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Abstract 

Middle-class contexts foster solipsism, a social cognitive tendency that focuses on one’s internal 

states, goals, and motivations, and favors dispositional attribution. By contrast, working-class 

contexts foster contextualism, a social cognitive tendency that focuses on uncontrollable 

situational forces and favors situational attribution. The current research investigates social class 

differences in attribution of stability and purchase intention following a product-harm crisis. 

Consistent to previous research on social class differences in social cognitive tendency, four 

studies (N = 680) demonstrate that middle- (vs. working-) class individuals perceive themselves 

as having a higher social status in the society (Studies 1A and 3), which leads to a stronger 

tendency to attribute stability to a product-harm crisis (Studies 1A, 1B, 2, and 3), believing to a 

greater extent that the problem is typical of the brand’s products and the brand will likely run 

into similar problems in the future. Moreover, this stability attribution has downstream 

consequences for purchase intention – middle- (vs. working-) class individuals are less likely to 

purchase products from the same brand following a product-harm crisis (Study 3).  

Keywords: Social class; subjective social status; attribution; purchase intention; product-harm 

crisis
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Social Class Differences in Attribution of Stability and Purchase Intention Following a 

Product-Harm Crisis 

Safety and quality of products are, understandably, of great concerns of consumers. 

Unfortunately, however, product-harm crises, defined as “discrete, well-publicized occurrences 

wherein products are found to be defective or dangerous” (Dawar & Pilluta, 2000, p. 215), are 

not at all uncommon across industries, probably because of the complexity of modern-day 

products in conjunction with stringent legislation around product safety (Dawar & Pillutla, 

2000). Some well-known examples include Maclaren, a British stroller maker, recalling strollers 

after incidents of children’s fingertips being severed by a movable mechanism of the strollers 

(Leamy, 2009); Mattel, an American toy maker, recalling toys that contained lead paint (BBC, 

2007); Toyota, a Japanese automotive maker, recalling vehicles that had the potential for 

unintended acceleration due to accelerator pedals being trapped in floormats (Allen & Sturcke, 

2010); and Samsung, a Korean consumer electronics maker, recalling mobile phones that had the 

potential for explosion or ignition (BBC, 2017). Extant literature suggests several negative 

consequences of product-harm crises. For example, it has been found that product-harm crisis 

leads to negative word-of-mouth (Nguyen et al., 2022), changes consumer attitudes toward the 

brand to be less positive (Klein & Dawar, 2004), decreases people’s purchase intention for all 

products made by the firm (Lei et al., 2008), and reduces brand equity (Davidson & Worrell, 

1992). These negative consequences are detrimental to companies, which sometimes may not 

know how to respond effectively. As such, continuous research in this area is of great 

importance.  

Marketing researchers have identified attribution as an important psychological process 

that can change the severity of some of these negative consequences. After observing an event, 
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people would oftentimes search for the cause of it, so as to enhance their ability to predict and 

control future events. This psychological process is known as attribution (Weiner, 1980). 

Negative events are especially likely to elicit attribution because people are highly motivated to 

avoid negative events in the future (Weiner, 1985). When consumers learn about a product-harm 

crisis, they would likely think about the event, engaging in attribution. One important dimension 

of attribution that can potentially influence consumers’ attitudes and purchase intention 

following a product-harm crisis is attribution of stability – the degree to which the product-harm 

crisis is believed to reflect a stable, ongoing problem of the brand (Tsiros et al., 2004; Weiner, 

1985). Perhaps not surprisingly, the more that consumers attribute stability to a product-harm 

crisis, thinking that the problem is a stable, ongoing one, the more that they will blame the brand 

(Klein & Dawar, 2004; Whelan & Dawar, 2016). As blaming a brand for a product-harm crisis is 

known to be associated with less positive attitudes toward and reduced purchase intention for 

offerings of the same brand (Klein & Dawar, 2004), increasing our understandings of the 

variables that predict attribution of stability to product-harm crises can have important 

implications for marketing practitioners. 

Several predictors of attribution following a product-harm crisis have been identified in 

the literature, including variables related to the firm, such as prior corporate social responsibility 

activities (Klein & Dawar, 2004); variables related to the industry, such as base-rate information 

(i.e., how common similar product-harm crises haven been occurring in the industry) (Lei et al., 

2012); and variables related to the consumer, such as general style of interpersonal attachment 

(Whelan & Dawar, 2016) and general style of thinking (Monga & John, 2008). Studies 

examining variables related to the consumer provide knowledge to companies in how they 

should respond differently to different types of consumers when a product-harm crisis happens. 
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Whelan and Dawar (2016) examined how different interpersonal attachment styles would affect 

attributions of blame following a product-harm crisis. Their results showed that both secure and 

fearful attachment styles led to a decrease in consumers’ tendency to attribute blame to the 

company. Building on the framework of analytic and holistic thinking styles that are prevalent in 

individualistic and collectivistic cultures respectively, Monga and John (2008) showed that 

analytic and holistic thinking styles could be conceptualized as individual differences and affect 

how people respond to negative publicity of brands. Using luxury automotive brands, it was 

demonstrated that, after being exposed to some information about how the brand’s product has 

some manufacturing and quality problems, analytic (vs. holistic) thinkers were less likely to 

consider external context-based events as potential explanations. This difference led to an update 

of beliefs about the brand to be less positive for analytic consumers but little or no revision of 

beliefs about the brand for holistic consumers. These studies have increased our understanding of 

how consumer characteristics (i.e., interpersonal attachment style, thinking style) could affect 

how consumers respond to product-harm crises. Yet, these predictors may not be easily utilized 

by marketing practitioners as these variables are not commonly used in market segmentation and 

targeting, and data of these variables (which are typically measured using multi-item 

instruments) may not be readily available.  

