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This article reports 4 experiments demonstrating the power of social–relational framing to
complicate superficially straightforward economic exchanges of goods and services. Drawing
from Alan Fiske’s theoretical framework as well as Tetlock’s sacred value protection model, the
experiments demonstrate (a) pricing distortions and refusals to answer certain questions when
people contemplate buying or selling objects endowed with special relational significance; (b)
moral outrage and cognitive confusion when people are asked whether they would allow mar-
ket-pricing norms to influence decisions that fall under the normative purview of commu-
nal-sharing, authority-ranking, and equality-matching relationships; and (c) elements of tacti-
cal flexibility in how people respond to breaches of relational boundaries (a willingness to turn
a blind eye to taboo trade-offs when it is in their interest to do so). An agenda for future work is
offered that explores how pragmatic, economic interests are balanced against the desire to be
(or appear to be) the type of person who honors social–relational constraints on what should be
considered fungible.

Many theories of judgment and choice rest on the premise
that people make judgments and decisions as intuitive econo-
mists whose overriding goal in life is maximizing subjective
expected utility (Gilovich, Griffin, & Kahneman, 2002;
Kagel & Roth, 1995). People may not, of course, be perfect
economists: They can fall prey to an assortment of well docu-
mented errors and biases. However, all the same, in both con-
ceptual outlook and motivational orientation they are consid-
ered intuitive economists who are prepared to confront
uncertainty, trade-offs, and opportunity costs to make the
best decisions in competitive markets. One great advantage
of adopting this framework has been a ready supply of ele-
gant normative models for assessing judgmental biases and
errors and for justifying attributions of irrationality.

Critics, however, have argued that the intuitive-economist
framework is far too restrictive. They noted that ordinary
people often resist the normative prescriptions of models an-
chored in that framework—even when those prescriptions
are explicitly spelled out (Tetlock, 2003). If we want to un-
derstand why people often balk at the correct rational method
of answering choice problems, we can adopt social–rela-

tional frameworks that focus on the identity-affirming and
distancing functions that judgment and choice may serve
(Tetlock, 2002). The logic of choice often may not be conse-
quential: What is in this for me, and how can I get as much as
possible? Rather, the logic of choice often may be that of
role-constrained obligation: What kind of person do I claim
to be in my relations to particular others, and what types of
decisions would be compatible with this image of who I am
(Beach, 1998; March & Olson, 1989; Schlenker, 1985)?

FISKE’S THEORY OF SOCIAL RELATIONS

There are many possible social–relational frameworks that
could guide work on consumer decision making (e.g., Par-
sons’s, 1978, theory of pattern variables; Foa & Foa’s, 1974,
resource theory; and Clark & Mills’s, 1979, communal vs.
exchange theory). We rely, however, on Fiske’s (1991, 1992)
social–relational theory because it (a) provides an explicit
and comprehensive taxonomy of the relational schemas that
guide behavior; (b) is a useful starting point for identifying
the sharp, qualitative boundaries that people place on the ac-
ceptability of certain forms of social cognition that should be
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unproblematic from an intuitive-economist perspective; and
(c) has been extensively validated in both ethnographic and
experimental research (Haslam, 2004).

Fiske’s (1991, 1992) theory posited four types of relation-
ships that people use to organize, evaluate, and coordinate
most social interactions. These relationships and their rules
serve as guiding principles or norms that can have a profound
effect on behavior. The key defining features of each rela-
tional model are summarized here:

Communal sharing (CS) slices the social world into
emotionally charged classes that allow us to differenti-
ate in-groups and out-groups without degree of distinc-
tion. Everyone in a community—which could be as
small as a romantic dyad or as large as a nation
state—shares certain rights and incurs certain duties.
Nonmembers may be excluded entirely. Within the re-
lationships, people give as they can and take as they
need.

Equality matching (EM) defines socially meaning-
ful intervals that can be added or subtracted to keep
score in social interaction. The social prototype is col-
legial or friendship networks in which in-kind or
tit-for-tat reciprocity is a dominant exchange norm reg-
ulating the giving and taking of favors—here, it is criti-
cal to calibrate degrees of indebtedness and strive for
balance.

Authority ranking (AR) imposes an ordinal ranking
on the social world that permits lexical decision rules.
One’s location in this ranking scheme determines one’s
relative status in a collective and the prevailing direc-
tion of accountability for decision making. Military
ranking serves as the social prototype: Majors must an-
swer to colonels who, in turn, must answer to generals,
with reversals only under exceptional circumstances.

Market pricing (MP) makes possible ratio compari-
sons of the values of diverse entities through the use of
a single value or utility metric. This structure underlies
capitalism and monetary transactions that range in so-
phistication from simple loans to financial instruments
of such byzantine complexity that they baffle even No-
bel laureates.

Within relational theory, there are no transitional forms.
Each schema is a qualitatively distinct structure (Haslam &
Fiske, 1992). Although there is a strong tendency to use the
same model across exchanges, the models may be used in
conjunction with one another in interactions with the same
person. It is typical for a relationship to use multiple rela-
tional forms. For example, business partners may alternate
driving each other to work, keeping with an EM relationship,
and then divide profits from their business venture in an MP
manner, after which they celebrate at one or the other’s home
in a display of CS.

Relational schemas are too abstract to guide behavior
without the aid of implementation rules that specify when,
how, and to whom to apply each schema. Cultures solve this
problem by providing a vast array of specific and often strict
implementation rules. These rules should not be viewed as
fixed or deterministic. Implementation rules evolve in re-
sponse to challenges, and they are often ambiguous and
underspecified at their contested margins. For example, in
early 21st century America, most people accept that there is a
CS obligation to be compassionate toward, or at least refrain
from harming fellow beings, but there continues to be fero-
cious debate over whether a spotted owl or a 4-month fetus
should count as a fellow being meriting protection.

TABOO TRADE-OFFS

The capacity to make trade-offs efficiently is a defining at-
tribute of homo economicus. From a relational perspective,
however, people have a great deal more trouble with some
types of trade-offs than others. Here it is useful to distin-
guish routine from taboo trade-offs. Routine trade-offs en-
tail comparisons between values that are normatively ac-
ceptable to treat as fungible. We make such trade-offs on a
daily basis (e.g., price–quality trade-offs at the supermar-
ket). However, people are often extremely resistant to taboo
trade-offs that extend MP fungibility norms into domains of
life that people think of as having special, even sacred, sta-
tus (Belk, Wallendorf, & Sherry, 1989). The resistance can-
not be fully explained by invoking the incommensurable
objection that cognitive theorists often invoke to explain
trade-off aversion: People lack pertinent precedents, and
thus they do not know how much of x to give up for y when
one of the dimensions quantifies a good or service that is
unacceptable to sell in competitive markets. If an incom-
mensurable objection per se were the obstacle, people
would be merely confused by trade-offs that violate rela-
tional or normative boundaries and they would be hesitant
and diffident in their answers. In fact, people are often mor-
ally outraged by the posing of such trade-offs, and many
people refuse to respond to questions that they deem illegit-
imate, insulting, or absurd (see Mitchell & Carson, 1989;
Tetlock, Kristel, Elson, Green, & Lerner, 2000; also see
Medin, Schwartz, Blok, & Birnbaum, 1999, for an illustra-
tion of moderating factors).

