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Preface

The 39" annual North American Conference of the Association for Consumer Research was held at the Hyatt Regency
St. Louis at The Arch in St. Louis, MO from Thursday, October 13 through Sunday, October 16, 2011. This volume con-
sists of research presented during this conference. The volume is organized by type of research submission and includes the
following: Special Session Summaries, Full Competitive Papers, Competitive Extended Abstracts, Film Festival Abstracts,
Roundtable Summaries, and Working Paper Abstracts.

The theme of ACR 2011 was “Building Connections,” reflecting the role of St. Louis as the historic Gateway to the West.
The goal for the conference was to promote connections between researchers from different areas of consumer research, dif-
ferent theoretical perspectives and methodologies, and between academia and industry. By all accounts this goal was met;
the quality of the research was exceptional and people and perspectives were brought together in many ways.

There were several changes at the 2011 conference that reflected our Building Connections theme. First, we introduced
an opening Plenary Session; we kicked off the conference Thursday with a session immediately preceding the Thursday night
reception. This plenary session was designed to bring the ACR community together for a lively discussion and Q&A with
panelists. Second, we created a “Coffee Connections Lounge”, complete with sofas, tables, and coffee, which was designed
to facilitate conversation during breaks in the program. During the Long Coffee Breaks, participants were invited to connect
with researchers with similar interests. Third, we added some social media in the form of Twitter. Conference attendees were
encouraged to tweet about the presentations or other conference events, which appeared on a “Twitter Fountain” displayed in
a central location. Finally, we introduced ACR At-A-Glance this year, which consisted of a one-page fold-out in the program
that identified the session topics, time slots, and room numbers. This provided a quick way to make connections between the
various topics featured at the 2011 conference, and to make it easier for attendees to find their way to the next session.

We would like to thank the generous donors who provided financial support for this year’s conference. We also want to
thank all the people who provided us with invaluable help with this conference. We especially want to thank the Associate
Editors, the Senior AEs, the members of the ACR program committee, the working paper reviewers, film festival reviewers,
and competitive paper reviewers. In addition, we owe a special thanks to all the student volunteers from University of Min-
nesota, Duke University, and University of Maryland who helped us tremendously. Finally, we thank Rajiv Vaidyanathan,
executive director of ACR, for his support throughout the process, and to Sharon Shavitt for trusting us with this conference
and giving us the opportunity to give back to the amazing community of consumer behavior researchers.

Rohini Ahluwalia, University of Minnesota
Tanya L. Chartrand, Duke University
Rebecca K. Ratner, University of Maryland
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ACR Presidential Address 2011

What’s New? Novelty in Consumer Research
Sharon Shavitt, Walter H. Stellner Professor of Marketing, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, USA

This is a slightly expanded version of the address given in St. Louis, October 14, 2011

I want to talk about your next paper. The next piece of work you
will submit for review. In this talk, I will address one of the most im-
portant criteria that will determine whether it is accepted or rejected.
Surprisingly, it’s the least understood criterion. Everyone will judge
your work on it, but no one quantifies or defines it.

I’'m going to talk about novelty in research. How we assess it.
Why we seek it. And what are the consequences.

The topic for this talk was inspired by a review of one of my old
manuscripts. Perhaps you have a review just like it — the kind that
haunts you long after the paper is published. Years ago, my student
and I submitted such a paper to one of our top journals. It addressed
how attitudes can shift when people anticipate a group discussion.
We got good feedback, but one reviewer complained that the paper
lacked novelty: “The additional contribution seems marginal. We
already know that reference groups influence judgments.”

That review changed my view of our field. It was accurate — we
do know that reference groups influence judgments. But does that
mean we’re finished with this entire domain? When is a topic spent?
How do we decide if something has already been done, or if it’s nov-
el? I couldn’t stop asking myself these questions.

The view of novelty in that review reminds me of the New York-
er cartoon where one caveman says to the other, “Og discovered fire,
and Thorak invented the wheel. There’s nothing left for us.”

It’s easy to get the feeling that it’s all been done. We could have
stopped with Og and Thorak. Yet, people have found ways to keep
innovating. We have novelty, but we don’t always recognize it.

In this address, I will describe the subjective ways we assess
novelty. I will discuss our deeper motivations for seeking it. And I
will propose that if we worried less about pursuing what’s new, we
could enhance innovation in our field.

WHO CARES ABOUT NOVELTY?

We all do. We are all judged on it. We all try to claim it for our
research. Making a convincing claim is getting harder as the field rap-
idly grows. But it’s urgent for junior scholars. They need to carve out
their niche while the tenure clock is ticking. There is a lot on the line.

For us older scholars, novelty is also important. It’s a way of
ensuring we have made a mark. Our life’s work has mattered because
we did something new.

Why is novelty so important to these goals? Because, in the
academic world, novelty is status. It’s the Gucci, Vuitton, and Lam-
borghini of research -- all rolled into one. Novelty compensates for
other flaws (Rozin, 2009), like Botox, smoothing out the wrinkles
in our studies. Novelty assures our findings will get attention and
admiring glances. If we’re lucky, maybe publication in JSSR -- the
Journal of Short Sexy Results. Who wouldn’t want that?

Journals want novelty, too. Want it and demand it. Each edito-
rial we read tells us to send in only our most novel work. One mar-
keting journal’s website insists that,

“All submissions must be interesting,...”
“...The editors...especially encourage research that is novel,
visionary or pathbreaking.”

Clearly, the bar is high for judging the novelty of your next pa-
per.

WHAT’S NEW? DEFINING NOVELTY

Novelty can come in various forms. So, when you ask people,
“what is novelty in research?” they will say: It is a new area, a new
idea, a new finding or method. That is fine, but it still leaves the ques-
tion — what’s “new?”

The subject of novelty has been addressed in the sociology of
science. Robert Merton (1973 [1942]) and others described how sci-
entists get credit for original discoveries, and the rewards that follow
from that (see Guetkow, Lamont, & Mallard, 2004, for a review).
This classic work dealt with a number of issues, except what novelty
actually is. What is the threshold for calling something “novel?”

There really is no authoritative work on that. The word “novel”
is used — a lot— but always as if the concept is self-evident. As if
everyone who looked at a piece of research would judge its novelty
the same way.

The difficulty in defining novelty is immediately apparent to
those who try. C.W. Park (2011), editor of the Journal of Consumer
Psychology, offered helpful guidelines on submitting novel work to
JCP. He acknowledged that judging novelty,

“involves a high degree of subjectivity... The bottom line is that
[novel papers] ...cause readers to slap their forehead, exclaiming
‘Silly me, ...why didnt I observe this?’”

I think this statement may be as good as it gets in defining nov-
elty. It recognizes that novelty in research confers status and elicits
envy.

When you submit your next paper, you may be told that it does
not seem new, or that enough has been done on your topic. That kind
of feedback can feel quite discouraging, especially if you are a young
scholar eager to establish yourself. Fear not. You are in good com-

pany:

“For my annual review in 1974, the department head suggested
that I move away from pricing research as I had done about all that
could be done in this area.”

This is Kent Monroe (2008, p. 16) speaking when he was named
ACR Fellow for decades of pioneering work on pricing. I mention
this quote for two reasons. One is to reassure you that the best have
faced this criticism. Another is to support the plausibility of three
points I want to make about novelty.

(1) Novelty is not an intrinsic attribute (of a theory, a finding,
or anything else).
-An assessment of novelty is a mental construction.
-1t draws from feelings and subjective experiences.
-And it is sensitive to context. How we judge it depends on
where we re standing.

Advances in Consumer Research
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2/ What’s New? Novelty in Consumer Research

We don’t have to look far to see what kinds of factors can im-
pact judgments of novelty. We can just look at the research we con-
duct or cite: Research on fluency and metacognition, on thinking
styles, and values. In fact,

2) The way we seek novelty in research is tied to our core
values.

Because values are not universal, neither is the way we under-
stand novelty, as we’ll see. And my final point:

3) Pursuing novelty in research has unintended consequences.

Of course, we need novelty if we hope to push the boundaries
of knowledge. At the same time, any criterion applied reflexively is
bound to cause trouble. I will offer some reasons to loosen up when
it comes to judging the novelty of each other’s work.

HOW DO WE ASSESS NOVELTY?
Let’s consider my first point: Novelty is a mental construction. I
think that something is perceived to be novel when it,
- feels unfamiliar and surprising and
- does not appear subsumed by existing categories.

Seen-Before Judgments

For research to seem novel, it has to be experienced as unfamil-
iar — as something we haven’t seen or learned before.

As John Lynch (1998) noted in an earlier presidential address,
reviewers will often assert that a finding is already well known with-
out providing references to back it up. In principle, if you already
know something you should be able to say where you saw it. In prac-
tice, it’s not so easy.

In fact, entire paradigms in psychology have been based on
the fact that people are not good at judging whether they have seen
or experienced something before. Consider mere exposure effects
(e.g., Zajonc, 1968; Bornstein, 1989), false-fame effects (e.g., Ja-
coby, Kelley, Brown, and Jasechko, 1989; Jacoby, Woloshyn, & Kel-
ley 1989), and various false memory paradigms (e.g., Koriat, Gold-
smith, & Pensky, 2000; Lakshmanan & Krishnan, 2009; Rajagopal
& Montgomery, 2011). Conscious recollection of past exposures is
not at all accurate. This is why people can confuse fluency from an
irrelevant source with familiarity.

In consumer research, as well, studies show that when some-
thing feels easy to process or when an experience evokes imagery,
it creates a false sense of familiarity. People think they’ve already
been there, done that — when they haven’t, and didn’t (see Rajagopal
& Montgomery, 2011; also Lakshmanan & Krishnan, 2009; Mehta,
Hoegg, and Chakravarti, 2011; Schlosser, 2006).

It’s hard for people to remember every piece of research they’ve
ever seen. This is especially so with increasing online exposure to
science blogs, TED talks, journal feeds, etc. (see Lutz, 2011). Many
assessments of novelty are probably not based on exact recall of past
work. They reflect a vague sense of whether a topic feels saturated.
So, if something about your next paper feels too fluent, instead of
taxing their memory, people may assume it’s all been done.

Feelings of Surprise

For research findings to be experienced as novel, they also need
to feel somewhat surprising. But here too, as some have observed,
our feelings can be misleading (Lynch, 1998; Lilienfeld, 2011).

One can fall prey to the hindsight bias — the feeling that one
“knew it all along” (Fischhoff, 1975; Wood, 1978). People who
know an outcome tend to overestimate its likelihood. This is one rea-

son that surveys show the general public tends to dismiss behavioral
research (Lilienfeld, 2011). It feels like common sense.

The hindsight bias has been demonstrated many times, in many
populations (Bernstein et al., 2011; Pohl, Bender, & Lachmann,
2002) and domains (see Bernstein et al., 2011, for a review). Could
it also affect an expert’s view of whether a research finding is sur-
prising?

Sure. As just one example, Lily Wong (1995) in educational
psychology showed people lists of findings about teaching that were
either actual well-replicated findings, or their opposites. When asked
to select which were the real findings about teaching, experienced
teachers were no more accurate than novices — which is to say, not
accurate at all. And both groups tended to rate their selected findings
as obvious.

If reviewers dismiss the novelty of your next paper, saying, “it’s
not surprising,” how much weight should we put on such feelings?
Once people know your findings, they can feel obvious in an illu-
sory way — even to experts (Wong, 1995; see also Arkes et al., 1981;
Knoll, 2010).

Construal Level and Novelty Categorization

To assess whether findings are novel, we also need to consider
mental representations of “what everyone already knows” (Kaufer &
Geisler, 1989), and decide whether the findings can be subsumed by
those categories. Recent work by psychologist Jens Forster suggests
that perceived novelty is a by-product of this sort of process (Forster,
Liberman, & Shapira, 2009; Forster, Marguc, & Gillebaart, 2010).
Events are experienced as novel when they don’t seem to fit existing
categories.

But this, too, is a matter of perspective.

To understand the experience of novelty, Forster and his col-
leagues build on a theory that has inspired a great deal of consumer
research, Construal Level Theory (e.g., Trope & Liberman, 2003).
They emphasize that anything can be experienced as either novel
or old: Any new town we visit could be seen as “just another city;”
any new person we meet could be “just another person” (Forster, et
al., 2009, 2010).

Whether we define something as “new” depends on how broad
or abstract is the category we call “old.” And that has to do with our
psychological distance from it.

Distance from something leads to the use of broader categories
to represent it. This makes it easy to subsume new things, making
them feel old and familiar. Innovation becomes harder to appreciate.

So it is in consumer research. If someone isn’t close to the sub-
ject, they tend to classify knowledge at an abstract level. They might
say: We already know that consumers link possessions to the self. Or:
We know that messages are more persuasive when they match one’s
motives. These broad categories subsume a lot of the work in our
field, and probably a lot of future work, too.

As a result, if you want to increase the chance that your next
paper will be seen as novel, some will tell you to go and explore a
whole new area, apart from what others have done.1

Still, as we’ve seen, novelty is in the eye of the beholder. It’s a
mental construction. And the size of the bins we use to classify exist-
ing knowledge is arbitrary. We don’t have to insist on novelty at the
“never-been-done” level.

So, why do we?

WHY DO WE SEEK NOVELTY?
To answer this question, let’s consider a finding in the sociol-
ogy of science. A few years ago, Michele Lamont and a team of
colleagues, supported by the National Science Foundation, set out



to examine how scholars perceive originality (Guetzkow, Lamont,
& Mallard, 2004). They were looking for variations between disci-
plines. So, they interviewed panelists for American fellowship com-
petitions in social sciences and humanities. As it turns out, the most
interesting thing they found isn’t what differed between disciplines,
but what was the same. Across disciplines, from art history to sociol-
ogy, reviewers saw the originality or novelty of a proposal as a sign
of the applicant’s moral character.

People who submitted proposals seen as novel were described
as courageous, independent, intellectually honest, and “thinking for
themselves.” They were praised and respected as authentic scholars
with high integrity.

To be independent and courageous demonstrates that one is pur-
suing one’s own authentic interests. Reviewers deeply valued these
qualities and wanted to reward them (for similar perspectives, see
King, 2010; Zaltman, LeMasters, & Heffring, 1985).

On the other hand, applicants whose work was seen as lack-
ing in novelty were viewed as morally deficient. Reviewers scorned
them as conformist, derivative, lazy, traditional, and “riding the
bandwagon.” These were not scholars who had genuine intellectual
passion.

So, novelty judgments — subjective as they are — were more than
an assessment of someone’s ideas. They were an assessment of the
person, as well.

I was fascinated by this, and wondered, why the moral meaning
of novelty? Then it hit me: There is a direct line between this nov-
elty ideal and Western values. To be admired in Western individualist
societies you have to be independent, authentic, honest, and noncon-
forming (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1995). You’ve
got to act on your passions and pursue your own unique interests.
This is the perfect model of an authentic, independent, path-breaking
scholar. In other words, this is where the values of our science map
onto the values of our culture.

Defining novelty as “independent and different” is ingrained in
our value system. We don’t question it. It’s assumed that you should
blaze a separate intellectual trail. A trail that sets you apart.

For those of us who are Western individualists, this model of
novelty is a perfect fit. We expect the same from ideas as we do
from people: to be unique and independent. We are socialized to
meet these expectations. As Ashok Lalwani and I have found in our
research, individualists really do strive to present themselves in these
terms (Lalwani, Shavitt, & Johnson, 2006; Lalwani & Shavitt, 2009).

What’s more, as Richard Nisbett and many others have shown,
Westerners tend to think in ways that sharpen differences. They sepa-
rate and distinguish things, disconnecting things from their context,
choosing one side or the other (e.g., Nisbett, et al. 2001; Nisbett,
2003; Oyserman & Lee, 2008; see Koo & Shavitt, 2011, for a re-
view). This analytic thinking style is perfectly suited to the task of
differentiating oneself, and one’s ideas, from others (see Maclnnis,
2011).

CONSEQUENCES OF NOVELTY SEEKING
Looking at novelty through the lens of cultural values suggests
some consequences, and in the last part of my talk I’d like to address
them.

Novel = Different?

Our standard for novelty is about setting yourself apart. But re-
flecting on the values that drive our novelty standards helps us to
evaluate those standards. If they reflect a cultural ideal, is it the only
ideal we should pursue?
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I don’t think so. Consumer research is globalizing fast. New
scholars around the world are ready to contribute. Many are based
in non-Western cultures that are collectivistic. In their day-to-day
lives, being called “unique” and “independent” is not a compliment.
Conformity and interdependence are more valued (Markus & Kita-
yama, 1991; Kim & Markus, 1999). Relationships are valued (Tri-
andis, 1995).

In these societies, people are socialized to think in ways that
connect and integrate, putting things together instead of pulling them
apart, seeking resolution instead of choosing sides (Nisbett, et al.,
2001; Nisbett, 2003; Oyserman & Lee, 2008). This holistic think-
ing style helps one to see relationships and to integrate things into a
bigger picture. And this is not only a cultural pattern — individuals
also differ in the values and thinking styles they tend to adopt (Choi,
Koo, & Choi, 2007).

What does this mean for consumer research? There is no doubt
that scholars around the world can meet the same standards for nov-
elty. But imposing one standard at the expense of others is a mistake.
We miss opportunities to leverage relational values and skills. Rela-
tional skills help us to represent connections between ideas.

Indeed, as Debbie MacInnis (2011) points out in a recent essay,
our thinking skills foster specific types of novel contributions. Ana-
lytic thinking skills foster typologies that highlight differences. It’s
no surprise, then, that Maclnnis’s analysis of our field’s conceptual
papers over the last 25 years reveals a clear emphasis on differentia-
tion. Integration papers are rare.

Yet, those are valuable innovations. McGill, Peracchio, and
Luce (2011) point out in their editorial that, from a historical stand-
point, the most important breakthroughs in science have been inte-
grations. They innovate by unifying — highlighting parallels across
areas, resolving contradictions, and enhancing understanding. Clas-
sic examples include Petty & Cacioppo’s (1986) Elaboration Like-
lihood Model, which unified distinct routes to persuasion under a
common set of processing assumptions. In a current example, Press
and Arnould (2011) show that identification with a firm happens in
a parallel way for consumers as for employees. These are valuable
innovations. We need more integration.

To get there, we need to broaden our view of novelty. We should
encourage authors who have a relational view of the field, wherever
they come from, to find novel connections, or to build new integra-
tive frameworks (e.g., Deighton, et al., 2010). If your next paper
does these things, we should reward that.

Fragmentation

When we mainly reward the kind of novelty that sets us apart,
we don’t foster integration. Instead, this fragments the field.

Consider our incentives. We reward novelty at the paper level.
So, papers get published on the basis of their difference from other
work, not their connection to it. Many have raised concerns about
what this does to the literature (e.g., Guetzkow, et al., 2004; Hubbard
& Lindsay, 2002; Wyer & Shavitt, 2005).

These incentives for novelty affect what we study. Authors
are encouraged to publish one paper on a topic and then go on to
something different under the assumption that follow-ups will not
be published.

These incentives also impact how we write. To be seen as novel,
we have to apply new labels. So, we try to “name it and claim it” or
“RE-name it and claim it.” This doesn’t foster connection, either.

Incentives for novelty even encourage us to position our own
articles as having little to do with one another, instead of building
on each other. It becomes harder than it should be to grasp the big
picture in the field because authors are reluctant to connect the dots.
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Where’s the Theory?

Finally, our novelty incentives can get in the way of original
theory building (Wyer & Shavitt, 2005). The shortage of original
theories within our field has been widely recognized (see Frazier,
2011; Maclnnis, 2004, 2011; Yadav, 2010). Yet, few theories that
have a broad impact can be delivered in one paper. Building and
testing a theory takes multiple papers reporting a program of re-
search that shows generality, boundaries, and convergence around
a core insight.

Authors who try may be told, “this is not novel because it is
derivable from past work.” But testing an extension of a theory is, by
definition, derivable from past work.

What if we changed our incentives, and worried less about
whether every paper is different? We would have the scope needed
to build and test our own theories. And I think we would do it. In
other words, we could greatly enhance originality at the macro level
by relaxing the novelty constraint at the paper level.

Reviewers — all of us — play a key role in this. So do editors and
other gatekeepers. Some have signaled openness to different types
of novelty (e.g., Deighton, et al., 2010; Erdem, 2010), but it would
help to be more explicit, to tell reviewers: Don’t just ask, is it new?
Ask, what’s the connection? Encourage authors to link their findings
to past work, don’t penalize them for it. Seek contributions that inte-
grate and connect. Reward systematic extensions that establish new
theories in our field.

CONCLUSIONS

In summary, let us approach assessments of novelty with cau-
tion. They are mental constructions, influenced by the same factors
we study: fluency, hindsight, level of construal. And the way we seek
novelty reflects deeply held core values.

This means that we can acknowledge the value of novelty in
research without imposing one criterion uniformly (Alba, 2012). We
need more than one kind of novelty — things that differentiate and
things that integrate. It would make our literature more coherent and
enable originality in theory building.

Our theme at ACR this year is “Building Connections.” In fact,
this is a frequent theme for ACR conferences, along with bridges
and confluence. We seem to yearn for a more integrated field. Let’s
consider whether our expectations for novelty are getting in the way.
We can build more connections when we’re less focused on setting
ourselves apart.

CODA

In closing, I want to offer an invitation and some thanks. First, I
invite you to a Roundtable Session right after this luncheon. In it, we
discuss recommendations by an ACR Task force appointed this year
to plan for the growth and globalization of our field. This task force,
chaired by Joel Huber and Don Lehmann, made several recommen-
dations to enhance the field as it expands, including suggestions for
new and existing publication outlets and conference structures. The
task force charge and report can be read, and your input provided, on
the ACR website at www.acrwebsite.org/ .

Finally, I want to thank several people. First, I am grateful to
the present and past officers and board members of ACR, for creating
and nurturing such a stimulating association.

Next, thank you to my friends who gave me such generous and
helpful input. And to my students who helped with details. I am so
grateful.

Last but not least, thank you to my family for all of their pa-
tience and encouragement. My parents, for believing in me always.
My husband, Steve, who has been supportive and helpful beyond

words. And my daughters, who found their own ways to cope with
me being too busy: Arielle who worked alongside me on her home-
work so that we kept each other company, and Ellie who cheerfully
repaid me by sneaking onto my computer to type nonsense words
into this talk. I hope I found them all.

Thank you.

ENDNOTES

1This talk focused on novelty as defined in terms of unexplored
topics or areas. Although I did not have time to address it, another
important type of novelty is represented by findings that challenge
existing beliefs in established areas. In some scientific disciplines,
publication incentives reward this type of novelty, emphasizing re-
sults that question established ideas or reverse accepted findings. Jo-
nah Lehrer (2010) analyzed the cumulative impact of these novelty-
seeking publication incentives in several scientific fields. His review
shows how these incentives give rise to oscillations in the accepted
knowledge base. In short, pursuing this type of novelty can also pro-
duce unintended consequences that impact the reliability and cred-
ibility of scientific knowledge.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

Conventional wisdom suggests that economic recessions lead
consumers to decrease spending and be more cautious with their
money. Consistent with previous recessionary periods, the most re-
cent economic downturn has led consumers to downsize spending
on everything ranging from groceries to homes. For example, many
people are trading in their vacations for a “stay-cation,” choosing to
vacation in the low-cost destination of their own home.

But while aggregate spending decreases during recessions,
much less is known about how economic recessions influence the
specifics of consumer behavior, including the possibility that eco-
nomic downturns might increase spending on various products.
Economists have established that recessions are reliably associated
with increased spending on two types of products: traditional inferior
goods (e.g., spending more on tuna rather than salmon) and morale
boosters (e.g., going to see a Charlie Chaplin film in the great depres-
sion). The current session presents evidence that economic down-
turns lead to a richer assortment of strategic spending.

The four papers in this session all present emerging research ex-
amining how economic recessions influence consumer behavior. The
first two papers focus on how economic downturn cues influence
desire and spending for specific product categories. The last two pa-
pers focus on how economic booms and busts influence financial
decision-making. Unlike most previous research looking at reces-
sionary spending, all four papers include studies with experimental
methodologies to test the influence of economic recession cues on
consumer behavior.

The first paper by Hill, Rodeheffer, Griskevicius, and Du-
rante examines the “Lipstick Effect” — the notion that recessions

increase spending on beauty products, such as the increase in lip-
stick sales during the great depression. Across a series of experi-
ments that manipulate recession cues, they find that while recession
cues decrease desire to spend on most types of products, recession
cues increase women’s desire to spend on beauty products, including
lipstick.

The second paper by Yabar, Stapel, and Pieters investigates
the links between economic downturns and people’s need to belong.
Across three experiments they find that recession cues lead consum-
ers to desire products that facilitate social connectedness, including
increasing consumers’ willingness to pay for products related to af-
filiation.

This third paper by Griskevicius and Ackerman investigates
whether economic uncertainty leads people to save or splurge. They
find that economic uncertainty has vastly different effects depending
on whether people grew up feeling poor or wealthy. Recession cues
led individuals who grew up relatively wealthy to save for the future.
But recession cues led individuals who grew up relatively poor to
splurge on immediate rewards.

The final paper by Millet, Lamey, and Van den Bergh exam-
ines how financial decision-making changes in booms and busts. Us-
ing both time-series and experimental methods, they find that people
are drawn toward achieving gains during economic expansions, but
people are drawn toward avoiding losses during economic contrac-
tions.

Overall, this session builds connections by addressing an im-
portant theoretical and practical question—how economic recessions
influence consumer behavior—from different theoretical perspec-
tives. The papers in this session address this question by drawing
on regulatory fit theory, evolutionary theory, and life history theory.
Furthermore, the session presents research based on both experi-
mental and time-series methodologies. As such, the session would
be of interest to a breadth of consumer researchers, including those
interested in motivation, affiliation, regulatory fit, financial decision-
making, risk, intertemporal choice, and evolutionary approaches to
consumer behavior.

Economic Recessions Increase Spending
on Beauty Products: Experimental Evidence
for the Lipstick Effect

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The year 2007 began with what has been considered by many
economists to be the worst economic recession since the great de-
pression. Consistent with previous recessionary periods, consum-
ers downsized spending on everything ranging from groceries to
homes. Although spending on most consumer products during the
recent recession has predictably declined, one class of products has
fared unusually well: beauty products (Schaefer, 2008). For instance,
sales figures from one of the world’s biggest cosmetics companies
— L’Oreal — showed that during 2008, a year when the rest of the
economy was suffering record declines in sales, they experienced

Advances in Consumer Research
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sales growth of 5.3% (Elliot, 2008). The notion that women may
spend relatively more money on attractiveness-enhancing products
during times of economic uncertainty has been dubbed the “Lipstick
Effect” (Nelson, 2001). The lipstick effect has been observed in sev-
eral recent economic downturns, and it is even believed to have oc-
curred during the Great Depression, when sales of women’s cosmet-
ics products boomed unexpectedly.

In the current research, we experimentally examine the idea of
the lipstick effect. To understand how and why economic recessions
might influence consumer behavior, we draw on the framework of
life history theory (Kaplan and Gangestad 2005; Stearns 1992). Life
history theory is an established theoretical framework in evolution-
ary biology and behavioral ecology used to predict how and why or-
ganisms, including humans, allocate effort among the various tasks
needed for survival and reproduction. Because energy and resources
are inherently limited, life history theory highlights that organisms
face important trade-offs in how they allocate resources at a given
point in life.

A key tradeoff faced by all individuals is between allocating re-
sources toward immediate reproduction vs. future reproduction. Re-
source allocation to immediate reproductive effort, such as women’s
allocation of resources to enhance their appearance, is predicted to
be favored in environments where there is unpredictability in the
availability of critical resources (Ellis et al. 2009). When the present
and future are highly uncertain, individuals should invest more in
immediate reproduction because this strategy enhanced reproductive
fitness in uncertain environments (Ellis et al. 2009).

In three studies we manipulated perceptions of resource unpre-
dictability by priming people with cues to an economic recession.
We predicted that recession cues should decrease desire to spend on
most consumer products. However, we specifically predicted that re-
cession cues should increase women’s desire to purchase products
that aid in facilitating mating, such as lipstick or other beauty-en-
hancing products.

In Study 1, we experimentally manipulated cues to economic
recessions by having people read a news article about the recent
economic recession or having them read a control article. We then
examine how these primes influence women’s and men’s desire to
purchase products that can enhance beauty (e.g., clothing, make-up)
and produce that cannot enhance beauty (e.g., office supplies, elec-
tronics). Findings demonstrated that the economic recession article
significantly decreased men’s and women’s desire to purchase prod-
ucts that did not enhance physical attractiveness. However, the same
recession cues significantly increased women’s desire to purchase
products that could enhance attractiveness.

In Study 2, we directly manipulated perceptions of product
function by varying how the same products (e.g., jeans, boots, per-
fume) are advertised. Specifically, product slogans were manipulated
to touted product benefits directly related to mating (e.g., the op-
posite sex finds it irresistible) or benefits unrelated to mating (e.g.,
feels great). Economic recession cues were manipulated by having
women view a slideshow with visual images of economic recession
or control images. Consistent with predictions, viewing images of
economic uncertainty led women to desire products advertised as
serving a mating function. But when the same products were adver-
tised as serving a function not directly related to mating, economic
recession cues no longer enhanced their desirability.

Study 3 examined a key individual difference moderator, which
provided insight into which women drive the lipstick effect. Life his-
tory theory predicts that there are individual differences in people
who prioritize immediate reproduction vs. future reproduction. This
literature points to a particular individual difference: experiencing

earlier pubertal development is considered to be a physiological
marker of favoring immediate over future reproduction (Ellis 2004).
We therefore predicted that cues to economic uncertainty would pro-
duce the strongest lipstick effect for women who had earlier — com-
pared to later — pubertal development.

Conceptually replicating the first study, Study 3 found that eco-
nomic uncertainty led women to be less interested in products that
do not enhance appearance. Conversely, economic uncertainly led
women to be more interested in products that do enhance appear-
ance. Critically, the increased desire for beauty product was driven
by women experiencing earlier pubertal development. This means
that women who underwent puberty at earlier ages were especially
likely to respond to economic uncertainty by wanting beauty prod-
ucts.

These studies provide the first experimental evidence of the lip-
stick effect. We show that while cues to economic recessions lead
to a diminished desire for most types of products, recession cues in-
crease women'’s desire for products that can enhance attractiveness.
This research provides novel insight into how and why economic
recessions influence women’s consumer preferences.
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Paying More for “Us” In Times of Crisis:
Economic Downturns Increase the Need to Belong

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Conventional wisdom holds that during economic downturns
consumers react by economizing: they spend less and they defer
expenses (Katona 1975). For instance, in times of economic crisis
consumers become more price conscious, buying more private label
products and discounted goods. Thus, when an economic crisis hits,
governments and companies tend to focus on providing financial and
economic incentives aimed at promoting consumption. During the
most recent economic crisis, for example, governments subsidized
housing and reduced the cost of borrowing, attempting to promote
spending. Likewise, Sam’s Club introduced a program to facilitate
loans for shoppers of up to $25,000.

Although these economization strategies may help consum-
ers to deal with the effects of an economic crisis on their personal
finances, they do not necessarily help manage the psychological
implications of a crisis, such as feelings of threat and fear. Psycho-



logical research suggests that a natural reaction to cope with the self-
threatening consequences of an economic crisis is an increase in the
need to be connected with others. When people feel threatened, they
seek the support of others. From an evolutionary perspective, social
connections are devices of self-preservation linked with an increased
safety in numbers as well as with an improved ability to gather
food and to obtain empathy of social groups. Given the potential
advantage of sharing resources, and the competitive disadvantage
of the lone individual if other people are in groups, social groups
confer protection and survival benefits to their members (Kenrick et
al. 2010). Consequently, threat and fear signals activate a desire for
affiliation and social connectedness (Baumeister and Leary 1995).
When experiencing an increased desire for connectedness, individu-
als tend to allocate their attention to social opportunities and try to
build connections with others—both real others as well as “snack”
on symbolic reminders of others (Gardner, Pickett and Knowles,
2005; Griskevicius et al. 2009).

This logic suggests that that when an economic crisis hits, the
need for connectedness should increase, which should affect con-
sumer choices. In the present research, we test the idea that cues of
economic downturn might produce a higher preference and willing-
ness to pay for products and advertisements that signal social con-
nectedness, such as images of people or product popularity appeals.
This suggests that in times of economic hardship, people might be
willing to pay a premium for “we” products that signal social con-
nectedness.

Study 1 manipulated economic recession cues by having par-
ticipants read either a news story about the recent recession or a
control story. Participants then indicated the attractiveness of, and
their willingness to pay for, various advertised products. For half
of the participants, the products were advertised with “me” slogans
that focused on the consumer (e.g. “ready for you”); the other half
of participants viewed ads with “we” slogans focused on social con-
nectedness (e.g. “ready to share”). Findings showed that economic
downturns led consumers to evaluated more positively slogans that
positioned the product as being jointly usable instead of just for the
self. Consumers were also willing to pay more for the products ad-
vertised as collectively usable.

Study 2 again primed either economic recession cues or con-
trol cues. Participants then evaluated products that were in two types
of packaging: half of the packages showed multiple people, and the
other half showed a single person. Findings showed that people in
the economic crisis condition had a higher preference and were will-
ing to pay more for products that featured pictorial cues of social
connection (e.g. an image of multiple people) in their packaging.

Study 3 again primed either economic recession cues or con-
trol cues. Participants were then shown pictures of pairs of products
together with a description about the price, quality, and percentage
of consumers who preferred each of the products in the pair. In each
pair the product described as preferred by a majority of consumers
was also described as having a lower quality and a slightly higher
price than the less popular product. Findings revealed that economic
recession cues increased desire for products with popularity appeals
(e.g. “60% of consumers preferred this product”), even leading peo-
ple to choose the popular products when it was the most expensive
and lowest quality alternative.

Taken together, these findings suggest that in times of eco-
nomic crisis, consumers’ need to belong is increased and therefore
their preference for social connecteness products increases. A better
understanding of the effect of fundamental needs, such as the need
to belong, on consumer spending in face of economic contractions
is important to further understand consumer reactions to economic
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downturns. For marketers, understanding how fundamental needs,
in particular the need to belong, affect consumer spending patterns
could help them sharpen and rethink the value they provide to con-
sumers in times of economic uncertainty. Additionally, a policy-rel-
evant insight of this research is that factors like social belonging can
help promote consumer spending and thus economic recovery, while
avoiding some of the risks associated with economic incentives. For
example, the traditional approaches of focusing on economic incen-
tives to stimulate the economy have the risk of slowing economic
growth further if falling prices and retailer promotions lead consum-
ers to delay purchases in the expectation of additional promotions
and price cuts.
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Does Economic Uncertainty Lead People to Save or
Splurge? It Depends on One’s Childhood Environment

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

How do economic recessions influence desire for immediate re-
wards, such whether people splurge on the lottery? Examining the ef-
fect of the most recent economic downturn on U.S. state lottery sales
shows mixed results, averaging to a null effect of the recession on
lottery sales (Cousins 2009). Published research also paints a mixed
picture. One study, for example, showed that lottery sales increase
as unemployment goes up (Mikesell 1994), but another study found
that unemployed individuals tend to be risk-averse (Diaz-Serrano
and O’Neill 2004). Summarizing the average effect of recessions on
lottery spending, Clyde Barrow, the director of the Center for Policy
Analysis at the University of Massachusetts, observed in a recent
interview that in economic downturns, “lottery sales are typically
flat” (Saldinger 2009).

We propose that there may be more to this flat effect on lot-
tery spending—and on intertemporal choice and financial decision-
making more generally—than initially meets the eye. We examine
how economic uncertainty influences intertemporal choice, saving,
and borrowing. To address this question, we draw on the framework
of life history theory (Stearns 1992). Life history theory (LHT) was
originally developed in evolutionary biology and behavioral ecol-
ogy, but is now increasing being applied to study human behavior.

According to a life history framework, individuals, including
humans, can follow a variety of different life history strategies. Life
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history strategies exist along a slow-to-fast continuum (Promislow
and Harvey 1990). Slower strategies are associated with reproduc-
ing at a later age and having fewer offspring. Faster strategies have
the opposite characteristics, being associated with reproducing at an
carlier age and having more offspring. In addition to reproduction,
each strategy is associated with a specific type of orientation toward
the world. Faster strategists tend to be opportunistic in that they take
more risks and desire immediate gratification for short-term benefits.
In contrast, slower strategists tend to be long-term planners who take
fewer risks and delay gratification for future payoffs (Nettle 2010).

Recent research has begun to test how experimentally priming
people with cues of an unpredictable environment—a key deter-
minant of life history strategies (Ellis et al. 2009)—influences out-
comes related to fast and slow life history strategies. Findings show
that the salience of unpredictability produces divergent life history
strategies for different groups of people (Griskevicius et al. 2010).
Unpredictability cues have a different effect on people who grew up
in a relatively resource-scarce environment (e.g., “I felt relatively
poor when growing up”) than on those who grew up in a relatively
resource-plentiful environment (e.g., “I felt relatively wealthy com-
pared to the other kids in my school”). For lower childhood SES
individuals, unpredictability cues led to a preference for earlier
reproduction. This suggests that unpredictability cues shift people
from lower-SES childhoods toward a faster strategy. Conversely, for
individuals who grew up in higher-SES environments, the same cues
led to a preference to delay reproduction, consistent with shifting to
a slower strategy.

The current research examine how cues to resource unpredict-
ability (i.e., economic recessions) influence intertemporal choice.
As discussed earlier, faster life history strategies are associated with
desiring immediate rewards, whereas slower strategies are associ-
ate with delaying gratification for future payoffs. Thus, building on
previous research highlighting the importance of childhood environ-
ment (Griskevicius et al. 2010), we predicted that individuals who
grew up in relatively resource-scarce environments would respond
to economic uncertainty cues by value the present. In contrast, indi-
viduals who grew up in relatively resource-plentiful environments
should respond to economic uncertainty cues by valuing the future.

Study 1 examined how economic uncertainty influenced inter-
temporal choice. Participants read a news story about either the re-
cent economic recession or a control story. Participants then made a
series of financial choices in which they chose between receiving a
reward tomorrow or receiving a larger reward in the future (e.g., $31
tomorrow vs. $50 in 2 months). The study had real monetary incen-
tives, meaning that participants would actually receive their chose
reward for one of their choices.

Findings showed that economic recession cues had a different
effect on people as a function of their childhood environment. The
salience of economic uncertainty led people who had higher-SES
childhoods to value the future, increasing their likelihood of choos-
ing the larger, later reward. Conversely, economic uncertainly cues
led people who had lower-SES childhoods to value the present, in-
creasing their likelihood of choosing the smaller, immediate reward.

Study 2 used a different manipulation of economic uncertainty,
where people saw a slide show of images depicting a recession or a
control images. Participants then indicated their desire to save mon-
ey for the future and their desire to borrow money for immediate
expenditures. Conceptually replicating findings from the first study,
results showed that economic recession cues had diverging effects
as a function of people’s childhood SES environments. Economic
uncertainty led people who had higher-SES childhoods to want to
save money for the future and not go into debt. Conversely, eco-

nomic uncertainly cues led people who had lower-SES childhoods to
decrease savings and increase desire to borrow money for immediate
expenditures.

Study 3 attempted to extend the findings from the first two stud-
ies by examining the hormonal mechanism by which economic un-
certainly cues influence intertemporal choice. Preliminary findings
show individuals from lower-SES backgrounds respond to economic
uncertainty with increases in both Testosterone and increases in Cor-
tisol. This suggests that lower-SES childhood individuals respond to
resource unpredictability by becoming both more action-focused and
more anxious, consistent with desiring immediate rewards. Overall,
these findings show how, when, and why economic uncertainty influ-
ences financial decisions related to intertemporal choice.
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Financial Decision Making in
Hard and Prosperous Times

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Global and national economies alternate between hard and
prosperous economic times. These business cycle fluctuations also
influence individuals within the economy. For example, economic
recessions are associated with poorer health (Bambra 2010). We pro-
pose that economic expansions and contractions influence consumer
financial decision-making.

Financial decisions depend both on expected returns (i.e., po-
tential benefits) and expected risks (i.e., potential costs; Mellers
2000; Raghubir & Das 2010). Although the achievement of financial
benefits and avoidance of risk are often taken into account simulta-
neously, these concerns can be managed separately (Zhou & Pham
2004). For example, regulatory fit theory (Higgins 2000) states that
individuals with a promotion focus (i.e., a self-regulatory focus on
approaching desired opportunities) make decisions primarily on the
basis of positive outcomes. In contrast, individuals with a preven-
tion focus (i.e., a self-regulatory focus on the prevention of losses)
make decisions based primarily on avoiding negative outcomes (Id-
son, Liberman, & Higgins 2004). While a promotion focus might
be especially manifest itself during economic expansions, a preven-
tion focus might be more pronounced during economic contractions.



Hence, we hypothesize that people should be predominantly drawn
toward achieving gains during expansions, but especially drawn to-
ward avoiding losses during economic contractions.

Study 1 examined whether cues to business cycle fluctuations
influence likelihood estimates of financial outcomes. Participants
read a short scenario describing either an economic recession, pros-
perity, or a control condition. Afterwards, participants indicated the
perceived likelihood of positive and negative outcomes of 8 financial
investment decisions (e.g. “investing 5% of your annual income in a
very speculative stock”™). Participants indicated for each decision the
chance of both a positive and a negative outcome. Findings showed
that the perceived likelihood of a negative outcome is higher in the
contraction than in the expansion and the control condition. How-
ever, the perceived likelihood of a positive outcome is higher in the
expansion than in the recession and the control condition.

Study 2 aimed to demonstrate behavioral consequences of busi-
ness cycle fluctuations. Participants were again primed with cues to
an economic recession, expansion, or control cues. Then, partici-
pants made a series of financial choices related to gains or related
to losses based on Hsee and Weber (1999). Each question offered
a choice between a safe and a risky option. In the gain set, partici-
pants could receive money, while in the loss set they could pay fines.
Consistent with Study 1, findings showed that people became more
risk-averse for losses in the contraction condition. However, people
become more risk-seeking for gains in the expansion condition.

Study 3 used a time-series methodology that mirrored the ex-
perimental studies. Findings showed that consumption of financial
products that are especially focused on the achievement of gains (i.e.
gambling) or the prevention of losses (i.e. purchase of insurances)
covaried with the business cycle in the predicted fashion. Gain
achievement focused consumption is affected by expansions, but not
by contractions, whereas loss prevention focused consumption is af-
fected by contractions, but not by expansions.
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In sum, the present set of studies provides support for the hy-
pothesis that business cycle fluctuations selectively influence finan-
cial decision-making. We provide causal evidence that cues of busi-
ness cycle fluctuations influence financial decision making (studies
1 and 2) and investigated the relationship between financial decision
making and business cycle fluctuations over a substantial time pe-
riod, making use of real consumption behavior over several business
cycles (study 3). Our studies suggest that business cycle fluctuations
might trigger different motivational systems that affect financial de-
cision making.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

Many marketers consider the expression “sex sells” to be a self-
evident maxim. Sex and money have been a ubiquitous marketing
power-pair for nearly a century. Modern consumers are inundated
with sexual images and messages. From billboards to storefronts,
from media advertising to media content and programming, from
magazine covers to music, art, sports, and most types of entertain-
ment, sexual cues pervade the modern world. From a marketing per-
spective, the connection between sex and money is not surprising:
Many people are innately drawn to sexual cues, making them an ef-
fective method for attracting consumers’ attention. More surprising,
however, is that considering the omnipresence of sex and money in
our environment, so little research has examined how sexual cues
and mating concerns actually influence financial decisions.

The four papers in this session all present emerging research ex-
amining how, why, and when sex influences financial decisions. The
first paper examines how women’s sex hormones associated with the
monthly ovulatory cycle influence economic decisions. The second
paper examines how sex ratio—the ratio of men to women in the
environment—influences saving, borrowing, and spending. The final
two papers examine how sex cues in the environment influence fi-
nancial risk-taking for men (paper 3) and for women (paper 4). Taken
together, the session presents a deeper understanding of when, why,
and how sex does and doesn’t sell.

The first paper by Durante, Griskevicius, Cantu, and Simpson
investigates how the monthly ovulatory cycle influences women’s
choices in the Dictator Game. They find that the effects of ovulation
depend on whether women are playing against a man or a woman.
Ovulating women gave significantly more money to attractive men,
but ovulating women gave much less money when playing against
attractive women.

Griskevicius and Ackerman examine how the ratio of men to
women in the environment—known as sex ratio in animal behav-
ior—influences saving, borrowing, and spending. They find that

male-biased sex ratios (a scarcity of women) lead men to discount
the future, decreasing savings and increasing borrowing for immedi-
ate expenditures. A scarcity of women also increased expectations
that men will spend more during courtship.

Van den Bergh and Millet examine how sexual cues influence
men’s preferences for financial risk. They show that sexual cues pro-
duce financial risk-aversion, leading men to take a bird in the hand
rather than two birds in the bush. Sex cues essentially cause men to
prefer certain (but smaller) gains over uncertain (but larger) gains.

Finally, Li, Kenrick, and Neuberg examine how mating cues
influence women’s financial decisions. They find that mating cues
generally don’t influence women'’s financial risk preferences. How-
ever, mating cues do lead women to become more financially risk-
seeking when the monetary choices can serve as a signal to specific
audiences.

Overall, this session builds connections by addressing an impor-
tant theoretical and practical question—the relationship between sex
and financial decisions. Two of the papers aim to answer the basic
question of how sex cues influence financial decisions for men and
for women, and the two other papers elucidate on these effects by
examining hormonal mechanisms and by examining more complex
sex cues that include the ratio of men to women. As such, the session
would be of interest to a breadth of consumer researchers, including
those interested in sexual advertising, hormones, financial decision-
making, risk, intertemporal choice, and evolutionary approaches to
consumer behavior.

Ovulatory Cycle Effects on Women’s
Financial Decisions in Economic Games

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Emerging research in evolutionary biology shows that women’s
psychology and behavior changes during the brief window each
month when women are fertile—the days around ovulation. These
hormonally-regulated shifts have traditionally been believed to be
linked to mating. For instance, women’s mate preferences non-
consciously shift around ovulation toward desiring men who show
classic biological indicators of male genetic fitness, such as facial
symmetry and social dominance (Gangestad and Thornhill 2008).
Women are also more likely cheat on their relationship partner when
they are ovulating (Gangestad et al. 2002).

More recent research has begun to uncover that the ovulatory
cycle doesn’t just influence mating. Instead, ovulation also appears
to regulate behaviors linked to same-sex competition with rivals. For
example, women’s clothing choices non-consciously shift around
ovulation toward sexier and more revealing outfits (Durante et al.
2011). This hormonally-regulated shift is not related to appearing
more desirable to men, but is instead driven by trying to outcompete
rival women (Durante et al. 2011). Such same-sex competition ef-
fects for ovulating women parallel findings in many non-human pri-
mates. For example, ovulation is known to lead primates to become
more aggressive and competitive with other females (Wallen 1995).

