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1Chapter

Introduction



8 1.1 | Self-Regulation

Consumers’ daily behaviors are driven by their goals. These goals can be set by consumers 
themselves, such as to lose weight, finish a dissertation, or save for a vacation, or by others, 
such as companies that remind consumers of certain needs (e.g., advertising reminders such 
as “Hungry? Grab a Snickers!” or reward programs). In turn, consumers use various products 
and services to pursue their goals. When they choose which goods or brands to buy and in 
what quantity, consumers do so on account of their goals. These situations of course differ in 
various ways, but one thing they all have in common is that they require consumers to control 
and regulate their own behavior in the face of distractions, temptations, or lack of motivation. 
Determining how consumers reach their goals and adopt behaviors and decisions that help them 
reach their objectives may seem straightforward, but little research has clarified the underlying 
processes by which people pursue goals in a consumer context or described how the consumer 
context might influence self-regulated goal pursuit, even though motivational and goal-related 
concepts abound in marketing literature (Baumgartner and Pieters 2008; Kopetz et al. 2012). 
 This dissertation addresses this gap. Therefore, it starts with a brief overview of literature 
on goals and self-regulation to elaborate a theoretical framework for my research. I begin 
by defining self-regulation and distinguishing its deliberate and implicit forms. Most recent 
research tends to focus on deliberate aspects of self-regulation, paying less attention to its 
automatic elements. I then zoom in on the role of extrapersonal, environmental factors in 
self-regulation, something that has received scant attention in previous research. Thereafter, I 
introduce three empirical chapters that cover three domains in which implicit self-regulatory 
processes likely affect motivated, goal-directed consumer behavior1: (a) the self in relation to 
time and space, (b) the self in relation to the physical world, and (c) the self in relation to 
itself. In all three domains, I show how the retail environment influences non-volitional self-
regulation and goal pursuit. In so doing, my research offers novel insights into how consumers 
implicitly regulate their behavior and adds to our understanding of how consumer cognition 
and behavior shape, and are shaped by, the consumer context.

1.1 | Self-Regulation

Consumers must control their behavior to reach their goals. That is, successful goal pursuit 
requires effective self-regulation. The term regulation implies that some process controls and 
alters the thoughts and acts a person has; in a consumption setting, the consumer regulates 
her- or himself in the direction of a certain goal or desired state (Papies and Aarts 2011). The 
term self-regulation emphasizes that in this process the self is the actor that exerts control over 
the self (Baumeister 1998; James 1890). Self-regulation thus is a purposive mechanism through 

1 The empirical studies presented in this dissertation result from collaborative research efforts. Each chapter is written to 
support an independent reading, so some overlap occurs across parts of the chapters.
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which self-corrective adjustments take place, in the service of goal attainment, and corrective 
adjustments originate within the person (Carver and Scheier 1998). 
 The process of self-regulation can be conceptualized as a process for reducing discrepancies 
between the current and a desired state (Austin and Vancouver 1996; Carver and Scheier 1998). 
As defined by the acronym TOTE (Miller, Galanter, and Pribram 1960), self-regulation starts 
with a test phase to compare the distance between the current state and some desired state. If 
the test is negative, people feel motivated to close the gap and perform an operation. The test 
then recurs. If the outcome is still negative, the cycle loops again, but when the desired state is 
reached, the person exits and terminates any goal-directed actions. 

1.2 | Implicit Versus Deliberate Self-Regulation

Classic models of self-regulation define it as the ability to intentionally and consciously control 
behavior (i.e., operation) in the direction of the goal (Mischel, Shoda, and Rodriguez 1989; 
Strack and Deutsch 2004). For example, Carver and Scheier’s (1998) influential self-regulatory 
model posits that consumers must be consciously aware of a discrepancy between their 
current and desired states, which leads them to intentionally perform an action to reduce the 
discrepancy. In these models, conscious choices permeate self-regulation and goal pursuit, as 
essential mediating variables. 
 I build on other research that suggests a reconsideration of this deliberate process view of 
self-regulation, because conscious decisions and actions appear neither typical nor necessary 
for effective goal pursuit and self-regulation (see also Fitzsimons and Bargh 2004; Förster and 
Jostmann 2012; Papies and Aarts 2011). People seem capable of managing their goal-directed 
behavior on a moment-to-moment basis, without necessarily guiding their own actions 
consciously (Bargh 1990; Bargh and Gollwitzer 1994). For instance, picture yourself at the 
counter of a supermarket with a full shopping cart. Would you still remember for all products 
why you made the decision to buy them and put them in your cart? For most items you probably 
would, but other choices will be blank and were not the result of much deliberate information 
processing. Current evidence indeed suggests that consumers often lack access to the mental 
processes that drive their own complex behavior, and that they can perform self-regulatory 
activities as if they had been chosen consciously (Aarts 2007; Chartrand and Bargh 1996). In 
such cases, consumers likely recognize the outcome of their actions without knowing why or 
even that they executed goal-directed behaviors. 
 This view parallels contemporary dual-process models, which contrast implicit (or 
nonconscious, automatic, or impulsive) with deliberate (also known as controlled, conscious, 
explicit, or reflective) processes (Chaiken and Trope 1999; Strack and Deutsch 2004). 
Deliberate processing requires effort, is intentional, and is driven by explicit goals. Implicit 
processing instead is initiated by (unconscious) registration of sensory input that shapes other 
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psychological processes. Anecdotal evidence reveals that people can perform well-practiced 
behavioral routines automatically, such as when driving a car, and still have free capacities 
available to enjoy the ride, listen to music, and plan what to eat for dinner. However, researchers 
are reluctant to predict similar capacities when people engage in higher level functions, such as 
goal pursuit or self-regulation. To the extent that consumers perform such processes without 
conscious awareness, a blanket assumption that consumers deliberately scrutinize goal-directed 
choices and actions leads to an incomplete picture of consumer behavior in situ.
 Thus, I seek to expand the consideration of implicit self-regulation beyond routines 
to the operation of higher level processes such as goal pursuit. In contrast with widespread 
assumptions that self-regulation is a volitional process and that only simple or well-practiced 
skills can be executed implicitly, I contend that more complex actions, such as self-regulation in 
consumer goal pursuit, also can be performed without demanding conscious awareness. That 
is, consumers can guide complex, goal-directed choices and actions in a highly efficient and 
flexible fashion, without knowing why or even that they have executed such behaviors. 

1.3 | Inter-Versus Extrapersonal Factors and Self-Regulation

Self-regulation is affected by both intrapersonal and extrapersonal factors, though most self-
regulation research has focused primarily on understanding how intrapersonal factors promote 
successful goal pursuit, such as individual differences in the ability to delay gratification 
(Mischel, Shoda, and Rodriguez 1989) or self-regulatory strength (Baumeister et al. 1998). 
The ubiquity of goal pursuit in everyday life, and the vast number of self-regulation acts that 
occur in consumer contexts, makes it surprising that research has largely neglected the effect 
of extrapersonal, situational factors on consumer goal pursuit. Moreover, if self-regulation can 
be performed implicitly, external cues may have a crucial function in regulating consumer goal 
pursuit, such that when consumers try to attain their goals in a non-volitional manner, they 
likely exhibit responsiveness to the environment in which they pursue their goals and are open 
to cues that automatically initiate and support goal-directed actions. To illustrate this, let us go 
back to the supermarket example. If some products ended up in your shopping cart without 
you consciously and intentionally chosing them, it is very likely that extrapersonal factors may 
have played an essential role in guiding your shopping behavior. Maybe you hardly ever buy 
Snickers, but activated the poster with the text “Hungry? Grab a Snickers!” the goal of buying 
this snack, and made the extra reward points you received with Coca Cola buy you one bottle 
more than intended.
 A growing interest focuses on whether and how extrapersonal factors and environmental 
stimuli affect self-regulation (Baumeister et al. 2005; Fitzsimons and Bargh 2003). These studies 
suggest that situational characteristics including marketing cues, such as brand names and logos, 
strongly influence self-regulatory processes (Chartrand et al. 2008; Fitzsimons, Chartrand, and 
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Fitzsimons 2008). An apt illustration is a recent study that shows that drinking a liquid branded 
as Gatorade – which promises better athletic performance – makes people perform better in 
an exercise, apparently because it boosted their confidence in their own abilities to close the 
gap between their current and desired state (i.e., performing well; Park and Roedder John 
2014). Yet the participants in this study, even if they were aware of the marketing cue, were not 
aware of how it affected them. Although the environmental cue was in plain view and affected 
consumers’ choices and behavior, they did not recognize its influence or acknowledge that the 
marketing cue supported self-regulation.
 Overall then, these studies suggest that both intrapersonal factors and also subtle, 
omnipresent, extrapersonal cues all affect self-regulation, and situational factors can trigger 
and support successful goal pursuit. Moreover, they show that the consumer behavior sphere 
offers an ideal research context in which to test the role of situational factors on implicit self-
regulation, and whether such effects apply to the real world, because consumer research focuses 
on the (nonconscious) influence of environmental factors (e.g., marketing cues) on consumers’ 
thinking and doing. This dissertation explores this notion more extensively.
 In summary, I view self-regulation as a product of the interaction between the consumer and 
the consumer context, rather than a product of either personal characteristics of the consumer 
or situational factors in isolation. Environmental stimuli can trigger goals and support self-
regulatory processes that then go on to shape consumers’ behavior in ways beyond their 
conscious awareness. Although there is reason to believe that situational characteristics affect 
self-regulatory processes and that self-regulation can occur implicitly, with this dissertation I 
seek to combine these observations and thereby contribute to extant literature by showing why 
and how the consumer context – and specifically situational, extrapersonal factors in the retail 
environment (e.g., marketing cues) – affect implicit self-regulatory processes in consumer goal 
pursuit. I argue that this process occurs in all domains of self-regulation in which consumers 
control their behaviors to attain a desired state. 

1.4 | Three Domains of Self-Regulation

Because I aim to highlight the considerable array of domains in which self-regulatory processes 
drive various forms of consumer goal pursuit, I reviewed theoretical and empirical literature to 
identify three domains in which people engage in self-regulatory actions and which represent 
comprehensive coverage of important self-regulation domains (Heine, Proulx, and Vohs 2006; 
Janoff-Bulman 1989). As noted previously, these realms broadly comprise (a) the self in relation 
to time and space, (b) the self in relation to the physical world, and (c) the self in relation to 
itself. The three empirical chapters that constitute the body of this dissertation correspond to 
these three domains, each focusing on a different key domain of self-regulation. Specifically, I 
investigate how consumers’ representation of (spatial and temporal) distance (Chapter 2), need 
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for an ordered and structured world (Chapter 3), and need for a favorable self-view (Chapter 
4) shape, and are shaped by, extrapersonal factors in a consumer context, as well as how they 
interact to guide implicit self-regulatory processes in consumer goal pursuit. In these three 
domains, I highlight the role of progress information (Chapter 2), store atmospherics (Chapter 
3), and brands (Chapter 4) as environmental factors that trigger and support self-regulation and 
goal pursuit (Figure 1.1).
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e self in relation to the physical world

Store atmospherics
(Chapter 3)

Progress information
(Chapter 2)

�e self in relation to itself

Brands
(Chapter 4)

Implicit self-regulation in
consumer goal pursuit

Figure 1.1 | Three domains of self-regulation and the role of extrapersonal factors for goal pursuit.

1.4.1 | Domain 1: The Self in Relation to Time and Space
In Chapter 2 I present self-regulation as a reflective process of feedback control situating 
behavior in time and space. Goal pursuit unfolds over time and space. When pursuing a goal, 
people need to monitor their progress by relating their current state to an initial state, removed 
from the present, and some future desired state that is not yet attained, both of which are 
distant from the here and now (Locke and Latham 1990). According to construal level theory, 
this aspect of distance largely guides self-regulation (Liberman and Trope 1998; Trope and 
Liberman 2010). If a person tries to resist a temptation now, such as eating a chocolate chip 
cookie, it helps if he or she can relate the current act of resisting temptation to a weight loss goal 
that has not yet been attained and is distant from the here and now (Fujita 2008). Construal 
level theory also holds that to be able to relate such proximal information to a distal state and 
see beyond the present state, people need an abstract rather than a concrete mindset (Dhar and 
Kim 2007; Trope and Liberman 2010). 
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On the basis of these findings, I propose that information about progress (e.g., number of 
credits collected in a reward program) toward distal states removed from the present (e.g., 
reward attainment) will be a function of consumers’ construal level. The effect of progress 
information on motivation thus should be stronger among consumers with an abstract rather 
than a concrete mindset. 
 Moreover, I look at the interplay between construal level and the framing of progress 
information – as either the distance from the initial to the current state or the distance between 
the current state and the desired state – when consumers are halfway toward their goal (Carver 
and Scheier 1998; Koo and Fishbach 2008). Both frames imply the other (e.g., in a reward 
program in which consumers must collect ten credits, five credits collected means five more 
credits to go) and thus are logically equivalent, yet in specific conditions progress framing, even 
if consumers are exactly halfway toward their goal, should be consequential for motivation. 
Research on construal level has shown that an abstract mindset causes people to move beyond 
the here and now and perceive psychological distances as greater than they would if the 
construal level were concrete (Libermanet al. 2007; Liberman and Förster 2009). By implication, 
an abstract mindset encourages a biased overestimation of distances to states removed from the 
here and now, compared with a concrete mindset.
 Due to this overestimation bias among people with an abstract mindset, I expect a directional 
effect of progress framing, such that equal progress from the initial and toward the desired state 
leads to higher and lower levels of motivation, respectively. In addition, I examine the interplay 
of progress framing and construal level at the beginning and end of the goal striving process. 
Three studies provide support for these predictions, as well as insights into how the implicit 
bias in the estimation of spatial and temporal distance interacts with progress framing to guide 
self-regulation and goal pursuit. More specifically, they show at which phase in goal pursuit 
self-regulation benefits most from various types of progress information.

1.4.2 | Domain 2: The Self in Relation to the Physical World
In Chapter 3 I present self-regulation as a reflective process of feedback control situating behavior 
in the physical world. Perceiving the world as an ordered, structured place is one of the highest 
goals people have (Heine, Proulx, and Vohs 2006; Kay et al. 2008; Kruglanski 1989; Landau et 
al. 2004). Perceiving disorder and chaos is threatening and evokes an aversive state, activating 
self-regulatory processes to close the gap between the current state and a desired state. Ideally, 
people respond by directly confronting the threat posed by the initial source, but it is not always 
feasible (e.g., terrorist attacks, natural disaster), so people also rely on compensatory sources of 
order (Antonovsky 1979; Kay et al. 2008). Recent work mainly focuses on extreme, irrational 
strategies to which people resort to regain their sense of order. For example, a threat to order 
encourages people to perceive illusory patterns in grainy images (Whitson and Galinsky 2008) 
and believe in an interventionist God (Kay et al. 2008).



14 1.4 | Three Domains of Self-Regulation

Because perceiving the world as an ordered place is a fundamental human need and disorder 
threats are so omnipresent in physical environments, I predict mere goal pursuit provides a 
sense of order by establishing salient anchors or reference points that reduce perceptions of 
disorder and randomness; there is no other more typical and mundane route by which people 
can restore a sense of order. Goal pursuit provides structure because it reminds consumers of 
where they are now, whence they come, what they are pursuing, what gap they still have to 
cover, and the actions needed to reach the desired state (Baumgartner and Pieters 2008; Skinner 
1996). If exposure to disorder, rather than order, increases the need for order, or the need to 
regain a sense of order, and if pursuing goals is an effective way to reaffirm that experience, 
people should show an increased tendency to set and pursue goals after they receive a disorder 
cue.
 To illustrate the influence of extrapersonal factors on self-regulation, I focus on disorder 
cues in retail environments – including a disordered store layout, environmental noise, and 
(social and visual) clutter – that induce a sense of chaos and disorder. Furthermore, to illustrate 
my proposition that extrapersonal factors in the retail environment can support self-regulatory 
processes, I address goal-directed consumer behavior in a customer reward program as a means 
to provide a sense of order.
 The four studies in Chapter 3 support these predictions and thereby introduce an overlooked, 
implicit, self-regulatory process by which consumers can remedy their perceptions of disorder, 
through their goal to reaffirm perceptions that the world is not ruled by randomness, which 
benefits goal pursuit efforts.

1.4.3 | Domain 3: The Self in Relation to Itself
In Chapter 4 I present self-regulation as a reflective process of feedback control situating behavior 
in relation to the self. The need to feel good about oneself is another fundamental human need 
and one of the most abstract goals people have (Baumeister 1989; Schmitt and Allik 2005). 
To build and maintain a positive self-view, people continuously monitor their environment –
even on a nonconscious level – for self-relevant cues that provide information about how they 
should feel about themselves (Weisbuch et al. 2009). To assess their self-worth, they compare 
the outcome of this evaluation against some standard. A discrepancy in this comparison of 
how they are doing and their desired or acceptable state triggers self-regulatory processes to 
maintain or enhance self-esteem (Kruger and Dunning 1999; Sherman and Cohen 2006).
 Brands might influence this self-esteem regulation. I explore how the evaluation of brand 
names that start with ‘I’ or ‘my’ (e.g., iPhone, MySpace) might depend on the valence of 
consumers’ self-view. This approach builds on work that suggests people feel implicitly attracted 
to objects, events, and entities that seem connected to the self (Pelham, Mirenberg, and Jones 
2005). For example, people enjoy self-associated objects to such an extent that they prefer letters 
in their names to any other letter of the alphabet (Nuttin 1985). This so-called name letter 
effect even extends to liking of (fictitious) brand names whose first letters match letters in the 
consumer’s own name (Brendl et al. 2005). 
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On the basis of this reasoning, I argue that biased evaluations of self-associated brands are not 
limited to such incidental similarities but also extend to more generic references to the self in 
brand names. Therefore, generic self-referencing terms such as ‘I’ and ‘my’ in brand names may 
function as a self-cue and nonconsciously affect brand evaluations.
 Moreover, I examine how and when this positive evaluation bias may boomerang and 
transform attraction into avoidance, or at least an unfavorable brand evaluation. Prior work 
on the evaluation bias assumes that the attraction effect results from people’s default positive 
self-view, which spills over to any target that can be associated with the self (Gawronski, 
Bodenhausen, and Becker 2007; Greenwald and Banaji 1995). If the evaluation bias in brand 
judgment truly constitutes a reflection of the self ’s valence though, then both positive and 
negative self-evaluations should spill over to the self-associated target and result in a negative 
bias. I explore whether this avoidance effect gets better articulated under conditions of acute 
negative self-esteem (i.e., after self-threat) or for brands of products that are self-relevant (e.g., 
watch vs. bottle of water).
 Five studies support these predictions, providing a fuller understanding of how brands can 
help regulate consumers’ selves. Consumers implicitly feel attracted to generic self-referencing 
brands if they enhance consumers’ self-view but avoid generic self-referencing brands if they 
reflect negatively on the consumers’ selves. 

1.5 | Present Dissertation

To recapitulate, the current dissertation presents research on implicit self-regulatory processes 
in goal-directed consumer behavior. This work contributes to extant literature by showing why 
and how the consumer context, and especially situational factors in the retail environment, affect 
implicit self-regulatory processes when consumers pursue goals. Together, the three chapters 
examine three different, exclusive domains of self-regulation, attesting to the generality of the 
findings. In the first empirical chapter, I present findings about the effect of construal level and 
progress information on motivated goal pursuit. In Chapter 3, I focus more specifically on the 
effect of environmental disorder on goal pursuit, as well as how goal striving provides a means 
to restore feelings of order. The studies in Chapter 4 address consumers’ uses of self-referencing 
brands to maintain and enhance their favorable self-view. The final chapter of this dissertation 
summarizes and discusses the main empirical results and draws some overarching conclusions; 
it also describes the theoretical and managerial relevance and implications of the three main 
studies, along with suggestions for further research on implicit self-regulation and consumer 
goal pursuit.





2Chapter

The Road Traveled, the Road Ahead, 
or Simply on the Road? When Progress 
Framing Affects Motivation in Goal 
Pursuit2

Abstract
The present research examined the dynamic interplay between the framing of one’s progress 
from an initial state toward an end state (i.e., framed as the distance traveled from the initial 
state to the current state – ‘to-date’ versus framed as the distance left from the current state 
to the end state – ‘to-go’) and construal level in influencing motivation in goal pursuit. In 
three studies we found that both state and chronic differences in experienced construal level 
modulate the impact of progress framing on motivation at a specific stage in goal pursuit, i.e., 
when consumers are halfway between the initial and end state, but is less consequential at the 
initial or end stages. This modulation shows that type of framing only affected motivation of 
people with an abstract, but not a concrete mindset. Under these conditions, progress framed 
in terms of to-date produced increased motivation compared to a to-go frame. Moreover, 
perceived goal distance was found to mediate the impact of progress framing on motivation for 
individuals with an abstract, but not a concrete mindset. 

2 This Chapter is based on Jacob H. Wiebenga and Bob M. Fennis (2014), “The Road Traveled, the Road Ahead, or Simply 
on the Road? When Progress Framing Affects Motivation in Goal Pursuit,” Journal of Consumer Psychology, 24 (1), 49-62.
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Documented commercial loyalty programs have a history of at least 150 years. One of the very 
first loyalty programs is thought to originate from the B.A. Babbit Company that launched a 
program in 1852, where consumers could collect points found inside soap packages (Lonto 
2004). Today’s equivalent might well be the smartphone-based loyalty app Shopkick which is 
used for essentially the same objective: to collect points (i.e., Kicks) to be redeemed for various 
rewards. Although most loyalty programs clearly differ in executional style and rewards offered, 
one thing they all have in common – similar to most other goal pursuit settings – is that they 
provide information about the consumer’s progress in the attainment of the reward. How to do 
that as effectively and efficiently as possible has challenged marketers throughout the ages. For 
instance, the Esso Extra program depicts its members’ progress in terms of how many points 
they still need to collect in order to attain a certain gift, which they term ‘the road to reward’. 
Shell on the other hand focuses on the number of points (i.e., Air Miles) members have already 
collected, i.e., on the road traveled. Do these subtle differences in how to present progress 
information matter for consumer motivation in goal pursuit? The question is pertinent given 
that studies indicate that while many consumers sign-up for loyalty programs, a substantial 
percentage (approximately 75-80%; Capizzi and Ferguson 2005) drops out about halfway the 
process. In the present paper, we will address this issue. More specifically, we will focus on how 
and when such cues on the road traveled versus the road ahead affect consumer motivation at 
various stages of the goal pursuit process. Moreover, we assess the role of consumers’ construal 
level in this process and will demonstrate that this construct allows for another way in which 
progress cues can be perceived, i.e., as simply being on the road. In short, we will assess when 
and how the framing of progress information affects motivation in goal pursuit from the initial 
to the end state of the goal pursuit process, and when it is largely inconsequential in doing so.

2.1 | Goal Striving and Progress Information

Most behavior starts with goal setting through which consumers get involved in goal pursuit 
(Locke and Latham 1990). After this initial step progress toward these goals is monitored 
(Fishbach and Dhar 2005, 2008). This is an essential aspect of goal striving as it enables 
consumers to adjust their efforts in pursuing goals, or to (temporarily) disengage from further 
efforts. Progress can be conceived as the distance traveled from the initial state to the current 
state (i.e., a ‘to-date’ frame) and/or the remaining distance from the current state toward the end 
state (i.e., a ‘to-go’ frame; Carver and Scheier 1998; Koo and Fishbach 2008). Hence, progress in 
for instance a customer loyalty program can be defined in to-date terms as ‘credits collected’ or 
in to-go terms as ‘remaining credits’. 
 Several studies have focused on how to-go information about what remains to be done 
affects consumer motivation. In particular, research on the classic ‘goal-gradient hypothesis’ 
(Hull 1932), also termed ‘goal looms larger effect’ (Brendl and Higgins 1996), or ‘work-
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completion hypothesis’ (Garland and Conlon 1998), suggests that motivation increases as 
people near their goal (Förster, Higgins, and Idson 1998; Kivetz, Urminsky, and Zheng 2006). 
Conversely, studies on the effects of a to-date frame have shown that increased distance from 
the initial state fosters motivation to pursue a focal goal (Arkes and Blumer 1985; Cialdini, 
Trost, and Newsom 1995; Staw 1976). Both streams of literature are united in a dual-source 
view of motivation where motivation is jointly determined by the expectancy of reaching a 
goal and the goal’s value (Fishbach and Dhar 2005; Huang, Zhang, and Broniarczyk 2012; Koo 
and Fishbach 2008). According to this view, motivational strength increases as one approaches 
goal attainment (i.e., when remaining goal distance decreases), and/or when higher goal 
value is inferred from accomplished goal actions (i.e., when distance travelled increases). This 
particularly holds in a single goal pursuit context, when there is one focal goal, as increasing 
motivation then produces greater overall success (i.e., a goal gradient effect; Fitzsimons and 
Fishbach 2010; Kivetz, Urminsky, and Zheng 2006). In a multiple goal pursuit context however, 
it can sometimes be beneficial to take the foot off the accelerator when the focal goal nears and 
goal attainment is high, as success can then be maximized by focusing on other, less progressed 
goals (i.e., a coasting effect; Carver and Scheier 1998; Fishbach and Dhar 2008; Koo and 
Fishbach 2008; Louro, Pieters, and Zeelenberg 2007). 
 Although a to-date and to-go frame imply one another (more progress from the initial state 
means less distance to the end state) and thus are logically equivalent, the previous research 
suggests that their impact on motivation in goal pursuit is dependent on the reference point 
used to describe progress (Karevold and Teigen 2010; Koo and Fishbach 2012). Recent studies 
show that progress framing particularly affects motivation at the beginning and end of goal 
pursuit, because then movement from the start and toward the end is most noticeable and hence 
motivating. In contrast, when people have progressed about halfway toward a goal, progress 
information is deemed to be less diagnostic and, as a result, progress framing is assumed to be 
less consequential for goal pursuit motivation, a phenomenon labeled the ‘stuck-in-the-middle 
effect’ (Bonezzi, Brendl, and De Angelis 2011; Koo and Fishbach 2012). For instance, Bonezzi 
et al. (2011) showed that progress framing did not affect participants’ willingness to donate 
money to charity when the current level of progress toward the charity goal (i.e., to reach a total 
of $300 worth in donations) was halfway (i.e., $150) compared to when progress was close to 
the end state (i.e., $245) or just under way (i.e., $55). Similarly, when loyalty program members 
were halfway collecting a reward, they were more likely to relax goal pursuit compared to the 
beginning or end situation (Touré-Tillery and Fishbach 2011).
 The previous findings suggest that – particularly in a single goal pursuit context – progress 
framing is mainly influential for motivation at the beginning and end of the goal pursuit 
process, but appears largely inconsequential when consumers have progressed halfway in goal 
attainment. However, in the present research we argue there is ample reason to reconsider this 
‘stuck-in-the-middle effect’ and to forward that there are specific conditions, unaccounted 
for in previous studies, under which progress information is highly consequential even in 
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this middle stage of goal pursuit. In short, the present paper builds on previous research by 
examining when and how progress cues affect motivation in goal pursuit throughout the goal 
pursuit process. We show in three studies that such cues not only matter at the initial and end 
stages, but that halfway goal pursuit directional effects of progress framing on motivation are 
still observable, particularly when people’s mindset promotes construing such information in 
relation to reference points that are distant from the here and now. Additionally, we propose 
and demonstrate that such a mindset is less consequential in modulating the impact of progress 
framing at the beginning and end of goal pursuit. A better understanding of the effects of 
progress information in these various stages promotes a more comprehensive insight in the 
dynamics of goal pursuit throughout the entire goal striving process. Moreover, it sheds light on 
the psychological processes that play a role in the large ‘grey’ area in the middle between start 
and finish that has received relatively little research attention.