An explanatory framework proposed by Fiske and Tetlock
(1997) for taboo trade-offs sheds light on these reactions (see
also Baron & Spranca, 1997). They defined a taboo trade-off
as any explicit mental comparison or social transaction that
violates deeply held intuitions about the integrity, even sanc-
tity, of individual-to-individual or individual-to-society rela-
tionships and the values that animate those relationships.
Building on Fiske’s (1991) theory, Fiske and Tetlock pro-
posed the following:
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People view trade-offs as impermissible and respond with
varying degrees of indignation whenever the trade-offs re-
quire assessing the value of something governed by the so-
cially meaningful relations and operations of one relational
model in terms of a disparate relational model. (p. 256)

Stated differently, such trade-offs entail comparisons of
the relative importance of secular values (e.g., money, time,
and convenience) with sacred values that are supposed to be
infinitely significant.

People are just not supposed to think or act in certain
ways; as soon as one senses that others have committed a ta-
boo trade-off, they become targets of moral outrage (as do
those members of one’s community who fail to censure
them—i.e., there is a metanorm to enforce norms; see Fiske
& Tetlock, 1997). In one study, for example, Tetlock et al.
(2000) either exposed people to routine trade-offs, such as
paying someone to clean their house or hiring a lawyer to de-
fend them against criminal charges, or exposed them to taboo
trade-offs, such as buying and selling adoption rights for or-
phans or buying and selling votes in elections for political of-
fices. The authors found that, as expected, the latter elicited
resistance, intense cognitive reactions (including punitive
trait attributions to violators of taboos), emotional reactions
(including expressions of anger, disgust, and contempt), and
norm-enforcement reactions (including intentions to censure
violators but also to censure those who fail to censure viola-
tors—metanorm enforcement). Exposure to taboo trade-offs
was also morally contaminating; as a result, people tried to
cleanse themselves morally. Those respondents who had
thought that the decision maker had made the wrong choice
in a taboo trade-off showed the greatest willingness to volun-
teer for a campaign to block a proposed ballot initiative that
would legalize baby auctions.

In a study that investigated taboo trade-offs in a consumer
context, McGraw, Tetlock, and Kristel (2003) examined the
effect of applying an MP schema onto transactions involving
objects that people received via the four fundamental rela-
tional modes. Respondents were asked their valuation of and
willingness to sell the objects. Decisions were highly sensi-
tive to the relational symbolism involved in the transaction.
Although people accepted proposals to buy objects acquired
in MP relationships as routine, the same proposals triggered
progressively greater distress and erratically high dollar valu-
ations as the goods received moved from AR and EM rela-
tionships to CS relationships. In short, people highly resisted
applying the values from one relational schema (MP) to an-
other (non-MP) schema.

RELATIONAL NORMS AS GUIDES
TO BEHAVIOR

This article continues this exploration of the influence of so-
cial–relational norms on consumer behavior. Specifically, we
explore people’s reactions to taboo trade-offs and to the

(mis)application of the normative rules of reciprocity within
social exchanges. The reciprocity norm, typically associated
with an EM schema, dictates that favors must be returned in
rough proportion to their original size and generosity (Blau,
1964; Gouldner, 1962). But, as symbolic interactionists have
long known (Stryker, 1980), EM relationships carry a lot
more symbolic freight than just a compilation of quid pro quo
understandings. Social identities are typically at stake. Par-
ticipants make attributions in response to each move and
countermove in exchange sequences: What kind of person
would make an offer like that? What kind of person does the
initiator of the offer apparently think I am to assume that I
would think such an offer to be reasonable? What kind of per-
son do I reveal myself to be by accepting or rejecting or even
condemning such an offer?

We show that activating the norms linked to a particular
relational schema can change the perceptions of and reac-
tions to a proposed exchange. We also show how shifts in the
framing of a relationship can profoundly influence the inter-
pretation and perceived acceptability of an exchange
(Aggarwal, 2004). According to the sacred value protection
model (Tetlock, 2002), such relational framing should be es-
pecially effective when people seek ways to make trade-offs
that, stated too baldly, would undermine claims to desired so-
cial identities. The model’s reality constraint principle posits
that, under such circumstances, people will search for ways
to redefine morally corrosive taboo trade-offs as more benign
and routine trade-offs.

OVERVIEW

The theme of this article can be stated succinctly: Marketing
researchers make a mistake if they work exclusively within
the framework of homo economicus. Social life is a delicate
dance. Human beings are continually implicitly or explicitly
negotiating the meanings of transactions and the nature of the
social identities they would like to establish in the eyes of
others. Each of our studies attempts to make this fundamental
point in a different way.

Studies 1 and 2 examine the power of social–relational
framing to moderate valuation decisions for possessions.
Study 1 shows that trade-offs become taboo and pricing be-
comes severely distorted when the object to be sold symbol-
izes CS, EM, and AR relationships to significant others.
Moreover, these effects are exacerbated when a would-be
buyer makes a purchase offer with full knowledge of the rela-
tional significance of the object to its current owner. Study 2
reverses the process: It shows how the relationship of the
buyer to the seller can moderate appropriate selling and buy-
ing prices of an object. Studies 3 and 4 focus on the effect of
switching off or on a particular relational scheme: EM. These
studies show—in interpersonal and political settings—that
transactions that look acceptable within one relational fram-
ing quickly cease to be acceptable in another.
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STUDY 1

The study replicates and extends the work of McGraw et al.
(2003), manipulating the relational source of a possession
through scenarios in which a person acquires an object via
one of the four relationships in the Fiske model. To extend
the work, we manipulate acquisition knowledge to test
whether an overt failure to respect the social–relational sig-
nificance of an object’s origin increases the distress people
experience when they contemplate a taboo trade-off. Ob-
servers were asked how the owner should react to an offer to
buy the object from someone who either does or does not
know the circumstances surrounding its original acquisition.

Dependent variables in the design included cognitive con-
fusion, moral outrage, and prices recommended for the seller
and buyer. There was also an additional dependent variable
that, in most circumstances, would be regarded as a nuisance
but, in the current context, assumes considerable theoretical
importance: namely, refusal to answer the question. Some re-
spondents should feel that even the act of hypothetically as-
signing selling prices for taboo trade-offs casts doubt on the
seller’s moral integrity and social identity.

Method

Two hundred forty undergraduates at Ohio State University
received partial course credit in exchange for their participa-
tion. Participants first examined a silver ballpoint pen (but
were not told the retail price of $5.00) and were then given a
survey that described a graduate student who had received
the pen within the context of a particular relationship. They
were then asked to imagine that another student (i.e., the
buyer) offered to purchase the pen. The second manipulation,
acquisition knowledge, was introduced after the scenario.
This fictitious buyer either knew or did not know the relation-
ship context within which the graduate student had acquired
the pen. Respondents were then asked to provide normative
reactions to the offer as well as monetary assessments of the
object’s value.

Participants were randomly assigned to conditions in the 4
(relational source: CS, EM, AR, or MP) × 2 (acquisition
knowledge: buyer does or does not know the source of the
object) between-subjects design.

