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This paper investigates why audiences devalue organizations that behave inauthentically. One explanation is
that inauthenticity leads to lower perceptions of product quality. This stems from the audience’s doubt of

an inauthentic actor’s capability and commitment to produce high-quality goods. Another explanation is that
audiences discount the symbolic value—or what the object represents—of products from inauthentic organiza-
tions. I empirically test each of these mechanisms in the craft beer industry. First, I exploit exogenous variation
in consumers’ knowledge of craft brewers’ inauthentic identity (whether they are owned by a corporate brewer)
to empirically demonstrate an inauthenticity discount. Next, I decompose audience evaluations to show that
knowledge of a producer’s inauthenticity does not have a statistically significant impact on evaluators’ sen-
sory experience of the product—its taste, smell, appearance, or mouthfeel—but that it does affect audience
evaluations of the product’s symbolic value.

Keywords : inauthenticity discount; authenticity; symbolic goods; evaluations; online reviews; cultural goods;
mergers; acquisitions

History : Received June 15, 2015; accepted January 26, 2016, by Olav Sorenson, organizations. Published online
in Articles in Advance September 1, 2016.

1. Introduction
In 2011, Anheuser-Busch InBev (AB-InBev) acquired
Goose Island Brewery, one of the most respected craft
brewers in the world. The goal of the acquisition was
to allow Goose Island to grow and to facilitate AB-
InBev’s entry into the lucrative top-end of the craft
beer segment. But the acquisition had many detrac-
tors. Some believed that Goose Island ales would
become “watered down” like AB-InBev’s other prod-
ucts (e.g., Bud Light). This sentiment was reflected in
the comments of one onlooker who said “My con-
cern is that some accountant at InBev will come up
with � � � clever ways to make more money [by] sub-
stituting ingredients or making the brewing process
less expensive” (Esterl and Mickle 2014). AB-InBev
did their best to quell these concerns. For example,
Goose Island’s Brand Ambassador retorted “the beers
will not change.” Others worried that consumers
may perceive a change in quality even if the prod-
ucts remained the same because consumers often use
the identity of the producer to make quality infer-
ences. For example, one commenter said, “maybe its
me but the recent Goose Island beer I drank tasted
just like Bud” (Esterl and Mickle 2014). Still others
worried that consumers may feel betrayed because
Goose Island had “sold-out” and no longer repre-
sented small, local, authentic production.

To determine why audiences desire products from
authentic organizations, I build on a growing body of

literature that recognizes value as socially constructed
(Kovács and Sharkey 2014, Leung and Sharkey 2014,
Malter 2014, Negro and Leung 2013, Pontikes 2012,
Simcoe and Waguespack 2011, Pontikes et al. 2010).
More recently, scholars have demonstrated the impor-
tance of organizational authenticity as one important
characteristic in determining audience perceptions
of value (Kovács et al. 2013, Hahl 2016, Beverland
2005, Carroll and Wheaton 2009, Lehman et al.
2014, Verhaal and Khessina 2015). These studies
have identified authenticity as an important phenom-
ena in a number of settings including sports (Hahl
2016), music (Peterson 1997, Grazian 2005), art (Fine
2003, Hahl et al. 2015, Kim 2016), wine (Beverland
2005, Hannan et al. 2007), whiskey (McKendrick and
Hannan 2014), and dining (Kovács et al. 2013, Lehman
et al. 2014).

Few studies, however, have demonstrated a con-
vincing causal connection between authenticity and
organizational outcomes.1 One difficulty in identify-
ing a relationship between authenticity and audience
evaluations, in particular, is that inauthentic behav-
ior may impact audience evaluations through a vari-
ety of mechanisms. First, acts of inauthenticity may
have an objective impact on product quality. For
instance, independent artists that sign with corpo-
rate record labels (an act of inauthenticity) may later

1 See Kovács et al. (2013) for a notable exception.
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release albums that sound different than they oth-
erwise would have if they remained independent.
Therefore, it is critical that any empirical investiga-
tions of the effect of inauthentic acts of audience per-
ceptions control for objective product quality.

Besides the empirical challenge of identifying the
effects of authenticity, the theoretical mechanisms that
explain why audiences value authenticity are diffi-
cult to tease apart. One mechanism suggests that
when audiences are unable to perfectly assess prod-
uct quality they will rely on other observable charac-
teristics, like acts of (in)authenticity, to make quality
inferences. For example, Carroll and Wheaton (2009,
p. 257) suggest that even though acts of authenticity
“may or may not technically be related to quality 0 0 0
they often are perceived as such.” Similarly, Kovács
et al. (2013, p. 459) suggest that consumers “may
use authenticity as a subtle or sophisticated way to
convey quality judgments.” Therefore, audiences may
mistakenly evaluate products from inauthentic orga-
nizations as lower quality even when they are not.
Another explanation is that audiences value authen-
tic products for their symbolic value, or what they
represent (Bourdieu 1985). Symbolic goods are dis-
tinct from the physical object and often allow audi-
ences to demonstrate their social standing or personal
characteristics. For example, connoisseurs of “under-
ground,” or obscure, music may use this knowledge
to demonstrate their social superiority over fans of
more popular music. Symbolic goods also allow audi-
ences to enact their deeply held moral or ethical
beliefs. For instance, if consumers believe that “buy-
ing local” is more ethical then they may derive utility
from buying an identical product from a local pro-
ducer over a national chain. In either case, the reason
the audience member values a good more is separate
from the object’s physical manifestation.

I contribute to the growing literature on organiza-
tional authenticity in several ways. First, I provide
the first causal evidence, outside of a laboratory
setting, that organizational authenticity affects audi-
ence evaluations. Next, I offer the first study to
investigate the consequences of inauthentic behav-
ior by organizations previously considered authen-
tic. Finally, this study is the first to empirically
demonstrate that acts of inauthenticity affect the sym-
bolic value attributed to the inauthentic organization’s
products, independent of product quality or percep-
tions thereof. Empirically, I exploit an arbitrary web-
site design decision that makes a treatment group
aware of a craft brewer’s inauthentic identity. I then
show that knowledge of a producer’s inauthenticity
does not significantly affect quality ratings but that it
does negatively affect perceptions of symbolic value.

2. Organizational Authenticity and
Audience Evaluations

Authenticity is socially constructed (Peterson 2005,
Carroll and Wheaton 2009, Baugh 1988) within objec-
tive constraints (Zuckerman 2012). Although scholars
have defined several different types of authenticity
(type, moral, idiosyncratic, etc.), I adopt the general
meaning of the term, which describes whether an
actor is considered genuine and acts in accordance
with their true character (Trilling 1972, Carroll and
Wheaton 2009). Importantly, authenticity is conferred
on an actor by an external audience. Therefore, audi-
ences must first infer a focal actor’s character by
observing identity claims, category membership, and
past behavior. From these observations, audiences
establish expectations about how the actor should
behave to remain authentic. An actor is consid-
ered authentic if they act in accordance with these
expectations.

Prior studies have linked authenticity to percep-
tions of value, or the total utility a consumer derives
from a good or service. For example, Kovács et al.
(2013) find that restaurant goers assign higher ratings
to establishments they perceive to be more authen-
tic. Zuckerman and Kim (2003) show that demand
for a movie is impacted by whether it is perceived
as being targeted at mass-market (inauthentic) or
art-house (authentic) audiences. Finally, Carroll and
Swaminathan (2000) suggest, but do not empirically
demonstrate, that consumers devalue beers produced
by corporate brewers because they are perceived as
inauthentic.