2.2 | Progress Information and Construal Level

In essence, information on goal progress, either presented as work done, or as remaining work, 
can only be perceived as diagnostic when it is construed in relation to an initial state that is 
removed from the presence and some future end state that is not yet attained. Information on 
progress may affect motivation in goal pursuit, because it informs consumers on the already 
covered and still remaining distance and thus on the attainability of the end state and on the 
goal-congruent investments already made in order to attain it (Fishbach and Dhar 2008; Koo 
and Fishbach 2008). However, in order to be informative this requires consumers to actively 
relate cues about where they are now to an initial state and/or to an end state, both of which are 
distant from the here and now in a temporal, physical, social, or hypothetical sense (Bar-Anan, 
Liberman, and Trope 2006). 
 We propose that this tendency to actively relate progress information to distal states 
removed from the presence will be a function of consumers’ construal level (Liberman and 
Trope 1998; Trope and Liberman 2003, 2010; Trope, Liberman, and Wakslak 2007). Construal 
level theory holds that people’s mental representations can vary in level of abstraction, and that 
individuals build a low level concrete representation of states that are near and present, while 
building a high level, abstract representation of states that are removed from the current state. 
Conversely, the construal level framework also suggests that an increased level of abstraction 
helps people to see beyond the present state and its proximal cues, and to consider these cues as 
part of broader, superordinate goals they may hold (Dhar and Kim 2007). That is, people with 
an abstract mindset perceive information in a more global perspective (i.e., they ‘see the forest’) 
and hence process information in a top-down fashion, actively relating proximal information 
to distal goals whereas people with a concrete mindset perceive information in a more narrow, 
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local perspective, focusing on specific features without associating them with a superordinate 
goal structure (i.e., they ‘see the trees’; Trope and Liberman 2010)). 
 Indeed, several studies have found support for these notions (Freitas, Gollwitzer, and Trope 
2004; Fujita 2008; Kyung, Menon, and Trope 2010). For example, Freitas et al. (2004) found 
that distal goals were more accessible for people induced with an abstract rather than concrete 
mindset. In addition, research underscores that high construal levels facilitate actively relating 
specific information (e.g., about products) to higher order goals (e.g., promoting consumer 
welfare; Torelli and Kaikati 2009). Moreover, this research also showed that lower construal 
levels interfered with this process as it directed attention away from the relationship between 
the proximate product information and distal goals, and instead promoted a focus on concrete 
product features. 
 In sum, these studies suggest that people may infer progress from the distance traveled from 
the initial state and/or the distance left to attain the end state. Perceiving such goal distances 
as meaningful in goal pursuit requires people to actively transcend the here and now to relate 
these cues to either the initial and/or an end state. It follows that if progress framing has an 
effect on motivation in goal pursuit, it will mainly have so under high rather than low construal 
level conditions when people have an abstract rather than concrete mindset and when such goal 
distances are perceived to be relatively substantial and/or diagnostic.

2.3 | Construal Level and Goal Distance

Interestingly, research on construal level not only points to when but also to how progress 
information will affect motivation in goal striving. More in particular, construing information 
on different levels of abstraction is thought to affect how consumers subjectively perceive the 
distance from something that is removed from the here and now (Trope and Liberman 2010). 
More specifically, processing information in high level terms causes people to move beyond 
the here and now and prompts people to perceive psychological distances as greater than when 
construal level is lower (Fiedler 2007; Kanten 2011; Stephan, Liberman, and Trope 2010). 
The construal level framework contends that this abstraction – distance link is overlearned, 
such that this association remains even in the absence of the initial reason that gave rise to its 
activation (Trope and Liberman 2010). By implication, an abstract mindset results in a bias 
toward overestimation of distances to states removed from the here and now compared to a 
concrete mindset. 
 Indeed, Liberman et al. (2007) found that the activation of an abstract compared to concrete 
mindset, by asking people why rather than how they would engage in a future activity, makes 
people think of this activity to take place in the more distant future. Similarly, Liberman and 
Förster (2009) showed that after being primed with a high rather than low level mindset 
participants overestimated the distance between their current location and a distant one (i.e., 
in their study Amsterdam central station). Finally, Wakslak and Trope (2009) found that 
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participants judged a variety of everyday life events to be psychologically more distant, and 
therefore as being less likely, when they were primed with an abstract rather than concrete 
mindset. 
 How should progress framing then influence motivation in goal striving at different levels 
of the goal pursuit process? As noted above, progress information will mainly have an effect 
when people have an abstract rather than concrete mindset. Moreover, under these conditions, 
such information will be used to infer (psychological) distance either from the current to the 
initial state or toward the end state. Furthermore, to-date information will be used to infer such 
distance to the initial state and to-go information will be used to infer distance to the end state. 
In addition, since people with an abstract mindset tend to overestimate such distances, it follows 
that such a mindset may cause a directional effect of progress framing on motivation, even when 
both to-go and to-date information inform people that they are in the middle phase of goal 
pursuit. More specifically, even when people with an abstract mindset have progressed halfway, 
emphasizing the distance between the current and initial state will induce an overestimation of 
the distance traveled from the start. This distance traveled parallels investments or work done 
(as in, credits collected, miles flown, products bought, etc.). Looking back on these investments 
or work done has clear motivational and value enhancing properties, as is known from recent 
(Aronson 1997; Feather 1990; Norton, Mochon, and Ariely 2012) and more classic research 
streams (Atkinson and Raynor 1978; Bem 1967; Festinger 1957; Freedman and Fraser 1966). 
If the extent of this work done is overestimated, then, by implication, people with an abstract 
mindset will infer higher goal attractiveness from their overestimation of investments done to 
attain the end goal, and thus, a to-date frame compared to a to-go frame will result in increased 
motivation. Similarly, the reverse will hold for to-go information. Due to the same bias in the 
perception of psychological distance, emphasizing the distance between the current and end 
state (vs. current and initial state) will lead to an overestimation of the distance to be traveled 
to the end state. Consequently, people with an abstract mindset will overestimate the work or 
investments to be done to attain the end goal (Atkinson 1957; Vroom 1964), and thus, a to-
go frame compared to a to-date frame will lead to decreased motivation. Hence, the effect of 
progress framing on motivation in goal pursuit when traveled halfway will be modulated by 
construal level such that a to-date frame will increase motivation compared to a to-go frame for 
people with an abstract rather than concrete mindset. In contrast, when in a concrete mindset, 
type of progress information will be less consequential and thus, the aforementioned ‘stuck-
in-the-middle effect’ will mainly surface under these conditions rather than when an abstract 
mindset is salient. 
 This leaves open the straightforward question of whether construal level also modulates 
the effect of progress framing at other stages of the goal pursuit process (i.e., in the beginning 
or towards the end near goal completion), or whether the effects are specific to the middle 
stage. On the one hand, given that progress information will mainly have an effect when people 
have an abstract rather than concrete mindset, it can be argued that the overestimation bias 
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will lead people with an abstract mindset to always exaggerate the distance traveled (to be 
traveled), and so a to-date (to-go) frame compared to a to-go (to-date) frame will always lead 
to increased (decreased) motivation under these conditions, irrespective of whether people are 
at the beginning, middle, or end of goal pursuit. On the other hand, if the directional effects 
indeed hinge on overestimating perceived distance between the current state and a reference 
point (either the initial or end stage) then it stands to reason to expect such modulation 
effects in particular when such distances are perceived to be relatively substantial (i.e., when 
progressed halfway) but not when these distances are relatively minimal (i.e., at the beginning 
or end). In addition, previous research has shown that, regardless of people’s construal level, 
progress framing strongly affects motivation at the beginning and end of goal pursuit (Bonezzi, 
Brendl, and De Angelis 2011; Koo and Fishbach 2012; Touré-Tillery and Fishbach 2011), since 
then movement from the start or toward the end is clearly detectible and hence diagnostic for 
motivation, even for people who construe this information on a low level. By implication, one 
may argue that particularly then, when progress cues are more blatant and informative about 
one’s goal progress, the qualifying role of construal level may be less influential in affecting the 
impact of progress framing on motivation. Consequently, this would yield the expectation that 
the role of construal level is subtle and nonlinear, mainly surfacing at the middle stage but not 
at other stages of goal pursuit. 
 In sum, for the beginning and end stages of the goal pursuit process we would then expect 
to replicate previous research, and show that progress framing has an impact on motivation, 
irrespective of construal level, such that a focus on the road traveled (a to-date frame) is more 
motivating at the beginning, as it signals invested effort, and a focus on the road ahead (a to-go 
frame) is more motivating at the end of goal pursuit, as it signals goal attainability. In the middle 
stage we would expect to find a modulating role for construal level. More specifically, under 
these conditions, we expect to replicate the ‘stuck-in-the-middle effect’ where progress cues 
are inconsequential, but only for people with a concrete mindset. For people with an abstract 
mindset, in contrast, progress framing continues to be influential such that a to-date frame 
increases motivation compared to a to-go frame. 

2.4 | Present Research

Next, we present three studies in a single goal pursuit context to test our notions. Studies 1A 
and 1B start by testing the core postulate of our notions, i.e., that construal level moderates 
the impact of progress framing on motivation when people have progressed halfway. Study 
2 then situates these findings in a more dynamic context, assessing the interplay between 
progress framing and construal level at the beginning, middle and end stages of goal pursuit. 
More specifically, our research aims to accomplish several key objectives. First, we test novel 
predictions on the moderating role of construal level in the impact of progress framing on 
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motivation in goal pursuit. We hypothesize that the effect of progress framing on motivation 
would be stronger for consumers induced with an abstract rather than concrete mindset, 
especially halfway goal attainment. Under these conditions we expect a directional effect of 
progress framing, such that a to-date frame increases motivation in goal pursuit compared to 
a to-go frame. Second, we seek to directly test the psychological process assumed to underlie 
the proposed effects – perceived goal distance. Due to a bias in the estimation of distance, for 
people with an abstract mindset we expect a directional effect of progress framing halfway 
goal attainment, such that equal progress in to-date or to-go terms leads to respectively higher 
and lower levels of motivation. Third, we examine the interplay between progress framing and 
construal level at other stages of the goal striving process. In particular, we aim to replicate 
and extend previous findings by assessing whether and to what extent the postulated effects 
are specific to the mid-stage of goal pursuit (as we propose) or generalize to other stages of the 
trajectory as well (i.e., the beginning and/or the end stage). 

2.5 | Study 1A

2.5.1 | Method
2.5.1 | Design and Participants
This study used a 2 (progress framing: to-date vs. to-go) x 2 (construal level: abstract vs. 
concrete) between-subjects factorial design. One hundred fourteen undergraduate students 
from a mid-sized Dutch university (mean age = 19.15; SD = 1.93; 68.4% male) participated in 
exchange for monetary compensation or partial course credit.

2.5.1.2 | Procedure
Participants were informed that the study consisted of several unrelated parts and were 
randomly assigned to one of the four conditions. The manipulation of construal level was 
presented as a first study examining reaction times. Next, the manipulation of progress framing 
was administered as an evaluation task of a reward program (Koo and Fishbach 2008), followed 
by measuring participants’ perceived goal distance and motivation in goal pursuit. After having 
completed this part of the study, participants answered demographic questions, and were 
thanked, paid and debriefed. 
 We used a letter identification task (Navon 1977) to vary participants’ construal levels 
either as an abstract or concrete mindset. In 112 trials, all participants were presented with 
large letters made up out of smaller letters, with the large letters always being different from 
the smaller ones (e.g., a large L composed of small T’s). Participants in the abstract mindset 
condition were asked to indicate as quickly as possible which large letter they were presented 
with, whereas participants in the concrete mindset conditions were asked to do the same for 
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the small, constituent letters. Previous research has shown that this task produces reliable 
differences in participants’ construal levels (Wakslak and Trope 2009). 
 Next, and in line with the procedure developed by Koo and Fishbach (2008), progress 
framing was manipulated by asking all participants to imagine they were participating in a 
reward program of a coffee bar, where they saved to earn a free cup of coffee, tea or hot chocolate 
after making 10 purchases. Next, they were presented with a picture of a loyalty card. In the to-
date condition, progress from the initial state was visualized by presenting participants with a 
version of the loyalty card where the first 5 out of 10 slots were covered with coffee bean shaped 
stamps, highlighting the credits that had been collected so far. In the to-go condition, the first 
5 out of 10 slots were punched out, thus emphasizing the remaining slots signifying the credits 
that had yet to be saved before one could collect the free beverage. 
 After exposure to the loyalty card, participants answered the following questions: “How 
distant is the reward?” (1 = very close, 7 = very far), and “To what extent does an additional 
credit makes you feel closer to the end state” (1 = very much, 7 = not at all). Scores were averaged 
to create an index of perceived distance (r(114) = .34, p < .001) with smaller scores indicating 
smaller perceived distance. Motivation in goal pursuit was measured by asking participants to 
indicate how much they valued collecting credits for attaining the reward (1 = not at all, 7 = very 
much). 

2.5.2 | Results and Discussion
2.5.2.1 | Motivation in Goal Pursuit 
A regression analysis with progress framing (effect coded), construal level (effect coded) and 
their interaction as independent variables and motivation (standardized; Aiken and West 1991; 
Friedrich 1982) as the dependent variable did not show main effects of either progress framing 
(β = -.15, t(110) = 1.60, n.s.) or construal level (β = -.11, t(110) = 1.20, n.s.). However, the 
progress framing by construal level interaction proved to be significant (β = -.25, t(110) = 2.74, 
p < .01). In line with the predictions, simple slopes analyses (Aiken and West 1991) showed that 
progress framing only affected motivation for participants with an abstract mindset, such that 
to-date progress framing compared to to-go progress framing positively affected motivation 
(β = -.40, t(110) = 3.08, p < .01). For participants with a concrete mindset, progress framing 
failed to affect goal pursuit (t < 1). 

2.5.2.2 | Perceived Distance
A similar regression analysis with (standardized) perceived goal distance as criterion did not 
yield a main effect of progress framing (t < 1) or construal level (β = .10, t(110) = 1.09, n.s.). 
Of particular interest for our reasoning, however, was the finding that the progress framing 
by construal level interaction was significant (β = .23, t(110) = 2.50, p = .01). Simple slopes 
analyses showed that progress framing only affected perceived goal distance for participants 
with an abstract mindset, such that participants in the to-date condition perceived smaller 
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goal distance compared to participants in the to-go condition (β = .27, t(110) = 2.09, p = .04). 
For participants with a concrete mindset, progress framing did not affect perceived distance 
(β = -.19, t(110) = 1.45, n.s.).

2.5.2.3 | Mediation Analysis
To assess the mediating role of perceived distance in driving the interaction effect between 
progress framing and state construal level on motivation in goal pursuit, a mediated moderation 
analysis was conducted (Muller, Judd, and Yzerbyt 2005). That is, we assessed whether perceived 
goal distance mediated the interaction effect on motivation. As reported previously, the progress 
framing by construal level interaction was significant on both motivation and perceived goal 
distance. Furthermore, perceived goal distance, the proposed mediator, significantly predicted 
motivation (β = -.52, t(112) = 6.35, p < .001). In a third regression analysis treating the progress 
framing by construal level and progress framing by perceived distance interactions and all main 
effects as predictors, perceived distance significantly predicted motivation (β = -.48, t(108) = 5.68, 
p < .001), whereas the previously significant interaction effect between progress framing and 
construal level shrunk to non-significance (β = -.14, t(108) = 1.69, n.s.). A subsequent test 
of the conditional indirect effect of progress framing on motivation through perceived goal 
distance using a bootstrapping procedure with 5000 resamples (Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes 
2007) showed that progress framing only affected motivation for participants with an abstract 
mindset (the bias corrected [BC] 95% confidence interval [CI] did not include zero, -.266 to 
-.001), but not a concrete mindset (BC 95% CI did include zero, -.019 to .201).
 These findings replicate and extend previous research by showing that halfway goal pursuit 
type of progress framing does affect motivation in goal pursuit, but only for people with an 
abstract mindset. In line with the predictions, under these specific conditions to-date progress 
framing positively affected motivation in goal pursuit compared to to-go progress framing. 
For people with a concrete mindset, progress framing proved inconsequential in affecting 
motivation levels. In addition, the present study demonstrated that halfway goal pursuit the 
impact of progress framing on motivation for participants with an abstract mindset was driven 
by perceived goal distance, and more specifically the extent to which they overestimated either 
the distance traveled from the initial to the current state (in the to-date condition) or the 
distance to be traveled from the current to the end state (in the to-go condition).
 Study 1B was designed to provide converging evidence for our notions. More specifically, 
in order to rule out the alternate account that our findings were attributable to the specific 
manipulations involved, Study 1B employed a different set of stimulus materials and included 
a manipulation check. We also aimed to replicate the proposed underlying mechanism driving 
our results and again assessed the mediating role of perceived goal distance. We altered the 
sequence with which we administered our motivation and distance measures to rule out 
order effect as an alternative explanation of the previous findings. In addition, to extend the 
previous findings, we focused on chronic individual differences in construal level rather than 
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the state manipulation used in Study 1A. Moreover, we tested the robustness of our notions on 
a representative sample of (Dutch) consumers. 

2.6 | Study 1B

2.6.1 | Method
2.6.1.1 | Design and Participants
In this study a design was used with progress framing (to-date vs. to-go) as a between-subjects 
factor, and construal level as a continuous individual difference variable. One hundred twenty 
four consumers (mean age = 42.62; SD = 13.66; 37.2% male) drawn randomly from an online 
consumer panel voluntarily participated in this study. 

2.6.1.2 | Procedure
Participants learned that the research consisted of two unrelated studies. The first part pertained 
to the manipulation of progress framing, presented as an evaluation task of a reward program, 
albeit with a different set-up and structure than the one used in Study 1A. This was followed 
by measures of motivation and perceived goal distance. For the second part, participants 
completed the trait construal level measure and demographic questions before being thanked 
and debriefed.
 All participants were asked to imagine they were participating in a reward program for 
which credits could be collected. When they accumulated 1000 credits they could freely choose 
a reward from a gift catalogue. This task ensured that motivation was not a function of a specific 
type of reward. Furthermore, the scenario stressed that the current program lasted for eight 
weeks and participants were currently halfway. After having read the scenario, participants 
continued to the next screen which portrayed a website devoted to the program and showing 
the progress made by the participants. The website showed a vertical bar running from 0 to 
1000. Participants who were randomly assigned to the to-date condition saw one arrow pointing 
at the initial state (i.e., 0 points) and a second one at the current state (i.e., 502 points), thus 
highlighting the distance traveled from the initial state to the current state. In contrast, in the 
to-go condition, one arrow was pointing at the current state (i.e., 502 points) and a second one 
at the end state (i.e., 1000 points), emphasizing the distance yet to travel to reach the end state. 
In service of a perception of realism, the current state was slightly off the exact midpoint of the 
progression bar.
 Next, and similar to Study 1A, motivation in goal pursuit was measured by asking 
participants to indicate how much they valued collecting credits to redeem a reward (1 = not at 
all, 7 = very much). Participants were then asked to indicate perceived goal distance. As in Study 
1A, a two-item measure rated perceived distance to the reward (1 = very close, 7 = very far) and 
the extent to which participants felt that earning an additional credit created progress toward 
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the end state (1 = very much, 7 = not at all). Scores were averaged to create an index of perceived 
distance (r(124) = .55, p < .001) with smaller scores indicating smaller perceived distance. 
 To ensure that our manipulation of progress framing was successful, participants were then 
presented with a dichotomous question asking whether their attention was focused either on 
what had been accomplished versus what was left in order to reach the reward. We expected 
participants in the to-date condition to show a more pronounced tendency to indicate a focus 
on what had been accomplished versus what was left and a reversed tendency for participants 
in the to-go condition.
 Finally, and in extension of Study 1A, construal level was treated as an individual difference 
variable (Freitas, Salovey, and Liberman 2001; Vallacher and Wegner 1987) and measured using 
Vallacher and Wegner’s (1989) Behavior Identification Form (BIF; see Liberman and Trope 
1998, Study 1). All participants were requested to complete the BIF, which presents participants 
with 25 actions, each followed by two alternative descriptions. For example, ‘locking a door’ is 
described as either ‘putting a key in a lock’ or ‘securing the house’. Hence, one of the descriptions 
captures the action in concrete terms, the other in abstract terms. For each action, participants 
were asked to choose one of two descriptions that they believed best described each action. 
Preference for the concrete description of an item was coded 0, while preference for the abstract 
description was coded 1. An index of trait construal level (Cronbach’s α = .78) was created by 
summing the total number of abstract descriptions selected resulting in a 0 to 25 construal level 
score (M = 15.61, SD = 4.46) with higher scores indicating a more abstract chronic mindset. 

2.6.2 | Results and Discussion
2.6.2.1 | Manipulation Check
A series of chi-square tests on the dichotomous measure were performed to assess the 
manipulation of progress framing. More specifically, in the to-date condition a significantly 
higher percentage of participants was focused on what was accomplished (62.7%) than on what 
was left (37.3%; χ2 (df = 1, N = 65) = 3.81, p = .05). In contrast, of the participants in the to-go 
condition a higher percentage was focused on what was left (63.1%) than on what had been 
accomplished (36.9%; χ2 (df = 1, N = 59) = 4.45, p = .03). These results indicate that the progress 
framing manipulation was successful. 

2.6.2.2 | Motivation in Goal Pursuit 
A regression analysis with progress framing (effect coded), construal level (standardized) and 
their interaction on motivation (standardized) yielded no main effect of progress framing (t < 1) 
or construal level (β = -.12, t(120) = 1.29, n.s.). However and similar to Study 1A, the progress 
framing by construal level interaction proved to be significant (β = -.22, t(120) = 2.39, p = .02). 
Simple slopes analyses showed that progress framing only affected motivation for participants 
with a chronic abstract mindset, such that to-date progress framing compared to to-go progress 
framing positively affected goal pursuit (β = -.30, t(120) = 2.39, p = .02). Also paralleling the  
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previous results, progress framing failed to affect motivation in goal pursuit for participants 
with a chronic concrete mindset (β = .15, t(120) = 1.09, n.s.).3 

2.6.2.3 | Perceived Distance
An analysis with (standardized) perceived goal distance as the dependent variable did not 
yield a main effect of progress framing (t < 1). The main effect of trait construal level, however, 
was (marginally) significant, and indicated that, as expected, people with a more abstract 
mindset perceived larger distances compared to people with a more concrete mindset (β = .17, 
t(120) = 1.80, p = .07). More importantly, the analysis yielded a significant interaction effect of 
progress framing and construal level (β = .23, t(120) = 2.52, p = .01). Simple slopes analyses 
showed that participants with a chronic abstract mindset perceived smaller goal distance in 
the to-date compared to the to-go condition (β = .34, t(120) = 2.68, p < .01), whereas progress 
framing failed to affect perceived goal distance of participants with a chronic concrete mindset 
(t < 1).

2.6.2.4 | Mediation Analysis
As noted previously, the progress framing by construal level interaction was significant on both 
motivation and perceived goal distance. Furthermore, perceived goal distance significantly 
predicted motivation (β = -.69, t(122) = 10.62, p < .001). As in Study 1A, we tested for mediated 
moderation by regressing motivation on the two interactions (i.e., the progress framing by 
construal level and progress framing by perceived distance interactions) and all main effects. 
The analysis yielded a significant main effect of perceived distance (β = -.68, t(118) = 9.72, 
p < .001), whereas the previously significant interaction effect between progress framing and 
trait construal level disappeared (t < 1). A subsequent analysis of the conditional indirect 
effect of progress framing on motivation through perceived goal distance using the same 5000 
iterations bootstrapping procedure as used in Study 1A indicated that the mediating effect of 
perceived goal distance was significant for high construal level individuals (BC 95% CI, -.41 to 
-.06), but not for low construal level individuals (BC 95% CI, -.09 to .26). 
 Together, these results build on the findings of Study 1A. First, using a different set of stimulus 
materials, we were able to replicate our earlier finding that halfway goal pursuit motivation is 
affected by progress framing for people with an abstract but not concrete mindset, such that for 
the former group of participants a to-date frame positively affected motivation compared to a 
to-go frame. Second, this study confirmed the mediating role of perceived goal distance – the 
psychological mechanism assumed to underlie the moderated effect of progress framing on 
motivation in goal pursuit. Third, using a more heterogeneous sample of consumers, we showed 

3 All participants in Study 1B were presented with the Regulatory Focus Questionnaire (Higgins et al. 2001). Neither 
the promotion focus scale (Cronbach’s α = .75) nor the prevention focus scale (Cronbach’s α = .86) affected motivation 
directly (tpromotion focus(120) = 1.54, n.s.; tprevention focus(120) = 1.55, n.s.) or indirectly by modulating the role of progress 
framing (tpromotion focus (120) = 1.20, n.s.; tprevention focus < 1).
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that the previous findings were not tied to the specific state manipulation used in Study 1A, but 
generalized to stable individual differences in construal level as well. 
 The objective of Study 2 was to extend our findings regarding the framing effects under 
conditions of an abstract and concrete mindset beyond the 50% progress state. More specifically, 
we wanted to test the robustness of our results from Studies 1A and 1B by showing a directional 
effect of progress framing when people have progressed halfway and construe the information 
on a high rather than low level, and to examine whether progress framing and construal level 
also interact at the beginning and end of goal pursuit. In addition, in Study 2 we focused on 
actual, overt goal pursuit behavior as a proxy for motivation, since it can be argued that the 
self-report measure of motivation used in Studies 1A and 1B measured one component of 
motivation, i.e., goal value, disregarding the role of goal attainment. We also aimed to replicate 
our findings from Studies 1A and 1B in a realistic goal pursuit context in which participants 
pursue a real, existing reward.