The four scenarios are as follows:

CS: John is a graduate student here at Ohio State.
When he first came here 2 years ago, he didn’t know
anyone. However, he soon became friends with the
other people in his graduate research laboratory. The
members of the lab are very considerate of one another.
You could describe the atmosphere as family-like. Last
summer, when John was studying abroad on a research
grant, the people in his lab got together and sent him a
care package. Included in it were some Lanterns
[school newspapers], some snacks, and letters/notes
from each of the people in the lab. Also included in this

package was a pen from a conference that they all went
to, but which John could not attend. Of course, all of
these items were his to keep.

AR: John is a graduate student here at Ohio State.
When he first came here 2 years ago, he didn’t know
anyone. However, he soon became colleagues with the
other people in his graduate research laboratory. All of
his lab mates had the same faculty supervisor who pro-
vides leadership, a person whom they can go to as a
mentor, role model, and authority figure. This advisor
appointed John to be the head research assistant of the
graduate students in the lab. John was given a Research
Assistant Package from his advisor, which contained
materials to help him do his job. One item that was
John’s to keep was a pen that, in its own way, marks the
owner as an important member of the department.

EM: John is a graduate student here at Ohio State.
When he first came here 2 years ago, he didn’t know
anyone. However, he soon became acquainted with the
other people in the graduate research laboratory. They
are easy to get along with and considerate of each
other, and he quickly developed good working rela-
tionships with them. The graduate students frequently
do things for each other to make graduate school as
easy as possible. They are always helping one another
out. For example, as a favor John helped another gradu-
ate student from the lab analyze data from an experi-
ment. To return this favor, the other graduate student
gave John this pen to keep.

MP: John is a graduate student here at Ohio State.
When he first came here 2 years ago, he didn’t know
anyone. However, he soon became colleagues with the
other people in his graduate research laboratory. As
graduate students at Ohio State, they are often running
out of office supplies due to their heavy academic load.
There never seem to be enough supplies to go around.
So, one of the graduate students often goes to a whole-
sale distributor to buy office supplies. When he’s there,
he buys more than he needs, and sells the rest to the
members of the lab. This graduate student makes a lit-
tle profit off the sale, but his lab mates (including John)
find the prices reasonable and the arrangement conve-
nient. John purchased this pen from this “salesman”
graduate student.

Participants were asked to judge four statements designed
to measure the appropriate response of the pen owner to the
purchase offer. These statements were (a) John should reject
the idea as completely inappropriate, (b) John should be happy
to sell the pen at the right price, (c) John should be insulted by
the offer to buy the pen, and (d) John should find the request
strangeoroutof theordinary.These itemsweredesigned to tap
emotional and attitudinal reactions of distress, specifically
feelings of confusion and outrage. Agreement with each state-
ment was assessed on a 7-point category rating scale that
rangedfrom1(completelydisagree) to7(completelyagree).
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After completing the normative measures, respondents
judged the appropriate price the pen owner should be willing
to accept for the pen (WTA or selling price). They also esti-
mated an appropriate price the buyer should offer (i.e., will-
ing to purchase, WTP; or buying price). For both questions,
participants were asked to justify their dollar valuation.

Results

To capture the overall affective and cognitive reactions of the
pen owner, a composite variable—labeled henceforth as dis-
tress—was computed by averaging participants’ agreement
with the four normative statements (the second statement,
“happy to sell at the right price,” was reverse scored). The
intercorrelations of agreement measures ranged from .22 to
.64 (M = .46) and had acceptable reliability (Cronbach’s α =
.73).1 Higher values on the composite measure indicated
greater distress with the request.

Figure 1 shows the average judged distress for conditions
in the 4 × 2 (Relational Source × Acquisition Knowledge) de-
sign.

The main effects of relational source, F(3, 239) = 33.1, η2

=.30, and knowledge of acquisition, F(1, 239) = 16.7, η2 =
.07, were significant.2 An alpha level of .05 was used for all
statistical tests. The analyses in all studies are significant at
this level unless otherwise noted. Participants indicated the
pen owner should experience significantly greater distress to
the MP offer when the offer was made in non-MP relation-
ship conditions (M = 4.5) than in the MP relationship condi-
tion (M = 2.8); planned contrast, t(236) = 9.4, d = 1.5.3 Dis-
tress was also more pronounced in the non-MP conditions
when the purchaser was aware of the relational source (M =
4.9 and M = 4.1 for knowledge and no knowledge, respec-
tively), t(181) = 4.8, d = .7. This effect, however, is not pres-
ent in the MP condition, where the means for knowledge and
no knowledge were the same (M = 2.8). The Relational
Frame × Knowledge interaction was not significant at the .05
level, F(3, 239) = 2.5, p < .10, η2 = .03, but the interaction
was significant when the non-MP conditions were collapsed
into a single variable, F(1, 239) = 6.72, η2 = .03.

Participants were asked the appropriate price the owner
should be WTA (the selling price) for the pen and the appro-
priate price the would-be purchaser should be WTP (the buy-

ing price) for the pen. A substantial proportion of participants
balked at providing dollar values for those questions. We em-
ployed two hypothesis-blind raters to judge selling and buy-
ing price refusals from the written justifications (interrater
reliability was 94%; disagreements were resolved through
discussion).

Figure 2 shows the proportion of refusals by relational
source. A substantial proportion of respondents refused to
provide selling prices when the MP offer crossed relational
boundaries (i.e., were applied to non-MP conditions). The
effect of relationship was significant for both knowledge,
χ2(2, N = 124) = 17.6, and no knowledge conditions, χ2(2,
N = 116) = 21.2. Refusal to provide selling prices did not
differ significantly as a result of source knowledge, χ2(2, N
= 240) = 1.8.

Overall, the effect on refusals was not as pronounced for
buying as for selling prices; 17.5% of participants indicated
that a purchase offer should not be made when the offer
crossed relational boundaries. The effect, however, was sig-
nificantly attenuated when the purchaser did not know how
the pen was acquired, χ2(2, N = 180) = 6.9. Respondents felt
that the purchaser should refrain from trying to buy an object
originally acquired in a non-MP relationship, especially if
the purchaser knew how the pen was acquired.

Were refusals related to the distress endorsed by respon-
dents? We correlated refusals to provide dollar values with
predicted distress for the non-MP conditions. There was a
moderate correlation of distress with selling and buying price
refusals (r = .30 and r = .33, respectively). As judged distress
increased, participants were more likely to refuse to provide
selling and purchasing price. Refusals to provide dollar val-
ues also intercorrelated significantly for selling and buying
questions (r = .45).
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1Removing any one of the variables from the composite measure reduces
the reliability. This pattern occurs for the composite measures in the remain-
ing studies unless otherwise noted.

2One measure of effect size reported throughout this manuscript is
eta-squared (η2). It can be interpreted as proportion of variation explained or
accounted for by the treatment manipulation. The index can range from 0 to
1, with larger numbers representing a larger effect. Keppel (1991) offered
the following guidelines for interpreting effect size in behavioral research:
.01 is a small effect, .06 is a medium effect, and >.15 is a large effect.