Extant research has not fully explained why
inauthenticity leads to lower perceptions of value.
Perceptions of value are critical for organizational suc-
cess and survival. Evaluations are, however, complex,
subjective, and multifaceted. One reason for this is
that consumption and evaluation are, fundamentally,
social acts. A simplistic view of audience evaluations
(e.g., product ratings) assumes that they are merely an
evaluation of product quality. However, scholars have
long recognized the complexity of consumer eval-
uations and ratings. For example, marketing schol-
ars distinguish between the functional and symbolic
aspects of a product (Hirschman and Holbrook 1982,
Grubb and Grathwohl 1967, Gardner and Levy 1955).
Levy (1959, p. 118), notes that “People buy products
not only for what they can do, but also for what they
mean.” When thought of in this way, the total utility
an audience member derives from an object can be
broken down into two component parts: the physical
aspects of the object and the nonphysical or symbolic
value of the object (Bourdieu 1985). The first com-
ponent I will refer to as the consumer’s “perception
of quality” and the latter I will refer to as a “sym-
bolic value.” In the following sections, I explore why
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authenticity may independently affect perceptions of
quality and symbolic value.

2.1. Authenticity’s Effect on
Perceptions of Quality

In cases where quality is imperfectly observable,2

audiences rely on more easily observable character-
istics to make quality inferences (Negro and Leung
2013, Zuckerman et al. 2003, Spence 1973). For exam-
ple, Negro and Leung (2013) find that knowledge
of a wine producer’s boundary-spanning identity
affects product ratings. Similarly, authentic produc-
tion is generally correlated with quality. For example,
authentic restaurants tend to receive higher ratings
(Kovács et al. 2013). Furthermore, Beverland (2005)
found that authenticity and commitment to qual-
ity were highly correlated in the wine industry. In
these cases, audiences may use an organization’s
(in)authentic identity to make product-quality infer-
ences.3 In other words, audiences may make proba-
bilistic judgments about a product’s quality based on
previously observed correlations between authentic-
ity and quality. For example, craft brewers are known
for producing higher quality products than are large
corporate brewers.4 Therefore, ceteris peribus, con-
sumers may infer that a product is lower quality
when they are aware that it is produced by an inau-
thentic producer.

Audiences may also question an inauthentic orga-
nization’s ability to produce high-quality products.
Inauthentic organizations are often perceived as such
because they seek mass-audience appeal. For exam-
ple, chain restaurants are perceived as inauthentic
because they foster “a standardized lifestyle and cul-
ture in conflict with the expression of distinctive—
that is, authentic—social identities” (Kovács et al.
2013, p. 462). However, prior research has demon-
strated that appealing to the masses comes at the
cost of appealing less to connoisseurs, or those audi-
ence members with the most distinctive and discern-
ing tastes (Rossman and Schilke 2014, Zuckerman and
Kim 2003). For instance, Zuckerman and Kim (2003)
find that, in the market for films, there is a trade-off

2 Craft beer is one of these cases. Carroll and Swaminathan (2000)
note that “like many specialty products, malt beverages are inher-
ently difficult to categorize and evaluate because of their subtle and
ambiguous complexities” (p. 730).
3 Audiences perceive a good’s quality both before and after expe-
riencing it. It is important to note that identity likely has different
(and perhaps stronger) ex ante effects on perceptions of quality. In
my empirical setting, evaluations are presumably made ex post so
I am not able to empirically investigate these differences.
4 Products from corporate brewers have an average rating of 42%
while craft brewers have an average rating of 73% (based on ratings
from ratebeer.com). Furthermore, corporate brewers are known for
using lower-cost “adjuncts” like corn and rice rather than malted
barley.

between mass-appeal and “art house” appeal. They
argue that it is difficult to simultaneously appeal
to the different tastes of the mass-market and con-
noisseurs because of their disparate preferences and
expectations. Therefore, connoisseurs may interpret
an organization’s inauthentic identity as a sign that
the organizations products will not match their partic-
ular tastes.5 Iain Lowe, spokesman for the Campaign
for Real Ale, reflected this sentiment in an article
titled “The Plot to Destroy America’s Beer” (Leonard
2012). He said, “You often see when a local brand is
taken over by a global brewer, the production is raised
a lot. If you’re trying to produce a lot of beer, you
don’t want a beer that some people may object to the
taste of it, so you may actually make the taste a little
blander.”

Finally, audiences may doubt an inauthentic orga-
nization’s commitment and dedication to producing
high-quality products. Actors seen as being extrinsi-
cally motivated (by fame, fortune, etc.) are considered
less authentic than those seen as intrinsically moti-
vated. For example, Hahl (2016) argues that when
audiences believe actors are motivated by monetary
rewards, they doubt the actor’s authenticity. There-
fore, if audiences question inauthentic organizations’
motivation for acting in a given market, they may
also suspect them of compromising product quality,
or “cutting corners,” in an effort to maximize prof-
its. This sentiment is reflected by one commenter who
said, in reaction to news that a craft brewer had been
purchased by AB-InBev, “My concern is that some
accountant at InBev will come up with 0 0 0 clever ways
to make more money [by] substituting ingredients or
making the brewing process less expensive” (Esterl
and Mickle 2014). In contrast, authentic organizations
are seen as intrinsically motivated by their sincere
dedication to the craft or social movement. There-
fore, audiences may believe that authentic organiza-
tions are less likely to compromise on quality, even
if doing so may benefit their bottom line. This idea
is reflected in the comments of James Watt, founder
of the craft brewery BrewDog, in an interview with
The Guardian (Ruddick 2015). He first identifies corpo-
rate brewers as being externally motivated by profits,
saying, “We set ourselves apart from [corporate brew-
eries], as they are focused heavily on making money.”
Next, he highlights the intrinsic motivation behind his
craft brewery: “We just wanted to make the beers we
wanted to drink.” Finally, Watt argues that because
of this intrinsic motivation, “We don’t compromise 0 0 0
We don’t cut corners, we don’t use additives, or fil-
ter or pasteurize the beer, as these things all affect
its flavor... [unlike] the pedestrian beers peddled by

5 The users in my empirical setting represent primarily con-
noisseurs.
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multinational conglomerates.” Therefore, inauthentic-
ity may be interpreted by audiences that an organi-
zation lacks the capability or commitment to produce
high-quality products.

In summary, inauthenticity may cause evaluators to
perceive a good as lower quality because (1) there is
a generally perceived association between inauthen-
ticity and low-quality production, (2) they question
the producer’s ability to produce high-quality goods,
or (3) they doubt the producer’s capability and com-
mitment to producing high-quality goods. Therefore,
I predict the following:

Hypothesis 1. Audiences will perceive goods from
inauthentic producers to be lower quality, controlling for
actual product quality.

2.2. Authenticity’s Effect on Evaluations of
Symbolic Value

The utility derived from an object may not come from
the object’s physical attributes alone. For example, a
parent may value a painting made by their child, not
because of the inherent quality of the artistic work,
but because of what the painting represents. In this
view, goods consist of two parts: the physical object
and the symbolic object (Bourdieu 1985). A physical
object is all of the physical, or sensory, characteristics
of the object. A symbolic object is what the good rep-
resents. Therefore, a good may have symbolic value
even if it lacks any physical usefulness.

