Pierrick Gomez 
email: pierrick.gomez@neoma-bs.fr
  
Nathalie Spielmann 
email: nathalie.spielmann@neoma-bs.fr
  
A taste of the elite: the effect of pairing food products with elite groups on taste perceptions

Introduction

Brands placing taste at the center of the consumption experience are often eager to signal to consumers that their products have been approved by the social elite. For instance, on its corporate website, Delacre, the Belgian biscuit company claims that the excellence of its ancestral know-how has been recognized by the elite, in part because it has been the official supplier of the Belgian royal family since 1879. Similarly, a recent San Pellegrino advertising campaign depicts four young, successful executives drinking sparkling water in gastronomic restaurants located in the trendiest cities in the world. These two market examples demonstrate a reliance on the lay belief that elite and taste go hand in hand. Thus, it seems that suggesting to consumers that a product is consumed by members of the social elite may improve the taste experience. Indeed, products marketed as being of good taste are expected to have better taste. The question remains, why does this effect occur? First, taste is an evaluative dimension of food quality [START_REF] Jover | Measuring perceptions of quality in food products: the case of red wine[END_REF]. Thus one could argue that suggesting a food is eaten by those with taste (i.e., the elite) may lead consumers to infer that the product is of higher quality. Consumers may believe that products adopted by the elite meet exceptional quality standards and are therefore capable of satisfying sophisticated and demanding palates. A second explanation is that better taste is associated to higher prices. Suggesting that a product is consumed by elite members may increase price perceptions (because elite products are luxurious), which in turn, may enhance the taste experience. For example, past research has shown that price variations significantly influence experienced pleasantness [START_REF] Plassmann | Marketing actions can modulate neural representations of experienced pleasantness[END_REF].

In this research, we favor a different explanation. We propose that pairing a food product with an elite group increases taste perceptions because the food is viewed as incorporating the essence of the social elite (its unobservable properties) [START_REF] Newman | Authenticity is contagious: Brand essence and the original source of production[END_REF]. This assumption is based on several streams of research. First, a large body of research demonstrates that judgments and behaviors are the result of comparisons and adjustments to aspirational reference groups [START_REF] Escalas | You are what they eat: The influence of reference groups on consumers' connections to brands[END_REF]. In particular, members of lower social classes model their consumption behaviors on those of higher social classes [START_REF] Amaral | Viewing usage of counterfeit luxury goods: Social identity and social hierarchy effects on dilution and enhancement of genuine luxury brands[END_REF][START_REF] Han | Signaling status with luxury goods: The role of brand prominence[END_REF]. This perspective is supported by earlier work in sociology stating that the food preferences of the social elite are socially recognized as superior to those of non-elite members, leading the latter to adopt mimicry strategies [START_REF] Bourdieu | La distinction, critique sociale du jugement[END_REF]. Second, we argue that due to a contagion effect, the desirable qualities of the social elite will be transferred to the product and improve the taste experience. Although past research indicates that the essence of individuals can be transferred to consumption objects [START_REF] Lee | Putting like a pro: The role of positive contagion in golf performance and perception[END_REF][START_REF] Newman | Physical contact influences how much people pay at celebrity auctions[END_REF][START_REF] Newman | Celebrity contagion and the value of objects[END_REF], far less research has examined whether essence transfer applies to social groups in a marketing context. This is surprising as research in psychology shows that people firmly believe that social groups possess an essence [START_REF] Brescoll | The effects of system-justifying motives on endorsement of essentialist explanations for gender differences[END_REF], and that these beliefs influence human judgments [START_REF] Yzerbyt | The interplay of subjective essentialism and entitativity in the formation of stereotypes[END_REF]. Drawing upon these two research frames, we posit that pairing a food product with an elite group increases perceived tastiness (i.e., sensory taste) due to the transfer of the social elite's essence to the food.

To test our prediction, we manipulate feelings of product elitism by associating products to elite groups [START_REF] White | To be or not be? The influence of dissociative reference groups on consumer preferences[END_REF] using samples from various socioeconomic backgrounds (French students and French "middle-class" adults). We used two techniques to create a mental association between products and elite groups. In one we exposed participants to product narratives mentioning that the product was both produced and consumed by an elite group (vs. a non-elite group). Alternatively, we exposed participants to descriptive information indicating that highly-educated consumers (an elite group) were overrepresented (vs. underrepresented) among actual purchasers of the product. Studies 1a and 1b provide evidence of the positive effect of associating elite groups with food products on imagined and actual taste perceptions within various food categories. Study 2 provides support for the predicted mechanism of transferred essence. Study 3 shows that the effect only influences taste evaluations of participants highly sensitive to disgust. Across all these studies we consistently address other plausible explanations (i.e., perceived quality and price).

Our research makes several contributions. The first is that this paper contributes to the body of literature investigating the relationship between social identity and food pleasantness.