 The present research contributes to this domain of inquiry by examining a novel and 

more actionable predictor of consumer responses following a product-harm crisis; that is, 

consumer social class (operationalized as educational attainment), of which public data are more 

widely available. For example, information about educational attainment is publicly available at 

state or city level in the U.S.  

Social Class, Subjective Social Status, and Attributional Style 



SOCIAL CLASS AND RESPONSES TO PRODUCT-HARM CRISIS      5 

Social class has been an important segmentation and targeting variable that is of great 

interest to marketers because members of different social classes have distinct consumption 

motivations (Martineau, 1958). Social class is generally measured by objective indicators such as 

educational attainment (e.g., Elo & Preston, 1996; Snibbe & Markus, 2005), occupational 

prestige (e.g., Oakes & Rossi, 2003), and/or income (e.g., Drentea, 2000). Among these 

objective indicators, educational attainment can be considered as the primary indicator of social 

class because having attained more education increases the probability that one could acquire a 

high-status occupation, which provides higher income (Day & Newburger, 2002). In addition, 

relative to income and occupation, educational attainment is a better predictor of beliefs of 

various kinds (Davis, 1994). Furthermore, whether one has a bachelor’s degree has been shown 

to predict various social psychological outcomes (e.g., cognitive dissonance, Snibbe & Markus, 

2005; empathy, Kraus et al., 2010; preference for similarity to others, Stephens et al., 2007). 

Besides, some people may not currently have an income or a job, but all people can be classified 

according to their level of educational attainment. For these reasons and following previous 

research in social psychology and health psychology (e.g., Elo & Preston, 1996; Snibbe & 

Markus, 2005), educational attainment was used as the objective indicator of social class in the 

current research. Respondents having at least a bachelor’s degree (4-year degree in the U.S.) 

were classified as middle-class and respondents not having a bachelor’s degree (4-year degree in 

the U.S.) were classified as working-class. 

Having a middle-class background would give an individual a subjective perception of 

status. That is, by possessing more education, a more prestigious occupation, and/or more 

income, an individual would develop a self-perception that they are of a higher standing in the 

society than those who possess less education, a less prestigious occupation, and/or less income. 
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This subjective perception of one’s own status in relation to others in the society is known as 

subjective social status (Jackman & Jackman, 1973). Although understandably related, social 

class and subjective social status are only moderately correlated (average r = .23; Anderson et 

al., 2012, as cited in Kraus et al., 2012).  

Psychological research suggests that social cognitive styles differ systematically between 

working-class and middle-class people (e.g., Grossmann & Varnum, 2011; Kluegel & Smith, 

1986). In a nutshell, working-class people tend to perceive themselves as having a relatively low 

social status in the society, which gives rise to a reduced sense of personal control (Kraus et al., 

2009). This, in turn, fosters contextualism, a social cognitive tendency that focuses on 

uncontrollable situational forces (Kraus et al., 2012). By comparison, middle-class people tend to 

perceive themselves as having a relatively high social status in the society, which gives rise to an 

increased sense of personal control (Kraus et al., 2009). This, in turn, fosters solipsism, a social 

cognitive tendency that focuses on one’s internal states, goals, and motivations (Kraus et al., 

2012).  

Supporting the notion that working-class people tend to focus more on situational forces 

whereas middle-class people tend to focus more on their own internal states, Chen and Matthews 

(2001) found that working- (vs. middle-) class children and adolescents were more sensitive to 

potentially threatening social situations, exhibiting higher cardiovascular reactivity toward them. 

Furthermore, social class differences in social cognitive tendencies have also been shown in how 

people explain behaviours of other people. For example, Beauvois and Dubois (1988) tested how 

participants from different social classes explained certain behaviours of a fictitious person (e.g., 

a supermarket cashier who acted irritated). They found that working-class participants were more 

likely to explain behaviours as situationally caused (e.g., due to external distractions) whereas 
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middle-class participants were more likely to explain behaviours as dispositionally caused (e.g., 

due to temperament; see also Kraus et al., 2009). As situational causes of behaviours (e.g., a 

student who failed a test because they had to spend a lot of time to care for their daughter who 

got severely sick, instead of studying, in the days before the test) tend to be less stable than 

dispositional causes (e.g., a student who failed a test because they have low intelligence), 

attributing a behaviour to a situational (vs. dispositional) cause implies that the same behaviour 

is less likely to happen again in the future. 

Consumers oftentimes construe brands as people and exhibit psychological tendencies 

toward brands similar to that toward people (e.g., Fournier, 1998; Thomson et al., 2012). This 

suggests that middle-class consumers may attribute more stability to a product-harm crisis of a 

brand, compared with working-class consumers. Furthermore, when consumers attribute stability 

to a product-harm crisis, they may be less likely to purchase products from the same brand in the 

future, so as to avoid getting defective or dangerous products. Hence, following a product-harm 

crisis, middle-class (vs. working-class) consumers may be less likely to purchase a product from 

the same brand. In the current research, both social class and subjective social status were 

assessed. As social class and subjective social status are distinct constructs, and social class 

differences in attribution of stability and purchase intention are theorized to be driven by 

differences in subjective perception of one’s own status in the society, it would be important to 

demonstrate this empirically in a mediation model. This allows the examination of whether 

social class differences are indeed driven by differences in subjective social status or by some 

other differences confounding social class, or both. 

