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Chapter       

(Un)primed by Desire: Desire as a Help or 
a Hindrance to Priming Effects 
 
 
Abstract 
Most research on priming effects focuses on the prime exposure stage, largely overlooking 
the preceding stage. To fill this gap, we focus on consumer desire—a hot, appetitive state that 
could precede prime exposure, moderating the impact of desire-relevant and desire-irrelevant 
primes. Specifically, we propose and demonstrate across three lab and one field experiments 
that desire-irrelevant primes shape decision-making when the desire has been fulfilled, but 
not when it is still unfulfilled. In contrast, the impact of desire-relevant primes on consumer 
decision-making is particularly pronounced when consumers experience a desire, but not 
when this desire has already been fulfilled. Our findings contribute to understanding the 
facilitation and interference of priming effects, as well as clarifying when and how priming 
effects come about as a function of either fulfilled or still unfulfilled desire.  
 

Keywords: priming, desire 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Based on Sadowski, S, Fennis, B.M., & van Ittersum, K.(2018), (Un)primed by Desire: Desire as a Help or a 
Hindrance to Priming Effects, resubmitted to Journal of Consumer Research 
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“Desire rules over men, those half-gods vain, 
And is the tyrant of their heart and brain.” 

Fernand Gregh, “Desire” 

 

 The daily lives of consumers are densely colored with various shades of desire—a 

hot, appetitive state, characterized by a specific sense of urgency (Belk, Ger, and Askegaard 

2003). Getting a drink while being thirsty, a sandwich while feeling hungry or buying 

products that make us feel better, healthier or more attractive are just a few instances in 

which desire manifests itself in our everyday realities. Perhaps the most vivid illustration of 

the motivational consequences of desire comes from Gal’s (2012) research, which shows 

that—similar to Pavlov’s dogs—people salivate when anticipating rewards, such as money or 

sports cars. This state of “enjoyable discomfort” (Campbell, 1987) pervades in consumer 

daily lives, incessantly sparked by marketers, retailers, advertisers, sales representatives, 

vendors, and so forth. Consumers are constantly allured and even “enchanted” (Belk, Ger, 

and Askegaard 2003) in the marketplace, and never seem to be able to refrain from 

experiencing various desires. Upon fulfillment of a particular desire, the search for new 

objects of desire commences, often leaving consumers possessed, mad, blinded or even 

delirious when new desires are experienced (Belk, Ger, and Askegaard 2003).  

 Marketers enthusiastically assist consumers in finding new objects of desire, being 

constantly busy with sparking the desire in consumer hearts and minds through positioning 

and branding. They not only provide consumers with the means with which to satisfy 

currently experienced desires but they also create new desires that consumers were not aware 

of in the first place (e.g., iPhones, tablets, self-driving cars or smart home solutions). 

Specifically, due to motivational underpinnings of desire (Hofmann, Kotabe, Vohs, and 

Baumeister 2015) and the accompanying intensity of this appetitive state, desire is not only 

pervasive, but often overpowering and intrusive (Belk, Ger, and Askegaard, 2003; Kavanagh, 
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Andrade, and May, 2005). This constant preoccupation with various desires causes that 

desire, when activated, to hijack consumer minds, instigating a constant desire-centered loop 

of thoughts and cognitions (Kavanagh, Andrade, and May, 2005). In this manuscript we 

demonstrate how desire shapes the processing of subtle environmental information—primes. 

We show how consumers perceive encountered primes through desire-tinted glasses only 

when the desire is unfulfilled, but not when it has already been fulfilled. When experiencing 

desire, consumers predominantly focus on desire-relevant stimuli, dismissing desire-

irrelevant ones (Kavanagh, Andrade, and May 2005). Thus, we posit that the effect of desire-

irrelevant primes is particularly pronounced when a desire is fulfilled, but not when it has not 

yet been fulfilled.  

 In addition to our primary expectations relating to the interplay between desire and the 

effectiveness of priming effects, we explore specific boundary conditions. First, due to the 

fact that the experience of desire attunes consumer minds to desire-relevant stimuli and 

sparks desire-centered cognitions, we expect that the effects will be reversed for desire-

relevant primes. As such, we posit that the impact of desire-relevant primes on consumer 

judgment and decision-making will be present when a desire is not yet fulfilled, but not when 

it has already been fulfilled. Moreover, departing from the grounded theory of desire (Papies 

and Barsalou 2015), we expect that even slight associations between the context in which 

primes are supposed to be used and the currently active desire further modulates the priming 

effects. As a result, consumers approach ambiguous, seemingly desire-irrelevant primes with 

a desire-centered mindset when the context in which prime-related associations could be used 

is related to the currently experienced desire. They process this incoming subtle information 

in a top-down, desire-centered manner. As such, our research demonstrates a 

“constructionist”, dynamic, situationally malleable meaning-making of priming procedures as 

a function of either a fulfilled or still unfulfilled desire. Looking at priming effects through 
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this “constructionist” lens, we take into account preexisting desires that consumers bring to 

the priming setting and actively use to make sense of a particular situation, before deciding 

how to respond to it.  