For example, brand names associated with hedonically oriented cultural groups tend to enhance food tastiness [START_REF] Leclerc | Foreign branding and its effects on product perceptions and attitudes[END_REF]. Similarly, food tastiness has also been shown to be driven by ingroup identification mechanism leading consumers to report higher tastiness ratings for foods consistent with their social identity [START_REF] Hackel | From groups to grits: Social identity shapes evaluations of food pleasantness[END_REF]. Similar effects have been observed for olfactory judgments: priming a social identity increases perceived smell intensity of an identity-relevant food [START_REF] Coppin | Swiss identity smells like chocolate: Social identity shapes olfactory judgments[END_REF]. In this research, we extend this line of inquiry by showing that establishing a connection between foods and aspirational social groups (i.e., elite groups) can also influence taste perceptions. Our findings also contribute to the literature on contagion and specifically transferred essence by showing that, in addition to individual essence (i.e., the creator, a celebrity), the essence of collective entities such as social groups can also be transferred to a product and improve its valuation. Finally, and from a practical perspective, our results provide managers with insights regarding how to market their food products based on elite features accessible to them: in their brand history, their current client base, or packaging (i.e., elite-related labeling such as prizes or awards).

Conceptual background

Reference groups and the taste experience

There is no doubt that research work on reference-group influence has deepened our understanding of consumption behavior [START_REF] Bearden | Reference group influence on product and brand purchase decisions[END_REF]. A vast array of research recognizes that consumers choose products in line with reference groups in order to enhance or protect their self-concepts [START_REF] Escalas | Self-construal, reference groups, and brand meaning[END_REF][START_REF] White | Dissociative versus associative responses to social identity threat: The role of consumer self-construal[END_REF].

The influence of reference groups depends essentially on the degree of identification with the group. For example, a brand associated with an in-group forges stronger links with the self than a brand associated with an out-group [START_REF] Escalas | Self-construal, reference groups, and brand meaning[END_REF]. Likewise, out-group influence also impacts consumption intentions [START_REF] White | Are all out-groups created equal? Consumer identity and dissociative influence[END_REF]. In particular, consumers are reluctant to conform to purchase behaviors associated with out-groups, especially when products signal identity [START_REF] Berger | Where consumers diverge from others: Identity signaling and product domains[END_REF]). Yet, aspirational out-groups can exert a positive influence on consumer behavior when group membership is highly desired [START_REF] Escalas | Self-construal, reference groups, and brand meaning[END_REF] and they can also increase brand connection [START_REF] Escalas | You are what they eat: The influence of reference groups on consumers' connections to brands[END_REF].

In this research, we consider elite groups as aspirational out-groups [START_REF] Currid-Halkett | The sum of small things: A theory of the aspirational class[END_REF][START_REF] Horwitz | The rich-love them or hate them? Divergent implicit and explicit attitudes toward the wealthy[END_REF]. We define elite groups as social groups who are viewed as holding a disproportionate ascendancy over a resource (i.e., economic, social, cultural, political, or knowledge capital) [START_REF] Rahman Khan | The sociology of elites[END_REF]. These are groups that consumers do not actually belong to but that can influence their consumption choices. For instance, people who need status are more inclined to purchase counterfeit luxury goods in order to assimilate with the social elite [START_REF] Han | Signaling status with luxury goods: The role of brand prominence[END_REF]. Further, and outside the luxury domain, research shows that consumers in lower social classes tend to imitate those in the upper social classes by adopting their food habits [START_REF] Lhuissier | The weight-loss practices of working class women in France[END_REF]. It should be noted that we do not restrict the influence of elite groups to status products. Indeed, feelings of elitism can be triggered for any product category as long as the tie with the social elite becomes salient (e.g., frequent flyer programs) [START_REF] Jaworski | Taking an elitist stance[END_REF].

We now examine how associating food products with elites can influence the taste experience per se. Research finds that food choices are largely determined by the social environment in which they are made [START_REF] Ariely | Sequential choice in group settings: Taking the road less traveled and less enjoyed[END_REF]. For example, [START_REF] Berger | Shifting signals to help health: Using identity signaling to reduce risky health behaviors[END_REF] show that consumers are reluctant to eat junk-food when this behavior is associated with undesirable out-groups. Middle-class families reported eating exotic dishes more frequently than working class families, suggesting a greater endorsement of cultural openness among higher social classes [START_REF] Wills | The framing of social class distinctions through family food and eating practices[END_REF]. Likewise, meat is associated with masculine values, which can explain why its consumption is more prevalent among males [START_REF] Rozin | Is meat male? A quantitative multimethod framework to establish metaphoric relationships[END_REF]. Similarly, unhealthy versions of the same foods are systematically preferred when masculinity is primed before evaluative tasks, suggesting that eating unhealthy foods is associated with male identity [START_REF] Zhu | Macho Nachos[END_REF]. French sociologist Bourdieu noted in his seminal work that consumption preferences and social-group hierarchy are closely interconnected [START_REF] Bourdieu | La distinction, critique sociale du jugement[END_REF]. Extending the Bourdieusian perspective, Holt (1997) found that members of the social elite develop tastes to distinguish themselves from the lower social classes and to maintain social order. Thus, the tastes of social elites are often recognized as superior to those of lower social groups and the social elite are perceived as having a monopoly on good taste and refinement. It appears that social stratification exerts a profound influence on food choices.