2.7 | Study 2

2.7.1 | Method
2.7.1.1 | Design and Participants
A sample of 156 undergraduate students was initially recruited to participate in this study in 
exchange for 3 euros. After excluding two students of non-Dutch nationality who could not 
understand the Dutch materials, two students who withdrew from the study, two students who 
indicated that they had already participated in Study 1A, and four students who failed to comply 
with experimental instructions (Oppenheimer, Meyvis, and Davidenko 2009), the final sample 
consisted of 146 students (mean age = 19.67; SD = 1.53; 63.7% male). This study employed a 
2 (progress framing: to-date vs. to-go) x 2 (construal level: abstract vs. concrete) x 3 (progress 
stage: beginning vs. middle vs. end) mixed factorial design with progress framing and construal 
level as between-subjects factors and progress stage as a within-subjects factor. 

2.7.1.2 | Procedure
The participants learned that this research contained two unrelated studies of different research 
teams. The first task concerned the construal level manipulation, and was presented as a study 
to measure reaction time. For the second task, which entailed the progress stage and progress 
framing manipulations, participants learned that they could earn an additional reward by 
completing a word-comparison task. We measured motivation in goal pursuit as participants’ 
eagerness to return to working on a task to attain an attractive goal. Finally, participants 
answered demographic questions, and were thanked, paid, and debriefed. 
 As in Study 1, we used a letter identification task (Navon 1977) to vary participants’ construal 
levels either as an abstract or concrete mindset (Wakslak and Trope 2009). 
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In the second part of the study, and following the procedure used by Touré-Tillery and Fishbach 
(2012), participants were asked to complete a series of nine trials in which they were presented 
with five (non-existing) word pairs per trial. The randomly ordered words were between eight 
and 12 letters long, and each pair consisted of words that were only one letter apart. For each 
pair of words participants had to identify the word with the most letters and were asked to do 
so as quickly and also as accurately as possible (e.g., “Rzoahxab” vs. “Wicfequcw”). They were 
told that they could earn one point per trial by correctly identifying at least three out of five 
times the word with the most letters. In addition, participants learned that they could earn 2 
euros extra on top of the normal compensation for participation in this study by collecting all 
9 points. After completing the word-comparison task participants received feedback on the 
number of points they had collected in total, and hence whether they had earned the reward 
(46% of the participants did so). To align our analyses with previous research on the ‘stuck-
in-the-middle effect’ (Bonezzi, Brendl, and De Angelis 2011; Koo and Fishbach 2012; Touré-
Tillery and Fishbach 2011), we focused on three stages in the goal pursuit process, i.e., trials 2 
(beginning), 5 (middle) and 8 (end).
 To manipulate progress framing a diagram shown above the word pairs indicated participants’ 
progress on the task. In the to-date condition, participants initially saw an empty row, to which 
one blue dot was added from left to right after a word pair was completed signifying completed 
word pairs. In contrast, in the to-go condition, participants initially saw a row of blue dots, from 
which one icon would disappear from left to right after a word pair was completed highlighting 
the remaining word pairs (Bonezzi, Brendl, and De Angelis 2011).
 We measured motivation to work toward the end state by assessing the speed with which 
participants moved from one trial to the next. More specifically, before each trial started, 
participants learned that they could move to the next trial at their own pace, and that they could 
take a short break when needed. Since high motivation causes people to seek opportunities to 
work toward goal attainment (in this case, working on the task; Aarts, Gollwitzer, and Hassin 
2004; Locke and Latham 1990), motivation was assessed by the length of the break, as shorter 
breaks allowed participants to return to the task faster. Previous research has established that 
break times serve as a valid measure of motivation (Custers and Aarts 2005; Koo and Fishbach 
2012; Touré-Tillery and Fishbach 2011).
 At the end of the study participants were presented with two Likert statements assessing 
whether their attention during the word-comparison task was focused on the word pairs that 
had been completed/ that were left (1 = do not agree, 7 = agree). We expected participants in the 
to-date (to-go) condition to show a more pronounced tendency to indicate that their attention 
was focused on what had been accomplished (what remained to be done) than participants in 
the to-go (to-date) condition. 
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2.7.1.3 | Validation Study
To ensure that shorter breaks between trials could indeed be considered a valid measure of 
motivation we conducted an auxiliary validation study. We also assessed goal value in line with 
Studies 1A and 1B to provide a complete picture of our motivation measures. Our point of 
departure is the well-established notion that greater attractiveness of an incentive produces 
higher levels of motivation to attain it (Aarts, Gollwitzer, and Hassin 2004; Atkinson 1957; 
Heyman and Ariely 2004). Hence, in this validation study we varied the attractiveness of a 
reward, and assessed its impact on goal value (Studies 1A and 1B) and in line with the main 
study (Study 2) on break times. If our reasoning is correct we should find an effect of reward 
attractiveness on both motivation measures, such that greater attractiveness of an incentive leads 
to higher perceived goal value and to shorter inter-trial break times. Moreover, the findings of 
both measures should converge in case they assess the same underlying factor, i.e., motivation.
 For this study 48 students served as participants (mean age = 21.81; SD = 4.69; 60% male). 
Using a similar procedure and instructions as used in the main study, all participants were 
asked to complete a word-comparison task and were told that they could win a backpack by 
collecting all nine points. The reward, the backpack, was either presented in generic terms (low 
attractiveness condition) or presented as an item of a coveted A-level Italian designer brand 
(i.e., “Diadora”, the high attractiveness condition). Next, goal value was measured by asking 
participants to rate the perceived value of the backpack (in euros). After completion of the 
word-comparison task, participants answered demographic questions, were debriefed, and, if 
applicable, received their reward (60% of the participants did so).
 Throughout the word-comparison task we measured the speed with which participants 
moved from one trial to the next. As in the main study and consistent with previous research, 
we excluded per trial the full observations of participants with inter-trial break times that were 
three standard deviations or more above the mean of the inter-trial break time (on average 1.1% 
per trial; for the main study 1.5% per trial) since these substantially lower the signal-to-noise 
ratio and so obscure group patterns of results (Judd, McClelland, and Ryan 2009; Touré-Tillery 
and Fishbach 2011). Inter-trial break times were averaged with lower scores indicating shorter 
breaks between trials.
 A one-way ANOVA on inter-trial break time indicated that break length was, as expected, 
shorter for participants exposed to the designer branded backpack (M = 2.78 seconds, 
SD = 1.53) than for participants exposed to the generic branded backpack (M = 3.95 seconds, 
SD = 1.93; F(1, 41) = 4.86, p = .03). Moreover, a similar analysis on perceived goal value showed 
that participants assigned a higher value to the designer branded backpack (M = 41.86 euros, 
SD = 20.48) than the generic branded backpack (M = 27.91 euros, SD = 11.75; F(1, 41) = 7.59, 
p < .01). Finally, a correlation analysis indicated that both motivation measures converged and 
that participants who returned to the task faster also perceived the backpack as being more 
valuable (r(43) = -.32, p = .03). In sum, this validation study provides evidence for our notion 
that people take shorter breaks between trials when they are motivated to attain the reward, and 
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confirms that both goal value (Studies 1A and 1B) and inter-trial break times (Study 2) are valid 
proxies for motivation.

2.7.2 | Results and Discussion
2.7.2.1 | Manipulation Check
Our manipulation check confirmed that participants adopted different perspectives to monitor 
progress in both progress framing conditions. Specifically, participants in the to-date condition 
were more focused on what had been accomplished in the word-comparison task (Mto-date = 4.45 
vs. Mto-go = 3.95; t(126) = 1.69, one sided p = .04), whereas participants in the to-go condition 
were more focused on what remained to be done to reach the end state (Mto-date = 4.18 vs. 
Mto-go = 4.74; t(126) = 1.94, one sided p = .03).

2.7.2.2 | Motivation in Goal Pursuit
A 2 (progress framing) x 2 (construal level) x 3 (progress stage) mixed ANCOVA was conducted 
on our motivation measure. Following previous research, we controlled for idiosyncratic 
variance and possible habituation effects (by including the sum of inter-trial break times of 
the non-target trials as a covariate; Fazio 1990; Touré-Tillery and Fishbach 2011). The analysis 
revealed a main effect of progress stage (F(2, 246) = 35.68, p < .001), indicating that inter-
trial times decreased as participants moved from the beginning via the middle to the end 
(Mbeginning = 3.89, SD = 3.99; Mmiddle = 2.18, SD = 1.64; Mend = 1.53, SD = .84).4 Furthermore, 
the main effect of progress framing proved to be significant (F(1, 123) = 5.56, p = .02) such 
that inter-trial breaks were shorter for to-date participants (M = 2.20, SD = 2.30) than for 
to-go participants (M = 2.87, SD = 2.22). The main effect of construal level was marginally 
significant (F(1, 123) = 3.45, p = .07), and indicated that participants with an abstract mindset 
moved to the end state faster (M = 2.27, SD = 2.36) than participants with a concrete mindset 
(M = 2.79, SD = 2.15). In addition, the analysis revealed the predicted progress framing by 
progress stage interaction (F(2, 246 = 3.87, p = .02). More specifically, when at the beginning 
of the word-comparison task to-date participants were more motivated to progress to the end 
state (M = 3.06, SD = 5.40) than to-go participants (M = 4.74, SD = 5.24; F(1, 123) = 6.36, 
p = .01). Conversely, at the end of the goal pursuit process to-go participants were (marginally) 
more motivated to finish the task (M = 1.39, SD = 1.27) than to-date participants (M = 1.68, SD 
= 1.30; F(1, 123) = 3.30, p = .07). Motivation in the middle of the task did not differ between 
the progress framing conditions (Mto-date = 2.06, SD = 2.31 vs. Mto-go = 2.30, SD = 2.23; F < 1), 
thus replicating the ‘stuck-in-the-middle effect’. There were no two-way interactions of progress 

4 Inter-trial break time correlated moderately with other motivation measures, such that participants with a shorter inter-
trial break time performed better, i.e., provided more correct answers (r(128) = -.39, p < .001) and used less time within 
trials (r(128) = .41, p < .001).
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framing and construal level (F < 1) or of construal level and progress stage (F(2, 246) = 1.61, 
n.s.) on motivation.5

 More importantly, the expected three-way interaction of progress framing, construal level, 
and progress stage was significant (F(2, 246) = 3.52, p = .03). To probe the interaction, progress 
framing x construal level ANOVAs within each of the three progress stage conditions were 
performed.6 Results showed that only in the middle stage of the word-comparison task the 
progress framing by construal level interaction was significant (F(1, 123) = 4.37, p = .04), but 
neither at the beginning (F < 1) nor at the end (F(1, 123) = 1.41, n.s.; see Figure 2.1). Simple 
effects analyses revealed for participants with an abstract mindset higher motivation to reach 
the end state when they received to-date information (M = 1.72, SD = 3.42) compared to to-
go information (M = 2.56, SD = 3.31; F(1, 123) = 3.96, p = .05), but this effect was absent for 
participants with a concrete mindset (Mto-date = 2.41, SD = 3.10 vs. Mto-go = 2.06, SD = 3.02; F < 1).
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Figure 2.1 | Motivation in goal pursuit (break times in seconds) as a function of construal level and progress 

framing at three progress stages (Study 2).

 

5 As in Study 1B, we measured participants’ regulatory focus using the Regulatory Focus Questionnaire (Higgins et al. 
2001). Both scales (Cronbach’s αpromotion focus = .65; Cronbach’s αprevention focus = .82) failed to affect motivation directly (ts < 
1.40) or indirectly (ts < 1.53), regardless of whether participants were at the beginning, halfway, or end of goal pursuit.
6 Although the modulating role of construal level throughout the goal pursuit process is posited to be nonlinear, the state 
of the science is currently not sufficient to confidently propose a hypothesis on the specific shape of this nonlinearity. 
Nevertheless, a trend analysis including all trials showed that the progress stage by progress framing interaction fitted a 
linear pattern replicating the previously reported cross-over interaction (F(1, 124) = 9.09, p < .01). For the progress stage 
by construal level interaction a quadratic pattern was marginally significant (F(1, 124) = 3.19, p < .08), suggesting that 
the role of construal level was indeed more pronounced in the middle than at the beginning or end stages of goal pursuit.
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The results of Study 2 build on our results from Studies 1A and 1B. First, we demonstrated 
the robustness of our findings by replicating our results from Studies 1A and 1B. That is, we 
found a directional effect of progress framing for participants with an abstract mindset, but 
not for participants with a concrete mindset, such that a to-date frame compared to a to-go 
frame positively affected motivation. Second, Study 2 extends the results regarding the framing 
effects under conditions of an abstract and concrete mindset beyond the 50% progress state, 
as it revealed that the interplay between progress framing and construal level was particularly 
relevant when people had progressed halfway, but that close to the initial and end state the 
role of construal level shrinks. As such, we not only replicated the well-established progress 
framing effects at the beginning and end stages of goal pursuit, but also the earlier findings 
on the ‘stuck-in-the-middle effect’ where progress framing appears inconsequential for 
motivation. We extended this effect by demonstrating that it is subtle and qualified, only 
surfacing for individuals with a concrete mindset. When in an abstract mindset, though, the 
‘stuck-in-the-middle effect’ vanishes and to-date information was found to be more motivating 
than to-go information. Third, we extended our earlier findings by showing that the results 
were not confined to hypothetical scenarios but generalized to a realistic, actual goal pursuit 
context. Moreover, we used a different measure of motivation, i.e., participants’ actual behavior 
throughout goal pursuit. Study 2 is also important from a practical perspective, as it provides 
insight in when different types of progress feedback at different stages of goal pursuit are 
effective in eliciting motivation, and on how to overcome the ‘stuck-in-the-middle effect’.

2.8 | General Discussion

The present work extends previous research by assessing when and how cues on progress from 
an initial state via a current state toward an end state affect motivation reach the end state. We 
hypothesized that – in a single goal pursuit context – progress framing (i.e., cues presented as 
to-date vs. to-go) would not only affect motivation at the beginning and end of goal pursuit, 
such that to-date cues are more motivating close to the initial state and to-go cues close to 
the end state, but also when people are halfway and have an abstract rather than a concrete 
mindset. More specifically, under these conditions, people are more likely to actively relate 
progress information to an initial state and/or to an end state (Trope and Liberman 2010), both 
of which are relatively distant from the presence and thus we expected that under conditions of 
an abstract mindset, people overestimate distance, and the concomitant work or investments 
done, yielding a directional effect of progress framing such that a to-date frame would promote 
higher levels of motivation compared to a to-go frame. 
 In three studies we found support for our notions. They were found for both hypothetical 
(Studies 1A and 1B) and real goals (Study 2), for different types of progress framing, either 
when participants were primed with an abstract or concrete mindset (Studies 1A and 2) or 
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when construal level was measured as a trait variable (Study 1B), and both for a student sample 
(Studies 1A and 2) and a more heterogeneous sample of consumers (Study 1B). More specifically, 
Study 1A varied construal level by inducing either an abstract or concrete mindset and found 
that progress framing mainly affected motivation for participants with an abstract mindset. 
For them, a loyalty card, requiring ten purchases in order to receive a free gift, resulted in a 
higher motivation when the first 5 out of 10 slots were covered with stamps (i.e., highlighting 
the progress to-date) compared to when the first 5 out of 10 slots were punched out (i.e., 
highlighting the road to-go). Hence, for these individuals, emphasizing the ‘road traveled’ from 
the initial state proved more motivating than emphasizing the ‘road ahead’ toward the end state, 
a distinction less consequential for people with a concrete mindset. Studies 1B and 2 replicated 
these results for different types of goals and using different types of progress cues. Again, for 
people with an abstract (rather than concrete) mindset, motivation to pursue a reward was 
higher when progress cues emphasized work accomplished than work left. Additionally, Study 2 
highlighted the role of construal level and progress framing throughout the goal pursuit process 
and showed that when close to the initial state or end state people’s mindset is less influential 
in affecting the impact of progress framing on motivation. Hence, close to the initial state 
motivation was higher when progress information highlighted the ‘road traveled’ whereas close 
to the end state motivation was higher when the ‘road ahead’ was highlighted, irrespective of 
whether people were in a concrete or abstract mindset.
 In addition, the present research also provides insight in how progress framing differentially 
affects motivation for high construal level individuals when halfway goal attainment. That is, 
Studies 1A and 1B demonstrated that perceived goal distance is the underlying psychological 
process that drove these effects both when differences in construal level were temporary (Study 
1A) or chronic (Study 1B). The results on the mediating role of perceived goal distance show that 
halfway goal pursuit emphasizing the distance between the initial and current state and current 
and end state induces an overestimation of distance. Due to this bias, to-date information leads 
to an overestimation of distance traveled and consequently work or investments done whereas 
to-go information leads to an overestimation of distance (work, investments) to be bridged. 
This results in a directional effect of progress framing when people have progressed halfway 
such that equal progress framed in terms of to-date or to-go leads to respectively higher and 
lower levels of motivation (for managerial implications, see also Chapter 5.2). 
 These findings extend previous work that suggests a linear negative relation between goal 
distance and motivation in goal pursuit (Carver and Scheier 1998; Locke and Latham 1990). 
Whereas earlier models predict that motivation is a monotonic function of goal distance (Hull 
1932; Lewin 1938), irrespective of whether progress is framed as to-date or to-go and thus 
considers both frames as substitutable, our findings emphasize they might have different effects 
on motivation. These findings add to recent findings which show that the effect of either frame 
on motivation is not straightforward, and is dependent on other factors, such as prior goal 
commitment (Koo and Fishbach 2008), source of progress (Zhang and Huang 2010), or level 
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of (illusory) progress (Kivetz, Urminsky, and Zheng 2006; Nunes and Dreze 2006). Moreover, 
our findings are also consistent with recent research which shows that motivation during goal 
pursuit is particularly affected by the consumers’ representation of progress, rather than actual 
progress (Huang, Zhang, and Broniarczyk 2012; Koo and Fishbach 2012).
 Our findings are also intriguing in view of earlier work on the role of construal level in goal 
pursuit, which has essentially painted a picture of high construal level as promoting strategic and 
holistic judgment and decision making, shielding the self from self-control failure and generally 
connoting high quality choices and preferences in the service of long term self-regulation (Fujita 
et al. 2006; Fujita 2008). The present findings complement this view by highlighting that such 
a mindset might also evoke a less mindful bias, i.e., failure to acknowledge that both types of 
progress cues are equivalent with regard to goal attainment and hence, should not differentially 
affect motivation in goal pursuit.
 The present work aligns with research focusing on the joint effects of both types of progress 
framing that has found that a to-date frame increases motivation (compared to a to-go frame), 
particularly when people engage in active inference-making about the desirability of a distant 
goal based on the progress information they received (Koo and Fishbach 2008). This research 
also indicates that existing goals of high personal importance (e.g., passing an important exam), 
or goals people become committed to during goal pursuit, may yield opposite results, such that 
a to-go frame (e.g., study-load framed as the amount of literature yet to be studied) may increase 
motivation compared to a to-date frame (e.g., literature already studied). Future research might 
assess whether such effects are more pronounced under higher construal levels, as the present 
work would suggest. 
 Prior research has described two different effects of goal progress on motivation: In a single 
goal pursuit context motivation is shown to increase as people make progress (i.e., goal-gradient 
effect; Kivetz, Urminsky, and Zheng 2006). Conversely, in a multiple goal pursuit context 
progress has also been shown to decrease motivation with respect to the focal goal as people 
then shift attention to less progressed, peripheral goals (i.e., coasting effect; Carver and Scheier 
1998). Since we focused on a single goal pursuit context, extensions of the present research 
could examine our framework in a multiple or dynamic goal pursuit setting when people have 
the tendency to calibrate and prioritize different goals (Fitzsimons and Fishbach 2010; Louro, 
Pieters, and Zeelenberg 2007). Under these conditions, the decision to exert further effort in 
a focal (vs. peripheral) goal may be more likely when progress is framed in terms of to-go 
cues, i.e., when progress information impacts feelings of distance. Conversely, when progress is 
framed in terms of to-date cues, people with an abstract mindset may be more likely to reduce 
motivation in the pursuit of the focal goal, such that it seems that they rest on their laurels, and 
shift attention to another goal. 
 In classic theories on motivation (e.g., value-expectancy models; Atkinson 1957; Vroom 
1964) motivational strength is jointly determined by a goal’s value, which increases with 
additional accomplished, congruent goal actions, and the expectancy of reaching the goal, which 
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increases with proximity to the end state. Although we used a direct measure of motivation in 
our third study, in Studies 1A and 1B motivation was assessed by using a measure that better 
reflects goal value. Hence, future research might assess the specific role that perceived goal 
attainment plays in our framework. In addition, it would be interesting to see whether measures 
of goal attainability would be more influenced when participants have a concrete as opposed to 
abstract mindset, as previous research has shown that a concrete mindset is more in line with 
questioning the feasibility rather than desirability of a goal (Liberman and Trope 1998).
 Another, related question concerns the role of people’s regulatory orientation in accounting 
for our results. Although a variety of psychological factors influence whether people construe 
information on a high or low level (Förster and Higgins 2005), it is found that people with a 
prevention focus are inclined to construe information at a low level, focusing on the feasibility 
of the goal, whereas people with a promotion focus are likely to construe information at a high 
level, focusing on the goal’s value (Förster, Higgins, and Idson 1998). As noted previously, 
we found that trait regulatory focus could not account for our findings. However, it might be 
interesting to examine whether the present results are modulated by temporary, rather than 
chronic activation in promotion and prevention regulatory focus (Higgins 1997), or when 
alternative psychological factors are included that affect construal level. 
 Finally, in our research we have assumed that construal level affects the cognitive 
representation of perceived distance toward the target rather than of the reference scale, in 
which case an abstract (concrete) mindset would have led to lower (higher) perceived distance 
(Maglio and Trope 2011). Although our results are in line with an assimilation effect of 
construal level and distance, future research could explore when people are inclined to focus on 
the reference scale rather than the target and hence when a contrast effect of construal level and 
distance can be expected.
 In sum, the present work extends previous research on the motivational impact of goal 
progress information, by identifying conditions where progress cues affect motivation and 
when they do not, and on the consequences of progress framing for motivation when people 
have progressed to different stages of goal pursuit. That is, it shows that at the beginning and 
end of goal pursuit experienced construal level does not influence the effect of different progress 
cues on motivation. However, halfway goal pursuit under conditions of an abstract mindset, 
progress cues become meaningful because they then indicate ‘the road traveled’ or ‘the road 
ahead’ thus informing people on the investments already done and on the investments to be 
done to attain the end state. Under conditions of a concrete mindset, in contrast, they do not, 
and people simply experience being ‘on the road’. 



3Chapter

“Excuse Me, Where Can I Find Order?” 
Achieving Order Through Goal Pursuit7

Abstract
People have a strong need to perceive their environment as orderly and structured. Among the 
various strategies to defend against the aversive experience of disorder, the authors propose and 
test the novel hypothesis that people may reaffirm a sense of order by setting and pursuing goals, 
that may be unrelated to the source of disorder. In a series of (lab and field) studies, the authors 
show that when a chaotic store environment threatens a sense of order, or when consumers 
have a chronic need for order, and hence when they are motivated to retain perceptions of 
order, consumers are more attracted to clear, well-defined goals. Moreover, the authors show 
that the effect of a disordered store environment on goal pursuit is driven by the need to reaffirm 
perceptions of order, and – conversely – that setting and pursuing goals is indeed functional in 
promoting a sense of order.

7 This Chapter is submitted for publication as Jacob H. Wiebenga and Bob M. Fennis, “Excuse Me, Where Can I Find 
Order? Achieving Order Through Goal Pursuit”.
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Although there is much that continues to be said about the speeches of former President George 
W. Bush, following the September 11th, 2001 terrorist attacks he is thought to have given one 
of his best, strongest, and most memorable speeches of his presidency. Experts say that his 
speech was so successful because in countering the general sense of chaos, he presented a clear 
end goal and ‘marching orders’ on how to get there (Pellegrini 2001). More in particular, after 
addressing the doubt and uncertainty the attacks evoked and questioning how to continue life, 
he answered by asking the American citizens for their ‘continued confidence and participation 
in the economy’, ‘to single out no one for unfair treatment or unkind words’, and to ‘continue 
praying’ (Bush 2001). Bush’s active and goal-directed rhetoric led to a peak in approval ratings 
(Davis and Gardner 2012; Jones 2001), demonstrating the importance for people to have hope 
in a better future in the aftermath of a crisis. By reminding how these three ‘missions’ were 
consistent with the past, present, and future, and by stressing their significance as a solid basis 
for progress, actively pursuing these goals may have brought back perceptions of structure and 
routine and hence provided a sense of order in the face of evidence to the contrary (Shamir, 
House, and Arthur 1993). Could this notion explain why the American citizens after 9/11 
and consistent with the three missions outlined by Bush increased their participation in the 
economy (Ramey 2011), showed more altruism, kindness, and solidarity (Poulin et al. 2009; 
Steinert 2003), and held tighter to religious beliefs (Pew 2001; Schuster et al. 2001)? 
 Although this observation may seem farfetched, the idea that we seek order through 
goal pursuit as a means to cope with uncertainty, chaos, and randomness may not. In this 
research we ask whether and how the need for order influences the likelihood that people set 
and pursue goals – not necessarily related to the source of such chaos – as a means to cope 
with the experience of lack of structure and disorder. In addition, we examine the underlying 
assumption of whether a disordered compared to ordered environment indeed increases the 
need for order, thereby boosting the need to regain a sense of order, and that a high need for 
order drives the effect of a disordered environment on goal pursuit. In addition, we explore two 
logical extensions of our reasoning and test whether the effect mainly holds when the end state 
is clear rather than vague and whether disorder promotes motivation to engage in structured 
goal pursuit. Finally, we test the functionality of the proposed mechanism and examine whether 
the mere pursuit of goals is an effective way to reaffirm perceptions of order after exposure to 
disorder.