3Cohen’s d (Cohen, 1977) is provided for paired comparisons and con-
trasts as a measure of effect size. The statistic is calculated as the mean dif-
ference score divided by the standard deviation of difference scores. Cohen
ds of 0.2, 0.5, and 0.8 are interpreted as small, medium, and large effects, re-
spectively.

FIGURE 1 A composite measure of judged distress is plotted
against relational context with separate bars for acquisition knowl-
edge. Black bars and gray bars correspond to conditions when the
would-be buyer knew or did not know how the pen was originally ac-
quired. Error bars represent 1 standard error above the mean.



Although refusals to provide dollar values provide strong
support for our framework, it seriously undermines efforts to
interpret the selling and buying price data. The refusals vio-
late the assumption of source independence needed to con-
duct most parametric analyses. Moreover, the dollar values,
WTA in particular, were highly skewed, with extreme values
that reflected the volatility of dollar judgments (Kahneman,
Schkade, & Sunstein, 1998; McGraw et al., 2003).

A regression that predicted WTA from relational source
and acquisition knowledge failed to reach significance, but
when selling prices were transformed using log-values,
which reduces the right skew in the data, a significant main
effect of relational model was found, F(3, 142) = 8.8, η2 =
.16. A planned contrast between the non-MP conditions and
MP was significant, t(139) = 4.8; d = 1.0). Respondents said
that more money should be demanded for the pen in the
non-MP relationships. An effect of acquisition knowledge
was not evident in selling prices. There were main effects of
relationship, F(3, 181) = 2.8; η2 = .05, and knowledge, F(1,
181) = 6.8, η2 = .04, on log WTP values.4 Respondents indi-
cated that the purchaser should offer more money when the
pen was received from a non-MP relationship; planned con-
trast, t(178) = 2.6; d = .4. Table 1 shows the mean and median
values for the relational mode conditions.

Finally, we examined the ratio of selling price to buying
price for individual participants collapsing across the knowl-
edge condition. The ratios provide a measure of the relative
discrepancy between selling and buying prices by putting in-
dividual responses on the same scale. Larger ratios indicate a
greater discrepancy. The CS condition produced the greatest

median ratio of WTA to WTP values (2.5:1), followed by EM
and AR (for both, 2:1). MP showed no difference between
buying and selling price (1:1).

Discussion

We found strong support for the explanatory usefulness of
Fiske’s taxonomy and Fiske and Tetlock’s notion of taboo
trade-offs. Participants reacted with greater distress to the MP
offer when it crossed relational boundaries, and knowledge of
acquisition source increased distress in these conditions. The
object received in CS relationships was valued most highly,
and the object received via MP relationships was valued least.
EM and AR conditions fell in between. In addition to reporting
highly variable dollar valuations for EM, AR, and particularly
CS objects, substantial percentages of respondents simply re-
fused to participate in the mental exercise on moral or norma-
tive grounds (see Mitchell & Carson, 1989, for an analogous
phenomenon in the contingent-valuation literature). Refusals
were also related to acquisition knowledge for buying prices.
Participants felt that would-be buyers should respect the rela-
tional source of the object. Refusing to participate is socially
awkward given the local norms of the experiment, but treating
the request asunthinkableprovides the surestway toaffirmthe
commitment of the self to the broader norms of society and to
shield one’s social identity from the morally corrosive effects
of taboo trade-offs (Tetlock et al., 2000). The resistance to the
purchase offer was amplified by portraying the object as pos-
sessing special social–relational significance, symbolizing
nontransferable and definitely nonfungible attachments to
others (Belk, 1988; Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton,
1981; Grayson & Shulman, 2000; Wallendorf & Arnould,
1988).
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4Results of the analysis are the same when conducted on the untrans-
formed WTP values.

FIGURE 2 The percentage of respondents refusing to provide selling prices (left panel) or buying prices (right panel) are plotted against relational
source with separate bars for acquisition knowledge conditions. Black bars and gray bars correspond to conditions when the would-be buyer knew or did
not know, respectively, how the pen was originally acquired.



One might wonder whether stronger support could have
been obtained for an ordinal ranking of the relational
modes in a repeated-measures design that required each
participant to judge the relative offensiveness of MP intru-
sions into the CS, AR, and EM relational domains. The
within-subject design, unlike the between-subjects design,
gives respondents a shared context for comparison
(Birnbaum, 1982; Hsee, Loewenstein, Blount, &
Bazerman, 1999). The repeated-measures design also al-
lows us to ask whether the changes in buying to selling
price ratios are greater than those obtained in between-sub-
jects comparisons. Fiske and Tetlock’s framework leads us
to expect such a magnification of effects. Their framework
treats schemas as usually unconscious cognitive operators
that people become aware of only when repeated boundary
disputes call competing relational logics to their attention.
This is exactly what a repeated-measures design would do.
If people are capable of making subtle normative distinc-
tions in relational schemas, then they should be able to do
so in a within-subjects design.

To explore this issue, we created an abbreviated
within-subjects version of Study 1. Ninety-seven Ohio State
University undergraduates were given a survey that described
a graduate student who had received a ballpoint pen valued at
$5.00. They read four single-sentence descriptions of the sce-
narios used in Study 1 and were told that another student of-
fered to purchase the pen (acquisition knowledge was not
mentioned). After each scenario description, participants
completed three measures from Study 1. They responded to
the normative-distress question tapping feelings of having
been insulted, and they gave selling and buying prices.

An ordinal ranking of the relational modes emerged when
people had the opportunity to gauge the relative offensive-
ness of MP intrusions into CS, AR, and EM relationships.
There was a significant effect of condition on predicted feel-
ings of insult, F(3, 279) = 27.6, η2 = .48. Feelings of insult
were not significantly different from each other in the AR (M
= 4.66) and EM (M = 4.4), t(93) = 1.7, ns, conditions, which
fell significantly below responses in the CS condition (M =
5.2), contrast t(93) = 5.9. Finally, feelings of insult were low-

est in the MP condition (M = 2.4), t(93) = 68.5. The percent-
age of respondents indicating that the pen should not be sold
also followed the predicted pattern: 40% in CS, 24% in AR,
20% in EM, and 4% in MP. The same was true for refusals to
provide buying prices: 23% in CS, 14% in AR, 12% in EM,
and 2% in MP. The effect of social relationships on dollar ra-
tios was stronger in this design. CS had the largest mean ratio
in selling and buying prices (6.3:1), followed by EM (4.6:1),
AR (2.3:1), and MP (1.2:1).

STUDY 2

Study 2 addressed the same issues in the context of the so-
cial relationship between buyer and seller, holding the
source of the possession constant. Participants were asked
to imagine that a would-be buyer approached them about an
object that they had for sale. The buyer–seller relationship
fit one of the four prototypical relationships within Fiske’s
(1991, 1992) framework. We then elicited minimum selling
price (WTA), maximum buying price (WTP), and the desire
to maximize profits from respondents. We expected the
meaning associated with the relationship to influence the
selling and buying prices of the object. But we expected a
mirror image of the findings in Study 1 in which emotional
resistance and unwillingness to sell peaked in the CS condi-
tion, followed by EM, AR, and then MP (where minimal
affective ties were present; see also McGraw et al., 2003).
We now expected the offered selling price to decrease as a
function of the buyer’s importance in one’s life, whereby it
would be higher in the MP condition and bottom out in the
CS condition. It is socially awkward to do business in a
profit-maximizing fashion across relational boundaries, and
respondents should recognize this challenge and adjust
their selling strategy accordingly.