Regarding sensory taste, recent research has investigated the role of shared eating experiences in taste evaluations. [START_REF] Boothby | Shared experiences are amplified[END_REF] note an amplification effect, whereby sharing an eating experience with someone else improves perceived tastiness of the food, and this versus solitary eating. Another study shows that taste evaluations are improved when symbolic dimensions of foods are aligned with consumers' cultural values [START_REF] Allen | The interactive effect of cultural symbols and human values on taste evaluation[END_REF]. Likewise, a taste experience can be modified by brand names associated with cultural groups symbolizing hedonic food consumption [START_REF] Leclerc | Foreign branding and its effects on product perceptions and attitudes[END_REF]. Finally, recent research suggests that making a cultural identity salient improves taste and olfactory judgments of identity-relevant foods [START_REF] Coppin | Swiss identity smells like chocolate: Social identity shapes olfactory judgments[END_REF][START_REF] Hackel | From groups to grits: Social identity shapes evaluations of food pleasantness[END_REF].

In this research, we strive to contribute to this research area by investigating the effect of linking food products to elite groups on the taste experience. We further presume that the transfer of elite properties relies on the belief that objects may acquire a particular essence due to actual or presumed contact with an esteemed source [START_REF] Huang | Catching (Up with) Magical Contagion: A Review of Contagion Effects in Consumer Contexts[END_REF][START_REF] Smith | Closer to the creator: Temporal contagion explains the preference for earlier serial numbers[END_REF]. We unpack this logic in the following section.

The role of contagion beliefs and transferred essence

Contagion beliefs are widespread in food decision choices, as people across cultures share the view that food properties can be transferred to the self (i.e., "you are what you eat" principle) (Nemeroff & Rozin, 1989). These beliefs explains why people report disgust towards a food that is in contact with a contagious agent, even when this agent is not dangerous to their health (e.g., sterilized cockroach) [START_REF] Rozin | A perspective on disgust[END_REF]. Apart from physical properties (e.g., bacteria), entities in contact with each other can also exchange moral properties [START_REF] Rozin | Operation of the sympathetic magical law of contagion in interpersonal attitudes among Americans[END_REF]. For example, people can modify their attitude towards an object when it has been touched by a liked or a disliked person [START_REF] Newman | Celebrity contagion and the value of objects[END_REF][START_REF] Rozin | Operation of the sympathetic magical law of contagion in interpersonal attitudes among Americans[END_REF]. Indeed, transferable non-physical essence is not confined to moral qualities; abilities or traits can also imbue objects [START_REF] Huang | Catching (Up with) Magical Contagion: A Review of Contagion Effects in Consumer Contexts[END_REF]. For example, participants performed a putting task better when they were told that the putter they were using belonged to a professional golfer, suggesting that the professional golfer's physical abilities may have been transferred to the putter [START_REF] Lee | Putting like a pro: The role of positive contagion in golf performance and perception[END_REF].

Importantly, actual physical contact is not necessary for essence transfer [START_REF] Huang | Catching (Up with) Magical Contagion: A Review of Contagion Effects in Consumer Contexts[END_REF]. Simply suggesting a physical contact between a contamination source and an object is sufficient to alter product valuation [START_REF] Abouab | Human contact imagined during the production process increases food naturalness perceptions[END_REF]. Also, physical proximity, without actual or imagined contact, has been shown to influence consumer responses [START_REF] Huang | Catching (Up with) Magical Contagion: A Review of Contagion Effects in Consumer Contexts[END_REF]. To illustrate this phenomenon, researchers presented an object as being physically close (but not touching) to a source of negative contamination, which consequently resulted in its devaluation [START_REF] Kim | A proximity effect in adults' contamination intuitions[END_REF]. Similarly, the act of creation, even when it does not involve any physical contact, can transfer the creator's essence to an object [START_REF] Stavrova | Contamination without contact: An examination of intention-based contagion[END_REF]. Recent research shows that consumers tend to overvalue earlier serial number (vs. later serial number) items because they think these items are imbued with the creator's essence [START_REF] Smith | Closer to the creator: Temporal contagion explains the preference for earlier serial numbers[END_REF]. As the essence transferred to products can be that of places, people, or events [START_REF] Newman | An Essentialist Account of Authenticity[END_REF], we contend that this process can be extended to reference groups. In support of this essentialist account, extant research shows that people attribute gender inequalities to differences in deep essence when system-justifying motives are activated [START_REF] Brescoll | The effects of system-justifying motives on endorsement of essentialist explanations for gender differences[END_REF] confirming that social groups possess an essence that is transferable to entities. Racial groups have also been shown to possess an unobservable essence that draws psychological boundaries between them and encourages racial-based categorization [START_REF] Chao | Essentializing race: Its implications on racial categorization[END_REF]. Based on this transferred essence mechanism, as well as past research investigating the interplay between social identity and food pleasantness [START_REF] Hackel | From groups to grits: Social identity shapes evaluations of food pleasantness[END_REF], we expect that associating a food product with the social elite enhances taste perceptions because the product is viewed as possessing the elite's essence.

Study 1a

The purpose of Study 1a is to test the basic assumption that associating a food product with the social elite enhances taste perceptions. Participants read a product narrative that associated a food with an elite group (the aristocracy) or a non-elite group. We chose the aristocracy because it typically forms a significant part of the social elite (Rahman Khan, 2012).

Method

We recruited 109 French adults (59% Male; Mage = 40.33 years old, SD = 12.87) online through Qualtrics. Participants received compensation for their participation. They were randomly assigned to one condition of a one-factor two-level (reference group: elite vs. non-elite) between-subjects experimental design in which they read that they were taking part in an online product test. The product tested was a Reims "biscuit rose" (large, pink, square meringue-style cookies). Participants saw a picture of the product and a descriptive text indicating that the food product was often consumed by elite group members (vs. non-elite group members). In the elite group condition, participants read that an aristocratic family (vs. a family) founded the biscuit factory and that European royal families (vs. French consumers) consumed the biscuits on special occasions. To reinforce the manipulation, it was further stipulated to the respondents that the cookies were used in recipes by renowned three-star Michelin chefs (vs. chefs) (see appendix 1 for stimuli details).