The current research examined how the ovulatory cycle influ-
ences women’s financial decisions in economic games. We inves-
tigated whether ovulating women might become more generous or
more competitive when splitting money among themselves and an-
other person. Given that previous research shows that the ovulatory
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cycle has independent effects on mating and on same-sex competi-
tion, we hypothesized that ovulation would have a different effect
depending on whether women were exchanging resources with a
man or with a another woman. We predicted that ovulation should
lead women to be more fair and generous when splitting resources
with a desirable man. In contrast, we predicted that ovulation should
lead women to be more competitive and spiteful when splitting re-
sources with an attractive woman.

Study lexamined how the ovulatory cycle influenced women’s
decisions between making “equitable” versus “competitive” finan-
cial offers to another person. Using a modified version of the Social
Value Orientation inventory (Van Lange 1999), participants were
presented with the following hypothetical options: (A) You get $480,
other person gets $480; (B) You get $280, other person gets $80.
Whereas option A represents an equitable split, option B represents a
competitive split. Choosing option B signifies that a person is willing
to take less money for themselves so that the other person receives
an even lesser amount.

Participants were told that the other person is either an attrac-
tive man or an attractive woman. To determine whether women were
ovulating, we used an established counting method (Haselton and
Gangestad 2006). Findings showed that when the exchange partner
was an attractive man, ovulating women were more likely to choose
an equitable split. However, when the exchange partner was an at-
tractive woman, ovulating women were more like to choose the com-
petitive option. This means that ovulating women were willing to
take less money for themselves as long as another attractive woman
received even less money.

Study 2 extended these findings by having ovulating and non-
ovulating women play the Dictator Game using real money. Using
a more stringent methodology, ovulation was confirmed using urine
hormone tests. Female participants were assigned to the role of Pro-
poser in the Dictator Game. They were given $5, and their task was
to dictate how to split the money between themselves and another
person. The women would get to keep the amount of money they left
for themselves, and this amount was not contingent on the other per-
son, meaning that they could give as much or as little as they wanted.

Women were paired in the game either with an attractive wom-
an or an attractive man. When women were not ovulating, they gave
about 40% of their monetary endowment to the man and the woman.
When women were not ovulating, women’s decisions were similar
regardless of whether they were playing a man or woman. However,
ovulation had drastic effects. When playing with an attractive man,
ovulating women’s giving went up to 72% of their endowment,
meaning that some women gave more than half of the money to the
man. In contrast, when playing with an attractive woman, ovulating
women’s giving went down to 17% of their endowment. This means
that while ovulating women become more generous when playing
with a man, they became more spiteful when playing with an attrac-
tive woman.

These studies provide the first evidence that economic deci-
sions are influenced by the ovulatory cycle. Results of both studies
support the idea that women use financial decision both for purposes
of courtship and for purposes on intra-sexual competition, become
more intra-sexually competitive near ovulation.
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The Influence of Sex Ratio on Saving,
Borrowing, and Spending

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The ratio of males to females in a population is known to be an
important factor in determining animal behavior. Animal research
shows that imbalanced sex ratio tends to have the strongest effects
on male behavior. The most commonly observed pattern is that what
females become scarce (male-biased sex ratio), males intensify com-
petition and invest in immediate mating effort. For example, as sex
ratio shifts from female-biased to male-biased, male grey mouse le-
murs allocate more effort on mate search and courtship (Eberle and
Kappeler 2004). Similarly, male European bitterlings intensify intra-
sexual competition over mates when females become scarce (Mills
and Reynolds 2003).

Sex ratio also varies in human populations. For example, where-
as Las Vegas, Nevada, has 1.16 men per every woman, Birmingham,
Alabama, has 0.88 men per every woman (Kruger 2009). Sex ratios
can also vary between nations. Multiple Asian countries have recent-
ly become strongly male-biased. In the most striking case, China will
soon have a surplus of over 40 million men, producing an adult sex
ratio of over 1.2 men for every woman (Hesketh 2009).

Correlational research at the population level has begun to ex-
amine how sex ratio relates to various human behaviors (Guttentag
and Secord 1983). Paralleling findings in animal behavior, a scarcity
of women in human population is associated with increased com-
petition. For example, male aggression and violence increase as
populations become more male-biased (Barber 2003), whereby men
amplify competition and immediate mating effort when there is a
scarcity of women.

We hypothesize that sex ratio may have a much broader im-
pact on human behavior, affecting many critically important areas
of human life, including financial decision-making. Because a male-
biased sex ratio is expected to shift men toward prioritizing immedi-
ate mating effort and competition, shifts in sex ratio may influence
men’s desire for immediate monetary resources, which can then be
used for expenditures on mating effort and competition.

In Experiment 1 participants viewed photo arrays of men and
women that were ostensibly indicative of the local population. The
arrays were either male-skewed, female-skewed, or equal sex ra-
tio (control). Then, participants made a series of financial choices
involving real monetary incentives. For example, people chose
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between receiving $37 tomorrow versus $54 in 33 days. Findings
showed that sex ratio had no effect on women'’s intertemporal choice.
For men, however, sex ratio produced a large effect. As predicted, a
male-biased ratio led men to opt for immediate financial rewards
when compared to either a female-biased or an even sex ratio. This
means that as women become scarce, men desired immediate mon-
etary rewards.

In Experiment 2 participants read news articles describing the
local population as either male-biased or female-biased. Participants
then indicated how much money they would save each month from
a paycheck, as well as how much money they would borrow each
month for immediate expenditures. Findings showed that sex ratio
again had no effect on women’s financial desires. However, male-
biased sex ratios led men to save less money, cutting their monthly
savings by 42%. Male-biased sex ratios also led men to want to bor-
row 84% more money for use toward immediate expenditures.

Whereas the first two experiments examined how sex ratio in-
fluenced the desire to acquire immediate monetary resources, the
third experiment investigated whether sex ratio has parallel influenc-
es on how monetary resources are spent. Recall that in both human
and non-human animals, male-biased sex ratios are associated with
increased investment by males in mating effort. Thus, if men value
immediate financial yields under male biased sex-ratios as a means
of attracting mates, then men should be expected to spend more on
mating-related expenditures when the sex ratio is male-biased.

Experiment 3 examined how sex ratio influenced the amount
of money people expected men to pay for three mating-related ex-
penditures: a romantic Valentine’s Day gift, an entrée for a dinner
date, and an engagement ring. Because females become choosier and
males invest more in mating effort under a male-biased sex ratio, we
predicted that men would be expected to pay more for the same mat-
ing-related expenditures when women were scarce. Supporting pre-
dictions, findings showed that when the sex ratio was male-biased,
men were expected to pay $6.01 more for a Valentine’s Day gift, pay
$1.51more for an entrée on a dinner date, and pay $278 more for an
engagement ring.

Our findings highlight people’s sensitivity to a particular fea-
ture of the social environment—the ratio of adult men to women.
Just as sex ratio has important effects on animal behavior, we find
that sex ratio has theoretically consistent effects on human behavior.
However, the effects of sex ratio on humans are not limited to the
traditional domains of study, which include mating, parenting, and
aggression. Instead, sex ratio also appears to influence other life do-
mains that may be even more relevant to daily behavior.
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Men, Sex, and Risk: Turning Up the Heat
on Men’s Financial Decisions

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

In this research we address a basic question: Do sexual cues
lead men to prefer more financial risk or less financial risk? For ex-
ample, does interacting with an alluring woman—or merely seeing
an ad with a sexy model—Iead men to be safer with their money or
to gamble? At first glance, the answer to this question might appear
obvious. Not only do sexual cues lead to impulsivity (Van den Bergh,
Dewitte and Warlop 2008), but sexual arousal has been linked to
risk-proneness. For instance, sexually aroused men report a greater
willingness to engage in risky sexual activities (Ariely and Loewen-
stein 2006), and exposure to images of nude Playboy models leads
men to be more willing to behave in a sexually forceful manner
(Loewenstein, Nagin and Paternoster 1997).

Drawing on research on how decision-making is influenced by
cold and hot psychological systems (Metcalfe and Mischel 1999),
we propose that sexual cues produce a tendency to maximize the
probability of monetary rewards. When the cold, cognitive system
is compromised (e.g., people are unable to deliberate), people prefer
smaller, certain rewards over larger, risky rewards (Whitney, Rine-
hart, and Hinson 2008). We hypothesize that activating the hot spots
of the affective system, rather than overloading the cool nodes of the
cognitive system, leads to financial risk-aversion. We therefore pre-
dict that sexual cues should not lead men to become more financially
risky, but instead, cause them to become financially risk-averse.

In Experiment 1 we manipulated sex cues by having the same
female research assistant wear either plain/unrevealing attire or
wearing revealing/sexy attire. Participants then made a series of fi-
nancial choices between safe (certain) vs. risky (uncertain) financial
options. For example, do you prefer to: Receive $70 for sure or 50%
to receive $200. Findings showed that men chose the certain option
more often after exposure to a research assistant in sexy clothing
than after exposure to the same research assistant in plain clothing.

The next study extended these findings by examining a key in-
dividual difference moderator. We hypothesize that sexual cues lead
men to choose certain options because sexual cues activate a general
reward-seeking system that seeks immediate gratification. If so, we
predicted that the effects of sex cues should be strongest for men
who have a sensitive reward system. In Experiment 2 sex cues were
manipulated by having male participants inspect and touch either a
T-shirt or lingerie. Then, participant engaged in a probability dis-
counting task, allowing us to assess preferences for financial risk.
The sensitivity of the general reward-seeking system was assessed
via an established individual difference measure (Torrubia et al.
2001). Findings again showed that sexual cues led to a preference
for smaller, certain rewards over larger, uncertain rewards. In addi-
tion, this effect was moderated by the sensitivity of people’s reward
system. As predicted, the effect was most pronounced among men
with a sensitive reward system, but become weaker for men with a
less sensitive reward system.

We hypothesize that sexual cues should produce a desire to
maximize the probability of monetary rewards. This means that the
sexual system should play a critical role in evaluating certain re-
wards but less so in evaluating merely probable rewards. In Experi-
ment 3, sexual cues were manipulated by having male participants



view photos of women who were either wearing unrevealing cloth-
ing or wearing a swimsuit/lingerie. Participants then engaged in a
probability discounting task that included a safe and a risky prospect.
Findings showed that exposure to bikini models led to a higher valu-
ation of smaller monetary rewards in the certain condition, but not in
the risky condition. That is, sexual cues instigate risk aversion only
when a sure prospect could be obtained.

Using varied methodologies to enhance validity and generaliz-
ability, in three experiments we found that sex cues led men to be
financially risk-averse. In addition, we tested two key

moderators of this predicted effect that provide insight into the
underlying mechanism. This

research not only shows how, why, and when sexual cues influ-
ence risky financial decisions,

but it also contributes to a growing body of research document-
ing that a desire for a reward in one domain (e.g., sex) influences
decisions about rewards in other domains (e.g., money).
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Women, Sex, and Risk: Mating Motivation
and Financial Risk-Taking in Women

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Little is known about how mating cues influence women’s be-
havior. The current research examined how mating cues affect wom-
en’s financial risk-taking. There is little reason to believe that mat-
ing cues by themselves will influence women’s preferences for risk.
Indeed, mating cues seldom influence female choice patterns (e.g.,
Wilson and Daly 2004; Roney 2003). Nevertheless, to the extent that
financial decisions may function to alter others’ perceptions, underly-
ing psychological systems regulating financial decision-making may
be sensitive to the presence of others (Bateson et al. 2006; Burnham
and Hare 2007; Haley and Fessler 2005). The lack of effects of mat-
ing cues on female choice in prior research may therefore stem from
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failing to take into account potential audience effects. The present
research addresses this shortcoming by taking into account both mat-
ing motivation and audience effects among female decision-makers.

In Study 1, mating cues were manipulated by having partici-
pants read a guided visualization scenarios designed to elicit either
a mating motivation or no motivation. Then, participants were as-
signed to one of two audience conditions. Those in the no-audience
condition were told they were randomly selected not to share their
answers with anyone and were reminded that their answers would be
completely anonymous. Participants in the audience condition were
told they were randomly selected to share their answers with two
men and two women completing the same study in other rooms in
the lab. Participants then made three decisions, choosing for each
a sure gain (e.g., $10 for sure) or a chance of gaining more money
accompanied by a risk of gaining nothing (e.g., a 90% chance of get-
ting $15 and a 10% chance of getting nothing). Findings showed that
a mating motivation did not influence women’s risk when choices
were anonymous. However, women became riskier in the mating
condition when they thought they were going to be sharing their an-
swers with an audience.

Because the audience condition in Study 1 involved a mixed
sex audience, it is not clear for whom the participants were display-
ing riskiness. That is, women could have been displaying their riski-
ness to members of their own sex. Or, women could have been dis-
playing riskiness to members of the opposite sex. Alternatively, it is
possible that women only engage in financial risk-taking when both
potential mates and competitors are present.

In Study 2, we aimed to explore this question by employing a
more comprehensive array of possible audience compositions. The
mating motive manipulations were the same as in Study 1 (mating
versus control scenarios), but four audience manipulations were
included. In the no audience condition, participants were told their
answers would be completely anonymous. In the all-female condi-
tion, participants were told they would be sharing their answers with
four women. In the all-male condition, participants were told they
would be sharing their answers with four men. And in the mixed-sex
condition, participants were told they would be sharing their answers
with two men and two women. Financial risk-taking was measured
using the same items as in Study 1. Results revealed that there was
only one condition in which mating motives led women to take more
financial risks — when they were in the presence of a mixed-sex audi-
ence.

Taken together, these studies reveal that a mating motivation by
itself did not influence women’s financial risk preferences. However,
a mating cue in conjunction with an audience did lead women to take
more financial risks. The second study revealed that an all-male or
an all-female audience does not appear to elicit more risk. Instead, in
both studies it was only when a mixed-sex audience was introduced
that women took more risks. Therefore, the present findings suggest
that two distinct processes might be driving female financial decision
making: Intrasexual selection and intersexual selection. Intrasexual
selection involves competition between members of the same sex for
mating access to members of the opposite sex. Intersexual selection,
in contrast, involves preferential choice exerted by members of one
sex for members of the opposite sex. Mating motivation increased
the willingness to take financial risks only when female rivals could
be outdone (intrasexual selection), and at the same time mates could
be secured (intersexual selection). If one of these conditions is not
met (e.g., rivals cannot be outdone or opposite sex individuals are
not around), women appear to adopt a risk-avoidant strategy and do
not experience a need to engage in financial risk seeking.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

General orientation and objectives: Research on online
WOM has shifted from a focus on the role of consumers as infor-
mation providers to a focus on why consumers talk about product
experiences on the Internet. We examine how motivation affects
consumers’ online posting decisions and how posting impacts both
message posters and receivers, to better understand the new world of
online interpersonal communication. The objective of this session is
to study the relationship between the antecedents (e.g., motivation,
consumption experience, target audience, and temporal proximity
cues) and consequences of online posting on both posters’ behavior
(e.g., online or offline, linguistic mimicry, posting frequency, where
to post) and readers’ perceptions (e.g., perceived helpfulness and in-
ferred poster’s motive).

Issues and topics to be covered: All four papers share a com-
mon focus on deepening our theoretical understanding of factors
that influence consumers’ online posting behaviors, and how these
behaviors influence downstream WOM effectiveness. Specifically,
these papers focus on the role of motivation in affecting online WOM
senders in terms of why they talk (papers 1, 2, 3, and 4), what they
talk about (papers 2 and 3), and where they talk (paper 4). Each paper
has a unique perspective on these topics.

The first paper, by Berger, examines whether there are different
drivers of online and offline WOM. It proposes that online WOM
requires a higher threshold for discussion, so there is a stronger link
between whether something is interesting and whether it gets talked
about online rather than offline. The second paper, by Moore and
McFerran, introduces the notion of linguistic mimicry in online
WOM and shows that copying others’ language use is dependent
on whom forum posters are conversing with. Specifically, posters
are more likely to mimic similar forum members than dissimilar
others. Similarly, the third paper, by Chen and Lurie, investigates
posters’ language but focuses on how readers infer posters’ motives
by temporal proximity cues in a review (e.g., “today” or “just got
back”). They show that when these cues are present, readers may
infer that poster’s have a self-enhancement motive, which attenuates
perceived helpfulness of a negative review. The last paper, by Chen
and Kirmani, discusses how posters with an influence motive (e.g.,
self-enhancement or persuasion) make their decision of where to post
on an online discussion forum. The results provide initial evidence
that posters, depending on their message valence and consumption

benefit, will use persuasion knowledge in strategically choosing a
forum to maximize their impact.

These papers address commonalities and differences in the an-
tecedents and consequences of online WOM, and build connections
by providing a more complete picture of online WOM. This session
will benefit WOM researchers by showing why, how, and where
consumers share their experiences on the Internet, and will provide
suggestions for marketing practitioners for developing strategies that
encourage customers to talk about their experiences.

Potential audience: The session will appeal to researchers in-
terested in the antecedents and consequences of WOM (online and
offline) and more generally, to those interested in motivation, social
influence, communication, and persuasion.

Potential contribution: This session makes theoretical contri-
butions to research on WOM communication in marketing. While
these four papers all feature factors related to posters’ motivation,
each takes a unique perspective to explain the role of motivation in
shaping diverse subsequent behaviors. Taken together, these papers
substantively deepen our understanding of the role of different com-
ponents in WOM and how each relates to the others.

State of completion: Data have been collected for the studies
described in all four papers.

Different Drivers of Online and
Offline Word of Mouth

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Word of mouth is frequent and has an important impact on
consumer behavior. Consumers talk about new running shoes, write
reviews about bad hotel stays, and share information about the best
way to get out tough stains. But while recent research has shown that
word of mouth (WOM) impacts everything from the products con-
sumers buy to the drugs doctors prescribe, this research has treated
different types of WOM (e.g., online reviews and face-to-face dis-
cussions) as the same. But are the factors that drive people to share
online WOM (e.g., reviews, blog postings, and product ratings) the
same as those that drive them to have face-to-face discussions, or
might there different factors drive online and offline WOM?

Looking across prior papers hints at an intriguing possibility.
More interesting New York Times articles are more likely to make the
most emailed list (Berger & Milkman 2011). In contrast, however,
more interesting products do not get any more face to face word of
mouth (Berger & Schwartz 2011). These two papers relied on differ-
ent datasets that used different subject populations, making it hard to
directly compare their results, but might it be the case that interest
plays a different role in online and offline WOM?

We suggest that there are some important differences in psy-
chological drivers of online and face-to-face WOM. In particular, we
suggest that face-to-face interactions may have a lower threshold for
discussion. It is awkward to have dinner with a friend in silence, or
ride in a cab with a colleague without conversing, and so few things
will be deemed too boring to talk about. In a sense, the outside op-
tion is to not talk at all, and talking about anything is better than that.
With online WOM, however, the threshold for discussion is often
higher. Most decisions to post a review or share a news article are not
driven by the need to fill conversational space, but by the belief that
there is useful or interesting information to be passed along. Con-
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sequently, factors like interest may have a greater impact on online
transmission. While more interesting products (e.g., iPads or Holly-
wood movies) may get more online WOM than their less interesting
counterparts (e.g., Walmart and toasters) these types of products may
get similar amount of offline WOM.

Carefully studying this possibility is hampered, however, by
data availability. One could imagine comparing the relationship
between the amount of interest a brand evokes and the amount of
WOM it receives online and offline, but aggregate data introduces
selection issues. If certain types of people are more likely to share
WOM online, than it might be those doing the talking, rather than
the channel, that is driving any observed patterns in online vs. of-
fline data.

We avoid this difficulty by using a unique individual level
dataset from the WOM marketing firm KellerFay. It contains over
35,000 brand and product mentions from a nationally representative
sample of approximately 6,000 people who recorded all the WOM
they shared, as well as the channel they shared it through (e.g., face
to face or online) over a one day period. By looking people that talk
both online and off, and controlling for variation at the individual
and product levels, we can examine the causal impact of channel
(i.e., online vs. offline) on WOM.

We compiled a list of all the brands and products mentioned by
the survey respondents and then had independent raters code them
based on how interesting each product or brand would be to talk
about (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely). Different raters’ ratings were
highly correlated ( = .68) and we averaged across raters to create a
product interest score for each product. We then examined how this
related to online and offline WOM.

Consistent with our theorizing, results indicate that interest
plays a different role in driving online and offline WOM. While more
interesting products received more WOM online than less interest-
ing products (p < .01) there was no relationship between interest
and face-to-face WOM (p > .70). Further, to ensure that our results
were not driven by outside raters rating how interesting the products
were, we also conducted a follow-up study (Study 2) where partici-
pants recorded what they talked about in a given day but then rated
interest themselves. We find the same results. While more interesting
products get more online WOM than more boring ones, there is no
relationship between interest and offline WOM.

Taken together, these two studies deepen our understanding of
the drivers of word of mouth. While a great deal of research has
shown that WOM has important consequences, less is known about
why people talk about and share certain things rather than others. Ac-
cordingly, this work shows that there are some important differences
in what leads people to talk face to face versus share things online.

Linguistic Mimicry in Online Word of Mouth

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

New digital media has changed WOM radically in terms of how
and with whom consumers share consumption experiences. We now
converse with thousands of other consumers through online forums,
email, text messages, and websites such as Amazon.com. There are
documented consequences of WOM for firms and consumers (Che-
valier and Mayzlin 2006). However, past work has not focused on
WOM as a conversation (only as a single interaction; but see Cowley
2007) or on how specific language use in WOM impacts consumers
(Moore 2012). We address these gaps in the literature by introduc-
ing linguistic mimicry to consumer research. This allows us to break
down language into specific parcels and to examine how mimicking

WOM language (and being mimicked) affects the flow and content
of online interactions.

Linguistic mimicry measures how closely individuals match
others’ word use in conversation. New software can calculate lin-
guistic mimicry between two or more individuals engaged in conver-
sation in terms of style (e.g. article, pronoun, conjunction use) and
content (e.g. use of emotional, cognitive, social words) (Pennebaker
et al. 2007). As with behavioral mimicry (e.g. mannerisms, talking
speed), linguistic mimicry acts as a “social glue” that both reflects
and creates bonds between people. For example, higher levels of
linguistic mimicry increase romantic interest between individuals
who are speed dating (Ireland et al. 2011) and increase group per-
formance and cohesion (Gonzales, Hancock, and Pennebaker 2010).
However, work in this new area is largely correlational, and has ex-
amined neither the consequences of mimicry in a marketing con-
text, nor variables that predict linguistic mimicry. Using field and
experimental data, we examine the causal relations between social
variables that predict mimicry, levels of linguistic mimicry, and con-
sequences of mimicry.

We expect linguistic mimicry to be influenced by similarity;
for example, forum members who live in the same location should
mimic one another more than they should mimic those do not share
this characteristic. In addition, mimicry should impact consumers’
attitudes and behavior. Consumers should feel a greater sense of af-
filiation with those they mimic (Jefferis, van Baaren, and Chartrand
2003), which should increase posting frequency within a forum and
information sharing outside the forum (e.g. Twitter). Being mim-
icked by others will also have important consequences. Individuals
who are mimicked by similar others will likely feel more group af-
filiation and post more frequently, while those who are mimicked
by dissimilar others will likely feel less affiliation and post less fre-
quently. We examine these predictions in two studies, one using on-
line forum data and a second using experimental data.

In study 1, we downloaded an entire product review forum from
a parenting discussion site (1386 posts, 241 users). We coded how
much personal information users disclosed about themselves (e.g.
location, gender) and their children (e.g. gender, names, ages, or
birthdates) in their profile, such that higher numbers indicate more
disclosure. We also calculated how similar consecutive posters were
to one another, personally (i.e. same gender or not) and in terms of
their children (i.e. same gender or not). We then calculated mimicry
of linguistic style (e.g. articles, pronouns) and content (e.g. cognitive
words, emotion words) for consecutive posts; that is, how much an
individual mimicked the post immediately prior to theirs. Personal
similarity and self disclosure predicted mimicry. The more similar a
poster was to the poster immediately preceding them, the less they
mimicked this individuals’ linguistic style (e.g. articles, pronouns)
and cognitive word use, but the more they mimicked positive lin-
guistic content (exclamation marks, assent words). Similar levels of
self disclosure also predicted decreased mimicry of cognitive words
as well as decreased mimicry of non-fluencies (e.g. uh, um).

In study 2, we extended the inquiry into a lab setting. We asked
undergraduate seniors (N = 102) to think of a recent positive or nega-
tive visit to a well-know chain of coffee shops. Next, participants
read a positive or negative online review of the chain, allegedly writ-
ten by an undergraduate at another college (dissimilar) or at their
college (similar); they then wrote a review of their own. In this study,
participants’ linguistic style and content mimicry was predicted by
the interaction between similarity, participants’ evaluations, and the
other writer’s evaluations. First, regardless of similarity, individuals
were least likely to mimic linguistic style when the audience had
positive but they had negative evaluations of the coffee shop. Con-



tent word use in terms of punctuation, cognitive, and social words,
was predicted by similarity and evaluations. For example, partici-
pants showed less mimicry of cognitive words when they shared
negative as opposed to positive evaluations with a similar audience.
These differences in mimicry predicted important outcomes for par-
ticipants in terms of their liking of the coffee shop and their liking of
the other reviewer. Increased style mimicry increased participants’
liking of their experience, while mimicry of social words decreased
their liking. Most importantly, the more participants mimicked their
audience’s content words, the more they liked the audience.

We provide the first examination of linguistic mimicry in mar-
keting. Using field and experimental data, we investigate the ante-
cedents and consequences of linguistic mimicry; we find the first
evidence that linguistic mimicry is predicted by whom one’s audi-
ence is, and that mimicry has consequences for consumers’ evalu-
ations of their own experiences as well as their relationships with
other consumers. Several other studies, involving both lab and field
data, are in the planning stage. This project contributes to theory and
methodology in both marketing and psychology, and will lead to im-
portant conclusions for managers as well as for consumers engaged
in online WOM. Further, it should open the door for other research
in this area.

Temporal Contiguity and the Negativity
Bias in Online Reviews

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Online Word-of-Mouth (WOM) is as an important information
source for consumers (Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006). However, not
all reviews have similar effects on consumer behavior. Although pos-
itive reviews tend to more prevalent than negative reviews (Fowler
and Avila 2009), they have less impact than negative reviews on
product sales (Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006) and evaluations (Herr,
Kardes, and Kim 1991). While many have documented the dispro-
portionate impact of negative information (Fiske 1980), little atten-
tion has been paid to factors that take away the negativity bias.

One explanation for a negativity bias in online reviews is that
positive reviews are more likely to be seen as self-serving. In par-
ticular, readers may infer that the writers of positive reviews are try-
ing to feel good about their purchase decisions and demonstrate their
good taste. Writers of highly positive reviews may also be seen as
less discerning (Schlosser 2005). In other words, positive reviews
are less likely to be seen as “caused” by the product or service ex-
perience. Negative reviews, on the other hand, are more likely to be
viewed as caused of the reviewer’s experience since there are less
self-serving reasons to write negative reviews. This suggests that
cues that enhance the causal connection between product or service
experiences and the review should increase the perceived usefulness
of positive reviews.

Attributions of causality are often based on temporal contigu-
ity between input and output events (Michotte 1963). For example,
perception of causality between two physical events (e.g., ball A hit-
ting ball B and ball B moves) is reduced when temporal contiguity is
missing (Michotte 1963). This suggests that the presence of cues to
temporal contiguity between product experience and product review
will enhance the perceived usefulness of positive reviews. We test
these ideas in three studies.

Study 1 examined the effect of temporal contiguity cues on
the perceived usefulness of positive and negative reviews on a real
website. Over 65,000 restaurant reviews were collected from the
popular website Yelp. For each review, we used a computer program
to determine the presence of keywords indicating temporal contigu-
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ity. Hand coding a sample of 500 reviews showed that the computer
program correctly coded over 90% of reviews. Review valence (1-5
stars, with 5 being best) served as the other primary independent
variable of interest and the number of people finding the review help-
ful served as the dependent measure. In support of our predictions,
a negative binomial regression shows that the presence of temporal
contiguity cues moderate the relationship between review valence
and usefulness. In reviews written without temporal contiguity cues,
review usefulness is negatively related to review valence. However,
in reviews written with temporal contiguity cues, there is a non-sig-
nificant relationship between valence and usefulness.

Although the secondary data supports our predictions, one
might argue that temporal contiguity cues decrease the usefulness
of negative reviews rather than increase the usefulness of positive
reviews as we have hypothesized. To examine this possibility, we
conducted a lab study (Study 2a). Using a lab study also addresses
potential self-selection issues in the secondary data. The lab study
manipulated review valence at two levels (positive vs. negative) and
also manipulated the presence of temporal continuity cues (present
or absent) between-subjects. Participants were randomly assigned
to one of the four experimental conditions in which they first read
then evaluated a restaurant review. Results show that the presence
of temporal contiguity cues significantly increased the usefulness of
positive, but not negative, reviews. This provides evidence for the
prediction that temporal contiguity cues increase the usefulness of
positive reviews more than negative reviews.

An additional lab study (Study 2b) examined how temporal
contiguity cues affect reader attributions. Respondents were random-
ly assigned to read one of the four reviews used in study 2A. After
reading the reviews, review attributions of the causes for the review
were measured on Likert scales. Confirming our proposals, partici-
pants felt more strongly that positive (versus negative) reviews were
caused by the reviewer. In addition, the presence of temporal conti-
guity cues reduced attributions that reviews were caused by the re-
viewer for positive but not negative reviews.

Although the negativity bias is well documented word-of-
mouth and other contexts, this research is the first to demonstrate a
way to overcome this bias by changing consumer attributions about
the motivations of word-of-mouth providers. In particular, simple
textual cues to temporal contiguity can remove differences in the
perceived usefulness of positive and negative reviews. Our examina-
tion of temporal contiguity cues in secondary data and lab studies
documents and explains these effects.

Persuading Others Online:
The Consumer as Media Planner

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Although substantial research has studied what people post on
the Internet, little attention has been paid to the question of where
consumers post. In this paper, we examine how consumers decide
where to post their consumption experience. We suggest that given
the plethora of choices about where to post, consumers must become
intuitive media planners for scheduling their online messages. As
media planners, they must access their intuitive theories or persua-
sion knowledge (Friestad &Wright, 1994) about which type of web-
site or forum may allow their post to achieve maximal impact.

We examine the posting choice of consumers whose motive is
to influence others, either for intrinsic reasons, such as self-enhance-
ment, or for extrinsic reasons, such as being hired by a buzz agent.
We expect that an influence motive activates persuasion knowledge.
Within the context of an online discussion website, we focus on the
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decision of which specific forum to post in. We categorize forums
into two groups: those with a more homogeneous audience with high
brand loyalty (e.g., Nikon Forum), and those with heterogeneous
audience with neutral attitude toward different brands (e.g., Digital
Camera Open Forum).

We propose that consumers use persuasion knowledge to
choose a forum based on two factors: valence of the post (positive
or negative message) and the nature of the consumption experience
(e.g., utilitarian or hedonic), both of which affect the post’s ability to
draw attention and convince others (Godes & Mayzlin, 2009). We
propose that negative messages are likely to be more salient on ho-
mogeneous forums, while positive messages may be more salient
on heterogeneous forums. In addition, the nature of the experience
(hedonic vs. utilitarian) should moderate this effect. Specifically,
while product evaluations that reflect utilitarian benefits are likely to
focus on functional and objective attributes, product evaluations that
reflect hedonic benefits are likely to focus on subjective experience
(Sen & Lerman, 2007). As a result, a post of subjective but negative
brand experience may be less convincing on a brand forum, where
people are high in brand loyalty, than on a product category forum,
where people have low brand loyalty and are more open to different
opinions. Similarly, a post of subjective but positive experience may
be highly supported on a brand forum rather than a product category
forum.

We conducted three experiments to test our hypotheses. Study 1
tests the basic premise that influence-motivated posters will choose
a different forum based on message valence after having a utilitarian
consumption experience. All participants were asked to imagine they
just purchased a Dell laptop with either positive or negative experi-
ence and they wanted to post their experience for one of the three
types of influential motive: self-enhancement, persuasion, or reward-
seeking. In the self-enhancement condition, participants were told
that their goal was to choose a website such that “forum users will
be interested in your post and consider you a knowledgeable expert”.
In the persuasion condition, the participants’ goal was to choose a
website such that “forum users’ purchase decisions will be affected
by your post”. In the reward-seeking condition, participants were
told that they were paid to post to make some impact. The results
show that participants across all three influence motives preferred
a homogeneous forum (Dell Review Forum) when posting positive
experiences but preferred a heterogeneous forum (Computer Review
Forum) when posting negative experiences. In addition, measures of
persuasion knowledge revealed that participants made their choices
based on the audience characteristics of the two forums.

Study 2 examined whether the type of consumption experience
(utilitarian or hedonic) moderated the results. We assessed partici-
pants’ focal consumption experience by measuring their relative in-
terests in watching either a fun or useful cooking video. We then
manipulated message valence by playing either a fun or useful video
such that watching a matching video would lead to a positive review
and mismatching videos would lead to a negative review. After writ-
ing the review, participants saw two forum options for posting and
indicated their forum choice and relative preferences. A 2 (consump-
tion experience) x 2 (message valence) ANOVA on relative prefer-
ences (1: Chef Forum - homogeneous; 10: General Cooking Forum
- heterogeneous) revealed a significant interaction (# (1, 130) = 8.79,
p < .01). Specifically, in the utilitarian conditions, the significant
contrast between positive and negative valence replicated our find-
ing in study 1 (Mpositive =6.80 vs. Mnegative =5.51;F(1,130)=4.49,p
<.04). In contrast, in the hedonic conditions, we found a significant
contrast between positive and negative valence that flipped the pat-
tern (M =483 vs. M =6.45; F (1,130) =4.43, p <.04).

positive negative

Study 3 further examined the process by manipulating posting
motive as either to influence or to affiliate with others. The study
showed that the predicted effects occurred only in the influence mo-
tive condition, suggesting that persuasion knowledge underlies these
effects.

The paper makes two major contributions. First, to our knowl-
edge, this is the first paper in the consumer behavior literature to
consider where consumers post. Second, the paper demonstrates that
consumers may act as intuitive media planners when posting their
online messages. Thus, when they have an influence motive, they
use persuasion knowledge to choose a posting forum that will be
most effective in persuading others to their viewpoints. This extends
the literature on persuasion knowledge to a media planning context.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

This session proposes that factors traditionally thought to weak-
en a message’s delivery or content can actually enhance its persua-
sive appeal under specific conditions. In particular, using a powerful
individual as a spokesperson, directly addressing an audience’s ques-
tions, and including consistent or favorable arguments in a message
have all been suggested or alluded to increase persuasiveness (for
reviews, see Petty and Wegener 1998; Dillard and Pfau 2002). In
contrast to these perspectives, the present session assembles papers
that demonstrate circumstances under which the opposite, and more
counterintuitive, outcomes hold. Papers 1 and 2 focus on message
communication and examine how a communicator who feels power-
less or provides evasive answers can actually be a better persuader.
Papers 3 and 4 focus on message content and investigate when in-
cluding inconsistent opinions or unfavorable product features in-
creases persuasion.

Past work has equated effective communication with high lev-
els of power (Kipnis 1972). However, Dubois et al. demonstrate
powerlessness can heighten persuasiveness— provided the context
highlights warmth, and/or that recipients value warmth. In their re-
search, persuaders experimentally made to feel powerless displayed
greater warmth, which spilled over their delivery style and increased
success. Moving to another facet of communication — the art of an-
swering questions — Rogers and Norton show that dodging questions
can yield greater effectiveness than merely answering the question,
when speakers respond to a question with answers that seem to ad-
dress the question (e.g., stating a similar topic).

The final two papers examine situations under which adding
counter-attitudinal information to a message’s content can enhance
its impact. Reich and Tormala examine how conflicting evidence in-
fluences message receptivity. Their data show conflicting messages
can be more effective than consistent ones, provided the arguments
presented are strong and/or the source is trusted. Ein-Gar and Shiv’s
work shows that providing consumers with positive information fol-
lowed by a minor piece of negative information appears to enhance
their overall evaluations of a target relative to providing exclusively
positive information, but only when processing effort is low. These
effects shed new insights into the “inoculation” view of persuasion
by suggesting that including negative information can ironically
make positive information more salient.

This session is of interest to a broad swath of consumer re-
searchers and of special interest to those interested in communica-
tion, information processing, persuasion and social judgment. By
providing a series of thought-provoking findings of when previously
documented negative influences on persuasion can actually serve as
benefits to persuasion, this session offers novel insights on persua-
sive processes and paves the road for future research.

Using Communicator Power to
Foster Warmth or Competence

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The choice of a spokesperson to promote an idea or a prod-
uct is one of the most difficult yet important choice organizations
have to make. Such a choice will likely guide recipients’ favorable
or unfavorable responses. From simple consumers to successful
CEOs, one key feature on which spokespersons differ is their level
of power — defined as perceived or actual control over resources or
other people (Magee and Galinsky 2008). As a central basis of social
hierarchy, power deeply permeates to individuals’ everyday experi-
ences through both chronic (e.g. one’s socio-economic status) and
momentary (e.g. choice of options) factors.

We propose that states of powerlessness and power system-
atically affect communicators’ delivery style of persuasive appeals
along two foundational dimensions of social judgments: warmth and
competence (Cuddy et al., 2008). Where warmth captures how good-
natured and trustworthy a communicator is perceived to be, compe-
tence refers to perceptions of skillfulness and confidence attached
to a communicator. How might power affect communicator delivery
style? Given research showing powerlessness increases one’s ability
to take others’ perspective (Galinsky et al. 2008) and compassion
(Van Kleef et al. 2008), states of powerlessness might enhance com-
municators’ warmth. In contrast, given research linking power with
action-orientation (Galinsky et al. 2003 and confidence (Brifiol et al.
2007), power might enhance communicators’ competence. If true,
powerless communicators should be more persuasive than powerful
and baseline communicators when advocating “warm” products or
ideas (e.g. charities, see Aaker et al. 2010). Three experiments test
these hypotheses and explore consequences for persuasion. Analyses
used ANOVAs and t-tests as appropriate.

Experiment 1: Can powerless communicators trump powerful
ones? Participants were divided into communicators and recipients.
We manipulated communicators’ power through an episodic recall
task (Galinsky et al. 2003). Next, communicators wrote the promo-
tional content of an ad appeal for a charity project (funding for a
community bus) promoted by a “.org”. Finally, we presented the ad
to recipients, and gave them the option to donate money for the proj-
ect. The ad was standard, except a portion of the copy executed by
communicators whose power was manipulated. An ANOVA revealed
a main effect of power, p <.01. Recipients gave $4.30 on average to
low-power communicators, but only $1.74 to high-power communi-
cators. In addition, communicators’ perceived warmth mediated the
amounts donated (95% CI = -.350; .096), suggesting powerlessness
can yield more effective communication than states of power.

Experiment 2: Powerless candidate, but powerful president?
Experiment 2 tested whether the acquisition of power changed com-
municators’ expressed warmth versus competence. We randomly
presented undergraduates with short seconds interview excerpts of
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Barak Obama with the same interviewer performed when Obama
was a candidate (i.e., not in power) or the president-elect (i.e., in
power). The excerpts were cut from actual interviews by a research
assistant blind to the hypotheses. Importantly, any information that
could allow participants to know Obama’s position at the time of
the interview was removed (i.e., any sentence or action mention-
ing or implying he was a candidate or a president at the time of the
interview). After viewing a series of excerpts, participants rated
Obama’ warmth and competence (o = .91 and o = .87, respectively;
items from Cuddy et al., 2008). Obama was judged warmer when
candidate than when president, p < .01, but more competent when
president than when candidate, p <.01 regardless of participants’
political affiliations, and despite the fact participants did not know
whether Obama was president or candidate when the interview was
produced. Thus, powerlessness (power) might foster communicator
warmth (competence).

Experiment 3: Communicator's effectiveness as a function of
Recipient Power. Our last experiment provides experimental evi-
dence of the effectiveness of powerful and powerless communicators
against different populations. That is, we reasoned that changes in
power may not only affect communicators but also recipients’ sensi-
tivity to certain aspects of the communication in the same direction.
Put differently, what states of high (low)- power foster at the deliv-
ery stage might also be what high (low)-power recipients weigh at
the reception stage. If true, powerless communicators might be more
effective against powerless recipients since those are particularly
sensitive to warmth. In contrast, powerful communicators might be
more effective against powerful recipients since those are particu-
larly sensitive to competence.

Undergraduates were assigned to a 3 (communicators’ power:
baseline, low, high) x 3 (recipients’ power: baseline, low, high) be-
tween subject design. Both communicators’ and recipients’ power
was manipulated as in experiment 1. Communicators wrote a per-
suasive message promoting their university. These messages were
then randomly presented to recipients who judged the message on
three dimensions: persuasiveness, competence, and warmth. Re-
sults revealed high-(low-) power recipients found high-(low-) power
communicators more persuasive than low-power (high-power) and
baseline communicators. Among baseline recipients, there was no
effect of power on persuasion. In addition, regardless of recipients’
power, high-power communicators were judged as more compe-
tent than both baseline and low-power communicators. In contrast,
regardless of recipients’ power, low-power communicators were
judged as warmer than both baseline and high-power communica-
tors. Further analyses revealed competence (95% CI = .072; .703),
but not warmth (95% CI = -.051; .198) mediated the effect of com-
municator’s power on persuasiveness. In contrast, low-power recipi-
ents found that warmth (95% CI = -.223; .152), but not competence
(95% CI=-.641; -091) mediated the effect of communicator’s power
on persuasiveness.

Discussion. These experiments offer a framework for under-
standing how power affects the communication and reception of per-
suasive messages, and suggests temporary states of power unilater-
ally shift one’s expression and sensitivity to competence and warmth
leading powerless and powerful communicators to yield effective
communication, but for different reasons. Implications for social
policy and political communication will be discussed.
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The Artful Dodger: Answering the
Wrong Question the Right Way

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Many in public life seek to master the artful dodge, frequent-
ly attempting to wriggle out from answering questions they would
rather avoid. Though perhaps most grating when performed by poli-
ticians, question-dodging occurs in a wide array of other contexts
as well: from corporate executives avoiding reporters’ requests for
their expectations for the next fiscal quarter, to employees sidestep-
ping their bosses’ questions as to why they are late for the third
straight day, to spouses evading their partners’ inquiries as to their
whereabouts the previous evening. Among relevant marketing and
consumer domains, consider the public relations officers who deal
with tough questions from consumers, regulators, and the media in
the aftermath of product-safety crises; tactics in customer relation-
ship management (CRM) for pacifying clients even when unable to
actually solve their substantive problems; or a salesperson skillfully
evading questions about the true value of buying dealership rust-
proofing for new car, or about the accident history of a used one.

But are such attempts to dodge successful? Most importantly,
what determines whether a dodge is successful — when a speaker’s
answer to the wrong question goes unnoticed, and therefore unpun-
ished? In the experiments that follow we show that dodges succeed
when speakers respond to a question by responding with answers
that seem to address the question, but which in fact address an en-
tirely different, though similar, question. For instance, a politician
in a debate asked about the illegal drug problem in America whose
answer stresses the need for universal healthcare has engaged in a
successful dodge if listeners have both forgotten that she was even
asked about drugs, and evaluate her highly. Indeed, we show that in
some cases, speakers end up better off by answering the wrong ques-
tion well than the right question poorly.

Experiment 1. We asked participants to listen to a brief excerpt
from a debate between two politicians. For the second politician,
we varied the question asked — about healthcare, the illegal drug
problem, or the War on Terror — but this politician always gave the
same answer about healthcare. Thus we varied whether the politi-
cian answered the question asked (about healthcare), a similar ques-
tion (the drug problem), or a dissimilar question (the War on Terror).
As predicted, results showed that when the politician answered a
similar question, participants forgot the original question — a suc-
cessful dodge — and rated him highly; in contrast, when the politi-
cian answered a dissimilar question, participants noticed the effort
to dodge and penalized him accordingly. Overall, speakers could get
away with dodging questions without punishment when answering a
question similar to the one asked. In everyday life, of course, people
usually attempt to dodge questions when they are not prepared with
a good answer to the question asked — for example, when an em-
ployee’s boss pops into her office unannounced to inquire as to her
lateness, leaving her to stammer through a poorly phrased answer.

Experiment 2. In experiment 2, we compared the efficacy of
dodging questions by answering a similar question to bumbling
through an answer to the actual question. Results showed that pro-
viding a good answer to a similar question resulted in evaluations
similar to providing a good answer to the actual question (replicating
experiment 1); most interestingly, providing a good answer to a simi-
lar question resulted in Aigher interpersonal ratings than answering
the actual question poorly. How might we improve people’s abil-
ity to detect dodges? Interestingly, television networks have taken
steps to curtail politicians’ efforts to dodge questions during political
debates by posting the question asked of politicians for the duration
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of their answers. We tested the efficacy of this procedure in the next
experiment.

Experiment 3. Participants watched the same excerpt as in ex-
periment 1; as before, we varied the question asked of the second
politician — about healthcare or the illegal drug problem — and the
politician always answered about healthcare. In addition, however,
we also added two conditions which were identical to these, except
that in both versions, the text of the question remained on the screen
while the politician answered; here, we expected participants to no-
tice the effort to dodge. As in experiments 1 and 2, without the aid
of the question on the screen, dodging by answering a similar ques-
tion was quite successful. In contrast, participants who were aided
by having the actual question on the screen were nearly as good at
remembering the actual question as those who heard the politician
answer the actual question.

Discussion. These results suggest that the emerging strategy
used by television networks to increase viewers’ ability to recall the
original question does in fact increase the detection of dodges. In
many real-world situations, however, similar interventions are un-
likely to be feasible: it would be difficult to ask an acquaintance or
salesperson to hold up a sign indicating what question he was meant
to be answering, for example. Accordingly, increasing dodge detec-
tion in everyday social and consumer interactions may be no easy
task. At the same time, intervening to reduce the incidence of suc-
cessful dodging is essential if we wish to reverse the results from our
second experiment, and ensure that those who answer the right ques-
tion with substance are preferred over those who answer the wrong
question with style.

