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T

here exists a dichotomy in the communication strategies of fashion firms—some firms purposefully cloak
information on the tastefulness of their products, whereas others openly flaunt their tasteful or “it” products.
This divide in communication strategies cannot be explained by existing wealth signaling models of fashion.
In this paper, we offer a model of fashion that explains the above dichotomy. We model fashion as a social
device that plays the dual role of allowing people to both fit in with their peers and differentiate themselves
by signaling their good taste or access to information. In this context, we show that a fashion firm faces an
interesting dilemma—if it restricts information, then only sophisticated consumers buy its products and use
them to signal their taste. Cloaking thus preserves the signaling value of its products but reduces the number
of social interactions enabled by them. In contrast, flaunting undermines the signaling value of its products
but increases the interactions enabled by them. Given these trade-offs, we derive the conditions under which
cloaking occurs. We also show that, in equilibrium, the most tasteful product endogenously emerges as the
fashion hit or “it” product.
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1.

Introduction

to avant-garde labels. Mainstream fashion houses also
routinely withhold information on their fashion products. Labels such as Yves Saint Laurent (YSL), Versace,
and Marc Jacobs usually have multiple product lines,
of which only one (if any) goes on to become a fashion
hit (Rumbold 2007). However, these firms do not aid
consumers in identifying the potential fashion hits.
Their stores, websites, and ad campaigns tend to be
uniformly uninformative (Horyn 2008). In fact, their
websites do not even divulge whether a particular
product is part of a new line or was continued from
the last season.
Consider, for instance, the marketing strategy of
YSL in spring 2008. In the fashion shows staged at the
beginning of the season, Muse Two emerged as the
most critically acclaimed bag from YSL’s collection.
However, YSL did not explicitly promote this bag
in its ad campaign, website, or stores. For instance,
YSL ran three advertisements for bags, but only one
of them featured Muse Two.2 Furthermore, all three
advertisements were given equal prominence; i.e.,
from the ad campaign, one could not infer that Muse
Two was more tasteful than the other bags. Even
YSL’s website was not very informative—it simply

Carpe Diem is an avant-garde fashion label by Altieri,
who is known among the fashion cognoscenti for his
secretive nature. Altieri does not advertise or promote
his products at all and shuns all kinds of publicity
(Shoham 2006).1 In fact, he only sells his products
through selective stores such as Atelier New York
that serve his agenda of remaining under the radar.
This crafted invisibility, although seemingly strange,
is not unique to Carpe Diem. Many other chic fashion
designers seem equally intent on hiding themselves
(Wilson 2008). For instance, according to the trendy
fashion guide Refinery29: “Location was everything
to Takahiro Miyashita when opening his first store in
the States. The extremely popular Japanese designer
was looking for a location 0 0 0 where only people
looking for it would find it [he had to move his
Tokyo store three times when the locations got too
mainstream]” (http://www.refinery29.com/refinery/
NYCmen_08.php; last assessed August 17, 2008).
This phenomenon of strategically withholding
information in the arena of fashion is not just confined
1

As Shoham (2006) puts it, “He [Altieri] doesn’t give interviews,
doesn’t let himself be photographed, doesn’t advertise, doesn’t
have shows, doesn’t loan clothes for shoots, doesn’t market his
wares other than to a handful of stores in the world 0 0 0 0 Why in the
world would a clothes designer behave like a radical underground
artist? What does commerce have to do with anti-commercialism
like this?”

2

The other two bags featured in YSL’s ad campaign were Muse and
Majorelle. All three advertisements consisted of model Kate Moss
posing with the bag. Samples of these three advertisements can be
found on page 27 in the March 2008 edition of Vogue and pages 17
and 19 in the April 2008 edition of Vogue.
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portrayed dozens of bags with no information on
their relative popularity. In fact, Muse Two did not
even appear on the first page of YSL’s handbag section. Moreover, YSL’s pricing strategy was also uninformative; i.e., it priced all its bags similarly.3 Nevertheless, Muse Two did eventually emerge as the “it”
bag4 of the season.5
YSL is by no means the only fashion label that
cloaks information on its fashion products. Recently,
Marc Jacobs redid some of its storefronts to resemble
generic army/navy stores and sold vintage military
coats for $59. It is notable that the coats were marketed such that only those “in the know” could recognize its storefronts and buy them. Nevertheless, the
coats went on to become fashion hits and were later
featured in the New York Times (Colman 2008).
This strategic information restriction is surprising,
especially because many other firms, such as the
Ralph Lauren Collection (RLC),6 flaunt information
on their fashion hits. For example, consider the
marketing strategy of RLC in spring 2008. In contrast
to YSL, RLC promoted its popular “Scarf” bag
as its most fashionable offering of the season—it
was heavily featured in its advertisements and also
promoted on its website (see http://www.visit4ads
.com/advert/Ralph-Lauren-The-Scarf-Handbag-Ralph
-Lauren-Womenswear/58423 for an example of RLC’s
Scarf handbag ad; last accessed December 30, 2011).
In fact, RLC’s website is extremely informative
and aids consumers in identifying tasteful products
through trend reports and style guides (e.g., Ralph
Lauren 2008). RLC’s website also allows consumers
to sort items based on tags such as “Our Favorites,”
“Best Selling,” “Newest Arrivals,” etc. This allows
consumers to easily identify RLC’s fashion hits. RLC
also priced the Scarf bag much higher then most of
its other bags at $3,185, thereby allowing prices to
reveal the identity of its most popular/fashionable
bag.7 Gap is another example of a firm whose
advertisements aid consumers in picking fashion hits.
In 2006, Gap promoted its popular skinny black pants
using a series of memorable advertisements featuring
Audrey Hepburn (Goldsmith 2006). Moreover, like
3

For example, a medium-sized Muse Two was priced at $1,895, but
so was a medium-sized Majorelle.
4

An “it” bag is a sought-after bag that is carried by the fashion
elite, is in great demand, and sells out soon after its launch.
5

At the end of the season, the leading fashion website Style.com
took stock of the fashion hits of spring 2008 and identified YSL’s
Muse Two as one of the most wait-listed accessories of the season.
6

RLC is Ralph Lauren’s highest-end women’s wear label that retails
exclusively at specialty boutiques and stores similar to Neiman
Marcus. It should not to be confused with the low-end Polo brand
from Ralph Lauren.
7

Additional details on YSL’s and RLC’s advertising campaigns are
available from the author.
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RLC, its website also aids consumers in identifying
the most fashionable items by providing trend guides
and seasonal look books.
We examine this divide in the communication
strategies of fashion firms—why do some firms cloak
information on fashion products while others flaunt
this information? What is the rationale for cloaking,
as more information helps consumers identify potential fashion hits or “it” products and can thereby
increase demand? Furthermore, firms that cloak information (e.g., YSL) also cater to consumers from tasteconscious circles—why is that? Finally, the word
“fashion” itself seems imprecise—popular products
worn by everyone (e.g., skinny pants) are labeled
fashionable but so are elusive products worn by few
(e.g., Muse Two). What exactly is “fashion” then, and
how does the nature of fashion shape a firm’s communication strategy?
These questions are particularly important for two
reasons. First, as marketing researchers, it is essential
that we understand why certain firms in a particular industry systematically withhold information on
their most popular products. Second, from a managerial perspective, fashion is an economically important
phenomenon. It is responsible for a $300 billion dollar industry (Bellaiche et al. 2010), which makes it the
fourth-largest global industry according to some estimates (Helmore 2010). Moreover, fashion, as a phenomenon, is not confined to clothing or accessories.
It also plays a prominent role in the success of other
conspicuously consumed products such as electronic
gadgets, furniture, and cars. (See Gammage and Jones
1974 for a fascinating discussion of tail-fin fashions in
car design.) Given the widespread impact of fashion
and its economic importance, it is essential that we
understand how individuals adopt fashions and the
role of firms in this process.
In this paper, we offer a model of fashion that
explains the role of information in a market for fashion. We model fashion as a social device that facilitates
social interactions by (1) allowing people to signal
their good taste or sophistication and (2) enabling
them to fit in with peers. We model social interactions
as a dating game, where players signal their own type
and interpret that of others. In this context, we examine how a firm’s advertising and pricing strategies
affect the value of fashion as a social device and how
this in turn affects the firm’s incentives to cloak information. Consider the firm’s dilemma: If it restricts
information on its products, then only sophisticated
consumers (those with good taste or those “in the
know”) can identify the most tasteful or “it” product
and buy it; by doing so, they can signal their taste to
other consumers. Cloaking thus preserves a product’s
signaling value. However, it decreases the number of
social interactions in which a consumer can use the
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product as a signaling device because of the decreased
demand. On the other hand, if the firm flaunts information, then everyone can identify the most tasteful
product and buy it. Although this increases the number of interactions enabled by the product, it undermines the product’s signaling value. That is, people
infer that the owner of the fashion good received help
from the firm in discerning its tastefulness and hence
do not credit its purchase to the owner’s superior
taste. Thus, information revealed by the firm affects
the signaling game between consumers, their willingness to pay, and by extension, the firm’s profits. Given
these trade-offs, we derive the conditions under which
cloaking occurs.
The rest of this paper is organized as follows: In §2,
we develop a theory of fashion and discuss the related
literature. In §§3 and 4, we present the model and
analysis. In §5, we present three extensions of the
main model. Finally, in §6, we conclude with a discussion of the main findings, limitations, and suggestions
for future research.

2.

Background and
Theory Development

The word fashion is semantically ambiguous, so we
start by examining the broad underpinnings of what
constitutes fashion. One of the defining attributes of
fashion is that it is consumed conspicuously—most
if not all fashion products such as clothes and bags
are external accessories meant for public display. This
suggests that fashion products are social devices that
are consumed for more than just their inherent utility.
In fact, in a seminal essay on fashion, the prominent
sociologist Simmel (1904, p. 133) argues that fashion
satisfies two paradoxical social needs—the need for
group cohesion and the need for differentiation:
It [fashion] satisfies the demand for social adaptation;
it leads the individual upon the road which all travel.
0 0 0 At the same time, it satisfies in no less degree the
need for differentiation 0 0 0 0

This idea also relates to the concept of optimal distinctiveness in psychology (Brewer 1991). Brewer suggests that although people want to be similar to their
social counterparts (group cohesion), they also want
to portray distinctive positive qualities (distinction).
The dual concepts of emulation and distinction serve
as the basis for consumer utility in this paper.
First, consider the concept of group cohesion. In an
influential experiment, Asch (1955) shows that people often conform to erroneous opinions in unambiguous situations to avoid the discomfort of being
isolated in their choices or being the odd one out;
i.e., people conform for social approval. (See Jones
1984 for an overview of the experimental evidence
on conformity.) Furthermore, they may use external

accessories as a means to this end; i.e., they may use
fashion goods as social devices to fit in with the society (Berger and Heath 2007).
In their other role, fashion products allow people to
differentiate themselves from others by signaling distinctive positive qualities. Specifically, we argue that
fashion is a signal of taste. Indeed, the word “fashionable” is often used synonymously with tastefulness. Bourdieu (1984), a renowned sociologist who
has written extensively on fashion and social distinction, proposes that cultural capital or knowledge
manifests itself in individual taste, which in turn is
reflected in fashion choices. Moreover, cultural capital
or taste is often a manifestation of access to information. According to Donath (2007), “Fashion is a signal of one’s position in a mobile, information-based
hierarchy.” Blumer (1969, p. 279) studies the cultivation of taste in the context of fashion and suggests
that those with extensive access to similar information go on to develop “common sensitivities and similar appreciations.” Simply put, those “in the know”
develop a similar appreciation, termed as taste. For
example, Suzuki and Best (2003) attribute the rise of
high-school girls, or kogyaru, as fashion leaders in
1990s Japan to their communication networks.
However, fashion goods may also be a signal of
other positive qualities such as wealth (as proposed
by Veblen 1899, who also coined the term conspicuous consumption). Although wealth signaling certainly
explains the demand for expensive luxury goods,
it does not provide a rationale for concealing information. Indeed, if fashion were synonymous with wealth
alone, then concealment is far from ideal because it
reduces the number of people to whom a consumer
can signal her wealth, thereby reducing its value.
Moreover, the dichotomy in firms’ communication
does not follow along the lines of prices; the inexpensive Marc Jacobs coats were not advertised as fashionable but neither were the expensive Muse Two bags.
In fact, the idea that fashion is always initiated by
the upper classes is often contested (Bourdieu 1984,
Benvenuto 2000) because many fashions have humble
origins; jeans originated from cowboys and miners,
and the western-style male dress owes its origins to
Quakers, not aristocracy. More recently, fashions such
as the hip-hop style have originated in youth subcultures and inner cities, the antithesis of rich elite.
Hence, fashion is not always a signal of wealth.
In sum, in this paper, we focus on two roles of fashion: (1) as a vehicle for conforming and (2) as a signal
of taste or access to information. Together, they form
the basis of consumer utility in our model.
Next, we discuss existing analytical models of fashion. Karni and Schmeidler (1990) present one of the
earliest models of fashion. They consider two social
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groups, high and low, where both types value products used by high types but not those used by low
types, and they show that fashion cycles can arise
in equilibrium. Similarly, Corneo and Jeanne (1994)
show that fashion cycles may arise out of information
asymmetry. Pesendorfer (1995) adds a firm to the mix
and adopts Veblen’s wealth signaling idea to show
that a monopolist produces fashion in cycles to allow
high types to signal their wealth. However, none of
these papers provides a rationale for concealing information. In contrast, by modeling fashion as a signal
of taste and as a vehicle for conforming, we are able
to explain why firms often cloak information on their
fashion products.
In a more general context, this paper adds to the
body of literature that explores the role of social
influence on consumption. For example, Wernerfelt
(1990) shows that “cheap talk” advertising by a firm
can serve as a coordinating cue for consumers wishing to signal group affiliations. Similarly, Kuksov
(2007) explores the value of brand image in social
communication over and above cheap talk conversation. Whereas he focuses on a scenario where consumers have horizontal preferences in their matches,
we focus on one where there is a vertical difference
in consumer’s abilities and everyone prefers to match
with high types. On a related front, Amaldoss and
Jain (2005) study the pricing of conspicuous goods.
However, they do not model the social interactions
between consumers as a signaling game. So their
setup cannot explain the role of information in the
market for fashion; i.e., they cannot explain why
cloaking can be profitable from a firm’s perspective.
Finally, our paper also relates to the literature on
best sellers (see Sorensen 2007, Tucker and Zhang
2011). However, these papers do not focus on the
social externalities associated with conspicuous consumption and its impact on the firm’s communication
strategy.