Following the manipulation, participants rated anticipated perceived tastiness ("how tasty is this food?") on two nine-point bipolar scales (disgusting -delicious, not tasty -tasty; r = .92, p < .001). Finally, participants completed a manipulation check on a four-item Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 9 = strongly agree) assessing perceived elitism: "this product is associated with the elite", "this product is representative of the elite", "this product reflects the values of the elite", "this product is restricted to the elite" (α = .95).

Results

We excluded from the analysis 11 participants who failed two attention checks placed in the middle and at the end of the questionnaire. These attention checks were selection tasks in which participants were asked to choose specific responses to questions that were unrelated to the study1 . To verify that the manipulation worked as intended, we conducted an ANOVA on perceived product elitism with the condition (elite group vs. non-elite group) as a fixed factor. Predictably, participants perceived the product as more elitist when it was paired with the elite group (Melite group = 5.67, SD = 2.39) than with the non-elite group (Mnon-elite group = 4.76, SD = 2.00; F(1,96) = 4.20, p < .05). Central to our hypothesis and as anticipated, an ANOVA revealed that the elitist brand narrative had a significant direct effect on perceived taste (F(1,96) = 5.19, p < .05). Participants in the elite group condition reported higher perceived taste (Melite group = 7.84, SD = 1.51) than participants in the non-elite group condition (Mnon-elite group = 7.11, SD = 1.66).

Discussion

The results of Study 1a support our basic assumption that taste judgments are improved when a food product is associated with the social elite. In particular, the results provide support for the premise that associating a food product with an elite group acts as a hedonic signal, which affects the taste experience. As Study 1a relied on imagined taste, we deemed it important to replicate our findings using an actual taste test. We also manipulated elitism differently in Study 1b by providing information on purchasers' education level.

Study 1b

Study 1b aims to replicate Study 1a with an actual taste test. In this study, we also manipulate elitism by providing participants with a chart depicting the distribution of purchasers' education level. Education level was chosen because of the relationship between education and cultural capital in establishing social hierarchy [START_REF] Bourdieu | L'école conservatrice: Les inégalités devant l'école et devant la culture[END_REF], and because cultural capital has often been operationalized through educational attainment [START_REF] Robinson | Class reproduction among men and women in France: Reproduction theory on its home ground[END_REF]. Furthermore, as price cues influence the taste experience [START_REF] Plassmann | Marketing actions can modulate neural representations of experienced pleasantness[END_REF] and because the elitism manipulation could have modified the perceived economic value of the product, we also provided participants with price information and held it constant across conditions.

Method

A sample of 81 undergraduate and graduate students (65% female, Mage = 19.99, SD = .77) from a business school in northeastern France took part in a chocolate macaron taste test (in exchange for course credit). Participants were randomly assigned to one of two experimental conditions (reference group: elite vs. non-elite) in a between-subjects design. A macaron was placed on each participant's desk before they entered the room. We provided all participants with identical information about manufacturing location (a bakery in Reims, France), ingredients, and unit price. We provided price information (€0.65) to prevent participants thinking that the product was more expensive when paired with the elite group, which might have influenced taste expectations. To make salient the association between the product and the reference group (elite vs. non-elite), we used a frequency distribution chart based on past research [START_REF] Ordabayeva | Getting ahead of the Joneses: When equality increases conspicuous consumption among bottom-tier consumers[END_REF]. In the elite group condition, the proportion of purchasers with high education levels (Masters, PhD) was higher (70%) than the proportion of those with lower education levels (30%), whereas this distribution was reversed in the non-elite condition, reflecting a more egalitarian purchasing pattern (see appendix 2).

After reading the manipulation, participants were allowed to taste the macaron.

Immediately afterwards, they rated product tastiness on two bipolar scales ("how tasty is this food?"; disgusting -delicious, not tasty -tasty; r = .85, p < .001). We used the same scale as in Study 1a to assess perceived elitism (α = .86). We also included food preference ("Do you like macarons in general?" 1 = not at all, 7 = a lot) and hunger ("How hungry are you at the present moment?" 1 = not at all hungry, 7 = very hungry) at the end of the experiment questionnaire to serve as covariates.

Results

None of the participants failed the attention check. As expected, perceptions of product elitism were higher when the proportion of customers with a high education level was higher (elite group; M = 5.24, SD = 1.85) versus lower (non-elite group; M = 4.16, SD = 1.86; F(1, 79) = 6.87, p < .05). Next, we conducted an ANCOVA with product elitism as a fixed factor, hunger and food preferences as covariates and taste as the dependent variable. We report the adjusted means, controlling for covariates, and the corresponding standard errors.

The ANCOVA revealed that the elitism manipulation had a significant main effect on taste (F(1, 77) = 5.32, p < .05). The participants judged the macaron as tastier when the proportion of actual purchasers with high education level was high (M = 7.92, SE = .19) than when it was low (M = 7.30 SE = .19). Hunger did not significantly influence tastiness (F(1, 77) = .01, p = .94) whereas the effect of food liking was significant (F(1, 77) = 8.88, p < .01). A similar analysis conducted without hunger and food preference as covariates yielded the same pattern of significant effects (F(1, 79) = 4.12, p < .05).