Hypotheses and Overview of Studies 
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The forgoing analyses suggest the following hypotheses (see Figure 1 for the conceptual 

model): 

H1: Consumers with middle- (vs. working-) class backgrounds would attribute more 

stability to a product-harm crisis. 

H2 Consumers with middle- (vs. working-) class backgrounds would have a higher 

subjective social status. 

H3: Subjective social status would positively predict attribution of stability to a product-

harm crisis. 

H4: The relationship between social class and attribution of stability would be mediated 

by subjective social status. 

H5: Following a product-harm crisis, participants with middle- (vs. working-) class 

backgrounds would be less likely to purchase a product from the same brand. 

H6: Attribution of stability would negatively predict purchase intention.  

H7: The relationship between social class and purchase intention would be mediated by 

subjective social status and attribution of stability in serial.  

 

- Insert Figure 1 about here - 

 

In Study 1A, the relationship between social class and attribution of stability to a 

hypothetical product-harm crisis, and the mediating role that subjective social status played in 

this relationship were examined, testing H1 to H4. In Study 1B, I attempted to replicate the 

results of Study 1A, testing H1 to H4 again, using a different product category with participants 

from a different culture. In Study 2, the effect of experimentally manipulated subjective social 
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status on attribution of stability to a hypothetical product-harm crisis was examined, testing H3 

again with a causal design. In Study 3, using a real instance of product-harm crisis, purchase 

intention, as a downstream consequence of attribution of stability to product-harm crises 

associated with having a middle-class background, was examined, testing H5 to H7 as well as 

H2 and H3 again. 

Study 1A 

The goal of Study 1A was to test the relationship between social class and attribution of 

stability to a product-harm crisis, and probe the mediating role that subjective social status might 

play in this relationship.  

Method 

This study was conducted with 205 American adults (80 females, 125 males; Mage = 38.6 

years; 165 White, 14 Black, 2 American Indian, 10 Asian, 1 Native Hawaiian, 13 other/mixed), 

recruited from the Amazon Mechanical Turk panel. Educational attainment (see Table 1 for 

frequency distribution) was used as an objective indicator of social class. Participants with at 

least a 4-year degree were classified as middle class (n = 120) and those without a 4-year degree 

were classified as working class (n = 85). Sensitivity power analysis assuming an alpha 

significance criterion of .05 and a power criterion of .80 indicated that the minimum effect size 

of the independent group difference between middle-class and working-class participants in 

attribution of stability that could be detected with the current sample size was d = 0.40. 

 

- Insert Table 1 about here - 
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Participants first read some moderately positive ratings that Stiegal (a fictitious beer 

brand) purportedly received from Consumer Reports in the year before. Then, participants read a 

short fictitious article, purportedly published in the current year, which described an incident that 

Stiegal recalled more than 4,600 kegs of beer in the U.S. after identifying two cases where the 

kegs were filled with cleaning solution, injuring two people (adapted from Lei et al. 2012). 

Following this, participants completed a measure of attribution of stability (adapted from Klein 

& Dawar, 2004) with 4 items (e.g., “This problem represents something stable and ongoing with 

Stiegal”) using a 7-point scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree;  = .90 for middle-

class participants;  = .88 for working-class participants). Finally, participants answered some 

sociodemographic questions (i.e., gender, age, race, educational attainment, subjective social 

status). The subjective social status measure was adopted from Adler and colleagues (2000). 

Participants were shown a social hierarchy ladder representing where people stand in the U.S. 

and then asked to put themselves on this social hierarchy ladder (1 = Lowest, 10 = Highest; see 

Table 1 for frequency distribution). 

Results and Discussion 

Consistent to H1, middle-class participants were more likely to attribute stability to 

Stiegal’s product-harm crisis (M = 3.48, SD = 1.35), compared with working-class participants 

(M = 2.78, SD = 1.35), t(203) = 3.65, p < .001, d = 0.52. Although this finding provides some 

initial support to the proposed relationship between social class and attribution of stability to 

product-harm crises, there is the possibility that formal university education promotes a social 

cognitive style that emphasizes decontextualized, stable attribution of events and their 

predictability across situations in the future (Cole & Scribner, 1974). Hence, mediational 

analyses were conducted to examine the effect of social class (university education) on 



SOCIAL CLASS AND RESPONSES TO PRODUCT-HARM CRISIS      11 

attribution of stability through the effect of subjective social status using a bootstrapping 

technique with 5,000 resamples (Hayes, 2013). Results indicated that 1) middle-class participants 

perceived that they had a higher social status (M = 6.06, SD = 1.60) than working-class 

participants (M = 4.35, SD = 1.93),  = .44, t(203) = 6.89, p < .001, consistent to H2; and 2) 

subjective social status positively predicted attribution of stability,  = .24, t(202) = 3.23, p 

= .002, supporting H3. Importantly, the indirect effect of social class on attribution of stability 

through the effect of subjective social status was statistically significant,  = .10, 95% biased-

corrected CI = .0271, .1836, supporting H4. And the direct effect of social class on attribution of 

stability was marginally statistically significant,  = .14, t(202) = 1.96, p = .052 (see Figure 2).  