3.

Model

3.1. Setup
Consider a monopolistic firm that produces two products, A and B. There is a unit mass of risk-neutral consumers who consume A, B, or nothing. Utility from a
product is modeled as the sum of consumption utility
CU and social utility SU :
U = CU + SU 0

(1)

CU is the utility from the qualitative and utilitarian
aspects of the product. For instance, the consumption
utility of a bag may depend on factors such as its
size, quality of leather, and workmanship. We assume
that both A and B are of the same quality; i.e., they

both provide the same consumption utility, CU = V .
However, we allow for differences in the tastefulness
of the two products. For example, even if two bags
are similar in quality, one may be tasteful in its cut
and color while the other may be garish. We capture
this through state , where  = A denotes that A is
more tasteful than B, and  = B denotes that B is more
tasteful than A. A priori, both states are equally likely;
i.e., Pr4 = A5 = Pr4 = B5 = 1/2.
Consumers are heterogeneous in their ability to recognize the most tasteful product. Some consumers are
sophisticated or have a naturally good eye, whereas
others lack these attributes. This heterogeneity is
operationalized by assuming that consumers are uniformly distributed on a unit line signifying type,
where consumer i’s sophistication (or sense of taste)
is decreasing in i ; in other words, consumers with
low i are sophisticated, and those with higher values
of i are unsophisticated. Each consumer knows her
own type but not that of others.
Although a product’s tastefulness in and of itself
does not provide any utility, it may assist one in social
interactions. While many factors can enable and affect
social interactions, we focus on the two specific roles
of fashion products discussed in §2: (1) as a device
to signal taste or access to information and (2) as a
device to exhibit conformity. Specifically, the social
utility that consumer i derives from an interaction
with consumer j is
j

j

j

SUi = Ai + Ci 1
j

(2)
j

where Ai is i’s utility from j’s type and Ci is the utility
from conformity.
j
Mathematically, we need two attributes in Ai : (1)
It should be decreasing in j to capture the idea that
interactions with sophisticated consumers are more
enjoyable than those with unsophisticated consumers.
(2) It should be negative over some proper interval
4a 1 b 5 such that a 6= b ; if this were not true, then
consumers would enjoy interactions with all types
of players, in which case, they do not need fashion
products to discriminate between sophisticated and
unsophisticated consumers.8 Although many functions satisfy these two attributes, we choose the following mean-zero function (see Figure 1),
j

Ai = a41 − 2j 51

(3)

where a is a positive constant, for two reasons.
First, it normalizes the expected utility from interactions without information on partner’s type to zero
8

We have not imposed any cost on interactions; i.e., a social interaction is assumed to be costless. However, one could argue that
social interactions incur physical, monetary, and opportunity costs.
We can relax the second assumption on the mathematical form of
j
Ai if we impose a finite cost on interactions.
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Figure 1

i’s Utility from Partner j’s Type

a (1 –2j)
a

1

0
Type j

–a

R1
j
(E6Ai 7 = 0 a41 − 2j 5· dj = 0). Second, the simple linear form makes the analysis tractable.
j
The second component of Equation (2), Ci , captures
the utility from conformity. If both partners in a given
interaction have the same product, they get a utility
 from conforming; that is,
j

Ci = I4i1 j51

(4)

where  is a positive constant, and I4i1 j5 = 1 if both i
and j use the same product and 0 otherwise.
3.2. Timeline
Figure 2 depicts the timeline of the game. At Stage 1,
the firm launches two products, A and B, and the
true state of the world is realized. In this basic model,
we assume that the firm does not receive any information on the state of the world. (In an extension
in §5.1, we allow the firm to obtain imperfect information on .) However, it can choose the amount of
information available to consumers about its products. Note that even if a firm does not know which of
its collections is the most tasteful or “fashionable,” it
can still increase or decrease consumers’ access to this
information by varying the number of journalists with
access to its fashion shows, the location of its stores,
and the degree of detail on its websites. The extent of
information restriction affects the number and type of
Figure 2

Timeline

people who can ascertain the true state of the world.
If the firm severely restricts information, then only the
most sophisticated consumers can discern whether A
or B is more tasteful, whereas a more lax regime
enables even the less sophisticated consumers to perceive the true state of the world. For instance, RLC’s
strategy of providing trend guides and much detail on
its products will allow even less tasteful consumers
to identify its fashion hits. On the other hand, YSL’s
strategy of designing extremely uninformative ads
and websites will allow only the most sophisticated
to identify its “it” bags. We model the degree of information restriction by the firm using parameter . That
is, we assume that the firm chooses a cutoff  such
that all consumers of type i ≤  receive an informative signal  ∈ 8A1 B9 on the state , whereas those
above  do not. Without loss of generality, this informative signal is assumed to be correct with probability 1/2 < s < 1.9 The firm also chooses prices 4PA 1 PB 5.
At Stage 2, consumers observe the firm’s strategy
and receive a signal if i ≤  and form beliefs on
the state . At Stage 3, they decide whether to purchase A, B, or nothing.
Social interactions are modeled using a stylized dating game similar to those employed by Pesendorfer
(1995) and Kuksov (2009). At the beginning of Stage 4,
all consumers are randomly matched with another
consumer from the unit mass of consumers.10 Random matching is designed to capture the uncertainty
in social interactions, where players cannot a priori
predict their partner’s type and choices.11 Next, both
players in a pair 4i1 j5 simultaneously decide whether
to date their respective partners or not. Consumer i
j
is willing to date her partner j if Ei 6SUi 7 ≥ 0. If both
i and j are willing to date each other, then a date
j
takes place, and they obtain social utilities SUi and
i
SUj , respectively. The idea that both parties should be
willing to date reflects the voluntary nature of social
interactions.
9

Stage 1
Firm launches two
products A and B and
chooses cutoff , and prices
(PA , PB ). State  is realized.

Stage 2
Consumer i observes
firm’s strategy and
receives a signal  on
state  if i ≤ ,
where  ∈ 8A1 B9 is
correct with probability s.

Stage 3
All consumers decide
whether to buy A, B,
or nothing.

Stage 4
Each consumer is randomly
matched with another
consumer. Each person in a
pair (i1 j) decides if she
wants to date her partner
or not. A date occurs if and
only if both choose to date.

The analysis and the results remain the same if we instead assume
that 0 < s < 1/2, because the information content of a signal that
is correct with probability 0 < s < 1/2 is exactly the same as one
that is correct with probability 1/2 < s < 1 when there are only two
states of the world.
10

If we allowed for N interactions instead of one, then the total
expected utility from the product would scale up by N . However,
because this is only a scale effect, the main results of the paper
would remain the same. Alternatively, the single random matching
can also be interpreted as a unit mass of interactions.
11

Both Simmel (1904) and Pesendorfer (1995) discuss the role of
randomness in social interactions and its impact in spawning fashion. For example, Simmel suggests that big cities, where people
know each other only fleetingly, are more likely to spawn fashions
than small tribal communities where everyone knows each other.
In terms of the analysis, it can be shown that a model where there
is a probability  of being matched with a partner whose ability
and choices are known and a probability (1 − ) of being randomly
matched yields similar results as long as  < 1.

Yoganarasimhan: Cloak or Flaunt? The Fashion Dilemma

79

Marketing Science 31(1), pp. 74–95, © 2012 INFORMS

The inference and dating decisions in the dating
game mirror real interactions, where subsequent to
meeting someone, a person often decides whether or
not to interact with the other person based on external signals derived from clothing and accessories. For
example, in a party, one may decide whether to hang
out with someone (or not) based on how cool she
looks. Similarly, one may decide to interact with a relative stranger at a club based on inferences drawn
from her external accessories.

4.

Equilibrium

Let S = 81 PA 1 PB 9 be the firm’s strategy, where 
denotes the level of information restriction, and let PA
and PB denote the prices of A and B, respectively. Let
4S5 be the firm’s expected profit, such that
4S5 = Pr4 = A56DAA 4S5PA + DAB 4S5PB 7
+ Pr4 = B56DBA 4S5PA + DBB 4S5PB 71

(5)

where DA 4S5 and DB 4S5 denote the expected demands
for A and B, respectively, in state  for strategy S.
Note that the firm conditions its strategy on its priors
and not on the true state  because it does not receive
any additional information on the state of the world
in Stage 1.
Consider a pure-strategy perfect Bayesian equilibrium, where the firm’s and consumers’ strategies are
as follows: At Stage 1, the firm chooses strategy
S4∗ 5 = 8∗ 1 P 4∗ 51 P 4∗ 59; i.e., it chooses a cutoff ∗
and prices both A and B at P 4∗ 5. At Stage 2, consumers of type ∗ or less get a signal  on state ,
and at Stage 3, they buy A if  = A and B if  = B.
Consumers of a type greater than ∗ neither get a
signal nor buy anything. Furthermore, at Stage 4, a
consumer dates her partner if and only if the partner
has purchased either A or B.
If ∗ < 1, then the firm is withholding information
from a segment of consumers (those from ∗ to 1).
In such cases, we refer to the equilibrium as a cloaking equilibrium because the firm cloaks information.
If, instead, ∗ = 1, then the firm is making information accessible to all consumers. In this case, we refer
to the equilibrium as a flaunting equilibrium.12 Hence,
the equilibrium could either be cloaking or flaunting
depending on the value of ∗ . In §4.3, we show that
without social signaling, the firm always flaunts, i.e.,
chooses ∗ = 1. So cloaking can be interpreted as an
equilibrium where the firm reveals less information
12

Note that flaunting is different from hard selling (Chu et al. 1995).
Flaunting refers to a scenario where the firm makes information
regarding its products accessible to everyone, whereas hard selling refers to a scenario where the firm pushes consumers to buy
products they do not want.

in comparison to a benchmark case without social
signaling.
We now examine this equilibrium in detail. First,
we show that there are no profitable deviations for
consumers. Next, we derive the equilibrium price
P 4∗ 5 and show that there are no profitable deviations
for the firm. Finally, we show uniqueness by considering all other possible equilibria and ruling them out.
4.1. Consumers’ Strategies
Figure 3 shows the information set ìi and beliefs of
consumer i at all stages of the game. At Stage 1, each
consumer i knows only her own type i , and her
belief on the state of the world, i = 8A 1 B 9, is the
prior 80051 0059. At Stage 2, all consumers observe the
firm’s equilibrium strategy S4∗ 5 = 8∗ 1 P 4∗ 51 P 4∗ 59.
Moreover, consumers of type 0 ≤ i ≤ ∗ receive a
signal  = 8A1 B9 on state . At this point these consumers update their beliefs, as shown in Figure 3.
However, consumers of type ∗ < i ≤ 1 do not
receive a signal, and their beliefs remain at the priors. Note that in this game, consumers’ beliefs are not
directly influenced by the firm’s actions because consumers know that the firm has no information on the
true state of the world. That is, the firm cannot credibly signal the state of the world to consumers through
its choice of cutoff or prices. Next, at Stage 3, each
consumer i makes her purchase decision, which we
denote using fi ∈ 8A1 B1 O9, where O denotes the nopurchase option. Finally, at Stage 4, each consumer
i is paired with a partner j whose purchase fj she
observes. At this point i also updates her beliefs on
j’s type, as shown in Figure 3.
4.1.1. Dating Decision. Now consider the dating
decision of consumer i at Stage 4 after she has been
matched with a random consumer j. In this game,
Figure 3

Consumers’ Information Set and Beliefs in Equilibrium

Stage 1
ìi = 8i 9.
i = 80051 0059.

Stage 3
If 0 ≤ i ≤ ∗ , then
ìi = 8i , S4∗ ), , fi }.
If ∗ < i ≤ 1, then
ìi = 8i , S4∗ ), fi }.

Stage 2
If 0 ≤ i ≤ ∗ , ìi = 8i , S4∗ ), },
where  = 8A1 B9.
i = 8s1 1 − s9 if  = A.
i = 81 − s1 s9 if  = B.
If ∗ < i ≤ 1 ìi = 8i , S4∗ )}.
i = 80051 0059.
Stage 4
If 0 ≤ i ≤ ∗ , then
ìi = 8i , S4∗ ), , fi , fj }.
If ∗ < i ≤ 1, then
ìi = 8i , S4∗ ), fi , fj }.
If fj = 8A1 B9, then
Ei 4j 5 = ∗ /2.
If fj = 8O9, then
Ei 4j 5 = 41 − ∗ 5/2.