Discussion

Study 1b replicates Study 1a with an actual taste test. Again, linking a product with an elite group subsequently improves taste perceptions. Interestingly, since price level was kept constant across conditions, this study also constitutes a first attempt to rule out a price-taste explanation. In Study 2, we test for transferred essence of the elite as the mechanism underlying this effect, while continuing to rule out alternative explanations.

Study 2

The purpose of Study 2 is to identify the mechanism underlying the effect of elitism on taste experience. Specifically, we propose that transferred essence mediates the relationship between associating a food product with an elite group and taste perceptions.

Another purpose of Study 2 is to address an alternative mechanism that may have influenced our pattern of results (i.e., quality inferences). Finally, to provide additional evidence that the effect is not driven by price perceptions, we manipulated price as well as elitism.

Method

We recruited 205 adult French consumers to participate in an online product test via Qualtrics (49% female, Mage = 39.75, SD = 13.38). All participants received compensation for their participation. The product tested was Dijon-style grain mustard (227g pot), which contrary to the food options used in Study 1a and 1b, is a less hedonic, everyday food item.

We choose an unfamiliar foreign brand to avoid brand image effects (we used unbranded products in the other studies). The experiment employed a 2 (reference group: elite vs. nonelite) x 2 (price: low vs. high) between-subjects design. As in Study 1a, we used product narratives to manipulate elitism. To further demonstrate that our effect is not reliant on price perceptions, we included two price conditions. In the high-price condition, the price was €7.30, and in the low-price condition, the price was €1.15.

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions. They viewed the stimulus, and moved on to the dependent variables. We measured perceived elitism (α = .93), and perceived tastiness (r = .89, p < .001) using the same scales as in Studies 1a and 1b. We assessed transferred essence [START_REF] Newman | Authenticity is contagious: Brand essence and the original source of production[END_REF] using three items ("this product contains the true essence of the elite"; "this product reflects the heritage of the elite"; "this product embodies the history of the elite"; α = .96). We measured perceived quality with a single nine-point bipolar scale (low vs. high quality).

Results

Seven participants who reported not liking mustard at all (in an open-ended question at the end of the survey, respondents who left comments such as: "disgusting," "I really don't like mustard," and I don't like grain mustards") were excluded from the study, leaving a sample of 198 respondents.

Again, the manipulation worked as intended. The mustard was perceived as more elitist in the condition where the product description emphasized the relationship between the social elite and the product (Melite group = 5.42, SD = 2.36; Mnon-elite group = 4.80, SD = 1.98, F(1,196) = 4.04, p < .05). Next, we conducted an ANOVA on taste perceptions with elitism and price as fixed factors, which revealed no significant two-way interaction (F(1,194) = .05, p > .8). Replicating the findings of the two first studies, there was a significant main effect of product elitism on perceived taste (F(1,194) = 5.33, p < .05). Participants reported improved taste evaluations in the elite group condition compared to the non-elite group condition; Melite group = 7.54, SD = 1.41; Mnon-elite group = 7.04, SD = 1.61). Price level had no significant main effect on taste perceptions (F(1,194) = .16, p > .6). An additional ANOVA with elitism and price as the fixed factors, this time conducted on perceived quality, showed a direct (but marginal) effect of elitism on perceived quality (Melite group = 7.50, SD = 1.50; Mnon-elite group = 7.02, SD = 1.74; F(1,194) = 3.51, p = .063). Confirming the well-established price-quality relationship, price level had an effect on perceived quality (Mhigh price = 7.55, SD = 1.70; Mlow price = 6.99, SD = 1.70; F(1,194) = 4.82, p < .05). The interaction effect between price and elitism on quality was not significant (F(1,194) = 1.30, p > .25).

We next investigated whether the effect of elitism on perceived tastiness is mediated by transferred essence and/or perceived quality. Using 5000 bootstrap samples, we conducted a parallel mediation analysis (PROCESS Model 4;Preacher & Hayes, 2008) with perceived taste as a dependent variable, elitism as an independent variable and conjointly perceived quality and transferred essence as mediators. As expected, our analysis indicated that transferred essence mediated the relationship between elitism and tastiness (B = .12, SE = .07, 95% CI [.0175, .3228]). Perceived quality also mediated the relationship suggesting that both mediators operate in parallel (B = .22, SE = .12, 95% CI [.0185, 4896]). These results suggest that while transferred essence mediates the effect between elitism and tastiness, the effect of quality is stronger. To test whether perceived quality and transferred essence are independent or operates sequentially, we conducted a serial mediation analysis (PROCESS Model 6;Preacher and Hayes, 2008). The analysis confirmed that transferred essence mediated the relationship between elitism and perceived tastiness (B = .12, SE = .07, 95% CI [.0166,

.3202]) whereas the indirect effect of perceived quality solely on perceived taste was no longer significant (B = .08, SE = .10, 95% CI [-.1205, .2896]). The analysis also revealed a serial mediation whereby transferred essence (M1) and perceived quality (M2) sequentially mediated the effect of elitism on perceived tastiness (B = .14, SE = .07, 95% CI [.0421, .3248]; See Figure 1) suggesting that transferred essence beliefs precede quality-related thoughts. The reversed model (M1= perceived quality, M2=transferred essence) was weaker (B = .04, SE = .03, 95% CI [.0032, .1235]).