Method

Undergraduates at Princeton University (N = 83) and Univer-
sity of Michigan (N = 69) participated in the study for partial
course credit.5 They were presented with the following sce-
nario:

Imagine that you were shopping for a new watch one
day and saw one that you liked. You purchase the
watch for $50.00 and are happy with the deal you got.
You tend to wear the watch a few days a week when
you go to work or class. About a year after the purchase
you receive a new watch as a birthday present. You like
the gift watch better, so you decide to sell your current
watch at a yard sale that your family is having.
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TABLE 1
Mean and Median Values of Respondents’ Selling

and Buying Prices in Dollars by Relational
Conditions

M Mdn

Relational Mode WTA WTP WTA WTP

Communal sharing 2,500,109.45 12.41 30.00 5.00
Equality matching 34,548.31 14.87 10.00 8.00
Authority ranking 86.05 10.76 20.00 8.00
Market pricing 5.65 5.56 5.00 5.00

Note. WTA = willing to accept; WTP = willing to purchase. Data are
shown collapsed across acquisition knowledge condition.

5There were no significant differences in the results between the groups.
Thus, analyses were collapsed across the groups.



Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four re-
lational model conditions that manipulated the person inquir-
ing about the watch that was for sale:

While you are at the yard sale a close family friend
(CS), a neighbor with whom your family exchanges fa-
vors (EM), a teacher from high school (AR), or a cus-
tomer (MP) notices the watch you are selling and says,
“Wow, I really like that watch. It is exactly what I have
been looking for. How much are you willing to sell it
for?”

After reading the scenario, participants were asked the
minimum amount of money they would sell the watch for
(WTA). Then they were asked the maximum amount of
money the person should offer for the watch (WTP). Finally,
participants expressed their agreement with the statement, “I
would try to maximize my profit from the sale of the watch,”
on a 9-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 9
(strongly agree).

Results

Respondents demanded the most money when a customer of-
fered to purchase the watch (MP: M = $24.86) and the least
money when a close family friend offered to buy the watch
(CS: M = $16.95). Values for the AR and EM relationships
fell in-between; respondents wanted more from the former
teacher (AR: M = $23.63) than from the neighbor (EM: M =
$18.51). An analysis of variance confirmed the effect of the
relational mode manipulation, F(3, 151) = 2.8, η2 = .05. De-
spite a medium effect size, the planned contrast between the
non-MP conditions and the MP one was not significant at the
.05 level, t(148) = 1.9, p < .10, d = .3.

Participants felt that the buyer should offer more money
(WTP: M = $36.94) than the seller’s minimum (WTA: M =
$20.96), t = 13.2. The ranking of the WTP values within the
condition was the same as WTA values. The influence of re-
lational source was again significant, F(3, 151) = 4.9, η2 =
.09, although the differences in magnitude among the
non-MP relationships were less extreme. Respondents indi-
cated the close family friend should offer the least money
(CS: M = $32.56), followed by the neighbor (EM: M =
$34.19) and then the teacher (AR: M = $35.63). The cus-
tomer was assigned the highest WTP for the watch (MP: M =
$45.97), which a planned contrast showed was significantly
higher than the non-MP relationships, t(148) = 3.8, d = .6.

Relationship condition was also a significant predictor of
an intuitive economist’s desire to maximize profits, F(3, 151)
= 3.7, η2 = .07. Respondents in the CS condition expressed
the least agreement (M = 3.2) with a desire to maximize prof-
its for the watch. The EM and AR condition followed (Ms =
3.9 and 4.0, respectively). Finally, the greatest desire to maxi-
mize occurred for the MP relationship (M = 5.1), which was
above the midpoint of the scale (i.e., in the agree section of

the scale). A planned contrast between the non-MP and MP
conditions was significant, t(148) = 2.9, d = .6 (see Table 2).

Discussion

People are sensitive to the meaning of relationships in their
life and recognize that MP transactions need to be handled
delicately. They understand that the amount of money of-
fered for an item by a family friend, neighbor, or teacher dif-
fers from what a customer would offer. They also recognize
that it is not acceptable to try to maximize profits when deal-
ing with others who fall into the categories of CS, EM, or AR
relationships. Moreover, people recognize that the offer they
should expect from those meaningful others will fall below
what would be expected in a purely MP exchange but above
the value that they are willing to sell for, thus avoiding dis-
comfort with the transaction.

We have shown that people are sensitive to the type of re-
lationship they encounter in a consumer behavior context.
The remaining studies further underscore how heavily peo-
ple rely on the relational context to interpret the normative
appropriateness of market and quasi-market transactions.

STUDY 3

We contrasted a typical EM exchange for household chores
with conditions where respondents were asked to imagine a
roommate either offers to pay them to do a household chore
or offers to pay an additional share of a household bill (of the
same amount) in exchange for doing the chore. Offering to
pay the bill should make the request more palatable because
it can be more readily seen as part of an EM, turn-taking pro-
cess. By contrast, asking a peer to take on a household chore
is too uncomfortably close to an AR prototype of master–ser-
vant. The study serves as a test of the sacred-value protection
model’s reality constraint principle that predicts that people
will seize upon the EM rationale as a means to avoid dealing
with the encroachment of a MP structure on their relationship
(Tetlock, 2002).
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TABLE 2
Mean Values of Judged Willingness to Accept

(WTA), Willingness to Pay (WTP), and Desire to
Maximize Profits (Max) for Prototypical

Relationships From Fiske’s (1991, 1992)
Relational Framework

Relationship WTA ($) WTP ($) Max

Communal sharing 16.95 32.56 3.2
Equality matching 18.51 34.19 3.9
Authority ranking 23.63 35.63 4.0
Market pricing 24.86 45.97 5.1
Average 20.96 36.94



Method

Ninety-four undergraduates at Princeton University were
paid for their participation in the study. Participants were ran-
domly assigned to one of three between-subjects conditions.
The first condition served as a baseline, where the room-
mate’s request is consistent with the tit-for-tat nature (i.e.,
reciprocity norm) of an EM relationship.

Imagine that you recently moved into a new apartment
with an acquaintance from school. You are still working out
who will be responsible for particular chores. Suppose that
your roommate tells you that he or she does not want to take
out the garbage for personal reasons. He or she makes the fol-
lowing offer:

If you take out the garbage, he or she will always take
care of vacuuming the apartment (n = 31; EM).

The second condition was designed to demonstrate the ef-
fect a MP proposal would have on reactions to the offer. It
read:

If you take out the garbage, he or she will pay you
$15.00 a month for your effort (n = 30; MP).

The third condition was designed to examine the reaction
participants would have if the MP proposal were reframed in
a form similar to an EM offer. It read:

If you take out the garbage, he or she will pay your
share of the electric bill (which amounts to about
$15.00 a month) for your effort (n = 33; MP disguised).