Yoganarasimhan: Cloak or Flaunt? The Fashion Dilemma

80

Marketing Science 31(1), pp. 74–95, © 2012 INFORMS

i infers j’s type from j’s product choice, and vice
versa. So we can specify i’s expected utility from datj
ing j as Ei 6SUi 4fi 1 fj 57; i chooses to date j if and only
j
if Ei 6SUi 4fi 1 fj 57 ≥ 0. In Lemma 1 in the appendix,
we show that, in equilibrium, there is a date in a given
match 4i1 j5 if and only if both i and j have purchased
either A or B. We discuss the intuition for this result
here and refer interested readers to Appendix §A.1 for
details.
First, consider the case where both i and j have purchased A. Here, i infers that j’s type lies between 0
and ∗ or that j’s taste is more sophisticated than
average. So i’s expected utility from j’s type (and vice
versa) is
j

Ei 6Ai 4A1 A57 = Ej 6Aij 4A1 A57
∗
1 Z 
a41 − 25d = a41 − ∗ 50
= ∗
 0

(6)

Furthermore, because both i and j have the same
product, they also get utility  from conformity, and
i’s total expected utility from dating j (and vice
versa) is
j

Ei 6SUi 4A1A57 = Ej 6SUji 4A1A57 = a41−∗ 5+ > 00

(7)

Both i and j choose to date as the expected utility
from the date, a41 − ∗ 5 + , is positive.
Similarly, in the case where i has A and j has B (or
vice versa), both still recognize their partner’s sophistication because only consumers from 0 to ∗ get a
signal and go on to buy. Hence, both i and j choose
to date in this case also, even though they do not get
any utility from conformity because a41 − ∗ 5 ≥ 0. The
fact that a date ensues even when i and j have different products may tempt consumers who have not
received a signal (i.e., those from ∗ to 1) to buy A
or B randomly. However, this possibility is ruled out
in §4.1.3.
Finally, if one of the players has not bought anything (say, j), then her partner (say, i) infers that j’s
type lies between ∗ and 1. That is, i infers that j is
relatively unsophisticated, which in turn induces i to
avoid a date with j. Hence, a date occurs only if both i
and j have made a purchase.
Social Signaling in Equilibrium: Note that a consumer’s own taste does not directly affect her social
utility. However, signaling good taste enables her to
attract partners with good taste and thereby affects
her social utility indirectly. Hence, the dating game is
an endogenous mechanism that captures the rationale
for signaling good taste or sophistication. In a social
interaction or dating game, a consumer has two tasks:
(1) to infer her partner’s type from the external signal (which is essentially her partner’s product choice
of A, B, or nothing) and (2) to send a positive signal
about her own type to attract her partner to interact.

In the cloaking equilibrium (where ∗ < 1), a consumer’s fashion choice (purchase of A or B) is an
informative signal of her type because only consumers with relatively good taste (those between 0
and ∗ ) buy A or B. Hence, cloaking can be interpreted as a separating equilibrium, where sophisticated consumers (with low ) separate themselves
from the unsophisticated ones (with high ). Here,
fashion goods play a key role in facilitating social
interactions by resolving the uncertainty about one’s
social counterparts.
Even in a cloaking equilibrium, the signaling value
of the firm’s products, a41 − ∗ 5, decreases as ∗
increases. That is, as the firm allows more people to access information, consumers’ ability to signal their taste using the firm’s products decreases.
In the extreme, in the flaunting equilibrium, the
firm allows everyone to access information by setting ∗ = 1. Here, an individual’s fashion choice does
not provide any information on her taste because
a41 − ∗ 5∗ =1 = 0; i.e., consumers’ posteriors on their
partners’ types are the same as their priors. Flaunting
can therefore be interpreted as a pooling equilibrium
where sophisticated consumers are unable to separate
themselves from the unsophisticated ones.
4.1.2. Expected Social Utilities. Next, we derive
the expected social utilities of consumers and show
that they exhibit snob and bandwagon effects. Let suA

be i’s expected social utility from using A in state .
From Lemma 1, we know that a consumer i chooses
to date her partner j if and only if j has bought
either A or B. Moreover, in equilibrium, the probability of being matched with a partner carrying A is
exactly equal to the expected demand for A, and the
probability of being matched with a partner carrying B is equal to the expected demand for B. Thus,
j

A
∗
suA
A = DA 4S4 55Ei 6SUi 4A1 A57
j

+ DAB 4S4∗ 55Ei 6SUi 4A1 B571

(8)

where DAA 4S4∗ 55 and DAB 4S4∗ 55 are the expected
demands for A and B, respectively, in equilibrium
when  = A (see Table 1). Equation (8) can be simplified as
∗
∗
suA
A =  6a41 −  5 + s71

(9)

where ∗ is the probability of a date, and a41−∗ 5+s
is the expected utility from the date. Similarly, we can
Table 1

State of
the world
=A
=B

Expected Demand in Equilibrium

Expected
demand for A

Expected
demand for B

Total
expected
demand
for A and B

DAA 4S4∗ 55 = ∗ s
DBA 4S4∗ 55 = ∗ 41 − s5

DAB 4S4∗ 55 = ∗ 41 − s5
DBB 4S4∗ 55 = ∗ s

∗
∗
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derive the expected social utility from using A when
 = B as
∗
∗
suA
B =  6a41 −  5 + 41 − s571

(10)

where ∗ is the probability of a date, and a41 − ∗ 5 +
41 − s5 is the expected utility from the date.
In Lemma 2 in Appendix §A.2, we formalize the
relationship between these social utilities and show
B
B
A
O
O
that suA
A = suB > suA = suB > suA = suB = 0. In equilib∗
rium, a larger fraction (s ) of people are expected to
carry the tasteful product compared to the other product (whose expected demand is 41 − s5∗ ). Because
a consumer obtains utility from conforming if and
only if she is matched with someone who has bought
the same product, she is better off buying the tasteful product. Hence, in equilibrium, the expected
social utility from the tasteful product endogenously
emerges as higher than that from the other product,
even though we did not exogenously attribute any
extra utility to it.
Snob and Bandwagon Effects: Note that each term in
B
suA
A and suA has two components: (1) the expected
utility from a date, which is a41 − ∗ 5 + s in suA
A and
a41 − ∗ 5 + 41 − s5 in suBA ; and (2) the probability of
a date, ∗ . The expected utility from a date is always
decreasing in ∗ (see Figure 4). Inclusion of more
people is always detrimental to a product’s signaling
value and has a negative impact on consumers’ social
utility. This can be understood as the snob effect—that
is, as the demand for a fashion product increases, consumers’ valuation of it decreases. On the other hand,
the probability of a date (∗ ) is increasing in ∗ . Each
extra person allowed into the market increases the
probability of a successful interaction and thereby has
a positive impact on consumers’ social utility. This can
be understood as the bandwagon effect; i.e., consumers’
valuation of a product increases with demand. Our
model thus endogenously produces the two common
effects seen in the demand for fashion goods—the
Figure 4

Expected Social Utility suAA 4s = 008, a = 007,  = 001255

1.0

4.1.3. Purchase Decision. Now consider the consumers’ purchase decision. At Stage 3, there are two
sets of consumers: (1) those from 0 to ∗ , who have
received a signal on state ; and (2) those from ∗
to 1, who have not received a signal. First, consider
the consumers who have received a signal, say,  = A.
They have three options: buy A according to the signal, buy the other product B, or buy nothing (see
A
Figure 5). Let Ei 4U=A
5 be i’s expected utility from
buying A after she has received  = A:
A
∗
Ei 4U=A
5 = s4V + suA
A − P 4 55
∗
+ 41 − s54V + suA
B − P 4 551

(11)

which is derived as follows: i’s signal is correct
with probability s, in which case her expected util∗
ity from A is V + suA
A − P 4 5. However, the signal
is wrong with probability 1 − s, in which case her
∗
expected utility from A is V + suA
B − P 4 5.
We can similarly derive the expected utilities from
buying B and buying nothing (denoted as O) after
receiving signal A, and we show that the former is
always less than the utility from buying A, and the
latter is zero (see Appendix §A.3). Therefore, the only
condition necessary to ensure that i buys A after
receiving signal A is

∗
s V + suA
A − P 4 5

∗
(12)
+41 − s5 V + suA
B − P 4 5 ≥ 00
Figure 5

Purchase Decision Diagram

*

0

Prob. of date
Exp. utility of date
Exp. social utility

0.8

snob effect and the bandwagon effect, as described by
Leibenstein (1950).
The struggle between these two effects highlights
the core trade-off in the model: How exclusive should
the fashion be? If very few people use it, even though
they might be able to signal their stellar taste and
interact with the most sophisticated people, there are
not going to be many people to interact with. On the
other hand, if almost everyone uses it, there would be
no dearth of people to interact with, but the value of
doing so would be minimal. Hence, the firm seeks to
pick just the right cutoff ∗ that trades off these two
effects optimally.

1

0.6

=A

=B

Buy nothing

0.4

0.2

0

0

0.2

0.4

0.6



0.8

1.0

Buy A

Buy A

Buy B

Buy B

Buy nothing

Buy nothing

Buy A or B
randomly

Note. The shaded boxes represent consumers’ equilibrium strategies.

Yoganarasimhan: Cloak or Flaunt? The Fashion Dilemma

82

Marketing Science 31(1), pp. 74–95, © 2012 INFORMS

The scenario where consumer i receives  = B is similar to the one described above. That is, we can show
that all consumers from 0 to ∗ buy according to their
signal if (12) is true.
Now consider the purchase decisions of consumers
from ∗ to 1, who have not received a signal. They
have two options: (1) buy nothing or (2) buy A or B
randomly (see Figure 5). Let Ei 6Buy_Randomly1 ∗ 7 be
i’s expected utility from buying randomly. If  = A,
when buying randomly, i is likely to buy A with
∗
probability 0.5 and obtain utility V + suA
A − P 4 5.
However, the probability of mistakenly buying B is
also 0.5, in which case the expected utility is lower
∗
at V + suA
B − P 4 5. The  = B scenario follows along
similar lines, and we can show that
∗
Ei 6Buy_Randomly1 ∗ 7 = 0054V + suA
A − P 4 55
∗
+ 0054V + suA
B − P 4 550 (13)

where  = s 2 + 41 − s52 . Now consider the firm’s
expected profit in equilibrium. Because the combined
demand for A and B is the same for both  = A1 B
(see Table 1), the firm’s expected profit is the same in
both states of the world and is given by
4S4∗ 55 = ∗ P 4∗ 50

Now consider a deviation where the firm plays
˜ P 451
˜ P 459,
˜ such that ˜ 6= ∗ . In Appendix §A.6,
81
we derive consumers’ best responses and show that
the maximum profit that the firm can earn from this
˜ = P
˜ 45,
˜ where P 45
˜ has the
deviation is 4S455
∗
same functional form as P 4 5. To ensure that the firm
˜ 45
˜ for all 0 ≤
does not deviate, we need ∗ P 4∗ 5 ≥ P
∗
˜
 ≤ 1. Thus  is the value that solves the following
problem:
˜ 451
˜ such that 0 ≤ ˜ ≤ 10
Maximize P

Consumer i chooses not to deviate and buy randomly if
Ei 6Buy_Randomly1 ∗ 7 ≤ 00

(14)

As discussed in §4.1.2, in equilibrium, the expected
social utility from the tasteful product is higher than
that from the other product (see Lemma 2). However, a consumer who buys randomly is more likely
to pick the nontasteful product (when compared with
those who buy following their signals). Because the
prices are set at willingness to pay for consumers who
have received a signal (see §4.2), random purchase is
always unprofitable in equilibrium. Hence, consumers
who do not receive a signal optimally choose not
to buy anything. In other words, (14) is always true
in equilibrium. See Lemma 3 in the appendix for a
summary of the purchase decisions of all the consumers in equilibrium (also highlighted in Figure 5
for convenience).
Interlinked Choice Decisions: A key point of note here
is that a consumer’s decision to buy depends not only
on her own taste (or signal) but also on her beliefs
about others’ actions. (Recall that a consumer’s purB
chase decision depends on suA
A and suA , which are
functions of others’ decisions.) This mutual dependence of social utilities creates interlinked decisions,
where a consumer’s purchase decision hinges not just
on her own judgment of whether A or B is more
tasteful but also on her expectation of the number
of other people who consider A to be more tasteful than B (or vice versa). Our model thus captures
the most crucial aspect of conspicuous consumption—
demand interdependency.
4.2. Firm’s Strategy
We now solve for the equilibrium cutoff ∗ and prices
PA = PB = P 4∗ 5. Given the optimal cutoff ∗ , the maximum price that the firm can charge is derived from
Equation (12) as
∗

∗

∗

P 4 5 = V +  6a41 −  5 + 71

(15)

(16)

(17)

In Lemma 4 in Appendix §A.4, we solve this
optimization problem and derive the optimal cut∗
ˆ
ˆ
off
p as  = min81 19, where  = 44a + 5 +
2
4a + 5 + 3aV 5/43a5. Hence, in equilibrium, the
firm prices A and B at P 4∗ 5 = V + ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + 7.
Trade-off Between Demand and Price: Recall that conB
sumers’ social utilities, suA
A and suA , exhibit both snob
˜ is
and bandwagon effects (see §4.1.2). Because P 45
a function of these social utilities, it also follows an
inverted U-shaped curve. Price is thus increasing with
demand till p = 4a + 5/42a5 but decreasing after
that (see Figure 6). Now consider the firm’s opti˜ its profit
mization problem. When it chooses cutoff ,
˜ 45,
˜ where ˜ is the combined demand for A
is P
˜ is the price of A and B. Till ˜ = p ,
and B, and P 45
˜ Howboth demand and price are increasing in .
ever, after p , the firm faces a trade-off: increasing
˜ decreases price but increases demand. Thus, the
Figure 6

Price, Demand, and Profit as Functions of Cutoff 
4s = 0081 a = 21  = 0041 V = 0015

1
Price
Demand
Profit

0

p

0



*
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choice of the optimal cutoff ∗ is driven by the firm’s
desire to pick just the right level of exclusivity that
maximizes its profit.
4.3. Benchmark Case: No Social Signaling
Before presenting the solution to the full model, we
first consider a simple benchmark case without social
signaling, that is, a → 0. Here, the firm’s products do
not serve as signals of taste; i.e., consumers do not
derive utility from interacting with sophisticated partners and therefore do not need to signal their own
ability/taste to attract the sophisticated consumers to
interact with them.
This game has a unique perfect Bayesian equilibrium, where the firm does not cloak information from
any subset of consumers.
Proposition 1. When there is no taste signaling
(a → 0), there exists a unique perfect Bayesian equilibrium
where the firm allows all consumers access to information.
It chooses an equilibrium cutoff ∗ = 1, and prices A and
B at PA = PB = P 415 = V + .
Proof. See Appendix §A.5. 
The key insight from Proposition 1 is that information restriction by the firm is driven by the social
signaling game between consumers. In the absence of
taste signaling, the firm has no reason to preserve the
signaling value of the product. Recall that demand is
˜ but price is increasalways increasing in the cutoff ,
ing only till ˜ = p = 4a + 5/42a5. However, when
a → 0, p → ; i.e., the maximum price that the firm
˜
can charge continues to increase indefinitely with .
Because both demand and price are increasing with
the inclusion of more consumers, in equilibrium, the
firm chooses the optimal cutoff ∗ = min811 9 = 1.
Recall that we defined cloaking as an equilibrium in
which ∗ < 1. Hence, cloaking can be interpreted as an
equilibrium where the firm provides less information
than a benchmark case without social signaling.
4.4. Cloak or Flaunt?
We now present the solution to the full model. Recall
that in §4.1 we showed that there are no profitable
deviations for consumers. In §4.2 we derived the
equilibrium cutoff as ∗ and the prices of A and
B as PA = PB = P 4∗ 5. When doing so, we considered a specific kind of deviation on the firm’s
˜ P 451
˜ P 459.
˜
part—those of the form 81
However,
there exist infinite other possible deviations for the
firm. In Appendix §A.6, we consider all the possible deviations for the firm and show that none of
them are more profitable than its equilibrium strategy.
Specifically, we prove equilibrium existence as follows:
first, for all deviations, we derive the off-equilibrium
beliefs and best responses of consumers. Then we calculate the firm’s expected profit under each deviation

and show that it is strictly inferior to its equilibrium
profit.
In Appendix §A.6, we also consider other possible
equilibria for this game and rule them out. Note that
we do not allow for scenarios where all consumers
ignore their private signals and coordinate on a specific product based on arbitrary attributes such as lexicographic ordering of names, colors, price points, etc.
In this context, we show that there exists no other
perfect Bayesian equilibrium for this game; i.e., the
equilibrium that we characterize in Proposition 2 is
unique.
∗
ˆ
ˆ
Proposition
p 2. Let  = min81 19, where  =
44a + 5 + 4a + 52 + 3aV 5/43a5. For a given set of
parameters V 1 a1 , and s, there exists a unique perfect
Bayesian equilibrium, where the firm chooses to restrict
information such that a consumer i receives a signal on
state  if and only if 0 ≤ i ≤ ∗ . Furthermore, it prices A
and B at PA = PB = P 4∗ 5 = V + ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + 7.
A consumer i buys A if  = A, buys B if  = B, and buys
nothing if she does not receive a signal. Also, i chooses to
date a partner j if and only if fj ∈ 8A1 B9.