 

- Insert Figure 2 about here - 

 

Finally, the above-mentioned mediational results remained very similar when age,  = 

-.12, t(200) = -1.81, p = .071, and gender (0 = female, 1 = male),  = .11, t(200) = 1.60, p = .112, 

were added as covariates. The indirect effect remained statistically significant,  = .10, 95% 

biased-corrected CI = .0277, .1768., and the direct effect was also statistically significant,  

= .15, t(200) = 2.09, p = .038. 

These results suggest that middle-class people (those with relatively high educational 

attainment) tend to see themselves as having a higher status in the society, which in turn 

promotes an attributional style that emphasizes stability when a product-harm crisis is observed, 

seeing it as more likely to happen in the future and believing that the problem is typical of the 

brand’s products. 

Study 1B 
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The goal of Study 1B was to conceptually replicate Study 1A with another product type 

and with participants from another culture.  

Method 

This study was conducted with 202 Indian adults (64 females, 138 males; Mage = 30.6 

years; 201 Indian, 1 other/mixed), recruited from the Amazon Mechanical Turk panel. 

Educational attainment was highly skewed in this sample with 190 (94%) participants having at 

least a bachelor’s degree (see Table 2 for frequency distribution). Hence, data of this objective 

indicator of social class were not analysed. Sensitivity power analysis assuming an alpha 

significance criterion of .05 and a power criterion of .80 indicated that the minimum effect size 

of the association between subjective social status and attribution of stability that could be 

detected with the current sample size was || = .19. 

 

- Insert Table 2 about here - 

 

Participants read a short fictitious article, describing an incident that there were several 

hundred reports of severe engine damage linked to an oil company’s engine lubricant. The 

company was described as a well-known oil company but the name was changed to ‘OilCo’ in 

the article (adapted from Lei et al. 2012). Then, participants completed a measure of attribution 

of stability ( = .74) and answered some sociodemographic questions (i.e., gender, age, race, 

educational attainment, subjective social status). These measures were the same as that used in 

Study 1A except that the reference country of the subjective social status measure was India.  

Results and Discussion 
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Subjective social status positively predicted attribution of stability,  = .15, t(200) = 2.17, 

p = .031, supporting H3. This relationship remained marginally statistically significant,  = .13, 

t(198) = 1.90, p = .059, when age,  = -.24, t(198) = -3.46, p = .001, and gender (0 = female, 1 = 

male),  = .03, t(198) = 0.38, p = .703, were added as covariates. Hence, the finding of Study 1A 

that participants of a higher subjective social status were more likely to attribute stability to a 

product-harm crisis was replicated in this study using a different product category and 

participants from a different culture. 

Study 2 

The goal of Study 2 was to provide causal evidence of the proposed effect of having a 

high status in the society on attribution of stability to product-harm crises. 

Pilot Study 

Method 

This study was conducted with 90 Indians (39 females, 50 males, 1 did not report gender; 

Mage = 31.1 years; 88 Indian, 1 other/mixed, 1 did not report race), recruited from the Amazon 

Mechanical Turk panel, with the goal of confirming that subjective social status could be 

manipulated using mindset priming. The manipulation was adapted from past research (e.g., 

Kraus et al. 2010). Participants were randomly assigned to either the high (n = 44) or low (n = 

46) subjective social status condition. Sensitivity power analysis assuming an alpha significance 

criterion of .05 and a power criterion of .80 indicated that the minimum effect size of the 

independent group difference between participants in the high subjective social status condition 

and participants in the low subjective social status condition in subjective social status that could 

be detected with the current sample size was d = 0.60. 
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Participants in the high (low) subjective social status condition were shown a social 

hierarchy ladder (Adler et al., 2000), and asked to compare themselves with people at the very 

bottom (top) of the social hierarchy and think about how they differed from those people. 

Subjective social status should become higher (lower) for those who made downward (upward) 

comparisons. Then, participants answered some sociodemographic questions (i.e., gender, age, 

race, subjective social status; same as Study 1B).  

Results and Discussion 

Participants in the high subjective social status condition perceived themselves as having 

a higher social standing in the society (M = 7.41, SD = 1.47), compared with participants in the 

low subjective social status condition (M = 6.59, SD = 2.11), t(80.41) = 2.15, p = .035, d = 0.45. 

This confirms that the manipulation of subjective social status is effective in shifting people’s 

perception of their social standing in the society. 

Main Study 

Method  

This study was conducted with 129 Indian adults (62 females, 67 males; Mage = 33.3 

years; 126 Indian, 2 other/mixed, 1 did not report race), recruited from the Amazon Mechanical 

Turk panel. Subjective social status was manipulated using mindset priming (same as Pilot 

Study). Participants were randomly assigned to either the high (n = 66) or low (n = 63) 

subjective social status condition. Sensitivity power analysis assuming an alpha significance 

criterion of .05 and a power criterion of .80 indicated that the minimum effect size of the 

independent group difference between participants in the high subjective social status condition 

and participants in the low subjective social status condition in attribution of stability that could 

be detected with the current sample size was d = 0.50. 
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Following the manipulation of subjective social status, participants read the same 

fictitious article as in Study 1B. Then, participants completed a measure of attribution of stability 

(same as Studies 1A and 1B) ( = .82 for participants in the high subjective social status 

condition;  = .81 for participants in the low subjective social status condition) and answered 

some demographic questions (i.e., gender, age, race).  