3.1 | The Need to Reduce Disorder

People have a fundamental need to view the world as an ordered and structured place composed 
of predictable cause and effect relations (Heine, Proulx, and Vohs 2006; Jost, Banaji, and Nosek 
2004; Kay et al. 2008; Kay et al. 2009; Kruglanski 1989; Landau et al. 2004). Such perceptions are 
considered one of the most important factors governing people’s well-being. Feelings of order 
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and nonrandomness are key contributors to healthy psychological and physical functioning 
(Janoff-Bulman 1992; Rothbaum, Weisz, and Snyder 1982). In contrast, lacking understanding 
of the regularities that govern the environment and perceiving it as unmanageable and random 
is a highly aversive state triggering fear, apathy, and withdrawal (Whalen 1998). Hence, it is 
not surprising that people actively try to avoid or remedy perceptions that the world is an 
unstructured place, and hence maintain beliefs in order and structure (Kelley 1971; Skinner 
1996).
 To protect themselves from the unsettling feelings perceptions of disorder incite, people 
have developed a myriad of strategies to provide a comforting sense that the world is not 
ruled by randomness. Since it is not always feasible to respond by directly facing the threat 
posed by the initial source (e.g., terrorist attacks), people may rely on compensatory sources 
of order (Antonovsky 1979; Kay et al. 2008), and more specifically by imbuing the self and/
or the environment with increased power and influence (Kay et al. 2008; Sullivan, Landau, 
and Rothschild 2010). For example, research shows that one particular response to a perceived 
lack of order is to see patterns in the environment, even if there are none (Proulx, Heine, 
and Vohs 2010). More specifically, a threat to order has been found to make people prone to 
perceive illusory patterns in grainy images, and to increase susceptibility to conspiratorial and 
superstitious beliefs (Greenaway, Louis, and Hornsey 2013; Whitson and Galinsky 2008). A 
related response to lacking a sense of order is to have faith in abstract and controlling external 
forces, such as governments, institutions, and organizations (Jost et al. 2004; Shepherd and Kay 
2012), and belief in an interventionist God (Kay et al. 2008). In sum, these studies suggest that 
a perceived threat to order and structure prompts responses aimed at regaining a sense of order 
by converting a fuzzy reality into a more understandable and predictable one, thereby relying 
on compensatory strategies. 
 It is interesting to note that these and other studies that have examined responses to 
disorder threats mainly focused on the sometimes irrational, exotic, and even bizarre 
strategies that people resort to in order to regain a sense of order. But if maintaining a sense 
of order is so engrained in our nature, and if threats to order are so omnipresent in our social 
environment (Antonovsky 1979; Kelley 1971), then a straightforward question that arises is: are 
these responses to see patterns in randomness or to revert to conspiracies, superstitions, or a 
controlling divine power the only, let alone the most prevalent strategies in our toolbox to cope 
with chaos and a lack of order? We propose that while certainly in our repertoire, a sole focus 
on these would obscure that there are more mundane, concrete, and probably more prevalent 
and typical strategies that we employ to regain a sense of order. More specifically, we propose 
that mere goal setting and goal striving (we use goal pursuit as an umbrella term) in and of itself 
has a powerful psychological effect in satisfying a need for order and hence will alleviate a sense 
of randomness and disorder. Importantly, we propose that goals and goal pursuit serve this 
function regardless of their specific object and hence also help in regaining a sense of structure 
and order when they are unrelated to the source of randomness and disorder. We develop our 
reasoning in the next section.
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3.2 | Goal Pursuit Provides Order

Goals are typically conceived to be concrete, domain specific representations of desirable end 
states that people want to attain and/or undesirable ones that they try to avoid (Baumgartner 
and Pieters 2008). Goal pursuit may provide a sense of order because it makes salient 
various intrapersonal and social ‘anchors’ that reduce the experience of lack of structure and 
randomness. More specifically, when people engage in goal pursuit it highlights at least two 
reference points: where they come from and where they are going, but also what it is they are 
pursuing (goal content), how to do it (the operationalization of means), and why to do it (the 
motivational drive it serves; Baumgartner and Pieters 2008). In sum, following Skinner (1996), 
goals and goal pursuit provide a sense of order because they specify concrete agents, means and 
ends, the building blocks of a perception of order and structure. 
 Although intuitively plausible, to the best of our knowledge, the impact of mere goal 
pursuit on a sense of order and structure has not yet received systematic research attention. 
Nevertheless, the reverse causal relationship has recently been examined. More in particular, 
in a series of online (MTurk) studies, Kay et al. (2014) showed that a sense of structure and 
engaging in goal-directed actions are sometimes linked and that the former may facilitate the 
latter. Although the authors did not test it, it may well be that the causal link between structure 
and goal pursuit is bidirectional and hence, that the reverse causal direction also holds, such that 
goal pursuit facilitates a perception of structure and order. The present studies were specifically 
aimed to address this intriguing possibility.
 The specific ‘theatre of operations’ of the notions outlined in the present paper is the 
consumer sphere and, more specifically, the extent to which shopping stimuli can induce a sense 
of randomness and disorder on the one hand, and the extent to which engaging in goal directed 
consumer behavior on the other can provide perceptions of order. The consumer context was 
selected because it provides a compelling illustration of the proposition that both threats to a 
sense of order and strategies to remedy it are not particular to exceptional events such as natural 
disasters or terrorist attacks, but constitute frequently encountered, mundane phenomena that 
are part and parcel of modern (consumer) life. An apt illustration of this point is the work by 
Cutright and colleagues (Cutright 2012; Cutright, Bettman, and Fitzsimons 2013) who have 
shown that marketing stimuli such as brand logos with clear boundaries can provide consumers 
with a sense of structure. In addition and related, studies have also focused on the motivational 
(side) effects of retail atmospherics. In this context, and in line with our notion, Levav and 
Zhu (2009; Chae and Zhu 2014) demonstrated that narrow store aisles lead to compensatory 
reactions aimed at regaining a sense of control. The notion that spatial confinement is associated 
with compensatory behavior dovetails nicely with the finding of Aylott and Mitchell (1999; 
Baker et al. 2002) that the most invasive stressors in the store environment (i.e., crowding, bad 
store layout, and ambient noise) have one common denominator: disorder. Hence, these studies 
suggest that not only extreme threats to order but also subtle, omnipresent signs of disorder, in 
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particular disorder cues consumers encounter each day in the retail environment, may induce a 
need for order, and that consumers can remedy a sense of disorder by turning to compensatory 
responses in that retail context.
 In sum, and combining previous arguments, we propose that if endorsing goals satisfies 
the need for order, people should show an increased tendency to set and pursue goals when 
exposed to a disordered environment. More specifically, if perceptions of disorder boost the 
need to regain a sense of order, and if goals can function as compensatory resources on which 
can be drawn to reaffirm perceptions of order, people should be more likely to set and pursue 
goals after exposure to a disordered store environment. However, when exposed to an ordered 
store environment, and hence when there is no need to regain a sense of order, the environment 
should be less consequential for goal pursuit. 
 Taken together, the present research aims to extend previous work on compensatory 
behavior and goal pursuit by combining both streams of research and establishing the impact 
of perceptions of disorder on goal pursuit. Moreover, this work examines the conditions under 
which this effect is more or less pronounced. In so doing, our research contributes to literature 
in several ways. First, and most importantly, this research introduces an intriguing, ubiquitous, 
yet overlooked strategy (i.e., goal pursuit) by which people seek order as a response to disorder 
threats, and in so doing contributes to a growing body of research on compensatory control 
mechanisms (Antonovsky 1979; Kay et al. 2009; Wang, Whitson, and Menon 2012). Second, 
by focusing on consumption as a means of coping with chaos (Cutright 2012; Cutright et al. 
2013), our findings add to literature on the impact of people’s need for order and compensatory 
responses in the marketing and consumer behavior spheres. Third and finally, the present work 
advances our knowledge on the impact of the physical environment on consumer decision 
making and judgment. Even though consumers are regularly confronted with situations in 
which their need for order is threatened (Baker et al. 2002; Levav and Zhu 2009; Meyers-Levi 
and Zhu 2007), this work is one of the first to examine how subtle, omnipresent situational 
disorder cues affect consumer goal pursuit.

3.3 | Present Research

We tested our hypotheses about the impact of (a sense of) disorder on goal pursuit in a series of 
field and lab studies. We used a variety of need for order measures and (dis)order primes, and 
assessed both intentions to pursue a goal and actual, overt goal pursuit behavior in a realistic 
goal pursuit setting. In what follows, we first empirically examine the basic relationship between 
the need for order and goals. More specifically, we test whether acute (Study 1) and chronic 
(Study 2) fluctuations in consumers’ need for order affect a preference for setting clear goals, 
and expect that high compared to low need for order individuals feel more attracted to setting 
such goals. We then seek to demonstrate that a disordered environment increases motivation 
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in goal pursuit, and that the need for order is the underlying psychological process driving the 
effect (Study 3). Finally, we test whether the positive effect of disorder on goal pursuit mainly 
holds when the goal pursuit process provides a sense of order rather than disorder (Study 4). 
Moreover, we examine whether pursuing a goal is an effective way to reaffirm a sense of order, 
as we hypothesize, such that the need for order decreases to the extent that people are motivated 
in goal pursuit (Study 4).

3.4 | Study 1

Study 1 provides a preliminary investigation of the hypothesis that consumers’ commitment to 
goals and structured goal pursuit is affected by acute fluctuations in their need for order. More 
in particular, in this field study we examined whether consumers feel more attracted to a reward 
program with a clear goal – a well-defined end state – when they experience a greater lack of 
structure due to environmental cues (i.e., crowdedness, noise). 

3.4.1 | Method
Forty-four consumers voluntarily participated in this part of a larger study. After excluding 
one participant of non-Dutch nationality who could not understand the Dutch materials, the 
final sample consisted of 43 consumers (mean age = 37.16, SD = 16.72; 40% male). Participants 
were randomly approached in a shopping street of a mid-sized city by a trained interviewer (see 
Appendix A). To ensure natural variation in experiences of randomness and lack of structure, 
participants were approached at different times of the day when levels of crowdedness, noise, 
and visual clutter would vary. They were asked to participate in a study about shopping which 
would only take one minute of their time. 
 After having indicated their gender and age, participants read the introduction of the one 
page questionnaire which stated that retailers employ different strategies to attract customers, for 
instance by using reward programs. After some filler questions (e.g., store choice), participants’ 
valuation of a goal with a clear endpoint was assessed using the statement “I prefer to participate 
in a program that clearly indicates the total number of points required to redeem for a reward” 
(1 = strongly disagree; 6 = strongly agree). Next, participants’ need for order was measured 
with the statement “I get an unpleasant feeling from the crowdedness of the shopping street” 
(1 = strongly disagree; 6 = strongly agree). 

3.4.2 | Results
We performed a correlation analysis to examine the relationship between participants’ salience 
of lack of structure and their valuation of the goal. As expected, perceived lack of structure 
and goal valuation were positively correlated (r(43) = .37, p = .01), such that participants with 
higher perceived lack of structure felt more attracted to a reward program with a clear and 
specific endpoint. Of particular interest is the observation that the relationship was observed 
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regardless of the specific desirability of the endpoint. Rather, it appears to be an endpoint per 
se, as a specific attribute of goals and focused goal pursuit that offers a motivational benefit in 
the present context.

3.5 | Study 2

The results of Study 1 suggest that consumers feel more attracted to goals when perceptions 
of order are threatened by an unstructured, crowded, shopping environment. In Study 2 we 
zoomed-in on the role of chronic rather than acute fluctuations in the need for order on reward 
program choice. Moreover, in extension of the previous study, we also systematically varied a 
critical attribute of the goal endpoint and goal pursuit process, and tested whether consumers 
with a high chronic need for order are more likely to choose a reward program with a clear, 
well-defined rather than ambiguous endpoint, and a clear rather than ambiguous, specification 
of the means to attain it.

3.5.1 | Method
Seventy-eight residents of the United States, recruited through Amazon’s MTurk, participated 
in this part of a larger study and were paid a small fee (mean age = 35.45, SD = 12.82; 44% 
male). Following previous research (Proulx et al. 2010; Whitson and Galinsky 2008), we first 
assessed chronic individual differences in the need for order by administering the five-item 
need for order scale – a subset of the need for cognitive closure (Webster and Kruglanski 1994) 
and need for structure scales (Thompson et al. 2001). Sample items include “I enjoy having a 
clear and structured mode of life” and “I find that establishing a consistent routine enables me 
to enjoy life more” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Scores were averaged to form a 
need for order index (Cronbach’s α = .88) with higher scores indicating a higher perceived need 
for order.
After completion of the need for order scale and a filler task, participants were asked to 
imagine themselves being a customer of a retailer that offered two different reward programs. 
The first program was described as a reward program with a clear, well-defined endpoint and 
a clear specification of the means to attain it (i.e., as a program with a specific end-date at 
which members should have collected a specific number of points to redeem several specific 
rewards). The second program was described as a program with more ambiguous goals (i.e., as a 
continuous reward program without a fixed end-date, that offers the same rewards, but without 
specification of the required number of points). Note that the desirability of the rewards was 
held constant. Participants then learned that they were only allowed to become a member of 
one program and were asked to pick the reward program for which they would sign up. The two 
options were presented in random order. Finally, participants answered demographic questions 
and were thanked for their participation.
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3.5.2 | Results
We performed a binary logistic regression on choice using chronic need for order as a predictor. 
As hypothesized, participants’ need for order was a significant predictor of their choice such 
that participants with a high need for order were more likely to choose the reward program 
with clear goals and means to attain them (β = .63, SE = .32, Wald = 3.82, p = .05). Conversely, 
and paralleling this finding, chronic need for order proved to be higher for participants who 
picked the reward program with clear goals and means to attain them (M = 4.01, SD = .66) than 
for participants who picked the program with ambiguous goals and means (M = 3.65, SD = .85; 
t(76) = 2.03, p = .05). Hence, the present findings extend the previous results by indicating that 
in addition to acute also chronic high levels of need for order translate in a greater tendency 
to engage in focused goal pursuit, characterized by a clear end state and a well-structured path 
leading toward it.

3.6 | Study 3

The results of studies 1 and 2 provide initial evidence that consumers feel more attracted to 
goals when a high need for order is induced by a disordered environment (Study 1) and when 
people have a chronic need for order (Study 2). Because these studies carry with them certain 
limitations, and more specifically their correlational nature and the contribution of common 
method variance to the results, we moved in Study 3 to a more controlled setting and focused 
on inducing different levels of need for order by means of systematically exposing consumers to 
different in-store environments. More specifically, we examined whether disordered compared 
to ordered shelf layouts induce different levels of need for order. We included a neutral control 
condition to assess the direction of any effects found. Furthermore, as an extra challenge to 
the robustness of our propositions and findings, we extended the previous results by exposing 
our participants to our treatment in a subtle, incidental, almost implicit fashion (see below 
for details). Moreover, we aimed to test whether consumers’ need for order affects only the 
preference for specific parts of the goal pursuit process (i.e., a well-defined end state and a clear 
specification of the means), as Study 1 and 2 have shown, or whether it also motivates consumers 
to actively engage in goal pursuit. In addition, the present study extends the previous results by 
directly testing the mediating role of the need for order in driving the impact of experiencing 
a disordered store environment on consumers’ willingness to actively engage in goal pursuit. 
 To examine the role of key alternate constructs in accounting for the effect of perceiving 
disorder on motivation in goal pursuit, we also included ancillary measures of mood, cognitive 
load, and of related constructs captured under the umbrella of need for closure (i.e., decisiveness, 
discomfort with ambiguity, shortsightedness, preference for predictability; Webster and 
Kruglanski 1994). If our reasoning is correct, we would expect the need for order rather than 
any of the other constructs to mediate any effects found.
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3.6.1 | Method
3.6.1.2 | Participants and design
We used a between-subjects design with three conditions (store environment: disordered vs. 
ordered vs. neutral) in which 95 consumers, drawn randomly from an online Dutch consumer 
panel (i.e., not Amazon’s MTurk), voluntarily participated. We excluded five participants who 
failed to comply with the experimental instructions (Oppenheimer, Meyvis, and Davidenko 
2009), such that the final sample consisted of 90 consumers (mean age = 40.17, SD = 13.06; 
29% male).

3.6.1.3 | Procedure
This study was part of a series of studies undertaken by different research teams on reward 
programs. First, participants were asked to answer general questions about reward programs 
after which they were randomly assigned to the disorder, order, or neutral condition. In the next 
task we measured participants’ motivation in goal pursuit and their need for order.
 Participants, assigned to one of the three store environment conditions, were exposed to 
four pictures of scenes depicting a disordered store environment (e.g., disorganized shelves and 
cloth racks), an ordered store environment (e.g., nicely organized shelves and cloth racks), or 
neutral pictures of landscapes which were used as controls (see Appendix B). From the start of 
the study these scenes functioned as the website’s background, were presented in soft-focus, and 
were fixated at the center of the screen (Mitchell, Nosek, and Banaji 2003). More specifically, 
they were slightly greyed out such that the study text in front of the scenes was easily readable. 
This manipulation of the need for order can be characterized as relatively subtle and implicit 
since the scenes were not explicitly introduced and the concepts of order and disorder were 
never explicitly brought to participants’ attention.
At the start of the study, all participants were asked to imagine that they were participating in 
a reward program. They learned that they collected points for a reward of their choice from a 
catalogue and that they were halfway in their pursuit of this goal. This ensured that motivation 
was not a function of the reward or of participants being close to the initial or end state, which 
has been shown to produce strong motivational effects (Hull 1932; Wiebenga and Fennis 2014). 
 In order to assess motivation in goal pursuit, participants subsequently rated their agreement 
with the following Likert statements: “I am motivated to reach the end state”, “Collecting credits 
is important to me”, “I am inclined to buy more products in order to receive additional credits”, “I 
want to finish the program”, and “I would invest much effort in this program in order to qualify 
for the reward” (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree). Scores were averaged (Cronbach’s 
α = .87) with higher scores indicating higher motivation in active goal pursuit. Next we assessed 
participants’ need for order and related constructs using an adapted, 24-item need for closure 
scale (Cratylus 1995; Van Kenhove, Vermeir, and Verniers 2001; Webster and Kruglanski 
1994). The questionnaire included five items designed to capture the need for order (e.g., “I 
find that establishing a consistent routine enables me to enjoy life more” and “My personal 
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space is usually messy and disorganized” (reversed); Cronbach’s α = .80). The remaining items 
assessed the preference for decisiveness (five items, e.g., “When faced with a problem I usually 
see the one best solution very quickly”; Cronbach’s α = .81), discomfort with ambiguity (four 
items, e.g., “It is annoying to listen to someone who cannot seem to make up his or her mind”; 
Cronbach’s α = .45), shortsightedness (five items, e.g., “I do not usually consult many different 
opinions before forming my own view”; Cronbach’s α = .71), and preference for predictability 
(five items, e.g., “I like to have friends who are unpredictable” (reversed); Cronbach’s α = .83). 
Scores on the items representing need for order and the alternate constructs were averaged, 
with higher scores indicating higher levels of the constructs. Note that from the start until and 
including this stage of the experiment the background scenes representing our three conditions 
remained in place, but without them ever being alluded to explicitly.
 Participants then moved to the final page, which showed a white background, and were 
presented with five semantic differential scale items. As a manipulation check, they were asked 
to what extent they thought the pictures they had seen in the background were disorganized/
organized, chaotic/ordered, messy/tidy, littered/neat, and sloppy/sleek (on a scale anchored 
from 1-6). We averaged these five items to create an index of perceived orderliness of the 
pictures (Cronbach’s α = .98) with higher scores indicating that the pictures were perceived 
as more structured and ordered. Additionally, participants completed ancillary measures 
(one item of mood, 1 = very bad, 9 = very good; one item of cognitive load, “To what extent 
did you have to exert mental effort to perceive and process the background scenes?”, 1 = I 
did not have exert mental effort at all, 9 = I had to exert a lot of mental effort; Monga and 
Houston 2006). After completion of the task, participants answered demographic questions, the 
instructional manipulation check, and questions to probe suspicion for our hypotheses. None 
of the participants was aware of the true hypotheses underlying this study. Finally, participants 
were debriefed and thanked for their participation.

3.6.2 | Results and Discussion
3.6.2.1 | Manipulation check
To test whether our store environment manipulation was successful a one-way ANOVA was 
conducted. Three participants did not fill out the manipulation check and were therefore 
excluded from this analysis. Results revealed a significant effect of store environment on 
perceived orderliness (F(2, 84) = 379.81, p < .001). Pairwise comparisons confirmed that 
participants in the disordered store environment condition perceived the pictures as less ordered 
(M = 1.49, SD = .53) than participants in the ordered store environment condition (M = 5.78, 
SD = .42; t(57) = 34.71, p = < .001) and neutral condition (M = 5.11, SD = .83; t(49) = 18.20, 
p < .001). Furthermore, the pictures presented in the ordered store environment condition were 
perceived as more ordered than those presented in the neutral condition (t(62) = 4.21, p < .001). 
These findings indicate that participants had noticed the (subtle) background scenes and that 
the manipulation was effective, despite its deliberate subtlety.
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3.6.2.2 | Motivation in goal pursuit
Next, and more importantly, a one-way ANOVA showed the expected effect of store environment 
on motivation in goal pursuit (F(2, 87) = 3.28, p = .04). Participants assigned to the disordered 
store environment condition were more motivated to engage in goal pursuit (M = 4.04, 
SD = 1.08) than participants assigned to the ordered store environment condition (M = 3.36, 
SD = 1.25; t(57) = 2.15, p = .04) or neutral condition (M = 3.32, SD = 1.00; t(52) = 2.51, p = .02). 
The ordered store environment and neutral conditions did not differ (t < 1).

3.6.2.3 | Need for order
A second one-way ANOVA revealed a significant effect of store environment on participants’ 
need for order (F(2, 87) = 4.07, p = .02). Pairwise comparisons indicated that the need for 
order was higher for participants in the disordered store environment condition (M = 4.50, 
SD = .93) than for participants in the ordered store environment condition (M = 3.73, SD = 1.14; 
t(57) = 2.69, p < .01) and neutral condition (M = 3.88, SD = .96; t(52) = 2.35, p = .02). Again, the 
latter two conditions did not differ (t < 1).

3.6.2.4 | Mediation analysis
To further explore whether need for order acted as a mediator of the relationship between store 
environment and motivation in goal pursuit, and following Hayes and Preacher (2013), we 
created two dummy variables (the first dummy variable for the disordered store environment 
condition and the second dummy variable for the ordered store environment condition) for 
the three-level categorical independent variable treating the neutral group as the reference 
category. A first regression analysis with motivation in goal pursuit as dependent variable and 
the store environment dummies as independent variables replicated the previous ANOVA 
results and indicated that a disordered store environment indeed promoted motivation in goal 
pursuit compared to the neutral condition (β = .27, t(87) = 2.31, p = .02; for the ordered store 
environment dummy, t < 1). A similar regression analysis with participants’ need for order as 
dependent variable revealed that a disordered store environment increased the need for order 
compared to the neutral condition (β = .25, t(87) = 2.16, p = .03; for the ordered store environment 
dummy, t < 1). A second regression analysis indicated that the previously significant positive 
effect of a disordered store environment on motivation in goal pursuit was reduced to non-
significance when need for order was included in the model (β = .20, t(86) = 1.73, n.s.), whereas 
need for order remained a significant predictor (β = .28, t(86) = 2.64, p = .01). 
 We also estimated the 95% bias corrected [BC] confidence interval [CI] for the indirect 
effects of the two dummy variables on motivation in goal pursuit via need for order using a 
bootstrapping analysis (Hayes and Preacher 2013; Preacher and Hayes 2004) with 10,000 re-
samples. The analysis confirmed that need for order acted as a significant mediator of the 
relationship between perceiving a disordered store environment and motivation in goal pursuit 
as the 95% confidence interval for the indirect effect did not include zero (BC 95% CI, .04 to .45). 
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For the ordered store environment condition, the confidence interval for the indirect effect did 
include zero (BC 95% CI, -.26 to .09). These results indicate that it is indeed a disordered and 
not an ordered environment that accounts for the mediated effect on motivation in goal pursuit.