Proof. See Appendix §A.6. 
An important implication of Proposition 2 is that
under certain conditions the firm may strategically
withhold information. That is, it may structure its advertising campaign, website design, and store layout
such that only sophisticated consumers (i.e., those of
type ∗ or less) are able to access information on
the tastefulness of its products. Such an equilibrium
where ∗ < 1 is referred to as a cloaking equilibrium,
i.e., one in which the firm cloaks information.
By withholding information, the firm sacrifices
some demand from consumers, because those from ∗
to 1 do not buy in equilibrium. Although this demand
restriction reduces consumers’ expected utility from
conformity, it has other advantages. In equilibrium,
it ensures that the unsophisticated consumers (i.e.,
those with relatively high ) are excluded from the
market. This in turn enables the sophisticated consumers (those with relatively low ) to signal their
type and interact with each other. So the firm is able
to charge a premium for the signaling value of its
products from the sophisticated consumers.
The cloaking equilibrium not only explains the
behavior of firms such as YSL and Marc Jacobs
that restrict information on their products, but it
also provides general insights into the fashion firms’
tendency to control information through tightly regulated fashion shows, obscure store locations, etc.
In fact, concerns about the adverse impact of “too
much information” abound in the fashion industry
and are particularly well illustrated by the example of
British fashion label Burberry, which suffered a serious decline in popularity when its trademark check
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Equilibrium Cutoff 4s = 0081  = 101 V = 15

Figure 7
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pattern was extensively adopted by the “chavs” in
the United Kingdom (Finch 2003). (Chavs are classified as a social subclass conspicuous by their lack of
good taste.13 ) Although Burberry has stopped manufacturing some of its products adopted by the chavs
in order to salvage its fashion-conscious market (Dibb
2005), it continues to be cited as an example of the
consequences of overexposure.
Moreover, the exact level of information restriction
or the value of ∗ depends on the market characteristics or model parameters (see Figure 7). As the
extent of information restriction decreases, the number of people who are able to access information on
the firm’s products increases. So, depending on the
model parameters, the unique cloaking equilibrium
of the game could be one in which the firm is very
secretive (∗ is very low) as in the case of Carpe Diem
or one in which the firm is guarded, but not invisible, as in the case of YSL. At the extreme, the firm
may overtly flaunt its products and allow everyone to
access information on their relative tastefulness (such
as RLC and Gap). In our model, this scenario corresponds to ∗ = 1, and we refer to it as a flaunting
equilibrium.
Whereas flaunting increases the demand for the
firm’s products and enables it to charge a premium
for the increased conformity associated with its products, it destroys the signaling value of its products.
Here, the sophisticated consumers are unable to use
private information as a signal on their type; i.e., the
lack of information asymmetry makes taste-signaling
impossible.
Furthermore, the designation “fashionable” is given
ex post in our model to the product that has been
adopted by the majority of consumers. Recall that
13

A Slate magazine article (Gross 2006) defines “chavs” as “tough
guys, skanks 0 0 0 and cheesy celebrities. The king and queen of the
chavs are soccer star David Beckham and his wife, not-so-Posh
Spice, Victoria Beckham.”

we did not exogenously attribute any extra utility to
tastefulness or a priori deem either A or B as fashionable. Neither did we allow the firm to designate either
product as fashionable. Rather, the tasteful product is
endogenously expected to emerge as the fashion hit
(or “it” product) in equilibrium, because of its higher
expected demand.
Finally, note that the nature of fashion in a cloaking equilibrium is very different from that in a flaunting equilibrium. In the cloaking equilibrium, fashion
denotes something tasteful or obscure, which people
use to signal their taste. On the other hand, in the
flaunting equilibrium, fashion is primarily a device
for fitting in with the rest of the society. However, the
role of fashion as a social device transcends both the
equilibria.
4.5. Comparative Statics
We now examine how the firm’s incentive to reveal
information changes with market and consumer characteristics. This analysis provides some insight into
why the decision to advertise fashion hits varies
widely within the industry. Below, we present some
comparative statics on the effects of varying the following parameters: (a) V , the consumption utility
associated with the product; (b) , the utility from
conformity; and (c) a, the parameter associated with
the utility from signaling taste. For all three cases,
we use the equilibrium cutoff ∗ as a measure of the
firm’s incentive to cloak information. Proposition 3
summarizes the results from our analysis.
Proposition 3. The level of information restriction in
equilibrium, ∗ , is nondecreasing in consumption utility
V and utility from conformity  and is nonincreasing in
the taste-signaling component a.
Proof. See Appendix §A.7.



The first part of Proposition 3 indicates that the
extent of information restriction decreases as the consumption utility V increases; i.e., when V is high
compared to social utility, the flaunting equilibrium
(∗ = 1) is more likely to exist. In other words, we
are more likely to see cloaking if the social utility or
fashion component associated with a product is high
compared to the utilitarian component. Thus withholding information as a phenomenon is less likely
in utilitarian categories such as computers or laundry
detergents.
Second, as the value of conforming () increases,
the extent of information available (∗ ) increases; i.e.,
for high values of , the flaunting equilibrium is more
likely to exist. This is intuitive because the firm is able
to mobilize a larger consumer base for higher values
of ∗ , which leads to increased conformity. Hence, we
are more likely to see advertisements promoting fashion hits in markets where conforming with peers is

Yoganarasimhan: Cloak or Flaunt? The Fashion Dilemma

85

Marketing Science 31(1), pp. 74–95, © 2012 INFORMS

relatively important. Third, as a (or the value of signaling) increases, the extent of information restriction
increases. These results are demonstrated in Figure 7,
in which the y axis represents the equilibrium cutoff
∗ , and the x axis represents the relative values of signaling and conformity. Note that at high values of x,
the relative value of signaling is high compared to the
value of conformity, and therefore ∗ is lower and the
cloaking equilibrium is more likely to exist. However,
the opposite is true for low values of x.
These results are consistent with the fact that
brands that serve highly taste-conscious markets
(such as YSL and Marc Jacobs) are less likely to
advertise fashion hits compared to those that serve
less taste-conscious markets (such as Gap and RLC).
Finally, note that these findings go counter to the
naive intuition that the firm should be more inclined
to help consumers identify tasteful products, if consumers care about taste signaling.

5.

Extensions

We now consider three extensions of the basic model
to demonstrate the robustness of our results and to
explore their implications in different settings. In the
first extension, we allow the firm to receive a signal
on the true state of the world at the beginning of the
game. In the second extension, we examine the impact
of competition on firms’ incentives to cloak information. Finally, in the third extension, we explore the
differences between firm-created fashions and street
fashions.
5.1. The Role of Firm’s Private Information
In the fashion industry, each season’s fashion cycle
begins at least six months in advance. The fall/winter
collections are exhibited in fashion shows in February,
and the spring/summer collections are exhibited in
September. During these shows firms receive feedback from fashion reviewers and editors on their
collections. Hence, it is likely that a firm has some
information on the relative tastefulness of its collections at the beginning of the season. Therefore,
we now consider a scenario where the firm receives
private information on the state , before choosing its
pricing and advertising strategy.
We model the firm’s private information as a signal
 ∈ 8A1 B9 on the true state of the world at Stage 1,
after it launches the two products. This signal is correct with probability 1/2 <  < 1. After receiving this
information, the firm chooses the level of information
restriction ∗ and prices PA and PB . Stages 2–4 follow
as described in Figure 2.
The addition of private information on the firm’s
part complicates the game. In this context, the perfect
Bayesian equilibrium concept is insufficient to rule
out unreasonable off-equilibrium beliefs. Therefore,

we employ the Proper equilibrium concept, which
imposes structure on off-path beliefs and rules out
certain off-equilibrium paths (Myerson 1978).14
We discuss the main insights from the analysis
here and refer interested readers to Appendix §A.8
for details. There are two coexisting Proper equilibria for this game. Equilibrium 1 is exactly the same
as the equilibrium characterized in Proposition 2. The
firm’s equilibrium strategy is S = 8∗ 1 P 4∗ 51 P 4∗ 59;
i.e., the firm does not reveal its private information
through its actions. In equilibrium 2, the firm’s strategy is S = 8∗ 1 P1 4∗ 51 P2 4∗ 59; i.e., it reveals its private information by pricing A (B) higher at P1 4∗ 5 if
it receives  = A ( = B). Note that when the firm sets
4PA 1 PB 5 = 4P1 4∗ 51 P2 4∗ 55, consumers who receive signal  = A are more confident that the state is A than
they would be in equilibrium 1. This increases their
willingness to pay for A compared to that in equilibrium 1. So the firm optimally chooses P1 4∗ 5 > P 4∗ 5.
Although this price increase has a positive impact
on the firm’s profit, the downside is that consumers
who receive signal  = B now attach a lower probability to state  = B. So their willingness to pay for
B decreases, and the firm has to decrease B’s price
to P2 4∗ 5 < P 4∗ 5. Overall, the expected gain from the
increase in A’s price is exactly equal to the expected
loss from the decrease in B’s price. Specifically, we
find that the firm’s expected profit in both equilibria 1 and 2 is ∗ P 4∗ 5, which is also equal to the firm’s
profit when it does not have private information (see
Equation (16)). A key implication of these results is
that the availability of private information does not
increase the firm’s profit.
Proposition 4. The optimal level of information
restriction chosen by the firm in equilibrium (∗ ) is the
same irrespective of whether it has access to private information or not.
Proof. See Appendix §A.8.



More importantly, the level of information restriction (cutoff ∗ ) is the same in both equilibria 1 and 2.
Moreover, as shown in Proposition 4, this cutoff is
exactly the same as that defined in Proposition 2.
In short, the presence of private information does not
affect the firm’s incentive to cloak information.
14

Proper equilibrium is a refinement of Selten’s (1975) notion of
perfect equilibrium. A perfect equilibrium is impervious to small
perturbations in the equilibrium play; i.e., the equilibrium is stable even when a player trembles and plays off-equilibrium strategies with a small, but nonzero, probability. Proper equilibrium
is a refinement of perfect equilibrium where the probabilities of
trembles are assigned in decreasing order of profitability. That is,
a player’s first-best deviation is assigned a probability of , the
second-best deviation is assigned a probability of 2 , and so on.
In other words, even if a player mistakenly plays an off-equilibrium
strategy, she is more likely to play those that hurt her the least. See
Fudenberg and Tirole (1991) for details.
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5.2. Competition
So far we have shown that a monopolistic firm may
choose to cloak information to preserve the signaling
value of its products. We now examine the impact of
competition on a firm’s incentive to cloak information. In this section, we present an extension of our
basic model with two firms instead of one.
5.2.1. Model Setup. Consider a duopoly with two
firms FA and FB that produce one product each, say, A
and B, of consumption utility V , which we normalize to zero. As before, there are two states of the
world,  = 8A1 B9, denoting whether A or B is more
tasteful. A priori, both states are equally likely; i.e.,
Pr4 = A5 = Pr4 = B5 = 005. The addition of competition complicates the game considerably. To keep
it tractable, we make a few changes to the original model and present the modified timeline of the
game below.
Stage 1 consists of three substages. At Stage 1A,
both firms launch their respective products. As in the
basic model, they receive no information on the true
state of the world. At Stage 1B, both firms choose
the level of information restriction. Previously, one
firm had complete control over the level of information in the market. Now the total information in
the market is affected by the actions of two firms.
For example, if firm FA allows all consumers easy
access to information on A, then it is also indirectly
revealing information about product B because a signal on A is also a signal on B. (Recall that Pr4 =
A5 = 1−Pr 4 = B5.) Therefore, we now model the total
information restriction in the market as a function
of the actions of both FA and FB . Let  = f 4xA 1 xB 5,
where 0 ≤ xA 1 xB ≤ 1. Let xA and xB denote the amount
of information provided by firms FA and FB , and
let  be the cutoff up to which consumers receive
a signal on state . Furthermore, 0 ≤ f 4xA 1 xB 5 ≤ 1
and df 4xA 1 xB 5/dxA > 0, df 4xA 1 xB 5/dxB > 0. That is, the
overall information in the market (or cutoff ) is
strictly increasing with the information provided by
both FA and FB . At Stage 1C, both firms choose prices
for their respective products. Stages 2–4 proceed as
before.
5.2.2. Equilibrium. Let SA = 8xA 1 PA 9, and let
SB = 8xB 1 PB 9 denote the strategies of FA and FB .
This leads to  = f 4xA 1 xB 5, which is the cutoff
up to which consumers receive a signal on the
true state of the world. The firms’ expected profits are given by A 4xA 1 xB 1 PA 5 = 21 f 4xA 1 xB 5PA and
B 4xB 1 xA 1 PB 5 = 12 f 4xA 1 xB 5PB . We look for symmetric
equilibria for this game and find that there exists
a unique symmetric perfect Bayesian equilibrium
where both firms choose the same level of information restriction x∗ such that ∗ = f 4x∗ 1 x∗ 5 and the
same price P 4∗ 5 = ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + 7. See Proposition 5 for details.
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ˆ 19, where ˆ =
Proposition 5. Let ∗ = min81
424a + 55/43a5. For a given set of parameters a1 , and
s, there exists a unique symmetric perfect Bayesian equilibrium where both firms choose strategy S = 8x∗ 1 P 4∗ 59,
where ∗ = f 4x∗ 1 x∗ 5, and where P 4∗ 5 = ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 +
7. A consumer i buys A if  = A, buys B if  = B,
and buys nothing if she does not receive a signal. Also, i
chooses to date a partner j if and only if fj ∈ 8A1 B9.
Proof. See Appendix §A.9.