Participants were then asked to judge via three statements
the appropriate response to the request. These statements
were (a) I would find the offer strange or out of the ordinary,
(b) I would be happy with the offer, and (c) I would accept the
offer. Respondents expressed their agreement on a 7-point
scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely
agree).

Results

We attempted to create a composite measure of distress from
the three measures but found that the pattern of responses for
the statement “would find the offer strange or out of the ordi-
nary” differed from the remaining two measures. Thus, we
labeled the variable confusion and analyzed it separately.
There was a significant effect of condition, F(2, 93) = 7.1, η2

= .14, on judgments. On average, participants indicated that
they would not experience much confusion with the (typical)
EM reciprocity offer (M = 3.1). However, in the MP condi-
tion, where an explicit payment is offered for doing the
chore, participants expressed significantly more confusion
than in the baseline group (M = 4.8), t(59) = 3.5, d = .9. Reac-

tions to the disguised MP condition, however, were not dif-
ferent than the EM condition (Ms = 3.1 and 3.3, respectively),
t(62) = .5, ns. The MP condition elicited more confusion than
both the EM request and the disguised MP offer, contrast
t(91) = 3.5, d =.9.

The correlation between responses to the statements about
happiness with the request and the willingness to accept the
offer was .81 (Cronbach’s α = .89). Responses were averaged
to create a variable labeled acceptability. There was a signifi-
cant effect of condition, F(2, 93) = 4.41, η2 = .09, on this
composite variable. Overall, participants were pleased with
the offer, indicating relatively high levels of agreement with
the statement. The highest level of agreement, however, oc-
curred in the disguised MP condition. The mean level of
agreement in the disguised MP condition (M = 6.1) reliably
exceeded that of the EM (M = 5.1) and MP (M = 4.9), contrast
t(91) = 3.0, d = .7, conditions. Keeping with the predictions
of a strict utilitarian, participants felt that the amount of
money offered was sufficient compensation, but the EM
framing made the MP offer particularly appealing.

Discussion

By framing an MP request in terms of an EM exchange, the
roommate could reduce the confusion and increase the ac-
ceptance of such a request. Participants were confused by the
offer to pay them directly for the help (in effect, reducing
them to the status of employees or even live-in servants). But
people did not reject the same offer when it came in an ac-
ceptable EM, turn-taking package. This implies that the ob-
jection to the crassly overt MP offer was not grounded in the
objection that the price was not right. The findings appear
consistent with the sacred value protection model’s reality
constraint principle.

STUDY 4

Our final demonstration examined the effect of switching
EM and MP relationships on and off on how people inter-
preted the Lincoln bedroom scandal that occurred near the
midpoint of the Clinton presidency. We expected that the
public distress over the large number of big campaign donors
sleeping in the Lincoln bedroom (a vivid image of a sacred
site subjected to secular contamination) would be high in a
no-reason-given, pure-description condition but would be re-
duced when politicians offer an EM rationale to explain the
policy (“Friends do favors for friends”) and would rise to new
heights when politicians offer an MP explanation (“We com-
puted the price that would raise the most money”). Building
on work on the powerful tendency for people to seek out rea-
sons that justify the judgments they make (Langer, Blank, &
Chanowitz, 1978; Shafir, Simonson, & Tversky, 1993) as
well as on work on motivated reasoning and ideological bi-
ases in reasoning (Kunda, 1999; Sniderman & Tetlock,
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1986). We also expected an effect of partisanship. Namely,
we expected that anti-Clinton partisans would be less inter-
ested in reasons to become less irate (and, hence, less recep-
tive to the EM excuse), whereas pro-Clinton partisans would
be more eager to embrace the political-damage-minimizing,
EM rationale.

Method

Seventy-seven undergraduate students at Ohio State Uni-
versity participated in the experiment for partial course
credit. The study was run in 1997, soon after the Lincoln
bedroom controversy became public knowledge.6

Twenty-seven participants who were randomly assigned to
a control condition read an unadorned version of the Lin-
coln bedroom scenario:

The President of the United States, as everyone knows,
lives in the White House. He has the authority to invite
guests into this house for dinner or to stay overnight in
the Lincoln bedroom. Many of the guests turn out to be
large campaign contributors. Virtually all of the guests
invited to stay in the Lincoln bedroom fall into this cat-
egory (n = 27; unadorned).

Remaining participants were randomly assigned either to
the MP version or the EM version of the scenario. The MP
addendum to the unadorned scenario was as follows:

Imagine that we now discover from recently released
documents how President Bill Clinton decided whom
to invite for the honor of staying overnight in the Lin-
coln bedroom. The president’s reasoning was as fol-
lows: Access to the White House is a scarce and valued
resource, and we should send a message to potential
campaign contributors that those who are willing to
pay the price (i.e., $250,000 or more) will be guaran-
teed invitations to stay in the Lincoln bedroom of the
White House. There is nothing wrong with letting the
economic laws of supply and demand determine who
gets access to this resource (n = 24; MP).

The EM addendum was as follows:

Imagine that we now discover from recently released
documents how President Bill Clinton decided whom
to invite for the honor of staying overnight in the Lin-
coln bedroom. The president’s reasoning was as fol-
lows: I think of big campaign contributors the same
way I do of good friends, people who when times are
rough back you up and back you up in a big way. I

see nothing wrong with friends doing favors for
friends and reciprocating those favors when it is pos-
sible to do so. That is how friendship and trust build:
doing and returning favors over long periods of time
(n = 26; EM).

Before reading the scenarios, participants were asked,
“What is your attitude toward President Bill Clinton?” and
answered on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (very negative) to
7 (very positive). After reading the scenario and addendum if
present, participants responded to two measures of what they
thought of the Presidential decision. The first measure
ranged from 1 (immoral) to 7 (moral). The second measure
ranged from 1 (admirable) to 7 (contemptible). Next, respon-
dents answered the question, “Do you think voters should
punish politicians who make decisions of this sort?” on a
7-point scale ranging from 1 (definitely no) to 7 (definitely
yes). Finally, participants responded on two measures to the
question, “How did reading this story make you feel?” The
first measure ranged from 1 (no anger) to 7 (very angry) and
the second measure ranged from 1 (no disgust) to 7 (very dis-
gusted).

Results

Reactions to the Presidential decision were strongly corre-
lated, ranging from .44 to .77 (M = .62; the immoral mea-
sure was reversed scored). A composite variable that cap-
tures feelings of outrage and punitive intent was created
from the five measures and had excellent reliability
(Cronbach’s α = .89).

Three was a significant effect of condition on the compos-
ite variable, F(2, 74) = 7.1, η2 = .14. The unadorned facts
elicited moderate levels of outrage and punitive intent (M =
4.3). Reactions were more intense when the facts were ac-
companied by an explicit MP rationale (M = 4.9), t(74) = 1.7,
p < .10, d = .4. However, reactions were attenuated (M = 3.8),
t(74) = 1.8, p < .10, d = .6, when the facts were accompanied
by a rationale— the one, incidentally promoted by the White
House—that invoked a friendship as opposed to economic
norm, a rationale that affirmed the right of friends to do and
return favors for friends.7 As a result, people’s reactions to
the MP and EM rationales were clearly different from one an-
other (M = 4.9 and M = 3.8, respectively), t(74) = 3.4, d =.9.