The value of a symbolic good may be intrinsi-
cally or extrinsically derived. Extrinsically motivated
symbolic goods are valuable for the social advan-
tage they afford. For example, status symbols are one
well-studied symbolic good. Consumers may buy an
expensive luxury car, not just for the car’s physical
attributes, but also because it demonstrates wealth
and status. Veblen (1899) observed that consumers
engage in “conspicuous consumption,” where they
purchase conspicuous goods like luxury cars, pri-
vate jets, lavish estates, and expensive wines to signal
wealth and status. These goods, however, are ineffec-
tive in portraying other socially valued characteris-
tics like morality, conscientiousness, and intelligence
because these attributes are often uncorrelated with
wealth (Leibenstein 1950). Recent studies have begun
to explore how consumers use symbolic goods to por-
tray nonstatus related attributes. For example, Sexton
and Sexton (2014) found evidence of “conspicuous
conservation,” whereby consumers use displays of
conservation and other prosocial behaviors to demon-
strate conscientiousness. They find that consumers’
willingness to pay for conspicuous green products
increases with the environmental preferences of their
peers. Others have found that acts of charitable giving
are used to express altruism (Gneezy and Rustichini
2000, Glazer and Konrad 1996). Similarly, products

from authentic organizations can be used to express
the values, knowledge, taste, and sophistication of the
consumer (Bourdieu 1985). For example, Bulik (2009)
says that “[y]our choice of beer can be as telling about
your personality as what kind of clothing you wear
or the car that you drive.”

Consumption of authentic products may express
the consumer’s individuality. Leibenstein (1950)
describes the “snob effect” as a case in which indi-
vidual demand for a good is inversely related to the
aggregate demand for the good. Mason (1981, p. 128)
explains that the snob effect is present when audi-
ences “come to reject a particular product as and
when it is seen to be consumed by the general mass
of people.” Therefore, “snobs” may value authen-
tic items, not because they are higher quality, but
to distinguish themselves from the “unsophisticated
masses.” Therefore, once an organization is seen as
inauthentic, its products are no longer effective in
communicating the consumer’s distinctiveness and
sophistication to others.

Symbolic value may also be intrinsically derived.
There are two primary reasons audience mem-
bers may intrinsically value authentic goods. The
first relates to Grubb and Grathwohl’s (1967) self-
enhancement theory, which argues that symbolic
goods may be intrinsically valued because they
enhance the self-concept of the consumer. Self-concept
is the “totality of the individual’s thoughts and
feelings having reference to himself as an object”
(Rosenberg 1979, p. 7). In this model, people have an
image of themselves, which they consider valuable.
Therefore, they are willing to allocate scarce resources
in an effort to protect and enhance their self-image.
In particular, Grubb and Grathwohl (1967, p. 26) pre-
dict that “the consuming behavior of an individual
will be directed toward the furthering and enhanc-
ing of his self-concept through the consumption of
goods as symbols.” Sirgy (1982, p. 531) argues, for
instance, that purchasing goods seen as high status
will reinforce the consumer’s image of himself as high
status. Authentic goods may be consumed in simi-
lar ways. People who see themselves as authentic, or
who would like to see themselves as authentic, may
use goods from authentic producers to enhance their
self-image.

Relatedly, authentic goods allow consumers to
enact their deeply held moral and ethical positions.
This reason may be especially salient in markets
defined by oppositional identities or that are morally
contested. These markets create moral and ethical
boundaries between categories, and crossing them
may be seen as betrayal (Phillips et al. 2013). For
example, the beer industry is one well-known mar-
ket where oppositional identities exist. This is because
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the craft beer movement grew in reaction to the sig-
nificant consolidation, corporatization, and homoge-
nization of the beer industry through most of the
twentieth century (Carroll and Swaminathan 2000).
To many in the craft beer movement, corporate brew-
ers are seen as “the enemy” (Lewis 2014, p. 196) or
“the devil” (Schneider 2012). Oppositional identities
also exist in other markets where authenticity is par-
ticularly salient such as whiskey (McKendrick and
Hannan 2014), wine (Negro et al. 2011), and cuisine
(Rao et al. 2005). In these markets, consumers may
view supporting inauthentic producers as immoral or
as a betrayal to the social movement that they identity
with. For instance, when Goose Island was purchased
by AB-InBev, the Chicagoist reported that “[c]ries of
’sell-out’ shrieked across Facebook and Twitter. Crit-
ics made overblown comparisons between [Anheuser
Busch] and Hitler” (Schneider 2012). A member of
BeerAdvocate, a beer rating website, said “I never
buy Inbev and I tell my friends... why they shouldn’t.
I don’t care if that makes me a snob, AB-Inbev is evil
and I won’t give them a dime.” Hence, in the face
of inauthenticity, some consumers will seek products
from authentic organizations and reject products from
inauthentic organizations on moral grounds.

In summary, audiences may discount the symbolic
value of a good from an inauthentic producer because
(1) they believe the good to be less effective in demon-
strating superior taste, knowledge, and sophistica-
tion to others; (2) the good no longer enhances the
authentic self-concept of the consumer; and (3) con-
suming products from inauthentic producers is seen
as morally suspect. Therefore, I predict the following:

Hypothesis 2. Audiences will perceive goods from
inauthentic producers to have lower symbolic value, inde-
pendent of actual or perceived product quality.

3. Empirical Context and Sample
3.1. Context and Design
I test my theoretical propositions in the craft beer
industry, where Carroll and Swaminathan (2000) pose
authenticity as a defining characteristic. Craft brewers
use “public claims about tradition and authentic craft-
style production” (pp. 733–734) to collectively differ-
entiate themselves from corporate brewers. Leonard
(2015) echoed this sentiment, saying that craft brewers
“have built a thriving niche 0 0 0 [by] positioning them-
selves as the underdogs in a war with large corpora-
tions, most notably AB InBev.” For some time, craft
brewers seemed to be winning the war by effectively
excluding corporate brewers from entering the craft
beer industry. Carroll and Swaminathan (2000) doc-
ument the pre-2000 failure of corporate brewers to
successfully introduce products that appealed to craft

beer drinkers. They attributed the failure of the cor-
porate brewers to a lack of authentic identity. Since
2000, however, corporate brewers have changed strat-
egy. Rather than focus on creating their own craft
products, corporate brewers have begun to acquire
craft brewers in an attempt to purchase their authentic
identities. In the example described above, Anheuser-
Busch InBev purchased Goose Island, one of the
most prestigious craft brewers in the world. When
asked why they made the purchase, one Anheuser-
Busch executive explained, “We bought Goose Island
for what Goose Island was: authentic, very credible”
(Schultz 2013).

But some audience members have reacted neg-
atively to news of acquisitions of craft brewers.
Graham Mackay, former executive chairman of SAB-
Miller, said that some in the craft movement see cor-
porate brewers as “the enemy” Lewis (2014, p. 196).
He went on to say that they “think we’re stealing their
authenticity.” In what follows, I empirically investi-
gate how and why audiences react negatively to inau-
thenticity. Specifically, I test audience perceptions of
the beer’s quality and its symbolic value when they
are made aware that a craft brewer is owned by a
large, corporate brewer.