Firms have two decision variables to attract
consumers—information and price. Each firm may
provide positive information about its own product
that is discernible to the sophisticated consumers in
order to attract them. Of course, in equilibrium, the
information has to be credible; i.e., a firm cannot just
claim that its product is the “it” product—it would
have to furnish some evidence to this effect. This evidence may be implicitly provided through ads featuring celebrities with impeccable taste (such as the
YSL ads with Kate Moss) or may be explicitly provided through popularity ranks and best-selling tags
in ads and websites (as in RLC’s website). Apart
from information, firms can also alter prices to attract
consumers. High prices can dissuade even sophisticated consumers who believe the product to be tasteful from buying the product. On the other hand,
low prices can attract unsophisticated consumers who
may buy a sufficiently low-priced product even if
they cannot discern its tastefulness. This can, however, damage the signaling value of the product and
repel sophisticated consumers. Hence, in equilibrium,
both firms choose just the right price P 4∗ 5 that maximizes their respective profits.
Finally, note that the combined level of information restriction chosen by the two competing firms is
exactly the same as that chosen by a monopolist when
the consumption utility is normalized to zero. Hence,
an important takeaway from this analysis is that the
presence of competition does not preclude firms from
cloaking information.
5.3. Firm-Created Fashions vs. Street Fashions
In the last few sections, we explored the role of
firms in the market for fashion. However, consumers
themselves often create fashions by adopting certain
products. For example, in 1990s Japan, kogyaru, or a
set of high-school girls, adopted a series of fashions
such as loose socks (long socks loosened on the top to
hang around the ankles) and camisole fashion (wearing camisoles as an outer garment) to emerge as highprofile trendsetters. Similarly, Hush Puppies was a
dying brand in the mid-1990s before East Village kids
in Manhattan adopted them as a fashion statement
(Gladwell 2002). These types of grassroots trends that
originate on the street as opposed to fashion studios
or firms are usually called street fashions.
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In all these cases, a core group of trendsetters designated a product as fashionable and informed their
friends and social counterparts about it. How would
we expect these trendsetters to promote their new
trends? Earlier, we saw that a firm might be inclined
to maintain exclusivity to maximize profit. Because
consumers cannot monetize the fashions they start,
would we expect them to reveal it to everyone? Are
street fashions likely to be less exclusive than firmcreated fashions? In this section, we extend our model
to address these questions. Note that this analysis not
only improves our understanding of street fashions
but also allows us to contrast firms’, trendsetters’, and
consumers’ incentives to maintain exclusivity.
5.3.1. Street Fashion. Consider a scenario where
the distribution of consumers is the same as before,
but there is no firm driving the fashion. Let there exist
infinite products 8A1 1 A2 1 0 0 0 1 9 of consumption utility V , all of which are priced at P ≤ V . Furthermore,
suppose that these products can be ordered based
on their tastefulness. Without loss of generality, we
denote the most tasteful product as An . In this context, we examine both trendsetters’ and consumers’
incentives to cloak information.
Trendsetter’s Incentives: First, consider a trendsetter
who can identify the most tasteful product and reveal
it to as many consumers as she wants at her discretion. The trendsetter may communicate the identity of
the tasteful product through personal communication
devices (like the kogyaru) or rely on word of mouth.
Specifically, suppose that she can choose a cutoff ˜ T
(where 0 ≤ ˜ T ≤ 1) and set up a mechanism such that
all consumers from 0 to ˜ T receive perfect information
on the identity of the most tasteful product, whereas
those above ˜ T do not. (Although we acknowledge
that this may not always be feasible for a given trendsetter, the objective here is to provide a benchmark to
compare trendsetters’ incentives with that of firms.)
In this case, how many consumers would the trendsetter choose to include?
The expected social utility of the trendsetter if she
chooses a cutoff ˜ T is
EUT 4˜ T 5 = V − P + ˜ T 6a41 − ˜ T 5 + 70

(18)

The price P is not controlled by the trendsetter, nor
does she obtain any profit from sales of any of the
products. So her objective is to simply maximize her
expected utility EUT 4˜T 5 by choosing the optimal cutoff. Moreover, because she already knows the identity
of An , her choice of the cutoff is not restricted by her
own type.
The trade-offs with respect to including more people remain the same as before, and it is trivial to
show that EUT 4˜ T 5 is maximized at ˆ T = 4a + 5/42a5,
so ∗T = min8ˆ T 1 19. Note that ∗T is independent of

the trendsetter’s own type. So a trendsetter always
chooses the cutoff ∗T , irrespective of her own type.
Consumers’ Incentives: Now consider the incentives
of a consumer i of type i . Consumer i receives information on the identity of An from the trendsetter if
her type is less than the cutoff chosen by the trendsetter; i.e., i ≤ ∗T . So i’s expected utility is
EUi 4i 1 ∗T 5 = V − P + ∗T 6a41 − ∗T 5 + 7
if i ≤ ∗T 1 (19)
EUi 4i 1 ∗T 5 = 0

if i > ∗T 0

(20)

Equation (19) suggests that consumer i prefers the
same cutoff as the trendsetter if i ≤ ∗T ; i.e., ∗i =
min8ˆ T 1 19. However, if i > ∗T , then i does not
receive information on the identity of An and receives
zero utility. So i would prefer the cutoff to be high
enough to include her. Since EUi 4i 1 ˜ T 5 is decreasing
in ˜ T after ∗T , i would want herself to be included,
but not anyone beyond her. Therefore, the optimal
cutoff from i’s perspective is ∗i = i if i > ∗T .
5.3.2. Firm-Created Fashion. Now consider the
cutoff that a firm would choose when it has perfect information on the identity of An and can communicate it to as many people as it wants. That is,
it chooses a cutoff ˜ F (where 0 ≤ ˜ F ≤ 1) such that it
sells the fashion to all consumers of type less than or
equal to ˜ F . In this case, the firm’s expected profit is
EUF 4˜ F 5 = ˜ F P 4˜ F 51

(21)

where P 4˜ F 5 = V + ˜ F 6a41 − ˜ F 5 + 7 is the price it
˜
can charge and ˜ F is its
p demand. EUF 4F 5 is maximized at ˆ F = 44a + 5 + 4a + 52 + 3Va5/43a5, so ∗F =
min8ˆ F 1 19.15
Proposition 6. (a) In street fashions, a trendsetter’s
utility is maximized at cutoff ∗T = min8ˆ T 1 19. A consumer i’s utility is maximized at ∗i = min8ˆ T 1 19 if i ≤
∗T . Otherwise, it is maximized at ∗i = i .
(b) In firm-created fashions, the firm’s utility is maximized at ∗F = min8ˆ F 1 19.
(c) For all a1 , and V , ∗T ≤ ∗F .
The optimal exclusivities of trendsetters, consumers, and the firm are shown in Figure 8. Note
that the incentives of consumers may or may not be
aligned with that of trendsetters. Sophisticated consumers (with low ) would prefer the fashion to be
exclusive and have the same optimal cutoff as trendsetters. On the other hand, the not-so-sophisticated
consumers (with relatively high ) have different
15
The derivations of ∗T , ∗i , and ∗F are similar to the derivation of
∗ in Lemma 4.
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Figure 8

Optimal Exclusivities—Consumers, Firm, and Trendsetters
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preferences—they do not want to be excluded from
the trend, but they do not want anyone worse than
themselves to be included.
Earlier, we suspected that trendsetters may reveal
new fashion trends to everyone because they have no
profit motives. However, we find the opposite is true:
trendsetters tend to be more exclusive than the firm.
In fact, the firm’s incentive to monetize the fashion
makes it more inclusive. The trendsetters’ and firm’s
problems are fundamentally different—those who set
trends strive to maximize the social utility associated
with the trend, whereas a firm is focused on the profit.
Although this analysis has abstracted away from
many of the details, it provides two key takeaways:
(1) it suggests that the firms’, trendsetters’, and consumers’ incentives to maintain exclusivity are misaligned, and (2) it enhances our understanding of
street fashions; specifically, it provides some insight
into why underground and street fashions that originate organically are often considered cooler or more
exclusive than firm-driven fashions.

6.

Conclusions, Limitations, and
Future Research

In this paper we study the advertising and pricing
strategy of firms in the fashion industry. We seek to
explain why some firms actively conceal information
on the tastefulness of their fashion products while
others blatantly flaunt their tasteful or “it” products.
We model fashion as a social device that plays the
dual role of allowing people to both fit in with their
peers and differentiate themselves by signaling their
good taste or access to information. We then examine how the firm’s communication interacts with consumers’ valuation of fashion and how this in turn
affects a firm’s communication strategy. We find that
the firm’s communication undermines the value of
the fashion goods under certain circumstances, and in

those cases, it might be better for the firm to conceal
information on the relative tastefulness of its products. We also show that, in equilibrium, the most
tasteful product endogenously emerges as the fashion
hit or “it” product with a higher expected demand,
even though consumers do not derive utility from the
tastefulness itself. Moreover, we find that a firm is
more likely to cloak information if its consumers are
taste conscious and if the consumption utility associated with its products is low (i.e., if its products are
consumed more as social devices than for their utilitarian value).
While the discussion here mostly pertained to
apparel and accessories, the phenomenon of withholding information is also seen in other conspicuously consumed categories. Restaurants and clubs
often try to remain underground so that only those
“in the know” are aware of their existence and location. According to a New York Times article (Williams
and Ryzik 2007), “If you haven’t cracked the code of
the newest night spots in Manhattan, there might be
a reason 0 0 0 they are discreet to the point of invisible,
quiet to the point of skittish, intimate to the point of
anonymous.” Similarly, art galleries hardly advertise
their acclaimed pieces because one of the primary reasons for visiting them is to show off one’s taste or
ability to recognize good art.
More generally, fashion is a wide-ranging phenomenon and commands a multibillion-dollar industry, and our exploration of the field remains
incomplete. Although we have taken the first step
in modeling the role of information in the market
for fashion, our analysis is not without shortcomings.
First, we model taste (or access to information) as a
vertical attribute and assume that all consumers prefer social interactions with high types or those with
good taste. We also assume that all consumers know
their own taste and respective levels of sophistication. However, taste can be interpreted as a subjective
construct, varying on a horizontal rather than vertical
scale, and consumers may face uncertainty regarding
their own taste. Hence, a richer model that relaxes
these assumptions may provide new insights on fashion hits. Second, in our static model, we focus on
social signaling. However, real interactions often consist of both social signaling and social learning. That
is, consumers not only signal their taste and type to
each other but also learn from each other. A dynamic
model would allow us to capture this learning and
thereby yield additional insights on the microdiffusion of information and the role of consumers in shaping fashion cycles.
Third, factors not present in our model, such as
the firm’s inventory levels, budget constraints, and its
consumers’ taste for variety, may influence its decision to cloak/flaunt its “it” products. We also restrict
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our attention to the firm’s pricing and communication strategies even though these decisions may be
influenced by other firm-level decisions. For example, a firm may be tempted to offer a large number
of products to ensure that only the very sophisticated
consumers can identify the most tasteful product.
Thus, a firm’s communication and product line design
may be interdependent decisions (as in Villas-Boas
2004). Finally, we focus only on the role of information in shaping fashion, but many other factors may
influence or drive fashion. Fashion is often made difficult to use (as in high heels, uncomfortable clothes,
etc.) so that it remains a costly signal. For example, the
chic brand Bless often makes its products inaccessible
by having consumers assemble them. Incorporating
these aspects of fashion into existing models would
be a useful next step.
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Appendix
A.1. Lemma 1
Lemma 1. In any match (i1 j) in equilibrium, there is a date
if and only if both i and j have purchased either A or B.