There was also an effect of political partisanship on par-
ticipants’ responses to the outrage and punitive intent mea-
sures. The sample was roughly equally divided regarding
their attitudes toward Bill Clinton (35% were nonsupporters,
36% were supporters, and 29% were at the midpoint of the
scale). A regression analysis, with the manipulated condition
dummy coded, found that Clinton supporters responded with
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6Informal debriefings found that more than half of the respondents were
aware of the controversy.

7In both cases the contrasts were not significant at the .05 level. We sus-
pect that this is due to low power associated with the small sample size in the
study. Cohen’s d statistic indicated a medium effect size for both results.



significantly less outrage than nonsupporters (β = –.40, t =
5.0). The relationship, however, was qualified by a Condition
× Support interaction, whereby nonsupporters were rela-
tively unaffected by the rationale (β = –.02, t = 0.2), and sup-
porters were highly influenced by the rationale (β = –.75, t =
3.8). Figure 3 shows predicted values of outrage and punitive
intent based on the regression equation. In short, invoking the
EM or reciprocity rule reduced outrage to politically tolera-
ble levels for Clinton supporters.

Discussion

The study demonstrates that framing also matters in sharply
contested political disputes. Relational reframing of prima
facie suspect behavior can alter quite dramatically the inter-
pretation of the deed, particularly among those disposed to
think well of the political figure in question. The reciprocity
norm central to EM—friends doing friends favors—reduces
the taboo nature of events that many observers were initially
inclined to interpret as MP contamination of a communally
shared and sacred national site.

The introduction of the EM relational frame occurred af-
ter the initial disclosure of the apparent encroachment of sec-
ular value onto a sacred place. Given the reactions to the un-
adorned condition, it is safe to assume that Clinton
supporters initially had a negative reaction, which was fol-
lowed by the alleviation of their disgust. A question for fol-
low-up work is whether the EM rationale served a genuine
cleansing function (in which case, Clinton supporters would
feel no need to engage in compensatory conduct) or only a
public relations function (in which case, people may feel
some need to engage in such conduct).

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The first study showed that the monetary value that people
place on possessions can depend on the interpersonal context
within which people obtained the possessions and the mean-
ing they now attach to those possessions. The results show
that people draw a normative line in the sand between
particularistic and universalistic relationships—that is, rela-
tionships in which people care very much about the identity
of the actors from whom they receive goods and services, and
relationships in which people are indifferent to the identity of
the actors, respectively (Foa & Foa, 1974). People were far
less willing to endorse the sale of a ballpoint pen if it was ob-
tained in a CS, EM, or AR relationship than if it was obtained
in a conventional MP manner. Moreover, substantial percent-
ages of participants simply refused to consider the question
of how much to sell the object for, treating the proposal as in-
appropriate and even insulting. Interestingly, people reported
even more distress when they felt that the person making the
purchase offer knew about the social or symbolic meaning of
the object to the current owner. The social identity message
appears to be: What kind of a person do you think would sell
to a stranger an object that has personal meaning? Effects of
relationships and source knowledge extended to perceptions
of the prices that willing buyers should offer. Respecting the
social–relational source is a two-way street in which buyers
also need to acknowledge the symbolism inherent in the ex-
change that stems from the people originally exchanging the
object.

The second study reverses the roles of buyers and sellers.
It shows that our willingness to sell an object varies as a func-
tion of the identity of the person who wishes to purchase the
object. Just as we demand more to sell an object that has CS,
AR, or EM symbolic meaning, we demand less to sell an ob-
ject of neutral significance when the would-be buyer has a
CS, AR, or EM relationship to us. Again, would-be buyers
are expected to be aware of and sensitive to the social–rela-
tional framing surrounding MP transactions.

Study 3 underscores the delicacy of EM relationships.
There are some types of tasks that everyone is supposed to
take their turn to perform. Citizens are not supposed to be
able to buy their way out of obligations to serve in the mili-
tary under draft laws. Housemates are not supposed to try to
hire each other as servants, and those who violate this rule by
asking each other to take on menial chores in return for mon-
etary compensation do not understand the nature of the social
contract. But how can we reconcile this argument with the
neoclassical economic position that everything has a price
and it is just a matter of discovering that price through bar-
gaining? The study shows that housemates are more willing
to sell their services to each other when they have a rhetorical
cloak to disguise what they are doing. In the study, the cloak
involves concealing the MP offer to buy services under the
guise of picking up a share of a household bill that is sup-
posed to be shared equally under EM norms. The “psy-
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FIGURE 3 Predicted values of outrage and punitive intent are
shown based on a regression equation with MP, unadorned version,
and EM conditions dummy coded and crossed with attitudes toward
Bill Clinton. Black bars (Clinton supporters) and gray bars (non-
supporters) show predicted values for respondents who were 1 stan-
dard deviation above and below mean attitude scores, respectively.



cho-logic” is straightforward (although completely specious
from an economic point of view): “You take my turn with the
garbage take-out and I’ll take yours paying the electricity
bill.”

The final study examines the tension between EM norms
and MP standards in the context of a political scandal: the al-
legations that the Clinton presidency was explicitly selling
off access to the Lincoln bedroom. Like Study 3, Study 4
shows that people are, on average, more forgiving when the
transaction is framed (some might say “cloaked”) as a matter
of “friends doing favors for friends” but they balk when the
transaction is framed as a matter of buying or selling access
to an activity that is normally guided by CS norms. The study
also shows something more. It shows that observers of the
political scene play favorites, and this ideological divergence
is especially pronounced when partisans are evaluating so-
cial identity-protective accounts for suspect behavior.
Clinton supporters were more likely to accept the Clinton ad-
ministration’s justification that the president was simply re-
ciprocating favors done by supporters and friends. Clinton
detractors were more likely to assume the worst: that the un-
scrupulous Clinton administration allowed MP norms to in-
trude into a sphere where they do not belong.

Taboo Markets

There is widespread suspicion of the use of markets to allo-
cate a fairly wide range of controversial goods and services
(e.g., Sondak & Tyler, 2004), a result that holds across indi-
vidualistic and collectivist cultures (Shiller, Boycko, &
Korobov, 1991). eBay recognizes this and prohibits the auc-
tioning of Nazi memorabilia, letters or artwork from notori-
ous murderers, and electric chairs, as well as items that can
give rise to legal difficulties such as the sale of human organs,
sperm, or eggs. People are morally disgusted when such
items are bought and sold like regular commodities (Rozin,
Haidt, & McCauley, 1993; Tetlock et al., 2000). Similarly,
people often resist the application of MP practices to more
complex markets such as giving incentives for adoptions
(Landes & Posner, 1978), trading pollution credits (Hahn,
1989), or creating futures markets for terrorist events (Weber
& Tetlock, 2003).