My null hypothesis is that authenticity does not
directly affect audience evaluations in the craft beer
market. This may hold if product quality—or the sen-
sory experience that the physical object delivers—is
the essential criteria by which consumers judge craft
beers. Supposing that quality is the exclusive con-
cern of consumers, we may still expect a correlation
between authenticity and audience evaluations. One
reason is that authentic craft brewers generally pro-
duce higher quality products than inauthentic cor-
porate brewers.6 If a beer’s quality is not perfectly
observable to the consumer then they may use the
commonly perceived association between authenticity
and quality to make quality inferences.

Kovács et al. (2013) provide some of the first
empirical tests of organizational authenticity on audi-
ence evaluations. Importantly, they acknowledge the
potential of unobserved quality to confound their
results. They employ content analysis of online
restaurant reviews to measure authenticity. To con-
trol for quality, they use content analysis of quality
related words and third-party (Zagat) reviews. This
cross-sectional analysis represents one of very few
studies to show that perceived authenticity affects
audience evaluations. They also provide evidence that
ownership structures are correlated with perceived
authenticity. The authors supplement this analysis

6 None of Anheuser-Busch InBev’s products have an average rating
over 47 (out of 100), which is well below the average rating of 69
(calculated by the author using ratings data from ratebeer.com).
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Figure 1 (Color online) Screen Print of Goose Island Matilda on
Ratebeer.com After Acquisition by AB-InBev

with an experimental study using Amazon’s Mechan-
ical Turk. Kovács et al. (2013) demonstrate experimen-
tally that authenticity is causally related to audience
evaluations.

I take advantage of a quasi-experiment to exam-
ine the causal effect of inauthenticity in the field.
Specifically, I use the acquisitions of craft brewers
by large corporate brewers as a negative shock to
the authenticity of the craft brewer. However, for
ownership structure to affect audience perceptions of
authenticity, audience members must be aware of the
craft brewer’s true ownership. I use exogenous vari-
ation in consumers’ knowledge of a craft brewer’s
ownership to identify the effects of perceptions of
authenticity on audience evaluations of quality and
symbolic value. Specifically, I exploit an arbitrary
design difference between the two similar beer rat-
ings websites. One website, ratebeer.com, displays
the corporate owner’s identity on product ratings
pages, while the other, beeradvocate.com, does not.
Therefore, I exploit this exogenous variation in the
knowledge that a consumer has of the craft brewers’
corporate ownership to identify the effect of inauthen-
ticity on audience evaluations.7 Figure 1 demonstrates
the product page of Matilda, a Goose Island prod-
uct, on ratebeer.com (treatment site) after acquisition
by Anheuser-Busch InBev. The treatment site displays
the name of the acquirer (“AB-InBev” for Anheuser-
Busch InBev). Before acquisition, the product page
was identical except “(AB-InBev)” was not included
in the brewery’s name. This design feature makes all
visitors of the treatment website aware of the craft
brewer’s corporate ownership. In contrast, the con-
trol group’s product pages are not impacted by craft
brewer’s acquisition. This arbitrary design difference
acts as my identification strategy.

3.2. Data and Sample
To test my hypotheses concerning the effects of
authenticity on audience evaluations, I collected data
from two similar beer rating websites: ratebeer.com

7 I use instances of “selling out,” or craft brewers being acquired
by corporate brewers, in my empirical analysis. However, I am
not able to determine whether the effects I find are due to per-
ceptions of “selling out” (moving from independently owned to
corporate owned) or of corporate ownership alone. As one anony-
mous reviewer pointed out, consumers would need more informa-
tion to determine whether a corporately owned firm had ever been
independent.

and beeradvocate.com.8 These websites are the most
influential and comprehensive sources of beer ratings
data available. These sites were founded in 2000 and
1998, respectively. They allow users to create indi-
vidual profiles and record tasting notes, ratings, and
reviews. They contain millions of reviews and tens of
thousands of products. One advantage that these sites
have is that audiences use them to record their own
preferences so that they can later recall which prod-
ucts they most like. The fact that raters later rely on
their earlier evaluations provides strong incentives to
give unbiased evaluations.

I limit my sample to only those craft brewers
that were acquired by a large corporate brewer from
2000 to 2013 and that were documented on the rate-
beer.com product page of the craft brewer (see Fig-
ure 1 for an example). I exclude products with less
than 25 product ratings during the period (to exclude
limited release products and experimental beers). I
produced common firm and product identifiers across
the two sources to allow for the inclusion of fixed
effects. My final sample consists of five acquisitions.
Three are by Anheuser Bush-Invebev (Goose Island
in 2011, Oland Brewery in 2009, and Brauerei Beck in
2001), one by Labatt-InBev (Lakeport Brewing Com-
pany in 2007) and one by Sapporo (Sleeman Brew-
ing in 2006).9 Because these acquisitions took place
in substantially different time periods, there is lit-
tle chance that unobserved variables (for example,
an unobserved change to one of the websites) are
responsible for the results. I only include reviews
that were made one year before or after the acquisi-
tion occurred. I have chosen this time frame to pro-
vide sufficient statistical power, while reducing the
chance of including other treatments and of treatment
contamination (users of the control group becoming
aware of the acquisitions through outside sources).10

My final sample contains five acquisitions and 13,398
reviews within one year of the acquisition. The review
will be my unit of analysis. Figure 2 compares the
monthly review volumes for the treatment and con-
trol groups around the time of treatment. The fig-
ure demonstrates that the ratings volumes of the two
sites are similar and that monthly volumes fluctuate
in tandem.

8 Special thanks to Julian McAuley for generously sharing these
data (McAuley et al. 2012).
9 During my sample period, there were several other ‘borderline’
cases of inauthenticity that I have excluded from analysis because
they are not clearly considered acts of inauthenticity. For exam-
ple, Creemore Springs is a large Canadian brewery specializing
in lagers that was purchased by MillerCoors. Because they were
previously large and produced lagers, which are associated with
corporate brewers, this is not clearly an act of inauthenticity. My
results are robust to the inclusion of these “borderline” cases.
10 Results are robust to nine-month and two-year windows.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 in
fo

rm
s.

or
g 

by
 [

12
9.

2.
19

.1
02

] 
on

 0
1 

Se
pt

em
be

r 
20

16
, a

t 1
4:

09
 . 

Fo
r 

pe
rs

on
al

 u
se

 o
nl

y,
 a

ll 
ri

gh
ts

 r
es

er
ve

d.
 

http://Ratebeer.com
http://ratebeer.com
http://beeradvocate.com
http://ratebeer.com
http://ratebeer.com
http://beeradvocate.com
http://ratebeer.com
http://ratebeer.com


Frake: Selling Out
Management Science, Articles in Advance, pp. 1–15, © 2016 INFORMS 7

Figure 2 (Color online) Comparison of Pre- and Posttreatment
Ratings Volumes
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3.3. Empirical Design
Acquisitions are associated with a number of supply
side effects. For example, acquisitions may affect the
production process, distribution footprint, advertising
expenditure, internal incentive structure, and person-
nel composition of the acquired craft brewers. Sim-
ply comparing pre- and postacquisition means would
confound these supply side effects with the demand-
side (audience) effects hypothesized above. To the
extent that supply side effects exist, I econometrically
account for them by using a difference-in-differences
(DD) design (Angrist and Pischke 2008). My identi-
fication strategy depends on comparing the ratings
of those who were made aware of the craft brew-
ers’ corporate ownership with the ratings of those
who were not. With the assumption that supply side
effects impact both websites equally, the DD design
will control for changing recipes, production methods,
distribution, product freshness, or any other “actual”
changes to product quality after the acquisition takes
place.