Match Types—4A1 B5 and 4B1 A5. As before, if consumer
j has purchased one of A or B, then i infers that i ≤ ∗ and
j
Ei 6Ai 4A1 B57 = Ej 6Aij 4B1 A57 = a41 − ∗ 5 ≥ 0. However, there is
no utility from conformity because the choices are dissimilar. Still, both i and j choose to date since
j

Ei 6SUi 4A1 B57 = Ej 6SUji 4B1 A57 = a41 − ∗ 5 ≥ 00

Match Types—4A1 O5, 4B1 O5, 4O1 A5, and 4O1 B5. Assume that i has A and j has O. The analysis for (B1 O),
(O1 A), and (O1 B) follows along the same lines. Consumer
j’s expected utility from i is given by (24), and i’s expected
utility from j is
1 Z 1
j
a41 − 25d = −a∗ < 00 (25)
Ei 6SUi 4A1 O57 =
1 −  ∗ ∗
If j has not purchased anything, then i infers that j’s type
must lie between ∗ and 1. So i’s expected utility from j’s
type is given by (25). Note that a∗ is strictly less than zero
since ∗ > 0 in equilibrium (see Appendix §A.4). In other
words, i interprets j’s lack of purchase as a negative signal on her type. Moreover, there is no utility from conforj
mity. So i’s expected utility from dating j is Ei 6SUi 4A1 O57 =
−a∗ < 0. Hence, i chooses not to date j, and there is no date.
Match Type—4O1 O5. Here, i’s expected social utility
from a date with j (and vice versa) is the same as that specified in (25). Therefore both i and j optimally choose not
to date.16
Hence, only if both i and j have purchased either A or B
does a date take place.
A.2. Lemma 2
Lemma 2. In equilibrium, the expected social utility from the
tasteful product is higher than that from the nontasteful product.
O
O
A
B
B
That is, suA
A = suB > suA = suB > suA = suB = 0.
O
B
Proof. Let suA
 1 su , and su be the expected social utilities from using A, B, and O (nothing), respectively, for a
consumer i in state . Specifically, we have

Proof. We consider all types of matches one by one and
solve for the dating outcome in each.

j

A
∗
suA
A = DA 4S4 55Ei 6SUi 4A1 A57
j

+ DAB 4S4∗ 55Ei 6SUi 4A1 B571

Match Types—4A1 A5 and 4B1 B5. Because only those
who get a signal are expected to buy (consumers of type ,
where  ≤ ∗ ), the purchase of either A or B implies that
 ≤ ∗ . For example, when both i and j have A, the expected
utility from the partner’s type is

j

j

suBA

=

suBB =
(22)

Furthermore, because both i and j have the same product, they also get utility  from conformity, and the total
expected utility from the date in a match of type (A1 A) is
j

Ei 6SUi 4A1 A57 = Ej 6SUji 4A1 A57 = a41 − ∗ 5 +  > 00 (23)
Since 0 < ∗ ≤ 1 and  > 0, (23) is positive. Both i and j
choose to date because the expected utility from the date
is positive. The analysis of matches of type (B1 B) follows
along the same lines.

(26)

A
∗
suA
B = DB 4S4 55Ei 6SUi 4A1 A57

j

Ei 6Ai 4A1 A57 = Ej 6Aij 4A1 A57
∗
1 Z 
= ∗
a41 − 25d = a41 − ∗ 50
 0

(24)

+ DBB 4S4∗ 55Ei 6SUi 4A1 B571

(27)

j
DAB 4S4∗ 55Ei 6SUi 4B1 B57
j
+ DAA 4S4∗ 55Ei 6SUi 4B1 A571

(28)

j
DBB 4S4∗ 55Ei 6SUi 4B1 B57
j
+ DBA 4S4∗ 55Ei 6SUi 4B1 A571

(29)

suO
A
16

=

suO
B

= 01

(30)

Note that if fi = fj = O, then i and j do not obtain any utility
from conformity. Implicitly, those who do not buy are assumed to
use some other outside products. For example, those who do not
carry potentially fashionable bags may carry last season’s bag or
a utilitarian one bought from a department store. A model where
there are infinite outside products is virtually the same as the current model, because the probability of being matched with someone
who has the same outside product is zero. In short, fashion instigates conformity, which is not possible to achieve otherwise.
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where DA 4S4∗ 55 and DB 4S4∗ 55 are the expected demands
for A and B in state  (see Table 1). The derivation of suA
A
is described in detail in §4.1.2. The rest of the social utilities (27)–(30) are derived in a similar fashion. Note that the
expected utility from using nothing is zero in both states
of the world (30) because consumers who do not purchase
anything are always rejected by their partners. Furthermore,
we can simplify the above equations by substituting for the
demand functions from Table 1 and the expected utilities of
dates from Appendix §A.1 as follows:
B
∗
∗
suA
A = suB =  6a41 −  5 + s71

suA
B

= suBA

∗

∗

=  6a41 −  5 + 41 − s570

(31)
(32)

Since 0 < ∗ ≤ 1 (see Appendix §A.4) and s > 1 − s, it is clear
that
B
B
A
O
O
suA
A = suB > suA = suB > suA = suB = 00

(33)

A.3. Lemma 3
A
∗
Lemma 3. If s4V + suA
A − P 4 55+ 41 − s54V + suB −
P 4∗ 55 ≥ 0, then a consumer i buys A if  = A, B if  = B, and
nothing if she does not receive any signal. Otherwise, i does not
buy anything, irrespective of whether she receives a signal or not.
Proof. There are two types of consumers—those who
have received a signal and those who have not. We consider
each in turn.
Purchase Decision of Consumers Who Have Received
a Signal. Consider a consumer i who has received a signal  = A. From i’s perspective, Pr4 = A   = A5 = s and
Pr4 = B   = A5 = 1 − s. Therefore, i’s expected utility from
buying A, B, and nothing, respectively, is
A
∗
A
∗
Ei 4U=A
5 = s4V + suA
A − P 4 55 + 41 − s54V + suB − P 4 551
B
Ei 4U=A
5 = s4V + suBA − P 4∗ 55 + 41 − s54V + suBB − P 4∗ 551
O
Ei 4U=A
5 = 00
A
B
Consumer i prefers to buy A over B if Ei 4U=A
5 ≥ Ei 4U=A
5.
A
This inequality can be simplified to V + suA + 41 − s5suBA −
P 4∗ 5 ≥ V + 41 − s5suBB + suBA − P 4∗ 5. Substituting suBB = suA
A
and suBA = suA
B , we have
B
42s − 154suA
A − suA 5 ≥ 00

(34)

B
Since 42s − 15 > 0 and suA
A − suA > 0, (34) is always true.
So the only condition required to ensure that i buys A is
Ei 4UA   = A5 ≥ Ei 4UO   = A5 = 0, which can be simplified to
∗
B
∗
s4V + suA
A − P 4 55 + 41 − s54V + suA − P 4 55 ≥ 00

Ei 4UB   = B5 = s4V + suBB − P 4∗ 55
(36)

∗
Ei 4UA   = B5 = s4V + suA
B − P 4 55
∗
+ 41 − s54V + suA
A − P 4 551

Ei 4UO   = B5 = 00

Purchase Decision of Consumers Who Have Not Received a Signal. A consumer i who has not received a
signal has two options: (1) buy nothing or (2) buy A or
B randomly. The utility from buying nothing is zero. Let
Ei 6Buy_Randomly1 ∗ 7 be the expected utility from random
purchase. The derivation of Ei 6Buy_Randomly1 ∗ 7 is outlined in §4.1.3; i chooses to buy nothing if
Ei 6Buy_Randomly1 ∗ 7
∗
A
∗
= 0054V + suA
A − P 4 55 + 0054V + suB − P 4 55 ≤ 00 (39)
A
This inequality can be simplified to 42s − 152 4suA
A − suB 5 ≥ 0
by substituting for P 4∗ 5 from (40). From Lemma 2,
A
2
we know that 4suA
A − suB 5 > 0. Furthermore, 42s − 15 > 0
because s > 005. Hence, (39) is always true; i.e., consumers
who have not received a signal never choose to deviate and
buy A or B randomly.

A.4. Lemma 4
Lemma 4. In equilibrium, the firm chooses the optimal
ˆ 19 and ˆ = 44a + 5 +
cutoff
∗ , where ∗ = min81
p
4a + 52 + 3aV 5/43a5. Furthermore, it prices A and B at
P 4∗ 5 = V + ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + 7.
Proof. We know that consumers who receive a signal
will buy according to their signal if (35) is true. Hence, the
maximum price that the firm can charge is given by
P 4∗ 5 = V + ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + 71

(40)

where  = 6s 2 + 41 − s52 7. Because the total demand for A
and B is the same for both  = A1 B, the firm’s expected
profit in both states of the world is 4S4∗ 55 = ∗ P 4∗ 5. Now
˜ P 451
˜ P 459,
˜
consider a deviation where the firm plays 81
∗
˜
such that  6=  . As discussed in §4.2, the firm’s profit
˜ = ˜ P 45,
˜ where P 45
˜ = V+
from this deviation is 4S455
˜
˜ + 7. To ensure that the firm does not deviate,
6a41
− 5
˜ 45
˜ for all 0 ≤ ˜ ≤ 1. Therefore, ∗ is
we need ∗ P 4∗ 5 > P
the solution to the following problem:
˜ 451
˜ such that 0 ≤ ˜ ≤ 10
Maximize P

(41)

(35)

Similarly, i’s expected utilities from buying A, B, and O
when she receives  = B are

+ 41 − s54V + suBA − P 4∗ 551

B
A
Using (33), it is easy to show that Ei 4U=B
5 = Ei 4U=A
5,
A
B
O
O
Ei 4U=B
5 = Ei 4U=A
5, and Ei 4U=A
5 = Ei 4U=B
5 = 0. ThereB
A
fore, Ei 4U=B
5 > Ei 4U=B
5; i.e., i prefers to buy B over A
when she receives  = B. Thus, the only condition necessary
B
O
for purchase is Ei 4U=B
5 ≥ Ei 4U=B
5 = 0, and this reduces
to (35).

(37)
(38)