Sondak and Tyler (2004) found that people at least claim
to be willing to sacrifice utility in the name of fairness, which
may explain why markets that ignore issues of fairness may
fail to clear (e.g., Kahneman, Knetsch, & Thaler, 1986). In-
deed, the overt application of secular values onto sacred enti-
ties can bring markets to a grinding halt. An implication of
our studies is that people’s resistance to such markets may be
exaggerated by how they are framed. The more transparent a
taboo market becomes, the greater the moral outrage and
contamination it elicits. For example, a proposed model to
give incentives for adoptions that would explicitly price
White or male babies higher than African American or fe-
male babies would meet with much greater resistance than a

proposal that would give vouchers to parents-to-be who were
willing to adopt babies who were less likely to find a home
(see Tetlock et al.’s, 2000, discussion of forbidden base
rates).

Culture, Ideology, and Implementation Rules

Although marketing taboos can be identified across cultures,
implicit in our analysis is the profound role that culture plays
as a moderator of what people deem as taboo. Two or more
entities are readily comparable only if people categorize
them within the same relational domain. Implementation
rules can, however, vary dramatically across time and place,
so comparisons that are anathema in one culture can be rou-
tine in another. Fiske (1991) documented that, in 19th cen-
tury West Africa, people deemed it perfectly respectable to
calculate the exchange value in brass of a prospective slave or
wife. It was also quite comprehensible, albeit a humiliating
sign of how low one had sunk in the status system, to con-
sider selling one’s children into slavery in return for food.
Conversely, it was—and in some pockets of rural Africa still
is— bizarre to ask how many francs a person would accept
for a millet field. Traditional West African society treated
rights and persons as transferable in exchange for prestige
goods but preserved farm land as communal. Fiske and
Tetlock (1997) noted that, prior to the pressures of modern-
ization and International Monetary Fund loan
conditionalities that required extension of MP rules into agri-
culture, it made no more sense for West Africans to buy or
sell the right to till the land than it did for Americans to buy or
sell the right to breathe air or to vote. Of course, implementa-
tion rules change over time. What was at one time acceptable,
such as paying to avoid conscription into the armed forces, is
now considered anathema (Walzer, 1983). Ideology also has
a moderating influence on the perceived appropriateness of
transactions. Whereas liberals and conservatives find efforts
to monetize babies, body parts, and basic rights and responsi-
bilities of democratic citizenship abhorrent, we find that
among libertarians the objections to these types of transac-
tions wane (Tetlock et al., 2000). Moving left on the political
spectrum toward socialism increases the tendency to find not
only surrogate motherhood unacceptable but also the buying
and selling of borderline controversial commodities such as
medical care and legal representation as well as currently un-
controversial commodities such as houses and food. Devout
egalitarians tend to see such exchanges as inherently inequi-
table because they put the poor at a profound disadvantage
(and because they seem to carry the implication that the lives
and rights of the poor are worth less than those who can pay
large sums for doctors and lawyers).

Social Relationships and Marketing

The results herein also have direct implications for advertis-
ing and marketing, some of which are already appreciated by
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practitioners. Large corporate actors often use the rhetoric of
intimate relational models in their efforts to woo new cus-
tomers and retain existing ones (Fournier, Dobscha, & Mick,
1998; Johnson & Selnes, 2004). Sometimes they promise to
welcome customers into a family (a CS metaphor) and some-
times into a partnership or friendship network (an EM meta-
phor). Sometimes they assume the pose of a wise, benevolent
protector (typically an AR metaphor).

An intriguing set of questions for further work concerns
the nature of the rhetorical strategies deployed and the effec-
tiveness of these strategies. One possibility is that many peo-
ple can indeed be persuaded, at some unconscious level, that
they have symbolically entered into something other than a
purely impersonal MP relationship with massive corporate
entities. Indeed, the less cognitively sophisticated and more
emotionally vulnerable people are, the more susceptible they
may be to such appeals. As such, people may view brands or
products in terms of a social relationship and behave as if the
brand is a friend or partner (Fournier, 1998), even bestowing
human characteristics onto the brand (McGill, 1998). Attach-
ments of this sort may also help to explain a certain amount
of otherwise irrational product loyalty. People do not want to
disappoint corporate entities that they now see as the func-
tional equivalent of friends and family. It is also possible,
however, that these types of rhetorical manipulations back-
fire, striking people as just too transparently manipulative
and disingenuous (Fournier et al., 1998). Even when these
manipulations are successful, they may trigger a severe back-
lash if some mishap reveals the relational posturing to have
been false (Aaker, Fournier, & Brasel, 2004; Bechwati &
Morin, 2003; Koehler & Gershoff, 2003). Consumers who
have been gulled into thinking of themselves as part of a cor-
porate family or partnership may feel especially bitter when
they discover that the other party was treating them all along
purely as objects of monetary calculation, even to the point of
placing dollar values on their safety and lives.

Just as the exchange between two people can take on partic-
ular characteristics due to the nature of the relationship, the
norms associated with brand relationships can influence peo-
ple’s evaluation of and behavior toward a brand. In related
work, Aggarwal (2004) used Clark and Mills’s (1979) distinc-
tion between communal and exchange relationships to exam-
ine the effect of relationship norm violations. For instance, a
bank charging a fee for an additional service was seen as ac-
ceptable among those who viewed their relationship from an
exchange (MP) perspective, but the same act elicited strong
disapproval among those who viewed their relationship from a
communal (sharing) perspective. Furthermore, Aggarwal
found that the timing of a tit-for-tat request influenced percep-
tionsofabusiness.Whenacommunal relationshipwithabusi-
ness was in place, respondents preferred a sufficient delay be-
fore a return favor was requested, whereas the opposite
occurred for an exchange relationship. People preferred to
have a favor asked soon after they granted a favor. In short, if a
brand’s “behavior” violates the norms expected of the rela-

tionship, people experience distress and lower their evalua-
tions of a brand, which in turn impel the person to reevaluate
the special relationship status of the brand.

CONCLUSION

This article grapples—in a preliminary and exploratory fash-
ion—with theoretical issues of foundational significance
both to the field of consumer behavior and to the broader so-
cial sciences. Many economic theorists, as well as research-
ers in the domain of judgment and choice, have aggressively
promoted the idea that virtually all human behavior can be
captured within an MP framework in which each individual
struggles as best he or she can to get the best possible deal
within market constraints (Becker, 1991). The four experi-
ments reported here show that, even in a culture often charac-
terized as radically individualistic and capitalistic (early 21st
century America), people often want to place sharp qualita-
tive boundaries on the applicability of MP norms, viewing
such norms as but one possible set of ways to judge the pro-
priety of decisions within social settings. People’s inherent
sociability and the norms associated with their relationships
can organize their exchanges.

Advocates of homo economicus can, of course, always ar-
gue that when the pricing pressure is sufficiently intense,
normative inhibitions about treating goods and services as
fungible will vanish into thin air. And there is evidence
here—especially in Studies 3 and 4—that people are quite
willing to tolerate MP encroachments into relationships gov-
erned by other norms when people have been given a rhetori-
cal cloak to disguise what is happening. The tension between
microeconomic and social–relational approaches should not
be viewed as either–or. The challenge will be documenting
the complicated situational and individual difference bound-
ary conditions under which each approach provides explana-
tory leverage.
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