The Persuasive Power of Contradicting Oneself

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

When people seek to persuade others, or gain their support, they
often do so by conveying a consistent message, or repeating their ar-
guments and opinions. Indeed, past research suggests that, compared
to stating an argument or expressing an opinion just once, repeating
that argument or opinion can make it seem more valid or true (Begg
et al., 1992), which can give it more persuasive impact (Moons et
al., 2009). Despite the intuitive appeal of this strategy, and empirical
support for its potential value, we explore the possibility that un-
der some conditions contradicting oneself (e.g., initially opposing
something and then later supporting it) can offer a persuasive advan-
tage. In particular, we test the hypothesis that some message sources
are more persuasive when they deliver conflicting rather than con-
sistent messages. The rationale is that, assuming recipients trust the
source of a message, that source can induce the perception that he or
she gathered new information by contradicting him- or herself. As
a consequence, message recipients can be induced to process more
deeply via contradictions, which promotes persuasion in response to
strong arguments. We investigate this notion across 3 experiments.

Experiment 1. Participants were randomly assigned to receive
different kinds of advice. In every condition, they were told to imag-
ine that they had sought medical advice from a friend regarding a
suspicious mole on their arm. In the conflicting advice condition,
the friend was initially reassuring (saying that there is no reason to
worry), but then changed his mind a few days later (saying that on
second thought, it would be a good idea to remove the mole in order
to conduct a biopsy). In the time I advice only condition, the friend
initially suggested that it would be a good idea to remove the mole to
conduct a biopsy. In the time 2 advice only condition, the friend rec-
ommended the biopsy after a few days. The rationale for getting the
biopsy was identical across conditions. We varied merely the timing

of this recommendation, and whether it had been preceded by differ-
ent advice. Results indicated that participants found the advice more
compelling and were more likely to remove the mole in the conflict-
ing advice condition than in either of the one-time advice conditions,
which did not differ from one another.

Experiment 2. Next, we sought to replicate this effect in a dif-
ferent setting, and explore the underlying mechanism. All partici-
pants received advice (or a persuasive recommendation) twice, but
we varied whether it was consistent or conflicting. Undergraduate
students read about a friend who offered his opinion about a new uni-
versity policy on two different occasions. In the consistent message
condition, the friend expressed a positive opinion on both occasions
in which the topic was raised, elaborating on his opinion and the
arguments in favor of the policy on the second occasion. In the con-
flicting message condition, the friend expressed an initial negative
opinion followed by a change of mind a week later, at which time he
elaborated on his opinion and the arguments in favor of the policy.
To permit a test of processing differences, we also manipulated argu-
ment strength such that the friend offered strong or weak reasons to
implement the policy on the second occasion. Results indicated a
significant interaction between message consistency and argument
strength on attitudes. Argument strength had a greater effect on atti-
tudes in the conflicting message condition than in the consistent mes-
sage condition, consistent with the notion that conflicting messages
can stimulate greater processing. Viewed differently, under strong
but not weak argument conditions, the conflicting message produced
more favorable attitudes than did the consistent message. Moreover,
this processing difference stemmed from participants’ perception
that the source of the message had gathered new information be-
tween the first and second time he offered his opinion.

Experiment 3. In experiment 3, we sought to show that a con-
flicting message would only foster increased processing when the
source was trusted. The rationale was that only when people trust
the source should they make favorable attributions (to acquiring new
information) based on the contradictory messages. Here we used
the same core paradigm as in experiment 2, but we manipulated the
trustworthiness of the source prior to the delivery of the message.
As predicted, there was a three-way interaction between message
consistency, trustworthiness, and argument quality. This three-way
interaction involved 2 two-way interactions of opposing patterns.
Under high trust conditions, we replicated the effects from experi-
ment 2. Under low trust conditions, we found a significant message
consistency x argument quality interaction but in the opposite form.
In this case, the argument quality effect was significant in the con-
sistent message condition but not in the conflicting message condi-
tion. Thus, contradicting oneself before offering strong arguments
can promote persuasion under high trust conditions, but it backfires
under low trust conditions. Consistent with our information process-
ing perspective, these effects were mediated by thought favorability.

Discussion. In summary, conventional wisdom and past re-
search suggest that if a persuader seeks to change someone’s attitude,
he or she would benefit from delivering a consistent and/or repeti-
tive message. In contrast, our research suggests that contradicting
oneself, or changing one’s mind, can sometimes offer a persuasive
advantage. Our findings are consistent with an information process-
ing account, suggesting that a conflicting message can grab atten-
tion and increase message processing under some conditions. This
increased processing, in turn, can promote persuasion when strong
arguments have been presented. Implications for understanding nu-
merous counterintuitive means of influencing attitudes and behavior
will be discussed.



From Blemishing to Blossoming:
The Positive Effect of Negative Information

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Imagine that you are considering a new restaurant and reading
reviews of it online. Most of the reviews are very good: Great food,
pleasant music, relaxed atmosphere. Then you come across a review
that mentions that there is no parking nearby, a piece of information
that is negative but not quite central to your value proposition for res-
taurants. How does this small dose of negative information influence
the positive impression you had begun to form of the restaurant?
Could this weak piece of negative information actually enhance your
positive reaction? Intuition and past research generally suggests that
if weak negative information has any effect at all, it ought to be nega-
tive—that is, it should undermine the favorable impression you had
begun to form. In contrast to this notion, we propose that weak nega-
tive information can sometimes bolster, or intensify, initial favorable
impressions arising from positive information.

The rationale for this effect is that when consumers receive neg-
ative information after already receiving positive information, espe-
cially if that negative information is relatively minor and just “blem-
ishes” the product, it ironically highlights or increases the salience
of the positive information. This boosts the impact of the positive
information and fosters more positive evaluations. Of importance,
though, if true, this effect should only occur when negative informa-
tion follows positive information, and when consumers’ processing
effort is relatively low as low processing orients consumers toward
primacy effects and makes them less likely to thoughtfully consider
the negative implications of subsequent negative information (Krug-
lanski and Webster 1996). We present four experiments investigating
this blemishing effect.

Experiment 1. This initial experiment sought to test the hypoth-
esis that, under conditions of low processing effort, consumers might
evaluate a product more favorably when they received a weak nega-
tive piece of information about it following positive information. To
test this hypothesis, we presented participants with all positive (5
positive attributes) or both positive and negative (4 positive and 1
negative attribute) information about a pair of hiking boots under
high or low processing conditions, and then measured their interest
in purchasing the boots. To manipulate processing effort we used a
divided attention task adapted from past research (e.g., Fitzsimons
and Williams 2000). Results indicated the predicted interaction,
such that under low processing conditions, participants were more
interested in purchasing the boots when they were presented with a
weak negative attribute compared to when they were presented with
only positive attributes. Under high effort conditions, this effect was
reversed.

Experiment 2. This second experiment aimed to replicate the
effect in a field setting. Students were approached on campus either
immediately prior to taking an exam (low processing [high distrac-
tion] condition) or while they were simply walking around outside
(i.e., high processing [low distraction] condition) and were offered a
chocolate bar. In the positive only condition, the experimenter listed
three positive attributes. In the positive + weak negative condition,
the experimenter also briefly mentioned that the chocolate bar was
a bit broken. We found a significant interaction, such that under low
processing conditions, participants purchased more chocolate bars
when a negative attribute was mentioned than when there was only
positive information. By contrast, under high processing conditions,
participants purchased more chocolate bars when there was only
positive information presented.
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Experiment 3. This experiment was designed to demonstrate
the effect measuring individual differences is processing. Partici-
pants first completed a holistic-analytic processing measure (Choi,
Koo, and Choi 2007) and then read a description of some champagne
glasses. In the positive only condition just one positive attribute was
featured. In the positive + weak negative condition the product’s
description included the same positive attribute along with a minor
negative—that the glasses did not come in a hard box. After reading
the description, participants indicated the extent to which they would
be willing to try the champagne glasses. As predicted, we found an
interaction on willingness to try. Holistic (low effort) thinkers re-
ported greater willingness to try the product when its description in-
cluded negative information rather than only positive information. In
contrast, analytic (high effort) thinkers reported more willingness to
try the product when only positive information was presented.

Experiment 4. Finally, in experiment 4 we tested the role of
presentation order. Participants under high or low processing condi-
tions (manipulated using a divided attention task) received a list of
favorable attributes for a pair of hiking boots along with a picture of
the boots showing damaged packaging (a slightly blemished box).
We manipulated whether participants read the positive information
and then saw the negative picture, or saw the negative picture and
then read the positive information. As hypothesized, participants
under low processing conditions evaluated the boots more favorably
when they received positive and then minor negative information
rather than minor negative and then positive information. Partici-
pants under high processing conditions showed no difference, eval-
uating the boots more moderately regardless of when the negative
feature was presented. We also found mediation evidence in this ex-
periment— low processing participants saw the positive attributes as
more positive (and the negative as less negative) when the negative
information followed rather than preceded the positive information,
and these perceptions mediated overall product evaluations. In ad-
dition, we ruled out several competing accounts in this study—e.g.,
those based on two-sided message perceptions or perceived source/
information authenticity effects.

Discussion. Overall, we obtained substantial support for the
blemishing effect. When processing effort is low, providing consum-
ers with positive information followed by a minor piece of negative
information appears to enhance their overall evaluations of a target
relative to providing exclusively positive information. This effect
stems from low-effort processors tendency toward primacy effects,
which are bolstered or intensified by the later appearance of conflict-
ing information. High-effort processors, by contrast, appear to form
more modest evaluations when negative information is included, re-
gardless of its timing. Implications for understanding other ironic
effects in persuasion and choice are discussed.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

Every day, consumers strive to achieve a wide array of short-
term and long-term goals. These goals range from very specific
goals, such as giving up dessert at dinner, to more abstract goals,
such as living a healthy lifestyle. Regardless of the type of goal, the
strategies that people adopt are often maladaptive. The objective of
this session is to highlight research that examines goal achievement
strategies in a fresh yet rigorous manner. Together, the four papers
stimulate a new understanding of when and why goal achievement
strategies are effective and when they prove to be detrimental. Thus,
we present some “tips and tricks” for when various strategies of goal-
pursuit will be optimal for goal achievement. Together, these papers
suggest that often an avoidance strategy, rather than a moderation
strategy, is beneficial; it can be better not to plan rather than plan out
the way to achieve our goal; plans can free thoughts and attention
for unrelated tasks and goals; and postponing consumption of he-
donic goods can ultimately lead to decreased consumption, and thus
a greater likelihood of goal achievement.

Kelly Haws, Cait Poynor Lamberton, Hristina Dzhogleva and
Gavan Fitzsimons begin the session by examining several potential
strategies towards goal pursuit, and show that moderating, rather
than eliminating, indulgence or exposure to temptation can prove
to be an effective self-control strategy. Specifically, in three studies
they find that when a self-control task is easy, a moderation strategy
may be advisable, but that when a self-control task is difficult, the
same person may undermine their own progress by adopting a mod-
eration strategy. Julia Bayuk and Juliano Laran look at the effects
that planning has on the likelihood of goal achievement. They find
that planning can lead people to feel that the necessary steps are not
very effortful, which can lead to a decreased likelihood to engage
in the goal directed behavior. Hence, plans can at times backfire. E.
J. Masicampo and Roy Baumeister complement that work with an
examination of how planning for a goal affects other, unrelated pur-
suits. They show that just making a plan is enough to get people
to reduce the amount of thinking and attention they dedicate to an
unfulfilled goal, freeing thoughts and attention for other interests.
Lastly, Nicole Mead and Vanessa Patrick look at postponement of he-

donic consumption as a strategy for goal achievement. They find that
postponing consumption of a hedonic temptation to an unspecified
future time reduces desire for and consumption of that hedonic item.

Together, these papers evaluate some commonly used strategies
to achieve a goal, show when these strategies may actually backfire
and when they can be effective, and “build connections” amongst
a variety of consumer researchers. This session should be of great
interest to consumer researchers studying goals or self-control, as
well as to those interested in public policy. This work has many im-
plications for consumer well-being as people often pursue, yet fail
to achieve, goals such as saving money or losing weight. We truly
hope that it will encourage interaction and collaboration amongst the
numerous consumer researchers studying different aspects of goals—
from goal selection and commitment, to goal planning and goal pur-
suit, to goal disengagement.

All of the papers in the session are works in progress, and have
at least two studies completed.

A Life in Balance or a Slippery Slope?
Exploring the Use and Effectiveness of Moderation
versus Avoidance Self-Control Strategies

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Though decades of self-control research have identified numer-
ous techniques to help consumers better achieve their goals, we still
have relatively little insight into the conditions under which specific
techniques may be more or less fruitful. The present research com-
pares the use and efficacy of two frequently utilized self-control
strategies: moderation and avoidance (Hoch and Loewenstein 1991).
Moderation involves the consumption of some measured quantity of
pleasurable good or experience in keeping with pre-established con-
sumption limits. By contrast, avoidance entails not consuming any of
the “forbidden fruit,” perhaps even going out of one’s way to avoid
all exposure to a potential temptation.

Clearly, in some areas of life complete avoidance is advo-
cated. For example, alcoholics may choose to allow no alcohol in
their homes or avoid circumstances where drinking is likely to oc-
cur. Apparently aware of this fact, consumers often categorize their
world of options as acceptable or “off-limits” in order to facilitate
goal achievement (Poynor and Haws 2009). However, research also
suggests that moderation, rather than complete avoidance, may have
positive outcomes. For example, “cold turkey” approaches may lead
to detrimental outcomes when strict regulations backfire, prompting
a desire for greater indulgence (Cochran and Tesser 1996, Finkel-
stein and Fishbach 2010). Incorporating some small amount of in-
dulgence into one’s life, in fact, may neither harm long-term goals
nor preclude one from long-term satisfaction (Krishnamurthy and
Prokopec 2010; Haws and Poynor 2008).

Such work suggests that moderating, rather than eliminating,
indulgence or exposure to temptation can prove to be an effective
self-control strategy. But what determines the relative use and ef-
ficacy of moderation as opposed to avoidance strategies for a given
individual? We suggest that chronic or situational self-control capa-
bilities moderate the use and effectiveness of these two approaches.
Specifically, chronically good self-controllers tend to both choose
to moderate more often and find more success in doing so. Further,
when put in a moderation mindset, individuals with higher self-
control exhibit more successful self-regulation than do lower self-

Advances in Consumer Research
Volume 39, ©2011



28 / Achieving Our Goals: Some Tips and Tricks

control individuals. Finally, we find that within any given individual,
context-specific control capabilities drive their success with modera-
tion as opposed to avoidance strategies. Whereas self-control tasks
seen as easy can be managed using either avoidance or moderation,
difficult self-control tasks likely require avoidance to be successfully
pursued.

In study 1, 137 consumers (41% male, Mage: 32.63), reported
agreement with statements focused on moderation (“I try to find
moderation in my life”’) and more extreme avoidance strategies (‘I
tend to think of life in terms of all or nothing.”). These responses
were combined to create a relative moderation focus. Respondents
also provided individual self-control ratings (Tangney et al. 2004)
and reported their experience with a number of life outcomes —
achievement of diet goals, the presence of harmful addictions, ex-
ercise, and subjective well-being. Results showed that higher self-
control individuals showed stronger moderation focus than did lower
self-control individuals (p < .001). Importantly, individuals with a
stronger moderation focus tended to achieve their diet goals, were
less likely to have addiction issues, exercised more frequently, and
were happier overall (all p <.05). As such, initial evidence suggests
that moderation strategies may be more common and effective for
higher as opposed to lower self-control consumers.

But can we show that use of a moderation strategy is, in fact,
more successful for higher as opposed to lower self-control indi-
viduals? Study 2 followed a 2 (moderation v. avoidance prime) x
continuously measured eating self-control design. Undergraduate
participants (n = 114) wrote short essays about the virtues of either
moderation (“everything in moderation”) or avoidance (“staying
away from temptation”). As part of a subsequent task participants
indicated how much that they would like to eat each item on a list
of snacks at that moment. Separately, we assessed individual dif-
ferences in eating self-control (e.g., Giner-Sorolla 2001). Results
showed that those who more easily practiced eating restraint showed
a higher desire for healthy as opposed to unhealthy foods (p <.0001).
However, a significant interaction of primed strategy and individual
eating self control also emerged (p <.0001). Individuals primed with
an avoidance strategy showed similar patterns of healthy consump-
tion regardless of their level of self-control (p >.8). However, in the
moderation condition, consumers high in self-control increased their
tendency toward healthy consumption while those lower in self-con-
trol decreased their preference for healthy food alternatives. Here, a
moderation strategy seemed to be more effective than avoidance, but
only for consumers higher in self-control in this domain. For con-
sumers who struggle to control their eating, a moderation mindset
generated a slippery slope, prompting greater indulgence than an
avoidance mindset.

Taken together, results suggest that when a self-control task is
easy, a moderation strategy may be advisable, but that when a self-
control task is difficult, doing so may undermine goal progress. To
test this general theory, study 3 asked participants to rate a series
of self-control challenges in terms of their personal difficulty. They
then read a scenario presenting a self-control problem in each do-
main, and stated their likelihood of adopting a moderation or avoid-
ance strategy as well as their anticipated success in each. Results
indicate that individuals believe that avoidance strategies will be
equally effective regardless of the difficulty of a self-control task.
However, participants felt that moderation strategies would yield
better results on easier as opposed to harder self-control problems,
and thus, showed a higher likelihood to moderate on easy tasks.
Given our prior results, these expectations are appropriate for higher
self-control individuals, but suggest a reason why lower self-control

individuals, mistakenly applying moderation strategies, may fail to
see progress toward their goals.

Overall, this research aims to help consumers more effectively
achieve their long-term goals. While for some individuals, and in
some areas, moderation strategies may lead to a happy and well-bal-
anced life, we all have weak spots. In these domains, results suggest
that avoidance, rather than moderation, is a surer path to self-control
success.
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It is Just Too Easy: Impact of Planning
on Effort and Behavior

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers live busy lives and often search for ways to simplify
them. When the options available are limited, consumers are able



to make decisions more easily and become more likely to purchase
a product (Iyengar and Lepper 2000; Tversky and Shafir 1992). In
addition, easy processing of information has been shown to affect an
individual’s liking for both products and advertisements (Labroo and
Kim 2009; Schwarz 2004). Common sense also suggests that people
would rather do things that are easy than things that require effort.
Nevertheless, some research on the effect of ease of performing an
action on product evaluations and goal-directed behaviors suggests
that people often prefer to engage in behaviors that are more difficult
and effortful to execute (Gollwitzer and Brandstatter 1997; Locke et
al. 1981; Norton, Mochon, and Ariely 2010). This paper builds on
this work and examines how forming a plan to perform a behavior
(e.g., purchase a product, experience, or service) affects the percep-
tion of effort required to execute the behavior, and in turn, how the
effort required influences the likelihood to engage in the behavior.
Forming a plan and knowing what needs to be done should make
it easier to execute the necessary activities. Thus, forming a plan
could lead to a lower perception of effort. We propose that percep-
tions of higher effort increase consumers’ likelihood of performing a
behavior. Because forming a plan may decrease perceptions of effort
associated this behavior, this may decrease consumers’ likelihood of
performing the behavior in certain circumstances. We test our propo-
sitions with three studies that examine the effect of planning on per-
ceptions of effort and on behavior.

Study 1 shows that forming a plan to engage in a behavior can
decrease a person’s intention to engage in the behavior. The study
employed a 2 (Vacation Type: related to plan vs. unrelated to plan)
by 2 (Form Plan: no vs. yes) between-subjects design. All of the
participants were told about a cruise vacation, and approximately
half of the participants formed a plan to go on the cruise (specify
how and when they would book the trip), whereas the other half did
not. Results showed that participants who formed a plan to book the
cruise stated that they would be less likely to go compared to those
who did not form such a plan. To show that the effect is specific to
the behavior for which the plan was formed, and not any related be-
havior, we also asked participants to estimate their likelihood to go
on a trip to an alternative destination (Last Vegas), and found that the
likelihood to book did not differ depending on whether or not partici-
pants formed a plan to book the cruise. Overall, this study shows that
planning can lead to a decreased likelihood to engage in a behavior.

Study 2 uses real behavior to show that, when the amount of
activities necessary to perform a behavior is high, the performance
of a target behavior will seem more effortful for people who form a
plan compared to those who do not form a plan, which will increase
engagement in the behavior among people who have formed a plan.
This two-part study employed a 2 (Effort: moderate vs. high) by 2
(Form Plan: no vs. yes) between-subjects design. During the first
part, half of the participants formed a plan specifying how they will
save money by dining out less in the upcoming weeks, whereas the
other half did not. Effort was manipulated by varying how many
things (e.g., going to grocery store more, purchasing groceries, cook-
ing at home) participants were explicitly asked to consider when
forming their plan. Exactly a week later, all of the participants were
contacted by e-mail and asked how much they spent on dining out
in the past week. We found that in the moderate effort condition,
forming a plan led to significantly greater spending on dining out
compared to not forming a plan. However, in the high effort condi-
tion, forming a plan led to significantly lower spending on dining out
compared to not forming a plan.

Lastly, study 3 examines how a common marketing occurrence,
a price change, affects an individuals’ intention to engage in a behav-
ior (purchase a product) after forming a plan to do it. It shows that
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when a price increase occurs, consumers who form a plan perceive
the behavior to be more effortful, and are more likely to make the
purchase compared to consumers who do not form a plan. The study
employed a 2 (Price Change: no vs. yes) by 2 (Form Plan: no vs.
yes) between-subjects design. As in Study 2, some participants form
a plan to book a trip to Brazil, whereas others do not. The key de-
pendent variable was participant’s likelihood to book the trip. When
no price change occurred, participants who formed a plan were less
likely to book the trip, and believed the booking process to be less
effortful. When the price changed, participants who formed a plan
became more likely to perform a target behavior compared to those
who did not form a plan. Perceptions of effort increased among those
who formed a plan, but decreased among those who did not. The ef-
fect of the interaction between price change and plan on likelihood
to book the trip is fully mediated by the perceived effort required to
engage in the behavior.

In summary, forming a plan is often beneficial, but primarily
when engaging in the necessary behaviors seems highly effort once
a plan has been made. The challenge is to teach people when plan-
ning will be beneficial, versus detrimental, to their aspirations. Mak-
ing people feel like the necessary activities to perform a behavior
are easy will decrease engagement in the behavior when a plan has
been formed. In these cases, “not forming a plan” is the best advice
people might receive.
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Consider it Done!:
The Cognitive Effects of Unfulfilled
Goals are Eliminated by Making a Plan

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The human mind is remarkably well designed for goal pursuit.
Attention, perception, thoughts, and attitudes all become tuned to
help one pursue a goal. The mind vigorously promotes this intense
focus on a goal, protecting it from distractions and resuming it after
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it has been interrupted. Even when one is not consciously working
toward a goal, the mind keeps the goal active in the unconscious,
maintaining vigilance for opportunities to fulfill it. Thus, once a goal
is chosen, the mind has many processes to promote its pursuit. The
standard view has held that the various cognitive processes related to
unfulfilled goals cease when the goal is attained. This view has been
favored in theories of goal pursuit and has found support in empirical
research. However, the present investigation tested the hypothesis
that many of the goal promotion processes can cease long before at-
tainment — specifically, when a plan is made.

Planning has been studied recently in the form of implementa-
tion intentions, which are highly specific prescriptions for what to do
under what circumstances (Gollwitzer, 1999). Such plans turn con-
trol of goal pursuit over to automatic, unconscious processes, which
can resume goal pursuit at the appropriate time or place specified in
the given plan. Once a plan is made, the unconscious knows how and
when to act, and so in a sense the uncertainty of the unfinished task
is resolved. The implication then is that a plan may render many of
the cognitive activities related to the goal unnecessary. We predicted
that contributing to goal pursuit through plan making could satisfy
the various cognitive processes that usually promote goal pursuit,
thereby causing them to cease.

In each of the studies reported, we activated unfulfilled goals
and measured the extent to which they persisted in the mind dur-
ing later tasks. In Study 1, participants selected tasks or goals from
their own lives that needed to be done, and then we measured how
much people’s minds wandered while reading a novel that had noth-
ing to do with the unfulfilled tasks. Unfulfilled tasks made people’s
minds wander, thereby reducing their ability to read and understand
the novel. But participants who made a plan to get their personal
tasks done were able to read with less mind wandering. Despite hav-
ing had an unfulfilled goal activated, they exhibited few intrusive
thoughts about their goals and were relatively well able to read and
concentrate on material unrelated to their goals.

Studies 2 and 3 examined goal accessibility. In Study 2, par-
ticipants reflected on an upcoming final exam, and thoughts related
to doing well on the exam remained highly accessible during a later
word stem completion task. This effect was eliminated, however,
among participants who made a plan for when and how to study
for the exam. Study 3 examined the accessibility of means of goal
achievement. It used one goal that most young people embrace (to
live a fit and healthy life) but that remains unfulfilled for most. Re-
flecting on this unfulfilled goal caused the various means of reaching
it to become highly accessible, as indicated by goal-relevant answers
on a word completion task. Once again, having made a plan elimi-
nated the effect. Study 3 also showed that the various effects (persis-
tent activation over time as well as reduced activation after planning)
were obtained mainly among participants for whom the unfulfilled
goal had high personal importance.

Study 4 replicated the effects of plans using an experimentally
assigned task. The unfulfilled goal to do well on a later laboratory
task interfered with performance on a separate, unrelated task in
the interim (solving anagrams). Making a plan eliminated the in-
terference effect as in the previous studies. More important, Study
4 showed that most participants did actually follow the plans they
had made — and the degree to which they followed their plans was
closely linked to the improvement in performance on the anagram
task. Thus, the more people made plans that they were actually go-
ing to use, the more they were freed from intrusive thoughts about
the unfulfilled goal while working on the unrelated task. To put it
another way: What reduced cognitive activity from unfinished tasks

was making highly specific plans that were actually going to be used
to finish those tasks.

By planning for their goals, people can better manage their mul-
tiple pursuits. It has been well documented that specific plans in-
crease success (Gollwitzer, 1999), and they do so in part by making
pursuit of the goal more automatic. When a detailed plan has been
made, one no longer has to think about the goal to fulfill it (Brand-
stitter, Lengfelder, & Gollwitzer, 2001). Apparently, a plan can also
reduce the amount of thoughts and attention that are typically re-
cruited in service of an unfulfilled goal. Thoughts of an incomplete
goal do not necessarily persist until the goal is fulfilled — making a
plan is sufficient to eliminate the various cognitive effects of unful-
filled goals. Planning may therefore represent a crucial strategy for
the management of multiple goals. By planning for a goal, one can
free one’s thoughts and attention for other pursuits.
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In Praise of Putting Things Off: Postponing
Consumption Pleasures Facilitates Self-Control

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Many approaches to self-control assume that people have two,
albeit suboptimal, options when faced with a tempting yet unwanted
pleasure — give in to or give up the pleasure (Baumeister, Heather-
ton, and Tice 1994; Baumeister and Heatherton 1996; Giner-Sorolla
2001; Kivetz and Keinan 2006; Myrseth, Fishbach, and Trope 2009).
Giving in entails a short burst of pleasure, but is quickly overrun by
feelings of guilt for transgressing from long-term goals. In contrast,
giving up a temptation is just plain psychologically painful and tax-
ing. Research indicates that deprivation typically backfires, leading
to increases rather than decreases in consumption (e.g., Vohs and
Heatherton 2000). In the current research, we investigate a third op-
tion, postponement, which was hypothesized to facilitate self-control
in the face of consumption pleasures without feelings of self-denial
or loss.

Postponement entails “having it later”, whereas deprivation
mandates “not having it at all”. Thus, although postponing means
not consuming in the present, it allows people to consume, albeit at a
later date. Postponement was briefly suggested as a desire-reduction
strategy (Hoch and Loewenstein 1991) but to date has received scant
(if any) empirical attention. In three experiments, we tested whether
postponement can in fact reduce desire for a hedonic consumption
pleasure, and whether this reduction in desire in turn facilitates self-
control. We theorize that in the short run, postponement 1) reduces
the motivational conflict associated with giving in versus giving up
a tempting option, and, consequently, 2) encourages self-control by
dampening the desire for the affectively powerful temptation. In the
long run, we hypothesize that the lack of reinforcement helps en-
sure that the already weakened hedonic impulse continues to decay,
thereby facilitating self-control. In all three experiments, described
next, the short- and long-run consequences of postponement were
compared to the two outcomes most frequently investigated in self-
control research, satiation (giving in) and deprivation (giving up). In



experiment 2, a delay of gratification condition (giving up on a small
reward now to obtain a larger reward later) was also included.

In experiment 1, we tested the behavioral consequences of post-
ponement for both short and long-term consumption. At time 1, par-
ticipants were asked to watch a short film-clip. Ostensibly to enhance
the feeling of actually being in the movies, a bowl of M&Ms was
placed in front of participants. Participants randomly assigned to the
satiation condition were allowed to eat freely. Those participants as-
signed to the deprivation condition were asked not to eat any of the
M&Ms. Participants in the postpone condition were asked not to eat
the M&Ms; instead they could have a snack later on, if they liked. At
the end of the experiment, all participants were given the opportunity
to eat M&Ms in private. Results indicated that participants in the
postpone condition ate fewer M&Ms than participants in the depri-
vation condition. Consistent with work indicating that satiating the
desire for a particular item reduces subsequent intake (McSweeney
and Sindell 1999; Rolls, Rolls, Rowe, and Sweeney 1981), the post-
pone and satiate conditions were not significantly different from one
another. At time 2, one day after the experiment, participants were
emailed and asked to indicate their desire for M&Ms. As expected,
postpone participants reported a lower desire to eat M&Ms than the
other two experimental conditions. Finally, at time 3, one week after
the experiment, participants indicated how much chocolate they had
eaten since the experiment. Results indicated that participants in the
postpone condition ate less chocolate over the course of the week,
relative to the satiation and postpone conditions. Desire for choco-
late 24 hours after the completion of the experiment fully mediated
the effect of the manipulation on consumption over the week.

Experiments 2 and 3 were designed to assess the psychologi-
cal mechanisms underlying the effect of postponement on decreased
consumption. Our hypothesis was that postponement alleviates the
motivational conflict between deprivation and satiation, allowing the
reflective system to dominate and the impulsive system to dissipate.
In experiment 2, we used an implicit measure to determine whether
the hedonic or reflective system was dominant (e.g., Hofmann, Fri-
ese, and Strack 2009). Participants in the postpone condition showed
heightened activation of the reflective system, whereas participants
in the satiation and deprivation conditions showed heightened ac-
tivation of the hedonic system. Moreover, participants in the post-
pone condition reported the lowest desire to eat dessert as well as
the lowest levels of deprivation and loss. As expected, the delay of
gratification condition mirrored the deprivation condition in terms of
hedonic activation. In experiment 3, participants asked to postpone
eating ice cream reported a reduced desire to eat ice cream, relative
to participants assigned to the deprivation and delay of gratification
conditions. Taken together, results of experiments 2 and 3 suggest
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that postponement activates the reflective system, the seat of self-
control, and dampens the hedonic affective response to consume the
hedonic good.

In sum, results from three experiments suggest that postpon-
ing consumption activates the reflective system and reduces the af-
fective desire for the hedonic good, enabling participants to forego
consumption of hedonic pleasures, in both the short- and long-term.
Theoretically, results suggest that postponement has different effects
on the reflective and impulsive systems as compared to the two most
common avoidance strategies — deprivation and delay of gratifica-
tion. Practically, postponement seems to be a strategy that enables
consumers to manage transient hedonic desires.
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SPECIAL SESSION

Consumption consists of three stages: acquisition, usage and dis-
position (Jacoby et al. 1977, Holbrook 1987), with the first two gaining
more attention from consumer researchers. Few exceptional studies in-
clude examinations of the effects of personal and situational factors on
consumers’ disposition decisions (e.g. Jacoby et al. 1977) and the sym-
bolic, emotional, and ritualistic aspects of disposition (e.g. Lastovicka
and Fernandez 2005). At ACR, the sessions and papers that pertain in
some way to disposing have focused on issues such as environmental
concerns (Alwitt and Berger 1993), charity behavior (Lee and Strahi-
levitz 2004), intergenerational flow of heirlooms (Heisley 1997), or
rites of passages (Ozanne 1992). These rare inquiries demonstrate how
studying disposing might contribute to our understanding of consumer
identity projects, charity behavior, policy making and environmental-
ism, and the improvement of product design processes. Nevertheless,
there is still much to be discovered about disposing per se and its re-
lationship to various consumption practices. Moreover, disposing is
an important area of research, now even more so than ever, due to the
increasing concerns for wasting, sustainability and over-consumption.

Mindful of this state of affairs, the Journal of Consumer Behavior
recently published a special issue on disposing. Some of the papers
in that issue indicate that disposing empowers consumers (Cherrier
2009), blurs the boundary between commodity and private possession
(Denegri-Knott and Molesworth 2009), bridges the past and subse-
quent consumption practices (Cappellini 2009) and is embedded in in-
dividual and societal values (Albinsson et al. 2009). Moving on from
that 2009 issue and broadening the conceptualizations of disposition,
this session shows that disposing is actually a very rich context that
sheds light on and connects various topics consumer researchers have
long been fascinated with. Overall, the session aims to explore a num-
ber of questions such as: How do different disposing practices create
different meanings for consumers? How does disposing help consum-
ers negotiate and deal with various (and usually conflicting) norms and
identities? How do disposing practices change with lifestyle changes?
And perhaps more importantly, how and what do consumers “create”
through a practice that has long been regarded as the terminal stop for
objects or the end of consumption, and how do practices of disposal
fold back to those of consumption?

In the first paper, Ture and Ger explore the practices and pro-
cesses of disposing in their relationship to the constructions and evalu-
ations of consumers’ own consumption. The authors indicate that
various manners of disposing serve consumers in dealing with the
conflicting ideologies and norms: the consumerist ethos of the modern

consumer society they live in and the traditional norms of sociality and
caring. The second study investigates disposing in the context of food
consumption and preparation. Cappellini and Parsons demonstrate
how the divestment of leftovers influences the planning of the meal,
cooking, and storing; and thus, reveal a hierarchical pattern of weekly
meals. They indicate that disposal-consumption circularity contributes
to family cohesion. The third study explains how consumers’ multi-
ple roles relate to the modification of disposal practices. Focusing on
working women who attempt to adapt to a “greener” lifestyle, Black
and Cherrier reveal that becoming green necessitates new disposing
practices and is managed through the processes of assimilation, ne-
gotiation, and rejection. However, these practices and how they are
performed are contingent upon the hierarchical nature of the conflict-
ing identities these women juggle. For all the three studies included in
the session, data collection and analyses have already been completed.

The papers presented in this session provide a cross-cultural ex-
amination of disposing in a diversity of consumption contexts. In do-
ing so, we show that disposing, as broadly construed, constitutes a site
where some of the most important topics in consumer research (e.g.
family construction, identity conflict, norms of consumption) overlap
and intersect. As such, this session contributes to consumer behavior
by moving consumer researchers towards a more comprehensive pic-
ture of “consuming”. Also, focusing on disposing as an inseparable
part of the consumption cycle helps us to understand not only issues
such as over-consumption but also the processes through which con-
sumers achieve, preserve or redefine desired identities and relations
with others. Furthermore, we provide implications for policy makers
on topics such as prevention of wasting and promotion of recycling or
increasing the sustainability of products.

The session, with its presentations drawing from a diverse range
of disposing contexts, bridges important topics of consumer research
and is expected to be of interest to a significant amount of ACR at-
tendees. However, we believe that researchers particularly concerned
with family and individual identity formation, waste management and
sustainability, and ideological aspects of consumption will benefit
from the session most. With Jonathan Schroeder, who has significant
works on identity, cultural aspects of consumption and gender, as our
discussant, we expect this session to nurture a lively and productive
discussion environment. The last 15-20 minutes of our session will be
reserved for discussions, which will be guided by Jonathan Schroeder
to build connections between the papers, motivate audience-presenter
dialogue and underline the overall significance of the session.

An Exploration of Consumers’
Use of Disposing Practices in their Daily Lives

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

In the consumer behavior literature, disposition of possessions
has mostly been studied as a process through which consumers physi-
cally and emotionally detach from their possessions (Wallendorf and
Young 1989). During times of transitions, disposing helps consumers
cut ties with previous roles and adjust to new roles by cleansing the
person from the old self and stabilizing the new identities (Schouten
1991). In the context of old age, where consumers engage in a review
of life, disposition is found to be useful in dealing with concerns for
continuation of legacy and self-extension (e.g. Price et al. 2000, Mar-
coux 2001). These studies imply that strategic choices of when and to
whom to dispose special possessions are used by consumers to create
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a desirable memory, gain symbolic immortality, and re-construct and
legitimize their relations with certain people.

Although these studies contribute greatly to our understanding
of how consumers construct meanings through disposing and use it
in their identity projects, there is still much to discover about dispos-
ing. In addition to its role with special objects and/or special situa-
tions, disposing is embedded, above all, in the more mundane sphere
of consumption, and is mostly employed during routine practices
such as ordering of wardrobes or arranging the children’s rooms (e.g.
Gregson 2007). But, could such ordinary activities really have im-
portant implications for consumption studies? Recent research pro-
vides promising evidence. For example, it was found that mundane
activities of domestic life are as significant as the sacred practices in
creating a life history for items, moving them in an out of a network
of singularized objects, and meanwhile, establishing the family iden-
tity (Epp and Price 2010). Building on these studies, we intend to
explore disposing as a network of mundane practices and uncover its
connections to other consumption practices as well as to consumers’
identity and lifestyle construction processes. Our aim is to under-
stand how consumers engage in and experience various processes
while disposing their items, and hence to discover the consequences
of these processes. With these goals in mind, we conducted in-depth
interviews with 16 middle and upper-middle class men and wom-
en in Turkey, aged between 29 and 58. We also had 62 undergrad
students write essays about their experiences with disposing their
items. Specifically, they wrote about what items they usually dispose
as well as when and how they dispose of these items. In addition,
they were encouraged to reveal what motivates them to adopt certain
practices of disposing over the others.

We find that disposing consists of a network of practices that
are rooted simultaneously in economical, moral, social and rational
domains of consumption. As such, rather than just emancipate from
(Cherrier 2009) or conform to (Norris 2004) particular norms, con-
sumers use disposing in order to negotiate conflicting norms. Both
the interviews and student essays point that, living in a transitional
society, our participants encounter a tension between rising consum-
erism and traditional social values as projected in their everyday life.
They resort to disposing in order to be able to continue to consume in
a relatively guilt-free manner. For example, our participants are able
to un-alienate themselves by passing their items onto people in need
(especially after a shopping spree) without having to compromise
their consumption. That is, mundane practices of disposing serve as
a bridge between the ethos of consumerism and ideals of social co-
operation, solidarity, or caring for others.

Our findings also shed light on the specific ways through which
disposing relates to other consumption experiences. Previous re-
search has shown relationships between timing of disposing and the
timing and financing of new acquisitions (eg. DeBell and Dardis
1979). Going beyond time and money issues, we indicate that con-
sumers use particular manners of disposing to classify, define, and
rationalize their previous or subsequent consumption. For instance,
while engaging in “luxury” or “unnecessary” shopping practices,
consumers predict the disposal of the items they are about to acquire,
and depending on such predictions, re-define their shopping experi-
ence as “a good bargain” or even “altruistic”, which facilitates the
buying process. Possible discrepancies between the predicted and
actual disposing episodes usually lead consumers to reflect on their
past purchases and readjust their behavior at subsequent shopping
trips. Consumers refer to their manners of disposing as they con-
struct and evaluate their past consumption experiences and make
decisions about the future ones.
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We suggest that analyzing disposing in the realm of everyday
consumption practices furnishes new insights about consumption as
well as the processes and meanings of disposing. Our findings have
clear implications regarding the perceived morality of consumption.
In addition, our results have implications for policy makers who
would like to enhance consumers’ adoption of sustainable consump-
tion and recycling activities, and for charity organizations who want
to increase their donations.

Doing Family through Practices of Disposal:
Enacting Affiliation and Sacrifice through
the Consumption of Food Leftovers

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

This paper contributes in two key ways to our understandings
of disposal. First it identifies the circularity of consumption and dis-
posal, in particular how the meanings surrounding the processes and
practices of disposal fold back into those of consumption (Thompson
1979, Gregson et al. 2007). Second, through anthropological concepts
of consumption as affiliation (Douglas and Isherwood 1980) and as
sacrifice (Miller 1998) it explores the ways in which the circularity
of disposal contributes to family cohesion and belonging. These two
aspects of disposal are investigated through an ethnographic study
on everyday food consumption practices of 20 British families. The
study seeks to understand how consumption of leftovers influences
other consumption practices such as planning the meal, cooking and
storing. It also seeks to understand how the consumption of leftovers
provides a vehicle for both roles and relations in the household and
the sense of family’s belonging.

In general, divestment practices remain a neglected area in con-
sumer research (Parsons and Maclaran 2009). The indifference to
the topic is probably related to the marketing assumption that dis-
posal is the last stage of goods trajectory (production-consumption-
disposal) and as such it does not require particular attention (Hether-
ington 2004). In contradiction with this common assumption recent
studies assume that disposal matters. By criticizing Douglas’ (1984
[1966]) analysis of the ways in which the social world is based on
binary classifications of clean-in/dirty-out and the consequences for
our relative understandings of consumption/disposal, Gregson et al.
(2007) point out that divestment (how, where, and when people place
things) is also a consumption practice wherein “dirty” goods can be
re-evaluated and re-become clean. Indeed in their divestment prac-
tices people do not simply move things out, rather they “move things
along” (Gregson et al. 2007, 198) and designate them to a specific
somewhere (i.e. charity shops, the street, a friend’s home). Similarly
Munro (1995) assumes that divestment is a consumption practice.
Food disposal, which consists of multiple conduits, “has implica-
tion for the acquisition, cooking and ingestion stages in the process”
(Munro 1995, 324) and as such it is part of the circularity, rather than
the linearity, of food consumption. We argue here that it is through
displacement that people both narrate the social order (the norma-
tive) (Gregson et al. 2007) and their belonging to it (Munro 1995). It
is in fact through the continuous movement of things and owners that
people materialize what such norms might be and reconstitute the
self, the others and their relations with them (Gregson et al. 2007).

A first finding confirms the circularities of consumption, finding
that disposal has an important impact on the entire process of food
provision. In particular practices “of moving leftovers along” reveal
a common hierarchical pattern of meals on a weekly basis. Leftovers
are usually produced during the most important meal of the day (do-
mestic dinner, the only cooked meal at home during working days)
and they are moved to the following day’s lunch or dinner. They are
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also usually produced during the weekend meals and moved along
during the weekday dinners. Therefore the leftovers “are moved hor-
izontally” from a weekday dinner to another weekday dinner and are
“moved vertically”, down, in the weekly structure of the meals from
a higher position to a lower one “weekend meals-weekday dinners”,
“weekday dinner- weekday lunch”.

A second finding confirms that disposal is an act of affiliation
to the family. Participants perceive leftovers consumption as a sac-
rifice, a thrift practice (Miller 1998), consisting of saving resources
to be donated to an object of devotion. Indeed participants describe
their consumption of leftovers as a sacrifice wherein hybrid food is
transformed and re-used for a meal. This concept of “hybrid food’ en-
capsulates food that is neither clean nor dirty (Douglas (1984 [1966])
having been displayed previously, but not yet been cast out. Con-
sumption of this hybrid food requires a higher degree of affiliation
to the family than clean food. Resources (such as time, effort and
money) saved in reusing leftovers are then invested in extraordinary
food consumption, such as family celebrations, wherein the family
is celebrated as an object of devotion. As others point out, in such
extraordinary occasions, intimate and non intimate guests are admit-
ted to celebrate the family. What has not been underlined is that it is
not only in extraordinary food consumption that family is celebrated;
rather it is in the everyday sacrifice of consuming leftovers that the
affiliation to the family is reinforced and perpetuated.

This paper contributes to the current consumer research on dis-
posal in two ways. Firstly it highlights how divestment practices are
incorporated in the circular process of domestic food consumption.
Moving leftovers along reveals not simply the participants’ week-
ly hierarchical pattern of the meals but also the circular process of
saving resources in ordinary meals and spending such resources in
extraordinary meals. Indeed the sacrifice of consuming leftovers by
family members is addressed to produce excess value which will be
spent in extraordinary food occasions wherein the family as a whole
entity is celebrated. Secondly this paper highlights that consuming
leftovers requires a high degree of affiliation to the family, and only
family members are admitted to a meal based on leftovers. Thus it is
not only in extraordinary food occasions that family members reaf-
firm their affiliation to the household, but it is also in their everyday
sacrifice that they reconstitute their object of devotion, which is the
family itself.

Recycling: Yes but caring for my loved ones first!
Exploring Identity Conflicts amongst
“Green” Working Mothers

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Researchers have documented that professional working moth-
ers experience conflicting personal and social expectations. On the
one hand, they strive toward self-directed accomplishments such as
professional development; and on the other hand, they try to preserve
traditional motherhood values for care of the children (Thompson
1996). In managing these conflicting expectations, these super-
mothers often opt for unsustainable consumption practices such
as convenience consumption (Reilly 1982; Reilly and Wallendorf
1987) or buying pre-processed foods (Thompson 1996). As these
women experience accelerated time frame, they do not often have to
time and energy to integrate sustainable waste management in their
lifestyle (Godbey et al. 1998).

This research considers the notions of juggling lifestyles and
identity conflicts for professional working mothers who, with the
goal of consuming in a more sustainable fashion, had recently dimin-
ished the amount of waste they generate and had integrated recycling

as their main disposal practice. This group typically has multiple
roles and identities, such as mother, wife, homemaker, employee,
and friend. We conducted in-depth interviews with six middle and
upper class, professional working mothers, who lived in Toronto
and moved away from wasteful practices, deliberately lowered their
household waste generation and integrated recycling into their lives
as a daily chore. By studying this group and probing on reasons for
changing their practice of disposal, insights were gained into how
recycling and sustainable waste management are performed and how
such practices are influenced by self and social positions. Our analy-
sis revealed how sustainable disposal (lower waste generation and
recycling) is achieved by assimilation, negotiation or rejection.

It is clear that the findings can be effectively represented and
understood using a framework of identity conflicts and strategies
used to manage these conflicts (Swann 1987, Murray 2002, Ahu-
via 2005). The mothers demonstrated a high level of knowledge and
commitment to performing a wide range of sustainable behaviors.
As well as being aware of the general concerns about the state of the
ecosystem, they talked in detail about specific environmental issues
such as greenhouse gas emissions, rubbish disposal and pollution in
air, water and food. They also discussed what they saw as the con-
sequences of these issues, with global warming and health problems
attributed to specific concerns. It was also common for a clear link to
be made between environmental concerns, the potential consequenc-
es of this and their motivation to act (based on their identity as moth-
ers). Interestingly, few mentions were made about wanting to reduce
overall consumption levels, though informants did want to reduce
the impact of this consumer lifestyle and dispose accordingly. It was
clear that the informants want to remain within the current consum-
erist society but also want it reformed. For the informants, one of the
most accessible changes toward sustainability was to modify their
practice of disposal. All informants integrated practices of recycling
and reduced the household waste production. It was issues surround-
ing motherhood such as pregnancy, birth of a baby or pressure from
their children that motivated these changes.