It is important to note that it is possible, and likely,
that there are a portion of users in the control group
that are also aware of the craft brewers’ acquisition.
This means that some members of the control group
may also have knowledge of the craft brewers’ cor-
porate ownership. This is a regrettable circumstance
that I am not able to overcome. Fortunately, this will
bias my results downward, making it more difficult
to find support for my hypotheses. Thus, it is likely
that the true effect size is larger than the coefficient
estimates in my regressions. In my main regression, I
use the following specification:

Yi = �t +�Ti +�Pi + ��Pi · Ti�+ �i� (1)

where Yi is one of three dependent variables: the
evaluator’s overall rating, perception of quality rat-
ing, or symbolic value rating. I describe these in
detail below. The variable �t represents year fixed

effects, and T is a dummy variable equal to one
if the observation is from ratebeer.com. The vari-
able P is a dummy variable equal to one if the review
occurred after the craft brewer was acquired. The
coefficients �, �, and � are estimated parameters, and
�i is a random error term. The unit of observation, i,
is the review. Because I cannot precisely identify the
date that ratebeer.com updated the brewery name, I
assume that treatment occurs on the first day any
news source from LexisNexis reported on the acquisi-
tion, or the date of the official press release, whichever
is sooner.11 In other models I include acquisition fixed
effects, making the specification

Yi = �t +�j +�Ti +�Pi + ��Pi · Ti�+ �i� (2)

where all variables are the same as Equation (1) and
�j are product fixed effects. Standard errors are clus-
tered at the acquisition level.12 In addition to the
standard ordinary least squares assumptions, I make
one further identifying assumption in this specifica-
tion (known as the parallel trends assumption), which
assumes that the pretreatment trends of the treat-
ment and control groups are equal. I explore the pru-
dence of this assumption after describing the variable
constructions.

3.4. Dependent Variables
I use product ratings data from ratebeer.com and
beeradvocate.com to construct my dependent vari-
ables (see Table 1). Both websites require users to rate
products on five criteria (see Figure 3). These criteria
are common in beer judging competitions and tast-
ings. Four of these criteria, which I refer to collectively
as “perceptions of quality,” relate to sensory prod-
uct quality: aroma (or smell), appearance, taste, palate
(or mouthfeel). Rather than equally weighting the
component reviews, I standardize and rescale each
“objective” dimension to match those used by beer-
advocate.com13 (Alström 2014). The weights given
are taste (40%), aroma (24%), mouthfeel (10%), and
appearance (6%).14 To test the robustness of my
results, I later use an alternative specification that is
not dependent on these weights.

The fifth ratings dimension is labeled “overall.”
The overall rating dimension has no objective crite-
ria. It is simply a measure of how well the consumer

11 If ratebeer.com is delayed in updating the website to reflect the
acquisition, then this will bias my results downward.
12 Results are similar using Huber–White robust standard errors.
13 Ratebeer.com does not publish the weightings used in their
algorithm.
14 These sum up to 80%. The remainder 20% will be what I refer
to as “symbolic value,” which is the difference between the user’s
overall rating and the sum of all their other weighted ratings.
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Table 1 Summary Statistics: Comparison of Treatment and
Control Group

Overall Taste Aroma Palate Appearance
rating rating rating rating rating

BeerAdvocate.com (control)
Mean 63�5 19�3 11�2 4�8 3�0
SD 23�9 8�2 4�7 1�9 1�1
Min 0 0 0 0 0
Max 100 32 19�2 8 4�8

RateBeer.com (treatment)
Mean 58�1 17�4 9�8 3�7 2�4
SD 31�8 9�4 5�8 2�2 1�3
Min 0 0 0 0 0
Max 100 32 19�2 8 4�8

Total
Mean 60�2 18�1 10�4 4�1 2�7
SD 29�1 9�0 5�5 2�2 1�3
Min 0 0 0 0 0
Max 100 32 19�2 8 4�8

“liked” the product. This includes all objective crite-
ria, like taste, as well as any other value that the rater
derives from consuming the product. Ratebeer.com
describes this criteria as “Your overall impression of
the beer” (Alström 2014). Finally, I rescale the ratings
to a 100-point scale so that coefficients can be eas-
ily interpreted as percentage points. See Table 1 for
descriptive statistics.

Using the above variables, I construct two depen-
dent variables. Specifically, I construct a measure of
perceived product quality and of symbolic value.
Perception of Quality. I develop a perception of qual-

ity measure to test Hypothesis 1. The perceptions of
quality variable captures the evaluator’s perception of
the physical object after experiencing it. To construct
this variable, I aggregate the weighted taste, aroma,
appearance, and palate measures to develop a com-
posite score of audience perceptions of product qual-
ity (see Figure 4). Importantly, these four constituent
variables capture all sensory perceptions except for

Figure 3 (Color online) Comparison of Treatment (ratebeer.com) and
Control (beeradvocate.com) Ratings Websites

hearing (which has a negligible effect on beer ratings),
making them a near exhaustive measure of sensory
perception of the physical object. Furthermore, any
“actual” product changes will be accounted for by the
difference-in-differences design. Therefore, this vari-
able construction, in conjunction with the empirical
design described above, allows me to identify effects
to perceived (sensory) product quality while holding
actual product quality constant.
Symbolic Value. I develop a measure of symbolic

value to test Hypothesis 2. Following Bourdieu (1985),
I conceptualize a good as having two parts: the phys-
ical object and the symbolic object. Perhaps an ideal
measure would capture audiences ratings of sym-
bolic value directly. Unfortunately, this measure is not
available. Rather, to operationalize symbolic value, I
subtract a user’s perception of quality rating from
their overall rating (see Figure 4).15 This construction
makes an important assumption that the difference
between the overall rating and perception of quality
rating can be attributed to symbolic value.16 It is pos-
sible that this variable may contain residual quality
evaluations that are not captured by the four percep-
tions of quality dimensions. For example, it may cap-
ture how well the reviewer enjoyed his environment,
his drinking companions, or price. However, with the
assumption that these factors are not systematically
correlated with treatment (knowledge of a craft brew-
ers inauthenticity) this will merely inflate the stan-
dard errors of the regressions, making it more difficult
to find support for the hypothesis.17

3.5. Independent Variable: Corporate
Ownership as Inauthenticity

Organizational �In�Authenticity. Unfortunately, I am
not able to directly observe audience perceptions of
inauthenticity. Rather, I must assume that knowledge
of a craft brewer’s corporate ownership reduces audi-
ence perceptions of the ’craft’ brewer’s authentic-
ity. I support this assumption in a variety of ways.
First, I rely on previous studies of authenticity that
have argued, and found evidence for, the connec-
tion between organizational form and perceptions of
authenticity. Kovács et al. (2013) found that indepen-
dent and family owned restaurants were considered

