it comes to the study of IE. Table 10
shows a list of priority future research themes and examples of research questions.

5. Conclusions, contributions and limitations
5.1 Theoretical contributions
To the best of our knowledge, this is the first framework-based review to present a synthesis of
current knowledge on IE while identifying research priorities and future research directions for
researchers working in the area. On these grounds, our work is novel and contributes to the
literature by synthesizing current understanding of the extant work conducted on the topic of
IE, helping to identify the phenomenon itself, as well as categorizing its antecedents and
consequences against an overarching framework. In doing so, several theoretical implications
emerge, which help advance understanding of how IE is understood, defined and empirically
approached in the current marketing literature. For instance, we identify that IE is viewed as
either a motivation to self-express, as the actual act of self-expression and/or the perception that
products/brands help express. At the same time, we identify and categorize various
antecedents and consequences of IE that have received research attention in the marketing
literature, helping to point out key research gaps. Indeed, through this review, we identify gaps
in the extant knowledge on IE, and we put forward a set of research priorities and research
questions with the aim to pave the way for further research on this topic. Overall, our future
research agenda encourages scholars to focus on IE as there is ample scope for research in
terms of more antecedents of IE (e.g. vis Table 10, and to name a few, personality traits, brand
elements and anthropomorphic cues), studying IE in different contexts (e.g. digital, metaverse,
cross-national) and using different methodologies.

5.2 Practical contributions
Identity-based marketing is evolving, with marketers aiming to make a connection between
their brands and the consumer in terms of identity. Integrative reviews “typically facilitate
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the exchange of knowledge between academia and the industry” (Stocchi et al., 2022, p. 196).
A valuable practical contribution of our review is the integration of IE’s antecedents and
consequences in a framework which clearly identifies specific domains where practitioners
can focus on shaping IE, leading to favorable marketing outcomes. For example, brands that

Table 10.
Future research
avenues

Antecedents Phenomenon Consequences

Priority research areas:
� Identify individual, brand and

social level drivers
� Identity-relevant motives
� Personality traits
� Level of elaboration
� Creative cues, types of

advertising messages, creative
strategies

� Triggers that cause identity
expressiveness to backfire

� Level of brand-related
information, credibility and
type of source

� Brand elements (e.g. logos,
taglines, etcetera)

� Brand anthropomorphism

Research questions examples:
What motivates identity
expressiveness, and what
specific motives/needs lead to
consumers expressing their
identities?
What personality traits
underpin self and social identity
expressiveness?
What anthropomorphic cues
trigger identity expressiveness?
What undermines identity
expressiveness?

Priority research areas:
� Differences in identity

expressiveness in different
contexts (digital, metaverse)

� Differences in identity
expressiveness across cultures
and national-cultures, genders
and age groups

� Identity expressiveness via
different product categories (e.g.
luxury vs nonluxury brands)
and consumption situations?

� Produce a measurement of
identity expressiveness

� More qualitative studies in
identity expressiveness (e.g.
netnography)

� Identity expressive vs
nonidentity expressive
consumers

� Identify levels/types of self-
expressiveness (e.g. actions)

� Expressive vs nonexpressive
products

� Self-expressive places

Research questions examples:
How do consumers express
their identities tin different
contexts, including digital and
metaverse contexts?
How do individuals from
different countries express their
identity in different contexts,
and are there any cross-national
differences?
What types of digital channels
are more expressive (social
networking sites, apps, games,
etcetera)?

Priority research areas:
� Identify individual,

brand and social level
outcomes of identity
expressiveness

� Studies on eWOM/WOM
� Studies on impulse

buying
� Studies on willingness to

buy more or pay more
� Studies on emotions and

trust
� Studies on brand loyalty
� Brand engagement

Research questions
examples:
- What are the
consequences of identity
expressiveness?
- What are the positive-
negative outcomes of identity
expressiveness?
- What are the consumer and
marketing benefits of identity
expressiveness?

Source:Authors’ own work
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have specific human-like identity features (e.g. brand anthropomorphism as an antecedent
of IE) are likely to achieve a better connection with the individual, thus shaping IE, and
leading to outcomes such as impulse buying and/or eWOM. In a similar line, marketers can
focus on aspects such as uniqueness, self-expressive customization of products (e.g. initials
on handbags, unique external and internal trim combinations in automotive purchasing) or
the importance of others (e.g. subjective norms) in making consumption decisions in their
messages to trigger IE (e.g. car ads may show children as “important others” in such
decisions). Furthermore, practitioners can also enhance IE through using “agency” in their
marketing communication messages to create a feeling of control over one’s identity linked
to a specific product and or brand. Overall, a crucial managerial implication of this review is
that by enhancing IE, it is possible for practitioners to enhance brand perceptions and, thus,
behavior. For instance, consumer-congruent IE could positively correlate with brand trust
and positive brand affect, which, in turn, would have the propensity to drive purchase
intention.

5.3 Limitations of the review method
Despite the robust approach we used to conduct our SLR, some potential limitations should
be acknowledged. Our review is a frame-based review using the overarching framework of
antecedents-phenomenon-consequences (Paul and Criado, 2020). To this end, our scope did
not involve the in-depth analysis of specific theories in the field of IE nor the development of
a metatheory. Rather, our focus was to offer an integrative review of the current knowledge
of the field, presenting a reconciled account of the different approaches to IE, its antecedents
and its consequences. Future reviews on the topic of IE might be theory-based to develop a
metatheory or adopt meta-analytic approaches where researchers can provide in-depth
statistical assessments of the contributions to the field of IE. Another possible limitation is
that our synthesis is based on scholarly work that is highly ranked on the ABS2021 list
(with the exception of the three specialized consumer behavior journals). We have also
excluded articles published in languages other than English. Notwithstanding these
limitations, we present a robust review of the current state of research on IE and a set of
research priorities that have significant potential to contribute positively to research and to
marketing practice.
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