Each informant discussed how within their daily lives they
performed several different roles; which contributed to a range of
different social positions. It is conflict between the behaviors and
values inherent within social positions and the subsequent manage-
ment of this conflict that, it is argued here, can help explain change in
disposal practices: moving from heavy waste generation and throw-
ing away to limited waste generation and recycling. When exploring
the conflicts and how these working mothers manage to integrate
recycling in their daily routines, we did not find Ahuvia’s (2005)
“Demarcating,” “Compromising” and “Synthesizing” strategies.
Rather, when managing conflicting social positions between mother,
professional worker and green consumer, our informants’ interviews
expressed an “assimilation” strategy. Sustainable disposal by “as-
similation” is a process of rejecting, accepting or modifying the new
disposal practice where rather than leading to the negotiated merg-
ing of the conflicting identities (as present in Ahuvia’s synthesizing
approach), values and meanings of sustainable disposal, are assimi-
lated into prominent “core” identities without changing them. This
allows respondents to reduce their amount of waste and the adop-
tion of recycling to occur within personally and socially acceptable
boundaries.

The respondents described how despite disposing of modes of
behavior that they had performed for many years and then adopted
different practices, they had not changed to become other identities
such as radical conservationists nor had their identity as a mother
changed. For example, Katherine talked about stopping the waste
linked to using strong chemical household cleaners. In order to mod-



ify her waste production, she started using vinegar and baking soda
but in doing so, the meaning of this sustainable disposal practices
was assimilated into her conceptualization of herself as a mother
without changing it. Here we have an example of sustainable dis-
posal without disposing of the meaning of the practice; instead some
of the meaning is transferred on to a new behavior that does not
cause conflict between her multiple roles. Assimilation appears to
occur because of the hierarchical nature of the conflicting identities
and the central importance of motherhood to these women’s sense of
self. These properties do not exist in Ahuvia’s examination of loved
objects (2005) or Mick and Fournier’s (1998) technical paradoxes.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

From the zealous adoption of innovative products such as the
iPhone and Wii, to the widespread passion for do-it-yourself goods,
today’s consumers not only value creative aspects of the goods they
consume but also enjoy engaging in creative activities themselves
(Dahl and Moreau 2007). To win the hearts of these consumers and
thrive in a competitive global market, firms have to constantly in-
novate and develop creative products and services. Interestingly,
though deciphering the sources of creative ingenuity is clearly im-
portant for both consumer satisfaction and corporate success, re-
search on creativity within this context has been relatively limited
(Burroughs and Mick 2004; Moreau and Dahl 2005). The purpose
of this proposed special session is to draw the attention of consumer
researchers to this domain, to present recent research findings, and
to foster a discussion of potentially interesting questions regarding
the cognitive mechanisms underlying creativity and thus spark fu-
ture research. In the first of three research presentations, Mehta, Zhu,
and Dahl investigate the interplay between motivations and cogni-
tive mechanisms underlying creativity. Their research reconciles the
disparate findings on the effects of monetary versus social rewards
on creativity performance, and sheds light on how different motiva-
tions engender different cognitive processes. The second presenta-
tion by Rosa, Ruth, and Qualls examines how grounded cognition
(i.e., modality-specific systems for vision, action, affect, etc.) and
spatial working memory affect different aspects of creativity, and
how consumer knowledge moderates these effects. Finally, the third
presentation by Yang, Chattopadhyay, Zhang, and Dahl explores the
impact of unconscious thought on creativity. These researchers show
that longer duration of unconscious deliberation can actually harm,
rather than boost, creativity, and that the superiority of unconscious
thought pertains only to the novelty dimension of creativity but not
the appropriateness dimension. Following the presentation of these
research papers, James E. Burroughs, who has done extensive work
in the area of creativity, will lead a discussion on the broad questions
and issues pertaining to cognitive processes underlying creativity.

Contributions: This special session contributes to the ACR
conference in several ways. Through the three presentations on dif-

ferent aspects of creativity and implications for consumers and firms,
we bring researchers’ attention to creativity research in consumer
context, fostering research interests in this domain. Further, we high-
light new theoretical development on the cognitive mechanisms un-
derlying creativity, and the recent research findings on determinants
and moderators of creativity. Finally, we initiate discussions among
consumer researchers on the theory development and future research
directions in this domain.

Likely Audience: This session would appeal to a wide range of
consumer researchers, such as those interested in creativity, cogni-
tion, memory, motivation, and unconscious thought.

“Exploring the Role of External Rewards in
Creative Cognition,” Mehta, Zhu, & Dahl

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Nearly three decades of research has fallen short of reaching a
consensus regarding the effects of various kinds of external rewards
(e.g., monetary versus social rewards such as recognition) on creativ-
ity. Some research suggests that monetary vis-a-vis social rewards
reduce intrinsic motivation and are hence detrimental to creativity
(Amabile 1982). While, other research suggests that monetary re-
wards may enhance intrinsic motivation and hence creativity, espe-
cially when the rewards are contingent on the creativity of the out-
come (Eisenberger and Cameron 1996). Although, creativity is seen
as a product of both motivational and cognitive processes (Runco
and Chand 1995), this research has predominantly focused on moti-
vational aspects of external rewards.

We propose that the disparate findings in the literature may
stem from a limited understanding of the cognitive processes through
which rewards affect creativity. Hence, in current work we address
this paucity by examining the effect of rewards on cognitive process-
es that lead to creativity. Consistent with extant research, we focus
on monetary and social-recognition rewards, and examine their im-
pact on creativity when the contingency of the reward to the creative
outcome is varied. We propose that these two rewards prompt dif-
ferent mental search strategies for idea generation and consequently
affect creativity depending on the reward’s contingency. Specifically,
a social-recognition reward is likely to induce a broad and compre-
hensive search strategy. This is so because social rewards induce
expectation of social scrutiny, which prompts individuals to engage
in more broad and comprehensive information search to cover their
bases (Tetlock 1983). In contrast, monetary reward induces a focused
mindset and risk-seeking tendency (Eysenck and Eysenck 1982) and
is hence, expected to encourage a more focused and narrower search
strategy. Galileo System methodology is utilized to evaluate explora-
tion of ideas in an individual’s mental space.

Next, we propose that these alternative search strategies
prompted by different rewards interact with reward contingency to
jointly determine creativity. When rewards are not explicitly stated
to be contingent on creativity, broader search for ideas inspired by
a social-recognition reward should lead to greater creativity com-
pared to when a monetary or no reward is offered. However, when
rewards are contingent on creative performance i.e., a clear goal to be
achieved is present, the focused exploration under monetary reward
will occur in a domain distant from the mundane. This is because
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money besides prompting a focused mindset, also induces greater
risk seeking tendencies (Coles, Daniel, and Naveen 2006). Thus we
should observe greater creativity under monetary reward as com-
pared to a social-recognition reward.

To test our hypotheses, we asked 146 participants to generate
as many ideas as possible to reduce teenage smoking in a 3(Reward
Type: Monetary vs. Social-recognition vs. No reward) x 2(Reward
Contingency: Creative-outcome vs. Control) between-subjects
study. The data was subject to sets of analyses to confirm our predic-
tions. The first set of analyses examined the creativity of the ideas
generated. Ratings from twelve judges on 4 items (creative, original,
novel and innovative) were used to create a creativity index for each
participant. ANOVA revealed that in the control condition, the ideas
generated under social-recognition reward were rated as more cre-
ative than those generated under monetary or no reward conditions.
No difference was observed between the latter two conditions. For
contingency condition, ideas generated under monetary reward were
rated as more creative than those generated under social-recognition
reward which in turn was rated as more creative than those under no
reward.

Next we tested respondents’ ideation patterns in their mental
space i.e. the underlying cognitive process that affects creativity.
First, we ascertained the position of each generated idea in conceptu-
al space using the Galileo System of multidimensional scaling. Two
expert consumer judges provided distance estimates between the
ideas generated by each participant. The distance estimate between
any pair of ideas represents the dissimilarity between the two, such
that the ideas that are more similar are closer to each-other than those
that are more dissimilar. These distance estimates were submitted
to the Galileo algorithm, which generated Cartesian coordinates for
ideas generated within each treatment condition. An examination of
the Cartesian plots and ANOVA showed that the social-recognition
reward produced ideas that were more spread out i.e., the average
distance between the ideas was higher as compared to monetary or
no reward conditions irrespective of contingency of rewards.

Next we analyzed the location of exploration under different
treatment conditions, vis-a-vis location of the most conventional
idea. First, the most conventional idea was identified from the pool
of all the generated ideas and then estimates were obtained for the
distances between the most conventional idea and each of the other
ideas generated by each participant. These estimates were input into
the Galileo algorithm to obtain respective Cartesian coordinates.
Analysis of the Cartesian plots and ANOVA for mean value of the
distances between the most conventional idea and all other ideas
generated by a participant showed that the location of exploration
from the most conventional idea was farthest for the creativity con-
tingent monetary reward as compared to all other conditions.

Thus, this work then demonstrates that although both monetary
and social-recognition rewards can enhance creativity, they operate
via different mechanisms: while social recognition reward encour-
ages broader exploration leading to higher creativity, a monetary
reward induces exploration within a narrow area. However, when
rewards are contingent on creativity of the outcome this narrower
exploration happens at a farther distance from mundane ideas lead-
ing to higher level of creativity.
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“Grounded Cognition, Spatial Working Memory
and Category Experience as Influencers of Creative
Imagination,” Rosa, Ruth, & Qualls

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

This study explores the influence of grounded cognition — mo-
dality-specific systems for vision, action, affect, etc — on the creative
imagination of consumers. It has been argued that creativity, par-
ticular when it comes to products and their use, has multiple dimen-
sions, such as functionality and novelty. It has also been argued
that creativity draws on multiple mechanisms and sources, such as
analogical reasoning, memory capabilities, pre-existing knowledge
schemas, personal disposition, and affective state (e.g., Price and
Ridgway 1982; Amabile 1996; Dahl and Moreau 2002; Burroughs
and Mick 2004, Moreau and Dahl 2005, Burroughs, Moreau, and
Mick 2008). The isolated influence on novelty and functionality of
higher or lower levels of grounded cognition (Barsalou 1999, 2008),
however, has not been explored in consumer research. Of necessity,
exploring the influence of grounded cognition on creative imagina-
tion must take into account other factors likely to affect the process,
such as a person’s general capacity for conceptually manipulating
known components into novel arrays (e.g., spatial working mem-
ory), and general knowledge of product categories that may guide
creative efforts in the development of new entries to the category.
Accounting for such additional factors is part of this study.

In two experiments, participants were asked to study three sim-
ple geometric shapes that were presented as either three-dimensional
wood objects or line drawings of the objects. This constitutes the
grounded cognition manipulation. Subsequent to studying the com-
ponents for two minutes, they were asked to without access to the
components, imagine product concepts that made use of all three
components, draw and give names to their creations, explain how
they work and briefly describe how they felt about their creations.
The creative imagination outputs from participants were assessed
by independent judges for novelty and functionality as indicators
of creativity. Judges were also asked to assess how study partici-
pants felt about their creations from the narratives as a measure of
engagement with the task. Spatial working memory capability was
assessed based on gender (females typically having greater capacity)
and general knowledge of product categories was controlled for by
varying the categories (e.g., personal items, tools, toys) for which
participants imagined product concepts in the second experiment.

Results show that higher levels of grounded cognition (e.g.,
greater sensory inputs gleaned from three-dimensional wood shapes)
led to increased functionality in the imagined products, while the
reduced level of grounded cognition from line diagrams induced
higher novelty in some situations. In addition, consumers with high-
er spatial memory capacity (assumed in female participants) deliv-
ered products that were more novel and functional. The effects of
grounded cognition and spatial working memory were moderated,
however, by changes in product category, and the effects seem to
be related to gender-based norms for product category familiarity.
Overall the results affirm a role for grounded cognition in creative
imagination among consumers, and suggest that the influence of
grounded cognition and spatial working memory on creativity may
be more complex than originally envisioned. Several areas for ad-
ditional research were made clear by the results.
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“Unconscious Creativity: The Impact of Deliberation-
Without-Attention Duration on Creative Ingenuity,”
Yang, Chattopadhyay, Zhang, & Dahl

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Though deciphering the sources of creative ingenuity is impor-
tant for both consumer satisfaction and corporate success, research
on creativity within this context has been relatively limited (Bur-
roughs and Mick 2004; Moreau and Dahl 2005). Given the recent
findings on the superior capabilities of unconscious thought (i.e.,
“deliberation in the absence of conscious attention directed at the
problem,” Dijksterhuis et al. 2006, p.1005) in processing complex
information and decision making (Dijksterhuis 2004), it is reason-
able to argue that unconscious deliberation has a role to play in fa-
cilitating creativity in consumer domains.

Indeed, pioneering research has found initial evidence support-
ing the positive impact of unconscious thought on creativity. For
example, in one study (Dijksterhuis and Meurs 2006), participants
were asked to list out Dutch place names starting with the letter “A”
or letter “H.” Whereas those who deliberated consciously gener-
ated more names of large cities and towns, those who deliberated
unconsciously reported more names of small villages. This suggests
that unconscious thought may have better access to unusual, pre-
stored information. A subsequent study (Zhong et al. 2008) found
that, for difficult remote association test (RAT) items, a short pe-
riod of unconscious thought, as opposed to an equal duration of
conscious thought, increased the speed at which participants were
able to respond to the RAT items correctly. However, in this study,
unconscious thought did not increase the number of correct answers
provided by participants. Thus, despite encouraging findings, it is
unclear how the power of unconscious thought can be adequately
harnessed to improve actual creativity.

The current research seeks to fill this gap in the literature and
sheds light on the conditions under which unconscious thought posi-
tively impacts creative ingenuity. We follow the conceptualization
that impact of unconscious thought on creativity is a two-stage pro-
cess (Zhong et al. 2008). In the first phase, unconscious delibera-
tion generates creative ideas for the target task, resulting in “deep
activation” of mental constructs representing these ideas (Wegner
and Smart 1997). This deliberation is a goal-driven process (Bos et
al. 2007) and is monitored unconsciously (Bongers and Dijksterhuis
2009; Moskowitz et al. 2004)—once the goal of generating creative
ideas is deemed completed, the unconscious ceases to deliberate
about the target task. Thus, even if an individual is allotted ample
time for unconscious deliberation, that person might not deliberate
unconsciously for the entire duration and could stop generating cre-
ative ideas early on. In the second phase, the fruit of the unconscious
labor is outputted. Because this outputting (e.g., writing down ideas)
is typically a conscious process, the deeply activated constructs need
to emerge from the unconscious to the conscious to be successful-
ly realized. However, because the activation of mental constructs
decays rapidly (e.g., Kiefer and Spitzer 2000), the longer the gap
between the time when the constructs were activated and the time
when they are outputted, the fewer of these constructs would remain
activated enough to be transferred to consciousness. Thus, the com-
bined outcome of the goal directed generation phase of unconscious
deliberation and the decay of unconsciously activated mental con-
structs results in an inverted-U shaped relationship between dura-
tion of unconscious thinking and creativity performance—when the
duration of conscious thought is short, few constructs are generated
and, thus, few constructs are available to be outputted. However,
when the duration is too long, some or all of the found constructs

may no longer be sufficiently activated to be consciously realized. In
contrast, conscious deliberation does not hinge on the transference
of unconsciously activated mental constructs to consciousness. By
definition, conscious thought makes the fruit of its labor consciously
available. Further, because conscious thought operates at a signifi-
cantly slower speed than unconscious thought (Dijksterhuis 2004),
longer duration of conscious deliberation may be beneficial to cre-
ativity performance. Therefore, the creative output of unconscious
deliberation is likely to be superior to that of conscious deliberation
only when deliberation duration is moderate.

Moreover, creativity performance involves two dimensions—
novelty and appropriateness (e.g., Amabile 1996). Given that uncon-
scious thought has superior capabilities in searching and associating
complex knowledge bases (Dijksterhuis et al. 2006), it is reasonable
to predict that deliberation-without-attention can help identify and
produce more novel ideas. However, unconscious thought theory
(Dijksterhuis and Nordgren 2006) also states that conscious thought
excels in precision processing and following rules and constraints,
whereas unconscious thought is adept at producing rough estimates.
Because appropriateness is characterized by producing solutions that
meet the stringent constraints of the situation, it is thus unlikely that
unconscious deliberation would lead to improvement on this dimen-
sion of creativity.

We tested these hypotheses in two experimental studies. In Ex-
periment 1, participants were first shown the target task (i.e., write
down things they can do with paperclips). Those who in the con-
scious-thought conditions were given one (vs. three vs. five minutes)
to think about how to answer the question and then two more min-
utes to write down their responses. Those in the unconscious-thought
conditions, however, spent the first period of time on a distraction
task—a two-back lexical task; they were then given two minutes to
write down their answers. Two independent judges evaluated each
participant’s responses in terms of novelty and appropriateness. Con-
sistent with our predictions, a curvilinear relationship was found: The
novelty rating of the ideas generated by participants, first increased
with the duration of unconscious deliberation, and then decreased.
Further, participants in the unconscious-thought conditions outper-
formed those in the conscious-thought conditions when the delibera-
tion duration was three minutes, but not one or five minutes. Also
consistent with our hypothesis, no difference on the appropriateness
dimension was found between the thought conditions regardless of
the deliberation duration.

Whereas Experiment 1 assessed the range and the quantity of
creative ideas generated, Experiment 2 focused on investigating the
impact of unconscious thought on the extent to which a single solu-
tion for a specific task is creative. The target task in Experiment 2,
i.e., designing a toy for children, not only improved the ecological
validity of our research, but also helped demonstrate the real-world
implications of our findings. As expected, the results of Experiment
2 were consistent with those of Experimentl: Longer duration of
unconscious deliberation actually harmed, rather than boosted, crea-
tivity performance. The creative output of unconscious thought was
superior to that of conscious thought only when deliberation duration
was moderate, and this superiority pertained only to the novelty di-
mension of creativity but not the appropriateness dimension.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

At its core, marketing is about managing consumers’ desires.
Indeed, managing desires could be said to be the crux of the human
condition. Hence this session brings together four papers that detail
how consumers manage (or fail to manage) their desires. Some of
the approaches, such as Nenkov et al’s and Ramanathan et al’s work,
are centered on the cognitive aspect of controlling desire. Our first
paper, Nenkov, Haws, and Kim, instructed participants to use differ-
ent mental processes to imagine what will happen if they do or do not
control their desires. Their findings about which processes are best
to use, for whom, and when offers self-regulators two new cognitive
tools to increase the odds that they will reach their goals. The sec-
ond paper by Ramanathan et al will discuss the way that consumers
react when they see health claims on food items. The mere mention
of a hedonic attribute, such as fat content (even statements that a
food is “low fat”) makes foods more appealing, whereas functional
attributes, such as a food’s antioxidant content, makes them less ap-
pealing. Vohs and Hofmann’s papers speak to the motivation and
emotional components of desire. Vohs’s work shows that one central
reason that prior self-control leads to later self-control failure (the
ego-depletion effect) is because people experience their desires as
more potent — depleted people more than others feel their emotions
more strongly, feel overtaken by powerful urges to eat, and so on.
Hofmann took the idea of desire to the streets and collected data on
more than 7000 naturally-occurring desires. His work demonstrates
people’s everyday attempts to control their desires, and how they are
met with varying success. In summary, each paper takes a unique
and novel tack on the study of consumer desires, bridging cognitive,
emotional, and motivational approaches.

This symposium is a model of “building connections,” and
therefore embodies the theme of 2011 ACR because the research

spans various aspects of the self (cognitive, emotional, motivational,
and behavioral), multiple methodological approaches, and sample
characteristics. Researchers will discuss lab-based experiments as
well as large-scale field studies. Data were gathered from multiple
countries around the globe, which means that diverse populations are
represented. Actual behavior was measured, in addition to thoughts,
evaluations, and feelings. Specific groups might find this work of
particular interest: scholars of self-regulation, goal achievement, mo-
tivation, and the self, along with scientists interested in judgment and
decision making, eating, and addiction. In short, the findings being
presented represent a wide range of approaches, and thusly will forge
connections among scholars of diverse backgrounds.

How Best To Think about the Future: Which Outcome
Elaboration Strategies Help Control Desire?

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Thinking about the potential consequences of decisions is a
promising strategy for controlling currently tempting desires in order
to reach long-term goals (Nenkov et al. 2008; Haws et al. 2011). Be-
cause there are various ways in which one might elaborate on poten-
tial future outcomes it is important to understand which future out-
come elaborations most effectively to control the desire one is facing
in the present moment. In this research, we tested which outcome
elaboration approaches will be most likely to help self-control. We
propose that fluency between individual propensities and elaboration
strategies as well as between various components of the elaboration
itself will facilitate goal-directed behavior.

In our research, we first manipulate the valence of outcome
elaboration and examine how these outcome elaboration approaches
match with individual tendencies to elaborate on potential outcomes
(EPO; Nenkov et al. 2008). Then, we turn our focus to jointly manip-
ulating the valence and the level of abstraction of outcome elabora-
tion and showing that there is a natural match between negative and
concrete and positive and abstract outcome elaboration approaches,
which enhances their effectiveness in promoting desire control.
Overall, we suggest that natural matches occur that lead to enhanced
desire control based on outcome elaboration.

Prior research shows that some people tend to elaborate on po-
tential future consequences more (i.e., high EPO) than others (i.e.,
low EPO) and this natural tendency has been linked with an increased
incidence of exerting self-control (Nenkov et al. 2008). Therefore,
some understanding of the types of elaboration commonly used by
those higher in EPO would be beneficial in determining the most
effective outcome elaboration strategies. For example, when consid-
ering an indulgent opportunity, a decision maker could focus on the
benefits (or potential positives) to be gained from yielding to desire
or the costs (or potential negatives) that might be incurred. We sug-
gest that higher EPO consumers are much more likely to focus on
the potential negatives of indulgence, and that this type of outcome
elaboration comes easily to them. On the contrary, lower EPO con-
sumers fail to elaborate at all.

To test these prediction, we focus study 1 participants (n = 187)
on thinking about either the positive or negative potential outcomes
of yielding to desire in a domain of their choice (i.e., money or time
management). Separately, we assess their individual propensity to
elaborate on potential future outcomes (EPO; Nenkov et al. 2008).
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Our results show that consumers higher in EPO are overall less like-
ly to choose a vice option following outcome elaboration than their
lower EPO counterparts and that negative outcome elaboration en-
hanced their self-control even further. Process evidence suggests that
for high EPO individuals, the negatively biased outcome elaboration
task was “not complex”, whereas for low EPO participants, negative
elaboration was more “complex” than was positive elaboration. As
such, we have some initial evidence that the fluency experienced by
EPO consumers when elaborating on negative potential outcomes
drives their greater self-control success.

Next, we wished to further explore the role of valence in conse-
quence elaboration and how valence might impact the nature of the
consequences considered. Based on past literature (Trope, Liberman,
and Wakslak 2007), we propose that there is a match between nega-
tive outcome elaboration and concrete construal level and positive
outcome and abstract construal level. To test this contention, in study
2, we directed participants to elaborate on potential outcomes by fo-
cusing on either the positive or negative consequences of failing to
control desires. Participants (n=103) provided potential outcomes
consistent with a domain of their choice (i.e., money or time man-
agement). We then coded the consequences participants listed as:
referring to why vs. how, being abstract or concrete, or referring to
the short-term or long-term temporal distance. Results revealed that
negative outcomes, as compared to positive ones, were more focused
on how consequences can be achieved, more long-term oriented, and
overall more concrete (i.e., more specific and detailed, low-level, re-
ferring to means to an end, process, planning, and details). As such,
there seems to be a natural tendency for negative consequence elabo-
ration to be more concrete.

Study 3 pinpointed the role of construal level. Participants
(n=145) were given one of four instructions for potential outcome
elaboration related to the self-control domain of their choice. These
instructions represented a 2 (valence: positive or negative) X 2 (con-
strual level: concrete or abstract) design. Unlike studies 1 and 2, we
asked study 3 participants to consider the positive consequences of
exercising self-control, rather than of yielding to desire. Our results
revealed that elaborating on the negative and concrete outcomes of
yielding to desire most benefitted participants’ intention to control
their desires. Yet, elaborating on the positive outcomes of exercis-
ing self-control also promoted effective self-control when the con-
sequences considered were abstract rather than concrete. Process
evidence suggests that the natural match between negative/concrete
and positive/abstract outcome elaboration approaches explains the
results.

Overall, our research provides new insights into how consider-
ing the consequences of yielding to desire can impact self-control
effectiveness. Our results suggest that when it comes to outcome
elaboration, one size does not fit all, and customizing elaboration on
potential outcomes approach will aid goal attainment.
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Not All Health Claims Are Created Equal:
Dissociating the Dynamics of Guilt and
Desire Invoked by Food Indulgences

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Healthier alternatives of unhealthy foods are increasingly
prominent in today’s supermarket shelves. Typically, such foods
feature claims stressing either the presence of food attributes that
are perceived to benefit health (e.g., antioxidants, vitamins) or the
absence of attributes perceived to be unfavorable for health (e.g., fat,
sugar). It is assumed that such ‘better-for-you’ options of unhealthy
food should reduce feelings of guilt associated with eating the food,
arguably because the presence of health claims make their consump-
tion easier to justify, thereby providing consumers with an implicit
license to eat.

In contrast, the literature on the effects of hedonic (e.g., fun,
tasty) versus functional (e.g., safe, nourishing) attributes on stimuli
perception, preference, and choice predicts that consumers should
eat less of unhealthy food carrying a health claim because they (un-
wittingly) subscribe to the unhealthy = tasty intuition. We propose
a more nuanced framework suggesting that it is the nature of the
attributes highlighted in a claim that determines how much of the
food is consumed.

Experiment 1 showed that seemingly similar health claims at-
tached to unhealthy food result in very different consumption pat-
terns, despite the fact that they are all perceived as equally tasty.
Claims emphasizing a functional food attribute (e.g., antioxidants)
induce a significant decrease in consumption compared to a con-
trol condition, whereas claims about a hedonic food attribute (e.g.,
low-fat) result in a significant increase in consumption. These op-
posing consumption patterns, which were triggered by ostensibly
similar health claims, suggest that different mechanisms are at work
for health claims for attributes that highlight the hedonic qualities
of the food (e.g., fat = tasty) versus claims that highlight health-re-
lated functional attributes (e.g., antioxidants=beneficial for health;
cholesterol=detrimental for health).

Experiment 2 examined whether health claims featuring hedon-
ic versus functional food attributes evoke different levels of health
goal accessibility. We suggest that claims stressing functional food
attributes versus hedonic attributes lead to greater accessibility of the
health goal. In addition, we expected indulgence goals to be highly
accessible regardless of the presence or absence of health claims and
independent of the attributes emphasized in claims. Using a lexi-
cal decision task, we tested whether different claims led to differ-
ent response latencies for words relating to health and indulgence.
The results showed that hedonic attributes led to slower response
times towards health words when compared to functional attributes,
while response latencies towards indulgence words were no different
across conditions.

In Experiment 3, we provide a more fine-grained analysis of
the processes underlying different types of health claims by inves-
tigating the emotional consequences of conflicting goals triggered
by functional versus hedonic food attributes. In particular, we dis-
sociate the feelings of anticipated desire and guilt upon exposure to
a picture of a tempting food carrying a health claim featuring either
a functional or a hedonic food attribute. We recorded participants’
moment-to-moment reactions regarding desire and guilt. Results
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reveal that the goals activated by food attributes differing in their
hedonic versus functional nature evoke very different trajectories of
desire and guilt. While both types of claims provide similarly high
levels of desire as they are attached to indulgences, the time course
of guilt is very different in nature. Specifically, health claims featur-
ing hedonic attributes evoke an immediate ramp up in desire for the
food while guilt is at a low level. Notably, there is a gradual increase
in guilt over time, suggesting that people are experiencing an ironic
rebound of suppressed guilt. This finding runs counter to an ease of
justification argument, which would imply reduced guilt over time.
In contrast, functional attributes cause a reduced immediate desire
towards temptations, suggesting an immediate devaluation of the
product, coupled with a rapid ramp-up in guilt.

Together, our findings reveal that seemingly similar health
claims may activate very different levels of health goal accessibility,
leading to different dynamics of perceived desire and guilt and hence
eventually to opposite consumption patterns of the unhealthy food
they are attached to. Our findings have broad relevance to the food
industry, and suggest that the nature of attributes emphasized in the
health claim can have significant effects on consumption.

Engaging in Self-Control Intensifies Desires and Feelings

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Following effortful acts of choice or self-control, people enter
into a state that has been called ego depletion, which is defined by
a reduced capacity to engage in further executive activities. Behav-
ioral conflicts can be analyzed as motivations between impulse and
restraint. Viewed as such, ego depletion represents a weakening of
restraint. The assumption is that the impulse itself is unchanged by
depletion, although this has not been tested.

The present investigation took a new approach to understand-
ing the relations among depletion, impulse, and restraint. The core
hypothesis was that ego depletion would intensify the subjective ex-
perience of feelings and desires. That is, we questioned the standard
assumption that depletion weakens restraints but leaves feelings and
desires unaffected. The behavioral changes that ensue during the de-
pleted state may therefore come from not only a weakening of inner
controls and restraints but also from an intensification of feelings
and desires. Essentially, evaluative reactions would be intensified by
depletion.

Experiment 1 tested the hypothesis that depletion would inten-
sify emotional reactions to specific stimuli. Ego depletion was ma-
nipulated with the Stroop procedure. Some participants used their
self-control to override the automatically activated information of
the known meaning of the word in order to give an answer as to
the color of the ink in which the word is printed. Other participants
were given a nondepleting version of this task in which columns
of Xs were shown and their ink color names given. The dependent
measure included both positive and negative emotional responses.
We presented participants with pictures known to elicit pleasant and
unpleasant reactions and asked them to rate how they felt while look-
ing at each one. The prediction was that ego depletion caused by the
incongruent Stroop task would intensify both positive and negative
feelings. Results supported the hypothesis: after doing the more dif-
ficult and depleting Stroop task, participants reported stronger feel-
ings in response to emotionally evocative pictures, as compared to
participants who had done the easy version of the Stroop task and not
depleted their resources.

Experiment 2’s self-regulatory depletion manipulation was to
have participants read aloud a relatively dry, boring passage with
lively verbal inflection and accompanying hand gestures. Partici-

pants in the nondepletion condition read aloud the text without spe-
cific instructions to be emotional. The outcome measure involved
evaluations of stimuli for which most participants would have few or
no pre-existing associations. Specifically, participants were asked to
rate Chinese characters. Because no one in our sample could speak
or read Chinese, these figures had no meaning to them. They could
therefore only react to the aesthetic impact of the character as if it
were something akin to abstract art or a figure to have tattooed on
oneself. Classic work by Zajonc showed that viewers can and do
have positive and negative emotional feelings about Chinese char-
acters. Our prediction was that these feelings would be stronger in
depleted than in non-depleted participants. The results supported
this hypothesis, in that depletion caused people to react relatively
strongly to Chinese characters. Participants reported how these char-
acters made them feel, how attractive they were, and how much they
liked each of the characters. Overall, depleted participants gave more
extreme ratings than non-depleted ones.

In experiment 3, the depletion manipulation asked participants
to write an essay without using the letters A or N, whereas partici-
pants no-depletion condition were asked to write an essay without
using the letters X and Z. Our dependent measures were ratings and
consumption of cookies in a taste-testing task. To assess the moti-
vation to consume more cookies, participants rated their desire to
have another cookie after finishing each cookie. Participants were
left alone to eat and rate the cookies. The results showed that, in line
with predictions, depleted participants had stronger desire than non-
depleted participants to keep eating more cookies. Thus, depletion
intensified the desire to eat another cookie. Consistent with previ-
ous research, participants in the depletion condition ate more cookies
overall than participants in the no-depletion condition. Even more
important, analyses indicated that participants’ motivation to eat
more cookies mediated the effect of depletion condition on number
of cookies consumed.

Experiment 4 tracked subjective feelings over time. First, partic-
ipants watched a videotape that contained irrelevant words onscreen.
Participants in the depletion manipulation were told to “ avoid look-
ing at or reading any words that may appear on the screen,” while
those in the control condition were given no instructions regarding
the words on the screen. After the depletion manipulation, partici-
pants were given a wrapped gift. They were allowed to open it, but
were asked to wait. They used a joystick to report their momentary
level of desire to open the gift. The results showed that mean desire
to open the package was higher for depleted than non-depleted per-
sons. Thus, intensification of the urge was an enduring consequence
of depletion, rather than a fleeting or one-time-only experience. The
peak level of desire expressed during the entire period by each de-
pleted participants was higher than the peak level of desire reached
by nondepleted participants, on average. Depleted participants were
also marginally quicker than nondepleted ones to reach their peak
level of desire.

In summary, we reported a series of studies that used multiple
different methods and measures to test the hypothesis that depletion
intensifies feelings. The depletion tasks involved cognition and emo-
tion, attention and behavior, and inhibiting and enhancing responses.
The intensified reactions included emotions and attitudes, good and
bad feelings, and approach and avoidance behaviors. In short, deple-
tion enhances feelings and evaluations of stimuli, which contributes
to its effect on worsening self-regulation subsequently.



Everyday Temptations: An Experience
Sampling Study on How People Control Their Desires

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

In recent years, research on human self-control has flourished.
Self-control can be defined as the ability to override or change one’s
inner responses, as well as to interrupt undesired behavioral tenden-
cies (such as impulses) and refrain from acting on them. However,
most research has been conducted in laboratory settings even though
suitable methods such as the daily construction method and expe-
rience sampling have been proposed. Given the paucity of knowl-
edge of how people control their desires in naturalistic settings, our
study sought to provide an in-depth analysis of everyday self-control
through the use of experience sampling methodology. Specifically,
we were driven by the following main questions: What kind of urges
and desires do people experience over the course of their daily lives?
To what extent do desires conflict with important long-term goals,
and how often and how successfully do people resist them? Further,
to what extent do people’s successes and failures trigger self-con-
scious emotions such as guilt, pride, and regret? And do these self-
conscious emotions in response to lapses aid subsequent self-control
as predicted by feedback models or hinder subsequent self-control as
suggested by findings on the spiraling effects of emotional distress?

To study desire and self-control in vivo, we conducted an ex-
perience sampling study on a heterogeneous sample of 205 adults
in Western Europe. Participants were prompted at random with 7
signals per day over the course of a week. They indicated if they had
current or recent desires and, specified the content of the desire from
a list of 15 main and more than 70 subcategories. Moreover, par-
ticipants provided information on the details and their possible self-
control attempts: how strongly the desire was experienced, whether
the desire conflicted with an important goal, whether and how they
tried to resist the desire, whether they executed the desire-relevant
behavior or not. In addition, participants reported their current lev-
els of guilt, regret, and pride and reported on various circumstantial
variables such as level of alcohol intoxication.

Participants reported more than 7,000 desire episodes (75% of
all occasions that they were beeped). Approximately one-third of
desires conflicted moderately to highly with other goals. Multilevel
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analyses showed that degree of conflict predicted the likelihood with
which participants attempted to resist the present desire, and that
resistance had a strong negative effect on enactment. Specifically,
83% of all resistance attempts were successful, leaving a nontrivial
amount (17%) of self-control failures among resisted desires. Desire
strength, desire-goal conflict, and successful resistance varied across
domains, with sexual desires, spending impulses, and sports inclina-
tions most likely to be successfully resisted, and desires for media
use and work least likely to be successfully resisted. Self-control
success was further moderated by situational factors such as alcohol
consumption, ego depletion due to previous resistance attempts on
the same day, and whether other people in the immediate environ-
ment already engaged in the desire-related behavior of interest.

Regarding self-conscious emotions, as expected, guilt experi-
ences were strongest when desires were resisted but enacted (i.e.,
self-control failure) and pride experiences were strongest when de-
sires were resisted and not enacted (i.e., self-control success). Feel-
ings of regret, in contrast, were most pronounced when unproblemat-
ic (i.e., unresisted) desires were not enacted. To address the question
of how previous self-conscious emotions may aid or hinder subse-
quent self-control, we regressed each person’s conflict, resistance,
and enactment reports on his or her previous feelings of guilt, regret,
and pride within the same specific type of desire (e.g., sweets, beer,
watching TV) and included as a moderator whether the preceding
occasion counted as a lapse or not (in the case of guilt and regret), or
as self-control success (in the case of pride). We found that the inten-
sity of guilt reactions to lapses had an indirect effect on subsequent
enactment via increased feelings of conflict, and a greater likelihood
of resisting the problematic desire. For regret, there was only an indi-
rect effect on subsequent conflict experiences. Pride emerged as the
most potent self-conscious emotion in that pride in response to self-
control success predicted less subsequent enactment. As in the case
of guilt, this effect was mediated via increased conflict experiences
and a greater likelihood of resistance.

In sum, these data provide rich insights into people’s regular
struggles and successes in overcoming temptation. Moreover, we
suggest mechanisms (increasing experience of conflict, increased
resistance) by which self-conscious emotions may aid subsequent
self-control.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

The fact that consumers need to save more and engage in
healthier behaviors is beyond dispute. The key question is — what
specific prescriptions can be offered based on the literature that con-
sumers could use to change behavior and improve savings. To mo-
tivate consumers to change behavior, different strategies have been
suggested such as introducing the opt-out policies while using the
better choice as the default. Other programs such as saving a propor-
tion of payroll in the saving account automatically have also been
employed to increase consumer saving. This session tries to propose
new approaches that help consumer act toward better welfare related
with their health and wealth, investigate the psychological rationales
behind it, and understand consumers’ perceived wealth and debt and
their subsequent financial behavior.

The first paper by Keller and colleagues examines people’s de-
cision in healthcare context (e.g., flu shot or automatic prescription
refill) and introduces a new choice strategy: Enhanced Active Choice
which is a forced-choice structure without default (e.g., choosing be-
tween getting a flu shot to reduce the risk of getting the flu vs. not
getting a flu shot and increasing the risk of getting the flu). Results
from four studies demonstrate that Enhanced Active Choice moti-
vates behavior change by advantaging and increasing loss aversion
for one option. Moving from the general choice policy in the health-
care domain to more specific behavior change in the financial do-
main, the second paper by Soman and Zhao examines how number
of savings goal impacts consumers’ savings intention. Contrary to
common belief, they demonstrate that a single savings goal leads
to greater savings and savings intention than multiple goals due to
the implementation intention evoked by the single goal. Further,
they show that this effect is attenuated when the saving is easier to
implement or when multiple goals involve little competition among
themselves. Although the specific studies in Keller and colleagues
are related with healthcare decisions and the studies in Soman and
Zhao are related with savings behaviour, the general principles of
Enhanced Active Choice or using fewer number of reasons to prompt
an implemental mindset can both be widely applied in healthcare,
saving, donations or other domain related with consumer welfare.
Finally, Sussman and Shafir take a different perspective and explore
the psychology of perceived wealth. Their findings show that keep-
ing positive net worth constant, people feel and are seen as wealthier
when they have lower debt (despite fewer assets) because debt stands
out in a positive net worth scenario. In contrast, those with nega-

tive worth feel and are seen as wealthier with greater assets (despite
greater debt), because the possession of assets attracts more attention
as it stands out in a negative wealth contexts. These findings have im-
portant implications on people’s subsequent spending and borrowing
behavior, which ultimately impacts their welfare.

The papers in this session proposal are all in advanced stages
of completion. Taken together, the session is designed to provide an
integrative overview of new research aimed at enhancing our under-
standing of consumer decision making and psychology related with
their health, wealth and welfare in general. The likely audience for
this session will be consumer researchers in general and specifically
those who are interested in consumer’s financial decision-making,
consumer welfare and public policy. Thus we expect to draw the in-
terest of a wide range of researchers. John Lynch, an expert in con-
sumers’ decision making, will lead discussions to simulate future
research directions at the end of the session.

Enhanced Choice: A Method to
Motivate Behavior Change

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Enrollment in tax-favored savings plans is 50% higher when
employees are automatically enrolled compared to when they opt-in
(Madrian and Shea 2001). Opt-out’ policies that automatically as-
sign people to carefully selected default choices are effective for a
number of overlapping reasons. Loss aversion encourages people
to stick with the default because moving away from the default typi-
cally involves losses and gains, and losses receive disproportionate
weight (Johnson and Goldstein 2003). The effect of loss aversion is
further exacerbated by present-bias — the inordinate weight people
place on costs and benefits that are immediate (O’Donoghue and
Rabin 1999). Procrastination also works in favor of opt-out policies,
again because deviating from the default often involves positive ac-
tion, which people procrastinate in taking. Finally, opt-out policies
exert such a strong influence on behavior in part because people as-
sume that defaults have been selected for a reason — i.e., that defaults
constitute implicit recommendations of specific courses of action
(McKenzie, Liersch, and Finkelstein 2006).

Limitations of Opt-out

Yet, for all their advantages, opt-out policies have diverse and
severe limitations, especially in some settings. First and foremost,
because opt-out policies yield decisions through the inaction of the
decision maker, they are less likely to engender the kind of commit-
ted follow-up that is often useful when it comes to implementing
the decision. Family members of an elderly person facing the option
of going on life support may be more likely to honor an affirmative
decision by that person to eschew heroic measures than they would
be to honor a decision that arose simply because the person failed
to affirmatively state that they wanted such measures (Spital 1993).

Second, opt-out ‘choices’ in many situations are less likely
to reflect decision makers’ true preferences than will more active
choices (Payne, Bettman, and Johnson 1993). For example, there is
growing evidence that the shared optimum inherent in an automatic
401(k) enrollment plan may be inappropriate (Carroll et al. 2009) or
unsustainable (Lusardi and Mitchell 2007) for some people.

Third, in some situations, passive choices are more likely to re-
sult in waste or inefficiency. If a person’s failure to affirmatively
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state that they don’t want to recycle is taken as an intention to re-
cycle, the recycling truck may end up making a lot of wasted trips to
pick up recyclables that never materialize.

Fourth, opt-out choices are often legally or ethically unaccept-
able. For instance, in a retirement saving context, we might want
employees to sign up for “auto escalation” to boost their contribu-
tions by a percentage point or so a year or sign up for a supplemen-
tary retirement account (Thaler and Benartzi 2004), but it is illegal to
auto-enroll employees in auto escalation plans.

Fifth, opt-out policies can be counterproductive if those who
implement them view them as a substitute for other interventions,
such as educational programs that give people the information they
need to make an informed choice.

Finally, employers may not adopt automatic enrollment because
they don’t want to assume the burden of responsibility for planning
for their employees. They may fear, to some extent rightfully, that
some employees may interpret defaults as implicit advice (McKen-
zie, Liersch, and Finkelstein 2006) and may be upset with their em-
ployer during market downturns.

Active Choice: Avoiding the Problems Associated with Opt-
Out

Three studies, two on organ donation (Spital 1993, 1995) and
one on retirement planning (Carroll et al. 2009) attempt to achieve
the same basic goal as opt-out — of ensuring that people who would
benefit from an intervention, receive it — without the disadvantages
of opt-out. Instead of waiting for people to opt-in, Spital (1993,
1995) found support in public opinion surveys for the idea of forcing
people to choose whether they want to or don’t want to donate their
organs. Sixty three percent of a random sample of 1000 adults in
the United States said they would support mandatory choice (Spital
1993).

In an observational study, Carroll and colleagues (2009) mea-
sured the impact on savings plan enrollment in a firm that required
all new employees to explicitly choose between enrolling and not
enrolling in a 401(k) plan. The language (I want to enroll vs. I don’t
want to enroll) was deliberately designed to not advantage any one
option (Carroll et al. 2009). The result was a 28% increase in enroll-
ment in the “Active Decision” condition compared to when employ-
ees opted-in.

Building on the research by Carroll et al. (2009) and Spital
(1993; 1995) we advance the concept of forced choice by testing
four important enhancements. Taking advantage of the opportunities
afforded by a controlled study, we control for additional enrollment
materials such as one-on-one coaching from human resources and
other enrollment prompts such as reminders.

Second, we provide conceptual and empirical evidence for the
cognitive processes that make Active Choice effective. We predict
greater regret aversion for the new opportunity expressed as a forced
choice than as a default.

Third, we examine a modified approach that we call ‘Enhanced
Active Choice’ that advantages the option preferred by the commu-
nicator by highlighting losses incumbent in the non-preferred alter-
native. For example, Enhanced Active Choice might reframe the al-
ternatives as a choice between: “I want to enroll in a 401(k) plan and
take advantage of the employer match” versus “I don’t want to enroll
in a 401(k) plan and don’t want to take advantage of the employer
match.” We believe dislike for the non-preferred alternative will be
more marked when the costs of non-compliance are highlighted in
the choice format.

In sum, our main hypotheses are (H1) that Active Choice (‘un-
enhanced’ or basic and ‘enhanced’) will result in more compliance
than opt-in non-enrollment defaults, and (H2) that Enhanced Active
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Choice will result in more compliance than basic Active Choice. We
test these hypotheses in four studies involving three different deci-
sion tasks: intention to get a flu shot (study 1), desire to get a flu shot
reminder (study 2), and enrollment and disenrollment in a prescrip-
tion drug refill program (studies 3 and 4).

The Fewer the Better: Number of Goals
and Savings Behavior

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Goals play an important role in different aspects of consumer
life such as risk-taking behavior (Atkinson 1957) or spending and
savings behavior (Shefrin and Thaler 1988; Soman and Cheema
2004). Prior research suggests that multiple goals lead to greater per-
formance (Locke and Latham 1990), or that the greater the number
of means to pursue a goal, the more likely is one to pursue on that
goal (Kruglanski et al. 2002). Drawing on research on implementa-
tion mindset (Gollwitzer 1999), we make the opposite prediction and
argue that presenting a single savings goal (e.g., saving for children’s
education) leads to higher saving achievement than presenting mul-
tiple savings goals (e.g., saving for children’s education, retirement
and future housing).

Researchers on implementation intention have studied differ-
ent stages that individuals go through when they make goal-related
decisions (Gollwitzer 1999; Gollwitzer and Bayer 1999): an initial
stage with a deliberative mindset, in which individuals are uncertain
about their goals and seek to define a desired outcome by consider-
ing the tradeoffs between the goals; and a subsequent stage with an
implemental mindset in which individuals have already established
the goal they wish to pursue and are considering when, where, and
how to attain the goal. This stream of research has demonstrated that
forming implementation intentions leads to more successful goal at-
tainment than merely forming a goal.

