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 Abstract 
 
Institutional threats to national identity from within—internal threats—and from outside—
external threats—affect sales of brands symbolic of a culture, either national or foreign. We 
suggest national identity as a mediator and the focus of brand advertisements as a mitigator of 
the adverse effects of threats. We test our propositions through four studies that include 
secondary data analyses and lab experiments. In study 1, we analyze weekly supermarket 
scanner data, encompassing sales of over 8,000 brands across more than 1,100 US stores in 
2004. We find that sales of American-sounding brands declined in counties with higher 
coverage of the Abu Ghraib torture scandal (internal threat) and sales of non-American 
sounding brands decreased in counties with more war causalities (external threat). We use 
lab experiments in studies 2 through 4 to show that, (a) national identity is a mediator, (b) 
advertisements highlighting the quality of the brand mitigates the negative effects of internal 
threats for American sounding brands, and (c) advertisements highlighting brands’ activities 
that help American causes mitigates the negative effects of external threats for non-
American sounding brands. Our research highlights the risks brands face from national 
associations and provides mitigation strategies. 
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Brands exist within a sociopolitical environment and are symbols of a culture including the 

national identity of its consumers (Khan, Misra, and Singh 2013). Brands expect to engage 

customers better if they authentically stand for the values that their consumers care about (Khan, 

Misra, and Singh 2013; Reed at al. 2012). Individuals demonstrate their indirect support for a 

nation’s identity through consumption of products that represent their nationality (Cutright et al. 

2011). The potential for a brand to attract or alienate consumers therefore depends not just on the 

brand’s product attributes, but on the national associations that the brand reflects (Shepherd, 

Chartrand, and Fitzsimons 2015). Brands often play up this attachment to patriotism and national 

identity. For example, in Chrysler’s 2012 Super Bowl ad, Clint Eastwood assured America of its 

resilience to weather a recession, and Coca-Cola’s 2014 Super Bowl ad included several voices 

singing “America the Beautiful” as Americans from different backgrounds shared tender moments 

with a Coke (Weiss 2014).  

But what happens to sales of brands with national associations when the nation faces threats? 

Specifically, we are interested in threats perpetuated by institutions (that is, institutional threats). 

We align our definition of institution with contemporary sociologists, which use the term to refer 

to complex social forms that transcend individuals and reproduce themselves (Seumas 2019), such 

as family, government, politics, army, media, business corporations, and organized criminal 

organizations (Bauman 2020; Bruce and Yearley 2006; Kendall 2006).  

Some of the external institutional threats to a nation can be represented by a hostile government 

or army (Becker et al. 2017). Harsh treatment of a nation’s enemies (those who represent the 

external threats) that is sponsored by the state often accompanies a coping mechanism to these 

external institutional threats. When pushed far, such as the case with prisoner torture in Abu 

Ghraib, or the recent separation of children at the Mexican border, these harsh treatments can be 
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perceived, by Americans, as threats to the essential values of the government in America stands 

for, such as democracy, fairness, and respect for human inalienable rights. 

As such, we study how institutional external threats—threats to America from outgroup 

institutions—and institutional internal threats—threats from institutions within the nation—affect 

Americans’ attachment to national identity and its spillover effects on sales of brands that are 

associated with America. Secondly, we investigate how firm actions can mitigate the harmful 

consequences of (a) the institutional internal threats (from now on, called internal threats) on 

brands associated with America, and (b) the institutional external threats (from now on, called 

external threats) on brands that are not associated with America. As such, this research takes in 

consideration a variety of stakeholders, including consumers, firms, and policymakers. 

We focus on institutional threats because the relationships between marketplace and 

institutions, despite their importance, are often neglected in the marketing literature (Jung et al. 

2017; Crockett and Pendarvis 2017). A unique aspect of the institutional threats is that the quality 

of marketplace products remains the same during to the threats; and, despite this, we predict that 

the consumption of the products in the marketplace is affected. 

We build our conceptualization on the Social Identity Theory (SIT), which posits that 

individual identity derives partially from group affiliations (Tajfel and Turner 1979) via 

categorization (e.g., “I am American”) and self-enhancement (e.g., “I am proud to be American”) 

(Hogg 2006). Self-enhancement is a type of motivation that works to make people feel good about 

themselves and to maintain self-esteem (Sedikides and Strube 1997). This motive becomes 

especially prominent in situations of threat, because threats to the group in turn threaten the self-

esteem derived from group membership.  