15 While more closely aligned with Bourdieu’s (1985) construct of
symbolic value, this dependent variable construction is sensitive to
the weights given to each dimension of product quality. Therefore,
I later use an alternative specification, which is not dependent on
these weights, to estimate symbolic value.
16 To investigate the appropriateness of this assumption, I com-
pared the symbolic ratings of corporate and craft brewers on rate-
beer.com. Measures of symbolic value are about twice as high for
craft brewers.
17 This is because the inclusion of them in the dependent variable
will introduce noise.
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Figure 4 Dependent Variable Construction

Overall
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more authentic than chain-affiliated and corporately
owned restaurants. Further, Carroll and Swaminathan
(2000) study the craft beer industry, specifically, and
argue that “the identity problems of both mass pro-
duction and contract brewers emanate from their
organizational form and revolve around questions
of... authenticity” (p. 728).18

Popular media and industry insiders also sug-
gest that corporate ownership of craft brewers is
considered inauthentic by consumers. Dan Kenary,
cofounder and CEO of Harpoon Brewery, said that
there “certainly is a wonderful subset of consumers
that really do care—they care about authenticity, they
care about where their beer is brewed, who’s brewing
it, what the ethics are of the company” (Kaplan and
Boyden 2015). Media outlets also suggest that audi-
ences perceive corporate ownership of craft brewers
as a betrayal of the craft movement. Lewis (2014,
p. 196) explains that seeing “Goose Island sold to
Anheuser-Busch was for many beer drinkers like
watching their father pack up his bags and step out
for cigarettes.” He further argued that the acquisition
“felt all the more like a betrayal because Anheuser-
Busch had long served as the face of the enemy.” John
Laffler, a brewer at Goose Island, explained that, after
being bought by AB-InBev, other craft brewers demo-
nized the corporate ownership, saying “You guys are
owned by the devil” (Schneider 2012). Ian Coutts, an
author on the craft beer movement, remarked in an
interview with Forbes (Wu 2015) that there is “a ques-
tion of authenticity for the [corporate] brewers � � � It’s
like indie bands. You’ve got to be authentic.”

The Brewers Association, a craft beer trade group,
has defined craft brewery in a way that specifically
excludes craft brewers who are owned by corporate
brewers from the “craft” category. The Brewers Asso-
ciation says that a brewery is not considered craft if
more than “25% of the craft brewery is owned or con-
trolled (or equivalent economic interest) by an alco-
holic beverage industry member that is not itself a
craft brewer” (Brewers Association 2015). Therefore,
according to this definition, all of the brewers in my

18 Contract brewer refers to small brewers who sell beer manufac-
tured by corporate brewers.

sample are considered authentic craft beer producers
prior to acquisition and none of them are considered
craft brewers after acquisition.

3.6. Pretreatment Trend Analysis
To assess the reasonableness of the parallel trends
assumption on which the difference-in-differences
design depends, I drop all postacquisition obser-
vations from my sample. I then regress the prod-
uct’s overall score on a dummy (RateBeer) indicating
whether the review is in the treatment or control
group, an ordinal variable (Days from treatment) indi-
cating the number of days prior to treatment the
review was submitted, and the interaction of these
two variables. In models (1) and (2) of Table 2, I only
include reviews submitted between zero and 180 days
from acquisition. I expand the time frame to 365 days
in models (3) and (4). Models (2) and (4) include year
and product fixed effects. Across all specifications, the
interaction term is small and insignificant, indicating
that there are no significant pretreatment trend differ-
ences between the two groups.

Table 2 Pretreatment Trend Analysis

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Overall Overall Overall Overall
rating rating rating rating

RateBeer 5�784∗∗∗ 8�988∗∗∗ 4�938 8�760∗∗

(treatment group) �1�129� �0�730� �4�683� �1�215�
Days from treatment 0�0113 0�00442 0�00153 0�00557∗

�0�00740� �0�00542� �0�00372� �0�00149�
RateBeer×Days 0�00434 0�000445 −0�00726 −0�00306

from treatment �0�0122� �0�00974� �0�00725� �0�00141�
Constant 75�59∗∗∗ 74�00∗∗∗ 74�89∗∗∗ 74�38∗∗∗

�0�689� �1�147� �2�152� �0�618�
Year fixed effects No Yes No Yes
Product fixed effects No Yes No Yes
Observations 3,642 3,642 7,206 7,206
R2 0�0230 0�0811 0�0306 0�0899
Log-likelihood −15,734.1 −14,836.8 −30,917.8 −29,286.5

Note. Robust standard errors clustered at the acquisition level reported in
parentheses.

∗p < 0�05; ∗∗p < 0�01; ∗∗∗p < 0�001.
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Table 3 Effect of Inauthenticity on Overall Product Ratings

(1) (2) (3)
Overall Overall Overall
rating rating rating

Main effects
RateBeer (treatment group) 70783∗∗ 80601∗∗ 90385∗∗∗

4100475 4101105 4100455
Postacquisition −20375 −10423 00934

4104395 4103605 4005475
Treatment effect

RateBeer×Postacquisition −10830∗∗ −10636∗∗∗

4002415 4001745
Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
Product fixed effects No No Yes
Observations 13,398 13,398 13,398
R2 00269 00270 000801
Log-likelihood −55,828.9 −55,823.4 −54,531.1

Note. Robust standard errors clustered at the acquisition level reported in
parentheses.

∗∗p < 0001; ∗∗∗p < 00001.

3.7. Results
I begin by establishing the effect of inauthenticity
on overall product ratings by comparing the reviews
of those made aware of a craft brewer’s corporate
ownership (RateBeer) to those who were not (con-
trol group) before and after acquisition. In Table 3,
I estimate the effect that knowledge of corporate
ownership has on overall ratings. In the baseline
model (model (1)), I show the main effect of being
on RateBeer and in the postacquisition period. The
positive coefficient on the RateBeer dummy vari-
able in model (1) suggests the preacquisition ratings
are higher on RateBeer than on BeerAdvocate. This
difference will be accounted for by the difference-in-
differences design. The insignificant negative coeffi-
cient for Postacquisition in model (1) suggests that, for
users on BeerAdvocate (control group), being in the
posttreatment period has a negative effect. Although
the coefficient is insignificant, there are two possi-
ble explanations for the negative coefficient. First, it
may be that after acquisition there were real changes
to the products (i.e., changes in recipe or distribu-
tion) that caused them to be rated lower. Second, it
is possible that some people in BeerAdvocate (control
group) were made aware of the acquisition through
other channels (e.g., news reports or website forums).
In other words, this may be evidence of treatment
leakage. My estimates of the treatment effect in fur-
ther models should, therefore, be conservatively inter-
preted as a lower bound.