While implemental mindsets can be induced in different ways
such as instructing people to think about the how (vs. the why) or
simply asking people to consider which of a number of alternative
products they would prefer(Xu and Wyer 2007, 2008), we propose
that presenting consumers with a single goal can also help evoke
an implementation intention compared with multiple goals because
multiple goals evoke tradeoffs consideration among goals which hin-
ders people from translating the savings goals into action. However,
when people only have one goal, they no longer need to make goal
trade-offs and are more likely to move onto the second stage of the
goal pursuance -- a position to think about implementing the goal. As
a result, their commitment with the task at hand (i.e., saving) will be
stronger and their savings intention will be higher. Further, based on
prior research that implementation intention has its greatest benefits
in complex and difficult situations (Gollwitzer 1999; Gollwitzer and
Brandstatter 1997), we also expect that the advantage of a single
savings goal over multiple savings goal on consumer saving will be
attenuated when the goal is easy to implement.

We conducted four studies to test our hypotheses. In study 1
(n=83) which was conducted in a small town in India with local
farmers and workers in a financial literacy program, we either told
participants to save more to finance their children’s education or
to save more to finance their children’s, any healthcare needs they
might have, and to provide a nest-egg for when they retire. Partici-
pants in the control condition were given no specific goals at all.
The results showed that single goal led to higher savings rate over
the next 6 months than multiple goals, followed by no specific goal
at all.
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In study 2 (n=194), participants in an executive skills were in-
troduced to a hypothetical savings program that required them to
deposit a minimum of $300 each month for 10 years to be invested
in bonds and government securities. Participants in the difficult-to-
save conditions were told that they have a monthly discretionary
amount of $400 after paying for the essential monthly expenses,
whereas participants in the easy-to-save conditions were told to have
a monthly discretionary amount of $1200. Further, in the single goal
conditions, participants were reminded that they should start think-
ing about providing for their children’s future education. In the mul-
tiple-goal conditions, more goals were reminded (i.e., children’s fu-
ture education, housing expenses, retirement savings and other slush
funds for emergencies). The results showed that when it was difficult
to save, single goal led to higher savings intention than multiple
goals; however, when it was easy to save, the advantage of single
goal was attenuated. We also measured participants’ implementation
mindset, and found its mediation role in the aforementioned results.

In study 3 (n=156), rather than measuring participants’ im-
plementation mindset, we manipulated their mindset based on the
same scenario as in study 2. We again found that single goal led
to greater savings intention than multiple goals when participants
didn’t receive any mindset manipulation or when they received a
goal intention manipulation. However, when participants received
implementation intention manipulation, multiple goals led to equally
high savings intention as single goal. This further confirmed imple-
mentation intention as the underlying process for the advantage of
single goal over multiple goals.

Because our key premise is that multiple goals evoke trade-off
consideration among the goals and thus hinder people from mov-
ing into an implemental mindset, we believe that if the competition
among the multiple goals and thus the trade-off is removed, the ef-
fect of single goal over multiple goals will be attenuated. In study
4 (n=274) where we used non-competing goals (i.e., saving for fu-
ture wellbeing such as peace of mind, flexibility, and independence),
we indeed found that a single goal (i.e., saving for future wellbeing
such as peace of mind) no longer led to higher savings intention than
multiple goals, further confirming that the disadvantage of multiple
goals was due to the hurtle to the implemental mindset.

Our work adds to research on financial decision making by
demonstrating a new way to increase savings behaviour/intention
-- limiting the number of savings goals to evoke an implementation
mindset. Our findings have important implications to the goal litera-
ture, literature on attitude change (e.g., number of argument; Petty
and Cacioppo 1984), and to policy-makers in encouraging consumer
saving.

On Assets and Debt in the
Psychology of Perceived Wealth

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Perceptions of wealth are central to economic behavior and
feelings of well-being. To date, research on wealth perception has
mostly focused on relative wealth, namely, how well off people are
when compared to those around them (e.g. Frank 1999, 2007), and
on conspicuous consumption, whereby people purchase visible sta-
tus items to signal wealth (e.g. Heffetz 2010; Veblen 1899).

While these perspectives are important, they focus on features
that, at best, act as correlates of wealth. People are influenced by the
perceived wealth of others, but that, of course, does not fully cor-
respond their actual wealth. Nor do the social motivations to impress
others through financial extravagances. While important, these per-
spectives do not provide insight into a person’s sentiments about her

actual wealth. In contrast, the present studies look at wealth percep-
tion as it is influenced by factors directly related to wealth, namely,
people’s assets and debt. We explore how these factors shape percep-
tions of wealth, both one’s own and others’, as well as the willingness
to engage in important financial transactions, including borrowing,
lending, and spending, that emanate from such perceived wealth.

We first examine how full knowledge of total assets and debt
enters into the perception of wealth. We find that keeping total net
worth constant, people with positive net worth are seen as wealthier
when they have lower debt (despite, consequently, having lower as-
sets). In contrast, keeping total net worth constant, those with nega-
tive net worth are considered wealthier when they have greater as-
sets (and, consequently, greater debt). Across a series of studies,
we find that, when judging the wealth of people with equal positive
net worth, approximately three-quarters of participants view those
with lower debt and lower assets to be in a better financial posi-
tion than those with higher debt and correspondingly higher assets.
In contrast, when judging the wealth of people with equal negative
net worth, approximately three-quarters of participants viewed those
with higher debt and higher assets as in better financial position than
those with lower debt and correspondingly lower assets.

We show this pattern to be robust to possible interpretations that
appeal to liquidity constraints or to computational demands, and we
find that it applies to participants’ judgments both about themselves
and about others. We also extend the findings to contexts where
they yield counter-normative judgments, in which the perceptions
described above persist when net worth differs by approximately
20% (e.g., where a person of $10,000 net worth but lower debt is
perceived as wealthier than a person of $12,000 net worth but greater
debt).

In follow-up studies, we extend these findings to several finan-
cial decisions, including reported willingness to borrow, lend, and
spend. Specifically, we demonstrate that people with the preferred
wealth distributions are more likely to take on additional debt, and
that others are more likely to evaluate them as in a better position
to borrow money. Furthermore, those with preferred wealth profiles
(although equal or lower actual wealth) are willing to spend more to
purchase luxury items.

To explain these results, we test the hypothesis of an attentional
shift when subjects confront positive versus negative net worth sce-
narios. We first show a positive correlation between asset balances
and perceived wealth for those with equal negative net worth (» =
.73, p = .017), and an asymmetric negative correlation between as-
set balances and perceived wealth for those with equal positive net
worth (r=-.91, p <.001). We then provide more direct evidence that
in the positive net worth scenario, debt (rather than assets) draws
subjects’ attention, by coding participants’ initial reactions to finan-
cial profiles. The burden of holding debt stands out as a salient nega-
tive relative to one’s overall positive state, disproportionately af-
fecting perception. Conversely, in negative net worth scenarios, the
possession of assets attracts more attention as it stands out against
one’s overall negative state.

We discuss how the findings go beyond a prospect theoretic ac-
count, and we explore how they can be used to explain why some
individuals are debt averse, avoiding financially wise low interest
loans, while others are debt seeking, taking on economically ques-
tionable high interest loans. Finally, we consider several policy
implications, with an emphasis on the consequences for borrowing
among the poor.

Interestingly, the same general impulse for financial wealth and
stability can trigger opposing behaviors: a striving for greater assets
despite larger debt in some circumstances, and for lower debt, even



if it means lower assets, in others. Such impulses, furthermore, may
not always agree with what might be best financially. For example,
it is likely that those with negative net worth who are eager to borrow
(and may feel wealthier as a result) will only have access to high in-
terest loans, thus exacerbating their already precarious finances. On
the other hand, those with positive net worth who could benefit from
taking on low interest debt, such as student loans, may be reluctant to
make a profitable investment in their education, because of its nega-
tive impact on their perceived wealth.

Impressions of financial stability, assets, and debt have been
shown to impact not only financial behavior, but also overall health
and well-being (Miron-Shatz 2009; Nelson, Lust, Story, and Eh-
linger 2008). Better insight into the perceptions and impulses that
yield financial behaviors may enrich our understanding of the rel-
evant psychology, and contribute to behaviorally informed financial
design and policy.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

Optimism is an important concept in research areas as diverse
as subjective wellbeing, decision making, personality, and social
comparisons. Each of these areas defines optimism in slightly differ-
ent ways but all agree that, despite the forces working against them,
hope and wishful thinking color much of human experience. In the
consumer context, individuals’ tendency to be optimistic about the
nature of current and future events plays a crucial role in a wide
range of substantively important phenomena. As the papers in this
session show, optimism can influence decisions that have serious,
and sometimes long-term, consequences in domains such as health,
food, gambling and ethics. The thread linking the four papers in this
special session proposal is a focus on the prevalence of optimism
and on its potentially negative consequences for consumers’ welfare.
The aim of the session is to provide a picture of current theorizing
on optimism within consumer research. The session is based on 15
completed studies, across a variety of methods, research areas, and
substantive settings.

The first two papers focus on the robustness and prevalence of
optimism and posit that optimistic responses may emerge as a conse-
quence of either truly held optimism or other intrapersonal or inter-
personal factors. Although both papers find evidence consistent with
a significant truly held optimism, the picture they portray is rather
different—something that we expect to trigger a lively debate during
the session. Simmons and Massey show that even in the presence of
real and large accuracy incentives people remain optimistic in their
predictions about future events, suggesting that optimistic responses
tend to be indeed truly believed. Sweldens and colleagues investigate
the role of public posturing in comparative optimism in the health
domain, and conclude that a large upward bias exists in research-
ers’ beliefs about the prevalence and magnitude of comparative opti-
mism for negative life events. The last two papers examine the con-
sequences of optimism, investigating contexts where optimism leads
to suboptimal outcomes for consumers. Gino and colleagues hy-

pothesize that confident decision makers are more likely to cheat by
overstating their current performances because they believe that they
will indeed improve them in the future. Thus, managers’ optimism
about their ability to eventually address weaknesses in their offering
leads to dishonest marketing practices that are harmful to consumers.
Malkoc and colleagues investigate situations where consumers have
little information about choice options, such as unfamiliar food or ac-
commodation types, and must draw inferences about their attributes.
In these cases, optimism may be misleading and even detrimental, as
consumers give unwarranted positive evaluations and seek for more
risk than they should.

Perhaps ironically given the topic, we expect this session to
provide a lively debate and to be of interest to a substantial propor-
tion of the ACR community. In particular, we expect the session to
appeal to researchers in the decision-making area studying how indi-
viduals make predictions about the future, as well as to researchers
with a substantive interest in consumer welfare. We believe that the
proposal fully expresses the spirit of “building connections” that is
the theme of this year’s ACR. While all four papers address issues
related to optimism, each provides distinct conceptual and substan-
tive contributions in research areas that are often deemed as separate
islands within the literature. Indeed, the four papers draw a bridge
between organizational research on ethics, economics research on
judgment under uncertainty, social psychological research on com-
parative judgments, and decision making research in marketing.

The Effect of Large Incentives on Optimistic
Responding: Evidence That Optimism Is Real

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Does wanting an event to happen increase the likelihood of be-
lieving that it will? Although demonstrations of optimistic biases in
forecasts of task completion (Buehler, Griffin, & Ross, 1994), task
performance (Camerer & Lovallo, 1999), health outcomes (Wein-
stein, 1980), political outcomes (Krizan, Miller, & Johar, 2010), and
sporting outcomes (Massey, Simmons, & Armor, 2011) seem to sup-
port this notion, researchers have questioned whether optimistic re-
sponses really reflect true beliefs.

Because optimistic responding is typically a low-cost endeavor
(i.e., incentives for making accurate predictions are usually absent
or trivial), scholars have argued that people may prefer to respond
optimistically even when they do not believe it. For example, a sports
fan may predict that his favorite team will win an upcoming game
not because he genuinely believes this but out of a low-cost desire
to remain loyal to his team. Thus, optimistic responding may reflect
cheap talk rather than true beliefs (cf. Armor & Sackett, 2006). Our
investigation tests this hypothesis. Specifically, we investigated
whether optimistic responding persists in the face of large incentives
to be accurate.

In a web survey, we asked 770 NFL football fans from across
the United States to predict the winner of a single game. Roughly
half (the fans) were asked to predict a game involving their favorite
team and the other half (the non-fans) were asked to predict a game
involving two teams that they were relatively neutral about. We also
manipulated incentives. Participants were promised either a small
incentive ($5) or a large incentive ($50) for making an accurate pre-
diction. If optimism is extreme cheap talk (i.e., if it is worth less than
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$5), then optimism should be absent from both conditions. If opti-
mism involves a more expensive form of cheap talk, then optimistic
responding should occur within the $5 condition only (i.e., only the
$50 incentive should eliminate optimism).

Oddsmakers in Las Vegas offer a point spread for each NFL
game. The spread incorporates all known information in order to
offer the best prediction of the game’s point differential, and thus
serves as an excellent normative standard against which to judge
predictions (Simmons, Nelson, Galak, & Frederick, in press). Most
important for our purposes, the point spread defines the most likely
winner (the superior team) and the most likely loser (the inferior
team). Within our fan condition, participants were marginally sig-
nificantly more likely to be fans of superior teams (54.5%) than fans
of inferior teams, ¥*(1) = 3.36, p = .07. Thus, on aggregate, fans
should exhibit optimism, because they (and everyone else) should
predict that superior teams will win games. Thus, it is important to
distinguish between fans of superior teams (who should predict their
favorite teams to win) and fans of inferior teams (who should not).
Accordingly, our analysis partitions participants into three groups:
fans of superior teams (n = 222), (2) non-fans (n = 363), and (3) fans
of inferior teams (n = 185). Optimism is manifest if fans of superior
teams are more likely than fans of inferior teams to predict superior
teams to win the games.

Consistent with the claim that optimistic responding reflects
true beliefs, optimism was evident in both the $5 and $50 conditions.
Indeed, within the $50 condition, fans of superior teams (94.6%)
predicted that the superior team would win more often than did non-
fans (75.8%) and fans of inferior teams (47.3%), indicating rampant
optimism even when the stakes were considerable. (There were no
significant effects of incentives on optimistic responding).

Thus, optimistic responding was evident even when $50 was
on the line. Although this is consistent with the claim that optimistic
responding reflects true beliefs rather than cheap talk, it is possible
that $50 is not a large enough incentive to motivate people to make
predictions that they believe. To help resolve this issue, we analyzed
the predictions of “true believers,” whose responses to four follow-
up questions strongly implied that they believed the predictions that
they made. Specifically, our sample of “true believers” (1) indicated
that their predicted winner had a greater than 50% chance of winning
the game; (2) indicated, on a 7-point scale, that they would be at
least slightly more surprised if their predicted winner lost; (3) rated
their accuracy motivation a 7 (extremely motivated) on a 7-point
scale; and (4) indicated genuinely believing that their predicted win-
ner would win the game.

If optimism is just cheap talk, then “true believers” should not
respond optimistically. But they did. Indeed, even among the heavily
incentivized “true believers”, fans of superior teams (93.2%) pre-
dicted that the superior team would win more often than did non-fans
(81.9%) and fans of inferior teams (62.2%). Thus, optimism was evi-
dent even among those who seemed to believe their predictions.

The fact that optimistic responding persisted among those who
(1) were paid $50 for an accurate prediction, and (2) gave every in-
dication that they believed their predictions, strongly supports the
claim that optimism is more than just cheap talk. Though one can
never definitively prove that an optimistic response is truly believed,
we believe the onus is now on optimism’s non-believers to show
otherwise.
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When the Personal Becomes Interpersonal: Public
Posturing in Unrealistic Optimism

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

People tend to report that negative events are less likely—and
positive events more likely—to happen to them than to others. Un-
realistic optimism is one of the most robust empirical findings in
the literature on judgment and decision making, so much so that
it is widely regarded as a truism. The extant literature has identi-
fied numerous motivational and cognitive factors that contribute to
this phenomenon. However, an additional cause of unrealistic opti-
mism may be that participants in such studies are motivated to pres-
ent themselves in a flattering light. After all, developing a drinking
problem, being fired, and contracting venereal disease are not merely
undesirable, they are also socially stigmatizing. To admit that one is
likely to become an alcoholic is to say that one cannot be trusted to
resist temptation; to admit that one is likely to be fired may imply
that that one is not competent enough to hold down a job; and to ad-
mit that one is likely to contract venereal disease may imply that one
is sexually irresponsible, dirty, or worse. Just as people tend to un-
derreport their engagement in socially undesirable activities—such
as alcohol abuse and unprotected sex (Tourangeau and Yan 2007,
cf., also, Fisher 1993)—so, too, might people deny their likelihood
of experiencing events that imply participation in such activities. In
other words, one reason people may demonstrate an optimistic bias
is simply that they lie.

The insight that socially desirable responding, self-presen-
tational concerns, and public posturing more generally might play
a role in unrealistically optimistic predictions is hardly new (e.g.,
Helweg-Larsen, Sadeghian, and Webb 2002; Tyler and Rosier 2009),
and it is one of the reasons why research in this area is almost always
conducted under conditions of anonymity. In particular, Tyler and
Rosier (2009) argue that respondents can sometimes report optimis-
tic responses because of a desire to present oneself as having a posi-
tive outlook on life. Given that such a self-image could be conveyed
by responding optimistically to questions concerning virtually any
prediction about the future, this account presents a troubling alter-
native explanation for many findings in the optimism literature. As
highlighted in the examples above, however, there is another rea-
son why people might intentionally misrepresent their beliefs about
the future: the social stigma associated with specific life events. We
therefore propose that optimistic responding is often the result of
respondents’ effort to avoid the social disapproval associated with
admitting the possibility of certain life events. Our studies tested a
series of predictions stemming from this theorizing.

First, if the motive to avoid event-specific social stigmas in-
flates unrealistically optimistic responding, then the magnitude of
unrealistic optimism should vary as a function of the social sensitiv-
ity of the event in question. Thus, unrealistic optimism should be
greater for socially stigmatizing events (e.g., becoming an alcoholic)
than for less socially sensitive events (e.g., developing cancer). We
provide support for this idea in five separate studies, spanning a va-
riety of methods: meta-analytic, correlational, and experimental. For
example, in a replication of Weinstein’s (1980) seminal study, we
find a strong correlation between an event’s social sensitivity and the
magnitude of unrealistic optimism, even controlling for a number
of additional event characteristics (Study 1). Similarly, presenting a
medical condition (burnout syndrome) as affecting fragile individu-
als leads to a large reduction in optimistic responding compared to
when the same condition is described as affecting committed indi-
viduals (Study 2).
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Second, the influence of event social sensitivity on unrealistical-
ly optimistic predictions should depend on individual and situational
factors that are known to influence socially desirable responding.
In line with this prediction, the responses of individuals with high
levels of concern over impression management exhibited a stronger
relationship between event sensitivity and unrealistically optimistic
predications (Study 3). In Study 4 we manipulated instead the extent
to which participants felt that they could be held accountable for
their responses. We varied whether participants’ judgments were so-
licited with no mention of confidentiality, with the usual assurances
of confidentially, or with an “enhanced” confidentiality condition in
which the anonymity of participants’ responses was emphasized. We
find that the relationship between event social sensitivity and likeli-
hood estimates varies as a function of the confidentiality condition. It
is noteworthy that it was not the condition in which participants were
given no promise of confidentiality where we observed a difference
compared with the standard confidentiality condition, but rather the
condition in which we took special steps to emphasize that confiden-
tiality (beyond what is typically done in the literature).

Finally, building on these results, we propose that past work on
unrealistic optimism may exaggerate the level of optimism truly held
by research participants but that this exaggeration should be limited
to predictions involving socially stigmatizing events. We test this
hypothesis by using event social sensitivity as a predictor in Study
5, a meta-analysis of recent unrealistic optimism literature including
27 independent studies, 8826 participants, and 102 unique events.
We find that social sensitivity is a significant predictor of unrealistic
optimism over and beyond other variables investigated in prior re-
search. Remarkably, in the case of events high in social sensitivity,
we find an effect size for unrealistic optimism that is about twice as
large as that for events low in social sensitivity.

Too Optimistic about What the Future Holds? How
Greater Confidence Can Lead to Fewer Purchases

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Recent years have witnessed various cases of corporate scan-
dals, in addition to a long list of unethical behaviors by companies,
managers, employees and consumers. Partly because of this perva-
siveness of dishonesty in organizations and society more broadly,
scholars have started investigating what may explain unethical be-
havior. Prior research in behavioral ethics has largely conceptualized
ethical decisions as a function of individual and contextual factors.
For example, prior work has examined the effect of individual traits
such as age and gender (e.g., Muncy and Vitell, 1992), and contex-
tual factors such as peer beliefs (e.g., Tyson, 1992), codes of ethics
(e.g., Trevino and Youngblood, 1990), culture (e.g., Donaldson and
Dunfee, 1994) and relative benefits and sanctions (e.g., Trevino and
Youngblood, 1990). Yet, to date, research has overlooked a potential-
ly important factor: the level of confidence and optimism the person
facing an ethical dilemma is experiencing. In this paper, we demon-
strate that feelings of confidence significantly influence both unethi-
cal behavior and judgments of ethicality. We propose that feelings
of confidence can lead decision makers to cross ethical boundaries
by overstating their performance, by deceiving potential consumers,
or by offering them products that are of low quality or have safety
issues.

The story we mirror in our studies goes as follows: A decision
maker (e.g., a manager) believes she is experiencing just a bad round
or she is not finding all the time needed to test a product to offer to
a customer. The same decision maker also believes that she will be
able to catch up during the next round — or when more time is avail-

able to properly test a product which is ready for the market. The
more overconfident the decision maker is, the more she is likely to
experience these feelings and to have this type of beliefs about her
ability to catch up in the future. In turn, these strong beliefs license
her to be deceitful when explaining the feature of the product to a
consumer, or to cheat by overstating performance.

Across two studies we find evidence consistent with these main
hypotheses. Confident decision makers are more likely to cheat by
overstating their performance, believing they’ll catch up in the fu-
ture, compared to people in a control condition or who are not very
confident in their own abilities. In Study 1, decision makers can
lie about their performance in a given round, and know that there
will be other rounds subsequently. When they experience a sense
of heightened confidence, they are more likely to over-report their
performance believing that they will be able to catch up. Our results
show that in fact they do not. Similarly, decision makers experienc-
ing confidence are more likely to lie about features of a product so
that it looks good in the eyes of potential customers compared to
people in a control condition. These main finding was demonstrated
in a second study in which decision makers are paid based on how
consumers react to their products. In this case, a heightened sense of
confidence leads decision makers to be more likely to hide problems
the product has and lie about the effectiveness and quality of the
product.

In this research, we also explore the effects of feeling (too)
confident on judgments of ethicality. Specifically, a third study dem-
onstrates that feelings of confidence are also related to the accept-
ability of different ethical behaviors in the consumer domain. Spe-
cifically, after a procedure used to induce overconfidence in half of
the participants, all participants answered Vitell and Muncy’s (2005)
Consumer Ethics Scale, which includes four different categories of
ethical behavior. The categories are: Actively benefiting from illegal
activity (e.g., Changing price tags on merchandise in a retail store,
or Drinking a can of soda in a supermarket without paying for it);
Passively benefiting at the expense of others (e.g., Getting too much
change and not saying anything, or Not saying anything when the
server miscalculates the bill in your favor); Actively benefiting from
questionable behavior (e.g., Breaking a bottle of salad dressing in a
supermarket and doing nothing about it, or Using an expired cou-
pon for merchandise), and No harm/no foul (e.g., Tasting grapes
in a supermarket and not buying any, and Spending over an hour
trying on different dresses and not purchasing any). The results of
this third study show that participants who felt confident rated the
various unethical behaviors as less acceptable than individuals in the
control condition, suggesting that confidence may also heightened
moral leniency.

Together, the results of these studies provide a rich understand-
ing of the influence of confidence on dishonest and deceitful behav-
ior toward others. By contributing to both research on consumer
behavior and behavioral ethics, this research allows us to extend ex-
isting models of unethical decision making by focusing on the level
of confidence and optimism of the wrongdoer.

When Thinking Positive Gets the Better of Us: The Role
of Optimism in Uninformed Consumer Choice

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
One of the authors was recently enjoying a plate of smoked
salmon at an airport restaurant. The menu indicated that the salmon
would be accompanied by toasted bread and a small bowl of an un-
familiar dish called Smetana. The Smetana turned out to look (and
taste) very similar to whipped butter, but in the absence of more



diagnostic information, she continued to spread it on the toasted
bread without the slightest pang of guilt. Reality hit only when, after
pointing at the empty Smetana bowl and asking for another one, the
waiter brought what he described as “more butter.” The butter was,
of course, left untouched.

This paper investigates similar situations in which consumers’
have limited diagnostic information about choice options and thus
casts an optimistic glow on the evaluation of that option. Research
has shown that individuals tend to be optimistic when assessing the
likelihood of a desirable (but not undesirable) event, a bias known
as the wishful thinking or desirability bias. Individuals are also un-
realistically optimistic in their relative comparisons, believing that
negative (positive) events are less (more) likely to happen to them
than others. In this paper we build on research on positivity offset to
investigate a different type of optimism related to consumers’ evalu-
ation of a decision outcome rather than to its likelihood assessment.
Positivity offset is defined as the individuals’ tendency to show a
positive motivational approach at very low levels of evaluative acti-
vation. As a result of positivity offset, individuals may exhibit rela-
tively positive rather than neutral expectations for unknown future
events and may form positive impressions of unknown others. We
therefore predict that when there is little or no diagnostic information
about an option, consumers exhibit a general optimistic tendency by
evaluating that option more positively than it would be warranted
and thus seeking for more risk than they would have otherwise.

We tested this prediction in six studies. The first study replicat-
ed the circumstance described initially. Participants read a scenario
in which they imagined being in a foreign country and tasting a local
specialty. The specialty was shown in a picture illustrating a familiar
bowl of whipped butter, but it was described either with less diag-
nostic (“Smetana”) or more diagnostic (“Smetana, a whipped-butter-
like spread” or “a whipped-butter spread”) information. Participants
were assigned to one of the three information conditions and asked to
evaluate the dish. Results show that, relative to those in the two more
diagnostic conditions, participants in the less diagnostic (“Smetana”)
condition thought that the spread was healthier, less fatty, and tastier,
and reported the intention to eat more of it. Controlling for motivated
reasoning (worry about weight and liking of the spread) did not alter
the conclusions.

In the second study we aimed to directly rule out motivated rea-
soning as an alternative explanation and collect further evidence for
our optimistic glow hypothesis. Participants imagined being in Tur-
key and having to decide whether or not to stay in an accommoda-
tion. The accommodation was illustrated in a picture showing a clas-
sic US Motel. As in the previous study, however, the accommodation
was given either a non-diagnostic (“Pansiyon”) or a more diagnostic
(“Motel” or “Pansiyon (Motel-like)”) description. To control for the
motivated reasoning explanation, participants were asked to imagine
either being tired, and as such motivated to stay in the accommoda-
tion, or not. Consistent with study 1, results show that participants
were more likely to stay in the accommodation in the less diagnostic
“Pansiyon” condition than in the other two, more diagnostic, condi-
tions, regardless of whether or not they had a motivation to do so.

Next three studies we added more information about the evalu-
ation target than simply an image and a short description. In studies
3 and 4, participants were told to imagine buying a bookcase from
an online retailer. Participants were provided with customers’ rat-
ings of the retailer that were on average favorable (unfavorable) in
the positive (negative) information condition, and with no ratings in
the no-information condition. Participants were then asked whether
or not they would buy the bookcase. The two studies differed in the
manipulation of the mean and variance of the reported customers’
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ratings. Results of both studies shows that, regardless of the rating
variance, participants in the no-information condition were as likely
to buy the bookcase as those in the positive information condition
and more likely than those in the negative information condition.
Study five replicated these findings with a different product category.
In particular, participants imagined choosing a hiking trail and were
provided with reviews from previous hikers. Once again, we found
that participants in the no-review condition were as likely to buy the
bookcase as those in the positive review condition and more likely
than those in the negative review condition.

Last study moved to a real choice and consumption situation.
Participants were told that the study was about tasting and evaluating
Bolivian chocolates. The participants were either given no informa-
tion, positive information (a vignette about the good reputation of
Bolivian chocolate) or negative information (a vignette about the bad
reputation of the Bolivian chocolate). In addition to tasting and eval-
uating the chocolate, participants were also given an option to snack
on this chocolate during the 30-min session. The results showed that
those who were given no information about Bolivian chocolates
found it to be as tasty, high quality, and enjoyable as those who were
given positive information and significantly more than those who
were given negative information. More importantly, this pattern was
replicated with the actual consumption of the chocolates during the
study.

Overall, this set of studies supports our hypothesis that con-
sumer are optimistic when evaluating options about which they are
relatively uninformed. Participants seemed to give a “credit slack”
to options about which they had less (or no) diagnostic information,
with could lead to potentially harmful consequences in the cases of
relatively unhealthy or unsafe alternatives, such as fatty food, shady
accommodations, and untrustworthy retailers.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

Conflict is one of the most definitive characteristics of choice.
Without it, choice would merely involve the identification of the
“best” or dominant option. But in most cases choice is not this easy.
Making tradeoffs between alternatives, for example, or considering
multiple options often leads to excessive decision difficulty. Indeed,
much work has demonstrated that choice conflict often has negative,
paralyzing effects, including increased difficulty, choice deferral,
procrastination, increased anticipated regret, and decreased satisfac-
tion with the chosen option (Dhar and Simonson 2003; Iyengar and
Lepper 2000; Schwartz 2004; Tversky and Shafir 1992).

But while decision difficulty can sometimes have negative
consequences, new insights suggest that experiences of conflict and
difficulty serve additional purposes, and have further consequences
and antecedents than previously considered. While situational fac-
tors often generate difficulty, might consumers sometimes make their
own choices more difficult? Either to service a goal of making a dili-
gent decision or through struggling to make the right choice? And
while difficulty is usually seen as bad, might it be beneficial in some
instances?

The current session addresses these and related questions as it
offers cutting-edge insights into the causes and consequences of de-
cision difficulty in consumer choice. The first paper (Schrift, Kivetz,
and Netzer) demonstrates that consumers’ desire to make diligent
decisions leads them search for or recall option information in a way
that artificially increases choice difficulty, creating an illusion of ef-
fortful deliberation. The second paper (Sela and Berger) shows that
making tradeoffs between options leads people to lose sight of which
product attributes are important, making choice more difficult and
decreasing satisfaction with the chosen option. While the first two
papers focus on downsides of decision difficulty, the third (Etkin,
Pocheptsova, and Kahn) illustrates that difficulty can actually some-
times be beneficial. When choosing between conflicting goals, dif-
ficulty can provide a signal of value, making the goals seem more
important and increasing consumers’ motivation to achieve them.
Finally, Sheena Iyengar, one of the foremost scholars in choice dif-
ficulty, will discuss some of her recent work on individuality, choice,
and freedom, and the consequences of the obligation to choose.

Taken together, the talks illuminate the informative, motivating,
and even reassuring nature of choice difficulty. Given the fundamen-
tal nature of decision difficulty in consumer behavior, and the variety
of topics these talks cover, the session should be of interest to a broad
set of audiences. Not only should it appeal to researchers working
on judgment and decision making, choice, cognition, and inference
making, but also to those who study the self-concept, goals, and mo-
tivation more broadly.

Creating the Illusion of Choice by
Selective Information Search and Retrieval

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Voluminous research in behavioral decision theory and social
cognition argues that consumers simplify their decisions in order to
make easy, confident, and justifiable choices. Such demonstrations
of effort and conflict reduction behaviors can be seen in different
streams of literature such as pre-decisional distortion of information
(e.g., Russo, Medvec, and Meloy 1996, 1998), motivated reasoning
and judgment (e.g. Kunda, 1990; Kruglanski 1990), and confirma-
tion bias (Lord, Ross, and Lepper, 1979). Specifically, decision mak-
ers were found to reduce the effort in choice not only by selectively
searching and attending external information (e.g. Mills, 1965; Mills
& Jellison, 1968) but also by selectively accessing and retrieving
information from memory. As Kunda (1990) stated: “...they (people)
search memory for those beliefs and rules that could support their
desired conclusion.”

While simplifying processes in decision-making are important
and ubiquitous, recent findings demonstrate that, in some situations,
consumers also complicate their decisions (Schrift, Netzer, and
Kivetz 2011) and strive for compatibility between the effort they an-
ticipate and the effort they experience. Building on this research, we
demonstrate that when consumers make important choices they are
motivated to engage in a deliberate decision process that adequately
vets the chosen alternative. Consequently, if the decision feels too
easy and one alternative seem like the obvious choice, consumers ar-
tificially construct a more effortful decision process by (i) distorting
the information they recall about the available alternatives, (ii) selec-
tively interpreting ambiguous information in a manner that intensi-
fies the conflict in choice and prolongs the decision process, and (iii)
conducting an intensive search for information prior to choice. Such
tactics enable consumers to feel that a diligent process of choice was
performed and essentially help them create an illusion of choice.

In a series of studies we demonstrate consumers’ complicat-
ing behavior. First, we show that when faced with an important yet
obvious choice, participants retrieve information from memory in a
manner that intensifies the conflict in choice. Specifically, respon-
dents distort their memory and recall the inferior alternative as more
attractive, thus bolstering its evaluation. Conversely, respondents
distort their memory and denigrate the leading alternative in the set
by recalling its aspects more negatively. Thereby, consumers con-
struct a more effortful choice. Interestingly, such biases in memory
search and selective retrieval are temporal and occur only in the pre-
decisional phase. Once the decision is made and the need for con-
flict disappears, consumers’ memory “improves” and the distortions
attenuate. We demonstrate such complicating behavior in decisions
involving job candidates and dating partners.

Advances in Consumer Research
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The second manner in which consumers are found to make their
decision more complex is by interpreting exiting information in a man-
ner that intensifies the choice conflict. In particular, when confronted
with important yet relatively easy decisions between two models of
cars, participants interpret the relatively ambiguous car review as more
positive when it pertained to the inferior option but as more negative
when it pertained to the superior option. Interestingly, this behavior
was observed only when participants made the choice for themselves
but not when they were helping a friend with his choice. This result
helps rule out several alternative explanations and supports an effort
compatibility principle as an underlying mechanism.

Next, we explore a third way by which consumers artificially
create a more effortful choice, namely, by conducting an extensive
search for information. Specifically, when respondents face an easy
(as opposed to difficult) choice of a roommate or advisor they gener-
ate more questions about the potential candidates and acquired great-
er amount of information from the environment prior to reaching
their decision. Finally, we show that such conflict enhancement be-
havior is more pronounced among consumers who are intrinsically
motivated to work hard and associate effort with positive outcomes
(i.e., subscribe to a “protestant ethic”).

Getting Mired in Simple Decisions: The Role of
Shrinking Attribute Weight Variance

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Why do seemingly simple choices sometime suck people in
and end up being much more difficult than they seemed at the out-
set? We suggest one reason is that making tradeoffs leads people to
lose sight of which product attributes are really important. When
choosing a flight, for example, most people would agree a priori that
price and number of connections are more important than beverages
or in-flight movie selection. But while these differences in impor-
tance may seem clear in the abstract, we argue that the act of mak-
ing choices often muddies the distinction. In particular, we suggest
that making tradeoffs between options reduces the variance in per-
ceived attribute importance (i.e., difference in importance ratings of
the various attributes) and makes unimportant attributes seem more
important. This convergence of attribute importance, in turn, often
makes choice more difficult.

We suggest this effect is driven by the focus that considering
tradeoffs engenders. When considering differences in attribute levels
across options, people focus on comparisons between levels within
an attribute (e.g., how much better one movie selection is than anoth-
er) and pay less attention to comparisons between the attributes (e.g.,
whether movie selection is as important as price). Consequently, at-
tribute hierarchy becomes less salient. Further, the fact that there are
tradeoffs (i.e., things to forego) within each attribute leads them all
to seem equally important (rather than equally unimportant). More-
over, because tradeoff-making increases perceived attribute impor-
tance, it tends to have a particularly pronounced effect for attributes
that start out seeming relatively unimportant than for attributes that
seem important to begin with.

We test this possibility in three experiments. In Experiment 1,
we examined how making attribute tradeoffs impacts the variance in
attribute importance, and in particular, the importance of relatively
unimportant attributes. In the attributes-first condition, participants
indicated how important each of six attributes (e.g., flight duration,
number of stops, and baggage fee) would be for them when buying
a flight ticket (1 = extremely unimportant; 7 = extremely important).
In the evaluation-first condition, participants were shown choice op-
tions before rating the attributes. They were asked to imagine buy-

ing a domestic flight and to consider four options described on the
same six attributes as in the rating task (e.g., a longer flight departing
from a convenient airport but with a long overall duration versus a
shorter flight from a less convenient airport).

Results demonstrate that making trade-offs led people to lose
sight of which attributes are more important. The variance of at-
tribute importances decreased significantly when participants con-
sidered the options before rating the attributes (M = 1.62), compared
to when they first rated the attributes before seeing the options (M
= 2.34; p < .01). Further, this variance shrinkage was driven by an
increase in the average importance of the least important attributes
(those rated as less important in a pre-test), with no change in the
average perceived importance of the most important attribute (7s).
Decreased attribute importance variance, in turn, increased choice
difficulty, decreased the extent to which participants felt that one op-
tion fitted them better than others, and decreased choice satisfaction
and certainty (o = .85); M =4.84 vs. M =5.51; p <.01).

In Experiment 2, we further tested whether this effect is driven
by changed perceptions of unimportant attributes. We did this by
manipulating the importance of the attributes that contained the
trade-offs. Participants were all shown two flight options described
by eight attributes. In the unimportant trade-offs condition only the
unimportant attributes (e.g., beverages and in-flight entertainment)
contained tradeoffs, while in the important trade-offs condition only
the important attributes (e.g., price and number of connections) con-
tained tradeoffs. Participants then rated all the attributes on the same
7-point scales used in the prior study.

Results demonstrate that making trade-offs decreased the vari-
ance in attribute important weights when the trade-offs were on un-
important attributes (F(1,41) = 3.96, p <.05). While the importance
given to more important attributes did not change across conditions
(F < .40, p > .50), unimportant attributes were seen as more impor-
tant when trade-offs needed to be made on those attributes (F(1,41)
=9.38, p <.005).

Experiment 3 directly tests the proposed mechanism by exam-
ining whether the effects are moderated by focus of attention within
individual attributes. Participants were shown four flight options,
one in each column, described by four attributes, one in each row,
but we varied how the information was displayed using a manipula-
tion shown to influence whether people process the information by
options or by attributes (Wen and Lurie 2010). In the by-attributes
focus condition, a horizontal box was drawn around all levels within
each attribute, highlighting the values of the same attribute across
options. In the by-options conditions, a vertical box was drawn
around all the attributes within each option, highlighting the values
of different attributes within a given option. In the control condition
no boxes were used. As predicted, focusing people on comparisons
within an attribute (by-attribute condition) led them to lose sight of
which options were important, shrinking attribute variance and in-
creasing the perceived importance of the unimportant attributes.

Taken together, these studies demonstrate that tradeoff making
can lead people to lose sight of their priorities. Focusing on within-
attribute differences causes people to see unimportant attributes as
relatively more important, undermining between-attribute differenc-
es. This, in turn, can make choice more difficult and frustrating, lead-
ing people to get stuck in decisions that initially seemed rather easy.



Winning through Conflict:
When Goal-Conflict Increases Motivation

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

One important decision that people make every day is how to
balance the pursuit of multiple goals. The decision becomes difficult
when striving towards one goal prevents pursuit of other goals in the
individual’s goal system (Fishbach and Ferguson 2007; Kruglanski
et al. 2002). For instance, a person may wish to get a promotion at
work, but also to spend more time with family; one may want to
loose weight and enjoy tasty foods, or save money for college and
travel the world.

Reconciling the pursuit of multiple conflicting goals is psy-
chologically aversive and induces decision difficulty. A consistent
finding in prior literature suggests that goal conflict has a negative
effect on goal pursuit, decreasing the likelihood that individuals will
strive to achieve the conflicting goals. For example, among a group
of smokers that wished to quit smoking, those that perceived their
goal to quit smoking as conflicting with their other goals were less
successful in quitting relative to those who perceived less conflict
(McKeeman and Karoly 1991).

In contrast to past research, we propose that goal conflict can
have a positive impact on motivation. Our proposition is based on
the finding that subjective experiences of difficulty serve as input
into judgment, even when judgment is unrelated to the source of ex-
perienced feelings of difficulty (Schwarz 2004). Though subjective
difficulty often decreases subsequent evaluations (Novemsky et al.
2007), recent research suggests that it may also have positive effects,
such as making products seem more unique (Pocheptsova, Labroo,
and Dhar 2010) and instrumental to goal attainment (Labroo and
Kim 2009), and increasing the perceived importance of decisions
(Sela and Berger 2011). Building on this literature, we propose that
subjective experience of difficulty associated with negotiating con-
flict among one’s goals will influence evaluation of those goals. Just
as people expect important decisions to be more difficult than less
important decisions (Chaiken and Maheswaran 1994; Sela and Berg-
er 2011), we believe they will expect to experience more conflict
when thinking about more versus less important goals. Thus, when
people experience goal conflict and associated feelings of difficulty
in pursuing multiple goals, they may interpret these feelings of dif-
ficulty as a signal of goal importance.

The proposed effect of inter-goal conflict on goal importance
has a number of downstream implications for goal-pursuit. The im-
portance of one’s goals is a key driver of commitment and motiva-
tion to pursue the goals; as people are more likely to strive towards
more important goals (Kruglanski et al. 2002). Thus, if the subjec-
tive difficulty associated with goal conflict increases the perceived
importance of one’s goals, goal conflict may also increase motiva-
tion. Contrary to the previous work that has found inter-goal conflict
to have a detrimental effect on goal-pursuit, we propose that people
will be more motivated to pursue their goals when they feel the goals
are in conflict with each other relative to when they are not.

Across a series of three studies we find consistent support for
our proposition. Our first study tested the impact of goal conflict on
perceptions of goal importance. Participants read a scenario where
they were going on a ski trip with friends and also had an upcoming
quiz in class. In the low conflict condition the quiz was three weeks
before the ski trip, but in the high conflict condition, the quiz was
immediately after the ski trip. Among several unrelated measures,
participants rated importance of “academic success” and “spending
time with friends”. As we expected, participants rated both goals (to
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do well in school and socialize with friends) as more important when
conflict was high versus low (p <.05).

In study 2, we tested the second part of our proposition: the
effect of goal conflict on motivation. Participants were asked to list
two goals that they were currently pursuing. Half of participants
were asked to list two examples of how those goals were in conflict
with each other (high conflict condition); the remaining half were
not asked for any examples (low conflict condition). After some
filler tasks, we measured how conflicted participants felt and their
motivation to pursue both goals. As we expected, participants in high
conflict condition were more motivated to pursue their goals (F(1,
25)=5.98, p <.05).

Finally, Study 3 replicated the positive impact of goal conflict
on motivation and showed that enhanced perceptions of goal impor-
tance mediated this effect. We activated a performance goal and a
hedonic goal for all participants by asking them to endorse a series
of statements related to each goal (e.g., “I want to achieve success”,
“I want to relax and enjoy life”). Goal conflict was manipulated by
asking participants to either list two (high conflict condition) or eight
(low conflict condition) examples of how these goals conflicted.
Listing eight examples is expected to be more difficult, thus creat-
ing the perception that the performance and hedonic goals were in
less conflict relative to the two examples condition (Schwarz et al.
1991). Next, all participants indicated their willingness to pay for
several goal-related products (e.g., highlighters, movie tickets) and
completed a series of measures assessing their motivation to pursue
the conflicting goals and perceptions of goal importance. Results
showed that participants were willing to pay more for the goal-re-
lated products when they perceived more conflict among their goals
(F(1, 68) = 3.72, p < .06). Consistent with previous results, goal
conflict increased perceptions of goal importance (F(1, 67) = 5.56,
p <.05) and motivation F(1, 68) =4.16, p <.05). Finally, the posi-
tive effect of goal conflict on motivation was mediated by perceived
importance of both goals.

Taken together these studies demonstrate that inter-goal conflict
may have a positive impact on goal-pursuit. Contrary to previous
work, we find that experiencing conflict among one’s goals can actu-
ally increase motivation to pursue those goals. In particular, experi-
encing conflict among one’s goals enhances the perceived importance
of those goals, which in turn increases motivation to pursue them.

The Obligation to Choose

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In his book Powers of Freedom, sociologist Nikolas Rose
(1999) writes:

Modern individuals are not merely ‘free to choose,’ but obliged
to be free, to understand and enact their lives in terms of choice.
They must interpret their past and dream their future as out-
comes of choices made or choices still to make. Their choices
are, in their turn, seen as realizations of the attributes of the
choosing person—expressions of personality—and reflect back
upon the person who has made them. (p. 87)

This talk considers the obligation to choose from a psychologi-
cal perspective, exploring its origins and its consequences for con-
sumers today.

Academics and practitioners alike have historically assumed
that our choices are based upon our preferences, and that these
preferences are derived directly from our self-interests, which are
apparent to one and all. However, decades of research have now
demonstrated repeatedly and compellingly, across a variety of dif-
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ferent choosing domains, that just as our choices are based on our
preferences, our preferences are derived from our choices and the
decision context (Bettman, Luce, & Payne 1998). People regularly
make choices that deviate from their stated preferences (e.g. Nisbett
& Wilson, 1977), and moreover, they exhibit inconsistency in the
strength and duration of their stated preferences (e.g. Hsee & Hastie,
2006; Tversky, Slovic, & Kahneman 1990).

Prior research has identified both cognitive and affective fac-
tors that contribute to the instability of preferences. In addition to
these previously identified causes, there is another factor at play. The
act of choosing for the modern day individual is associated not only
with function and value but just as significantly with identity (e.g.
Berger & Heath, 2007; Simonson & Nowlis 2000). When making
a choice, the average individual is not just asking him or herself,
“What do I want?” but rather, “What kind of individual am I, and
given who I am, what should I want, and given what I should want,
what do I choose?” If choosing is seen as the means by which indi-
viduals realize themselves, the burden of choice grows considerable
and unavoidable.

When constructing and expressing identity, modern individuals,
particularly those immersed in more individualistic cultures, feel the
pressure to establish themselves as distinct from others, yet not so
different that they become outcasts (Brewer, 2003). In studies that
investigate people’s preferences for items ranging from the common
to the unique, people believe themselves to be more unique than ev-
eryone else, but in fact they either conform to the unique items (Kim
& Markus, 1999) or they choose less preferred options only in order
to avoid the label of “copycat” (Ariely & Levav, 2000). Thus, the
modern individual can feel obliged to sacrifice personal preference
in service of maintaining the appearance of a unique and indepen-
dent identity.

This problem of the obligation to choose is especially acute in
a world of ever-increasing choice. On top of the social burdens of
choosing, the presence of more choice imposes a cognitive burden;
people have to identify the attributes of the many options and engage
in the task of comparing and contrasting all of them. There is over
a decade of research documenting the negative consequences of of-
fering people more choice: people delay making the choice, even
if it is to their detriment (Iyengar, Huberman, & Jiang, 2004); they
make worse choices (Iyengar & Kamenica, 2010; Thaler & Sunstein,
2008, p. 159-174); they exhibit less confidence in their preferences
(Chernev, 2003); and they are less satisfied with the outcomes (Iyen-
gar & Lepper, 2000; Schwartz et al., 2004).