We hypothesize that the need for self-enhancement will weaken attachment to national identity 
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in response to certain internal threats. When the actions of institutions threaten the positive 

associations of national identity, common responses to internal threats such as justification or 

dismissal may be less effective. Actions perpetuated by institutions may be harder to justify 

morally or dismiss as aberrations (Elsbach and Bhattacharya 2001; Marques, Paez, and Abrams 

1998). In these cases, we predict that people cope with the situation by weakening their personal 

attachment to national identity; that is, people feel less attached to their American identity. And 

because the relationship between people and their national identity should be reflected in their 

consumption (Khan, Misra, and Singh 2013), we predict that people decrease their preference and 

buy less brands representing America. 

When social identity is threatened by external institutions, members of the ingroup tend to 

stick together and give each other preferential treatment professionally, financially, or socially 

(Branscombe et al. 1999; Dion 2002). As such, we hypothesize that the same need for self-

enhancement that weakens attachment to national identity in response to internal threats can 

strengthen attachment in response to external threats perpetuated by institutions outside of 

America, leading to an increase in the preference and purchase of brands representing America, 

and a decrease in preference for brands that are non-American. 

We theorize and test marketing strategies that managers could implement to mitigate negative 

effects derived from institutional threats to national identity. Specifically, in the case of an internal 

threat to American identity, a manager of an American brand should deemphasize the 

Americanness of the brand. As such, a shift in the focus of the marketing campaign, from 

associating the brand with Americanness to something equally positive but not necessarily 

connected with nationality (e.g., quality), should lead to an increase in the consumer favorability 

toward the brand. In the case of an external threat to American identity, a manager of an American 
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brand could emphasize the “Americanness” of the brand via marketing communications. Creating 

a stronger association with being American should increase the consumer favorability toward the 

brand. Similarly, managers of non-American brands, in case of external threat, should emphasize 

the ways through which they are helping America. 

To summarize, our specific research questions are: (1) Do internal threats to national identity have 

a negative effect on brands representing America? (2) Do external threats to national identity have a 

negative effect on brands that do not represent America?; and (3) How can managers mitigate the 

spillover effects of national identity threats on brand choice?  

We use multiple methods in four separate studies to address these research questions.  

In study 1 we test the connection between threats and purchase behavior using a large 

observational study. We measure shifts in Americans’ national identification using weekly 

supermarket scanner data of American-sounding supermarket brands as symbols of American 

identity. With grocery store sales data, we observe nearly real-time responses to threats and obtain 

a high degree of external validity.  

We identify the Abu Ghraib scandal perpetuated by the American army as an internal threat to 

national identity (US soldiers who tortured members of the outgroup). In late April 2004, images 

of American soldiers torturing Iraqi prisoners emerged and were seen by 76% of Americans within 

two weeks (Pew Research Center 2004). Abu Ghraib was widely condemned as an affront to 

American identity; a majority of Americans reported being upset or angry about the incident 

(Greenberg 2005). The scandal undermined American democratic identity, one of the main 

justifications for the Iraq War (Greenberg 2005). For example, US Defense Secretary Rumsfeld 

described the incident as “un-American” and “inconsistent with the values of our nation” (May 7, 

2004).  
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We identify war casualties as an external threat to national identity: US soldiers (ingroup 

members) die while defending against an outgroup (enemy’s army). By the end of 2004, nearly 

1,500 American soldiers had died in Iraq and Afghanistan. In 2004, 70% of Americans described 

the Iraq War as going “very/fairly well” (Pew Research Center 2004), suggesting casualties were 

not a competence threat.  

We analyze weekly sales of American-sounding brands for a representative sample of over 

1,100 stores in 50 geographic markets. Our data span over 8,000 brands across 30 product 

categories. We measure brands’ perceived American origin using surveys (“AmScore”). For a 

given store, weekly casualty exposure is the count of war casualties in a week whose hometowns 

are in the same county as the store. Google Trends search patterns capture weekly variation in Abu 

Ghraib exposure. 