Results and Discussion  

Participants whose perception of their social status was temporarily increased were more 

likely to attribute stability to the oil company’s product harm crisis (M = 5.30, SD = 1.01), 

compared with participants whose perception of their social status was temporarily decreased (M 

= 4.82, SD = 1.19), t(127) = 2.47, p = .015, d = 0.43, supporting H3. Hence, the present study 

conceptually replicates Studies 1A and 1B, and confirms the causal role that subjective social 

status plays in attribution of stability following a product-harm crisis. 

Study 3 

The goal of Study 3 was two-fold. First, a real instance of product-harm crisis was used – 

the product failure of Samsung Galaxy Note 7 in 2016 (BBC, 2017) – to increase external 

validity. Second, a downstream consequence of attribution of stability to product-harm crises 

associated with having a middle-class background was examined in the present study – purchase 

intention of a mobile phone from Samsung.  

Method 

This study was conducted in the U.S. in 2019. It was expected that a large majority of 

American participants would be aware of the product failure of Samsung Galaxy Note 7 that 

happened in 2016 and participants who were not aware of this product failure would be 

excluded. One hundred and ninety-six Americans, recruited from the Amazon Mechanical Turk 
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panel, took part in this study, and 158 (81%) of them were aware of this product failure. Out of 

these 158 participants, 14 of them failed an attention check question and thus were excluded 

from data analysis. The final sample consisted of 144 Americans (68 females, 74 males, 2 other 

gender; Mage = 36.3 years; 107 White, 16 Black, 9 Asian, 12 other/mixed race). Participants with 

at least a 4-year degree were classified as middle class (n = 75) and those without a 4-year degree 

were classified as working class (n = 69). Sensitivity power analysis assuming an alpha 

significance criterion of .05 and a power criterion of .80 indicated that the minimum effect size 

of the independent group difference between middle-class and working-class participants in 

purchase intention that could be detected with the current sample size was d = 0.47. 

Participants completed the following measures in the order as presented: 

Purchase intention. “How likely would you buy a cell phone from Samsung the next 

time when you buy a cell phone?” (1 = Not at all likely, 7 = Very likely) 

Product failure awareness (screening question). “In 2016, there were reports of 

Samsung Galaxy Note 7 phones exploding or catching fire in multiple countries. Subsequently, 

Samsung announced a global recall of Note 7 phones because of faulty batteries. Are you aware 

of this product failure of Samsung?” (“Yes, I am aware of this”; “No, I am not aware of this”). 

Attribution of stability to Samsung’s product-harm crisis. “This problem represents 

something stable and ongoing with Samsung.”, “This type of problem will occur again in the 

future with Samsung phones.” (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree; adapted from Klein & 

Dawar, 2004;  = .74 for middle-class participants;  = .89 for working-class participants) 

Sociodemographic measures (gender, age, race, education, subjective social status; 

same as Study 1A). See Table 1 for frequency distribution of educational attainment and 

subjective social status. 
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Results and Discussion 

Purchase Intention 

Middle-class participants reported a lower intention to purchase a cell phone from 

Samsung in the future (M = 4.35, SD = 1.90), compared with working-class participants (M = 

5.23, SD = 1.70), t(142) = -2.94, p = .004, d = 0.49, consistent to H5. 

The Indirect Effect of Social Class on Purchase Intention Through the Effects of Subjective 

Social Status and Attribution of Stability in Serial  

The finding that middle- (vs. working-) class participants had a lower intention to 

purchase a Samsung cell phone in the future in and of itself might be due to any reasons other 

than (or in addition to) their tendency to attribute stability to Samsung’s product-harm crisis 

associated with their relatively high subjective social status. Hence, it would be informative to 

examine the indirect effect of social class on purchase intention through the effects of subjective 

social status and attribution of stability in serial. This serial mediation model was tested using a 

bootstrapping technique with 5,000 resamples (Hayes, 2013). 

Results indicated that 1) middle-class participants perceived that they had a higher social 

status (M = 5.76, SD = 1.44) than working-class participants  (M = 4.65, SD = 1.83),  = .32, 

t(142) = 4.05, p < .001, consistent to H2 and replicating Study 1A; 2) subjective social status 

positively predicted attribution of stability,  = .21, t(141) = 2.39, p = .018, supporting H3 and 

replicating Studies 1A, 1B, and 2; and 3) attribution of stability negatively predicted purchase 

intention,  = -.20, t(140) = -2.43, p = .016, consistent to H6. Importantly, the indirect effect of 

social class on purchase intention through the effects of subjective social status and attribution of 

stability in serial was statistically significant,  = -.01, 95% biased-corrected CI = -.0391, -.0023, 
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supporting H7. And the direct effect of social class on purchase intention was also statistically 

significant,  = -.25, t(140) = -2.99, p = .003 (see Figure 3). 

 

- Insert Figure 3 about here - 

 

Finally, the above-mentioned mediational results remained the same when age,  = -.04, 

t(136) = -0.46, p = .644, and gender1 (0 = Female, 1 = Male),  = .08, t(136) = 0.92, p = .358, 

were added as covariates. The indirect effect remained statistically significant,  = -.01, 95% 

biased-corrected CI = -.0404, -.0022., and the direct effect was also statistically significant,  = 

-.24, t(136) = -2.77, p = .006. 