Furthermore, this obligation to choose does not simply lead
us to larger choice sets in familiar domains but to an expansion of
the range of domains in which we expect choice to be available.
Individuals believe they are obligated to never say “no” to choice,
even when choosing is likely to be physically and emotionally costly.
Choices that were heretofore unimaginable now often make up the
typical person’s choosing experience over a lifespan. For example,
in recent studies that compare individuals who made life and death
choices for loved ones with individuals for whom someone else
made the choice, the choosers are revealed as suffering more for hav-
ing made the choice than the non-choosers for having been relieved
of the choice (Botti, Orfali, & Iyengar, 2009).

We have come to believe that every choice is important and that
we must make all our own choices, perhaps because this preserves
the illusion of control. But if we want to use choice as a tool to set
ourselves free and to shape our futures, then we must rethink the as-
sumption that choosing is always an act of freedom.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

Consumers are exposed to a variety of incidental sensory cues
in their every day life. An increasing body of research on sensory
marketing shows that such incidental sensory cues can have far
reaching impact on consumer decision making. For example, both
ambient and product related sensory cues including touch (Peck
2009), scent (Morrin 2009), music (Zhu and Meyers-Levy 2005)
and ceiling-height (Zhu and Meyers-Levy 2005) have been shown
to impact consumers’ product evaluations and preferences. Despite
this growing body of research on sensory cues in marketing, rela-
tively little is understood about how product-specific and ambient
cues related to brightness interact with consumers’ decision making.
In an attempt to address this gap, in this session, we bring together an
integrated set of three papers that elucidate the interactive relation-
ship between dark versus bright sensory cues and consumer decision
making. More specifically, this session explores two aspects of this
interactive relationship. While the first two papers examine how dark
versus bright sensory cues impact consumer preferences and con-
sumer creativity, the third paper complements the first two papers by
examining how consumers’ affective states influence the preference
for dark versus bright sensory cues.

Session Overview. The session will begin with a focus on the
impact of dark versus bright ambient cues on consumer creativity.
Chen Wang will present her work with Ravi Mehta, Rui (Juliet) Zhu,
and Jennifer Argo. They suggest that dim (versus bright) ambience
reduce individuals’ inhibition, which leads to greater relational pro-
cessing and subsequently results in heighted consumer creativity.
Kuangjie Zhang will then present his work with Monica Wadhwa
that builds on the first paper by examining the impact of dark ver-
sus bright product related cues on hedonic consumption. Specifi-
cally, they argue that consumers are influenced by the metaphoric
relationship between darkness and product nature. Their findings
demonstrate that when products are displayed with a dark versus
bright background, it leads to greater wanting for indulgent products.
Finally, Chan Jean Lee will present her work with Eduardo Andrade
that complements the first two papers by examining the other side of
this interactive relationship between dark versus bright sensory cues
and consumer behavior. Specially, they investigate whether being in
a certain affective state influences consumers’ choices for bright ver-
sus muted colors. Their findings show that when in a happy state,
consumers prefer products with bright colors. However, when in an

unhappy state, consumers show an enhanced preference for muted
colors. They suggest that this relationship is governed by the match-
ing of one’s current emotional state with the emotional tone of the
color.

To increase audience participation and provide insights about
the three papers, the session will involve the participation of Darren
W. Dahl as a discussant. Dahl has expertise in the area of creativity,
new product development, and emotions in consumption contexts.
Dahl, thus, has a unique perspective for synthesizing these papers
and leading a discussion about an appropriate research agenda for
continued work in this area. Each presenter will limit his/her talk to
15-20 minutes, to allow ample time for Dahl to speak and to engage
the audience in a discussion of research ideas.

We believe that the features of this proposal suit the evaluation
criteria for ACR 2011 symposium proposals. Notably, the session
includes papers that are likely to have a broad appeal, yet maintain a
coherent theme. We feel that this session brings together three papers
that provide cutting edge insights into the incidental, seeming irrel-
evant sensory cues that drive consumer behavior and decision-mak-
ing. In addition to attracting researchers interested in the domains of
consumer perception and sensory marketing, we expect further inter-
est from those who work within the application areas represented.

Dim or Bright? The Influence of
INluminance on Creativity

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Creativity prevails in the consumption domain. Although a
large body of extant research has been directed in exploring fac-
tors that influence consumer’s creative performance in terms of the
creative process itself (Dahl and Moreau 2007; Moreau and Dahl
2005), few attempts have been made to investigate how the external
environmental factors affect consumer’s creativity. Thus, the current
research seeks to fill this gap by studying the effect of an important
environmental variable, namely, ambient illuminance, on consumers’
creative performance.

The central thesis of this research is that dim ambience reduces
individual’s inhibition, subsequently resulting in greater relational
processing, thus leading to enhanced creativity. Prior research has
provided relevant support for our theorizing. Specifically, research
on environmental illuminance has shown that darkness promotes ag-
gressive behavior (Page and Moss 1976) and dishonesty (Zhong et
al. 2010) by reducing individual’s inhibition. Moreover, according to
Viskontas et al. (2004), inhibitory mechanisms allow one to selec-
tively attend to relevant stimuli while suppress irrelevant features to
the focal problem. Therefore, people with decreased inhibition may
engage in remote association and relational processing, which are
crucial elements to enhance creativity (Smith 1995).

Study 1 demonstrates the basic main effect of ambient illumi-
nance on creativity. We predict that dim (versus bright) ambience
leads to relational processing and subsequently results in heightened
creativity. The ambient illuminace was manipulated by the number
of lights in the room. Specifically, in the dim condition, the room
was lit by 2 fluorescent light tubes mounted to the ceiling, with the
total luminance of 150 lux. By contrast, in the bright condition, the
room was lit by 20 fluorescent light tubes, with the total luminance
of 1500 lux. To measure creativity, we used the Remote Associates
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Test (RAT; Mednick 1962), a task commonly used to test creative
thinking. In this task, participants were asked to generate the missing
target word, based on the given stimulus words that were related to
the unreported target word. To assess the underlying cognitive pro-
cess, we adopted the recall task from Battig and Montague (1969).
In this task, participants were given a list of 36 items belonging to
six categories and were asked to examine them carefully for future
task. After extensive filler questions to clear memory, participants
engaged in a free recall task and subsequently a cued recall task with
the category names given. As predicted, those in the dim condition
generated more correct answers on RAT than those in the bright con-
dition. More importantly, the adjusted ratio of clustering (ARC; Hunt
and Einstein 1981), indicating the degree of relational processing,
mediates the relationship between illuminance and creativity perfor-
mance.

Study 2 built on the study 1 by assessing the effect of dim ver-
sus bright illuminance on two dimensions of creativity, namely, orig-
inality and appropriateness (Burroughs et al. 2008; Moreau and Dahl
2005). We hypothesize that dim ambience leads to higher originality,
whereas bright ambience enhances appropriateness. We argue that if
dimness, compared to brightness, engages individuals to make un-
usual conceptual connections and thus promotes relational process-
ing, it should enhance originality of the ideas. By contrast, if bright
(versus dim) illuminance makes people focus on specific details of
the problem and thus hinders relational processing, it should enhance
appropriateness of the ideas (Dahl and Moreau 2002). In this study,
the ambience manipulation remained the same as that in study 1.
The main task was the shoe polish problem-solving task (Burroughs
and Mick 2004), in which participants were asked to generate as
many solutions as possible to polish shoes given a constrained situ-
ation. After the experiment, twelve judges were hired to evaluate the
originality and the appropriateness of the generated ideas on 7-point
scales. As predicted, we found that those in the dim room generated
more novel but less appropriate solutions, whereas those in the bright
room produced more appropriate but less novel ideas.

Study 3 seeks to replicate the effect in a different domain of ad
evaluation. We hypothesize that those in the dim room, who mostly
engage in relational processing, would show more favorable evalua-
tion towards the ad containing remotely related visuals. By contrast,
those in the bright room, who primarily engage in item-specific pro-
cessing, would have higher evaluation towards the ad with closely
associated visuals. We employed a 2 (illuminance: dim vs. bright)
x 2 (ad type: remotely related vs. closely related) between subject
design. The ambience manipulation remained the same as the previ-
ous studies. In the focal task, participants were asked to evaluate
the ad on three items (i.e., make sense, easy to understand, creative)
on 7-point scales. A 2x2 ANOVA revealed a significant interaction
between illuminance and ad type. Specifically, the pattern was con-
sistent with our hypothesis such that those in the dim room favored
the remotely-related ad, whereas those in the bright room preferred
the closely-related ad.

Study 4 extends previous results by testing the multi-mediation
of disinhibition and relational processing. In the same lab setting,
participants’ creativity performance was assessed by using Brick
Task (Friedman and Forster 2000), in which they were to asked to
generate as many usages as possible for a brick. To measure the un-
derlying process, we included items that assess inhibition level, and
used the recall task to generate ARC as that in study 1 to assess re-
lational processing level. By following the Multiple-Step Multiple
Mediator Model (Preacher and Hayes 2008), we demonstrated the
multi-mediation effect, such that dim ambience reduced people’s in-

hibition, leading to greater relational processing, thus subsequently
enhancing creativity.

Taken together, this research advances our understanding of the
impact of illuminance, an important ambience variable, on consum-
er’s creativity. Our findings have important implications on environ-
mental planning and product design.

Vices Lurking in the Dark: The Impact of
Background Color on Indulgent Consumption

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Consumers are influenced by the metaphoric relationship be-
tween color and product nature. Prior research suggests that bright-
ness is often associated with goodness and purity, whereas darkness
is often associated with evil and sin (Meier, Robinson, and Clore
2004; Sherman and Clore 2009). For example, in the Bible, Jesus is
the “light of the world,” whereas Satan is the “prince of darkness.”
However, just as the allure of Satan’s temptations is hard to resist
for humans, darkness may as well be associated with sinful pleasure
and indulgence. In other words, darkness conceals two components,
the sinful component and the pleasurable component. Indeed, a pre-
test revealed that while people consider black color more sinful than
white color, they also consider black color more pleasurable and fun.
Similarly, indulgent or vice consumption has been characterized as
both pleasurable and guilt-evoking in consumer research (Khan and
Dhar 2006; Kivetz and Simonson 2002). Drawing upon an integra-
tion of these perspectives, we hypothesize that dark background
as compared to bright background is likely to enhance consumers’
wanting for indulgent products. However, when indulgent consump-
tion is incongruent with consumers’ overriding goal (Fishbach,
Friedman, and Kruglanski 2003), dark background would make the
sinful component more salient than the pleasurable component, thus
reducing consumers’ wanting for indulgent products.

We tested our hypotheses in a series of three studies. Study 1
tested our main hypothesis by examining consumer choices. Partici-
pants were randomly assigned to one of the two conditions (picture
background: bright vs. dark). To manipulate the picture background,
we used gray scale as the relevant chromatic dimension. In all stud-
ies, bright is manifested in the color white (100% gray scale), and
dark is manifested in the color black (0% gray scale). All participants
first evaluated an indulgent food item (i.e., a beef and cheese burger)
and a healthy food item (i.e., an organic green salad with chicken).
After evaluating the food items, participants proceeded to a choice
question, which asked them to choose one of the two food items they
would like to have for dinner. As predicted, a logit analysis revealed
that dark background color led to more indulgent food choices over
healthy food choices among participants. Next, we computed the
wanting index by subtracting wanting score for the salad from want-
ing score for the burger. We examined if the differences in wanting
mediated the effect of background color on food choice. Following
the bootstrapping procedure (Preacher and Hayes 2008), the indirect
effect of background color on choice (through wanting) was signifi-
cant, whereas the direct effect of background color on food choice
became not significant. Thus, wanting for vice over virtue mediated
the effect of background color on food choice.

In study 2, we tested our conceptualization that this dark versus
bright background effect is eliminated or even reversed when indul-
gent consumption is incongruent with an overriding goal. Specifi-
cally, we argue that when people are primed with a health goal, dark
background would make the indulgent products more sinful than
pleasurable, thus reducing the wanting for indulgent consumption.
The study consisted of a 2 (goal prime: health goal vs. control) x



2 (background color: dark vs. bright) between-subjects design. We
manipulated the goal priming by asking participants to first com-
plete a scrambled sentence task (e.g., Chartrand and Bargh 1996).
In the health goal prime condition, participants were given 20 sets
of five words each and asked to make sentences using four of the
five words. Ten out of the 20 sentences included a word (italicized
in the samples below) intended to prime a health goal (e.g., it ate
she usually healthy, exercise week they every hang). In the control
condition, participants performed 20 sets of five words with neutral
information (e.g., you held pencil building the, she building opened
door the). After the goal priming task, participants moved on to a
purportedly unrelated study in which they were asked to evaluate
several food items. Specifically, they were asked to report how much
they wanted and how much they were willing to pay for a sequence
of three indulgent food items (a beef burger, a cookie, and a meat
combo sandwich). Half of the respondents were shown the pictures
with dark background, whereas the other half were shown the pic-
tures with bright background. We computed a composite wanting
score and the total willingness to pay for all the three items. A signifi-
cant interaction between background color and goal prime emerged.
In the control condition, dark background color led to greater want-
ing and higher willingness to pay for the indulgent food items, as
compared to bright background color. In contrast, when participants
were primed with a health goal, the result reversed such that dark
background color led to reduced wanting and lower willingness to
pay for the indulgent food items.

Finally, we generalize our findings by moving away from the
food consumption context in study 3. Specially, we examined wheth-
er the dark versus bright background color of a potential co-worker’s
picture also affects people’s co-worker selection choice (Dhar and
Wertenbroch 2000). Participants were asked to imagine that they
were assigned to a project. Half of them were told that the project
requires one to be proficient on social skills, whereas the other half
were told that the project requires one to be proficient on technical
skills. Next, participants received the pictures of two candidates (one
with dark background color and the other with bright background
color), and they were asked to decide whom to work with. The
matching between the background color and each specific candidate
picture was balanced. Interestingly, a logit analysis revealed that
participants were more likely to choose a co-worker whose photo
background is dark (vs. bright) for a project that requires one to be
proficient on social skills (vs. technical skills).

Together, these results suggest that dark background color, as
opposed to bright background color, enhance consumers’ wanting
for indulgent consumption, and this effect is moderated by the sa-
lience of consumers’ health goal. Our findings have wide implica-
tions for product packaging and advertisement design.

The Impact of Emotion on Color Preference:
Evidence of Affective Fit

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Judgments about colors are frequent in the market place. Con-
sumers often buy products in the colors that they find most pleasing
at the time of purchase and, knowing that, firms often rely on colors
to appeal emotionally and aesthetically to consumers. Colors are as-
sociated with and inducers of specific emotional states: more satu-
rated and lighter colors are perceived to be happier, more exciting,
and purer (i.e., most often, positive emotions), whereas more muted
and darker colors tend to be more strongly associated with sadness,
distress or disgust (i.e., most often, negative emotions). However,
in spite of the robust evidence of color’s impact on emotion, the lit-
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erature is surprisingly silent about the inverse relationship—that is,
the impact of a viewer’s emotion on his/her color preference. The
current research investigates how an individual’s emotional state
influences his or her preferences for colors that have either congru-
ent or incongruent emotional tones. Based on the literature on emo-
tion and aesthetics, three conflicting hypotheses have been identi-
fied: emotion-judgment congruence (sad (vs. control/happy) people
will show decreased preference for colors in general, independent
of the emotional tone of the color), emotion-farget congruence (sad
(vs. control/happy) people will show increased preference for sad
colors); and emotion-target incongruence (sad (vs. control/happy)
people will show increased preference for happy colors).

Across four experiments emotions were induced through videos
and color preferences were measured once before and again after the
emotion inducing experience to control for massive individual dif-
ferences characteristic of color preference. Thus, preference change
due to emotion induction served as the main dependent variable. We
asked participants to evaluate multiple colors (20 ~ 24 colors), which
allowed us to focus on general emotional tones across colors, inde-
pendent of specific color characteristics.

In the first two experiments, we induced either sadness or hap-
piness and observed how people’s preference for sad (vs. happy)
colored square (Exp1l) and colored t-shirts (Exp2) changed. Sadness
increased preference for sad colors whereas happiness increased
preference for happy colors, despite the use of different color stimuli
(24 colors from HSL vs. 20 colors from retailers), different context
(color squares vs. color t-shirts), and different evaluator’s initial im-
pression (people initially liked the color squares in general vs. people
initially disliked the colored t-shirts in general).

The increase in preference for sad colors among sad participants
represents an empirically unique and theoretically challenging phe-
nomenon. Why would sad people prefer colors that make them even
sadder? We identify three potential accounts: fluency (i.e., congru-
ent (vs. incongruent) emotional tone of the color is more easily pro-
cessed, thus liked), role fulfillment theory (i.e., the emotional tone of
the color fulfilling people’s “expectations” more (vs. less) effectively
is preferred), and attitudinal commitment (i.e., colors of which mean-
ing is coherent with their internally justified meaning and committed
attitude toward the situation are preferred). Contrary to fluency (a
pure perceptual process) or the role fulfillment hypothesis (an expec-
tation-confirmation process), the attitudinal commitment account,
which is proposed here, implies that the strength of one’s attitudinal
commitment and the strength of a color stimulus’s attitudinal signal
should impact emotion-target congruence effects. Specifically, emo-
tional experiences that reflect personal beliefs, attitudes, and mean-
ing to which one is highly committed (i.e., experiences that are high
in attitudinal commitment—e.g., sadness) are more likely to produce
emotion-target congruence effects than emotional reactions which
inherit little personal view or value to which an individual could be
attached (i.e., experiences that are low in attitudinal commitment—
e.g., visceral disgust). Likewise, colored objects that provide stron-
ger signals of one’s own attitude, taste, and values (e.g., t-shirt) are
more likely to produce the emotion-target congruence effects than
colored objects that are unrelated to one’s values and attitudes and
are often chosen based on instrumental reasons (e.g., post-its). Ex-
periments 3 and 4 provided evidence consistent with the attitudinal
commitment account and inconsistent with fluency or role fulfill-
ment accounts. That is, people like emotion-congruent colors when
they find their emotion reflects a committed (vs. not-committed) atti-
tude toward the situation (experiment 3) and when the colored object
signals (vs. not does signal) one’s committed attitude (experiment 4).
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People like emotion-incongruent colors when their negative emotion
does not reflect their committed attitude.

Our findings shed light into some conflicting findings in the
emotion and aesthetics literature. Whereas there has been evidence
showing that people in negative moods like emotion-incongruent
aesthetic stimuli to lift their spirits (e.g., comedy, cheerful songs,
game show), there has also been evidence that people in negative
emotions increase preference for mood-congruent aesthetic stimuli.
Consistent with our theorizing, the emotion-target congruence effect
was often observed when people personally experienced loneliness,
sadness, or regret (i.e., when the negative emotion contains a com-
mitted attitude and meaning toward a situation). On the other hand,
emotion-target incongruence effect was observed when negative
emotion was induced through bogus lab performance feedback or

physical annoyance (i.e., when negative emotion has less committed
values and meaning).

Finally, our findings imply where aesthetic pleasure comes
from. In spite of the importance of aesthetic pleasure in people’s
daily life and psychological well-being, it mostly remains mysteri-
ous for scientists due to its complexity and subjectivity. In particular,
the popularity of dramas, tear-jerker stories, and gloomy music chal-
lenge attempts to theorize about aesthetic pleasure based on hedo-
nistic principles. Our findings show that aesthetic judgment is not
only a matter of context and inherent taste, but also a function of the
relationship between the emotional tone the stimulus conveys and
the feeling one has at the time of the evaluation. Future studies are
needed to explore the important relationships among emotion, emo-
tional tone of aesthetic stimuli, and aesthetic pleasure.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

Inputs and interactions among multiple sensory modalities and
the cognitions they afford affect what we imagine, what we experi-
ence, and how we process new information. The goal of this sym-
posium is to introduce to marketing current research exploring the
interplay of cognition and sensory perception, and to inspire further
research within this promising area. The four presentations will ad-
dress the complex interactions of cognition and sensory perception
as it applies to consumer behavior—the impact of perceptual simula-
tion on sensory experience, metaphorical transfer of meaning from
smell, the impact of visual inputs on taste perception, and the conse-
quences of imagined haptic experience. As such, the special session
is designed to provide a relatively broad overview of research con-
necting cognition and sensory perception, so that it has a larger scope
for generating directions for future research.

The first paper by Elder and Krishna explores the impact of
visual product depictions on facilitating mental simulation, and ul-
timately affecting behavioral intentions. Across four studies they
show that visually depicting a product that facilitates more (vs. less)
mental simulation results in heightened purchase intentions. Also,
occupying the perceptual resources required for mental simulation
attenuates the impact of visual product depiction on purchase inten-
tions. These mental simulations are also hypothesized to occur at a
more automatic level, with differential consequences from deliberate
forms of imagery.

The second paper by Lee and Schwarz explores that cognitions,
by way of metaphorical transfers of meanings, can affect sensory
perceptions. Specifically, the authors show that participants are more
accurate at identifying a smell when a related metaphorical concept
is activated. Across five experiments, the authors reveal a bidirec-
tional effect of a fishy smell on conceptual activation of “fishy” or
devious behavior and “fishy”” behavior on the recognition of a fishy
smell.

The third paper by Poor, Krishnan, and Duhachek examines the
consequences of visual images on taste perception. The authors show
that visual images for unhealthy foods lead to more positive taste

perceptions, whereas visual images for healthy foods lead to more
negative taste perceptions. Interestingly, by depicting a person con-
suming the food, these effects can be reversed. The authors propose
that observing consumption leads to a differential goal set, leading to
altered expectations for the consumption experience.

The fourth paper by Peck, Barger, and Webb addresses the con-
sequences of imagined touch on perceived ownership. The authors
show that imagining touch can have the same effect on perceived
ownership as physical touch. They additionally propose a cognitive
resources explanation and test it using haptic interference. The im-
pact of imagined touch has differential consequences depending on
an individual’s preference for touch information.

The underlying constructs across each of the four papers pres-
ent a cohesive representation of the interaction of cognition and sen-
sory perception. The symposium will prove beneficial not only to
researchers interested in sensory perception, but also to those inter-
ested in better understanding perceptual processes and their impact
on cognitive processes, imagery, and processing.

Mental Simulation from Product Depiction:
When Visual Stimuli Facilitate Sensory Experience

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

We utilize the theory of grounded cognition (Barsalou 2008) to
explicate the effects of mental simulations on consumer behavior.
One component of grounded cognition is that our initial perceptions
of an object are simulated upon subsequent encounters with not only
the object itself, but also representations of that object, such as verbal
and visual depictions. For example, when we use a mug, the brain
encodes and integrates all of the different sensory perceptions related
to the mug (e.g., how it looks, how it feels to grasp it, etc.). When
we later produce knowledge of a mug, we mentally simulate prior
perceptions associated with the mug, leading to neural activation of
many of the same sensory regions of the brain active during percep-
tion (Goldberg et al., 2006; Simmons et al., 2005).

These simulations also include motor activity and the connec-
tion between vision and motor response. As supported by the litera-
ture, visual perceptions lead to simulations of the actions they afford
(Tucker and Ellis 1998; Symes et al. 2007). For example, an object
that appears to be graspable leads to mental simulations of grasping
the object. We propose that the amount of mental simulation that
this perception-action link affords should lead to differential con-
sequences on behavioral intentions. With the present research, we
propose that visually depicting a product which facilitates more (vs.
less) mental simulation will result in higher (vs. lower) purchase in-
tentions.

Studies 1a and 1b were designed to provide support for our ini-
tial hypothesis. The stimuli used in the studies were images of bowls
of yogurt and hamburgers. The visual depictions were manipulated
by flipping the image of over a vertical axis, such that the spoon
(yogurt) or hand (hamburger) was oriented toward the right or the
left. Participants saw one of the two images of the stimulus, and then
proceeded to the questionnaire. The specific measure of interest is
how likely the participant would be to purchase the item depicted.
We also capture the participants’ handedness.

Prior to analysis, we coded the data to reflect whether the vi-
sual depiction of the stimuli matched or mismatched the participant’s
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handedness. This was done in all subsequent studies. As hypothe-
sized, when the visual orientation matched the participant’s domi-
nant hand, purchase intentions were significantly higher than the
mismatch condition.

With study 2 we seek to further explore the underlying process.
As we propose that it is mental simulation underlying the results,
restricting the ability to mentally simulate should attenuate the ef-
fects. Recent research shows that blocking the ability to perceive
has consequences on conceptual knowledge (Oberman, Winkielman,
and Ramachandran 2007). As our studies examine motor simulation,
we have participants engage the senses used for such simulation. We
operationalize this by having participants hold an object in their hand
while viewing an advertisement. We posit that this simulation block-
ing will attenuate the effect of visual product orientation on purchase
intentions.

The design for study 2 is a 2 (orientation: match, mismatch)
x 4 (simulation block: dominant, non-dominant, both hands, none)
between subjects design. In the simulation block conditions, par-
ticipants either held a clamp in their dominant hand, non-dominant,
or did not hold a clamp while viewing the advertisements. Partici-
pants viewed four advertisements, including the target advertisement
which showed a cake with the fork either on the left or right.

Our analysis revealed a significant interaction. Follow-up con-
trasts reveal that within the no simulation block condition, the match
condition leads to significantly higher purchase intentions than the
mismatch condition, replicating the findings from the prior studies.
Additionally, when the non-dominant hand is blocked, the pattern of
results replicates the no-simulation block condition. Within the both
hand simulation block condition, there is no significant difference
between orientation conditions. However, within the dominant simu-
lation block condition, the results are reversed. Thus, when partici-
pants’ actual perceptual experiences are blocked, mental simulation
is impeded with consequences on behavioral intentions.

Study 3 was designed to test whether the effects of visual prod-
uct depiction on mental simulation obtained in our earlier studies
are more automatic than other forms of imagery. We anticipate that
instructions to fully imagine interacting with the stimulus should at-
tenuate the effect of visual product depiction on purchase intentions,
as given instructions to imagine, individuals can mentally pick up
and rotate the object, and the initial orientation of the object should
be of less importance.

Study 3 uses a 2 (product orientation: match, mismatch) x 2
(imagine instructions: yes or no) between subjects design. In the
imagine instructions condition, participants were told to imagine us-
ing the product depicted (hammer). We get a significant interaction
between orientation and imagery instructions. Follow up contrasts
reveal that when participants are not given instructions to imagine
using the hammer, the match condition leads to significantly higher
purchase intentions than the mismatch condition. When participants
are instructed to imagine, there is no significant difference in pur-
chase intentions.

We posit that the process underlying our results is mental
simulation. Should it be mental simulation underlying the results,
a positive experience should become more positive, and a negative
stimulus should become more negative, as the simulated experience
is aversive. Thus, the prediction for study 4 is that the initial positive
effect of the visual depiction on purchase intentions will be reversed
for a negatively valenced stimulus.

In order to test our hypotheses, we created create two sets of
stimuli: one positively valenced (Asiago Cheese and Tomato Soup),
and one negatively valenced (Cottage Cheese and Tomato Soup).
The manipulation of visual depiction used in study 4 is made by sim-

ply altering which side of the bowl the spoon is on. This study is thus
a 2 (orientation: match, mismatch) x 2 (valence: positive, negative)
between subjects design.

Analysis of study 4 shows that within the positively valenced
condition, the match condition leads to significantly higher purchase
intentions than the mismatch condition. However, within the nega-
tively valenced condition, the results are reversed. The findings from
study 4 are supportive of a simulation account such that the visual
depiction facilitates mental simulation, which in turn drives behav-
ioral intentions.

Something Smells Fishy:
Suspicion Enhances Identification of
Fishy Smells, and Fishy Smells Arouse Suspicion

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Across languages, suspicion can be expressed metaphorically
as dislikeable odors (Soriano & Valenzuela, 2008). In English, the
specific odor is fishy; if something smells fishy, it creates “doubt
or suspicion” (Merriam-Webster, 2010). Extending grounded so-
cial-cognition research beyond its current focus on visual and tac-
tile perception and on conceptual metaphors presumed to be uni-
versal (e.g., Affectionate=Warm; Moral=Pure; Important=Heavy;
Powerful=High), we explore the grounding of suspicion in smell as
instantiated in the English language.

Does social suspicion affect smell identification? In Experiment
1, participants were asked to close their eyes, sequentially open five
test tubes wrapped in aluminum foil, sniff the content, and identify
each smell. After giving instructions about this task, for half of the
participants (n = 40), the experimenter hurriedly took away a form
underneath the response sheet as if it was something participants
were not supposed to see, and she remarked, “we’re not trying to
hide anything here.” For the other half, she did not act or make the
remark (n = 40). Next, all participants completed the smell identifi-
cation task by identifying the smell of five consumer products (“au-
tumn apple” fragrance oil, onion flakes, “creamy caramel” fragrance
oil, “orange nectar” fragrance oil, and fish oil). Responses that in-
cluded the item’s name or any one of its ingredients were coded
as identified. As predicted, participants induced to feel suspicious
showed higher accuracy in identifying fish oil; suspicion did not af-
fect accuracy in identifying any other smell. This pattern suggested
a metaphor-specific effect of social suspicion on smell identification.

What is the psychological process that underlies this metaphor-
based influence? Using an experimental causal-chain design (Spen-
cer, Zanna, & Fong, 2005), Experiments 2-4 tested each step of our
hypothesized causal chain: “Feeling suspicious — Accessibility of
suspicion concepts — Accessibility of fish concepts — Identification
of fishy smell.”

In Experiment 2, participants were induced to feel suspicious
(n=25) or not induced (n = 24), and did a word-completion task. Of
the 20 items, 10 could be completed with suspicion-related words
(e.g., doubt, dubious, suspicious). As expected, participants induced
to feel suspicious wrote more suspicion-related words; thus, a feel-
ing of suspicion increased the accessibility of suspicion concepts.

In Experiment 3, participants were primed with suspicion con-
cepts in a scrambled-sentence task (based on the suspicion-related
items in the word-completion task of Experiment 2; n=57) or primed
with unrelated concepts (z = 59). Next, they did a word-completion
task with 20 items, 10 of which could be completed with fish-related
words (e.g., fishing, gills, fin, tuna). As expected, participants primed
with suspicion concepts wrote more fish-related words; thus, suspi-
cion concepts increased the accessibility of fish concepts.



In Experiment 4, participants were primed with fish concepts
in a scrambled-sentence task (based on the fish-related items in the
word-completion task of Experiment 3; n = 19) or primed with unre-
lated concepts (n = 15). Next, they completed the smell identification
task used in Experiment 1. As expected, participants primed with
fish concepts showed higher accuracy in identifying fish oil. There
was no effect on any other smell. Thus, priming fish-related concepts
specifically enhanced identification of fish oil.

Results from Experiments 2-4 suggest that the metaphor-spe-
cific effect of social suspicion on smell identification is mediated by
a process of metaphoric concept association. Recognizing the un-
conscious nature of this process, we tested for the reversed causal
effect in Experiment 5: Does incidental exposure to a fishy smell
increase social suspicion? Participants were individually approached
by an experimenter in a campus hallway and asked to complete an
“investment decision task” (the trust game) together with another
“participant” (a confederate). The participant and the confederate
were each given 20 quarters. The participant first decided how much
to give the confederate; any amount given would be quadrupled in
value (e.g., $0.25 would become $1.00). The confederate could then
decide to give any amount (all, some, or none) back to the partici-
pant. With trust, participants should give more money based on the
expectation that the confederate would return a reasonable propor-
tion of the investment; with suspicion, participants should give less
money. Depending on condition, another confederate sprayed a seg-
ment of the hallway with one of three substances (fish oil, fart spray,
water) while the experimenter recruited the participant (thus keeping
recruitment unaffected by the smell). As predicted, participants who
smelled something fishy (fish oil) invested less money than those
who smelled another aversive odor (fart spray) or no odor (water).
The last two conditions did not differ, indicating that the impact of a
fishy smell is due to their metaphorical meaning, not mere negative
affect. Thus, incidental exposure to a fishy smell increased social
suspicion and undermined trust, as reflected in less cooperation in an
economic trust game.

In sum, five experiments support the grounding of suspicion
in smell. We find bidirectional effects, as social suspicion increases
accuracy in identifying a fishy smell and exposure to a fishy smell
increases social suspicion. Because the grounding is based on a
metaphor, effects are specific to the metaphor and limited to a fishy
smell. Our data further support the assumption that metaphor-based
influences are mediated by nonconscious concept associations.
These results extend grounded social-cognition research beyond the
visual and tactile domains and shed light on the underlying mecha-
nism. They also raise new questions about the operation of grounded
concepts with identical structure (suspicion grounded in smell) but
different cultural-linguistic instantiations (e.g., “fishy” in English).

Seeing is Believing: Exploring the Conditions Under
Which Food Images Influence Taste Perceptions

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Appetizing food images are rampant in marketing. The influ-
ence that such images have on taste perception, however, is still not
well understood. In the current research, we posit that food images
do influence taste perceptions, but that this relationship is moderated
by the type of food featured in the ad and the image context.

When a product is consumed, its actual sensory attributes are
compared and contrasted with any preexisting expectations. A mis-
match between the expected and actual attributes of the product
produces either positive or negative “disconfirmation” (Cardello &
Sawyer, 1992). According to assimilation theory, when disconfirma-
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tion occurs, perceived product performance will assimilate (become
similar) to the level of expectation (Hovland, Harvey, & Sherif,
1957). In the domain of food, this means expected sensory qualities
would combine with experienced sensory qualities, causing actual
evaluations to more closely resemble the expected evaluation.

Previous research by Raghunathan and colleagues (2006) dem-
onstrated that consumers hold an implicit belief that foods character-
ized as healthy are less tasty than foods characterized as unhealthy
and that this intuition can color consumers’ inferred and actual taste
evaluations. Building on this research, we propose that an image of
a healthy (unhealthy) food will activate negative (positive) expecta-
tions about the tastiness of the featured food and that these expec-
tations will combine with the actual taste experience, causing taste
evaluations to more closely resemble the expected evaluation than
if the same item were evaluated without image exposure. More for-
mally:

Hypothesis la: Exposure to an image of an unhealthy (healthy)
food will enhance (reduce) taste perceptions
during subsequent consumption of that food,
relative to no image exposure.

Hypothesis 1b: The number of positive minus negative sensory
thoughts produced during consumption will me-
diate this effect.

Second, we propose that this pattern of results can be reversed
when the context of the image viewed includes a person actually
consuming the featured food (consummatory image). To explain this
effect, we turn to the literature on goal contagion and argue that a
consummatory image may prime automatic goal activation and pur-
suit (Aarts, Gollwitzer, & Hassin, 2004). When an individual sees
an image of someone eating a healthy food, they may infer that the
person is pursuing a healthy eating goal, and consequently adopt and
pursue that goal themselves. In contrast, consuming unhealthy foods
is a behavior often associated with the goal of seeking indulgence,
which may involve mixed feelings. Thus, seeing an image of some-
one indulging in an unhealthy food, particularly when the person is
shown eating alone, may act as a negative goal-related cue, which we
argue will de-activate an indulgence goal or in other words, activate
a healthy eating goal.

As such, we expect that exposure to consummatory images
may automatically activate a healthy eating goal and that this tem-
porary motivational state may color consumers’ expectations about
the subsequent taste experience (Markman, Brendl, & Kim, 2007).
More specifically, we expect that seeing an image of someone eating
a healthy (unhealthy) food will activate a healthy eating goal and
that this will positively (negatively) influence expectations about the
taste of goal (in)consistent food, such that when the food is then
eaten, the consumer evaluates it as tasting better (worse) than if they
had only seen an image of the food alone. More formally:

Hypothesis 2a: Exposure to a consummatory image of an un-
healthy (healthy) food will reduce (enhance)
taste perceptions during subsequent consump-
tion of that food, relative to a pure food image.

Hypothesis 2b: The number of positive minus negative sensory
thoughts produced during consumption will me-
diate this effect.
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In experiment one, we test Hla and H1b employing a 2 (image
exposure: yes, no) x 2 (food type: healthy, unhealthy) between-subjects
design. Subjects were told that they would be helping pretest stimuli for
a future study on food advertising. Subjects in the image exposure con-
ditions were shown five different food images of either apples (healthy)
or chocolate (unhealthy) and asked to indicate the pleasantness of each
image on a nine-point scale (unpleasant-pleasant). Next, subjects tast-
ed a sample of the same food item featured in the images, listed any
thoughts they had while tasting it, and rated its taste on four nine point
scales anchored by bad/good quality, flavorless/flavorful, not at all /very
delicious, bad/good taste). Subjects in the no image exposure- healthy/
unhealthy conditions only completed the respective taste tests. As ex-
pected, the results showed that subjects that saw images of chocolate
rated the chocolate sample better than those that only tasted the sample.
In contrast, those that saw images of apples rated the apple sample worse
than those that only tasted the apple. These effects were mediated by the
net positive sensory thoughts produced during consumption.

In experiment two, we test H2a and H2b using a 2 (image context:
food alone, food consumed) x 2 (food type: healthy, unhealthy) between-
subjects design. The procedure mirrored that of experiment one, except
that all subjects were exposed to a series of eighteen food images prior
to the taste test. Image context was manipulated by using images that
either featured only the target food item or the target food item actually
being consumed. As expected, the results showed that subjects exposed
to images of just chocolate rated the chocolate sample better than those
that saw images of chocolate being consumed. In contrast, subjects that
saw images of apples being consumed rated the apple sample better than
those that saw images of just apples. These effects were again mediated
by the net positive sensory thoughts produced during consumption.

Taken together, our findings show that exposure to food images
primes expectations, which influence subsequent taste perceptions.
More importantly, we show that the direction of this effect depends on
the type of food featured and the context of the image. We are currently
running additional studies, which demonstrate the generalizability of
these findings and identify important boundary conditions. These find-
ings also have important implications for marketers of both healthy and
unhealthy food products, as well as consumers trying to adhere to a
healthier diet.

In Search of a Surrogate for Touch:
The Effect of Haptic Imagery on Perceived Ownership

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Previous research has shown that consumers value objects
more highly if they own them, a finding commonly known as the
endowment effect (Thaler, 1980). This effect is not limited to legal
ownership; psychological ownership, characterized by the feeling
that something “is mine,” also produces the endowment effect. One
antecedent of psychological ownership is the ability of an individual
to control an object by touching it. Peck and Shu (2009) show that
when individuals are given the opportunity to touch an object (versus
not), they report a greater sense of perceived ownership and value
the object more highly.

If touch is not available, could imagining touch act as a surro-
gate? According to Maclnnis and Price (1987), imaging is a resource
demanding process in which sensory information is represented in
working memory. Bone and Ellen (1992) conjecture that imagery
“may involve sight, taste, smell and tactile sensations” (p. 93). Al-
though research on imagery and the tactile system is limited (Kla-
tasky, Lederman & Matula, 1993), there is some evidence for the
interdependence of touch and imagery (Katz, 1925).

Since imaging requires cognitive resources and the effects of
imagery are mediated by resource availability (Bone & Ellen, 1992;
Unnava, Agarwal & Haugtvedt, 1996), blocking out perceptual dis-
tractions during imaging may enhance its effects. In some instances,
consumer behavior researchers have instructed participants to close
their eyes when imaging (e.g., Bone & Ellen, 1992; Keller & McGill,
1994 (Experiment 1); Petrova & Cialdini, 2005 (Study 3)), although
this was not the focus of these studies. We hypothesize and find that
closing one’s eyes while imagining touching an object leads to great-
er psychological ownership than imagining touching an object when
one’s eyes are open.

An experimental study was designed to examine the effect of
touch imagery on perceived ownership. The design was a 4 (imag-
ery/touch: imagery eyes closed, imagery eyes open, no touch no im-
agery, touch with no imagery) x 2 (product: Koosh ball, blanket),
with the first factor manipulated between subjects and the second
factor varied within subjects. Three hundred and twenty-six indi-
viduals participated in the study.

Our first hypothesis predicted that when participants imagined
touching the product with their eyes closed, perceived ownership
would be greater than when participants imagined touching with
their eyes open. We found a main effect of touch/imagery for per-
ceived ownership. Both the touch condition and the touch imagery
with eyes closed condition resulted in a significantly greater sense of
ownership than the touch imagery with eyes open condition and the
no touch-no imagery condition.

We next conducted a second study in order to examine the pro-
cess in more detail. We hypothesized that when a person closes her
eyes to imagine, she is focusing her cognitive resources, which re-
sults in similar effects to actual touch. In the second study, we had
participants imagine touching a product (as in Study 1) but we ma-
nipulated whether haptic interference was present and also whether
the interference “fit” with the imagined object. The design of this
study was a 2 (vision: eyes open, eyes closed) x 3 (haptic stimulus:
none, congruent, incongruent) with both factors manipulated be-
tween subjects. Three hundred and eighty-seven individuals partici-
pated. In addition to replicating our first study, we found that when a
person imagines touch with eyes closed, the presence or absence of
haptic stimuli does not significantly impact haptic imaging unless the
stimulus is incongruent with the product being imagined.

The third study delves deeper into both the process and the in-
dividual difference in Need for Touch (Peck and Childers, 2003).
Consumers may base their product evaluations not on the product
information with which they are presented, but rather on the fluen-
cy with which that information can be processed (Lee and Labroo,
2004). Since individuals high in NFT are more proficient at process-
ing haptic information, we hypothesize that they do not need to close
their eyes to effectively imagine touch, whereas individuals low in
NFT do. As a result, it should be easier to interfere with the haptic
imaging of a person lower in NFT. We find the predicted results in
this experiment. To further elaborate on the process, we also measure
the vividness of the haptic images.

We are currently conducting a study that extends the previ-
ous studies by investigating perceived control as an antecedent of
perceived ownership. In the previous studies, we hypothesized that
touch and haptic imaging both led to an increase in perceived owner-
ship due to the ability to control the object. In this study, we directly
measure perceived control as further evidence of the process. We
also limit the time for imagining touch to provide further support for
our cognitive resources explanation. Data collection is underway and
the results will be available for presentation at ACR.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

Significant existing research documents the negative impact of
consumption on the environment (see, for example, Kilbourne and
Beckmann 1998). Less attention is given to exploring the burgeon-
ing local experiments by individual consumers and communities
who seek to live more sustainably (Prothero et al. 2011). We bring
together three empirical studies of local community-based initiatives
that offer alternative models of exchange based on life affirming val-
ues of sharing (Belk 2010), capacity building, and wise stewardship
over the earth’s limited resources.

Specifically, across the three papers, we examine the ongoing
social construction and negotiation of new norms and values with-
in three local community engagement projects: a community time
bank, an online item exchange community, and ecovillages. To vary-
ing degrees, each of these experiments was inspired and is connected
to international social movements; yet the exchange systems are
inescapably enacted within local environs that are shaped in minor
and major ways. These exchange systems are relatively new so we
are able to see the actual development and formation of new social
norms and community practices to affirm these values. We examine
how these experiments in sustainability both expand and limit the ca-
pacities of communities to transformation. We seek to move toward a
better understanding of collective efficacy and to inform the develop-
ment of an applied theory of community change. These experiments
provide useful insights to the challenges facing us as we move halt-
ingly toward a more sustainable post-consumer culture (Mick 2006).

Lucie Ozanne and Julie Ozanne examine the development of a
time bank community. Time banks are based on a form of community
exchange that assumes everyone’s time is equal in value. As such,
time becomes a unit of value in which participants give and receive
help in exchange for time credits. While consumers import norms
and social expectations from market-mediated and family-mediated
exchange, the time bank requires different norms to release its poten-
tial to enact social change.

Zeynep Arsel and Susan Dobscha examine an internet-mediated
item exchange community that is international in reach but operates
at a local grass roots level. This Freecycle community is often con-
sidered to be a gift economy in which people post free goods that are
then presented as gifts (Giesler 2006). The authors explore contradic-
tions between the top-down policies of an organization guided by a
specific ethos and the bottom-up contestation of the local participants

engaged in meaning making. The potential of this community is at
times thwarted by these organizational policies.

Rob Kozinets and Frank-Martin Belz provide perhaps the most
dramatic example in their examination of intentional and sustainable
communities called ecovillages. Not surprisingly, this lived experi-
ence has a more profound influence impacting members’ connection
to their food, the land, and one another.

Jean-Sébastien Marcoux, who is trained as an anthropologist
and has published provocative work on the contrary nature of gift
giving (Marcoux 2009), is well suited to comment on the contra-
dictions found within these experiments. In conclusion, this session
should be of particular interest to scholars concerned with issues
such as sustainability, community building, community resilience
and efficacy, sharing, gift giving, generosity, and altruism.

Building Community Efficacy through
Time Bank Exchanges

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

A time bank is a locally-based exchange system in which labor
flows through non-reciprocal exchange (Seyfang 2004). Community
members “deposit” an hour of labor by giving services to another
time bank member and, in return, can “withdraw” an hour of ser-
vice from different members (Williams 2004). The time bank in this
study began in 2005 with just a handful of members and now claims
over 300 members, which represents about 13% of the local town.
To date, over thirty thousand hours have been exchanged and cur-
rently an average of four hundred hours is traded each month. While
original members were all individuals, memberships now includes
organizations ranging from the local school, radio station, medical
center, community garden, and childcare facility.

Part-time field work spanned approximately eighteen months
and included participant observation of both the internal administra-
tion of the time bank and external community events as well as ac-
tively trading in the time bank. Besides field notes, the data collected
included focus group interviews, over twenty formal interviews, and
time bank communications, trades, and publicity. Data collection is
completed and the data analysis is well underway.

Time bank trades are facilitated through an online trading sys-
tem, which documents the breadth and diversity of the skills that
exist in the community. Thus, the community becomes aware of the
latent and often untapped potential of its members, which positively
impacts the community identity as resourceful. Similarly, even indi-
viduals who may feel like they have no ‘marketable’ skills become
aware of capacities they possess that are valued by others and can
be traded (e.g., companionship, canning preserves, dog walking).
The time bank breaks down barriers and allows neighbors to request
and offer help through indirect exchanges. Through time bank ex-
changes, traders become more deeply integrated into the local com-
munity. Early in the field work, traders struggled to transport social
norms derived from marketplace and more familial exchange. More
recently, the time bank is emerging as a community resource guided
by a different logic.