3.6.2.5 | Ancillary measures
To examine whether the effects were driven by differences in mood, cognitive load, or 
constructs related to the need for closure, additional analyses were conducted. Separate 
one-way ANOVAs with these factors as dependent variables and store environment as 
independent variable indicated that only cognitive load was related to the store environment 
manipulation (F(2, 87) = 3.38, p = .04; for all other variables, F < 2.21, n.s.). However, cognitive 
load was unrelated to motivation in goal pursuit and hence could not mediate the effect of 
store environment on motivation in goal pursuit (i.e., the confidence intervals for both store 
environment conditions contained zero, BC 95% CIdisorder, -.11 to .48, BC 95% CIorder, -.13 to .03). 
 In sum, the present results show that that the impact of type of store environment on 
motivation to actively pursue specific goals is driven by disordered (store) environments 
inducing an increased need for order, which in turn affects the tendency to engage in goal 
pursuit. Importantly, neither mood, cognitive load, or any of the four related motives were 
able to account for the observed relationship, thus ruling them out as alternate accounts of our 
findings. 
 Study 3 replicated our main hypothesis by showing that consumers with a high need 
for order are more motivated to pursue goals. Moreover, this study extends the findings of 
Study 1 as it shows that motivation in goal pursuit hinges on the extent to which the store 
environment affected consumers’ need for order. It is interesting to note that we used the need 
for order items derived from the need for structure and closure scales (Webster and Kruglanski 
1994; Thompson et al. 2001). Although these scales were originally designed to assess chronic 
individual differences, the present findings show that the need for order items were able to 
capture acute, state dependent changes in the underlying construct. In line with previous 
research using a similar approach (Schmeichel, Harmon-Jones, and Harmon-Jones 2010), we 
consider this finding a fairly conservative test of our notions. Nevertheless, the critical reader 
might argue that assessment of acute differences in need for order requires a measure that 
is specifically tailored to that task. To assess the robustness of our findings, this issue will be 
addressed in the next study 
 In addition, although the pictures of a disordered and ordered store environment and the 
neutral pictures were never brought explicitly to consumers’ attention and they were never 
asked to respond to the background stimuli, subtly encountering disorder rather than order 
or neutral cues resulted in an increased motivation to pursue goals. More specifically, disorder 
cues compared to order and neutral cues led to a higher need for order, which accounted for the 
impact of store environment on motivation in goal pursuit. Our analyses also indicate that it is 
the disordered and not the ordered environment that was responsible for the effects. 
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3.7 | Study 4

The previous findings indicate that when situational cues threaten a sense of order (rather than 
an ordered environment providing it), or when people have a chronic need for order, and hence 
when they are motivated to regain a sense of order, people feel more attracted to clear, well-
defined endpoints (not particularly of high intrinsic desirability) and well-defined means to get 
there. In addition they show increased motivation to engage in the pursuit of those goals, that 
is, motivated to follow the clear road map to get there. 
 Nevertheless, the previous studies, although insightful, were still limited in that they relied 
on self-reports of our key construct – goal pursuit. Hence, the purpose of Study 4 was to 
replicate and extend these findings by examining the effect of a disordered compared to ordered 
store environment on actual, overt goal pursuit behavior in a realistic goal pursuit context. 
Secondly, we wanted to replicate and extent the notion that increased motivation in goal pursuit 
under conditions of disorder in itself serves the motivation to reaffirm a sense of order, rather 
than (its relationship with) the end state to be attained. In Study 4 we therefore kept the goal 
constant and focused on a direct implication of our reasoning. That is, we manipulated whether 
participants received monitoring information about their pursuit of the goal. If the tendency to 
engage in active goal pursuit per se is a motivational consequence of being faced with conditions 
of disorder, we expect a directional effect of cues monitoring goal pursuit, such that motivation 
in goal pursuit is higher when clear, structured information about the road toward the goal is 
present rather than absent. This effect should be attenuated in an ordered environment where, 
as the previous results show, there is no need to regain a sense of order. Third and finally, we 
wanted to test whether pursuing goals is indeed an effective way to reaffirm the experience 
of order, that is, to test whether the process of goal pursuit indeed satisfies the need for order 
induced by a disordered environment. These notions were tested using a different need for 
order measure and store environment manipulation (i.e., store noise; Kruglanski and Webster 
1996) than used in the previous studies.

3.7.1 | Method
3.7.1.1 | Participants and design
This study used a 2 (store environment: quiet vs. noisy) x 2 (monitoring information: present 
vs. absent) between-subjects factorial design in which 99 students from a mid-sized university 
participated in exchange for partial course credit or monetary compensation. We excluded 
three participants who did adhere to the instructions given for the manipulation task (i.e., 
they did not wore the required headphones, see below for details), and two participants whose 
responses were three or more SDs away from the mean of our motivation measure since they 
would distort the results obtained (Judd, McClelland, and Ryan 2009, see below for details). 
The analyses reported below use the remaining 94 responses (mean age = 19.50, SD = 2.11; 60% 
male). 
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3.7.1.2 | Procedure
Participants were informed that the study consisted of several unrelated parts and were 
randomly assigned to one of the four conditions. For the first task, which entailed the store 
environment and monitoring information manipulations, participants learned that they could 
earn additional money by solving anagrams. We measured motivation in goal pursuit as time 
spent on an unsolvable puzzle (Goldsmith and Dhar 2013; Holland et al. 2009; Huang and 
Zhang 2011). After having completed this part of the study, participants were presented with 
questions assessing their need for order. Finally, participants answered demographic questions, 
and were thanked, compensated, and debriefed.
 For the anagram task, participants were informed that the task involved different word 
unscrambling puzzles and that by solving them quickly yet accurate they could earn additional 
money on top of the normal compensation for participation in the study. Words appeared one 
by one on a computer screen, and participants were told that they had to rearrange the letters 
of the presented word in order to produce a new word using all the existing letters only once. 
The words were presented in a fixed sequence with increasing difficulty such that the first trials 
consisted of simpler words with fewer letters than the later trials. Participants completed 20 
trials. The first three trials were practice trials, after which they received performance feedback.
 To manipulate monitoring information, participants were either or not exposed to 
information indicating their progress toward the end state which was presented above 
the anagram. When monitoring information was present, participants saw the text “This is 
anagram 1 of 17” (and so on) indicating their progress toward the end state. In contrast, when 
monitoring information was absent, participants read “This is anagram 1 of {totalwords = 
unknown}” (and so on) and hence were left uncertain about their level of progress toward the 
end state. Following previous research (Goldsmith and Dhar 2013), we assessed motivation by 
measuring time spent persisting on an unsolvable anagram (measured in seconds), which was 
the twelfth anagram in the sequence. In line with Study 3, this position was chosen to ensure 
that motivation in goal pursuit was not a function of participants being close to the initial or 
end state. 
 Before the anagram task started, participants were led into separate cubicles and all were 
asked to put on headphones which were connected to a computer. They learned that they were 
not allowed to take off their headphones until they were notified to do so. The manipulation of 
store environment started after the general instruction and once the anagram task commenced. 
In the noisy store environment condition participants experienced the ambient sound of 
a shopping mall, whereas in the quiet store environment condition participants were not 
submitted to noise. Previous research has shown that exposing participants to environmental 
noise while performing a task is a reliable paradigm to induce elevated levels of need for order 
(Kruglanski and Webster 1996). 
 When the participants had finished the anagram task they responded to the following need 
for order questions: “At the moment I need consistency and routine” and “At the moment I need 



Achieving Order Through Goal Pursuit 53

C
ha

pt
er

 3

organization and structure” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The items are similar 
to those used in the previous studies, but the wording was slightly adapted to tap more into 
the temporary nature of participants’ need for order. Scores were averaged to create a need 
for order index (r(94) = .69, p < .001) with higher scores indicating higher need for order. 
Participants also answered seven items measuring stress and agitation (e.g., “I felt agitated 
during the anagram task”, 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; Cronbach’s α = .80). A one-
way ANOVA indicated that store environment, monitoring information, nor their interaction 
affected feelings of stress and agitation (F < 1) and so this will not be discussed further.

3.7.2 | Results and Discussion
3.7.2.1 | Motivation in goal pursuit
A 2 (store environment) x 2 (monitoring information) ANOVA with motivation in goal pursuit 
as dependent variable did not show main effects of either store environment or monitoring 
information (F’s < 1). However, the store environment by monitoring information interaction 
proved to be significant (F(1, 90) = 6.90, p = .01). To explicate the interaction, simple main effects 
analyses were conducted which showed that – in line with the predictions – cues monitoring 
progress toward the goal only promoted motivation in goal pursuit when participants were 
exposed to the noisy, disordered store environment (F(1, 90) = 4.95, p = .03), but not when 
noise was absent (F(1, 90) = 2.24, n.s.). More specifically, when progress cues were present, 
participants exposed to the noisy, disordered environment spent almost twice as long working 
on the unsolvable anagram (M = 62.50 seconds, SD = 36.63) compared to when such cues 
were not provided (M = 39.26 seconds, SD = 23.21). For participants in the quiet, ordered 
store environment condition, progress information did not affect motivation in goal pursuit 
(Mpresent = 44.17 seconds, SD = 30.03 vs. Mabsent = 60.21 seconds, SD = 48.05; see Figure 3.1).
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Figure 3.1 | Motivation in goal pursuit (time spent in seconds) as a function of store environment and 

monitoring information (Study 4).
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3.7.2.2 | Mediation analysis
We were also interested in testing whether pursuing a goal proved to be an effective way to regain 
a sense of order and therefore examined the effect of actual goal pursuit behavior on participant’s 
need for order under the specified conditions. As a first step, we regressed participants’ need for 
order on their motivation in goal pursuit. As expected, motivation in goal pursuit and need for 
order were negatively related (β = -.30, t(92) = 3.00, p < .01), such that participants who were 
more motivated in goal pursuit subsequently indicated to have a lower need for order. 
 Following the recommendations of Preacher, Rucker and Hayes (2007; Edwards and 
Lambert 2007), we then tested the complete model by means of a moderated mediation analysis 
where monitoring information is posited to moderate the effect of store environment on the 
mediator – motivation in goal pursuit (indicated by our measure of time spent on the unsolvable 
anagram) – which in turn influences the need for order. 
 The previously reported results had established that store environment and monitoring 
information interacted in the prediction of motivation in goal pursuit. Hence, to test our 
moderated mediation model, we performed a regression analysis to test whether motivation in 
goal pursuit significantly predicted need for order, while controlling for the store environment 
by monitoring information interaction and all main effects. This proved to be the case (β = -.27, 
t(89) = 2.57, p = .01). 
 The third and final step in the analysis confirmed the mediating role of motivation in goal 
pursuit. More specifically, a bootstrapping procedure with 10.000 re-samples revealed that the 
95% confidence interval for the conditional indirect effect – the value of the indirect effect 
conditioned on the moderator, monitoring information – of store environment on need for 
order (via motivation in goal pursuit) did not include zero (monitoring information present, 
BC 95% CI, -.27 to -.01; monitoring information absent, BC 95% CI, .01 to .28). Hence, the 
former interval indicates that a disordered environment in which goal pursuit monitoring cues 
are present positively affects motivation to engage in goal pursuit, which subsequently alleviates 
or satisfies the need for order. Interestingly, the latter finding shows the opposite process when 
monitoring information is absent. That is, it shows that a disordered (noisy) environment, 
where progress cues are absent, produces lower levels of goal pursuit motivation (i.e., less time 
spent on the unsolvable anagram), which, in turn, produced higher levels of the need for order. 
In sum, using a different store environment manipulation and need for order measure, these 
results replicate and extend previous findings in several ways. First, by manipulating whether 
the ongoing goal pursuit could restore a sense of order by varying whether participants received 
structured information about the road toward the end state, this study showed that monitoring 
information mainly affected participants in the disordered environment condition. When they 
were exposed to the ambient sound of a shopping mall, the presence of monitoring information 
resulted in higher motivation in goal pursuit compared to when monitoring information 
was absent, which is in line with the findings of Studies 1-3. Hence, for these individuals, 
a clear notion of their progress toward the end state was more motivating than not having 
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this information, a distinction less consequential for participants who were not exposed to 
environmental noise. Second, we showed that goal pursuit enables people to reaffirm a sense of 
order. More specifically, the extent to which participants were engaged in the pursuit of a goal 
was reflected in subsequent changes in their need for order, such that higher motivation in goal 
pursuit was followed by a lowered need for order. Third, this study showed that motivation in 
goal pursuit drives the effect of the store environment by monitoring information interaction 
on people’s need for order. More specifically, if goal pursuit served as a means to regain a sense 
of order after a disorder threat because monitoring information was present, participant’s need 
for order decreased to the extent that they were engaged in goal pursuit. Conversely, if the 
goal pursuit process amplified the experience of disorder because participants were exposed 
to environmental noise while performing a task without a clear endpoint, the need for order 
increased to the extent that they were motivated to escape the aversive situation.
 

3.8 | General Discussion

People have a strong need to perceive their environment as an orderly place. In the present 
research, we aimed to contribute to literature on people’s need for order by studying the link 
between exposure to a disordered environment, the need for order, and goal pursuit. Specifically, 
we expected both acute (induced by a disordered environment) and chronic high need for order 
to increase the perceived attractiveness of well-defined goals, well-defined means to attain 
them, and to actually promote motivation in goal pursuit. We further proposed that the goal 
to reaffirm a sense of order is the underlying mechanism driving the effect of a disordered 
environment on goal attractiveness and goal pursuit. More specifically, we hypothesized that a 
disordered environment would increase the need for order, thereby boosting the need to regain 
a sense of order, and that setting and pursuing goals would be an effective way to reaffirm such 
an experience, that is, to satisfy the need for order induced by disorder.
 The findings of a series of studies were in line with our predictions and proved robust 
across various methodological and conceptual variations. More in particular, we found the 
predicted effects in the field and in more controlled settings, using a student sample and 
more heterogeneous samples of European and American consumers, and across a total of 305 
respondents. Further, we assessed need for order as a trait variable and exposed participants 
to various environmental disorder cues, ranging from a crowded shopping street and chaotic 
store shelves, to the ambient sound of a shopping mall. The findings were obtained using 
both hypothetical and real goals and across different indices of motivation (i.e., motivational 
intentions, choice, and overt goal pursuit behavior). Across all these variations we consistently 
found that situationally induced and chronic need for order promotes goal pursuit.
 Studies 1 and 2 showed direct support for the effect of chaos and disorder on consumer 
goal pursuit. More specifically, Study 1 found that consumers felt more attracted to a reward 
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program that provided a sense of order when they experienced a greater lack of structure due 
to environmental cues. Measuring need for order as an individual difference variable, Study 2 
replicated this result and showed that chronic high need for order individuals were more likely 
to choose a reward program with clear rather than ambiguous goals. Study 3 provided evidence 
for the assumption that the need for order is the psychological process driving the proposed 
effect of chaos on goal pursuit. More specifically, the results on the mediating role of the need 
for order showed that disorder cues induced the need to regain a sense of order, and that this 
motive accounted for the positive impact of perceiving disorder on motivation in goal pursuit. 
Finally, Study 4 showed that pursuing goals is an effective way to restore a sense of order when 
exposed to a disorder threat. That is, participants’ need for order induced by disorder decreased 
to the extent that they were more engaged in goal pursuit, but only when goal pursuit served 
as a means to restore a sense of order and structure (i.e., when monitoring information was 
present rather than absent).
 Together, these findings offer several important theoretical contributions. First, this 
research contributes to our understanding of compensatory control mechanisms by offering 
a new perspective on how people seek order as a response to disorder threats (Kay et al. 2008; 
Whitson and Galinsky 2008). Although previous work has focused on more extreme and 
irrational strategies such as the development of superstitions and relying on supernatural or 
conspirational forces as ways of regaining a sense of order, the current findings reveal another 
more typical and mundane route by which people can restore the belief that the world is not 
ruled by randomness – goal setting and goal pursuit. In addition, we add to literature on 
compensatory control mechanisms by showing that the motivational consequences of threats 
to order are dynamic and more diverse than might be expected based on previous research. 
That is, the present work is among the first showing that effects of disorder extend to behavioral 
intentions and overt behavior rather than being limited to the cultivation of certain beliefs 
aimed to restore a sense of structure and order. In addition, this work contributes to the 
reservoir of findings highlighting the role of external agents such as God, or the government as 
sources of compensatory strategies. In extension, we show that the experience of disorder can 
be remedied by a source of internal origin: setting and pursuing a goal, even when that goal has 
no relation with the disorder experience as such. Moreover, our results suggest that the process 
of goal setting and goal striving might be triggered outside conscious awareness and so may be 
considered a fairly implicit form of self-regulation.
 Second, this research extends work on the fundamental human motivation to perceive the 
world as an orderly, sense-making place by considering its effect in the less explored context of 
consumer behavior (Cutright 2012; Cutright et al. 2013). This work illustrates that both disorder 
threats and strategies to remedy experiences of disorder are ingrained in consumer life, and 
hence do not remain limited to such extreme, exceptional events as natural disasters or terrorist 
attacks. Moreover, by examining the role of the need for order in the marketing and consumer 
sphere, our work also adds to the growing literature on how consumers use their consumption 
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efforts to buffer against and respond to self-threatening events (Gao, Wheeler, and Shiv 2009; 
Rindfleisch, Burroughs, and Wong 2009; Rucker and Galinsky 2008). Although we specifically 
focused on goal pursuit in reward programs as one way through which consumers can regulate 
a disorder threat, our work indicates that this research topic must be broadened to include a 
wider range of compensatory consumer behavior.
 Third and finally, the present work advances our knowledge of the impact of store 
atmospherics on consumption, and more specifically, consumer goal pursuit. Most studies 
on store atmospherics have examined how specific environmental factors affect consumer 
judgments and, with a view exceptions, behavior (Argo, Dahl, and Manchanda 2005; Levav 
and Zhu 2009; Meyers-Levi and Zhu 2007). This work investigates the effect of disorder as a 
higher construct comprising diverse atmospheric variables on actual consumer behavior, and 
demonstrates that subtle, incidental disorder cues consumers frequently encounter significantly 
impact real-life consumer behavior, regardless of whether they specifically relate to noise, store 
layout, or (social and visual) clutter. In so doing, this work suggests that a better understanding 
of signs of order and disorder in the retail environment and of their consequences for consumer 
judgment, decision making, and behavior is needed (for managerial implications, see also 
Chapter 5.2).
 Although our subtle environmental cues reliably triggered the motive to achieve order 
which in turn affected goal pursuit, it remains an open question whether more extreme and 
dramatic circumstances will produce the same effect, for instance after natural disasters or 
terrorist attacks. Will people then respond similarly? It may well be that these cues too, would 
trigger elevated levels of goal setting and goal pursuit, as our opening example would suggest. 
Nevertheless, future research might profitably explore this notion more in depth. 
A related question is whether achieving a sense of structure and regularity is always beneficial 
and functional or whether there are also instances in which cultivating a perception of disorder 
may yield positive outcomes. A case in point might be creativity where a sense of order and 
structure may not be beneficial and may even hamper creative, original, non-standard idea 
generation (Mehta, Zhu, and Cheema 2012). Given that many businesses thrive on consumers’ 
creativity, for instance the fashion or home decoration industry or manufacturers of new and 
innovative products, providing a sense of order and structure might not necessarily be a key 
objective for marketers aiming to capitalize on consumers’ perceptions of order and disorder. 
 How people try to cope with order-related threats is dependent on the compensatory 
strategies available to them (Kay et al. 2008). In our research, goal pursuit was the only means 
by which participants could restore a sense of order. Future research could examine whether 
goal pursuit is indeed the strategy of choice when the consumer’s toolbox includes more than 
one way to deal with the threat, or whether alternative, external sources of structure and order 
(such as God or the government) are then relied upon. The strategy of choice might well be 
the one that people (implicitly or explicitly) believe is most effective in restoring the sense of 
order. Indeed, recent circumstantial evidence points to this notion. That is, Laurin, Kay, and 
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Fitzsimons (2014) recently showed that when people viewed God as an omniscient, rather than 
omnipotent, controlling entity, and hence believed that the universe does not operate according 
to a predetermined plan, they relied more on alternative order restoring strategies. This finding 
also suggests that not all goal pursuit will be equally effective in restoring the need for order, but 
that its usefulness as an order restoring strategy is dependent on the extent to which it instills a 
sense of order and structure.
 We started this article by noting that in the aftermath of the September 11th, 2001 terrorist 
attacks the American citizens started to act on the ‘marching orders’ of George W. Bush. 
Although in the current research we embedded disorder threats within a consumer context and 
not within terrorist attacks themselves, these findings shed some light on why the public after 
the attacks may have started to actively pursue the goals given. In the face of such an exceptional 
and extreme event and the chaos it evokes, it can be difficult to view the world as a sense-
making, orderly place composed of understandable cause and effect relations. Given that the 
attacks prompted an experience of disorder, perhaps a small proportion of why the American 
citizens after 9/11 increased their participation in the economy, showed more altruism, and 
became more religious can be explained through their need to restore impaired feelings of order 
and structure. 
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Me, Myself, and MyBrand: Qualifying 
Generic Self-Referencing Effects in  
Brand Judgment8

Abstract
The present research extends previous work on the latent tendency to be attracted to objects, 
events and entities that are associated with the self by demonstrating when and how generic self-
referencing brand names influence brand judgment. In five studies the authors hypothesize and 
find that the impact of pronouns in brand names that refer to the consumer’s self (i.e., ‘I’ or ‘my’ 
as in ‘iTunes’ or ‘MySpace’) similarly produce an attraction effect and promote favorable brand 
responses. More specifically, the authors demonstrate that the strength of this effect hinges on 
the extent to which consumers’ chronic and temporary self-view is positive. In addition, this 
work tests a logical extension of this finding and shows that the attraction effect turns into 
avoidance when consumers’ self-view is negative, rather than positive. Finally, the authors find 
that the bias in brand judgment is most pronounced for brands of self-expressive, rather than 
non-self-expressive products, and hence that it serves a self-protective role when a positive self-
view is impaired and a self-confirming role when a positive self-view is affirmed.

8 This Chapter is submitted for publication as Jacob H. Wiebenga and Bob M. Fennis, “Me, Myself, and MyBrand: 
Qualifying Generic Self-Referencing Effects in Brand Judgment”.
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We frequently like occupations, partners, cities, streets, birthdays, and a host of other objects, 
events and entities because, essentially, we like ourselves (Nuttin 1985; Pelham, Carvallo, and 
Jones 2005). This intriguing phenomenon is known as ‘implicit egotism’–the latent attraction 
to things that are linked to the self (Pelham, Mirenberg, and Jones 2002). Although abundant 
research in numerous contexts has shown its pervasive existence (Jones et al. 2004; Kitayama 
and Karasawa 1997; Nelson and Simmons 2007; Nuttin 1985; Pelham et al. 2003; Pelham, 
Mirenberg, and Jones 2002), research in the consumer sphere is surprisingly scarce and has 
mainly focused on name letter branding (Brendl et al. 2005; but see Perkins and Forehand, 
2012). This is all the more surprising given that recent trends indicate that the use of personal 
pronouns in branding such as ‘I’ and ‘my’ (e.g., iTunes and MySpace) shows a marked surge in 
recent years, even up to the point that the number of registered self-referencing trademarks 
has tripled over the past decade (BOIP 2014). The present research extends previous findings 
on implicit egotism and name letter branding by examining whether and when more generic 
references to the self in brand names (i.e., brand names starting with I, or My) affect brand 
judgment, under which conditions this generic self-referencing effect is most pronounced, and 
when the self-referencing effect might turn from positive to negative.
 In particular, we build on work on the name letter effect and implicit egotism – which 
suggests that the attraction effect of objects directly associated with the self (i.e., by sharing 
initials with the owner) is the result of people’s default self-view being positive (Baumeister 
1989; Greenwald and Banaji 1995; Pelham, Mirenberg, and Jones 2002) – and propose that 
more generic references to the self in brand names may similarly produce an attraction effect 
and thus promote favorable brand responses. More specifically, and aligning with previous 
research, we examine the notion that the extent to which consumers feel attracted to more 
generic self-referencing brand names is dependent on the valence of both their chronic and 
temporary self-view. Additionally, we test a logical implication of this reasoning and examine 
whether the implicit attraction to generic self-referencing brand names may turn into avoidance 
when consumers’ self-view is negative, rather than positive. Finally, we argue that the impact 
of consumers’ self-view valence on generic self-referencing brand judgment is particularly 
pronounced for products that are deemed to be particularly self-relevant, i.e., for self-expressive, 
rather than non-self-expressive products.