The
p first-order condition of (41) has two roots: 44a + 5 ±
4a + 52 + 3aV 5/43a5. One of the roots is always negative and therefore ruled out. Let ˆ be the positive root. The
second-order condition (S.O.C.) ofp(41) is 264a + 5 − 3a7.
ˆ the S.O.C. reduces to −2 4a + 52 + 3aV . Hence,
At  = ,
ˆ
 is the profit-maximizing cutoff. However, this value could
be greater than 1. Because it is not possible to choose a cutˆ 19.
off greater than 1, ∗ = min81
Finally, there are two points worth noting here. First,
∗ > 0 because both ˆ and 1 are positive. Second, since
∗ > 0, it follows from (40) that P 4∗ 5 > V .
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A.5. Proof of Proposition 1
Started formally, we can define equilibrium for the case
when a → 0 as follows.
Perfect Bayesian Equilibrium. For a given set of parameters V 1 1 s1 a → 0, there exists a unique perfect Bayesian
equilibrium where the firm chooses the strategy ∗ = 1 and
PA = PB = P 415 = V + , and where all consumers receive a signal on state . A consumer i buys A if she receives  = A and
buys B if she receives  = B. Also, i chooses to date a partner j
if and only if fj ∈ 8A1 B9.
Proof. Now we derive the optimal cutoff as ∗ = 1. In
ˆ 19, where ˆ = 44a + 5 +
Lemma 4, we derived ∗ as min81
p
4a + 52 + 3aV 5/43a5. It is clear that as a → 0, ˆ → .
So ∗ = min811 9 = 1; i.e., ∗ = 1 is the firm’s optimal strategy in equilibrium.
We refer readers to the proof of Proposition 2 shown in
the next section for the proof of equilibrium existence and
uniqueness. Note that the general proof shown below also
applies to a case where ∗ = 1, so we do not repeat it here.
A.6. Proof of Proposition 2
The proof is presented in two parts. First, we show existence; i.e., we show that there exist no profitable deviations
for the firm and consumers in equilibrium. Next, we show
uniqueness by considering all other possible equilibria and
ruling them out.
Existence. To show that the equilibrium exists, we need
to show that both consumers and the firm do not deviate
from their equilibrium strategies. In Lemmas 1 and 3, we
have already shown that there are no profitable deviations
for consumers. Here, we thus consider the firm’s deviations.
As discussed in the main text, a firm’s actions do not affect
consumers’ beliefs in this game because the firm has no
information on the true state of the world. Therefore, consumers’ beliefs remain at 80051 0059 even if the firm deviates
from its equilibrium strategy. With this in mind, we now
consider all possible deviations on the firm’s side.
(a) ∗ 1 PA = PB = P < P 4∗ 5.
• If P ≤ Ei 6Buy_Randomly1 ∗ 7 < P 4∗ 5, then the firm
cannot prevent consumers from ∗ to 1 from buying. Hence,
all the consumers will choose to buy, and the maximum
price that a firm can charge is the willingness to pay of
consumers from ∗ to 1, which is V + 12 . So the maximum profit that the firm can earn from this deviation is
V + 21 . However, if the firm sets the cutoff at 1, it can charge
PA = PB = P 415 = V +  and obtain profit V + , which is
always greater than V + 12 . Because we know that ∗ is the
value that maximizes the function ∗ P 4∗ 5, it follows that
∗ P 4∗ 5 ≥ 1. P 415 = V +  > V + 12 . Hence, the profit from
this deviation is always less than the equilibrium profit.
• If Ei 6Buy_Randomly1 ∗ 7 < P < P 4∗ 5, then consumers’ best responses remain the same as that in equilibrium, because those from ∗ to 1 still choose not to buy
anything. Hence, the firm’s profit is ∗ P , which is always
less than the equilibrium profit ∗ P 4∗ 5 since P < P 4∗ 5.
(b) ∗ 1 PA = PB > P 4∗ 5.
In this case, the prices of A and B exceed the maximum
willingness to pay of consumers (which as we know from
(40) to be exactly equal to P 4∗ 55. Hence, none of the consumers buy, and the firm’s profit is zero, which is strictly
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less than the equilibrium profit. Hence, this is not a profitable deviation.
(c) ∗ 1 PA > P 4∗ 5.
Here, consumers who get  = A do not buy A because
PA exceeds their expected utility (see (35)). Therefore, the
willingness to pay of consumers who receive  = B drops to
V + 6a41 − 5 + 7; i.e., the maximum price that the firm can
charge for B is PB = V + 6a41 − ∗ 5 + 7. Both the price and
demand from this deviation are lower than the equilibrium
price and demand. Hence, the profit from this deviation is
lower than the equilibrium profit.
(d) ∗ 1 PB > P 4∗ 5.
This is similar to case (c); i.e., the profits from this deviation are less than the equilibrium profit.
(e) 0 < ˜ 6= ∗ .
For any ˜ > 0, the willingness to pay of consumers who
receive  = A is exactly the same as that of consumers who
˜ = V + 6a41
˜
˜ + 7.
receive  = B and is equal to P 45
− 5
Hence, it is always optimal for the firm to price both A
˜ Moreover, the firm’s demand in
and B at PA = PB = P 45.
˜ Thus, the firm’s profit from this deviation is
this case is .
˜ 45,
˜ which is always less than ∗ P 4∗ 5 because ∗ is the
P
value that maximizes the function P 45.
(f) ˜ = 01 PA = PB = V + 12 .
Here, the firm completely restricts information. Consumers’ best response is to buy A or B randomly, and their
expected utility from doing so is V + 21 . Hence, the maximum price that the firm can charge is V + 12 , and its demand
is 1. The profit from this deviation is V + 21 . As shown in
case (a), this is always less than the equilibrium profit.
Hence, there are no profitable deviations for both the firm
and consumers.
Uniqueness. Because consumers’ beliefs are not affected
by the firm’s actions, none of the off-path actions considered
in the discussion above can be in equilibrium because the
firm can always deviate and play 8∗ 1 P 4∗ 51 P 4∗ 59, which
will always fetch higher profits. Thus, all other strategies
except 8∗ 1 P 4∗ 51 P 4∗ 59 are ruled out, and the equilibrium
characterized in Proposition 2 is the unique perfect Bayesian
equilibrium of the game.
A.7. Proof of Proposition 3
∗
ˆ
ˆ
We
p know that  = min81 19, where  = 44a + 5 +
2
4a + 5 + 3aV 5/43a5.
∗
∗
ˆ
ˆ
ˆ
Case
p 3a: If 0 <  < 1,  =  and d /dV = d /dV =
1/42 4a + 52 + 3aV 5 > 0. If ˆ ≥ 1, ∗ = 1 and d1/dV = 0.
ˆ
Case 3b: If 0 < ˆ < 1, q∗ = ˆ and d∗ /da = d /da
=
∗
ˆ
ˆ
−42 + V 5/2a < 0. If  ≥ 1,  = 1 and d1/da = 0.
∗
∗
ˆ
ˆ
ˆ
Case
p 3c: If 0 <  < 1,  =  and d /d = d /d =
ˆ 4a + 52 + 3aV 5 > 0. If ˆ ≥ 1, ∗ = 1 and d1/d = 0.
4k/
A.8. Proof of Proposition 4
We first outline the two coexisting Proper equilibria for this
game below.
∗
ˆ
Perfect Bayesian
p Equilibrium. Let  = min81 19, where
2
ˆ
 = 44a + 5 + 4a + 5 + 3aV 5/43a5. For a given set of
parameters V 1 a1 , and s, there exist two Proper equilibria.
Equilibrium 1.
• Firm’s strategy: For  ∈ 8A1 B9, the firm chooses to
restrict information such that only consumers of type 0 to ∗
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receive a signal on state , and it prices A and B at P 4∗ 5 =
V + ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + 7.
• Consumers’ strategy: Consumer i buys A if  = A,
buys B if  = B, and buys nothing if she does not receive
any signal. Also, i chooses to date a partner j if and only if
fj ∈ 8A1 B9.
Equilibrium 2. Let 1 = 4ws 2 + 41 − w541 − s52 5/4ws +
41 − w541 − s55 and 2 = 4w41 − s52 + 41 − w5s 2 5/4w41 − s5 +
41 − w5s5.
• Firm’s strategy: If  = A, then a firm chooses to
restrict information such that only consumers of type 0 to
∗ receive a signal on state . It prices A at P1 4∗ 5 = V +
∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + 1 7 and B at P2 4∗ 5 = V + ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + 2 7,
where P1 4∗ 5 > P2 4∗ 5 (and vice versa for  = B).
• Consumers’ strategy: Consumer i buys A if  = A,
buys B if  = B, and buys nothing if she does not receive
any signal. Also, i chooses to date a partner j if and only if
fj ∈ 8A1 B9.
Next, we show the existence of these equilibria and rule
out all the other equilibria for this game. The proof is presented in three parts. First, we show the existence of Equilibrium 1, next the existence of Equilibrium 2, and finally,
we show that there are no other equilibria for this game.
Equilibrium 1. First, consider deviations on the consumers’ part. In this equilibrium, consumers’ beliefs remain
at 80051 0059 because the firm prices both A and B at the
same price (i.e., the firm’s actions do not convey any information on the true state of the world). Hence, the game that
consumers’ face here is exactly the same as that in the equilibrium defined in Proposition 2. Therefore, following the
arguments from the proofs of Lemmas 1, 2, and 3, we can
show that there are no profitable deviations for consumers.
Furthermore, it is clear that this equilibrium is impervious
to trembles on the part of a consumer.
Next, consider deviations on the firm’s part. In equilibrium, the firm plays S4∗ 5 = 8∗ 1 P 4∗ 51 P 4∗ 59 both when it
receives signal  = A and B. To derive the off-path beliefs,
assume that the firm trembles; i.e., it plays S4∗ 5 with probability 1 −  and deviates with probability , where  is
arbitrarily small. The firm has infinite possible deviations
on both the cutoff and prices. For each  = A and B, we
order all the deviations in decreasing order of profitability as follows: the most profitable deviation is played with
probability , the next most profitable deviation is played
with probability 2 , and so on. Because there are infinite
such deviations, the total probability of deviation is given
by  = /41 − 5. In the limit,  → 0 as  → 0. Furthermore,
because our model is symmetric, the probability distribution of deviations when the firm receives  = B is a mirror image of the probability distribution of deviations when
˜ P1 1 P2   = A5 =
it receives  = A. For example, since 41
˜
˜
41 P2 1 P1   = B5, if the firm plays 81 P1 1 P2 9 with probability m when  = A, then the probability of deviation to
˜ P2 1 P1 9 when  = B is also m . That is, Pr61
˜ P1 1 P2   = A7
81
˜ P2 1 P1   = B7 for all P1 1 P2 . Without loss of gener= Pr61
ality, we now consider all possible deviations for the firm
when it receives  = A.
(a) ∗ 1 PA = PB = P < P 4∗ 5.
The analysis of this case is the same as that of case (a) in
the proof of Proposition 2.
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(b) ∗ 1 PA = PB = P > P 4∗ 5.
The analysis of this case is the same as that of case (b) in
the proof of Proposition 2.
˜ PA = P1 > PB = P2 .
(c) 1
Let consumers’ beliefs following this deviation be
4A 1 B 5. We can derive A as follows:
A =

˜ 1 1P2   = A7Pr4 = A5
Pr61P
˜ 1 1P2   = A7Pr4 = A5+Pr61P
˜ 2 1P1   = A7Pr4 = B5
Pr61P

0

(42)

Let consumers’ best responses be as follows: consumer i
buys A if  = A, B if  = B, and nothing if she does not
receive a signal. Furthermore, she dates a partner j if and
only if fj ∈ 8A1 B9. Since P1 > P2 and w > 1 − w, the firm’s
profits can be ordered as follows:
˜ P1 1 P2   = A5
41
˜ 1 6ws + 41 − w541 − s57 + P2 6w41 − s5 + 41 − w5s79
= 8P
˜ P2 1 P1   = A5
> 41
˜ 1 6w41 − s5 + 41 − w5s7 + P2 6ws + 41 − w541 − s5790
= 84P
Thus the firm’s profit is higher when it prices A higher
upon receiving  = A and pricing B higher upon receiv˜ P1 1 P2   =
ing  = B. From symmetry, it is clear that 41
˜
˜
A5 = 41 P2 1 P1   = B5 and 41 P2 1 P1   = A5 =
˜ P1 1 P2   = B5. Therefore, we can assign the fol41
˜ P1 1 P2   =
lowing probabilities to these trembles: Pr61
˜ P2 1 P1   = B7 = m and Pr61
˜ P2 1 P1  
A7 = Pr61
m+n
˜
= A7 = Pr61 P1 1 P2   = B7 =  , where m1 n > 0. Using
these equalities, we can rewrite (42) as A = m /4m + m+n 5.
It is clear that A → 1 as  → 0. Moreover, following exactly
the same arguments as those employed in the proof of Equilibrium 2 (see below), we can show that the maximum
˜ =
prices that the firm can charge from this deviation is P1 45
˜ + 1 7 for A and P2 45
˜ = V + ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 +
V + ∗ 6a41 − 5
2 7 for B, where 1 and 2 are as defined in Proposition 4.
Also, we can show that the firm’s profit from this deviation
˜ 45.
˜ From Lemma 4, we know that this value is maxis P
imized at ˜ = ∗ . Hence, the maximum profit that the firm
can earn from this deviation is ∗ P 4∗ 5, which is not greater
than the equilibrium profit.
(d) ˜ = 01 PA = PB = V + 21 .
The analysis of this case is the same as that of case (f) in
the proof of Proposition 2.
In sum, there are no profitable deviations for the firm or
consumers in equilibrium, which guarantee its existence.
Equilibrium 2. First, consider consumers’ strategies.
Because the expected demand for A and B in this equilibrium is the same as that characterized in Proposition 2,
Lemmas 1 and 2 are directly applicable here. However, the
purchase decisions of consumers are somewhat different
because in this case the firm’s prices are also a signal of the
true state of the world. That is, upon seeing PA = P1 4∗ 5 >
PB = P2 4∗ 5, consumers update their prior from 80051 0059 to
8w1 1 − w9. We now consider the purchase decisions of consumers in detail.
Purchase Decision of Consumers Who Have Received a Signal:
Consider a consumer i who has received a signal  = A.
From i’s perspective, Pr4 = A   = A5 = t1 = ws/4ws +
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41 − w541 − s55, and Pr4 = B   = A5 = 1−t1 = 441−w541−s55/
4ws +41−w541−s55. Therefore, i’s expected utility from buying A, B, and nothing, respectively, is
A
∗
A
∗
Ei 4U=A
5 = t1 4V + suA
A − P1 4 5 + 41 − t1 54V + suB − P1 4 551
B
Ei 4U=A
5 = t1 4V + suBA − P2 4∗ 55 + 41 − t1 54V + suBB − P2 4∗ 551
O
Ei 4U=A
5 = 00

As before, we can easily show that, in equilibrium, i always
prefers to buy A over B upon receiving  = A. Hence, the
only constraint to ensure that i buys A is Ei 4UA   = A5 ≥
Ei 4UO   = A5 = 0, which can be simplified to
∗
B
∗
t1 4V + suA
A − P1 4 55 + 41 − t1 54V + suA − P1 4 55 ≥ 00 (43)

Next, consider a consumer i who has received a signal  = A. From i’s perspective, Pr4 = A   = A5 = t2 =
4w41−s55/4w41−s5+41−w5s5, and Pr4 = B   = A5 = 1−t2 =
441−w5s5/4w41−s5+41−w5s5. Therefore, i’s expected utility
from buying A, B, and nothing, respectively, is
A
∗
A
∗
Ei 4U=B
5 = t2 4V + suA
A − P1 4 55 + 41 − t2 54V + suB − P2 4 551
B
Ei 4U=B
5 = t2 4V + suBA − P1 4∗ 55 + 41 − t2 54V + suBB − P2 4∗ 551
O
Ei 4U=A
5 = 00

Again, we can easily show that, in equilibrium, i always
prefers to buy B over A upon receiving  = B. Hence, the
only constraint to ensure that i buys B is Ei 4UB   = B5 ≥
Ei 4UO   = B5 = 0, which can be simplified to
t2 4V + suBA − P2 4∗ 55 + 41 − t1 54V + suBB − P2 4∗ 55 ≥ 00

(44)

In equilibrium, both (43) and (44) are just satisfied.
Hence, consumers who receive a signal choose not to deviate from their equilibrium strategies.
Purchase Decision of Consumers Who Have Not Received a
Signal: In this case, i’s expected utility from buying A, B,
and nothing, respectively, is
A
∗
A
∗
Ei 4U=
5 = w4V + suA
A − P1 4 55 + 41 − w54V + suB − P2 4 551
B
Ei 4U=
5 = w4V + suBA − P1 4∗ 55 + 41 − w54V + suBB − P2 4∗ 551
O
Ei 4U=A
5 = 00
A
B
It can be easily shown that both Ei 4U=
5 and Ei 4U=
5
are strictly less than zero. Hence, consumers who have not
received a signal optimally choose not to buy anything.
Next, consider the firm’s strategy. Equations (43) and
(44) give the maximum willingness to pay of consumers
who have received signals A and B. So the maximum price
that the firm can charge for A and B can be derived from
(43) and (44) as P1 4∗ 5 and P2 4∗ 5, as defined in Proposition 4. Hence, the firm’s expected profit in equilibrium is
∗ P1 4∗ 56ws + 41 − w541 − s57 + ∗ P2 4∗ 56w41 − s5 + 41 − w5s7.
This can be simplified to ∗ P 4∗ 5, which is exactly the
same as the firm’s profit in the equilibrium characterized
in Proposition 2. Therefore, following the same argument
as that in Lemma 4, we can derive
p the optimal cutoff as
ˆ 19, and ˆ = 44a + 5 + 4a + 52 + 3aV 5/43a5.
∗ = min81
Now, we consider all the deviations on the firm’s part
and show that none of them are more profitable than the
equilibrium strategy. As with the case of Equilibrium 1,
assume that the firm trembles and plays off-equilibrium
strategies with an arbitrarily small probability .