For each store-week in 2004, we model the change in the weekly market share of American-

sounding brands in 2004 as compared to the same store-week in 2001. By analyzing differences, 

we hold constant time invariant store characteristics including the ex-ante demand for American-

sounding brands, customer demographics, and seasonal fluctuations. The timing of a store’s 

exposure to local causalities is quasi-random, which holds constant all national-level factors that 

may influence national identification such as politicians’ rhetoric or war performance.  

Empirical Model. We estimate a market share attraction model similar to Datta et al. (2017). 

For each category, the attraction model is written as a system of M−1 equations, where M is the 

number of brands in a category. For each category, we use the brand with the most observations 

in that category as the base brand B. The M−1 seemingly unrelated linear equations per category 

are estimated using feasible generalized least squares. The market share attraction model for 

brand b in store j in category k in week t is provided as: 
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Amscorebk indicates the American score level for brand b1 and AmscoreB is the American score 

level for the base Brand B, in category k. β1, the coefficient of the product of cumulative news 

stories on Abu Ghraib in the state store j, is located until time t (AbuGjt), and the difference in 

American score for brand b and brand B (𝐴𝑚𝑆𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒)* − 𝐴𝑚𝑆𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒+*) measures the main effect 

of the internal threat to national identity. β, the coefficient of the product of cumulative casualties 

in store j until time t (𝑐𝑎𝑠𝑢𝑎𝑙𝑡𝑦'() and the difference in American score for brand b and brand B, 

measures the main effect of the external threat to national identity. 

Control Variables. We assumed that local casualties and Abu Ghraib influenced brand 

purchases only by shifting consumers’ identification with American national identity. We 

controlled for two time-varying brand-store characteristics that influence fluctuations in market 

share. We also controlled for weekly changes in the average number of varieties across all the 

brands that are stocked by a store in a product category. Factors such as military enlistments and 

home prices in a neighborhood that vary across stores but are common across brands are canceled 

out in the market share attraction model because we use the difference measures between brand b 

and the base brand B. 

Empirical Findings. Table 1 summarizes estimates of the model in Equation 1 with only control 

variables (Model I) and the model with the proposed moderators (Model II). The model 

 
1 We treat brands as unique in each category. 
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comparisons indicate that the moderators improve the in-sample fit of the market share attraction 

model. In Model II, the interaction of news stories about Abu Ghraib in the state store j is located 

in until week t and American score is negative and statistically significant (β1 = -2.83e-07, p < 

.01), confirming our expectation that American consumers reduced their purchases of American-

sounding brands with an increase in news exposure about Abu Ghraib. The interaction between 

cumulative casualties in store j until week t and the difference in American score level between 

brand b and the base brand B is positive and significant (β2 = 2.87e-05, p < .01).  

In Study 1, we assumed consumption of American-sounding brands to be a proxy for 

national identity. Study 2 more directly tests this mechanism. 400 participants based in the US 

participated in a between-subjects experimental design with three conditions. In the internal 

threat condition, participants read an article about abuse of refugee children separated from their 

parents at the US border. In the other condition (external threat), participants read an article that 

accused China of unfair trade competition via espionage and cheating in order to attack 

American economy. Both issues were on-going threats during the experiment. The third 

condition was the control, in which participants read an article about noise-canceling 

headphones. After the manipulation, we measured national attachment (Huddy and Khatib 2007). 

Finally, we measured donation for and American and an international (developing countries) 

charity in an incentive compatible design. Results showed that that an internal threat led to lower 

national attachment, which in turn led to lower donation to an American charity and higher 

donation to an international charity. Conversely, an external threat led to higher national 

attachment, which in turn led to higher donation to an American charity (vs. donation to an 

international charity). See figure 1 for results (note that, to analyze donation, we have subtracted 

the amount of money people donated to developing countries charity to the amount of money 
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people donated to the American charity; i.e., “American charity – Developing countries 

charity”). 

Study 3 explores a potential strategy that managers could implement to mitigate the 

effects of institutional threats. Managers of American brands could change the advertised 

Americanness of their brand in case of external or internal threat to American national identity. 

A focus on the Americanness of their brand may benefit in the event of an external threat. A 

focus on an equally positive element not necessarily related to being American (e.g., quality) 

could benefit in case of internal threat.  