Using Samsung’s product-harm crisis, the present study conceptually replicates and 

extends the previous studies by showing that, compared with working-class people, middle-class 

people tend to see themselves as having a higher social status in the society, which in turn leads 

to a stronger tendency to attribute stability to Samsung’s product-harm crisis, seeing it as more 

likely to happen again, which in turn leads to a lower intention to purchase a Samsung cell phone 

in the future.  

General Discussion 

This research demonstrates the impact of social class on attribution of stability to 

product-harm crises. Results across four studies suggest that, following a product-harm crisis, 

middle-class individuals are more likely to believe that the problem is typical of the brand and 

similar problems may occur in the future, compared with working-class individuals. This social 

class difference in attribution of stability can be explained by middle-class individuals’ elevated 

 

1
 The two participants who reported ‘other’ to the gender question were not included in this model. 
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perception of their status in the society. Furthermore, this stability attribution has downstream 

consequences for purchase intention – middle- (vs. working-) class individuals are less likely to 

purchase products from the same brand following a product-harm crisis. The core link between 

subjective social status and attribution of stability to product-harm crises has been shown with 

three product categories (beer, Study 1A; engine lubricant, Studies 1B and 2; cell phone, Study 

3), in two cultural contexts (United States, Studies 1A and 3; India, Studies 1B and 2), and using 

correlational (Studies 1A, 1B, and 3) and causal (Study 2) designs, providing evidence for the 

robustness of the effect. The observed generalizability of the relationship between subjective 

social status and attribution of stability across an individualistic (i.e., American; Hofstede et al., 

2010) culture and a collectivistic (i.e., Indian; Kapoor et al., 2003) culture is especially 

informative, given the extant literature in cultural psychology suggesting that some effects of 

social class or status found in individualistic cultures may be absent in collectivistic cultures 

(e.g., Miyamoto & Wilken, 2010; Na et al., 2016). 

The results of the present research complement those of Monga and John (2008), 

supporting the general notion that consumer characteristics related to cognitive style could 

influence attribution when a firm suffers from negative publicity, while adding to this line of 

research by uncovering a novel consumer characteristic (i.e., social class) that could influence 

stability attribution in the context of product-harm crises and extending its downstream 

consequences to purchase intention, affording some practical implications for firms. First, firms 

need to devote more effort in reactive public relations following a product-harm crisis if they 

primarily target middle-class, rather than working-class, consumers, and in states or provinces 

where the proportion of middle-class individuals is relatively high, rather than relatively low. 

Second, following a product-harm crisis, firms may adopt a communication strategy that prompts 
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consumers to engage in an upward social comparison, conceptually similar to the manipulation 

of Study 2, so as to encourage them to attribute less stability to the product-harm crisis and 

importantly dampen their subsequent tendency to switch to competing brands.  

The current results can also help consumers by providing insights on how their social 

class background may influence their tendency to attribute stability to a product-harm crisis and 

their inclination to purchase products from the same brand in the future. Consumers are advised 

to seek more information about the cause(s) of a product-harm crisis to the extent possible. 

Product-harm crises provide opportunities for firms to learn from their failures and improve their 

production procedures. Hence, when planning for purchases in the future, it would be beneficial 

for consumers to check up-to-date independent reports of product review and testing of all 

brands in their evoked set. These reports are more comprehensive than what was evident in an 

incident of product-harm crisis that happened in the past. With more information gathered, 

consumers could then make an overall more informed purchase decision than one that is 

primarily driven by a prior product-harm crisis and is influenced by their social class 

background. 

The current work suggests that, probably because working-class consumers tend to, by 

default, put a relatively high focus on situational cause(s) of a product-harm crisis that may be 

relatively unstable, they tend to think that the problem may be an exception that is not typical of 

the brand’s products. Whether this social class difference would remain the same when a brand 

has had multiple product-harm crises overtime is an empirical question that is worthy of 

examining in the future. It may be the case that after learning that a brand has a history of 

product-harm crises, rather than just a single isolated product-harm crisis, working-class 

consumers’ default level of stability attribution would be increased to reflect this knowledge. 
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Moreover, future research can examine whether other objective indicators of social class, such as 

income and occupation, would influence attribution of stability and purchase intention following 

a product-harm crisis in a similar way as would educational attainment. Finally, it is worth 

examining how attributional tendencies, as influenced by one’s social class, may play out in 

other domains of consumption. For example, future research can examine whether middle- (vs. 

working-) class people would similarly attribute more stability to a very good or very bad service 

experienced during one encounter with a service provider. 

 

  



SOCIAL CLASS AND RESPONSES TO PRODUCT-HARM CRISIS      22 

References 

Adler, N. E., Epel, E. S., Castellazzo, G., & Ickovics, J. R. (2000). Relationship of subjective and 

objective social status with psychological and physiological functioning: Preliminary data 

in healthy, White women. Health Psychology, 19(6), 586–592. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0278-6133.19.6.586 

Allen, K. & Sturcke, J. (2010, Feb 23). Timeline: Toyota’s recall woes. The Guardian. 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2010/jan/29/timeline-toyota-recall-accelerator-

pedal  

BBC. (2007, Oct 25). Mattel in fresh toy recall alert. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/7062327.stm  

BBC. (2017, Jan 23). Samsung confirms battery faults as cause of Note 7 fires. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/business-38714461 

Beauvois, J. E., & Dubois, N. (1988). The norm of internality in the explanation of psychological 

events. European Journal of Social Psychology, 18(4), 299–316. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2420180402 

Chen, E., & Matthews, K. A. (2001). Cognitive appraisal biases: An approach to understanding 

the relation between socioeconomic status and cardiovascular reactivity in children. 