I demonstrate the effect of organizational inau-
thenticity in models (2) and (3) of Table 3. The
significant coefficient on RateBeer × Postacquisition in
model (2) demonstrates an effect of organizational
inauthenticity on overall product ratings. When com-
pared to the users who were not made aware of a

Table 4 Effect of Inauthenticity on Perceived Quality and
Symbolic Value

(1) (2) (3)
Perceived Symbolic Overall

quality value rating

Main effects
RateBeer (treatment group) 00593∗ 80792∗∗∗ 80966∗∗∗

4001685 4008875 4007115
Postacquisition −000920 10026∗ 00959∗

4002705 4003345 4002555
Treatment effect

RateBeer×Postacquisition 000895 −10726∗∗∗ −10709∗∗∗

4001385 4001625 4001645
Controls

Taste rating 10735∗∗∗

40003385
Aroma rating 00736∗∗∗

40001785
Appearance rating 10147∗∗

4001735
Palate rating 10989∗∗∗

4002285
Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
Product fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
Observations 13,398 13,398 13,398
R2 0000301 00124 00571
Log-likelihood −45,098.9 −50,284.7 −49,413.9

Note. Robust standard errors clustered at the acquisition level reported in
parentheses.

∗p < 0005; ∗∗p < 0001; ∗∗∗p < 00001.

craft brewer’s corporate ownership, users on Rate-
Beer reduced their overall ratings significantly in
the postacquisition period 4� = −10835. This repre-
sents about a 3% penalty to the average product in
my treatment group. Model (3) adds product fixed
effects. As expected, the coefficient on the interaction
term remains negative and significant 4� = −106365.
Because the dependent variable is the overall rating,
which includes evaluations of the product’s quality
(taste, aroma, etc.) and its symbolic value, I am not
able to distinguish the operative mechanism respon-
sible for the ratings using this specification.

In Table 4, I test my hypotheses directly in order to
distinguish between the effects that inauthenticity has
on audience perceptions of quality from perceptions
of symbolic value. Model (1) suggests that perceptions
of quality are not significantly impacted by knowl-
edge of a craft brewer’s corporate ownership. The
average treatment effect (RateBeer×Postacquisition) on
audience perceptions of product quality is small, pos-
itive and insignificant 4�= 0008955. Each dimension of
the dependent variable (taste, aroma, appearance, and
mouthfeel) is independently small and insignificant as
well (results not reported). This result fails to support
Hypothesis 1 that perceptions of inauthenticity affect
perceptions of product quality. This result, however,
should not be interpreted as evidence that audiences
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do not use authenticity to make quality inferences.
It is reasonable to assume that these ratings are sub-
mitted after users have consumed the product. Even
though “malt beverages are inherently difficult to
categorize and evaluate because of their subtle and
ambiguous complexities” (Carroll and Swaminathan
2000, p. 730), experiencing them does provide con-
crete information about the product’s quality. If it
were possible to observe the expected quality ratings
before consumption, it is possible that I might observe
this same audience using authenticity to make qual-
ity inferences. Furthermore, it may be that the effect
size of inauthenticity on perceptions of quality is
sufficiently small that I lack the statistical power
to identify the effect. Finally, it may be that corpo-
rate ownership has heterogeneous effects on differ-
ent audience members. Some audience members may
believe that corporate ownership has a positive effect
on quality (for example, because corporations can
make larger investments in technology) while oth-
ers may believe corporate ownership has a negative
effect. For these reasons, the failure to find support for
Hypothesis 1 should not be interpreted as evidence
that inauthenticity does not affect audience percep-
tions of quality.

In model (2) of Table 4, I test the effect of authentic-
ity on the symbolic value that consumers attribute to
the product. The estimated effect on symbolic value in
model (2) suggests that inauthentic ownership causes
a significant decline in perceptions of symbolic value
4� = −107265. In model (3), I use a different specifi-
cation to address concerns that my results are depen-
dent on the parametric assumptions introduced by
the construction of the symbolic value measure. In
model (3), I use the overall rating as the dependent
variable and statistically control for quality ratings
(taste, aroma, etc.). This relaxes any assumptions about
the relative weights of each of these variables and
allows the regression to effectively determine appro-
priate weights. The results are very similar to those
of model (2) 4� = −107095, which suggests that my
results are not dependent on the parametric assump-
tions introduced by my construction of the symbolic
value variable.19 Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is supported.
These results suggest that consumers devalue inau-
thentic organizations (craft breweries owned by corpo-
rate breweries) because they perceive them as having
lower symbolic value.

3.8. Alternative Explanations and Limitations
There are several limitations and alternative expla-
nations that may be raised in response to the above

19 In analysis not reported here, I run separate regressions for each
acquisition (five in total) and confirm that each coefficient of the
DD term (RateBeer×Postacquisition) is negative. However, they are
not all statistically significant due to limited statistical power.

empirical analysis. The first is that the specifications
may not completely control for changes to the prod-
uct quality, freshness, distribution, etc. Fortunately,
the empirical design (difference-in-differences estima-
tion) will account for any actual changes with the
additional assumption that actual changes will impact
both websites equally. While I am not able to test this
assumption directly, there is little reason to believe
that one audience would receive substantially differ-
ent quality products at any given time.

Another objection may be that the two websites
in the sample (RateBeer and BeerAdvocate) might
be populated by different types of consumers. For
example, one group may be more concerned with
inauthenticity than the other. Although there is no
evidence to suggest that they are systematically dif-
ferent, this is not problematic for the research design
conditional on there being no changes to the sam-
ple compositions that coincide with treatment. Other
time-invariant differences between the populations of
the websites are accounted for by the DD design. For
example, RateBeer users tend to give higher ratings,
on average, than users of BeerAdvocate. These dif-
ferences are absorbed by the main effect (RateBeer)
and therefore are not reflected in the interaction term
(RateBeer× Postacquisition). However, if there are sys-
tematic changes to the composition of the reviewers
on the website(s), this may bias my results. For exam-
ple, perhaps RateBeer is attracting more experienced
or discerning users over time and BeerAdvocate is
not. This could explain the negative effect I observe to
RateBeer rating in the postacquisition period. While I
cannot definitively rule this out, such a change should
also affect perceptions of quality ratings (taste, aroma,
etc.) as well as overall ratings. Because I observe no
statistically significant effect to perceptions of quality
(Table 4, model (1)), this regression effectively acts as
a placebo test.

Another criticism is that the results are not due to
perceptions of inauthenticity, but are due to chang-
ing perceptions of some other (correlated) constructs
like size.20 To test this alternative explanation, I per-
formed a placebo test that replicates the analysis
in Table 4 except on a sample of acquisitions that
are not considered acts of inauthenticity. I identified
two mergers/acquisitions (M&A) between brewers
that were not considered inauthentic. The first was a
merger between Anheuser-Busch and InBev in 2008.
This merger was not considered inauthentic because
Anheuser-Busch and InBev were both large, corporate
breweries prior to the merger. Therefore, audiences
are unlikely to interpret the merger as inauthentic.

20 Thanks to several anonymous reviewers and the editors for iden-
tifying this alternative explanation and for recommending addi-
tional analysis to address this concern.
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Table 5 Placebo Test

(1) (2) (3)
Perceived Symbolic Overall

quality value rating

Main effects
RateBeer (treatment group) −20745 −40793 −30422

4006665 4208505 4205735
Postacquisition 00547∗ 00720 00609

40008575 4003775 4003685
Treatment effect

RateBeer×Postacquisition −000118 00913 00906
4001595 4007335 4006775

Controls
Taste rating 20024∗∗

40006685
Aroma rating 00710∗

4001295
Appearance rating 00703

4001925
Palate rating 20065∗

4002275
Constant 28088∗∗∗ 23065∗∗ 80039∗

4003915 4107635 4102955
Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
Product fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
Observations 17,824 17,824 17,824
R2 000184 000223 00615
Log-likelihood −66,413.0 −73,120.2 −71,184.6

Note. Robust standard errors clustered at the acquisition level reported in
parentheses.