While traditionally relational and reciprocal exchange is highly
valued (Dwyer, Schur, and Oh 1987), the weak ties of non-reciprocal
exchange allow the community to tap into the significant distributed
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expertise of the community (Sampson 2002). Increasingly the time
bank is seen as a way to mobilize the power of this network increas-
ing collective efficacy and contributing to the quality of community
life. Time bankers rally to engage in community projects, such as
working on the summer street festival, facilitating the weekly farm-
ers’ market, participating in the annual clothes swap, and volunteer-
ing at the local visitor information center finding that even physically
demanding tasks are more pleasant when shared (Belk 2010). Time
bank members initiated a scheme to “tag bust” and clean-up graffiti.
The time bank creatively responded to cuts in government funding
by training time bankers to run physical fitness courses and adult ed-
ucation classes--participants then paid in time credits. The time bank
is used to socialize the youngest community members on being civic
minded and altruistic. For instance, the local school encourages their
student body “to learn about the benefits of community and giving”
through beach clean-ups and other community enhancing projects.

Rather than suffering from the classic economic free rider prob-
lem, community time wealth accrues and needs to be redistributed.
Time bank members regularly gift their time credits to members
who are in need of support or toward community projects. A com-
munity treasure chest of time credits enables the time bank to direct
community effort to priority initiatives, such as volunteer assistance
with reading recovery programs, art and drama projects, and work-
ing bees at the school. As one older informant states: “I go into the
school each week and work with a few children who need a bit of
extra help with reading. All my grandchildren live in the North Is-
land, so it is lovely to have this contact with these delightful beings.”

Perhaps the most dramatic example of the time bank’s potential
for collective efficacy and community resiliency was evidenced in
the aftermath of the first New Zealand earthquake; the time bank
helped people rally when the civic services became over whelmed.
For instance, the health center turned to the time bank to activate
members to phone elderly patients to check on their safety. When
the volunteer fire brigade was besieged with calls to dismantle un-
safe chimneys and structures, the time bank assisted. Members also
manned the information center providing a retreat and social valve
for residents to vent their anxieties. Direct support was provided
to residents, whose homes were severely damaged, providing them
with shelter and support. The time bank acted as a conduit of infor-
mation regarding tunnel and road closures and local infrastructure
and support. Perhaps most importantly, community members were
given the opportunity to act constructively helping others during a
crisis that often left people feeling helpless and alone.

Hybrid Pro-Social Exchange Systems:
The Case of Freecycle

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Freecycling is an organization that facilitates non-reciprocal ex-
change of goods within local communities with the goal of reducing
waste (Freecycle website). This exchange is pro-social since the par-
ticipants who offer their possessions to others do so at a personal cost
and without immediate gain (Penner et al. 2011). It is often charac-
terized as a gift system given no financial exchange occurs; instead,
the exchange is governed by a principle of generalized reciprocity
across members (Nelson and Rademacher 2009). Initiated informal-
ly by a group of friends in Tucson, AZ who realized that their trash
might be another’s treasure (company documents), members now
number over 8 million users across 85 countries. The institutional
mission is to promote gifting among its members, divert goods with
existing use value from landfills, and reduce the overall impact of
consumption on the environment.

Freecyling provides free goods to consumers for a diverse range
of reasons. The majority of the participants are similarly minded, so-
cially cooperating, free laboring individuals who redistribute goods
in a creative and novel way. In fact Nelson, Rademacher, and Pack
(2007) found that members of a local Freecycle community had a
distinctly less materialistic relationship with consumer culture and
higher levels of civic involvement and politicized consumption than
non-Freecyclers. Whereas the assumption is that Freecyclers are act-
ing upon some greater moral imperative when they gift these items,
previous research suggests that participants who joined Freecycle
could actually fit into one of four categories of motivation: self-
interest, decluttering, environmental concerns, and helping others
(Nelson, Rademacher, and Pack 2007).

We have conducted a multi-method analysis utilizing blog min-
ing, archival search, and interviews with 22 regular participants of
Freecycling. Both authors also are active participants of the commu-
nity since 2007 and exchanged goods through their local Freecycle
chapters. Our data analysis revealed several interesting tensions be-
tween the goals of the institution (the owners of the Freecycle brand)
and its community members (participants in local chapters). Spe-
cifically, these tensions arise from institutional norms being imposed
upon the participants rather than from the patterns of consumption
that emerged from freecycling. While others find improved commu-
nity cohesion as a result of these pro-social communities (Ozanne
and Ozanne 2010), our research suggests a more complicated pic-
ture.

Our work extends theories on exchange following Belk’s
(2010) article on sharing. Belk outlines a typology of marketplace
exchanges that correspond to three divergent cultural patterns with
their own rituals and behaviors: sharing, gift giving, and commodity
trade. The case of Freecycling exhibits characteristics of all three
prototypes in contrast to the organization’s frame of “gifting.” Fur-
thermore, within each exchange, tensions and paradoxes arise from
the institutional misalignment of norms and expectations. For ex-
ample, while the mission of Freecycle is to offer and request goods
free, participants are discouraged from providing information related
to personal predicaments (a counterindication of sharing) and from
expecting reciprocity (counterindication of gifting). We suggest that
this complex and paradoxical practice of impersonal “sharing out”
(Belk 2004; Widlock 2004) provides a fruitful context to further ex-
tend theories of exchange.

We find four main tensions arising from the mismatch be-
tween the institutionally imposed norms and community participa-
tion. These tensions suggest the hybrid and ambiguous status of this
exchange system vis-a-vis Belk’s typology. The first tension arises
around the issue of materialism. While the aim of Freecycle is to
reduce overconsumption, some informants are materialistic in their
motives and actually hoard goods. In some ways, Freecycle allows
them moral license to acquire too much. Still, we argue that this hy-
brid exchange system allows people to engage in variety seeking and
collecting while minimizing their ecological impact when compared
to buying “new” goods. The second tension arises when nontradi-
tional items are commodified. For example, pets and personal ser-
vices are considered inappropriate from the institution’s perspective,
whereas local participants disagree and frequently defy this rule. The
third tension arises on the need for personalization and communal
bonding. Freecycle’s policy is to remove personal stories from list-
ings to discourage pity exchanges and increase market efficiency.
Yet, participants express a strong need for divestment rituals and the
transfer of symbolic meaning of goods through storytelling. We ar-
gue that this tension creates an impediment to community, an asset
that Freecycle’s policies undermine or at least undervalue. The last



tension arises on the non-profit nature of the system. While no of-
ficial policy exists on reselling goods, participants express conflict-
ing views about the appropriateness of this practice. This divergence
highlights the varying motives consumers have for participation in
contrast to the institutionalized mission.

Finally, we argue that the institutional framing of Freecycling
as a “gift economy” is oversimplified since it ignores the hybridized
form of exchange. Similar to Eckhardt and Bardhi’s work (2010)
that found that not all consumers who used car-sharing services were
motivated by environmental concerns, we suggest that a gift-based
positioning does not fully capture the experiences participants have
while engaging in the redistribution of goods. We further argue that
institutionalized emphasis on efficiency and impersonalization im-
pairs the community building potential that some participants value.

“The Indefinite Future”:
Ideas, Ideals, and Idealized Ideology
in the Global Eco-Village

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Intentional communities have a long and checkered history as
wellsprings of social experimentation and innovative new cultural
forms (Brown 2002; Sargisson and Sargent 2004). In contemporary
parlance, intentional communities include not only such specific and
relatively temporary (anti) consumption-related happenings as the
Burning Man project (e.g., Kozinets 2002) and the Rainbow Family
Gathering (Niman 1997), but also more lasting manifestations such
as ecovillages, cohousing communities, residential land trusts, com-
munes, student co-ops, urban housing cooperatives, intentional liv-
ing, alternative communities, and cooperative living. Each of these is
considered to be a quasi-experimental “project” where people strive
to live out a common vision in their everyday lives. Oftentimes, this
vision is one that combines the environmental with the communitar-
ian and which seeks to question in a collective setting the base of val-
ues underlying contemporary consumer culture and simultaneously
to explore what could or should replace it (Dawson 2010).

In this cross-cultural, longitudinally-oriented, multi-sited re-
search, we seek to deepen our knowledge of the ideologies of con-
sumption that support and underlie participation in one particular and
ecologically-oriented form of intentional community: eco-villages.
The commonly accepted and value-laden definition of ecovillages is
that they are “human-scale, full-featured settlements in which human
activities are harmlessly integrated into the natural world in a way
that is supportive of healthy human development and can be success-
fully continued into the indefinite future” (Gilman 1991, quoted in
Dawson 2006, p. 13).

Eco-villages are a fascinating place for consumer researchers
to ponder the transition of consumer culture and contemporary so-
ciety into a more eco-friendly and sustainable form for a variety of
reasons. First, they come in many shapes and sizes, and thus attract
consumers from the most ecologically radical to those with merely a
firm commitment and interest in sustainable living. Second, they are
part of an organized and successful international intentional commu-
nity movement. Third, the global network of eco-villages is not only
transnational but transcultural, having been partially founded on an
alliance between sustainability-based communities and networks of
traditional communities in developing countries. And fourth, eco-
villages are explicitly ideological enterprises concerning themselves
with the alteration of the economic values underpinning contempo-
rary consumer culture, particularly, the linkage of economic growth
and personal and social well being.

Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 39) / 67

We begin with an overview of the core notions of intentional
community. We develop our understanding of ecovillages as a con-
cept and a movement. We then introduce our research that was con-
ducted at three different eco-villages, speaking three different lan-
guages, in three different countries (Germany, Scotland, and French
Canada). We undertook an ethnographic exploration of eco-village
life and conducted (and are in the process of conducting) over one
dozen interviews, as well as using participant-observational tech-
niques. Data collection and analysis at two sites has been completed,
with a second wave possible before the October presentation. Initial
data collection in the third site is planned for June, and full analysis
will be completed by October. As of February, we have more than
enough data collected and analyzed to present, even without the third
site.

As with the other presentations in this session, the members of
eco-villages are concerned with sharing, capacity building, and the
wise use of the planet’s limited resources. However, the levels and
depths of commitment, and the range of ideological engagement is
more pronounced and perhaps profound. At the Findhorn ecovillage
in Scotland that we studied, the ecological footprint per person is
a bit over half of the UK average, which is the lowest footprint re-
corded for any settlement in the industrial world.

Perhaps even more interesting than the achievement of low en-
ergy usage is the means for its accomplishment. Most of the energy-
saving activities also are credited with increasing the well being of
eco-village members. For example, the decision by eco-villages to
grow a significant amount of their own food creates a social situa-
tion where community members must work together cooperatively.
Similarly, living together necessitates new social forms of engage-
ment. The net effect, as with other types of intentional community
both temporary and permanent, is that economic activity becomes
local and thus ideologically linked to the immediately social. This
powerful relocation of production is a common theme of the eco-
village experience, along with a series of other reconnections—re-
connecting people with their food, reconnecting people with their
land, reconnecting people with indigenous people and practices, and
reconnecting people with other people with whom they live. Add
to this an educational and experiential ethos, and you have a potent
potential for social change.

What is the net effect with our encounter with the distant
boundaries of living as an ecovillage embedded consumer and con-
sumer researcher? It is nothing short of informing our understanding
of connection, disconnection, and reconnection. There are answers
to our questions about new transitional forms of living that can lead
the way to a more ecologically sustainable post-consumer culture.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

With the emergence of China and India as drivers of global
growth there has been a corresponding increase among Western com-
panies to market effectively to consumers in these countries (Ecker,
2008; Tse, 2010). Global marketers often guide their market deci-
sions by contrasting the more collectivist orientation of Easterners
with Westerners’ individualist orientations (Shavitt, Lee & Torelli,
2008). Building on the notion that Easterners and Westerners differ
in their conceptions of individual versus collective autonomy (Me-
non et al., 1999), this symposium sheds light on how these culturally-
patterned conceptions of autonomy shape people’s judgments and
behaviors. In doing so, we uncover the psychological mechanisms
underlying people’s tendencies to: a) switch brands when facing
unsatisfactory product experiences, b) favor brands that symbolize
individual autonomy, and c) rely on bribery as a business tool for
gaining competitive advantage.

The first paper by Ng, Kim & Rao examines how Westerners’
(Easterners’) emphasis on individual (collective) autonomy affects
their attributions and degree of counterfactual thinking, and their
subsequent brand-switching intentions. In three studies, the authors
demonstrate that for East Asians (Westerners), brand-switching in-
tentions were higher (lower) when encountering an unsatisfactory
product experience attributed to an exercise of individual versus col-
lective autonomy (i.e., an individual vs. a group choice). In contrast,
East Asians (Westerners) exhibited lower (higher) brand-switching
intentions when the unsatisfactory product experience was attrib-
uted to the failure to exercise individual versus collective autonomy.
Furthermore, the effect of unsatisfactory product experiences due to
an exercise (or lack thereof) of a culturally-nurtured conception of
autonomy on brand switching was mediated by the experience of
counterfactual thinking and regret.

The second paper by Keh, Torelli, Hao & Chiu investigates
how younger, educated Chinese consumers evaluate different types
of translations (semantic, phonetic, and phonosemantic) of Western
brand names, as a function of their symbolism of individual auton-
omy values as well as consumers’ own cultural value priorities. Re-
sults from two studies demonstrate that young Chinese consumers
are more likely to infer individual autonomy values from phonetic or
phonosemantic brand name translations than from semantic transla-

tions, particularly for products with high and very high levels of val-
ue-expressiveness. In addition, semantic and phonosemantic transla-
tions create the favorable impression that the marketer is sensitive
to Chinese culture. As phonosemantic translations benefit from both
kinds of effects, they are the most favorably evaluated. Findings also
reveal that phonetic translations are evaluated more positively than
semantic translations, indicating that the effect of value inference is
stronger than that of marketer cultural sensitivity. This is corrobo-
rated by findings showing that consumers who endorse autonomy
values attribute higher levels of value congruence to the phonetic and
phonosemantic brand name translations and hence like them better.

The final paper by Mazar and Aggarwal investigates the extent
to which a lowered sense of personal responsibility fostered by a
collective conception of autonomy influences the likelihood to bribe
when entering a foreign market. In a business to business context,
three studies find a significant effect of the degree of collectivism
versus individualism present in a national culture on the propensity
to offer bribes abroad. Furthermore, the effect is mediated by the
lowered sense of personal responsibility. Together, the results sug-
gest that the collective conception of autonomy nurtured in collec-
tivist cultures promotes the propensity to offer a bribe in a business
exchange through lower perceptions of personal responsibility for
one’s actions.

This session discusses very important issues in cross-cultural
consumer behavior and presents the completed work from three pa-
pers. In keeping with the theme of ACR 2011, this session ‘connects’
research on culturally-patterned conceptions of individual versus
collective autonomy to inform marketing researchers about the psy-
chological mechanisms underlying cultural patterns of judgments
and behaviors in the global marketplace. We anticipate this session
will attract not only those interested in global, specific marketing is-
sues (e.g., branding, advertising), but those interested more generally
in cross-cultural consumer behavior. We will save 20-25 minutes for
Ana Valenzuela, an expert in cross-cultural psychology, to discuss
the presentations and to receive questions from the audience. Dr. Va-
lenzuela will spend a few minutes integrating the implications of the
three streams of research to bridge connections between the current
projects and will provide a roadmap for future research. She will then
moderate questions and comments from the audience.

“Sins of Omission and Sins of Commission: Differences
in Brand-Switching Intentions Due to Culturally
Different Theories of Agency”

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

People naturally make mistakes. When events unfold in an un-
savory fashion, humans experience regret and mentally picture how
those events could have unfolded differently, if they had either by
acted differently, or if they had not acted in a manner that led to the
unsavory outcome. Such counterfactual thinking can lead to a modi-
fication of the individual’s future behavior (Roese 1994).

Recent advances in psychology have documented cross-cultural
differences in the construal of agency (Menon, Morris, Chiu, and
Hong 1999; Morris, Menon, and Ames 2001). In Western cultures,
individualism is emphasized, while in Eastern cultures collectiv-
ism is emphasized. This difference in emphasis of individual versus
group action has an impact on the degree of counterfactual thinking
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that individuals might experience. That is, Westerners might experi-
ence counterfactual thinking to a greater degree due to their indi-
vidual behavior, while Easterners might experience counterfactual
thinking to a greater degree due to their group’s collective behavior.
Such differences in counterfactual thinking have implications for
perceptions of regret and the intention to change behavior in the fu-
ture. We examine this issue in a consumption context by varying cul-
tural orientation, action or inaction as the cause of a regret-inducing
purchase, and whether the individual or group was the agent making
the original purchase decision; our dependent variable is people’s
brand- switching intentions as a result of the regret-inducing pur-
chase experiences.

In study 1, we examined our core premise that Eastern and
Western cultures differ in the extent to which individuals or groups
are perceived to engage in action. To this end, a 2 (Cultural prime:
Chinese vs. US prime) (Decision Unit: Individual vs. Group) be-
tween-subjects experiment was conducted. In order to manipulate
different cultural orientations, we employed cultural priming (Chen,
Ng, and Rao 2005; Ng and Houston 2006). In addition, we varied the
decision context (a decision to adopt a new medicine) by stipulating
that the decision was to be made either individually or collectively
among a group of medical patients. An ANOVA run on consumers’
propensity to act (i.e., choose the new medicine) revealed a signif-
icant two-way interaction (£(1, 55) = 6.54, p < .05), indicating a
greater expectation for the individual to act in the US culture and
greater expectation for the group to act in the Chinese culture. These
results corroborate the idea that people’s implicit theories of indi-
vidual versus group agency vary across culture.

In study 2, we tested our main hypotheses by examining the
degree of counterfactual thinking and brand-switching intentions.
For this purpose, we employed a 2 (Cultural prime: Chinese vs. US
prime) 2 (Frame: Action vs. Inaction) 2 (Decision Unit: Individual
vs. Group) design, in the context of a computer purchase for a per-
sonal or family business. First, the ANOVA run on the number of
counterfactual thoughts revealed a significant three-way interaction
(F(1, 275) = 27.13, p < .01). Further analyses involving contrasts
showed that Chinese-primed participants generated more counter-
factual thoughts when the negative event occurred as a consequence
of the individual’s (vs. the group’s) action (F(1, 275) = 4.26, p <
.05). Conversely, US-primed participants generated more counter-
factual thoughts when the negative event occurred due to actions of
the group (vs. the individual; F(1, 275) = 15.76, p < .01). Similarly,
participants in the Chinese prime condition generated more counter-
factual thoughts when the group (vs. individual) failed to act (F(1,
275) =5.21, p < .05), whereas the opposite was true for US-primed
ones (F(1,275)=3.28, p <.09). These results indicate that individu-
als’ propensity to experience counterfactual thinking due to an action
or inaction changes when the domain of decision-making shifts from
the individual to the group.

The same analysis on brand-switching intentions also revealed
a similar set of findings (F(1, 275) = 17.31, p < .01). Specifically,
brand-switching intentions were higher among Chinese-primed par-
ticipants when the sub-par outcome occurred due to the individual’s
(vs. group’s) actions (F(1, 275) = 3.58, p < .05), while failure due to
group inaction led to greater brand-switching intentions than failure
due to individual inaction. In contrast, US-primed participants ex-
hibited the opposite pattern. Moreover, meditational analysis using
the bootstrapping method confirmed the indirect effect of counter-
factual thinking on brand-switching intentions.

Study 3 replicated the finding of study 2, using a different con-
sumption context (i.e., investment brokerage firm). Similar to study
2, participants were asked to imagine that they encountered unsatis-

factory investment outcomes due to poor advice from their brokerage
firm that had encouraged action (to sell their stocks) or had encour-
aged inaction (to not sell their stocks). The participants assigned to
the group decision-making condition were asked to imagine that they
were members of a finance team that invests in the stock market. In
this study, we measured feelings of regret (as a proxy for counterfac-
tual thinking) and brand-switching intention (switching to another
investment brokerage firm). As expected, the 2 (Cultural prime)
2 (Frame) — 2 (Decision Unit) ANOVA revealed significant three-
way interactions on both feelings of regret (F(1, 201) = 28.83, p <
.01) and switching intentions (F(1, 201) = 31.83, p < .01). Further,
it was found that feelings of regret mediated participants’ switching
intentions.

Taken together, the results provide converging evidence con-
cerning cultural differences in counterfactual thoughts and brand-
switching behavior due to differences in the expectations of group
versus individual action and inaction. Theoretically, this research
contributes to the emerging discipline of cross-cultural psychology
and its application to consumer behavior. In particular, one novel
advance includes identifying the role of the agent (the individual
or group) who engages in an action (or stays passive), in the mani-
festation of regret. In addition, from a practical perspective, our re-
search is likely to be of value to organizations contemplating entry
into growing Eastern markets (e.g., China and India), where brand-
switching intentions are shaped and formed differently than in the
West, and where decisions are frequently made by groups rather than
by individuals.

The Effects of Brand Translations and Their
Cultural Symbolisms on Brand Evaluation among
Young Chinese Consumers

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

A good brand name reduces the burden on marketing commu-
nications to build awareness and link brand associations, and plays
a crucial role in influencing product evaluation and purchase deci-
sions (Keller, Heckler, and Houston 1998). Consequently, for glob-
al brands, failure to provide proper brand name translation in the
local language may lead to disastrous results (Zhang and Schmitt
2001). Due to language and cultural differences, brand name trans-
lation from Western languages into Chinese tends to be a difficult
task (Zhang and Schmitt 2004). While many Western languages are
phonographic, which uses either letters or syllables to represent the
sound components of the spoken language, Chinese is a logographic
language that is visually represented by 50,000 characters (Schmitt,
Pan, and Tavassoli 1994).

There are three common ways of translating brand names into
Chinese: by sound (phonetic translation), by meaning (semantic
translation), and by sound plus meaning (phonosemantic transla-
tion). The present research examines how younger, educated Chi-
nese consumers evaluate these three different types of translations of
Western brand names as a function of their symbolism of individual
autonomy values as well as consumers’ own cultural value priorities.

Specifically, we contend that different methods of brand name
translations may elicit different cultural meanings, particularly
among the younger, educated Chinese consumers who are highly fa-
miliar with both Chinese and Western cultures (Zhang 2010). Among
these consumers, phonetic translations will directly remind of the
brand’s Western origin and the dominant individual autonomy val-
ues in the West, whereas semantic translations that are decoded with
reference to the Chinese language will call out associations with the
conservatism values in Chinese culture (Schwartz 1992). Finally, a



phonosemantic translation contains both semantic references in the
Chinese language and phonetic references in the Western language,
and would elicit both conservatism values as well as individual au-
tonomy values, respectively. These effects will be further moderated
by the value-expressiveness of the product. In a collectivist soci-
ety such as China, consumers are highly attentive to the symbolic
meanings embodied in a brand, particularly for value-expressive
products (Tse 1996). Hence, we propose that the pattern of associa-
tion between brand translation and symbolic meanings will be more
pronounced for products with higher (versus lower) levels of value-
expressiveness.

Brand name translation should then impact brand evaluation in
two different ways. First, a phonetic or a phonosemantic translation
may activate favorably evaluated autonomous values that are highly
regarded by young Chinese consumers, born following the institu-
tion of the one-child policy (Zhang 2009). Second, a semantic or a
phonosemantic translation may create the impression that the mar-
keter is sensitive to and respects Chinese culture, and hence increas-
es Chinese consumers’ positive attitude towards the brand transla-
tion (Koslow, Shamdasani, and Touchstone 1994). Taken together,
these two mechanisms suggest that symbolic meanings inferred from
brand translation and inferred marketer cultural sensitivity may have
independent, additive effects on brand evaluation.

More importantly, these two effects occur simultaneously in
contrasting fashion for phonetic and semantic brand translations.
Although semantic brand translation benefits from greater percep-
tions that the marketer is sensitive to Chinese culture, it suffers from
weaker associations with the favorably-evaluated autonomy values.
As younger, educated Chinese consumers may find autonomy values
to be particularly self-relevant, we anticipate that this drawback of
semantic translations would outweigh its benefit of favorable per-
ceptions of marketer cultural sensitivity. Although both phonetic and
phonosemantic translations are favorably associated with autonomy
values, only phonosemantic translation benefits from greater levels
of marketer cultural sensitivity. We then predict that, in descending
order, younger, educated Chinese consumers’ favorability of the three
forms of brand name translation are phonosemantic, phonetic, and
semantic. As phonetic and phonosemantic translations (compared to
semantic ones) are more strongly associated with autonomy values
at higher (vs. lower) levels of value expressiveness, by extension
the positive effects of these associations on brand evaluations should
also be stronger for higher levels of value expressiveness.

Finally, consumers’ preference for brand translation is related to
their own psychological characteristics. Because consumers prefer
brands that are congruent with the personality traits that constitute
their self-schemas (i.e., self-congruity, Aaker 1999), those who en-
dorse autonomy values should show a stronger preference for pho-
netic or phonosemantic brand name translations (relative to semantic
translations) than should others who endorse conservatism values.

In study 1, young Chinese students at a large public university
in Beijing (China) participated in a 3 (Value-Expressiveness of the
product: low, high, or very high) x 3 (Translation: phonetic, phono-
semantic, or semantic) within-subjects design. Participants indicated
the human values embodied or symbolized by each brand translation
and evaluated them. Later, they also rated the importance of indi-
vidual autonomy and conservatism values for themselves. Results
showed that participants perceived phonetic and phonosemantic
translations to embody greater autonomy values than they did se-
mantic translations, particularly for products with high and very-high
levels of value-expressiveness. In addition, phonosemantic transla-
tions were evaluated more favorably than phonetic and semantic
ones. Phonetic translations were also evaluated more favorably than
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semantic ones for high (marginally) and very high levels of value-
expressiveness. Furthermore, the self-importance of autonomy val-
ues positively predicted evaluation of phonetic translations, but only
for high and very high levels of value-expressiveness.

Study 2 examined consumers’ evaluations of brand name trans-
lations (phonetic, semantic or phonosemantic) of the same product
brand upon making salient either the value-expressive function (high
value-expressiveness) or the utilitarian function (low value-expres-
siveness) of the product. Participants perceived phonetic and phono-
semantic translations to embody greater autonomy values than they
did semantic translations, particularly when the value expressive
function of the product was made salient. These associations trans-
lated into favorable brand evaluations among participants for whom
autonomy values are self-relevant. In addition, relative to phonetic
translations, phonosemantic translations induced perceptions that the
marketer is sensitive to Chinese culture, which mediated the differ-
ence in brand evaluation between these two types of translations.
In summary, our research highlights the importance of considering
consumers’ inferences about brand symbolism in terms of individual
autonomy values when translating Western names into Chinese lan-
guage, and particularly so for value-expressive products targeting
younger, educated Chinese consumers.

Can Collectivism Promote Bribery?

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Bribery is considered a morally repugnant business practice
with remarkable consensus transcending national boundaries (Hus-
ted, Dozier, McMahon, & Kattan, 1996). Yet, over $1 trillion or 3%
of the world Gross Domestic Product (GDP) are paid annually in
bribes, stymieing economic growth and threatening democratic and
moral values (The World Bank, 2004). Furthermore, cross-national
data such as Transparency International’s (2010) Bribe Payers Index
(BPI), which rates countries on the perceived willingness of their
companies to bribe abroad, suggest substantial variability across na-
tional cultures in the propensity to initiate bribes (Riafio & Hodess,
2008). What is not sufficiently considered, however, is whether and
how national culture might shape individuals’ propensity to initiate
bribes.

A decision to offer a bribe typically involves a conflict of inter-
est; a dilemma between behaving in accordance with one’s moral
standards and benefiting from bribing such as winning a contract.
Standard theories of moral agency suggest that individuals can selec-
tively disengage internal moral control to permit detrimental conduct
without violating their moral standards by, for example, reinterpret-
ing one’s actions or the negative consequences of one’s actions, vili-
fying the target of one’s actions, and, most strongly, by obscuring
personal causal agency through diffusion of responsibility (Bandura,
Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 1996; Mazar, Amir, & Ariely,
2008). The easier it is for individuals to employ any of these mecha-
nisms, the more likely they are to engage in immoral behavior, such
as initiating a bribe.

One prominent dimension of national culture is the degree of
collectivism or the extent to which individuals see themselves as in-
terdependent and part of a larger group or society (Hofstede, 1980).
According to previous research, individuals in collectivist cultures
tend to hold relatively more favorable attitudes toward sharing of
responsibilities (Hui, 1988), see others as providing a ‘cushion’ for
their risky actions (Hsee & Weber, 1999), make situational rather
than dispositional attributions, and have a weaker sense that they
themselves determine who they are (Triandis, 2001). Consequently,
we hypothesized that individuals in collectivist cultures would find
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it easier to disengage regulatory self-sanctions from detrimental con-
duct through diffusion or displacement of responsibility, and show
a higher propensity to bribe abroad than individuals in individual-
ist cultures. Further, we suggest that this effect would be mediated
by collectivists’ lower perceived responsibility for their actions. We
tested this premise in three studies.

In the first study, we tested the correlation between a country’s
degree of collectivism and the propensity of its companies to offer
bribes abroad while controlling for national wealth. Regression re-
sults show that the degree of collectivism was positively related to
the propensity to bribe and that even after controlling for wealth it
explained over half of the residual variability in the model.

Going beyond correlational data, Study 2 examined the exis-
tence and nature of a causal relationship between collectivism and
bribery. In this study, participants were primed with collectivism
or individualism in an experimental laboratory set-up. Results con-
firmed our hypothesis with participants in the collectivist condition
being more willing to offer a bribe than those in the individualist
condition. Importantly, participants in the collectivist condition held
themselves significantly less accountable for their actions than those
in the individualist condition, and this difference in perceived re-
sponsibility fully mediated the effect of the prime on participants’
decision to offer a bribe.

The third study tested for the alternative account that partici-
pants’ lower perceived responsibility for their actions was due to a
post hoc rationalization consequent to the decision to bribe. Our re-
sults show that even in the absence of a decision to bribe, participants
primed with a collectivist mindset held themselves significantly less
accountable for their actions than those primed with an individualist
mindset — suggesting that the effect is not due to a post-hoc rational-
ization of a decision to bribe.

Our research shows that the degree of collectivism influences
people’s willingness to offer a bribe, and that the effect is driven by
people’s reduced perceived responsibility for their own actions. By
drawing attention to cultural orientation and the relevance of internal
control mechanisms, this paper highlights the importance of under-
standing the psychological processes underlying cross-national dif-
ferences, which would be crucial in designing a richer set of policies
to curb the supply-side of corruption and its staggering costs.

REFERENCES

Aaker, Jennifer L. (1999), “The Malleable Self: The Role of Self-
Expression in Persuasion,” Journal of Marketing Research, 36
(1), 45-57.

Bandura, A., Barbaranelli, C., Caprara, G., & Pastorelli, C. (1996).
Mechanisms of moral disengagement in the exercise of moral
agency. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 71(2),
364-374.

Chen, Haipeng, Sharon Ng, and Akshay R. Rao (2005), “Cultural
Differences in Consumer Impatience,” Journal of Marketing
Research, 42 (3), 291-301.

Hofstede, G. (1980). Culture s consequences: International
differences in work-related values. London: Sage.

Hsee, C. K., & Weber, E.U. (1999). Cross-national differences in
risk preference and lay predictions. Journal of Behavioral
Decision Making. 12(2), 165-179.

Hui, C. H. (1988). Measurement of individualism-collectivism.
Journal of Research in Personality, 22(1), 17-36.

Husted, B. W., Dozier, J. B., McMabhon, J. T., & Kattan, M. W.
(1996). The impact of cross-national carriers of business ethics
on attitudes about questionable prac- tices and form of moral
reasoning. Journal of International Business Studies, 27, 391-
411.

Keller, Kevin Lane, Susan E. Heckler, and Michael J. Houston
(1998), “The Effects of Brand Name Suggestiveness on
Advertising Recall,” Journal of Marketing, 62 (1), 48-57.

Koslow, Scott, Prem N. Shamdasani, and Ellen E. Touchstone
(1994), “Exploring Language Effects in Ethnic Advertising: A
Sociolinguistic Perspective,” Journal of Consumer Research,
20 (4), 575-85.

Mazar, N., Amir, O., & Ariely, D. (2008). The dishonesty of honest
people: A theory of self-concept maintenance. Journal of
Marketing Research, 45(6), 633-644.

Menon, Tanya, Michael W. Morris, Chi-Yue Chiu, and Ying-
yi Hong (1999), “Culture and the Construal of Agency:
Attribution to Individual Versus Group Dispositions,” Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 76 (5), 701-17.

Morris, Michael W., Tanya Menon, and Daniel R. Ames (2001),
“Culturally Conferred Conceptions of Agency: A Key to Social
Perception of Persons, Groups, and Other Actors,” Personality
and Social Psychology Review, 5 (2), 169-82.

Ng, Sharon and Michael J. Houston (2006), “Exemplars or Beliefs?
The Impact of Self-View on the Nature and Relative Influence
of Brand Associations.,” Journal of Consumer Research, 32
(4), 519-29.

Riafo, J. & Hodess, R. (2008). Bribe payers index 2008. Berlin:
Transparency International.

Roese, Neal J. (1994), “The Functional Basis of Counterfactual
Thinking,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 66
(5), 805-18.

Schmitt, Bernd H., Yigang Pan, and Nader T. Tavassoli (1994),
“Language and Consumer Memory: The Impact of Linguistic
Differences between Chinese and English,” Journal of
Consumer Research, 21 (3), 419-31.

Schwartz, Shalom H. (1992), “Universals in the Content and
Structure of Values: Theoretical Advances and Empirical
Tests in 20 Countries,” in Advances in Experimental Social
Psychology, Vol. 25, M. Zanna, Ed., New York: Academic
Press, 1-65.

The World Bank (2004). The costs of corruption (http://
go.worldbank.org/VAT2-EYSA00, April 8, 2004, accessed:
July 19, 2010).

Transparency International (2010). Corruption perception index
2010. Berlin: Transparency International.

Triandis, H. (2001). Individualism-collectivism and personality.
Journal of Personality, 69(6), 907-924.

Tse, David (1996), “Understanding Chinese People as Consumers:
Past Findings and Future Propositions,” in The Handbook of
Chinese Psychology, Michael Bond, ed. Hong Kong: Oxford
University Press, 352-63.

Zhang, Jing (2009), “The Effect of Advertising Appeals in
Activating Self-Construals: A Case of Bicultural Chinese
Generation X Consumers,” Journal of Advertising, 38 (1),
63-82.

--- (2010), “The Persuasiveness of Individualistic and Collectivistic
Adpvertising Appeals among Chinese Generation X
Consumers,” Journal of Advertising, 39 (3), 69-80.

Zhang, Shi and Bernd H. Schmitt (2001), “Creating Local Brands
in Multilingual International Markets,” Journal of Marketing
Research, 38 (3), 313-25.



Consequences of Choosing: When Does Choosing Leave Consumers Worse Off?
Chairs: Joseph Redden, University of Minnesota, USA
Simona Botti, London Business School, UK

Paper #1: Forced to Do What I Want: When Imposing
Selfishness Increases Well-Being

Jonathan Berman, University of Pennsylvania, USA

Deborah Small, University of Pennsylvania, USA

Paper #2: The Chooser’s Curse: The Ability to Choose Increases
Satiation
Joseph Redden, University of Minnesota, USA

Paper #3: Turning the Page: The Impact of Choice Closure on
Satisfaction

Yangjie Gu, London Business School, UK

Simona Botti, London Business School, UK

David Faro, London Business School, UK

Paper #4: Focus! Creative Success Is
Restricted Choice
Anne Laure Sellier, New York University, USA

Darren Dahl, University of British Columbia, Canada

Enjoyed Through

SESSION OVERVIEW

Choice is widely viewed as a good thing for consumers because
they know what they prefer. However, recent research has highlight-
ed the negative consequences of choosing on consumer satisfaction
(e.g., see Iyengar and Lepper, 2000). In fact, a recent meta-analysis
found that the net effect on satisfaction of having more choice is
unclear (Scheibehenne et al., 2010). Sometimes people benefit from
a larger assortment, yet other times they find choosing from so many
options to be overly costly.

The proposed symposium has four papers that all explore fac-
tors influencing the effect of choice on consumer satisfaction,, fol-
lowing Chernev, Bockenholt and Goodman’s (2010) call for more
research on moderating factors of choice overload effects. The first
paper shows that choosing lowers satisfaction when it requires mak-
ing a trade-off between a selfish and prosocial option. The second
paper demonstrates the importance of repeated choices, as choos-
ing increased the rate of satiation. The third paper identifies closure
as a way to mitigate the negative effects of choosing from a large
selection. The fourth paper establishes the role of expertise, but in
sharp contrast to prior research (eg., Mogilner, Rudnick and Iyengar,
2008), as providing a large assortment in a creative task made people
more satisfied with the assortment, but less satisfied with the creative
process, as well as less creative.

The four papers all contribute to a common theme — identify
when choosing will negatively affect satisfaction. We expect our ses-
sion will generate widespread interest as it spans a range of research
interests, and invoke a fruitful discussion on how these ideas can
connect to the general topic of consumer well-being.

Forced to Do What I Want: When Imposing
Selfishness Increases Well-Being

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The present research investigates how choice freedom affects
individual well-being when choosing between a selfish and a pro-
social option. Recent research has identified situations in which ex-
ternally imposed options, as opposed to free choice, increases indi-
vidual well-being (Botti and Iyengar, 2004; Botti, Orfali and Iyengar,
2009). While much of this research has focused on choices where

the outcomes affect the self exclusively, we instead examine choices
where there is a direct trade-off between a self-benefitting option
and an option that improves the welfare of others. Although classic
economic theory assumes agents are strictly self-interested, there is
much evidence, both from the real world as well as from tightly-
controlled laboratory experiments, suggesting that people sometimes
make significant self-sacrifices to help others less fortunate than
themselves (Camerer and Thaler, 1995).

When faced with such trade-offs, regardless of the ultimate de-
cision, we expect that many individuals face intrapersonal conflict.
We expect that imposing a selfish option removes the experience of
intrapersonal conflict. As a result, individuals can enjoy the pleasure
of self-benefitting outcomes without experiencing self reproach for
forgoing helping others. The studies presented here test our hypothe-
sis that people are less happy and satisfied with outcomes when faced
with a choice between a selfish and prosocial option than those who
have a selfish outcome externally imposed.

In our first study participants were placed into one of three con-
ditions. Participants in the choice condition were given the option
to either receive a windfall sum of $3.00 or donate this money to
UNICETF. Participants in the imposed selfishness condition received
a windfall sum of $3.00, while those in the imposed prosocial condi-
tion donated $3.00 to UNICEF. Our main DVs include an 11 item
measure of present state happiness and positive affect (o =.91) and a
two item measure of satisfaction with outcome (o =.81). An ANOVA
revealed an overall effect of condition on happiness (F(2, 104) =
5.4, p = .006) and satisfaction with the outcome (F'(2, 104)=17.8, p
< .001). Specifically, participants who were forced to receive $3.00
were significantly happier (M = 4.5) than those who were given a
choice (M =3.9; t(74) = 2.5, p = .01) and those who were forced to
donate (M =3.5; #(59) = 3.1, p = .003). Analysis on our choice satis-
faction measure revealed the same pattern of results (all p’s <.002).
Participants in the free choice condition did not significantly differ in
happiness (#75) = 1.1, p = ns) or choice satisfaction (#(75) = 0.94, p
= ns) from those in the imposed donation condition.

One possible explanation stems from the finding that com-
parisons between options reduce the value of each option (Brenner,
Rottenstreich and Sood, 1999). In our first study, participants in the
choice condition, by design, considered both selfish and prosocial
options, while those in the imposed conditions were unaware of the
alternative option. It is possible that participants in the choice condi-
tion felt worse about their decision because their attention was drawn
to the relative disadvantage of each option, thereby reducing the per-
ceived value of each option.

To control for option information, we conducted a second study
in which each participant was made aware of all the possible out-
comes. In particular, they were told that some participants will re-
ceive $3.00 in cash while others will donate $3.00 to UNICEF. If
our previous findings were solely a result of informational differ-
ences between conditions, then we should find no effects in this study
where all participants have identical information. However, if the
presence of choice between a selfish and prosocial option induces
intrapersonal conflict, then we should find similar results as our first
study.

The results of our second study support the intrapersonal con-
flict hypothesis. An ANOVA revealed an overall effect of condition
on happiness (F(2, 213) = 4.0, p = .02) and satisfaction with the
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outcome (£(2, 213) = 9.1, p < .001)). Specifically, participants who
were forced to receive $3.00 were significantly happier (M = 4.1)
than those who were given a choice (M =3.6; #(143)=2.3,p =.02)
and those who were forced to donate (M = 3.6; #(143) =2.6, p =.009).
Analysis on our choice satisfaction measure revealed the same pat-
tern of results (all p’s <.001). Participants in the free choice condi-
tion did not significantly differ in happiness (#75) = .41, p = ns) or
choice satisfaction (#(75) = 0.72, p = ns) from those in the imposed
donation condition.

Together these studies demonstrate evidence that imposing a
selfish option on an individual can lead to greater positive affect and
post outcome satisfaction than letting people choose between a self-
ish and prosocial option. When a selfish option is imposed, individu-
als can enjoy the pleasure from that option without feeling intraper-
sonal conflict. One open question is why imposed prosocial behavior
fails to raise happiness, as it likewise reduces the conflict between
selfishness and prosocial behavior. It is possible that when forced,
individuals do not feel causal and responsible for the good deed and
this feeling of ownership of the behavior is what produces happiness.
Yet choosing prosocial behavior is no better for happiness because
of the inherent conflict of the choice. Future research will seek to
resolve these open questions.

The Chooser’s Curse: The Ability to
Choose Increases Satiation

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

There are only four places to have lunch near my office. I am
regularly reminded of this painful fact every day around noon when I
decide where to eat lunch. Although I pick whichever option sounds
the best that day, the problem is that I am quite satiated with all of
them. I often wonder if this daily act of deliberating and choosing
heightens my satiation. In other words, would I be better off if some-
one simply told me where to eat lunch each day? Similarly, would I
get less bored with my music if I used a shuffle feature rather than
selecting each song myself? Generally speaking, do people get more
satiated when they choose, or when others choose for them?

Common sense dictates that letting people choose should in-
crease enjoyment. In fact, a core tenet of economics is that consumers
maximize utility, and what they prefer can be determined from what
they choose (called revealed preference). Therefore, in a repeated
consumption setting, people know when their satiation is growing
with an item and switch to a more preferred alternative. Only the
consumer would be privy to their moment-to-moment preferences;
hence, selections from any other source should be more satiating.

The present research posits that repeated choosing instead in-
creases satiation because it makes the repetition more salient. Recent
research has identified perceived repetition as an important anteced-
ent of satiation (Redden, 2008). Kahn and Wansink (2004) similarly
found that people expected to enjoy M&M candies more (and indeed
ate more) when the variety of colors were easier to visually perceive.
People also recovered faster from satiation when reminded of the
variety of other things they had also recently consumed (Galak, Red-
den, and Kruger, 2009). These findings all indicate that satiation de-
pends on the extent to which people notice the variety and repetition
of what they consume.

This research proposes that choosing affects perceptions of rep-
etition by acting as a recurring reminder that one is repeatedly having
more of the same thing. Given the aforementioned work identifying
perceptions of repetition as a key driver of satiation, highlighting the
fact that an experience is increasingly repetitive will make it subse-
quently more satiating. Alternatively, if a sequence is not chosen but

instead exogenously determined (e.g., random), the repetitive nature
of the consumption would be less salient. This leads to the prediction
that an individual will satiate more with a sequence they choose ver-
sus a randomly selected sequence. That is, the enjoyment for people
allowed to choose will decline faster with repeated consumption, and
eventually be less than for those not allowed to choose. Of course,
this is not saying that choosing will increase satiation in all cases
(e.g., a food allergen or a hated song).

Five empirical studies confirm these predictions. All of the
studies have a similar setup: some participants choose their own se-
quence while others receive a random sequence, and all participants
rate their enjoyment at periodic intervals. Study 1 shows that par-
ticipants who chose which song to hear on each trial satiated faster
than those for whom each song was randomly selected. Study 2 es-
tablishes the general nature of this effect by extending it to art, and
showing that it does not depend on the number of available options,
or whether those options vary on each trial. Study 3 provides me-
diation evidence that choosing triggers thoughts of repetition that
subsequently lead to more satiation. Studies 4 and 5 give further sup-
port to the proposed process by showing that cuing judgments of
repetition makes a random sequence as satiating as a chosen one,
and the satiating effect of choosing disappears if all of the choices
are made before consumption begins. Overall, the studies provide
consistent evidence that letting a person choose their own consump-
tion sequence satiates them faster because it highlights the repetitive
nature of the experience.

This research adds a new negative effect to the choice literature,
and highlights repeated consumption as an important moderator.
This research also deepens our theoretical understanding of the pro-
cesses underlying satiation. Choosing increases satiation because it
encourages thoughts of repetition. This proposed process highlights
the critical role of self-reflective thoughts in determining how satiat-
ed one feels, and establishes choosing as a novel antecedent. By ex-
ploring choosing and satiation, this work joins two literature streams
not typically considered together, and demonstrates their interplay.
Widespread choice in consumers’ everyday lives may help explain
the ubiquity of satiation, and repeated choosing may be necessary to
see the full effects of choosing on satisfaction.

Turning the Page: The Impact of Choice
Closure on Satisfaction

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

When moving from a difficult period to another stage of life
people sometimes use metaphors such as “furning the page”, “clos-
ing the door”, or “turning the back”. These metaphors combine the
physical act of closing with the psychological state of ending a chal-
lenging time, reflecting people’s intent to make a new start. In this
paper we suggest that such metaphors can play an important role in
the domain of choices. We show that the physical act of closing em-
bodied in these metaphors can psychologically bring a difficult deci-
sion process to an end and allow people to focus on their experience
with the decision outcome. We refer to this process as choice closure.

We investigate a specific case of difficult decisions—choices
made from extensive sets (Iyengar and Lepper, 2000). Research has
shown that an increase in the number of options to compare during
the decision process enhances regret and decreases the attractive-
ness of the chosen option relative to the forgone options in the post-
decisional phase (Brenner, Rottenstreich, and Sood, 1999; Cameron,
Wertenbroch, and Zeelenberg, 2003; Hsee and Leclerc, 1998; Inbar,
Botti, and Hanko, forthcoming). By metaphorically and thus psy-
chologically ending the decision process, choice closure can inhibit



further comparisons between the chosen and the forgone options and
therefore improve satisfaction with the final outcome. This hypoth-
esis was tested in four studies.

Studies 1 and 2 tested the predicted effect of choice closure
on satisfaction by comparing choices from larger versus smaller
sets. In both studies participants chose a chocolate from an assort-
ment of either 24 (large set) or 6 (small set) chocolates. In study 1
choice closure was manipulated by asking participants to taste the
chosen chocolate in front of the original assortment (no-closure) or
after turning their backs to it (closure). In study 2 choice closure was
manipulated by asking participants to taste the chocolate in front of
a tray containing the assortment either before (no-closure) or after
covering it with a transparent lid (closure). We predicted that the
action of turning one’s back to the choice set or covering the tray
would facilitate choice closure. As hypothesized, in both studies par-
ticipants in the closure condition were more satisfied than those in
the no-closure condition when choosing from the larger set, but this
difference was not significant in the small-set condition. As a result
of this increase in satisfaction, choice closure mitigated the choice
overload effect. Whereas in the no-closure condition participants
choosing from the smaller set were more satisfied than those choos-
ing from the larger set, in the closure condition this difference was
not significant.