Annals of Behavioral Medicine, 23(2), 101–111. 

https://doi.org/10.1207/S15324796ABM2302_4 

Cole, M., & Scribner, S. (1974). Culture and thought: A psychological introduction. Wiley. 

Davidson, W. N., & Worrell, D. L. (1992). Research notes and communications: The effect of 

product recall announcements on shareholder wealth. Strategic Management Journal, 

13(6), 467–473. https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.4250130606 



SOCIAL CLASS AND RESPONSES TO PRODUCT-HARM CRISIS      23 

Davis, J. A. (1994). Achievement variables and class cultures: Family, schooling, job and forty-

nine dependent variables in the cumulative GSS. In D. B. Grusky (Ed.), Social 

stratification: Class, race, and gender in sociological perspective (pp. 439–457). 

Westview Press. 

Dawar, N., & Pillutla, M. M. (2000). The impact of product–harm crises on brand equity: The 

moderating role of consumer expectations. Journal of Marketing Research, 37(2), 215–

226. https://doi.org/10.1509/jmkr.37.2.215.18729 

Day, J. C., & Newburger, E. C. (2002). The big payoff: Educational attainment and synthetic 

estimates of work-life earnings (Current Population Report P23–210). U.S. Census 

Bureau. 

Drentea, P. (2000). Age, debt and anxiety. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 41(4), 437–

450. https://doi.org/10.2307/2676296 

Elo, I. T. & Preston, S. H. (1996). Educational differentials in mortality: United States, 1979–

1985. Social Science & Medicine, 42(1), 47–57. https://doi.org/10.1016/0277-

9536(95)00062-3 

Fournier, S. (1998). Consumers and their brands: Developing relationship theory in consumer 

research. Journal of Consumer Research, 24(4), 343–373. https://doi.org/10.1086/209515 

Grossmann, I., & Varnum, M. E. W. (2011). Social Class, culture, and cognition. Social 

Psychological and Personality Science, 2(1), 81–89. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550610377119 

Hayes, A. F. (2013). Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional process analysis: A 

regression-based approach. The Guilford Press. 



SOCIAL CLASS AND RESPONSES TO PRODUCT-HARM CRISIS      24 

Hofstede, G. H., Hofstede, G. J., & Minkov, M. (2010). Cultures and organizations: Software of 

the mind: Intercultural cooperation and its importance for survival (3rd ed.). McGraw–

Hill. 

Jackman, M., & Jackman, R. (1973). An interpretation of the relation between objective and 

subjective social status. American Sociological Review, 38(5), 569–582. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2094408 

Kapoor, S., Hughes, P. C., Baldwin, J. R., & Blue, J. (2003). The relationship of individualism-

collectivism and self-construals to communication styles in India and the United States. 

International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 27(6), 683–700. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2003.08.002 

Klein, J., & Dawar, N. (2004). Corporate social responsibility and consumers’ attributions and 

brand evaluations in a product-harm crisis. International Journal of Research in 

Marketing, 21(3), 203–217. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijresmar.2003.12.003 

Kluegel, J. R., & Smith, E. R. (1986). Beliefs about inequality: Americans’ views of what is and 

what ought to be. Aldine De Gruyter.  

Kraus, M. W., Côté, S., & Keltner, D. (2010). Social class, contextualism, and empathic 

accuracy. Psychological Science, 21(11), 1716–1723. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797610387613 

Kraus, M. W., Piff, P. K., & Keltner, D. (2009). Social class, the sense of control, and social 

explanation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 97(6), 992–1004. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0016357 



SOCIAL CLASS AND RESPONSES TO PRODUCT-HARM CRISIS      25 

Kraus, M. W., Piff, P. K., Mendoza-Denton, R., Rheinschmidt, M. L., & Keltner, D. (2012). 

Social class, solipsism, and contextualism: How the rich are different from the poor. 

Psychological Review, 119(3), 546–572. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0028756 

Leamy, E (2009, Nov 9). Maclaren recalls one million strollers. ABC.   

https://abcnews.go.com/GMA/ConsumerNews/maclaren-stroller-recall-due-hinge-

danger-million-strollers/story?id=9032862 

Lei, J., Dawar, N., & Gürhan-Canli, Z. (2012). Base-rate information in consumer attributions of 

product-harm crises. Journal of Marketing Research, 49(3), 336–348. 

https://doi.org/10.1509/jmr.10.0197 

Lei, J., Dawar, N., & Lemmink, J. (2008). Negative spillover in brand portfolios: Exploring the 

antecedents of asymmetric effects. Journal of Marketing, 72(3), 111–123. 

https://doi.org/10.1509/jmkg.72.3.111 

Martineau, P. (1958). Social classes and spending behavior. Journal of Marketing, 23(2), 121–

130. https://doi.org/10.2307/1247828 

Miyamoto, Y., & Wilken, B. (2010). Culturally contingent situated cognition: Influencing other 

people fosters analytic perception in the United States but not in Japan. Psychological 

Science, 21(11), 1616–1622. https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797610385954 

Monga, A. B., & John, D. R. (2008). When does negative brand publicity hurt? The moderating 

influence of analytic versus holistic thinking. Journal of Consumer Psychology, 18(4), 

320–332. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcps.2008.09.009 

Na, J., McDonough, I. M., Chan, M. Y., & Park, D. C. (2016). Social-class differences in 

consumer choices: Working-class Individuals are more sensitive to choices of others than 



SOCIAL CLASS AND RESPONSES TO PRODUCT-HARM CRISIS      26 

middle-class individuals. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 42(4), 430–443. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167216634043 

Nguyen, O. D. Y., Lee, J.(J)., Ngo, L. V., & Quan, T. H. M. (2022). Impacts of crisis emotions 

on negative word-of-mouth and behavioural intention: Evidence from a milk crisis. 