Insert figure 1 here

Discussion

Study 2 replicates the basic effect of elitism on taste evaluations but with a less hedonic product. Importantly, and consistent with an essentialist account, taste enhancement occurs because of the transfer of unobservable elite properties to the food. In addition, a parallel mediation analysis indicates that transferred essence operates independently from perceived quality. While the effect of transferred essence is weaker than that of quality, the serial mediation provides evidence that transferred essence is necessary in order for quality perceptions to lead to improved taste. Put otherwise, it is because there is a transfer of essence that consumers are able to better ascertain quality of products positioned as elite. Study 2 also demonstrates that the effect of elitism on perceived taste is not dependent on price levels, and thus can be valid for less expensive products and/or non-luxurious products.

Study 3

The purpose of Study 3 is to further investigate the role of transferred essence by exploring individual differences in disgust sensitivity. In line with our theorizing that elite positioning is a form of non-contact positive contamination, we hypothesize that the effect of elitism on taste perceptions is stronger among participants who are highly sensitive to disgust. Indeed, disgust proneness has been shown to be involved in the psychological contagion process [START_REF] Eskine | Moral contagion effects in everyday interpersonal encounters[END_REF]. Furthermore, past research has found that higher sensitivity to contagion, measured with a few items borrowed from the disgust scale [START_REF] Haidt | Individual differences in sensitivity to disgust: A scale sampling seven domains of disgust elicitors[END_REF], predicts preferences for items contaminated by positive entities [START_REF] Newman | Celebrity contagion and the value of objects[END_REF]. Similarly, people highly sensitive to contagion tend to prefer branded products manufactured in the original factory, because they think that the product contains the true essence of the brand [START_REF] Newman | Authenticity is contagious: Brand essence and the original source of production[END_REF]. Thus, if a contagion mechanism is involved, we should find that differences in taste perceptions depend on varying levels of disgust sensitivity. Finally, in this study we again manipulated price levels to confirm that price perceptions do not influence taste even when the education level manipulation (versus narratives) is used.

Method

We invited 154 undergraduate and graduate students (59.5% female, Mage = 20.49, SD = 1.34; 21 respondents did not report their age) from a business school in northeastern France to take part in a taste test, in exchange for course credit. The experiment employed a 2 (reference group: elite vs. non-elite) x 2 (price: low vs. high) between-subjects design.

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four experimental conditions. In this study, we used another product category, bakery products, to strengthen the external validity of our research. The procedure was similar to the one used in Study 1b.

A croissant was placed on the desk of each participant before they entered the room.

Participants read general and price information about the product tested. In the high-price condition, the price was €2.20, and in the low-price condition the price was €0.65.

Participants then viewed the same manipulation as in Study 1b (information on the education level of actual croissant purchasers). Following the manipulation, participants were invited to taste the croissant and to then to complete the questionnaire. First, they rated the product's taste using the same two items as in our previous studies but with an additional item (very bad -very good; α = .96). Product elitism was assessed using the same scale as in the previous studies (α = .91). Sensitivity to disgust was assessed using eight items derived from the scale developed by [START_REF] Haidt | Individual differences in sensitivity to disgust: A scale sampling seven domains of disgust elicitors[END_REF]. For the purpose of our study, we used a selective procedure similar to that of past research [START_REF] Hingston | How inferred contagion biases dispositional judgments of others[END_REF][START_REF] Newman | Authenticity is contagious: Brand essence and the original source of production[END_REF][START_REF] Newman | Celebrity contagion and the value of objects[END_REF]. We only used items related to food behaviors: six items were selected from the core disgust dimension and two from the contamination disgust dimension [START_REF] Olatunji | Core, animal reminder, and contamination disgust: Three kinds of disgust with distinct personality, behavioral, physiological, and clinical correlates[END_REF]. After performing a factorial and a reliability analysis, only four items were retained and averaged to form a disgust sensitivity index. The reliability of the scale was acceptable, and similar to that of past research (α = .59) [START_REF] Inbar | Disgust sensitivity predicts intuitive disapproval of gays[END_REF][START_REF] Newman | Celebrity contagion and the value of objects[END_REF], and the four items loaded on one single factor. The items included in the final solution consist in evaluating participants' reactions towards potentially disgusting situation involving food on a scale from 1 (not at all disgusting) to 7 (very disgusting): "You see someone put ketchup on vanilla ice cream and eat it", "You see maggots on a piece of meat in an outdoor garbage pail", "You take a sip of soda, and then realize that you drank from the glass that an acquaintance of yours had been drinking from", "You are about to drink a glass of milk when you smell that it is spoiled". We assessed food liking at the end of the questionnaire ("Do you like croissants in general?"; 1 = not at all, 7 = a lot), as food liking was found to be a covariate in Study 1b.