608 participants based in the US participated in a 3 (threat: internal, external, control) X 2 

(Americanness focus: yes, no) between-subjects design. With respect to the threats, we used the 

same manipulations of study 2. Participants were then randomly assigned to view one of two ads 

(Americanness focus: yes, no) for Lay’s, an American potato chip company. Both versions of the 

ad included the same visual (an open bag of chip) and the Lay’s logo clearly marked on the bag. 

The ads, however, differed on the headline they contained. The Americanness focus ad featured 

“American potato chips” as headline. The non-Americanness focus ad featured “Quality potato 

chips” as headline. 

After viewing the ad, participants rated their purchase intention (1= not at all likely and 7= very 

likely) and attitudes toward the product (a 1= dislike/bad/unpleasant and 7= like/good/pleasant). 

Results corroborated our previous findings and are reported in figure 2. 

Study 3 provided mitigation strategies for managers of American brands. Study 4 tests a 

mitigation strategy that managers of non-American brands could implement. This is particularly 

important as, in the case of external threats, non-American brands cannot promote their 

Americanness. As such, we hypothesized that, in the event of an external threat to national identity, 
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non-American brands will benefit from an emphasis on what they do to help America. The idea 

behind this study was based on the Subaru “Share the Love” campaign, in which this non-

American brand promotes their donations to a selection of American charities chosen by Subaru’s 

American consumers and retailers (Anton 2020).    

400 MTurk participants based in the United States (Mage = 41.6, SDage = 13.3; 51.7% female) 

participated in a two cell (external threat versus control) between-subjects design during June 

2021. This study was launched immediately after a real external threat, the Colonial Pipeline 

cyberattack (the largest cyberattack on an oil infrastructure target in the history of the United 

States; Rice 2021). With respect to the control condition, we used the article about noise-

canceling headphones used in studies 2 and 3. After reading the manipulation scenario (external 

threat or control), participants were redirected to an allegedly unrelated ad for Subaru. The ad 

consisted of the following headline: “Do you know of the Subaru Share the Love initiative? 

Subaru and its participating retailers will donate part of the profits from the cars sold in the USA 

to strengthen American infrastructures and increase their security.” Immediately after, 

participants rated the attitudes toward the ad (“What do you think about the message in this ad?” 

using the same three-item scale of study 3; α = 969). An ANOVA on attitudes toward the ad 

showed a significant main effect of threat (F(1, 398) = 5.74, p = .017), revealing that in the 

external-threat condition people had more positive attitudes towards the message in the ad 

(Mexternal = 5.99) compared to control (Mcontrol = 5.71). 

In conclusion, brand managers need to understand that while an association with national 

identity often pays dividends, it comes with strings attached. Any threats to national identity spill 

over to brand sales. We provide mitigation strategies to minimize the negative effect of 

institutional threats on brands. 
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Table 1: Market Share Effects of External and Internal Threats 

 

 

 

Model I – 
Control 
Factors 

Model II –  

Moderators 

𝑐𝑎𝑠𝑢𝑎𝑙𝑡𝑦!" ∗ (𝐴𝑚𝑆𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒#$ − 𝐴𝑚𝑆𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒%$) 
 2.87e-05     

(3.37e-06) 

2𝐴𝑏𝑢𝐺!"5 ∗ (𝐴𝑚𝑆𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒#$ − 𝐴𝑚𝑆𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒%$) 
 -2.83e-07                  

(2.90e-09) 

(𝐴𝑚𝑆𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒#$ − 𝐴𝑚𝑆𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒%$) 
 0.007                        

(9.67e-06) 

2𝑃𝑟𝑖𝑐𝑒#!$" − 𝑃𝑟𝑖𝑐𝑒%!$"5 
-4.15e-04               
(4.14e-06) 

-3.43e-03               
(4.13e-06) 

2𝑁𝑢𝑚𝑆𝑘𝑢𝑠#!$" −𝑁𝑢𝑚𝑆𝑘𝑢𝑠%!$"5 
0.004                          
(7.59e-07) 

0.004                          
(7.99e-07) 

R-Square 45.26% 46.89% 

Number of Observations 41.35M 41.35M 
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Figure 1: Study 2 Results 
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Figure 2: Study 3 Stimuli and Results 
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