4.1 | Generic Self-Referencing

The rationale behind the present work is hardly new and essentially dates back to William James 
(1890) who already proposed that people project their self-liking on external objects and hence 
show a disproportionate liking for things that are associated with the self, something he referred 
to as the product of ‘self-love’ (p. 306). During the past decades a growing body of research has 
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tested and refined this idea (Greenwald and Banaji 1995). For instance, it is shown that people 
like self-associated objects to such an extent that they prefer mundane objects, such as mugs 
or pens, as soon as they own them compared to when they do not (Beggan 1992). Notably, 
the effect also holds for the letters in people’s own name, as people prefer their name letters to 
other letters in the alphabet (Kitayama and Karasawa 1997; Nuttin 1985). More recent research 
has found that this so-called ‘name letter effect’ extends to the liking of people, places, and 
professions with similar name letters, and that it influences important life decisions including 
where people choose to live and what to do for a living (Jones et al. 2004; Pelham, Mirenberg, 
and Jones 2002). Although some of the findings are not uncontested – particularly those from 
correlational field studies (Gallucci 2003; Simonsohn 2011) – they do suggest a robust effect of 
self-associations on choices and judgment. 
 Strikingly, research on this self-referencing effect in the marketing and consumer behavior 
spheres has lagged behind. In a seminal study examining consumer responses, though, Brendl 
et al. (2005) demonstrated that consumers evaluate brand names more positively when they 
resemble their own name. They exposed participants to Japanese snacks with brand names that 
either or not included the first three letters of their first name followed by the word stem ‘-oki’, 
and found that participants preferred brand names that shared the first three letters with the 
first three letters in their own name to brands that did not. 
 It is interesting to note that most studies have limited themselves to examining effects 
of implicit egotism by assessing name letters as proxies for self-referencing. Such letters – by 
definition – can only serve as self-referencing cues for consumers whose first or last names 
start with them, but they are irrelevant for others. This leaves open the straightforward question 
of whether these effects remain limited to such incidental similarities as between the target’s 
name and name letters or whether more generic self-referencing cues in brand names, such 
as brand names starting with ‘I’ or ‘my’, may serve a similar function. On the one hand, it can 
be argued that more generic references to the self are less self-relevant than specific individual 
name letters, in which case one might expect self-referencing effects to be less pronounced or 
even absent. On the other hand, there are reasons to assume that the name letter effect may well 
extend to more generic references to the self. Support for this assumption comes from work by 
Perkins and Forehand (2012), who showed that the pairing of previously neutrally valenced 
objects with self-concept terms (i.e., I, self, me, my, and mine) in a categorization task (i.e., an 
adapted Implicit Association Task) leads to more positive evaluations of those objects, mainly as 
a function of its mere association with these self-concept terms. By implication, we propose that 
generic self-referencing words like ‘I’ and ‘my’ that constitute an integral part of both real and 
fictitious brand names may function similarly and thus will affect brand evaluation, compared 
to brand names without such self-referencing pronouns. 
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4.2 | Qualifying the Self-Referencing Effect

Research on implicit egotism has found that the bias resulting from a self-target association 
is generally positive leading people to enhance the favorability of practically anything, even 
when the name letter target itself is undesirable (e.g., lower grades; Nelson and Simmons 
2007). Yet, these typical findings in implicit egotism research rest on the assumption that the 
self ’s valence is by ‘default’ positive (Baumeister 1989; Schmitt and Allik 2005), and that these 
positive self-evaluations spill over to any target that can be associated with the self (Gawronski, 
Bodenhausen, and Becker 2007; Greenwald and Banaji 1995). But what if the consumer’s self-
view is not positive but negative? In principle, and similar to the generic self-referencing effect, 
there are two possible scenarios. First, if the self-referencing effect hinges on the assumption 
that the self ’s valence is by default positive and that, as a consequence of this property, people 
seek out and expose themselves to objects and events that reflect the self, then the impact of 
generic self-referencing on brand judgment should manifest itself only for consumers with a 
favorable self-view, but not for consumers with an unfavorable self-view. Stated differently, 
under these conditions, the association between the self and the target would translate into an 
ordinal interaction, where the association between the self and the target is only present when 
self-esteem is positive, and absent when self-esteem is negative. Hence, this option only allows 
for the existence of an attraction effect. However, other than that the population distribution 
of (chronic) self-esteem is positively skewed (Baumeister 1989; Schmitt and Allik 2005) and 
hence, that it may be a challenge to identify cases with truly negative self-esteem, there appears 
no firm theoretical ground for this position. 
 The alternative, though, seems more straightforward and conceptually more parsimonious, 
albeit empirically harder to detect. That is, if the self-referencing effect in brand judgment truly 
constitutes a reflection of the self ’s valence – as is the basic rationale underlying implicit egotism 
effects (Greenwald and Banaji 1995; Pelham, Mirenberg, and Jones 2002) – such that the brand 
judgment bias is the result of a transfer of any valence to the target, then, by implication, not 
only a positive but also negative self-evaluations should spill over to the target resulting in a 
negative bias. Hence, and in contrast to the previous scenario, an association between the target 
and the self will then produce a disordinal, crossover interaction in which the bias reverses 
depending on the valence of the self. Thus, in case of self-referencing brand names, it follows 
that the effect may boomerang and attraction may turn into avoidance or at least an unfavorable 
brand evaluation when the consumer’s self-view is negative. This effect will be absent for non-
self-referencing brands since these brands do not induce a self-brand association. 
 Interestingly, to the authors’ knowledge, this effect has yet to be documented. The present 
research aims to systematically track it down and will thus examine whether and, if so, under 
what conditions a negative pendant to the notion of implicit egotism in brand judgment exists. 
More in particular, we explore the role of two factors that may be of influence, i.e., the type of 
self-esteem and the type of product. 
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First, given that the distribution of chronic self-esteem in the population may be positively 
skewed, shifting attention from chronic to acute differences in self-esteem may make a difference 
and may produce a reversal of the attraction effect when acute self-esteem is low. Second, we 
will examine whether the type of product matters as a reinforcing condition. That is, some types 
of products are not just acquired for the quality of their physical attributes, but are also used and 
displayed because they communicate something about its owner and thus are considered to be 
expressive of the consumer’s self (Aaker 1999; Belk 1988; Chernev, Hamilton, and Gal 2011). 
It stands to reason to expect that this property will modulate self-referencing effects, perhaps 
particularly when such effects are otherwise difficult to detect, i.e., when the self ’s valence is 
negative, rather than positive. 
 Reconciling the present with past research, it follows that if acute self-esteem and self-
expressive products are more sensitive to ‘pick up’ otherwise harder to detect effects, and if 
the classic name letter effect extends to more generic references to the self, then we expect 
the generic self-referencing effect to be more pronounced when (chronic and acute) self-
esteem is positive rather than negative in cases of non-self-expressive products (i.e., an ordinal 
interaction, replicating earlier findings, e.g., Gawronski, Bodenhausen, and Becker 2007; Jones 
et al. 2004; Koole, Dijksterhuis, and van Knippenberg 2001), but to show a reversal of the sign of 
the effect from positive to negative as a function of acute self-esteem in cases of self-expressive 
products (i.e., a disordinal, crossover interaction showing an attraction effect for positive and, 
importantly, an avoidance effect for negative self-esteem). 
 In sum, the present research aims to qualify the notion of implicit egotism in brand judgment 
by establishing the impact of generic references to the self in brand names on brand evaluation, 
and examines when it is more or less pronounced and what conditions affect the direction of 
the effect. In so doing, our research contributes to the literature in four ways. First, our findings 
extend work on implicit egotism (Jones et al. 2004; Pelham, Mirenberg, and Jones 2002) by 
assessing the robustness of the self-referencing effect in a less explored theatre of operations of 
egotism related phenomena, i.e., that of consumer behavior. Second, this research is the first to 
examine the possibility that egotism effects do not depend on incidental similarities between 
a brand name and name letters (Brendl et al., 2005) but extend to more generic references to 
self, and more specifically to personal pronouns in brand names. Third, our work adds to the 
burgeoning field exploring the role of the consumer’s self as an important driver in consumer 
behavior (Oyserman 2009; Reed II et al. 2012), and specifically by examining its consequences 
for self-associated brand attraction and avoidance. In so doing, this work highlights the role of 
the self in brand judgment and decision making, a factor that all too often has been taken for 
granted (Pelham, Carvallo, and Jones 2005, p. 109). Fourth and finally, the present work extends 
work on brands as tools for self-maintenance, and hence contributes to current literature on 
strategies of consumer self-regulation. 
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4.3 | Present Research

Next, we present five studies (one cross-sectional, correlational study and four experiments) 
that accomplish several key objectives. First, we aim to extend previous findings on name letter 
preference in brand judgment to more generic references to the self, and more specifically the 
use of first person pronouns in brand names. More in particular, we aim to directly test the role 
of the valence of the consumer’s self in driving generic self-referencing brand judgment for both 
existing (pre-study) and new, fictitious (Studies 1-4) brands. If the strength of the attraction 
effect of generic self-referencing brands hinges on the valence of the self, then, by implication, 
the effect will depend on the extent to which chronic (pre-study, Studies 1 and 2) and temporary 
(Studies 3 and 4) self-esteem is positive. Second, we examine the role of consumers’ negative 
self-view in the evaluation of self-referencing brands, something neglected in previous research, 
and directly test whether the brand judgment bias changes from an attraction into an avoidance 
effect when the self ’s valence is negative, rather than positive. Third, we explore the notion that 
this avoidance effect is more articulated under conditions of acute negative self-esteem (Studies 
3 and 4) and for brands of products that serve a self-expressive, rather than non-self-expressive 
function (Study 4). 

4.4 | Pre-study

This study provides a first investigation of the hypothesized relationship between self-view 
valence and the evaluation of existing generic self-referencing brand names. More in particular, 
and since all brand names from Apple contain the self-referencing prefix ‘I’ (e.g., iPod, iPhone, 
iPad), in this field study we examined the relationship between consumers’ self-esteem and the 
number of self-associated Apple products they possess. 

4.4.1 | Method
One hundred eighty-two United States residents, enrolled through Amazon’s MTurk, participated 
in this part of a larger study (mean age = 35.58, SD = 11.75; 54% male). First, participants filled 
out the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg 1989) to measure the valence of their self-
view. They indicated their agreement with each of five positively worded (e.g., “I take a positive 
view of myself ”) and five negatively worded items (e.g., “All in all, I am inclined to feel that I 
am a failure”) on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). After 
reverse coding the five negatively stated items, a total self-esteem score was formed by averaging 
the scores of all 10 items with higher scores indicating higher self-esteem (Cronbach’s α = .94; 
M = 5.24, SD = 1.27). After some filler questions, unrelated to this study, we asked participants 
to indicate the number of Apple products they possessed (M = 1.34, SD = 1.46). We excluded 
one participant who indicated to own more than 25 Apple products and hence would distort 
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the results obtained. Finally, participants answered demographic questions and were thanked 
for their participation.

4.4.2 | Results
A correlation analysis revealed that self-esteem and the number of Apple products participants 
owned were positively related (r(181) = .22, p < .01).9 In addition, a binary logistic regression 
on ownership using chronic self-esteem as independent variable indicated that participants’ 
self-view was a significant predictor of whether or not they possessed Apple products (b = .34, 
SE = .13, Wald = 7.30, p < .01). These results indicate that people with a self-esteem are more 
likely to possess a particular and well known self-referencing brand. Moreover, and in line with 
the previous reasoning, the mean of self-esteem suggests that the valence of people’s ‘default’ 
self-view is indeed positive. More specifically, only 14 participants (i.e., 8% of the total sample) 
scored below the self-esteem scale’s midpoint indicating that the sample contained only a 
limited number of people with a chronic negative self-esteem.

4.5 | Study 1

The results of the pre-study provide initial evidence of a relationship between self-view valence 
and the evaluation of self-referencing brand names. Of course, its cross-sectional nature and the 
status of the brand used allows for confounding variables to affect the result and for alternate 
explanations of the key finding. Hence in Study 1, we moved to a more controlled setting 
and measured consumers’ evaluation of fictitious, rather than existing brands to rule out the 
possibility that the effects were driven by unobserved variables associated with the existing 
brand name and products used in the pre-study. More specifically, we examined the role of 
consumers’ explicit self-esteem in the impact of brands with or without a generic personal 
pronoun as prefix in their name on brand judgment. If the generic self-referencing effect is 
a function of consumers’ self-view it follows that the evaluation of self-referencing brands 
should be dependent on the extent to which their chronic self-esteem is positive. We tested our 
propositions on a representative panel of consumers of different ages, ethnic, and educational 
backgrounds.

4.5.1 | Method
4.5.1.1 | Participants and design
In this experiment a design was used with type of prefix (self-referencing vs. non-self-
referencing) as a within subjects factor, and self-esteem as a continuous, individual difference 

9 A log transformation on the number of Apple products to reduce skewness produced similar results ( r(181) = .22, 
p < .01).
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variable. Sixty-two consumers, randomly drawn from an online consumer panel, voluntarily 
participated in and completed this study (mean age = 32.45; SD = 14.20; 35% male).

4.5.1.2 | Procedure
This study was part of a larger set of studies undertaken by different research teams on customer 
relationship management tools. First, participants filled out the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale as 
a measure of chronic self-esteem (Cronbach’s α = .84). In line with the pre-study, the scale mean 
(M = 5.13, SD = .52) indicates a positively skewed distribution of chronic self-esteem scores.
 Later, in an ostensibly unrelated task, participants were requested to evaluate brand names. 
They learned that nowadays many retailers set up additional services next to their regular core 
business, and were asked to evaluate four fictitious brand names as potential labels for such a 
service. Participants were told that they would not get any additional information about the 
service to ensure that our evaluation measure assessed their judgment of the brand name and 
not the service. Next, they were exposed to two fictitious brands of services (i.e., Beauty and 
Personality), and these brand names were randomly presented with a self-referencing (i.e., My) 
and non-self-referencing prefix (i.e., X). We measured brand judgment by asking participants 
to indicate how they evaluated the brand name (e.g., MyPersonality) on a seven-point scale 
(1 = very negative, 7 = very positive). After this final task, participants answered demographic 
questions, were debriefed, and thanked for their participation.

4.5.2 | Results and Discussion
Because the design of the present study includes both a within and between subjects factor 
we performed a mixed-model ANOVA, with brand evaluation as the dependent variable, type 
of prefix as a within-subjects factor, and self-esteem (standardized, Aiken and West 1991) as 
a continuous factor. This analysis yielded a significant main effect of prefix (F(1, 60) = 21.49, 
p = < .001), indicating that self-referencing brand names were evaluated more positively (M = 
3.73, SD = 1.13) than non-self-referencing brand names (M = 3.03, SD = 1.12). More importantly, 
the expected prefix by self-esteem interaction proved to be significant (F(1, 60) = 6.70, p = .01).10 
Comparisons of the predicted means for high self-esteem (one SD above the standardized self-
esteem score, Aiken and West 1991) and low self-esteem (one SD below the standardized self-
esteem score) participants showed that high self-esteem participants evaluated self-referencing 
brand names more positively (M = 4.03, SD = 1.57) than non-self-referencing brand names 
(M = 2.93, SD = 1.60; F(1, 60) = 26.04, p < .001). For low self-esteem participants, findings 
indicated that the attraction effect for self-referencing brand names attenuated as brand 
evaluation did not significantly differ for self-referencing (M = 3.44, SD = 1.57) and non-self-

10 We report the results of a mixed-model ANOVA to simplify presentation, although a regression analysis using 
difference scores produced the exact same pattern of results.
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seferencing brands (M = 3.13, SD = 1.60; F(1, 60) = 2.04, n.s.).11 Hence, the self-referencing 
effect of self-associated brand names was only observed for high self-esteem participants.
 In line with the pre-study, the results indicate that brand judgment is a function of generic 
self-referencing pronouns in brand names. Importantly, the results also show that the effect is 
qualified by self-esteem such that it is mainly observed among high self-esteem participants, 
and less among their lower self-esteem counterparts. Hence, chronic high self-esteem results in 
increased evaluation of self-referencing brands. In contrast, people with chronic low self-esteem 
did not evaluate generic self-referencing brands more favorably than non-self-referencing 
brands. As such, these results show that the effect of the consumer’s self-view on generic self-
referencing brand judgment hinges on the valence of the consumer’s self or, more specifically, 
the extent to which chronic self-esteem is positive. This study also rules out the possibility that 
the generic self-referencing effect is simply a function of being familiar with personal pronouns 
in brand names, i.e., a fluency effect (Jones et al. 2002; Zajonc 1968), in which case the self ’s 
valence should not have played a role in accounting for the brand judgment bias. 
 The findings indicate an ordinal modulation by self-esteem, which is in line with other 
research that typically found a similar pattern when focusing on chronic self-esteem (Gawronski, 
Bodenhausen, and Becker 2007; Jones et al. 2004; Koole, Dijksterhuis, and van Knippenberg 
2001). Indeed, the sample mean and distribution of the scale strongly suggests that, similar to 
the pre-study, chronic self-esteem is by default positive, thus obscuring a potential reversal of 
the effect for truly negative self-esteem.

4.6 | Study 2

The findings of Study 1 demonstrate that a positively valenced self-view induces favorable 
brand evaluation of generic self-referencing brand names. Study 2 sought to further establish 
the role of chronic self-esteem in the relationship between self-referencing brands and brand 
judgment by testing whether the effects are unique to explicit chronic self-esteem or also extend 
to implicit self-esteem. Moreover, by administering the self-esteem measure implicitly we can 
rule out the alternative explanation that the findings of Study 1 were attributable to consistency 
bias or demand characteristics (Orne 1962). 

11 In line with our hypotheses, additional simple effect analyses revealed that for self-referencing brand names the effect of 
self-esteem was significant and in the predicted direction (β = .26, t(60) = 2.08, p = .04), indicating a positive relationship 
between self-esteem and the evaluation of self-referencing brand names. No effect of self-esteem was observed for non-
self-referencing brand names (t < 1), such that self-esteem did not affect brand evaluation of non-self-referencing brands. 
This pattern of results was consistent across all studies (i.e., in Study 2, βself-referencing = .40, t(35) = 2.21, p = .03, βnon-self-referencing 
= -.41, t(35) = 1.34, n.s.; in Study 3, Fself-referencing(1, 214) = 4.27, p = .04, Fnon-self-referencing(1, 214) = 1.53, n.s.; in Study 4, 
Fself-referencing(1, 227) = 17.30, p < .001, Fnon-self-referencing < 1; in Study 4 for non-self-expressive products, Fself-referencing(1, 103) = 
5.25, p = .02, Fnon-self-referencing < 1; in Study 4 for self-expressive products, Fself-referencing(1, 124) = 19.61, p < .001, Fnon-self-referencing 
< 1).
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4.6.1 | Method
4.6.1.1 | Participants and design
Forty undergraduate students completed this part of a larger study in return for course credit or 
a small fee. One participant did not complete the full study and was therefore excluded from the 
analyses. The final sample consisted of 39 participants (mean age = 19.79; SD = .98; 64% male). 
In this study, a design was used with type of prefix (self-referencing vs. non-self-referencing) 
as a between subjects factor, and implicit self-esteem as a continuous, individual difference 
variable.

4.6.1.2 | Procedure
At the beginning of the experiment, all participants signed an informed consent form. As a 
measure of implicit self-esteem, and following previous research (Rudman, Dohn, and Fairchild 
2007; Vargas, Sekaquaptewa, and von Hippel 2007; Zweigenhaft 1977), we measured the size of 
one’s signature by drawing the smallest possible rectangle around it and calculated the surface 
area in cm2. Larger surface areas thus indicated more positive implicit self-esteem (M = 7.59 cm2, 
SD = 5.85).
 After signing the informed consent form, participants were led into separate cubicles and 
were asked to evaluate fictitious brand names. Similar to Study 1, they were exposed to two 
brands (i.e., Bottle and Bin), and these brand names were randomly presented with either a self-
referencing (i.e., My) or non-self-referencing prefix (i.e., X). The brand names were presented 
one by one in combination with a picture of the product to induce a sense of realism (see 
Appendix C). Brand evaluation was measured by asking “Do you like this brand name?” ( 1 = 
no, not at all, 7 = yes, very much) and “How appealing is this brand name to you?” (1 = not 
appealing at all, 7 = very appealing). Scores were averaged (r(39) = .89, p < .001) with higher 
scores indicating higher brand name evaluation. To control for name letter liking, participants 
evaluated each letter of the alphabet (1 = very negative, 7 = very negative) and indicated the 
initials of their name. After this final task, participants answered demographic questions, were 
debriefed, compensated, and thanked for their participation.

4.6.2 | Results and Discussion
A regression analysis with type of prefix (effect coded, Aiken and West 1991), self-esteem 
(standardized) and their interaction as independent variables and brand name evaluation as 
the dependent variable did not show main effects of either type of prefix or self-esteem (ts < 1). 
However, the prefix by self-esteem interaction proved to be significant (β = .41, t(35) = 2.26, 
p = .03). Replicating the results of Study 1, simple effect analyses revealed that high self-esteem 
participants evaluated self-referencing brand names more positively than non-self-referencing 
brand names (β = .53, t(35) = 2.05, p = .05). For participants with low self-esteem, findings 
indicated that brand evaluation did not differ significantly between self-referencing and non-
self-referencing brands (β = -.31, t(35) = 1.35, n.s.). 
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We also controlled for the effect of name letter liking by adding the evaluation of the initials 
consumers shared with the prefixes (i.e., m, y, and x) to the regression model. Results remained 
the same, indicating that the qualified effect of generic self-referencing brand names held, even 
when accounting for name letter liking.
 Together, these findings build on the results of Study 1 in two ways. First, we replicated 
our main hypothesis. That is, Study 2 confirmed the moderating role of self-view valence, 
and showed that high self-esteem results in increased evaluation of generic self-referencing 
brands. This effect was attenuated for lower self-esteem consumers. Second, and in line with our 
hypothesis, we found that the effect of chronic self-esteem on self-referencing brand evaluation 
does not remain limited to explicit self-esteem but extends to implicit self-esteem. As such, 
Studies 1 and 2 stress the important role of the valence of both explicit and implicit chronic 
self-evaluations in the impact of generic self-referencing pronouns in brand names on brand 
judgment. 

4.7 | Study 3

The findings of the pre-study indicate a relationship between the self ’s valence and the preference 
for self-related brands. The experiments reported in Studies 1 and 2 show more systematically 
that the self, and more specifically its chronic explicit and implicit valence, plays an important 
role in accounting for a generic self-referencing effect. The purpose of the present experiment 
was twofold. First, we aimed to find converging evidence for our notions by zooming in on 
acute rather than chronic fluctuations in the self ’s valence to test whether the temporal rather 
than chronic availability of favorable and unfavorable self-thoughts affects the strength of 
the generic self-referencing effect. Second, we wanted to examine the direction of the effect 
and assess whether the hypothesized attraction effect of self-referencing brand names for 
consumers whose view of the self is positive turns into an avoidance effect for consumers whose 
self-view is temporarily impaired. As highlighted earlier, one reason why we did not find this 
flip over effect may lay in the assumption that people’s chronic self-view is by ‘default’ positive 
(Baumeister 1989; Schmitt and Allik 2005), an observation that is supported by our data that 
clearly indicate a positivity bias in the means and distributions of our self-esteem measures. 
More specifically, in the pre-study and Study 1 combined only 14 out of 243 participants (6%) 
scored below the self-esteem scale’s midpoint. If people have the tendency to evaluate the self 
positively, and if the generic self-referencing effect is a function of people’s self-view spilling 
over to a self-associated target, it follows that chronic self-esteem will only produce a negative 
effect of self-referencing brand names on brand judgment for values that are generally out of 
scope of our and previous research. Indeed, further inspection of the data of Study 2 shows that 
at two standard deviations below the standardized implicit self-esteem score, the avoidance 
effect for low self-esteem individuals becomes marginally significant such that self-referencing 
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brand names are evaluated more negatively than non-self-referencing brand names (β = -.73, 
t(35) = 1.89, p = .07).
 Thus, one way to move forward and to examine the existence of a crossover effect would be 
to shift attention from chronic to acute self-esteem, since the latter is situationally induced and 
hence, less dependent on pre-existing population distributions. Thus, the present experiment 
specifically focuses on acute fluctuations in the self ’s valence. Furthermore, in this study, we used 
‘A’ as a non-self-referencing prefix in order to assess whether the effects found in the previous 
studies can be accounted for by the presence of the prefix ‘X’ (but see footnote 11). Finally, in 
the present study we extended our examination of the effect of self-referencing brand names 
to explore whether the bias in brand judgment remains limited to brand name evaluation, as 
we assessed in Studies 1 and 2, or spills over to affect product related consumer responses, i.e., 
willingness-to-buy.

4.7.1 | Method
4.7.1.1 | Participants and design
This study used a 2 (type of prefix: self-referencing vs. non-self-referencing) x 2 (self-view 
manipulation: self-threat vs. self-affirmation) between-subjects factorial design in which 225 
students participated in exchange for partial course credit or monetary compensation. We 
excluded three participants who did not adhere to the experimental instructions and four 
participants for not completing the full study. The analyses reported below use the remaining 
218 responses (mean age = 21.25, SD = 2.32; 49% male).

4.7.1.2 | Procedure
Upon entering the lab, participants were seated in cubicles and were told that they would be 
completing various unrelated tasks and that they would start with a test assessing aspects of 
their cognitive processing. Participants were then presented with the Remote Associates Test 
(RAT; Mednick 1968), which is a commonly used method to manipulate people’s self-esteem by 
providing positive or negative bogus performance feedback (Allen and Sherman 2011; Collange, 
Fiske, and Sanitioso 2009; Heatherton and Vohs 2000). Participants were given a list with three 
words (e.g., cracker-fly-fighter) and asked to find the fourth word that linked all the other words 
together (e.g., fire). Based on normative data (McFarlin and Blascovich 1984), five easy and five 
difficult items were chosen to ensure that participants would have an ambivalent feeling about 
their task performance. The items were presented in random order. Participants learned that 
they had to finish the task within 10 minutes and that they would receive performance feedback 
upon test completion. After finishing the RAT, participants read additional information about 
the test which explained that past research had demonstrated that scores on the RAT predict 
professional success, health, and social skills. This information was followed by bogus feedback 
ostensibly based on well validated norms. 
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In the self-threat condition, participants learned that with a total of 46 points they had scored 
in the 10th percentile and hence had performed poorly. Conversely, in the self-affirmation 
condition, participants read that they had scored 146 points, which was in the 90th percentile, 
and hence had performed very well.
 Next, participants were asked to evaluate two fictitious brand names. They were exposed 
to the same fictitious brands as used in Study 2 (i.e., Bottle and Bin), together with a picture 
of the product. The brand names were randomly presented with either a self-referencing (i.e., 
My) or non-self-referencing prefix (i.e., A). We measured willingness to buy the product on a 
seven-point scale (1 = not willing at all, 7 = very willing). After this task, participants answered 
a one item mood measure (1 = very negative, 7 = very positive) and demographic questions. 
Subsequently, participants were thoroughly debriefed, compensated, and thanked for their 
participation.

4.7.2 | Results and Discussion
A 2 (type of prefix) x 2 (self-view manipulation) ANOVA with willingness-to-buy as dependent 
variable did not produce main effects of type of prefix and self-view manipulation (Fs < 1). 
Moreover, including mood as a covariate in the ANOVA did not change any of the results. 
Because we did not found unintended effects of mood in this and the next experiment, this 
variable will not be discussed further. Importantly, the analysis did reveal a significant type 
of prefix by self-view manipulation interaction (F(1, 214) = 5.46, p = .02). To explicate the 
interaction, simple main effect analyses were conducted which indicated that self-affirmation 
resulted in an attraction effect of self-referencing brand names compared to non-self-
referencing brand names, such that participants evaluated self-referencing brands more 
positively compared to non-self-referencing brands after their positive self-view was affirmed 
(Mself-referencing = 3.39, SD = 1.17 vs. Mnon-self-referencing = 2.87, SD = 1.20; F(1, 214) = 4.74, p = .03). 
The move from chronic to acute self-esteem did not produce the anticipated crossover effect, 
since results revealed that under conditions of acute self-threat evaluations of self-referencing 
and non-self-referencing brands did not differ (Mself-referencing = 2.91, SD = 1.34 vs. Mnon-self-referencing 
= 3.17, SD = 1.24 (F(1, 214) = 1.25, n.s.). Hence, the type of modulation observed in this study 
was of an ordinal, rather than crossover nature.
 The results of Study 3 extend our findings in two ways. First, by showing that not only chronic 
self-esteem but also acute fluctuations in the self ’s valence modulate the effect of personal 
pronouns in brand names on brand judgment, these findings underscore the fundamental 
role of consumers’ self-esteem in accounting for the generic self-referencing effect. Second, 
we replicated the basic finding that people with a favorable self-view evaluate self-referencing 
brand names more positively than non-self-referencing brand names. In contrast, when a 
positive self-view was impaired the self-referencing effect attenuated, but did not reverse into an 
avoidance effect. In the process of tracking down the modulating role of self-esteem, the present 
study shifted attention from chronic to acute self-esteem. As the results show, this shift in itself 
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did not produce the theoretically predicted crossover effect. This suggests that while focusing 
on acute self-esteem might (or might not) be a necessary condition to witness the crossover, it 
is certainly not a sufficient one. Hence, the next and final study adds to the present one by not 
only focusing on acute self-esteem, but also taking into account the type of product (i.e., self-
expressive vs. non-self-expressive).