Journal of Product & Brand Management, 31(4), 536–550. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/JPBM-05-2020-2901 

Oakes, J. M., & Rossi, P. H. (2003). The measurement of SES in health research: Current 

practice and steps toward a new approach. Social Science & Medicine, 56(4), 769–784. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/s0277-9536(02)00073-4 

Snibbe, A. C., & Markus, H. R. (2005). You can’t always get what you want: Educational 

attainment, agency, and choice. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 88(4), 

703–720. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.88.4.703 

Stephens, N. M., Markus, H. R., & Townsend, S. S. M. (2007). Choice as an act of meaning: The 

case of social class. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 93(5), 814–830. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.93.5.814 

Thomson, M., Whelan, J., & Johnson, A. R., (2012). Why brands should fear fearful consumers: 

How attachment style predicts retaliation. Journal of Consumer Psychology, 22(2), 289–

298. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcps.2011.04.006 

Tsiros, M., Mittal, V., & Ross, W. T. (2004). The role of attributions in customer satisfaction: A 

reexamination. Journal of Consumer Research, 31(2), 476–483. 

https://doi.org/10.1086/422124 



SOCIAL CLASS AND RESPONSES TO PRODUCT-HARM CRISIS      27 

Weiner, B. (1980). A cognitive (attribution)-emotion-action model of motivated behavior: An 

analysis of judgments of help-giving. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 

39(2), 186–200. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.39.2.186 

Weiner, B. (1985). An attributional theory of achievement motivation and emotion. 

Psychological Review, 92(4), 548–573. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.92.4.548 

Whelan, J. & Dawar, N. (2016). Attributions of blame following a product-harm crisis depend on 

consumers’ attachment styles. Marketing Letters, 27(2), 285–294. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11002-014-9340-z 

  



SOCIAL CLASS AND RESPONSES TO PRODUCT-HARM CRISIS      28 

Tables 

Table 1. 

Frequency Distributions of Educational Attainment and Subjective Social Status of American 

Participants in Studies 1A and 3. 

  Study 1A  Study 3 

Variable  %   % 
     
Educational Attainment     

 Less than high school 1.0  0 

 High school graduate 11.7  10.4 

 Some college 18.5  25.7 

 2-year degree 10.2  11.8 

 4-year degree 36.1  41.7 

 Professional degree 1.5  1.4 

 Master's degree 17.6  9.0 

 Doctoral degree 3.4  0 
     
Subjective Social Status    

 1 (lowest) 1.0  0 

 2 5.4  1.4 

 3 14.6  6.3 

 4 12.2  19.4 

 5 18.0  19.4 

 6 20.0  18.8 

 7 17.1  16.0 

 8 6.8  13.9 

 9 2.4  3.5 

 10 (highest)  2.4  1.4 
          

Note. For Study 1A, N = 205. For Study 3, N = 144.  
 

  



SOCIAL CLASS AND RESPONSES TO PRODUCT-HARM CRISIS      29 

Table 2. 

Frequency Distributions of Educational Attainment and Subjective Social Status of Indian 

Participants in Study 1B 

Variable  % 
   
Educational Attainment   

 Less than secondary school 0.5 

 Secondary school graduate 0.5 

 Higher/senior secondary school graduate 2.5 

 College diploma 2.5 

 Bachelor's degree 67.3 

 Professional degree 5.4 

 Master's degree 21.3 

 Doctoral degree 0 
   
Subjective Social Status  

 1 (lowest) 0.5 

 2 1.0 

 3 1.0 

 4 3.0 

 5 9.4 

 6 15.3 

 7 24.3 

 8 22.3 

 9 13.4 

 10 (highest)  9.9 
      

Note. N = 202.  
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Figure Captions 

 

Figure 1. The conceptual model of the relationship between social class and purchase intention 

following a product-harm crisis. 

Figure 2. Study 1A: Indirect effect of social class on attribution of stability through the effect of 

subjective social status. Notes: aSocial Class: 0 = working class (operationalized as not having a 

4-year degree), 1 = middle class (operationalized as having at least a 4-year degree); †p < .10; *p 

< .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 

Figure 3. Study 3: Indirect effect of social class on purchase intention through the effects of 

subjective social status and attribution of stability in serial. Notes: aSocial Class: 0 = working 

class (operationalized as not having a 4-year degree), 1 = middle class (operationalized as having 

at least a 4-year degree); *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
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Figures 

 

Figure 1 
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Figure 2 

 

Notes: aSocial Class: 0 = working class (operationalized as not having a 4-year degree), 1 = 
middle class (operationalized as having at least a 4-year degree); †p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; 
***p < .001 
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Figure 3 

 
Notes: aSocial Class: 0 = working class (operationalized as not having a 4-year degree), 1 = middle 
class (operationalized as having at least a 4-year degree); *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 

 

 