(a) ∗ 1 PA = PB = P < P 4∗ 5.
The analysis of this case is the same as that of case (a) in
the proof of Proposition 2.
(b) ∗ 1 PA = PB = P > P 4∗ 5.
The analysis of this case is the same as that of case (b) in
the proof of Proposition 2.
(c) ∗ 1 PA = PB = P 4∗ 5.
In this case, consumers’ beliefs and best responses are
similar to those in Equilibrium 1. Hence, the maximum
profit that the firm can earn from this deviation is ∗ P 4∗ 5,
which is not greater than the equilibrium profit.
˜ PA = P1 > PB = P2 .
(d) 1
This analysis follows along the same lines as case (c) in
Equilibrium 1. That is, we can show that the maximum
profit from this deviation cannot exceed ∗ P 4∗ 5.
(e) ˜ = 01 PA = PB = V + 21 .
The analysis of this case is the same as that of case (f) in
the proof of Proposition 2.
In sum, there are no profitable deviations for the firm or
consumers in equilibrium, which guarantee its existence.
Other Possible Equilibria. We now show that there are
exists no other Proper equilibrium for this game.
˜ PA = PB = P .
(a) For  ∈ 8A1 B9, 1
Consider a class of equilibria where the firm chooses a
cutoff 0 < ˜ ≤ 1 and sets the same price P for A and B irrespective of its signal. In this case, consumers’ beliefs remain
at 80051 0059, and their best responses are similar to those
outlined in Lemmas 1 and 3 (with ˜ as the cutoff instead
of ∗ ). As shown earlier, the maximum profit that the firm
˜ 45,
˜ when it prices
can obtain in such an equilibrium is P
˜ Furthermore, from the analysis of cases (a)
PA = PB = P 45.
and (b) in the proof of Proposition 2, we know that this is
always less than ∗ P 4∗ 5. Hence, any other combination of
cutoff and equal prices other than ∗ 1 PA = PB = P 4∗ 5 cannot be in equilibrium.
˜ if  = A, PA = P1 > PB = P2 and if  = B, PA = P2 >
(b) ;
PB = P1 .
Consider a class of equilibria where the firm chooses
to price A higher if  = A (and vice versa) for all cutoffs. As discussed above, the maximum prices that the
˜ and PB = P2 45.
˜
firm can charge in this case are PA = P1 45
˜
Hence, the firm’s expected profit in this case is 8P1 6ws +
41 − w541 − s57 + P2 6w41 − s5 + 41 − w5s79. As we know from
the analysis of Equilibrium 2, this is maximized when
˜ = ∗ . Hence, any other strategy where A is priced higher
than B, but ˜ 6= ∗ and PA 6= P1 4∗ 5 and PB 6= P1 4∗ 5 cannot
be in equilibrium.
˜ if  = A, PA = P2 < PB = P1 and if  = B, PA = P1 >
(c) ;
PB = P2 .
Consider a class of equilibria where the firm chooses to
price A lower if  = A (and vice versa) for all cutoffs. The
˜ P2 1 P1   = A5 =
firm’s profit from such a strategy is 41
˜ 1 6w41 − s5 + 41 − w5s7 + P2 6ws + 41 − w541 − s579, which is
84P
always lower than
˜ P1 1 P2   = A5
41

·˜ P1 6ws + 41 − w541 − s57 + P2 6w41 − s5 + 41 − w5s7 0
Given this profitable deviation, this strategy cannot be in
equilibrium.
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(d) ˜ = 01 PA = PB = V + 12 .
As shown in case (f) in the proof of Proposition 2, this
strategy cannot be in equilibrium because if the firm deviates and plays 8∗ 1 P 4∗ 51 P 4∗ 59, its profit increases. Hence,
this cannot be in equilibrium.
In sum, there are no other Proper equilibria for this game
other than those outlined in Proposition 4.
A.9. Proof of Proposition 5
The proof is presented in two parts. First, we show equilibrium existence (i.e., there are no profitable deviations
for both the firm and consumers). Next, we show uniqueness by ruling out all other symmetric perfect Bayesian
equilibria.
Existence. Consumers in this equilibrium face exactly
the same game as that in the equilibrium outlined in Proposition 2. So Lemmas 1, 2, and 3 are directly applicable here,
and there are no profitable deviations for consumers. Next,
we consider the deviations on the firm’s part and rule them
out. As in the main model, firms’ actions do not affect
consumers’ beliefs because both firms have no information
on the true state of the world. Hence, consumers’ beliefs
remain at 80051 0059 both in and off equilibrium. Without loss
of generality, we consider all deviations for firm A (the firm
B case is similar).
(a) First, consider deviations at Stage 1B, i.e., deviations
in x. Let xA = x̃ 6= x∗ . Here, the cutoff changes to ˜ =
f 4x̃1 x∗ 5 6= ∗ because df 4xA 1 xB 5/dxA > 0. So at Stage 1C,
˜ Therefore, FA ’s
both firms optimally choose PA = PB = P 45.
˜ 45.
˜ From Lemma 4, we know that
expected profit is 21 P
∗ is the cutoff that maximizes the function 21 P 45. Hence,
FA ’s profit from this deviation is lower than its equilibrium
profit 21 ∗ P 4∗ 5.
(b) Next, consider deviations at Stage 1C, i.e., deviations
in the price.
• If PA > P 4∗ 5, then none of the consumers who
receive  = A buy because the price exceeds their expected
utility from product A. Hence, the firm’s demand and profit
go to zero. So the firm chooses not to deviate.
• Let ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + /27 < PA < P 4∗ 5. We now rederive the consumers’ best responses. First, consider the
expected utility of consumers from ∗ to 1, who do not buy
anything in equilibrium. Their expected utility from deviating to buy A is
A
A
Ei 4U=
5 = 0054suA
B − PA 5 + 0054suA − PA 5



= ∗ a41 − ∗ 5 +
− PA < 00
2

(45)

A
Since PA > ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + /27, it follows that Ei 4U=
5 < 0.
∗
Hence consumers from 1 to  do not deviate to buy A.
Next, consider the consumers from 0 to ∗ , who have
received the signal  = B. Their expected utility from buying A is
A
A
Ei 4U=B
5 = s4suA
B − PA 5 + 41 − s54suA − PA 5

= ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + 2s41 − s57 − PA 0

(46)

From (45), we know that ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + /27 − PA < 0.
Moreover, we know that ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + /27 > ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 +

2s41 − s57 because s > 21 . It therefore follows that
∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + 2s41 − s57 − PA < 0. So even consumers from
0 to ∗ with signal  = B do not deviate to buy A with
this price reduction. The expected profit of firm A from this
deviation is 12 ∗ PA , which is always less than its expected
profit in equilibrium ( 12 ∗ P 4∗ 5) because PA < P 4∗ 5. Hence,
the firm will not deviate.
• Let PA ≤ ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + /27. In this case, consumers’
beliefs and best responses are as follows: all consumers
believe that no one else will buy the product; i.e., suA
A =
suA
B = 0. Hence, none of the consumers buy A on this offequilibrium path. (Note that these are the only consistent
beliefs and strategies possible on this off-equilibrium path.)
The expected profit of the firm from this deviation is zero,
which is strictly less than its equilibrium profit. Hence, the
firm will not deviate.
In sum, there are no profitable deviations for both firms
and consumers, which confirms the existence of the equilibrium for all the parameters a1 , and s.
Uniqueness. Now we consider other possible symmetric
equilibria and rule them out.
(a) Consider an equilibrium where both firms choose x̃ 6=
x∗ at Stage 1B such that 0 < ˜ = f 4x̃1 x̃5. So, at Stage 1C, both
˜ = 6a41
˜
˜ + 7, and their
firms optimally choose P 45
− 5
˜ 45
˜ < 1 ∗ P 4∗ 5. Recall that the profit
expected profit is 21 P
2
function is increasing in  till ∗ . So if ˜ < ∗ , then both
firms have an incentive to deviate and increase x. If instead,
˜ > ∗ , both firms have an incentive to deviate and decrease
x. So there cannot exist a symmetric equilibrium where FA
and FB choose x 6= x∗ .
(b) Consider an equilibrium where both firms choose x∗
at Stage 1B, giving rise to cutoff ∗ = f 4x∗ 1 x∗ 5, and at Stage
1C they choose P < P 4∗ 5. In this case, their profits are 12 ∗ P .
However, recall that the expected utility of consumers who
buy A and B is P 4∗ 5 = ∗ 6a41 − ∗ 5 + 7. Hence, both firms
have an incentive to deviate and increase the price to P 4∗ 5.
(c) Consider an equilibrium where both firms choose
x∗ at Stage 1B, giving rise to cutoff ∗ = f 4x∗ 1 x∗ 5, and at
Stage 1C they choose P > P 4∗ 5. In this case, their profits
are zero because the prices of A and B exceed the expected
utility of consumers. Hence, both firms have an incentive to
deviate and lower prices to V to capture the full demand.
(d) Consider an equilibrium where both firms choose x̃
such that f 4x̃1 x̃5 = 0 and price their respective products at
PA = PB ≤ 21 . In this case, the consumers’ best response is
to buy A or B randomly. So each firm’s profit is at most
1 1
4 5. However, both firms have an incentive to deviate
2 2
and reduce the price by and gain the full market.
Hence, there exists no other symmetric perfect Bayesian
equilibrium for this game.

References
Amaldoss, W., S. Jain. 2005. Pricing of conspicuous goods: A competitive analysis. J. Marketing Res. 42(1) 30–42.
Asch, S. E. 1955. Opinions and social pressure. Scientific American
193(5) 31–35.
Bellaiche, J., A. Mei-Pochtler, D. Hanisch. 2010. The new world of
luxury. Report, Boston Consulting Group, Boston.
Benvenuto, S. 2000. Fashion: Georg Simmel. J. Artificial Societies
Soc. Simulation 3(2), http://jasss.soc.surrey.ac.uk/3/2/forum/
2.html.

Yoganarasimhan: Cloak or Flaunt? The Fashion Dilemma
Marketing Science 31(1), pp. 74–95, © 2012 INFORMS

Berger, J., C. Heath. 2007. Where consumers diverge from others:
Identity signaling and product domains. J. Consumer Res. 34(2)
121–134.
Blumer, H. 1969. Fashion: From class differentiation to social selection. Soc. Quart. 10 275–291.
Bourdieu, P. 1984. Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of
Taste. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA.
Brewer, M. B. 1991. The social self: On being the same and different
at the same time. Personality Soc. Psych. Bull. 17(5) 475–482.
Chu, W., E. Gerstner, J. D. Hess. 1995. Costs and benefits of hardsell. J. Marketing Res. 32(1) 97–102.
Colman, D. 2008. Penny pinching looks great. New York Times
(May 29), http://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/29/fashion/
29CODES.html.
Corneo, G., O. Jeanne. 1994. A theory of fashion based on segmented communication. Discussion Paper Series A 462, University of Bonn, Bonn, Germany.
Dibb, S. 2005. Business briefs: Checks and chavs. Open2.net
(October 28), http://www.open2.net/money/briefs_20051028
-branding.html.
Donath, J. 2007. Fashion, time and status: A note on fashion. Class
notes (MAS 961), MIT, Cambridge, MA. http://smg.media.mit
.edu/classes/SignalsTruthDesign07/fashionNote.doc.
Finch, J. 2003. Burberry’s image goes from toff to tough. Guardian
(November 25), http://www.guardian.co.uk/business/2003/
nov/25/3.
Fudenberg, D., J. Tirole. 1991. Game Theory. MIT Press, Cambridge, MA.
Gammage, G., Jr., S. L. Jones. 1974. Orgasm in chrome: The rise and
fall of the automobile tailfin. J. Popular Culture 8(1) 132–147.
Gladwell, M. 2002. The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can Make a
Big Difference. Back Bay Books, New York.
Goldsmith, B. 2006. Black is back, a la Hepburn. New York Times
(October 1), http://www.nytimes.com/2006/10/01/style/01iht
-rhepburn.html.
Gross, D. 2006. To chav and chav not: Can Burberry save itself
from the tacky British yobs who love it? Slate (July 12), http://
www.slate.com/id/2145165.
Helmore, H. 2010. Google targets fashion market. Guardian (November 15), http://www.guardian.co.uk/technology/2010/nov/
15/google-targets-fashion-market-boutique.
Horyn, C. 2008. When is a fashion ad not a fashion ad? New
York Times (April 10), http://www.nytimes.com/2008/04/10/
fashion/10TELLER.html.

95
Jones, S. R. G. 1984. The Economics of Conformism. Basil Blackwell,
New York.
Karni, E., D. Schmeidler. 1990. Fixed preferences and changing
tastes. Amer. Econom. Rev. 80(2) 262–267.
Kuksov, D. 2007. Brand value in social interaction. Management Sci.
53(10) 1634–1644.
Kuksov, D. 2009. Communication strategy in partner selection.
Quant. Marketing Econom. 7(3) 267–288.
Leibenstein, H. 1950. Bandwagon, snob, and Veblen effects in the
theory of consumers’ demand. Quart. J. Econom. 64(2) 183–207.
Myerson, R. B. 1978. Refinements of the Nash equilibrium concept.
Internat. J. Game Theory 7(2) 73–80.
Pesendorfer, W. 1995. Design innovation and fashion cycles. Amer.
Econom. Rev. 85(4) 771–792.
Ralph Lauren. 2008. RL style guide. Accessed March 2008, http://
style.ralphlauren.com/askralph/default.asp?ab=global_styleguide.
Rumbold, R. 2007. The it-bag parade. Daily Telegraph (November 25),
http://fashion.telegraph.co.uk/news-features/TMG3363792/
The-it-bag-parade.html.
Selten, R. 1975. Reexamination of the perfectness concept for equilibrium points in extensive games. Internat. J. Game Theory 4(1)
25–55.
Shoham, A. 2006. Seize the day. Haaretz (February 11), http://
www.haaretz.com/seize-the-day-1.204116.
Simmel, G. 1904. Fashion. Internat. Quart. 10(October) 130–155.
Sorensen, A. T. 2007. Bestseller lists and product variety. J. Indust.
Econom. 55(4) 715–738.
Suzuki, T., J. Best. 2003. The emergence of trendsetters for fashions
and fads: Kogaru in 1990s Japan. Sociol. Quart. 44(1) 61–79.
Tucker, C., J. Zhang. 2011. How does popularity information affect
choices? Theory and A field experiment. Management Sci. 57(5)
828–842.
Veblen, T. 1899. The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study of
Institutions. George Allen and Unwin, London.
Villas-Boas, J. M. 2004. Communication strategies and product line
design. Marketing Sci. 23(3) 304–316.
Wernerfelt, B. 1990. Advertising content when brand choice is a
signal. J. Bus. 63(1) 91–98.
Williams, A., M. Ryzik. 2007. Come to our club. Or not. Whatever.
New York Times (January 14), http://www.nytimes.com/2007/
01/14/fashion/14secret.html.
Wilson, E. 2008. Fashion’s invisible man. New York Times
(October 1), http://www.nytimes.com/2008/10/02/fashion/
shows/02MARGIELA.html?fta=y&pagewanted=all.