Results

We excluded fourteen participants who failed to complete an attention check (the same as the first attention check of study 1a) placed in the middle of the questionnaire, and one participant who did not taste the croissant, leaving 139 questionnaires for the analysis. The manipulation check worked as intended (elite group; F(1, 137) = 3.48, p = .06). Participants found that the product was more elitist (M = 3.21, SD = 2.02) when the proportion of purchasers with a high education level was large than when it was small (non-elite group; M = 2.63, SD = 1.60). We conducted a 2 (reference group: elite vs. non-elite) X 2 (price: low vs. high) ANCOVA using perceived taste as the dependent variable and food liking as a covariate. We report adjusted means, controlling for food preference, and the corresponding standard errors. Confirming our hypothesis, elitism had a main effect on perceived taste (F(1, 134) = 4.42, p < .05). Associating the food product with an elite group improved perceived taste (M = 6.57, SE = .23) compared with when the food product was associated with a nonelite group (M = 5.88, SE = .24). The effect remained significant when we removed food liking from the model (F(1, 135) = 4.15, p < .05). Interestingly, the effect was constant across price levels, one again rejecting a potential price-taste relationship. Indeed, neither the main effect of price nor the interaction of price with elitism was significant (p > .5). It should be noted that the main effect of food liking on perceived tastiness was not significant (F(1, 134) = .54, p = .46).

In order to explore the interaction between disgust sensitivity and elitism, we performed a floodlight analysis using the Johnson-Neyman test [START_REF] Spiller | Spotlights, floodlights, and the magic number zero: Simple effects tests in moderated regression[END_REF] 2 . This analysis revealed that the interaction between elitism and sensitivity to disgust was significant (B = .60, t = 2.07, p <.05; see Figure 2). Consistent with our hypothesis, participants exhibiting a degree of sensitivity to disgust above 5.28 (on 7 point-scales) experienced improved taste perceptions in the elite condition (Bjn = .64, t = 1.98, p =.05) but no effect was observed for participants with scores of disgust sensitivity below to 5.28.

Discussion

Study 3 shows that disgust-sensitive participants are more likely to report improved taste perceptions when the food product is associated with an elite group. As psychological contagion is closely linked to disgust sensitivity [START_REF] Eskine | Moral contagion effects in everyday interpersonal encounters[END_REF], showing that the effect appears exclusively for participants highly sensitive to disgust further supports the contagion mechanism.

General discussion

The purpose of this research was to explore the effect on taste perceptions of linking elite groups to food products. Drawing on the bodies of research focusing on reference group influence and the principle of transferred essence, we found that elitism enhances taste perceptions regardless of the elitism manipulation (brand narratives or purchasers' education levels), and that this effect is consistent across food categories. Our findings suggest that this effect is mediated by transferred essence of elite groups (i.e., food products are viewed as containing the essence of the social elite). We also provided support for our mechanism by showing that the effect is most salient for disgust-sensitive participants. Finally, we show that the effect is not dependent on the price level of the food item and we disentangle the relationship between transferred essence and quality in explaining taste perceptions.

In three of our studies, we tried to rule out two potential alternative explanations.

Enhanced taste experience was not affected by price perceptions, since the effects remained constant across price levels. Second, the role of quality inferences operates in parallel with transferred essence beliefs. But importantly, our research demonstrates that transferred essence is a necessary condition to form higher quality perceptions, leading to improved taste evaluations of products positioned as elite. However, since taste is often considered a quality attribute [START_REF] Acebrón | The importance of intrinsic and extrinsic cues to expected and experienced quality: an empirical application for beef[END_REF], this mediational path may, in fact, reflect a lack of discriminant validity of quality from taste.

Our findings converge with those of past research on contagion beliefs [START_REF] Rozin | Operation of the sympathetic magical law of contagion in interpersonal attitudes among Americans[END_REF]. We show that participants believe that products associated with elite groups are tastier than products associated with non-elite groups. This contagion effect operates through the transfer of unobservable properties (i.e., the essence) of the social elite, and notably the presumed superior taste of this group, to the products they are said to use [START_REF] Newman | Authenticity is contagious: Brand essence and the original source of production[END_REF]. Our findings extend past research by showing that a product can acquire the essence of social groups and that the symbolic properties transferred are not restricted to those of a product's designer [START_REF] Smith | Closer to the creator: Temporal contagion explains the preference for earlier serial numbers[END_REF] or to a brand's manufacturing location [START_REF] Newman | Authenticity is contagious: Brand essence and the original source of production[END_REF]. We also contribute by showing that the effects of transferred essence beliefs can be extended to the taste experience, in addition to the previously demonstrated effect on product valuation. Finally, this research finds that only suggesting potential consumption by the elite can influence taste perceptions. It coincides with research showing that actual physical contact is not a necessary condition for symbolic contagion to occur [START_REF] Huang | Catching (Up with) Magical Contagion: A Review of Contagion Effects in Consumer Contexts[END_REF].