4.8 | Study 4

Although the findings of Studies 1-3 provide strong evidence for the notion that consumers 
feel attracted to brands that reflect a positive self-view, they did not provide evidence for a 
crossover effect, i.e., that consumers show avoidance of brands that reflect a negative view of 
themselves. In addition to the type of self-esteem, this effect may not have emerged because the 
products used in the previous studies were all non-self-expressive (as a pretest reported below 
will demonstrate, see footnote 12). Self-expressive products on the other hand have been shown 
to be more reflective of the consumer’s self (Aaker 1999; Belk 1988). In that sense, the previous 
studies can be considered to be fairly conservative in their set-up. This is not a problem when 
the aim is to show how a positive self-esteem enhances self-referencing brand judgment, but 
it may be a problem when it comes to showing the not-so-prevalent negative pendant of this 
effect. 
 Therefore, we propose that if the avoidance effect of self-associated, generic self-referencing 
brands under conditions of acute self-threat exists, then it may be particularly pronounced 
for self-expressive, rather than non-self-expressive products. More specifically, reconciling this 
position with the present findings up to this point, for non-self-expressive products the same 
pattern of results as found in the previous studies should emerge. However, for self-expressive 
products the theoretically plausible crossover interaction should be observed, i.e., that under 
conditions of acute negative self-esteem (following self-threat) generic self-referencing brands 
are evaluated more negatively than non-self-referencing brands. 
 Moreover, in Study 4 we extended our examination of self-related cues to another personal 
pronoun, i.e., ‘I’, to rule out the possibility that the generic self-referencing effect is a function of 
the specific prefix ‘my’, which may have promoted a sense of ownership (Kahneman, Knetsch, 
and Thaler 1990). Finally, in extension of brand name evaluation and willingness-to-buy, we 
examined whether the judgment bias of self-referencing brands also spills over to yet another 
type of consumer response, i.e., willingness-to-pay.
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4.8.1 | Method
4.8.1.1 | Participants and design
Two hundred fifty-one U.S. residents, recruited through Amazon’s MTurk, participated 
in the 2 (type of prefix: self-referencing vs. non-self-referencing) x 2 (type of product: self-
expressive vs. non-self-expressive) x 2 (self-view manipulation: self-threat vs. self-affirmation) 
between-subjects factorial design in exchange for a small fee. After excluding two participants 
who did not complete the full study and 14 participants who failed to satisfy an instructional 
manipulation check (Oppenheimer, Meyvis, and Davidenko 2009), the final sample consisted 
of 235 participants (mean age = 35.94; SD = 12.62; 54% male). 

4.8.1.2 | Procedure
Similar to Study 3, participants first completed the RAT after which they randomly received 
positive or negative bogus feedback about their performance.
 Next, based on the results of a pretest (see below), participants were either asked to rate 
four brand names of self-expressive products (i.e., a watch and a cell-phone) or of non-self-
expressive products (i.e., a dinner plate and socks). Pictures of these products appeared one by 
one on the computer screen (see Appendix D). The brand names were randomly presented in 
combination with either self-referencing (i.e., I and My) or non-self-referencing prefixes (i.e., 
A and X). Participants were asked the amount they were willing to pay for each individual 
product (in USD). Scores were averaged (Cronbach’s α = .85) with higher scores indicating 
higher willingness-to-pay. After this final task, participants were asked demographic questions, 
thoroughly debriefed, and thanked for their participation.

4.8.1.3 | Pretest
To ensure that the products described above as self-expressive and non-self-expressive were 
viewed as such by participants, a pretest was conducted among thirty-seven participants from 
the same population as in the main study. One participant did not complete the full study 
and was therefore excluded from the analyses (mean age = 37.67; SD = 12.79; 50% male). 
Participants were asked to fill out an adapted version of the Self-Brand Connection Scale 
(Escalas and Bettman 2003) as a measure of self-expressiveness of the products. They indicated 
their agreement with each of seven items (e.g., “Product X reflects who I am”) on a seven-point 
Likert scale (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely well). Responses were averaged with higher scores 
indicating higher self-expressiveness (Cronbach’s α = .94). A paired samples t-test indicated 
that the self-expressive products were indeed rated as more reflective of the self (M = 3.78, 
SD = 1.50) than the non-self-expressive products (M = 2.64, SD = 1.09, t(35) = 6.10, p < .001). 
This pattern held for each individual pair of self-expressive versus non-self-expressive products 
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(e.g., watch vs. dinner plate). Mean difference was non-significant for each congruent pair of 
products (e.g., watch vs. cell phone).12

4.8.2 | Results and Discussion
Willingness-to-pay was submitted to a 2 (type of prefix) x 2 (type of product) x 2 (self-
view manipulation) ANOVA. The analysis revealed a main effect of self-view manipulation 
(F(1, 227) = 11.19, p = .001), indicating that participants were willing to pay more when their 
positive self-view was affirmed (M = $43.48, SD = 53.19) compared to when it was threatened 
(M = $32.67, SD = 43.00). Furthermore, the main effect of type of product proved significant 
(F(1, 227) = 210.54, p < .001), such that participants were willing to pay more for self-expressive 
products (M = $66.49, SD = 49.53) than for non-self-expressive products (M = $3.33, SD = 1.95). 
The main effect of type of prefix was not significant (F < 1).
 More importantly, the type of prefix by self-view manipulation interaction proved significant 
(F(1, 227) = 8.01, p < .01). To explicate the interaction, simple effects analyses were conducted 
which revealed that participants were not only willing to pay more for products with self-
referencing brand names compared to non-self-referencing brand names after self-affirmation 
(Mself-referencing = $49.99, SD = 60.94 vs. Mnon-self-referencing = $38.63, SD = 46.51; F(1, 227) = 6.24, 
p = .04), which parallels the findings of Studies 1-3, but also that participants were (marginally) 
less willing to pay for products with self-referencing brand names compared to non-self-
referencing brand names when their self-view was threatened (Mself-referencing = $26.88, SD = 35.60 
vs. Mnon-self-referencing = $38.02, SD = 48.51; F(1, 227) = 3.57, p = .06), which is in line with the 
expected avoidance effect.
 Finally, the expected three-way interaction of type of prefix, type of product, and self-
view manipulation was significant (F(1, 227) = 6.96, p < .01, see Figure 4.1). To probe the 
interaction, separate ANOVAs were performed for each type of product. The non-self-
expressive products condition paralleled earlier findings and revealed an ordinal type of prefix 
by self-view manipulation interaction (F(1, 103) = 5.55, p = .02). In line with the results of 
Studies 1-3, findings revealed that self-affirmation resulted in a higher willingness-to-pay for 
products with self-referencing brand names compared to non-self-referencing brand names 
(Mself-referencing = 4.07, SD = 2.17 vs. Mnon-self-referencing = 3.00, SD = 1.80; F(1, 103) = 4.15, p = .04). 
Willingness-to-pay for products with self-referencing and non-self-referencing brand names 
after self-threat did not differ (Mself-referencing = 2.80, SD = 1.44 vs. Mnon-self-referencing = 3.49, SD = 2.13; 
F(1, 103) = 1.68, n.s.). 

12 The products used in Studies 2 and 3 were included in this study to test our notion that they were perceived as non-self-
expressive by the participants. Participants answered the same seven items measuring self-expressiveness of the products 
as used in the pretest (Cronbach’s α = .96). Paired samples t-tests indicated that the mean difference in self-expressiveness 
for each individual pair of self-expressive (i.e., watch and cell phone) versus non-self-expressive products (i.e., bottle and 
bin) was indeed significant (ts > 4.13, p < .001), and that the mean difference was non-significant for each pair of non-
self-expressive products (i.e., bottle vs. bin vs. socks vs. dinner plate; ts < 1.87, n.s.).
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In addition, the self-expressive products condition revealed a type of prefix by self-view 
manipulation interaction (F(1, 124) = 8.87, p < .01). Results indicated that self-affirmation resulted 
in a higher willingness-to-pay for products with self-referencing brand names compared to 
non-self-referencing brand names (Mself-referencing = $97.90, SD = 55.30 vs. Mnon-self-referencing = $71.02, 
SD = 43.78; F(1, 124) = 4.53, p = .04). More importantly, and in line with the expected avoidance 
effect, after self-threat participants wanted to pay less for self-expressive products with self-
referencing brand names compared to non-self-referencing brand names (Mself-referencing = $42.92, 
SD = 38.37 vs. Mnon-self-referencing = $65.83, SD = 50.15; F(1, 124) = 4.53, p = .04).
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Figure 4.1 | Willingness-to-pay as a function of type of prefix, type of product, and self-view manipulation 

(Study 4).

The results of Study 4 extend our findings in several ways. First, we replicated the basic finding 
that people with a favorable self-view (following self-affirmation), evaluate self-referencing 
brands more positively than non-self-referencing brands. Second, and more importantly, we 
found that the bias in the evaluation of self-referencing brands leads to negative brand judgment 
when consumers’ positive self-view was impaired, particularly for self-expressive products. 
In contrast, and similar to the results of Studies 1-3, this avoidance effect was attenuated for 
self-referencing brands of non-self-expressive products. These results demonstrate that self-
expressiveness of the product is an important factor modulating the qualified effects of personal 
pronouns in brand names on brand judgment. Irrespective of the type of product, consumers feel 
attracted to products with a self-referencing brand name that reflects positively on themselves. 
However, to protect and maintain a positive view of the self, consumers tend to avoid generic 
self-referencing brands when their self-view is threatened, but only when the product is self-
expressive. When the product is non-self-expressive brand judgment is unaffected. 
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4.9 | General Discussion

The present research extends previous research by examining whether more generic references 
to the self in brand names influence brand judgment, and systematically explores the conditions 
that qualify such a generic self-referencing effect. Building on previous research on the name 
letter effect and implicit egotism (Nuttin 1985; Pelham, Mirenberg, and Jones 2002), we 
hypothesized that more generic references to the consumer’s self in brand names, and more 
specifically first person pronouns such as ‘I’ and ’my’, would similarly induce self-associations 
and affect brand judgment. Given the assumption that the self-referencing effect has a self-
evaluative basis we expected the bias in brand judgment to reflect the valence of consumers’ 
self-view, such that consumers with a favorable self-view would find self-referencing brand 
names more appealing and, conversely, that a negative self-view would spill over to negatively 
affect brand evaluation. We anticipated these effects to be more pronounced for brands of self-
expressive, rather than non-self-expressive products.
 The findings of a series of five studies were in line with our predictions and were robust 
across various methodological and conceptual variations. More in particular, we found the 
predicted qualified effect of generic self-referencing in brand names both in cross-sectional 
as well as in experimental studies, both in the lab and in the field, for consumer’s chronic and 
acute self-esteem, when self-view valence was assessed explicitly and implicitly, across a total 
of 735 respondents using both existing and fictitious brand names, using both ‘I’ and ‘my’ as 
a self-referencing prefix, for a student sample and more heterogeneous samples of European 
and American consumers, across multiple product categories and services, and across different 
indices of brand judgment, i.e., number of self-associated products participants possessed, 
brand name evaluation, willingness-to-buy, and willingness-to-pay. 
 More specifically, the pre-study revealed that consumers with a positive self-view were more 
likely to possess (a greater number of) products with a self-referencing brand name. In Study 
1 we moved to a more controlled setting and found that consumers with a high compared to 
low self-view evaluated fictitious brand names that referred to the self more positively, whereas 
self-view valence was inconsequential for the evaluation of non-self-referencing brand names. 
These results provide evidence that the generic self-referencing effect is indeed a product of 
‘self-love’, rather than just the ‘self ’ or familiarity with pronouns in brand names. The finding 
that the effect of consumers’ self-view on brand judgment is a product of their self-evaluations 
was replicated in Studies 2-4 using an implicit instead of explicit measure of chronic self-esteem 
and by manipulating the favorability of the consumer’s acute self-thoughts. Study 4 emphasized 
the important role the self plays in brand judgment, and showed that the positive bias in 
the evaluation of self-referencing brands can turn into a negative bias, particularly for self-
expressive products when the consumer’s positive self was impaired. 
 Our findings contribute to literature in multiple ways. First, we extend work on the egotism 
effect by considering its manifestation in a marketing context. Although implicit egotism 
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governs behavior in many spheres of human functioning (Pelham, Carvallo, and Jones 2005), 
this phenomenon has until now received only scant attention in the marketing and consumer 
behavior literatures. Second, we demonstrate that implicit egotism is not limited to arbitrary 
situations where (brand) names and name letters match (Brendl et al. 2005; Nuttin 1985; 
Pelham, Mirenberg, and Jones 2002), but generalizes to more generic self-cues in brand names, 
such as ‘I’ and ‘my’. In so doing, this research not only contributes to literature on implicit 
egotism but also to branding literature by providing the first evidence that personal pronouns 
in brand names affect brand name evaluation. 
 Third, this work adds to a deeper understanding of the role of the self ’s valence in egotism 
related phenomena. Although we do acknowledge that preference for certain pronouns may 
partially result from existing associations with real brand names, we show that the extent 
to which referring to the consumer’s self in brand names is beneficial for brand evaluation 
depends on the self ’s valence. More specifically, our findings indicate that the self-referencing 
brand judgment bias is not the same for all people, but that the attraction effect is particularly 
characteristic for consumers with a favorable self-view, whereas an avoidance effect is 
particularly characteristic for consumers whose self-view is acutely threatened. By showing that 
referring to the consumer’s self in brand names can be both beneficial and harmful, but that the 
effect is dependent on the self ’s valence, this work highlights the importance of understanding 
the dynamic role of the self in consumer behavior (Oyserman 2009; Reed II et al. 2012), and 
more specifically in branding (Stokburger-Sauer, Ratneshwar, and Sen 2012).
 Fourth and finally, this work provides a fuller understanding of the self-referencing effect as 
a self-maintenance or self-regulation mechanism. Although it is well established in marketing 
and consumer research that people use brands and products to construe and maintain a positive 
self-view (Aaker 1999; Belk 1988), and that people are motivated to protect their self-view 
when threatened (Sherman and Cohen 2006), this work puts both well-known observations 
together and shows that consumers feel attracted to generic self-referencing brands when they 
can function in a self-affirming or self-boosting way and that consumers avoid generic self-
referencing brands when they reflect negatively on themselves. As such, these findings paint a 
picture of the generic self-referencing effect as a highly functional and adaptive strategy (Carver 
2004; Gao, Wheeler, and Shiv 2009; Sivanathan and Pettit 2010). Moreover, this work introduces 
self-expressiveness of the target brand as an important determinant for the strength of the self-
referencing effect, a factor previously neglected. The finding that the brand judgment bias is 
particularly pronounced for self-associated targets with a self-expressive function contributes 
to the ongoing discussion about the generalizability of egotism effects to various evaluations 
in everyday life (Gallucci 2003; Pelham, Mirenberg, and Jones 2002; Pelham, Carvallo, and 
Jones 2005; Simonsohn 2011). Altogether, this work answers the call for more in-depth research 
on qualifying conditions of egotism related phenomena (Hodson and Olson 2005; Simonsohn 
2011) by zooming in on the role of the consumer’s self and the possible functions brands serve.
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Our findings provide several directions for future research. First, although the ‘classic’ egotism 
effects by Pelham and colleagues (Jones et al. 2004; Pelham, Mirenberg, and Jones 2002; Pelham, 
Carvallo, and Jones 2005) have been demonstrated in involving, personally relevant contexts 
(e.g., important life decisions), the evaluation task in our research can be considered relatively 
non-involving to our participants. On the one hand, that makes good sense, since one can 
argue that the effect is assumed to be more impulsive and associative, rather than propositional 
and reflective (Strack and Deutsch 2004; Greenwald and Banaji 1995) and hence will surface 
particularly under these conditions. Indeed, although consumers were exposed only briefly to 
self-referencing brand names, their judgment was immediately influenced. Moreover, these 
findings were observed absent of usage or ownership (Beggan 1992; Kahneman, Knetsch, and 
Thaler 1990), nor after repeated pairing of the self with the brand (Perkins and Forehand 2012). 
On the other hand, systematic research on the role of personal relevance is currently lacking 
and hence, future research might profitably explore whether the underlying psychological 
processes differ across differentially involving personal circumstances. 
 Furthermore, future research might assess whether the self-referencing effect is culture-
specific. That is, whether the phenomenon is mainly observed in Western, individualistic cultures 
where holding and expressing self-centered motives and cognitions is deemed acceptable, or 
also extends to Eastern cultures where people may be more restrained in expressing a positive 
self-view, and where the self is expressed through collective identities, i.e., in ‘we’ instead of ‘I’ 
terms (Heine and Hamamura 2007; Schmitt and Allik 2005). Relatedly, it would be interesting 
to look deeper into cross-linguistic effects of self-cues (Hoorens et al. 1990), since the brand 
judgment bias in our work was also found using first person pronouns in a (for the participants) 
non-native language. 
 Although brands are of enormous economic importance to companies and consumers 
heavily rely on these labels for product evaluation (Keller and Aaker 1992), the role of self-
referencing pronouns in brand names and their effect on brand judgment is surprisingly enough 
poorly understood. This research contributes to practice by showing that simply referring to the 
consumer’s self by using such pronouns as self-cues in brand names may influence a host of 
consumption decisions. In so doing, and given that people’s default self-view is positive, the 
current findings emphasize a brand naming strategy to increase the likelihood that consumers 
evaluate a brand favorably. Specifically, our findings indicate conditions that play a key role in 
determining when this brand naming strategy is likely to be successful, as for instance when 
the marketplace setting is self-affirming (Lee, Kim, and Vohs 2011; White and Argo 2009). 
Additionally, the current findings add to our knowledge on how brands can establish brand 
identification (Escalas and Bettman 2003). Although the creation of brand identification is 
often experienced as a long-term, expensive process (Aaker 1997), we demonstrate that brands 
featuring generic personal pronouns, just by being present in the consumer’s environment, 
easily become associated with the consumer’s self. 
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We began this article by noting that the use of personal pronouns in branding has surged in the 
last decade. Whether this brand naming strategy is based on marketers’ intuition or not, the 
present findings emphasize the validity of this trend. Seemingly trivial, generic self-cues in brand 
names can mobilize self-referencing effects, leading consumers to evaluate pronoun containing 
brands more positively. As such, the present findings not only underscore the fundamental role 
of the self in consumer brand judgment, but also provide a provocative alternative account for 
the stunning marketing success of such global brands as Ipad, Iphone, MySpace and Ikea.
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Summary and General Discussion
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Researchers have studied goal-oriented behavior for more than a century, seeking to understand 
how people reach their objectives. The resulting literature provides insights into how people 
control and regulate their cognition and behavior, which enables them to engage in goal-
directed actions that maximize their long-term best interests. It also describes how people 
protect their own well-being across a range of situations, such as eating and drinking (Mischel, 
Shoda, and Rodriguez 1989), religious practices (McCullough and Willoughby 2009), learning 
(Bjork, Dunlosky, and Kornell 2013), and interpersonal relationships (Fitzsimons and Finkel 
2011). With this dissertation, I explore how self-regulatory goals drive consumer behavior.

5.1 | Main Findings and Scientific Implications

Drawing on research that suggests the consumer context affects self-regulatory processes and 
that self-regulation can occur implicitly, I explore why and how situational characteristics – 
that is, progress information (Chapter 2), store atmospherics (Chapter 3), and brands (Chapter 
4) – affect consumer goal pursuit. Moreover, this dissertation highlights three domains in 
which people engage in self-regulatory actions, construed as the self in relation to time and 
space (Chapter 2), the self in relation to the physical world (Chapter 3), and the self in relation 
to itself (Chapter 4). These three chapters constitute the empirical body of this dissertation 
and correspond to the three domains, enabling me to show when and how various implicit 
self-regulatory processes in the course of consumer goal pursuit shape, and are shaped by, the 
consumer context and interact to affect motivated, goal-directed consumer behavior. Across 
12 studies, I adopt different operationalizations of both hypothetical and real self-regulatory 
goals, indices of motivation (i.e., motivational intentions, choice, willingness to buy, willingness 
to pay, and overt goal pursuit behavior), and implicit and explicit trait measures and state 
manipulations of the focal concepts. I also test my predictions using both student samples and 
more heterogeneous samples of U.S. and European consumers and apply various methods, 
ranging from experiments to field and cross-sectional studies. My results are robust to all these 
variations, suggesting that the demonstrated effects persist across a wide range of real-world 
consumer behaviors.
 Chapter 2 focuses on how goal pursuit unfolds over time and space. Specifically, I examine 
the dynamic interplay between construal level and the framing of progress from an initial state 
toward a desired state (i.e., distance traveled from the initial state to the current state, or to-
date, versus distance remaining between the current state to the desired state, or to-go) and 
its influence on motivation for goal pursuit. Three studies demonstrate that progress framing 
affects motivation at the beginning and end of goal pursuit – such that to-date cues are more 
motivating close to the initial state and to-go cues are more effective close to the desired state 
– as well as when people are halfway and have an abstract rather than a concrete mindset. A 
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to-date frame then promotes higher levels of motivation than a to-go frame. In addition, the 
studies provide insights into how progress framing differentially affects the motivation felt by 
people with an abstract mindset when they are halfway to goal attainment. Because an abstract 
mindset influences representations of time and space and induces an overestimation of distance 
between the initial and current state or current and desired state, a directional effect results, 
such that equal progress framed in terms of to-date or to-go leads, respectively, to higher and 
lower levels of motivation. These findings show how the implicit bias in estimating spatial and 
temporal distance interacts with progress framing to guide self-regulation and goal pursuit 
(Carver and Scheier 1998; Koo and Fishbach 2008; Trope and Liberman 2010). Specifically, I 
show at which phase in goal pursuit implicit self-regulation benefits most from different types 
of progress information.
 Chapter 3 considers the link among exposure to a disordered environment, the need for 
order, and consumer goal pursuit. Building on research that suggests people have a strong need 
to perceive their environment as orderly and structured, I have proposed and tested the novel 
hypothesis that people reaffirm their sense of order by setting and pursuing goals. Four studies 
demonstrate that both acute (induced by a disordered store environment) and chronic high 
need for order increases the perceived attractiveness of well-defined goals, clear means to attain 
them, and actual motivation in goal pursuit. Furthermore, the desire to reaffirm a sense of order 
represents the underlying mechanism that drives the effect of a disordered environment on goal 
attractiveness and goal pursuit. A disordered environment increases the need for order, thereby 
boosting the need to regain a sense of order; setting and pursuing goals offers an effective way 
to reaffirm that experience and satisfy the need for order induced by existing disorder. These 
findings introduce a new, implicit, self-regulatory strategy by which consumers can remedy 
perceptions of disorder (Heine, Proulx, and Vohs 2006; Kay et al. 2008; Kruglanski 1989; 
Landau et al. 2004), and they demonstrate that a goal to reaffirm that the world is not ruled by 
randomness increases self-regulatory goal pursuit.
 Finally, Chapter 4 focuses on the role of the self-regulatory goal of feeling good about 
the self. Five studies examine whether generic references to the self in brand names influence 
brand judgment; they also explore systematically the conditions that produce such a generic 
self-referencing effect. Generic references to the consumer’s self in brand names induce self-
associations and affect brand judgment. With the assumption that the self-referencing effect 
stems from a self-evaluative basis, I demonstrate that biased brand judgments reflect the valence 
of consumers’ self-view, such that consumers with a favorable self-view find self-referencing 
brand names more appealing, whereas an acutely impaired self-view negatively affects brand 
evaluation. These effects are more pronounced for brands of self-expressive, rather than non–
self-expressive, products. The findings thus provide a fuller understanding of brands’ important 
role in regulating consumers’ selves (Brendl et al. 2005; Greenwald and Banaji 1995; Sherman 
and Cohen 2006). In turn, the results demonstrate that consumers implicitly feel attracted 
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to generic self-referencing brands that enhance their self-view and avoid such brands if they 
produce a negative impact.
Taken together, the results of my research lead to a more nuanced understanding of how self-
regulatory goals implicitly guide consumer behavior. They demonstrate that goals to which 
consumers lack conscious access still can drive self-regulation and goal pursuit. In these instances, 
participants perform their actions effectively, without knowing why or even that they executed 
their behavior. As such, this dissertation contributes to extant literature by demonstrating that 
people can navigate their goal-directed actions adequately without postulating an inner pilot of 
behavior or engaging in decision making that guides goal-directed behavior through an act of 
conscious will (Fitzsimons and Bargh 2004; Förster and Jostmann 2012; Papies and Aarts 2011). 
 The results also demonstrate that self-regulation and goal pursuit cannot be viewed in a 
vacuum, because the (consumer) context triggers goals and supports self-regulatory goal 
pursuit (Bargh 1994; Dijksterhuis and Aarts 2010); we cannot understand consumer behavior 
without taking into account how consumers interact with the world around them. To invoke 
implicit self-regulatory actions, consumers must be responsive to their goals and the immediate 
social and physical environment in which they pursue those goals. This dissertation illustrates 
how situational cues initiate and support the regulation of goal-directed actions in a highly 
efficient, flexible fashion and thus provides insights into the interplay between the consumer 
context and goal pursuit. 
 In summary, the findings contribute to extant literature on (dynamic) goal pursuit, (implicit) 
self-regulation, motivation, and the impacts of environmental factors – or more specifically, 
stimuli in the retail environment – on consumer judgment, decision making, and behavior. 
Integrating these diverse streams of research sheds new light on how goal-directed consumer 
behavior is affected by, and affects, the sometimes puzzling and complex world in which we live.