∗p < 0005; ∗∗p < 0001; ∗∗∗p < 00001.

The second merger was between Duvel Moortgat and
Brewery Ommegang. Both breweries were consid-
ered craft before and after the merger took place (the
combined size of the two breweries was not large
enough for them to be considered a noncraft brewer).
Therefore, this merger is also not considered an act
of inauthenticity. Fortunately, both M&A events did
affect the breweries names on RateBeer but not on
BeerAdvocate. For example, Brewery Ommegang was
listed as “Brewery Ommegang (Duvel-Moortgat)” on
RateBeer after the merger. Although there were only
two such M&A events during my period, the sam-
ple size of this placebo test is larger than that in the
main analysis. Therefore, the placebo test offers suffi-
cient statistical power to find a similar-sized effect if
one exists. Table 5 reports the results of the placebo
test. The coefficient on RateBeer × Postacquisition is
small and insignificant in all models. This provides
some evidence that the effects demonstrated in the
main analysis are not spurious, driven primarily by
increases in size, or the result of a simultaneous
treatment on RateBeer. Finally, I run a difference-in-
difference-in-differences (triple differences) analysis,
which uses the placebo group and the original con-
trol group (same product ratings from BeerAdvocate)
as two separate control groups. This analysis controls

Table 6 Difference-in-Difference-in-Differences Analysis

(1) (2)
Overall rating Overall rating

Main effects
RateBeer (treatment group) −50610 −30702

4205875 4202335
Postacquisition 30029∗∗∗ 10179∗

4004095 4003405
RateBeer×Postacquisition 00919 00836

4006805 4006105
Postacquisition× Inauthentic −20165∗∗ −000441

4005235 4004465
RateBeer× Inauthentic 14035∗∗ 12077∗∗

4207215 4204655
Treatment effect

RateBeer×Post× Inauthentic (DDD) −20703∗∗ −20506∗∗

4007085 4006535
Controls

Taste rating 10957∗∗∗

4001265
Aroma rating 00585∗∗∗

40009905
Appearance rating 00953∗∗

4002265
Palate rating 20011∗∗∗

4002495
Year fixed effects Yes Yes
Product fixed effects Yes Yes
Observations 31,222 31,222
R2 000618 00688
Log-likelihood −12,5497.9 −12,1872.6

Note. Robust standard errors clustered at the acquisition level reported in
parentheses.

∗p < 0005; ∗∗p < 0001; ∗∗∗p < 00001.

for any actual changes to product quality as well as
any other unintended treatments that displaying the
acquirer’s name might cause (apart from perceptions
of inauthenticity). Table 6 shows that, after controlling
for these factors, the coefficients remain negative and
statistically significant. Therefore, it is unlikely that
factors not related to authenticity, like perceptions of
increased size, are driving the main results.

This study is also limited in its ability to precisely
measure symbolic value. The measure of symbolic
value assumes that the difference between a user’s
overall rating and their rating of the sensory percep-
tion of the beer (perception of quality) can be wholly
attributed to symbolic value. Unfortunately, there is
little I can do to test this assumption. It is possible
that other factors are being captured by this measure.
For example, consumers may give a beer a higher
overall rating if they enjoyed the environment they
consumed the product in. To overcome this weakness,
I must assume that all other factors are uncorrelated
with treatment. With this assumption, these other fac-
tors simply add additional noise to the symbolic value
measure, which will only inflate the standard errors
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(making it harder to find a significant effect). In the
case that this assumption does not hold, a more con-
servative interpretation of my results is that knowl-
edge of a craft brewers corporate ownership decreases
audience’s overall experience of a product indepen-
dently of their sensory experience of it.

4. Discussion
Organizational scholars are becoming increasingly
aware that social forces affect audience evaluations
in organizational and market contexts. These evalu-
ations have implications for how resources are allo-
cated between products, organizations, and markets.
Authenticity, in particular, has been recognized as an
important socially constructed criterion (Gilmore and
Pine 2009, Kovács et al. 2013, Hahl and Zuckerman
2014, Beverland 2005, Carroll and Wheaton 2009).
Despite the increased interest, demonstrations of
authenticity’s causal effect on audience evaluations
remain scant. I provide the first causal evidence from
the field of an inauthenticity discount. I demonstrate
that when authentic organizations behave inauthen-
tically, they are punished by audience members who
are made aware of their inauthentic behavior. I fur-
ther show that acts of inauthenticity affect symbolic
value, but do not seem to significantly impact audi-
ence perceptions of quality.

These findings may have implications for the schol-
arship on the diversification discount, which focuses
primarily on supply side mechanisms, by identifying
the “inauthenticity discount” as a unique demand-
side mechanism that may lead customers to devalue
products from diversifying firms, especially those in
cultural goods markets. These results may also be of
interest to scholars of entrepreneurship. If small orga-
nizations are considered more authentic, then authen-
ticity may be one of the few competitive advantages
that entrepreneurs have over large incumbent firms.

These findings may also have important implica-
tions for organizational scholars. For example, Kovács
and Sharkey (2014) demonstrate that broad audience
reach comes with costs. They find that books suf-
fer from decreased ratings after winning prestigious
awards and offer two possible mechanisms. First, the
demographics and tastes of the broader, postaward
audience may be different. Second, they suggest that
audiences may be “turned off” by perceived pop-
ularity or mass-appeal of a book after winning an
award. My results may be related to the latter mecha-
nism. Specifically, if audiences perceive an item to be
more popular or have mass appeal, then certain seg-
ments (connoisseurs or “snobs”) may see them as less
authentic and therefore discount them.

There is still much work to be done to understand
the role of authenticity in market exchange. For exam-
ple, Ody-Brasier and Vermeulen (2014) suggest that

businesses also have socially constructed value func-
tions. This begs the question, Do firms also value
authentic exchange partners or is authenticity an
exclusively consumer-driven phenomenon? Further,
while my results suggest that authenticity does not
significantly affect perceptions of quality in my set-
ting, this may not always be the case. Beer ratings
come after the evaluator has consumed the product.
The results may differ if I could observe preconsump-
tion quality expectations. This has important eco-
nomic implications. For example, consumers who are
made aware of an organization’s inauthentic identity
may no longer purchase products from that organiza-
tion or may actively campaign against it.

Finally, the symbolic value that audiences place on
authenticity may have implications for practitioners
operating in cultural goods markets. Entrepreneurs
may be encouraged that, while they may lack the
technological and market competence of incumbents,
they are penitentially seen as more authentic by virtue
of their independence from corporate forces and the
identity of their equity holders. In certain niches, like
craft beer, authenticity may act as a considerable bar-
rier to entry for larger organizations. Entrepreneurs
should also be cautioned that appeals to authentic-
ity in the early stages of the firm’s life may constrain
viable exit options later in their life. My findings may
also inform managers of large firms who wish to enter
more lucrative niches defined by authenticity. Man-
agers should consider that by attempting to acquire
authenticity, they might be damaging the very authen-
ticity that made the target attractive in the first place.
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