We also contribute to recent research focusing on the interplay between social identity and sensory judgments. It has been shown that a taste experience is not only the result of food's organoleptic characteristics, but is also influenced by cultural symbols [START_REF] Leclerc | Foreign branding and its effects on product perceptions and attitudes[END_REF] and cultural identity [START_REF] Coppin | Swiss identity smells like chocolate: Social identity shapes olfactory judgments[END_REF][START_REF] Hackel | From groups to grits: Social identity shapes evaluations of food pleasantness[END_REF]. Our findings lend support to these findings by showing that emphasizing the link between the social elite and food products results in higher perceived taste, thus confirming that a taste experience can be identity-driven. As well, this research shows that consumers report better taste of products that are associated to aspirational out-groups (i.e., socially superior out-groups). By doing so, our findings contribute to the research domain examining how social identity influences consumer evaluation of marketing offers [START_REF] Escalas | You are what they eat: The influence of reference groups on consumers' connections to brands[END_REF]. . Remarkably, we found that the effect of elitism surpasses that of price in influencing food tastiness. As demonstrated by the statistically significant main effects of elitism and null effects of price in studies 2 and 3, it seems that participants were unable to adjust their taste expectations when foods were associated with elite groups even when the price level was low. This conflicts with previous studies showing that increasing price increases food pleasantness [START_REF] Plassmann | Marketing actions can modulate neural representations of experienced pleasantness[END_REF]. However, in the research conducted by Plassman and colleagues (2008), only price information (additionally to information about wine type) was provided to participants. Thus, elite cues could be more diagnostic to evaluate food tastiness than price information. This suggests that elitism is an interesting and viable marketing cue, as it encompasses effects that go beyond the influence of price when it comes to taste perceptions.

Managerial Implications

The results of this research have obvious relevance for managers of food products. In the quest to differentiate products through the taste experience and improve food acceptance, marketers can use elite positioning. If brands have historically-based elite features (i.e., have been or are consumed by elite groups), use labels that signify the elite or belong to elite groups (i.e., crests or icons), or if they have existing elite consumer bases (i.e., Royal members, Aristocrats), they should not hesitate to promote this in their advertising. For example, many champagne brands highlight the fact that they are official suppliers to the British royal family. By identifying their brand as such, champagne brands can expect their products to be perceived as offering a distinctive taste experience. Furthermore, brands that already have a socially-elite consumer base can use an elitism strategy to recruit or appeal to new consumers, thereby influencing taste perceptions. For example, food brands may use their own customers or employees belonging to high social class in their advertising campaigns to generate better taste perceptions.

Future Research and Limitations

Although our research investigated various food categories, we mostly used hedonic products in our studies. Future research could examine the effect of pairing a utilitarian food product, for which tastiness is less valued, with social elite groups. This article also focuses on supposedly aspirational reference groups (i.e., elite groups) [START_REF] Horwitz | The rich-love them or hate them? Divergent implicit and explicit attitudes toward the wealthy[END_REF].

Future work could also investigate the effect of associating the product with dissociative reference groups (e.g., poor consumers) [START_REF] White | Are all out-groups created equal? Consumer identity and dissociative influence[END_REF]. It could also be interesting to investigate circumstances under which elite groups may become undesirable reference groups, for instance when social unfairness is experienced [START_REF] Fiske | A model of (often mixed) stereotype content: competence and warmth respectively follow from perceived status and competition[END_REF].

Another limitation is the possibility that the product narrative manipulation used in two of our studies may have modified product perceptions beyond elitism, although we did rule out various alternative explanations. As perceived essence is an abstract measure, the precise reason why consumers report higher tastiness for foods associated with elite groups remains somewhat unclear. The possibility that social taste conflates with sensory taste, as social elites are deemed to possess superior taste, could be further investigated. In this research, we also show that sensitivity to disgust moderates the effect between product elitism and taste perceptions. This variable was chosen to offer additional support to the mechanism proposed.

However other interesting moderators should be investigated, such as need for status [START_REF] Eastman | Status consumption in consumer behavior: Scale development and validation[END_REF] or tendency to conform [START_REF] Lascu | Consumer conformity: review and applications for marketing theory and practice[END_REF], in light of their potential role in limiting or accentuating the transfer of social elite essence. More research is also needed to investigate the boundary conditions of elite essence transfer.

Although we showed that price levels did not moderate the effect of elitism on tastiness, the price level in the low-price condition was close to the average price of mid-range products. A lower price (below the average market price) could conflict with the elitist image provided by the association with an elite group and, by doing so, prevent elite essence from being transferred to the product. More generally, it would be important to examine the limiting role of non-elite cues in this process. Likewise, it would be interesting to examine how the transfer of elite essence influences the perception of other product attributes, such as health value or nutritional quality.

Overall, our findings show that associating elite groups with food products improves imagined and actual taste experiences, and that this effect is due to the fact that the product is considered as possessing the essence of the social elite, and notably its presumed superior taste. 
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In the first attention check, respondents were instructed to select the second option (out of a potential three options). In the second attention check, respondents were asked to select the "Completely agree" option between the following three: "do not at all agree," "Neutral," and "Completely agree."
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Appendix 1 Elitism manipulation used in Study 1a

Elite group condition

These cookies come from one of the oldest and most prestigious bakeries in Reims, founded in 1760 by a noble family from Champagne. The cookies are made from a secret recipe and require a specific type of knowledge and talent. The royal families of Europe, who have made these their official cookie at their formal events, enjoy the cookies. These pink cookies are rare and delicate and often used as an ingredient by renowned cooks who know how to respect their exceptional flavor and texture.

Non-elite group condition

These cookies come from one of the oldest bakeries in Reims, founded in 1760 by a family from Champagne. The cookies are made from a secret recipe and require a specific type of workmanship. The cookies are enjoyed by French consumers, who eat them at any occasion. These pink cookies are delicate and often used as an ingredient by cooks who know how to respect their flavor and texture.

Appendix 2 Elitism manipulation used in Study 1b

-Non-elite group condition Elite group condition