5.2 | Managerial Implications

My research has numerous implications for marketers who are interested in consumers’ goal 
pursuit, such as loyalty marketers who seek to manage their customer relationships (Dorotic, 
Bijmolt, and Verhoef 2012; Leenheer et al. 2007). Feedback on goal progress is key to successful 
customer-relationship management in general and reward programs in particular (Kivetz, 
Urminsky, and Zheng 2006; Lewis 2004; Nunes and Dreze 2006; Taylor and Neslin 2005). The 
findings in Chapter 2 show that framing progress in the right moment in a way that reminds 
consumers of their previous investments or that the goal is within reach, encourages them to 
participate in a reward program, stay involved, and increase and accelerate their spending levels. 
Loyalty marketers should design or structure progress information and feedback interventions 
that emphasize the work the consumer already has done when they are closer to the initial state 
but highlight the work left when they are close to the desired state. Halfway to goal attainment, 
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the road traveled from the initial state should be stressed, rather than the road ahead toward the 
desired state, because doing so results in more motivation to finish the reward program. 
In other situations in which people try to attain goals, these findings again are relevant. For 
example, weight loss programs should design progress feedback systems in such a way that 
they emphasize at the right phase of goal pursuit the weight that people have already lost or 
still have to lose to reach a desired state. Similarly, financial services might develop programs to 
encourage consumer saving by providing feedback that emphasizes what has been saved to date 
or what remains, depending on their progress level. 
 Chapter 3 adds to knowledge of environmental psychology and how tangible and intangible 
store atmospherics might affect consumer cognition and behavior. Prior research has shown 
that characteristics of the physical environment affect the way consumers think and make 
consumption decisions, including color (Mehta and Zhu 2009), scent (Lee, Kim, and Vohs 2011), 
ceiling height (Meyers-Levy and Zhu 2007), and crowding (Noone and Mattila 2009). Chapter 
3 contributes to this line of research by demonstrating that orderliness as an environmental 
property also can influence how consumers think and act. The findings show that in a chaotic 
store environment consumers seek ways to restore their sense of order and structure, and that 
a reward program can function as a usefull tool to satisfy this need in the face of disorder. 
Stated differently, this research suggests that (mild forms) of disorder in the retail environment 
can improve the effectiveness of a reward program. A key factor in whether participation in a 
reward program increases was the design of the reward program. To be able to restore a sense of 
order the final reward of the program should be clear, the manner in which points are collected 
self-evident, and the layout of the point report straightforward.
 On a more abstract level, the findings cautions against the negative impact of disorder and 
chaos in the retail environment. Marketers should be more aware of the fact that shopping 
experiences are rich with sensory stimuli and often more complex and chaotic than they realize. 
They bombard consumers with new ideas, products, brands, and price changes to increase 
sales and their share of wallet, but customers tend to prefer a less complex context. Reactions 
to complex settings can include shopper frustration that significantly decreases satisfaction, 
spending levels, and loyalty (Hui, Bradlow, and Fader 2009; Inman, Winer, and Ferraro 2009). 
In a related vein, the findings of Chapter 3 have implications for “clean desk” policies, as often 
applied to reduce disorganized offices and chaotic desks and thereby boost work efficiency. My 
results support the idea that disorganized offices instigate a motivation to attain a certain goal 
and thus might stimulate working toward deadlines and decisions, rather than constraining 
efficiency. 
 The findings from Chapter 4 provide insights into the power of creating an association 
between consumers and brand names. Companies need to build and develop a strong and 
positive brand perception, because such perceptions enhance consumer loyalty and affect 
behavior, thereby fostering brand profitability and customer lifetime value (Park et al. 2010). 
I contribute to this line of research by highlighting the importance of implicit, unconscious 
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processes for increasing personal relevance and demonstrating that establishing an association 
between the customer’s self and the brand, by merely including ‘I’ and ‘my’ in the brand’s name, 
may be sufficient to influence brand evaluations and consumer choices. Many opportunities 
exist for marketers to capitalize on such generic, self-referencing cues. For example, loyalty 
marketers who want to attract reward program members might be more successful if they 
incorporate first-person pronouns in the reward program’s name (e.g., MyPoints) or the name 
of the reward collected (e.g., MyTowel). Whether it is intuition or not, many companies seem 
to already exploit this brand naming strategy. Examples are succesfull personalized websites, 
such as MyKLM and MyVodafone, and popular smartphone apps like iTranslate, MyOrder, and 
MyTracks. Opportunities for generic self-referencing are particularly relevant in offline settings, 
which do not allow marketers to alter content quickly and on the basis of personal information 
to make offers more personally relevant. Focused targeting and one-to-one communication 
is a current trend for marketing, but a generic self-referencing branding strategy has another 
advantage: The brand name appeals to the whole market, rather than a particular segment or 
individual customer, leading to a larger potential base of loyal customers. 

5.3 | Suggestions for Research

This dissertation contributes to a more nuanced understanding of consumers’ goal-directed 
behavior, yet many interesting questions remain to be addressed. As I noted in Chapter 1, it 
seems surprising that consumer researchers have paid so little attention to goal-directed 
consumer behavior. Much of what consumers do involves self-regulatory goals, such as when 
they try to lose weight, save money, or pursue a promotion at work. Moreover, most research 
focuses on consumers’ motivation to attain a single goal that remains fixed during a specific 
period of time (Carver and Scheier 1998; Locke and Latham 1990), even though the pursuit of 
a single, static goal is rarely representative of real-life situations. Consumers pursue a multitude 
of goals, but we know very little about how they manage to pursue multiple goals, especially 
over a relatively long period of time (Baumgartner and Pieters 2008; Louro, Pieters, and 
Zeelenberg 2007; Kopetz et al. 2012). Faced with a multiple goal environment, which presents 
people with distinct self-regulatory challenges, how do consumers determine which goals 
are most important? Which factors determine the goals to be included in the consideration 
set? In what conditions do consumers recalibrate their focal goal? When do consumers faced 
with competing goals persist in or abandon their current goal and shift to another goal? As 
these questions indicate, the study of the dynamics of goal pursuit and how consumers pursue 
multiple goals, or how goal pursuit changes over time, represents a very rich, potentially fruitful 
area for further investigation.
 Another line for research would be to determine the degree to which self-regulation 
is not just an implicit, unconscious mechanism but also can be performed automatically. 
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Strictly speaking, a process is automatic if it unfolds without the person’s awareness, intention, 
effort, and control (Bargh 1994). Despite the increasing consensus that people often lack any 
conscious access to or awareness of the complex mental processes and behaviors they perform, 
it is still unclear whether higher level processes can be performed in a completely automatic 
fashion. A lively debate thus has emerged, such that some researchers argue self-regulation 
can be performed automatically (Fitzsimons and Bargh 2004; Hassin 2013; Papies and Aarts 
2011), while others contend that the automatic mode of self-regulation interacts with the more 
intentional, effortful notion of self-regulation that has been the focus of traditional research 
(Förster and Jostmann 2012; Strack and Deutsch 2004). If the latter is true, another exciting 
research avenue would be to investigate how, why, and in what ways deliberate and automatic 
self-regulatory processes complement one another. 
 This research responds to the surge of interest in both marketing and psychology pertaining 
to sensory marketing and the role of situated cognition and embodiment in perceptions, 
judgments, and decision making. Recent psychology findings establish that the relationship 
among the mind and body and the surrounding context is more complex than previously 
assumed (Eelen, Dewitte, and Warlop 2013; Krishna and Schwarz 2014; Meier et al. 2012; Van 
den Bergh, Schmitt, and Warlop 2011). Moving beyond the idea that goal-directed actions 
are solely a consequence of mental activities (i.e., activated goal representations, schemas, 
or prototypes), evidence on situated cognition indicates that situational factors substantially 
influence the mind (Barsalou 2008). The perspective of situated cognition assumes that physical, 
emotional, motivational, and other sensory cues guide information processing by helping 
people decide how to act in a certain context. As a result, consumers’ perceptions, judgments, 
and decisions are not stable but vary across contexts (Schwarz 2006), in line with the findings 
I present in the empirical chapters of this dissertation. Although the richness of research at 
the interface of sensory marketing, situated cognition, embodiment, and consumer behavior is 
clear (for an overview, see Krishna and Schwarz 2014), more developed theories are required to 
explain when and why situations and bodily experiences influence consumer behavior.

5.4 | Conclusion

In summary, by investigating consumer motivation, and specifically the implicit self-regulatory 
mechanisms in consumer goal pursuit, this dissertation advances understanding of how 
consumers interact with the context to attain their objectives. In so doing, this dissertation 
offers an initial step toward a more nuanced understanding of implicit goal-directed consumer 
behavior. I demonstrate that the consumer environment affects, and is affected by, self-regulatory 
processes, with important consequences for goal pursuit. Continued research should advance 
further to a richer understating of the interplay between self-regulatory goals and the (retail) 
environment, to unravel the complexities of consumers’ choices and behaviors.
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Appendix A

Figure A1 | Picture of the shopping street when chaotic and noisy (Chapter 3 – Study 1).
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Appendix B

 Disordered store environment Ordered store environment

Neutral pictures

Figure B1 | Stimulus material used in Study 3 (Chapter 3).
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Appendix C

Figure C1 | Stimuli used in Studies 2 and 3 (Chapter 4).
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Appendix D

Figure D1 | Self-expressive products used in Study 4 (Chapter 4).

Figure D2 | Non-self-expressive products used in Study 4 (Chapter 4).
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Nederlandse Samenvatting 
(Dutch Summary)

Consumenten laten zich in hun dagelijkse gedrag leiden door hun doelen. Dit zijn doelen die ze 
zichzelf stellen, bijvoorbeeld 10 kilo afvallen, een proefschrift afronden of een bepaald bedrag 
sparen voor een welverdiende vakantie, of doelen die anderen voor hen stellen. Bedrijven 
kunnen consumenten bijvoorbeeld herinneren aan een behoefte (‘Hungry? Grab a Snickers!’) 
of een leuk presentje beloven als zij punten sparen. Deze situaties kunnen onderling sterk 
verschillen maar hebben één ding gemeen, namelijk dat consumenten bij het nastreven van hun 
doelen worden blootgesteld aan afleiding, verleiding of een (tijdelijk) verminderde motivatie. 
Om hun doelen toch te bereiken, zullen consumenten een grote mate van controle moeten 
uitoefenen op het doelgerichte gedrag: ze zullen hun gedrag moeten reguleren.
 Maar hoe bereiken consumenten hun doelen eigenlijk? Hoe kunnen ze het heft in eigen 
hand nemen en ervoor zorgen dat ze hun doelen bereiken? Dit lijkt een vanzelfsprekende vraag, 
en hoewel er in de marketingliteratuur volop aandacht is voor motivatie en doelgerelateerde 
concepten, is er maar weinig onderzoek gedaan naar de manier waarop consumenten hun 
doelgerichte gedrag controleren en reguleren. Anders gezegd: de processen die ten grondslag 
liggen aan doelgericht gedrag en de vraag hoe zelfregulatie door de omgeving wordt beïnvloed, 
zijn in onderzoeken maar weinig aan bod gekomen. Dit proefschrift gaat nader op die vraag in.
 Zelfregulatie is het proces waarbij mensen hun gedachten, gevoelens en gedrag controleren 
en zo nodig veranderen om een bepaald doel te bereiken. Traditionele modellen van zelfregulatie 
en doelgericht gedrag waren met name gericht op intentionele zelfregulatie. Hierbij zijn mensen 
zich bewust van een discrepantie tussen de huidige toestand en de eindtoestand (bijv. ‘Ik moet 
nog twee kilo afvallen om mijn doel van vijf kilo te halen’), waarna ze op een reflectieve manier 
beslissen welke vervolgactie ze zullen ondernemen om de kloof te dichten (bijv. ‘Ik ga drie in 
plaats van twee keer per week sporten’). 
 In dit proefschrift probeer ik een genuanceerder beeld te krijgen van de manier waarop 
consumentengedrag door doelen wordt gestuurd. Hierbij maak ik onderscheid tussen 
intentionele zelfregulatie aan de ene kant en impliciete, onbewuste zelfregulatie aan de andere 
kant, en betoog ik dat er voldoende reden is om de traditionele visie op zelfregulatie te herzien. 
Ik stel dat het maken van bewuste keuzes niet typisch of noodzakelijk is voor effectieve 
zelfregulatie, maar dat het ook mogelijk is om zonder intentionele wil op zeer efficiënte en 
flexibele wijze doelgericht gedrag te vertonen. 
 In dit proefschrift richt ik mij bovendien op de invloed die omgevingsfactoren op (impliciete) 
zelfregulatie hebben, een aspect dat opvallend genoeg in eerder onderzoek onderbelicht is 
gebleven. Dat is opvallend omdat mensen voortdurend bezig zijn met het nastreven van 
doelen en ze dit niet in een vacuum doen maar in allerlei verschillende situaties waarin ze 
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geconfronteerd worden met factoren die zowel een positieve als negatieve invloed hebben op 
zelfregulatie. Om consumentengedrag en impliciete zelfregulatie te begrijpen, moeten we dus 
ook begrijpen wat de wisselwerking is tussen consumenten en de wereld om hen heen. In dit 
proefschrift probeer ik deze twee stromen van onderzoek te combineren.
 In drie empirische essays laat ik zien wat, in een retailomgeving, de invloed van 
omgevingsfactoren is op impliciete, niet-intentionele zelfregulatie en doelgericht gedrag 
(voortgangsinformatie in hoofdstuk 2; winkelomgeving in hoofdstuk 3; en merken in 
hoofdstuk 4). Dit doe ik aan de hand van de drie verschillende gebieden waarin consumenten 
controle uitoefenen over hun doen en laten. Deze drie gebieden vallen grotendeels samen met 
de domeinen waarin mensen zelfregulatie uitoefenen. Zij kunnen omschreven worden als het 
zelf in tijd en ruimte (hoofdstuk 2), het zelf in relatie tot de fysieke wereld (hoofdstuk 3) en het 
zelf in relatie tot zichzelf (hoofdstuk 4). 
 In hoofdstuk 2 onderzoek ik wat de invloed van de perceptie van tijd en ruimte is op 
zelfregulatie en doelgericht gedrag. Doelgericht gedrag vindt plaats in tijd en ruimte. Als 
mensen doelen nastreven, vergelijken ze hun huidige toestand met een toestand in het verleden 
en een toekomstige toestand die nog niet is bereikt, oftewel toestanden die verwijderd zijn van 
het hier en nu. De construal-leveltheorie stelt dat mensen, als zij een doel willen bereiken, een 
abstracte in plaats van concrete mindset moeten hebben die hen in staat stelt om doelrelevante 
informatie in verband te brengen met een toestand die in tijd en ruimte van hen verwijderd is, 
kortom om verder te kijken dan het hier en nu. Uitgaande van die redenatie werd ik bevestigd 
in mijn vermoeden dat informatie over voortgang (bijv. het aantal gespaarde punten in een 
spaarprogramma) vooral van invloed is op de doelgerichte motivatie van consumenten met een 
abstracte mindset. 
 Daarnaast onderzoek ik in hoofdstuk 2 de interactie tussen construal level en de framing 
van voortgangsinformatie. Voortgangsinformatie kan ofwel gecommuniceerd worden als 
de afstand van de begintoestand tot de huidige toestand, ofwel als die van de huidige tot de 
eindtoestand. Halverwege het doel communiceren beide frames hetzelfde (d.w.z. ‘5 van de 10 
punten gespaard’ impliceert dat er nog 5 punten gespaard moeten worden). Ik laat echter zien 
dat mensen met een abstracte mindset tijd en ruimte (d.w.z. afstanden) overschatten en dat een 
gelijke voortgang van de begintoestand naar de eindtoestand daarom halverwege het doel leidt 
tot een respectievelijk grotere en kleinere motivatie. In hoofdstuk 2 onderzoek ik ook het effect 
van de interactie tussen construal level en de framing van voortgangsinformatie op motivatie 
wanneer mensen net begonnen zijn met het nastreven van een doel en op het moment waarop 
ze het doel al bijna hebben bereikt. De bevindingen dragen bij aan een beter begrip van hoe en 
wanneer voortgangsinformatie en de perceptie van tijd en ruimte van invloed zijn op effectieve 
zelfregulatie. Marketeers kunnen deze kennis gebruiken in situaties waarin mensen doelen 
nastreven, zoals in loyaliteitsprogramma’s en afvalprogramma’s, door informatie aan te bieden 
op basis van de voortgang van consumenten. 
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In hoofdstuk 3 onderzoek ik hoe de perceptie van de fysieke omgeving van invloed is op 
zelfregulatie. Mensen vinden het belangrijk het gevoel te hebben dat ze de wereld waarin ze 
leven begrijpen en dat die wereld een zekere orde en structuur heeft. Het is daarom niet vreemd 
dat het waarnemen en ervaren van wanorde en chaos leidt tot aversie, waardoor mensen 
zelfregulerende processen gaan activeren om de gewenste toestand, namelijk het waarnemen 
van orde en structuur, te herstellen. Mensen hebben niet altijd grip op de bron van chaos en 
wanorde, bijvoorbeeld in het geval van terreuraanslagen of natuurrampen, en vallen dan vaak 
terug op alternatieve bronnen die het gevoel van orde kunnen herstellen. Recent onderzoek 
op dit gebied was vooral gericht op tamelijk irrationele strategieën voor het herstellen van een 
gevoel van orde, bijvoorbeeld het zien van illusoire patronen in korrelige beelden en het geloven 
in een interventionistische God. 
 In hoofdstuk 3 beargumenteer ik dat er een meer alledaagse route moet zijn die mensen 
helpt een gevoel van orde te hervinden; het waarnemen van de wereld als geordende plek is 
immers een fundamentele behoefte. Ik laat zien dat ook het nastreven van doelen zelf een 
gevoel van orde kan geven omdat het structuur biedt. Doelen herinneren mensen aan waar 
ze nu zijn, waar ze vandaan komen, waar ze naartoe willen, welke kloof ze daarvoor moeten 
overbruggen en welke acties ze moeten ondernemen om hun doel te bereiken. In hoofdstuk 3 
richt ik mij vooral op signalen van wanorde in de retailomgeving, zoals een slordige winkel, 
lawaai en drukte, en op het nastreven van een spaardoel als strategie om de orde te herstellen. 
De bevindingen introduceren een nieuw, impliciet zelfregulatief mechanisme waarop 
consumenten terugvallen om een gevoel van orde te herstellen nadat ze zijn blootgesteld aan 
fysieke chaos. Dit mechanisme is het nastreven van een doel. Een belangrijke conclusie voor 
marketeers is dat consumenten een omgeving waarderen die ordelijk en netjes is in plaats van 
chaotisch en complex, en dat de frustratie die voortvloeit uit wanorde uiteindelijk kan leiden tot 
lagere verkoopcijfers en klantentrouw.
 In hoofdstuk 4 onderzoek ik hoe de perceptie van het zelf van invloed is op zelfregulatie 
en doelgericht gedrag. Mensen hebben de fundamentele behoefte om positief over zichzelf te 
denken. Een negatief zelfbeeld leidt dan ook tot zelfregulatie die ten doel heeft het zelfbeeld op 
te vijzelen en te herstellen. In hoofdstuk 4 richt ik mij op de rol van merken in het reguleren van 
het zelfbeeld. Ik onderzoek de wisselwerking tussen enerzijds merknamen die beginnen met ‘I’ 
of ‘My’ (zoals ‘iPhone’ en ‘MySpace’), en daardoor geassocieerd kunnen worden met het zelf, en 
anderzijds de valentie van het zelfbeeld van consumenten. Hierbij borduur ik voort op eerdere 
bevindingen die suggereren dat mensen zich impliciet meer aangetrokken voelen tot letters 
uit het alfabet die ook in hun eigen naam voorkomen, en zelfs tot objecten, gebeurtenissen 
en merken met gedeelde naamletters. Uitgaande van deze redenering werd ik bevestigd in 
mijn vermoeden dat de bias in de evaluatie van zelfgeassocieerde merken niet beperkt blijft 
tot dergelijke incidentele overeenkomsten in namen en naamletters, maar zich ook voordoet 
wanneer merknamen meer generieke verwijzingen naar het zelf bevatten (zoals ‘I’ en ‘My’).
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Daarnaast onderzoek ik in hoofdstuk 4 of de positieve bias in de evaluatie van zelfrefererende 
merknamen ook kan omdraaien en kan leiden tot een negatieve merkevaluatie. In eerder 
onderzoek werd aangenomen dat een positieve evaluatie het gevolg is van het feit dat het zelfbeeld 
meestal positief is, en dat die valentie wordt overgedragen op het zelfgeassocieerde merk. Als de 
evaluatiebias inderdaad een weerspiegeling is van de valentie van het zelfbeeld, dan zou ook een 
negatief zelfbeeld moeten worden overgedragen op een generiek zelfrefererende merknaam. In 
hoofdstuk 4 toon ik aan dat dit effect inderdaad bestaat en laat ik zien dat dit vermijdingseffect 
sterker is nadat mensen negatieve informatie over zichzelf hebben ontvangen en wanneer het 
gaat om merken waarmee consumenten zich kunnen uiten en die dus meer zelfrelevant zijn. 
De bevindingen laten zien dat merken een belangrijke rol spelen in de regulatie van het zelf. 
Consumenten voelen zich impliciet meer aangetrokken tot merken die een positief zelfbeeld 
bevestigen of versterken, en vermijden merken die het zelfbeeld kunnen beschadigen. Deze 
bevindingen bieden marketeers nieuwe inzichten over hoe op een eenvoudige en goedkope 
manier een relatie tussen merk en klant tot stand kan worden gebracht, wat aantoonbaar een 
positief effect heeft op klantentrouw en ander consumentengedrag.
 Het onderzoek dat in dit proefschrift wordt gepresenteerd, biedt nieuwe inzichten in de 
invloed die impliciete zelfregulatieve processen hebben op het nastreven van doelen door 
consumenten. Daarnaast draagt dit onderzoek bij aan een beter begrip van de wijze waarop 
het denken en doen van consumenten onbewust vormgeeft aan en gevormd wordt door de 
omgeving waarmee consumenten op dat moment worden geconfronteerd en waarmee zij 
interacteren. Aan elk van de drie domeinen waarin consumenten zelfregulatie uitoefenen, 
is een empirisch hoofdstuk gewijd waarin wordt aangetoond dat de bevindingen algemeen 
toepasbaar zijn op consumentengedrag. Al met al schetst dit proefschrift een goed beeld van de 
manier waarop wij als consumenten op een effectieve en flexibele manier onze doelen bereiken 
en omgaan met de complexe wereld waarin we leven.
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Een van de eerste dingen die marketingstudenten leren is dat het bij marketing gaat om de 
optimalisatie van de vier p’s—product, prijs, promotie en plaats. Het optimaliseren van deze 
marketingmix wordt gezien als de voornaamste verantwoordelijkheid van de marketingfunctie 
in een organisatie, om zo de resultaten te verbeteren. Om de cirkel rond te maken probeerde 
ik in mijn toespraken voor masterstudenten, die hun diploma ontvingen, het afstudeerproces 
in deze vier p’s samen te vatten. Nu ik zelf mijn promotietraject afrond is het echter nodig om 
nog een p aan dit rijtje toe te voegen, namelijk de p van personen. Er zijn vele mensen geweest 
zonder wie ik niet tot dit resultaat zou zijn gekomen. Een aantal van hen wil ik in het bijzonder 
op deze plek noemen.
 Als eerste wil ik Bob Fennis bedanken. Bob, door een samenloop van omstandigheden zijn 
we elkaar in Groningen opnieuw tegengekomen. Onze interesses bleken nog steeds een goede 
match te vormen. We zijn weer gaan samenwerken wat tot dit proefschrift heeft geleid. Door de 
jaren heen ben je niet alleen mijn begeleider geweest maar een ware mentor. 
 Daarnaast wil ik ook Laurens Sloot en Tammo Bijmolt noemen. Door jullie vertrouwen in 
mij kreeg ik de mogelijkheid om dit project ten uitvoer te brengen. Tevens ben ik BrandLoyalty 
dankbaar door wie dit project financieel is ondersteund.
 Ook wil ik graag de overige leden van mijn promotiecommissie, Stefano Puntoni en Luk 
Warlop, bedanken voor de tijd en moeite die ze hebben genomen voor het beoordelen van mijn 
proefschrift.
 Mijn speciale dank gaat uit naar de collega’s die mijn tijd bij de vakgroep marketing tot 
een onvergetelijke tijd hebben gemaakt. De warme sfeer, de jaarlijkse uitjes, congresbezoeken, 
de gezamenlijke lunches en koffiepauzes, etc. zijn bijzondere maar ook vanzelfsprekende 
kenmerken van de vakgroep. Ik ben blij daarvan deel te hebben uitgemaakt. In het bijzonder 
Sander Beckers en Alec Minnema. Ik ga er vanuit dat we de traditie van Champions League 
avonden, fitnessen en het elkaar vertellen van sterke verhalen gewoon voortzetten.
 In de wetenschap is het gebruikelijk om eerst de ‘hoofdeffecten’ te benoemen – de factoren die 
een direct effect hebben op in dit geval de totstandkoming van dit proefschrift. De hoofdeffecten 
staven het raamwerk die de wetenschapper suggereert te bestaan, waarna het wetenschappelijke 
verhaal pas ‘sexy’ wordt als een indirect effect dit raamwerk een (onverwachte) twist meegeeft. 
Bij dankwoorden draaien wetenschappers deze volgorde plotseling om en noemen ze belangrijke 
mensen in hun leven aan het einde, alsof het vanzelfsprekend is dat ze tot steun en toeverlaat 
zijn. Maar dat is het niet.
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Leave heit en mem. Jimme binne de basis west fan wat hjir no foar jimme leit. Bettere âlders 
kin hja net winskje. Ik kin altyd by jimme te plak en krij alle leafde en stipe. Tank dêr foar. Jan 
Harmen, do bist net allinnich myn broerke mar ek myn bêste freon. We ha net folle wurden 
nedich om elkoar te snappen en in lústerjend ear foar elkoar te wezen – en hielendal at we it oer 
promovearje hienen. Griete, leaf suske, Hilberta, Wigle, Janne, Brend, Meike: jimme litte my 
realiseare dat promovearje moai wie, mar dat it libben noch folle moaier is.
 Ik kan niet iedereen bij naam noemen. De één heeft (direct of indirect) meer impact 
gehad op dit project – en mijn leven – dan anderen. Mensen komen en gaan. Maar als je je 
aangesproken voelt, weet dat ik je dankbaar ben en dat ik zonder jou die zesde p niet bereikt zou 
hebben: die van Phd.

Jacob
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