The next two studies tested the hypothesized process underly-
ing choice closure. In study 3, we experimentally removed the link
between the physical act of closing and the psychological process
of choice closure by providing an external reason for closing. This
study was a 2 (choice closure: closure vs. no-closure) x 2 (reason:
reason vs. no reason) between-subjects design. All participants were
asked to choose one biscuit to taste from among a large assortment
of 24 biscuits described in a menu. Closure was manipulated by hav-
ing the menu open or closed during the tasting task, whereas reason
was manipulated either by providing no reason for keeping the menu
open or closed or by providing a reason that was unrelated to the
decision task. In the no-reason condition, the menu was kept open
(no-closure) or participants were asked to close it (closure condition)
after making their choice. In the reason condition participants were
told that the menu had to be kept open because the experimenter had
to read some information that was written inside it (no-closure) or
that they had to close menu because the experimenter had to read
some information that was written on its back cover (closure). Re-
sults from studies 1 and 2 were replicated in the no-reason condi-
tion: participants who physically closed the menu after making their
choice indicated greater satisfaction with the selected biscuit than
participants who left the menu open. As expected, however, in the
reason conditions this difference in satisfaction was not significant.
Also consistent with our explanation, participants who closed the
menu in the no-reason condition were more satisfied than those who
closed the menu in the reason condition, but there was no difference
in satisfaction between participants who kept the menu open across
the two reason conditions.

Study 4 directly manipulated the proposed process by varying
the focus on the foregone options. This study was a 2 (choice clo-
sure: closure vs. no-closure) x 3 (focus: control vs. alternatives-focus
vs. outcome-focus) between-subjects design. The procedure in the
control condition was similar to the no-reason condition in study 3:
participants chose a tea from a 24-tea menu and either left the menu
open or closed it before drinking their selected tea. In the alterna-
tives-focus condition, after making a choice, participants took part
in a “memory enhancement technique” task that involved recalling
information about the chosen and forgone options. In the outcome-
focus condition participants performed a “meditation technique” that
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involved focusing on a single object — the chosen tea. The results
in the control condition replicated our prior studies: participants in
the closure condition were more satisfied with the tea selected from
a large assortment than those in the no-closure condition. Consistent
with our hypothesized process, the memory enhancement technique
reduced participants’ satisfaction in the closure condition (but had no
effect on those in the no-closure condition). In contrast, the media-
tion technique enhanced the satisfaction of the participants in the no-
closure condition (but had no effect on the participants in the closure
condition).

To summarize, this paper argues that the physical action of clos-
ing triggers the psychological process of choice closure due to which
consumers stop comparing the chosen and the forgone options, make
peace with their decision, and start focusing on the assessment of the
decision outcome. Our studies show that when choices are difficult,
choice closure has a positive effect on satisfaction.

Focus! Creative Success Is Enjoyed Through
Restricted Choice

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Does increasing choice in the number of creative inputs of-
fered to consumers (e.g., more choice in ingredients for cooking)
affect their creativity? We draw on the choice literature (e.g., Iyen-
gar & Lepper, 2000; Schwartz, 2004) to provide understanding for
the counterintuitive effects we identify. We find that increasing the
choice of creative inputs for consumers experienced in a creative
task can hurt objective creative outcomes. Consumers that have ex-
perience and knowledge in a creative pursuit are shown to be ob-
jectively less creative with more input choice, while inexperienced
consumers are relatively unaffected by differences in input choice.
Based on creativity research (e.g., Henderson, 2004; Russ, 1993), we
argue that it is the difficulty experienced consumers have to focus
when choosing among extensive creative input options that likely
results in reduced task enjoyment, which has negative implications
for the consumers’ creativity. In contrast, regardless of their expe-
rience level, we find that consumers perceive themselves as being
more creative, the more choice they have. Two studies document
these effects.

We first conducted an experiment on knitting, a 2 (Choice:
moderate vs. extensive) x 2 (Knitting level: experienced vs. inexpe-
rienced) between-subjects design facilitated by a yarn store, where
knitters received instructions. 76 knitters (74 women, mean age =
29.82 years) participated in return for a $20 gift certificate. Based
on a pretest, we categorized participants who could (not) knit cables
as (in)experienced. Participants were required to knit a scarf for a
three-year old girl over a week, and to choose 12 balls of yarn from
a display of either a moderate (6) or relatively extensive (12) color
selection. Participants were provided with needles, were told to be
creative and utilize only the materials provided, however they liked.

A week later, participants returned their scarf, reported how cre-
ative they thought their scarf was (1 = not at all/7 = very creative),
assessed how pleasant the creative process had been (not at all/very
enjoyable, very boring/very much fun). Then, two experts in cre-
ative knitting evaluated the creativity of the scarves on a 10-point
scale (“not creative at all” (1)/“extremely creative” (10)). Focusing
on the latter averaged measure, a 2x2 ANOVA only revealed a main
effect of Choice, such that knitters with extensive rather than moder-
ate choice reported that their scarf was more creative (M, =4.55
vs. M. = 5.09, F(1, 72) = 4.19, p < .05, > = .05). We averaged
the knitting experts’ creativity ratings (r = .66, p < .01) to form an
objective creativity index. A 2x2 ANOVA showed a significant two-
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way interaction (F(1, 72) = 7.75, p < .007, r* = .10). As expected,
we found a choice overload effect: scarves knit by experienced knit-
ters under moderate rather than extensive choice were more creative
M, e = 7-67 V8. M =556, £(72) = 3.80, p < .001, r* = .17).
There was no difference for inexperienced knitters t<I. Further, the
average of the two measures of knitters’ enjoyment during the pro-
cess (r=.29, p <.02) mediated the experts’ ratings.

A second study tests whether restricting choice also enhances
creators’ ability to focus on promising creative paths, which drives
the enjoyment and subsequent creativity results we observed in the
knitting study. 59 experienced crafters (13 men, age = 21.2 years)
created a Christmas tree ornament after choosing from a moderate
or an extensive choice of shapes they could use as creative com-
ponents. Orthogonally to this choice manipulation, creators were
required to either rehearse a two- or an eight-digit number as they
were creating their ornament (Gilbert & Osborne, 1989). We pre-
dicted that participants rehearsing a two-digit number - an effortless
task - would enjoy the creative process more when provided with a
moderate rather than an extensive choice of shapes, which should
transcend into more creative ornaments. In contrast, participants
rehearsing an eight-digit number should generally find it relatively

difficult to focus during the creative task. If restricting choice should
make them generally enjoy the process more, this enjoyment should
no longer translate into more creative outcomes when their ability
to focus is simultaneously compromised. After collecting the orna-
ments from crafters, 10 peers evaluated the creativity of the orna-
ments (e.g., Dahl, Chattopadhyay, and Gorn, 1999) on 7-point scales
(“not at all” /“extremely creative”). After averaging peers’ “creative”
item (Cronbach-a = .89), we ran a Choice x Rehearsed digit ANOVA
using this creativity index as the dependent variable. It only revealed
a significant two-way interaction, F(1, 55) = 9.22, p <.02, r2 = .14),
such that the ornaments of participants with limited choice rehears-
ing two digits were rated as significantly more creative compared
to the ornaments of all other participants, all p’s <.05. As predicted
enjoyment of the creative task mediated these effects, but only when
crafters were not cognitively busy. This research documents a new
type of choice overload effect, one durably affecting post-choice cre-
ativity. Also, while prior research found that more choice benefits
(e.g., Chernev, 2003) or does not affect experienced consumers (e.g.,
Mogilner, Rudnick, and Iyengar, 2008), we find that more choice can
hurt experienced consumers.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

It is well-accepted that consumers choose specific brands to ex-
press and reinforce their identity (Kline, Kline and Kernan 1993). A
large amount of research has shown that such identity-related con-
sumptions satisfy consumers’ association and communication goals
(Escalas and Bettman 2005; Cayla and Eckhardt 2008). However,
recent literature has started to document how consumers strategically
change their consumption behaviors in order to protect their identity
or to restore their threatened identity (Gao, Wheeler and Shive 2009;
White and Argo 2009). This session adds to this latter research by
introducing four papers that demonstrate how consumers interpret
and react to identity threats in various consumption contexts.

The first paper (Chae et al.) examines how consumers interpret
a national brand failure as a social identity threat and use out-group
product evaluation to restore that threatened identity. The authors
find that a national brand failure can threaten consumers’ social iden-
tity when such information comes from an out-group member. Thus,
as a way to restore their threatened social identity, consumers dero-
gate out-group products. The second paper (Mathews et al.) demon-
strates another means consumers engage in to restore their threatened
social identity. The authors document that when a particular aspect
of social identity is threatened, consumers favor identity-related
products when the threat is communicated publicly versus privately.
Desire for self-consistency appears to drive this identity restoration
behavior. The third paper (Chan and Sengupta) adds to this literature
by demonstrating a novel way to induce identity threat. Specifically,
when a consumer observes others being flattered, s/he is likely to
experience social comparison and thus feel threatened. Interestingly,
as a result, s/he will endorse the salesperson’s recommendations to a
greater extent as a way to reduce the threat. The last paper (Ferraro
et al.) examines the identity threat from a different, yet interesting
angle. Specifically, they demonstrate that conspicuous brand usage
can lead to negative perception of the brand users’ identity.

In sum, these papers add to our knowledge in the identity threat
literature by documenting a series of important variables that can
induce such threats (e.g., national brand failure, flattery), and demon-
strating coping behaviors consumers engage in to protect and restore

their identity. We expect that this special session will be well-attend-
ed and will stimulate much thoughts and interests to this important
research domain.

We Hate Your Products: The Effects of Social Identity
Threat on Out-group Product Evaluation

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

How does Toyota Motor Corp.’s massive recall in 2009 and
2010 change the Japanese’ consumption behavior? Does this recall
change their attitudes toward domestic versus foreign products? In
this research, we examine how consumers respond to a national
brand failure. Specifically, we focus on how a national brand failure
can threaten consumers’ social identity, and consequently affect their
evaluation of in-group versus out-group products.

Social identity theory (SIT: Tajfel and Turner 1986) postulates
that individuals strive for a positive social identity. The individual’s
need for positive social identity leads people to create, maintain, or
enhance any valued distinctiveness of the in-group. The attempt to
achieve positive group distinctiveness can lead to favorable evalua-
tion of one’s own group (Brewer 1999) or derogation of out-group
values (Rabbie, Benoist, Oosterbaan, and Visser 1974; Worchel, An-
dreoli, and Folger 1977). Of particular relevance to this research,
extant literature has shown that when an out-group is perceived to
threaten the group identity, people will react to the threatening out-
group with hostility (Li and Brewer 2004)

Based on the SIT, we propose that a national brand failure can
threaten in-group members’ social identity, which consequently
leads to derogation of out-group products as a means to restore the
impaired identity. Importantly, we theorize that the source of such
information will moderate the effect. When the national brand fail-
ure information is coming from an out-group member, it will be
perceived as a threat, and thus leads to out-group product deroga-
tion. However, when such information is coming from an in-group
member, it will not be perceived as a threat and will thus attenuate
the above effect. A series of three studies were conducted to provide
systematic support to our theorizing.

Study 1 tested our hypotheses using a failure of Samsung elec-
tronics, the largest company in South Korea. All participants were
South Koreans. The study was a 3 (Brand information: Brand failure
from in-group source, Brand failure from out-group source and Neu-
tral information) X 2 (Product country of origin: Korea vs. the USA)
between subject design. Participants were first asked to evaluate a
short essay, which contained the Samsung brand failure information
or the neutral information. The brand failure information was de-
scribed to be written either by a Korean (i.e., in-group source) or an
American (i.e., out-group source). People in the control condition
received information about Samsung’s new fridge launch with no
identification of the information source. Next, participants worked
on a seemingly unrelated task where they evaluated a MP3 player
that was either “Made in Korea” or “Made in the USA”. Participants
rated the products on three 9-point scales: “good/ bad”, “unfavor-
able/ favorable” and “dislike/ like” (White and Dahl 2006). Data
analysis revealed a significant 2-way interaction. When Koreans re-
ceived the Samsung failure information from an out-group member,
they formed more unfavorable evaluations towards the American
product than those who received the neutral information. However,
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when Koreans received the Samsung failure information from an in-
group member, their attitude toward the American product did not
differ from that of the control group.

Study 2 replicated the out-group derogation using the context
of Toyota’s recall. In this study, we further demonstrated that the
out-group derogation was robust even when a third party provided
the brand failure information. The study was a 2(Brand Information:
Brand failure vs. Neutral information) X 2 (Product country of ori-
gin: Japan vs. the U.S.A) between subject design. A procedure simi-
lar to that of Study 1 was implemented. In the brand failure condi-
tion, the writer of the article was a Canadian (i.e., a third party). The
results replicated those observed in studyl, such that the Japanese
participants evaluated American electronics more negatively when
they were presented with the brand failure versus neutral informa-
tion.

Study 3 aims to provide further evidence to the underlying pro-
cess. If identity threat is the underlying mechanism, then offering
in-group members an opportunity to affirm their identity should at-
tenuate the effects observed earlier (Steele 1988; Derks, van Laar,
and Ellemers 2009). Study 3 was designed to test this hypothesis via
a 2 (affirmation: group affirmation vs. no affirmation) X 2 (product
country of origin: Made in Canada vs. Made in the USA) between
subject design. All participants were Canadians in this study. We first
introduced a threat manipulation by having all participants read a
report about a national brand (i.e., Tim Horton) failure, written by
an American. The second task involved the affirmation manipula-
tion. In the group affirmation condition, participants were asked to
recall the 2010 Vancouver Olympics Winter Games, which is likely
to induce national pride and thus affirm Canadians’ positive identity.
In the no affirmation condition, participants were asked to recall a
movie they watched or a book that they read recently. The focal task
involved asking participants to evaluate an organic cereal that was
either “Made in Canada” or “Made in the U.S.A”. As expected, we
replicated earlier findings only in the on affirmation condition, such
that participants formed more negative product evaluations when it
was made in the USA versus Canada. However, importantly, this ef-
fect disappeared in the group affirmation condition.

The current research offers several contributions. First, it dem-
onstrates that a national brand failure can lead to social identity
threat. Second, it extends the SIT literature by showing that the out-
group derogation can be directed toward any out-group. Finally, it
illustrates that group affirmation mitigate the out-group derogation
induced by social identity threat.

Choosing Identity: The Effects of Publicly
Versus Privately Communicated Threats
on Consumer Preferences

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Advertisers often link products to different social identities (i.e.
gender, occupation, nationality). Consider a recent tagline that high-
lights male gender-identity: “Maximum Taste, No Sugar, and Maybe
Scorpion Venom. Pepsi Max, the First Diet Cola for Men.” Market-
ing practitioners often assume that linking the brand with an aspect
of social identity leads target consumers to evaluate the brand more
favorably. Recent research, however, suggests that the effectiveness
of identity-linking strategies may depend on contextual factors. For
instance, White and Argo (2009) find that when consumers experi-
ence a threat to an aspect of their social identity (e.g., they receive
negative information about their gender identity), they sometimes
avoid products associated with that identity. The present research
provides evidence for the reverse effect, whereby consumers evalu-

ate identity-linked products more favorably when a social identity
has been threatened.

Following social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1979), we
view social identity as encompassing one’s identity derived from
the groups to which the person belongs or is affiliated with. Previ-
ous research largely finds that products linked with important social
identities tend to be evaluated favorably (Kleine, Kleine, and Ker-
nan 1993). However, when an aspect of identity becomes temporar-
ily threatened consumers sometimes respond by avoiding identity-
linked products (White and Argo 2009). While these authors found
the dissociative effect is mitigated for individuals who strongly value
and identify with the threatened group (i.e., those high in collective
self-esteem derived from that specific group), this research did not
find instances of an associative effect, whereby a social identity
threat induces consumers to increase preference for products linked
to that social identity.

One instance wherein an associative effect may emerge is when
the threat is communicated publicly as compared to privately. Given
that people are both motivated to compensate for short comings un-
der threat (Pyszcynski, Greenberg, and LaPrelle 1985) and to main-
tain self-consistency when information about the self is made public
(Schlenker 1975; Tedeschi et al. 1971), receiving a public threat
to an aspect of one’s own social identity, should lead to a desire to
maintain self-consistency. In the context of a publicly communicated
identity threat, avoiding a product that is linked with that aspect of
one’s own identity would convey an inconsistent self, whereas main-
taining or enhancing one’s evaluations of the product would con-
vey a more consistent self. The present research predicts and finds
that consumers will be more likely to favor identity-linked products
under threat when the communication is public rather than private.
We anticipate that this will be pronounced among consumers high in
self-consistency motives.

In study 1, participants (n=242) took part in a 2(Threat: no threat
vs. social identity threat) x 2(Communication: public vs. private)
between-subjects design. The social identity that was threatened was
university student identity. Participants took part in small groups and
were first exposed to a research article that either reported that their
own university performed similarly to (no threat) or worse than (so-
cial identity threat) other universities in its class (White, Argo, and
Sengupta 2011). Communication was manipulated by either having
the experimenter read the article aloud to the participants or by hav-
ing participants read it silently to themselves. Participants completed
some filler items and manipulation check items. Our dependent mea-
sure was each participant’s choice of either an identity-linked (clip-
board displaying the university logo) or neutral (plain clipboard)
at the end of the study. Binary logistic regression with threat, com-
munication, and their interaction term as independent variables and
product choice as the dependent variable revealed only a significant
interaction between threat and communication (f =.80, Wald = 6.70,
p <.02). Under conditions of identity threat, participants were more
likely to chose the university clipboard when the communication
was public (79%) rather than private (59%, p < .05). In the no threat
condition, participants did not differ in their selections of the univer-
sity clipboard when the communication was public (48.1%) versus
private (60.6%; p <.18).

In study 2, participants (n=186) took part in a 2(Threat: no
threat vs. social identity threat) x 2(Communication: public vs. pri-
vate) x Self-Consistency Motives between-subjects design. Threat
and communication were manipulated as in Study 1. Participants
responded to 4 self-consistency motive-items (e.g., “To be consistent
with who I am,” “To demonstrate that [ have stable preferences”). Par-
ticipants also completed 4 self-enhancement motive-items (e.g., “To



look like I made good selections,” “To be associated with desirable
products”) to rule this out as a potential explanation. They then made
a series of hypothetical choices (matched for dollar value) between
university-linked vs. neutral items (university bookstore or restaurant
gift certificate; university t-shirt or movie passes; university hat vs. lo-
cal hockey team hat). Neutral items were coded as 0 and university
items were coded as 1, and the identity preference score was calculated
by summing across all items. Regression analysis with threat, com-
munication, and the continuous mean-centered self-consistency scale
and all interactions as independent variables predicting the preference
index revealed the anticipated 3-way interaction (p <.05). When under
threat, those low in self-consistency did not differ in preferences in
response to public vs. private communication (p < .18). However,
when under threat, those high in consistency preferred the university
products when the communication was public as opposed to private
(p <.02). As predicted, self-enhancement motives did not moderate
the effects.

When a social identity threat is communicated publicly, com-
pared to privately, participants show greater preference for identity-
linked products. We extend work that finds evidence of consumers
engaging in self-enhancing self-presentational strategies in public
settings (Ratner and Kahn 2002; White and Dahl 2006), to show
that motives for self-consistency can also motivate consumer behav-
ior in public contexts. Indeed, classic consumer research suggests
that while consumers are often motivated to present themselves in a
positive light, sometimes self-consistency motives will drive product
preferences (Sirgy 1982). Finally, we contribute to literature showing
associative responses to products when identity is viewed positively
(Cialdini et al. 1976), to demonstrate when associative responses to
identity-linked products when that particular identity is viewed in a
negative light.

Observing Flattery: A Social Comparison Perspective

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Prior research on flattery has shown that in contrast to the tar-
gets of flattery, who frequently respond positively, objective outsid-
ers react negatively to the flatterer — in part because they are able
to subject the flattering message to objective scrutiny and thus de-
tect any underlying ulterior motive (Campbell and Kirmani 2000).
What, however, if the flattery is palpably sincere — e.g., you witness a
salesperson complimenting a stylishly-dressed customer on her dress
sense after the customer has already made her purchases? In such
cases, the use of flattery may represent a win-win persuasion tactic:
a positive response from the target, without any negative reaction
from observers (Vonk 2002). The current inquiry, however, draws on
dual attitudes theory (Wilson, Lindsey and Schooler 2000) to posit
that even when others receive compliments that observers perceive
to be sincere, they still develop an automatic negative reaction (the
implicit attitude) towards the flatterer because of the envy caused by
social comparison. Further, this negative implicit attitude co-exists
with the more neutral evaluation (the explicit attitude) that arises
because of a belief in the flattery being sincere.

Apart from documenting the dual attitudes induced in observers
by flattery, we add to the flattery literature in two other ways. First,
we illuminate the social comparison process that induces the implicit
attitude by identifying theoretically-derived boundary conditions.
Second, we examine the behavioral consequences of observing sin-
cere flattery, finding that flattery which is directed at others can func-
tion as a surprisingly effective persuasive message for observers, in-
ducing them to act in a manner that would be desired by the flatterer
— because of the observer’s wish to reduce felt envy. We predict that

Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 39) /79

this is particularly likely to occur after a delay, because the motiva-
tion to reduce envy can persist even after the negative reaction to the
source of flattery is forgotten (cf. Kumkale and Albarracin 2004).

Five experiments tested these hypotheses. Experiment 1 used
a 3 (flattery: after-purchase vs. before-purchase vs. control) x 2 (at-
titudes measure: implicit vs. explicit) between-subjects design to ex-
amine the thesis that observing sincere flattery induces two distinct
attitudes. Participants imagined that they were shopping in a clothing
store and had overheard a conversation between a stylishly-dressed
shopper and a salesperson. The conversation, which contained com-
pliments on that shopper’s fashion sense, was described as occurring
either before or after that shopper had made a purchase (the latter
condition should increase perceptions of sincerity; cf. Campbell and
Kirmani 2000). Those in the control group imagined overhearing a
neutral conversation that did not contain any compliments. Partici-
pants’ evaluations of the salesperson were then collected under either
time-constrained (5 seconds per item; implicit measure) or uncon-
strained conditions (unlimited time; explicit measure). As predicted,
for after-purchase (i.e., sincere) flattery, the implicit attitude was
lower than the explicit attitude, but no such difference existed in the
before-purchase (insincere flattery) and control conditions. Further,
planned comparisons revealed that the implicit attitudes resulting
from observing flattery were lower than the control group’s evalu-
ations — in both before- and after-purchase flattery conditions (thus,
perceived sincerity did not enhance implicit attitudes). In contrast,
explicit attitudes were lower in the before-purchase condition com-
pared to the other two conditions.

Experiment 2a used a 2 (peer vs. non-peer) x 2 (measures of
store attitudes: explicit vs. implicit) design to identify a boundary
condition (based on social comparison theory) for the discrepancy
between implicit and explicit attitudes. Participants were exposed
to a store message containing very positive comments, which had
purportedly been given to another consumer; this consumer either
belonged to the same university as the participant (peer condition)
or a foreign one (non-peer). Implicit or explicit store evaluations
were then obtained. In the peer condition, as before, the implicit at-
titude was lower than the explicit attitude. However, people are less
likely to be envious of dissimilar others — accordingly, no difference
was found for implicit vs. explicit attitudes in the non-peer condi-
tion. This pattern of results was replicated in Experiment 2B, using
within-subjects measures of implicit and explicit attitudes.

Experiment 3 used a 3 (Enhancement: self-enhancement vs.
other-enhancement vs. control) x 2 (Measures: explicit vs. implicit)
design to identify another boundary condition relating to social com-
parison. In the self-enhancement (vs. other-enhancement) condition,
participants wrote about an attribute on which they rated themselves
well (vs. better than others), before being exposed to the same flattery
manipulation and dependent variables as in Experiment 2A. Those
in the control condition proceeded directly to the flattery manipula-
tion. In the control and self-enhancement conditions, the implicit at-
titude was lower than the explicit attitudes, as before. However, such
a discrepancy was not observed in the other-enhancement condition
(implicit attitudes improved), supporting the premise that when par-
ticipants have less reason to be envious of others, the negative effects
of observing flattery are diminished.

Finally, Experiment 4 examined the behavioral consequences
of observing flattery. This study used a 2 (Flattery: after-purchase vs.
control) x 2 (Measures: explicit vs. implicit) x 2 (Timing of behav-
ioral measure: immediate vs. delayed) design. The procedure was
the same as in Experiment 1, except that after attitude measurement,
participants were also asked to report their likelihood of buying a
pair of expensive, stylish jeans from the store, either immediately
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or after a 30-minutes delay. The attitudes results again showed that
the implicit attitude was lower than the explicit attitude in the flat-
tery condition, with no difference observed in the control. Of more
interest, while there was no difference between flattery vs. control
in immediate intentions to buy the stylish jeans, this changed after
a delay — observing flattery increased purchase intentions compared
to the control. Finally, in this and in other studies, measures of envy
provided process support for our theorizing: greater envy was re-
ported in the flattery conditions vs. the control.

Taken together, results from our studies provide new insights
into how observers react to flattery, in terms of the outcome (dual
attitudes), the underlying process (relating to social comparison) as
well as counterintuitive behavioral consequences.

Are They Who They Claim? Intentionality and
Authenticity in Identity Signaling with Brands

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Research on identity signaling largely assumes that observers
will interpret the brand identity signal as intended. In this paper,
we examine whether this is a valid assumption. Drawing a parallel
between identity signaling and impression management, we suggest
that identity signaling is inferred when observers think that a con-
sumer’s brand usage is motivated by a desire to gain social approval.
We propose that identity signaling motives are likely to be salient
when the signaler uses the brand in a conspicuous manner, i.e., inten-
tionally draws attention to brand usage. The driver who revs up his
Mustang’s engine as he roars by is likely to be seen as behaving more
conspicuously than the one who drives quietly. Such conspicuous
behaviors will make observers suspicious about the motives underly-
ing the behavior, leading to an inference of identity signaling.

We suggest that under some conditions, this inference of extrin-
sically motivated behavior will trigger perceptions that the consumer
is not authentic, which we define as the degree to which the signaler
is perceived as behaving in a manner consistent with her true self.
Suspicion that the signaler is motivated by impression management
will raise questions about the signaler’s authenticity and reduce the
perception that the target possesses the trait he is attempting to sig-
nal through the brand. This process is consistent with research that
shows that suspicion of ulterior motives leads to inferences that the
target is insincere (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Vonk 2002). In our
context, if a consumer is seen as intentionally using a brand (e.g.,
Apple iPad) to create an impression, she will be perceived as behav-
ing in a manner that is unlike her true self. The observer would infer
that if the consumer is using the iPad to show off, it is doubtful that
she inherently enjoys it. This means that she is unlikely to possess
the traits of a typical iPad user, i.e., innovativeness.

In three studies, we demonstrate that conspicuous brand usage
will lead to perceptions of inauthenticity and dampen brand-relevant
trait perceptions. Study 1 was a two-level, one-factor (Conspicuous-
ness: low, high) between-subjects design. Participants engaged in a
face-to-face interview with an interviewer who introduced himself
as “James.” James asked them to describe a special vacation they
remembered. During the interview, James did or did not engage in
conspicuous behavior related to BMW. In both conditions, James
placed a set of car keys in front of him, with the BMW key logo vis-
ible. In the high conspicuousness condition, he also name-dropped
the BMW brand. After the interview, participants were asked some

questions about the interviewer, including his perceived competence
(brand-irrelevant trait), wealth (brand-relevant trait), and authentici-
ty (authentic, genuine, sincere), all on seven-point scales. Consistent
with the hypothesis, the interviewer was perceived as more authentic
and wealthier in the low conspicuous condition compared to the high
conspicuous condition (Wealthy: M, = 5.42, M, =5.00; authen-

tic: M, = 4.85, M, = 4.20). However, perceived competence, the
brand-irrelevant trait, did not vary across conditions (M, = 5.87,
M, =5.79).

Study 2 examined whether the negative effects of identity sig-
naling were moderated by self-brand connection, which is the “ex-
tent to which consumers have incorporated brands into their self-
concept” (Escalas and Bettman 2003). We hypothesized that when
observers’ self-brand connection was high (i.e., the brand was highly
meaningful to them), they would react more positively to a target
who was using the brand appropriately (i.e., low conspicuous). How-
ever, they would react more negatively to a target using the brand for
extrinsic reasons (high conspicuous). The study involved one ma-
nipulated between-subjects variable (Conspicuousness: low, high)
and one measured variable (Self-brand connection). Participants saw
a video of a woman using an iPad in a coffee shop. In the low con-
spicuous condition, she holds the iPad in her hands. In the high con-
spicuous condition, she puts the iPad on a black stand so that the iPad
is standing up on the table. In addition, she glances around the room
as though to make sure others are watching. Self-brand connection
was measured using the seven-item scale in Escalas and Bettman
(2003). The brand relevant trait was innovativeness (combination of
innovative and creative) and the brand irrelevant traits were sophisti-
cated, stylish, classy, affluent, rich, and athletic. Extrinsic motivation
was measured by three items (Elaine was trying to show off, gain ap-
proval, and impress others). Regression analysis showed significant
effects of Conspicuousness on extrinsic motivation, authenticity, and
perceived innovativeness. The target was perceived as more extrinsi-
cally motivated, less authentic, and less innovative when she was
conspicuously using the iPad than when she was not. In addition,
higher self-brand connection resulted in higher perceived authen-
ticity and innovativeness. However, the interaction effect was not
significant.

In study 3, we examined whether the negative effects of con-
spicuousness were moderated by perspective taking. Perspective
taking involves applying aspects of the self to the target person (Da-
vis et al 1983) and thus lessens the negative inferences made of the
target. Because we see ourselves as authentic, we are more likely to
see others whose perspective we take as authentic. Using the same
video stimuli to manipulate conspicuousness as in study 2, the study
also varied perspective taking (low, high). The results replicated the
effects of study 2 when perspective taking was low; when perspec-
tive taking was high, however, conspicuous behavior did not hurt
perceptions of the target. Thus, putting oneself in the other’s shoes
made them seem authentic and innovative even when they were us-
ing the iPad conspicuously.

Overall, these results show that conspicuous use of brands, as
opposed to conspicuous brands, may result in an inference of identity
signaling. Unless the observer is able to take the perspective of the
signaler, identity signaling will result in negative perceptions of the
signaler’s authenticity and possession of brand-relevant traits.
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Licensing and Experiential

SESSION OVERVIEW

Prior research has demonstrated that virtuous acts, or simply
feeling virtuous, can allow people to subsequently transgress and be-
have in less-than-virtuous ways—a phenomenon commonly referred
to as the licensing effect (for review see Merritt, Effron & Monin,
2010). The licensing effect has been demonstrated in a wide array
of domains including, consumer choice, moral behavior, political
correctness and prosocial behavior (Monin & Miller, 2001; Khan &
Dhar, 2006; Sachdeva, Iliev & Medin, 2009; Mazar & Zhong, 2010).
For example, participants who first imagined doing something al-
truistic were more likely to indulge in frivolous purchases later on
(Khan & Dhar, 2006) and those who initial had an opportunity to
support Barack Obama were more likely to say that a particular job
was better suited for Whites (Effron, Cameron, & Monin, 2009).
Interestingly, the effect does not require actual behavior and mere
intentions of good behavior are enough to subsequently license bad
behavior.

While the last decade has witnessed a burgeoning interest in
licensing research, so far most studies have focused on demonstrat-
ing the main effect. The current session takes the research forward
and examines antecedents, consequences and social implications
of self-licensing. In the spirit of the conference theme of “building
connection” the session includes four complementary papers (all in
advanced stages) that each approach the subject from a unique angle
and illuminates a new aspect of self-licensing.

The first paper by Merritt el. al. demonstrates that when people
anticipate acting in a way that could seem immoral, they attempt
to establish their moral values ahead of time—in other words, they
strategically earn moral credentials. Authors argue that the strategic
pursuit of moral credentials is intended to encourage favorable attri-
butions for the upcoming morally ambiguous behavior. The research
represents an important extension to existing work on moral licens-
ing, which has shown that people are more likely to act in morally
ambiguous ways when they have previously established their moral-
ity (Merritt et al., 2010; Miller & Effron, 2010). The present research
demonstrates that people sometimes pursue moral credentials strate-
gically when they are tempted to act in morally questionable ways.

The second paper by Polman and Khan explores interpersonal
implications of self-licensing behavior and feelings. Authors show

that people who believe they are virtuous lower the standards and
demands of virtue for themselves, yet raise the demands for others.
For example, individuals who imagined performing community ser-
vice were less likely to make a donation later on but raised their
expectations from others to donate. The findings suggest that good
deeds can not only license less-than-virtuous behavior for the self
but ironically can induce moral hypocrisy whereby people raise their
demands from others.

The third paper by Ruttan examines how the nature of an initial
purchase can moderate the licensing effects in subsequent purchase
behavior. The authors distinguish between experiential and material
purchases and show that an experiential purchase can license greater
indulgence subsequently relative to an initial material purchase. For
example, Ruttan finds that in a choice between a luxury and a ne-
cessity item, individuals who previously purchased an item from a
set of experiential products were more likely to choose the luxury
item compared to individuals who had initially purchased from a set
of material products. The author explains that more positive self-
attributions associated with experiential purchases license further
indulgence.

The fourth paper by Zhong and Sivanathan builds on neurologi-
cal and social psychology research to predict and show that physical
pain can mitigate moral pain. This finding has important implications
for the phenomenon of self-licensing as physical pain may compen-
sate for less virtuous behavior and choices, which one would other-
wise avoid. Consistent with this implication, participants who held a
cold ice-pack while watching a series of photos of malnourished and
diseased children were less willing to make a donation compared to
those who held an ice-pack at room temperature. The research illus-
trates the role of embodied cognition in licensing effects.

Together, the papers in the session extend our understanding
of the licensing effect beyond the existing literature. Given the fun-
damental relevance of the topic to consumer, social and political re-
search we expect it to appeal to academics and practitioners across
diverse research areas. Thus, the session is likely to foster a fruitful
and interdisciplinary dialogue in the spirit of the conference theme
of building connection.

The Strategic Pursuit of Moral Credentials

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Past research on moral credentials (Monin & Miller, 2001; Ef-
fron, Cameron, & Monin, 2010) has shown that people who have had
an opportunity to establish their moral values feel licensed to engage
in morally ambiguous behavior. But do people attempt to credential
themselves when they expect to need a moral license? The present
research examines whether people will strategically pursue moral
credentials in anticipation of acting in morally dubious ways. In par-
ticular, we argue that people seek to establish their morality in a pre-
emptive attempt to ensure that their future behavior does not appear
immoral to others or to themselves — in other words, to manage the
attributional ambiguity that may characterize their future behavior
(Berglas & Jones, 1978; Dutton & Lennox, 1974; Norton, Vandello,
& Darley, 2004; Snyder, Kleck, Strenta, & Mentzer, 1979). One may
seek moral credentials not only when one’s intentions are truly ne-
farious, but also when one worries that one’s intentions could appear
so. In either case, we propose that individuals who wish to or expect
to act in morally ambiguous ways will seek the “attributional cover”
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(Kelley, 1973) of moral credentials. In three studies, we investigated
this claim by examining how participants responded to the threat of
appearing racist.

In Study 1, participants evaluated candidates for a hypothetical
job. In a key condition, hiring the more qualified candidate would
mean choosing a White applicant over a slightly less qualified Black
applicant, a choice that might appear to reflect racial bias. As pre-
dicted, participants in this condition, relative to those in control
conditions, were more likely to label others’ behavior as racist prior
to stating their hiring decision, in an attempt to demonstrate racial
sensitivity.

Study 2 replicated the results from Study 1 and ruled out a pos-
sible alternative explanation: merely seeing racial inequality (in the
candidates’ qualifications) could prime racism, which could in turn
lead participants to see more racism in the behaviors they evaluated.
As in Study 1, participants in one condition saw a White applicant
competing with a slightly less qualified Black applicant. We added a
new a condition in which the White candidate was overwhelmingly
and unambiguously more qualified than the Black candidate, mean-
ing participants could pass over a Black job candidate with relatively
little worry of looking racially biased. As predicted, participants only
sought nonracist credentials when the difference between the candi-
dates was smaller, and choosing the White applicant put them at risk
of feeling or appearing racist.

Study 3 replicated the strategic moral credentials effect using
a more direct manipulation of the threat of appearing racist and a
dependent measure with more consequential implications. Partici-
pants expected to take a psychological test (the race IAT) that was
described as either diagnostic or non-diagnostic of racial bias. Be-
fore taking the test, they indicated how likely they would be to hire a
Black job applicant relative to other non-minority applicants. As pre-
dicted, participants who expected to take the diagnostic test, and who
were presumably more worried about revealing racial bias, ranked
the Black applicant higher than participants in the non-diagnostic
condition or a baseline condition.

These studies suggest that individuals pursue moral credentials
in order to manage the moral ambiguity surrounding their future
behavior and provide attributional cover from recriminations. This
research represents an important extension to work on moral licens-
ing, which has shown that people are more likely to act in morally
ambiguous ways when they have previously established their moral-
ity (Merritt et al., 2010; Miller & Effron, 2010). The present research
demonstrates that people sometimes pursue moral credentials strate-
gically when they are tempted to act in morally questionable ways.
For example, someone who wishes to tell a joke that plays on stereo-
types about Blacks may first note that “some of my best friends are
Black,” or a manager wishing to promote a male employee over an
equally-qualified female employee may conspicuously suggest that
his company expand its maternity leave benefits. Sometimes, pursu-
ing credentials may allow people to act comfortably on legitimate
motives (e.g., to give critical feedback to a student who happens to
be a member of a minority group, or hire the most qualified candi-
date, regardless of race or gender); other times, it may license people
to act on more nefarious (e.g., prejudicial) motives.

Although all of our studies targeted participants’ concerns over
appearing racially biased, we believe that people will seek moral cre-
dentials in other domains in which they fear that their future behavior
may appear selfish, unfair, or otherwise immoral. People may even
seek credentials in non-moral domains when they wish to engage in
potentially discrediting behavior, as when someone establishes his
sophistication by conspicuously expressing his love of Shakespeare
and fine wine before mentioning his subscription to a celebrity gos-

sip magazine. Future research should investigate the strategic cre-
dentials effect in a range of moral and non-moral contexts.

Interpersonal Implications of Self-Licensing

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Recent research has shown that past good deeds can liberate
people to engage in less-than- virtuous behaviors that they would
otherwise avoid (Khan & Dhar, 2006; Monin & Miller, 2001). While
the relation between feeling virtuous and engaging in less-than-vir-
tuous behavior is well-known, most of the literature on such licens-
ing effects has focused on self-licensing and has generally ignored
how feeling virtuous influences people’s judgments of others and
their behavior.

In this paper, we propose that people who believe that they are
virtuous will lower the standards and demands of virtue for them-
selves, yet raise the bar for others. Our prediction is based on research
showing that people manage and tailor judgments of themselves
and others in a way that maintains a positive self-image (Jordan &
Monin, 2008). For example, people predict that they would donate,
cooperate in the prisoner’s dilemma game, and volunteer to chari-
table causes — however, most people’s actual behaviors fall short
of their predictions (Epley and Dunning, 2000). These mistaken be-
liefs about self-behavior could lead to extreme, harsh, and erroneous
judgments of others’ behavior. Direct evidence suggests that people
spontaneously think of themselves when they judge others (Balcetis
& Dunning, 2005). If people are manipulated to experience a high
moral self-worth, then they may predict themselves behaving in ethi-
cal ways, and subsequently apply these high standards of their pre-
dicted self-behavior to their judgments of others. As a consequence,
judgments of others may suffer under the weight of these inflated,
overly charitable predictions about the self. In short, we predict that
while feelings of virtue will license one’s own transgressions, they
will have the opposite effect on judgments of others’ behavior. Three
studies support our prediction and the proposed mechanism.

In Study 1, participants were asked to recall either 2 or 10 re-
cent examples of their moral behavior. Based on the logic that it is
more difficult to recall 10 examples of recent moral behavior than
2 examples (cf. Schwarz et al., 1991), we predicted that the experi-
enced difficulty associated with recalling 10 examples would under-
mine participants’ feelings of virtue. Next, participants responded
to three moral transgressions (viz. speeding, tax dodging, stealing)
by rating how acceptable it would be if others engaged in the de-
scribed behavior, or alternatively, if they themselves engaged in the
described behavior. We found that participants in the virtue condition
rated their own combined transgressions (M = 4.87) as more accept-
able than participants in the control condition (M =4.03, p <.05). In
addition, participants in the virtue condition rated others’ combined
transgressions (M = 2.37) as less acceptable than participants in the
control condition (M = 2.93, p <.10). Taken together, this indicates
that feeling virtuous concurrently lowers the standards and demands
of moral behavior that individuals have for themselves, yet raises the
bar for others.

Study 2 replicated the main findings using consequential deci-
sions and real monetary outcomes. In particular, feelings of virtue
were manipulated by prompting participants to imagine that they
have decided to spend a few hours doing community service. A
control condition was also included in which participants were not
prompted to imagine that they were doing community service. This
manipulation has been used successfully in past research (Khan &
Dhar, 2006) and has been shown to affect feelings of virtue but not
other constructs, such as mood. Next, participants completed a pack-



et of surveys unrelated to the present study, until at the end they were
asked how much they would like to donate to research on cancer
— any amount from zero cents to twenty cents. Alternatively, par-
ticipants were asked how much they think others should donate. We
found that participants in the virtue condition donated less money (M
= 3.52) than participants in the control condition (M = 5.98, p <.05).
Moreover, participants in the virtue condition urged others to donate
more money (M = 12.92) than participants in the control condition
(M =9.05, p <.05).

We proposed that feelings of virtue lead to overly generous pre-
dictions of moral self-behavior, which in turn lead to relaxed stan-
dards for the self and higher standards for others. Study 3 tests this
mechanism by providing mediation evidence. We manipulated feel-
ings of virtue by asking participants to write a story about themselves
that included ten words such as caring, generous, and fair. In con-
trast, in a control condition participants wrote a story including words
such as book, keys, and house. Next, participants responded to four
scenarios from Allison et al. (1989) that measure self-predictions of
moral behavior (e.g., “Think about Judy, who must choose between
studying for an exam and driving a friend who has been called home
for an emergency to the airport. If you were in Judy’s position, what
are the chances, from 0 to 100%, that you would drive your friend to
the airport?”). Finally, participants responded to moral dilemmas de-
scribing less-than-virtuous behavior (viz. eating dog meat, lying on
a resume), and rated how wrong it would be if others engaged in the
unethical behavior, or alternatively, if they themselves engaged in
the unethical behavior. We carried out two bootstrapping procedures
to determine (1) whether self-predictions of moral behavior mediates
the relation between feelings of virtue and judgments of the self, and
(2) whether self-predictions of moral behavior mediates the relation
between feelings of virtue and judgments of others. Results of the
bootstrap analyses confirmed that self-predictions of moral behavior
did act as a mediator in both cases (the indirect effect was estimated
between -.678 and -.039 for self-judgments, and between .022 and
.324 for social judgments.

In sum, the results further our understanding of the licensing
effects that operate in the domain of self and how they can affect
interpersonal judgment. Across three studies we observed a moral
license for pursuing less-than-virtuous behavior among participants
induced to experience feelings of virtue. However, the reverse oc-
curred among judgments of others; participants induced to experi-
ence feelings of virtue evaluated others’ morally dubious behaviors
more negatively compared to control participants.

Frugal Materialists: Licensing and
Experiential versus Materialistic Pursuits

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Past research on licensing effects has demonstrated that prefer-
ences for an indulgent or vice item will be higher if people’s prior de-
cisions have helped to boost their relevant self-concepts (e.g., Khan
& Dhar, 2006). Although past work has conceptualized vice items
in terms of their relative luxuriousness, we proposed that similarly
virtuous or indulgent choices will have differential effects on subse-
quent choice depending on their classification as experiential or ma-
terial purchases (Van Boven & Gilovich, 2003; Van Boven, 2005).

Experiential purchase are different from material ones since the
experiences are open to positive reinterpretation, are less prone to
disadvantageous comparisons, and are more likely to cultivate suc-
cessful social relationships (see Van Boven, 2005 for review). Thus,
experiential purchases may have more positive self-attributions than
material purchases. Building on this notion we predicted and found
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that the more positive evaluations associated with experiential than
with material purchases (Van Boven, Campbell, & Gilovich, 2010)
will subsequently provide a moral license among individuals to se-
lect an indulgent item. Four studies provide support for our proposi-
tion.

In Study 1, 152 participants were asked to recall either a mate-
rial or an experiential purchase. Participants recalled purchases that
were at least $50 to ensure that the purchase was of sufficient impor-
tance to generate continued thought (cf., Carter & Gilovich, 2010).
Participants also indicated the cost of the item and independent raters
indicated whether participants’ items were relative luxuries or neces-
sities by rating each purchase on a nine-point scale (1 = utilitarian, 9
= hedonic) (Khan & Dhar, 2006). Following the recall task, partici-
pants indicated their willingness to pay for various experiential and
material indulgent items. The results revealed that, when controlling
for cost and indulgence of purchases, participants in the experiential
purchase condition were willing to pay significantly more for both
experiential and material items than were participants in the material
purchase condition. Moreover, participants in the material purchase
condition were significantly less willing to pay for future material
items than for experiential items. Thus, material consumers may feel
the need to ‘cleanse’ following consumption (Sachdeva, Iliev, & Me-
din, 2009).

In Study 2, we asked participants to select among an array of
material purchases (electronic gadgets) or experiential purchases
(vacations), and then, after a choice was made, we examined prefer-
ence for a luxury item or a necessity. Consistent with the results of
Study 1, participants in the material condition were significantly less
likely to choose the luxury item than were participants in the expe-
riential condition. Taken together, these results suggest that the type
of purchase consumers make can influence their preferences for vice
and virtue options.

In Studies 3 and 4, we examined potential mechanisms through
which experiential and material purchases differentially impact sub-
sequent choices. First, following research demonstrating that people
tend to hold negative stereotypes of materialistic people, perceiving
them to be more selfish and extrinsically motivated than are experi-
ential people (Van Boven et al., 2010), we examined whether chang-
es in self-concepts mediate the impact of material and experiential
purchases on subsequent choices. The results indicated that the more
positive self-attributions associated with the purchase of experiential
items mediated the effect of purchase type on subsequent preference
for vice or virtue items. Finally, in Study 4, we examined whether
the tangible nature of material purc