 The next section elaborates on various theories, elucidating when, why and how 

priming effects come about. We provide the theoretical underpinnings that sparked our ideas 

about interfering versus facilitating effects of desire on priming. Subsequently, we present 

four studies, focusing either on the priming effects, which occur when a desire has been 

fulfilled (Experiment 1 and 2) or those which are only present when a desire has not yet been 

fulfilled (Experiment 3). Experiment 4 further refines our empirical demonstration, 

concentrating on contextualizing our empirical evidence. We conclude with a discussion of 

the theoretical and practical relevance and implications of the presented findings. 

 

2.1. Desire and Priming  
Priming research shows how incidental exposure to environmental cues can 

profoundly influence feelings, motives, and cognitions in unrelated domains. For example, 

being exposed to the Apple logo makes people more creative than being exposed to the IBM 

logo (Fitzsimons, Chartrand, and Fitzsimons 2008), writing with an orange or a green pen 

makes people more likely to select products with corresponding colors (Berger and 

Fitzsimons 2008), and a website’s background color can prime safety or frugality and 

subsequently influence product choices (Mandel and Johnson 2012). What all these studies 

have in common is that they render content more accessible, which in turn may have 

downstream consequences for consumer feelings, motives, and cognitions in unrelated 

domains.  

Most research on priming effects focuses either on the various types of stimuli that 

can act as primes or on the various consequences of priming. On the stimulus side, priming 

research has examined products or brand properties (Laran, Dalton, and Andrade 2011); 
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auditory stimuli, such as music (North, Hargreaves, and McKendrick 1999); embodied 

stimuli, such as perceived weight (Zhang and Li 2012); and the tactile sensations of softness 

versus hardness (Ackerman, Nocera, and Bargh 2010). On the consequence side, prior 

research has focused on diverse outcomes such as persuasion (Légal et al. 2012), beliefs 

(Hong 2009), judgment and choice (Nedungadi 1990), and goal pursuit (Fennis and 

Wiebenga 2015).  

For most studies, the typical point of departure is the exposure stage during which the 

unwitting person is unobtrusively exposed to the priming stimulus (Légal et al. 2012). 

However, surprisingly little attention has been devoted to the stage preceding cue exposure, 

disregarding the fact that consumers often do not arrive at the priming setting with a blank 

mind, a clean slate, which only later gets filled with prime-related associations. Since desire 

could be placed at the very core of daily consumer endeavors, we investigate how fulfilled 

versus unfulfilled desire shapes consumer responses to priming stimuli. 

The current work is inspired by recent theorizing on the processes underlying priming 

effects (Loersch and Payne 2011). To explain why environmental cues may yield 

downstream consequences in seemingly unrelated domains, traditional accounts have mainly 

relied on relatively “passive”, static associative models. These associative models assume 

that priming stimuli increase the mental accessibility of related constructs through a process 

of spreading activation (Collins and Loftus 1975), which in turn yields downstream 

consequences (Berger and Fitzsimons 2008; Srull and Wyer 1980) for consumer feelings, 

motives, and cognitions. Associative models have proven well-suited to assessing the extent 

to which priming effects require an awareness (or lack thereof) of either the stimulus itself or 

its influence (Bargh 2002; Dijksterhuis and Bargh 2001). However, these models appear less 

suitable for addressing the observed heterogeneity in priming effects across individuals and 

contexts (e.g., Weingarten et al. 2016). Different moderating variables, such as the presence 
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of the filler task or the nature of the priming task (e.g., supraliminal vs. subliminal) have been 

proposed so far in order to further shed more light on such variability (Weingarten et al. 

2016). 

To address the shortcomings of the static approach in comprehending priming effects, 

research has recently supplemented existing associative models with a “constructionist” 

perspective, taking a more dynamic approach to understanding priming (Fujita and Trope 

2014; Loersch and Payne 2011; Wheeler, DeMarree, and Petty 2007). The new models, 

which clarify why and how priming effects come about, try to contextualize prior findings, 

concentrating on the preceding mind-sets, feelings, or motives that could be brought to the 

priming setting.  

Interestingly, desire—so pervasive in consumer lives—could be seen as one of the 

motivational drives that guide consumer judgment and decision-making and, more 

importantly, modulate effectiveness of exposure to primes. As alluded to above, desire sparks 

desire-centered cognitions, which are expected to obscure all the information that is desire-

irrelevant until the very moment of desire fulfillment. Desire, when still unfulfilled, hijacks 

the working memory resources (Hofmann and Van Dillen 2012) critical for processing 

desire-irrelevant primes (Janiszewski and Wyer 2014). Desire emerges in a relatively 

automatic manner, frequently as a result of exposure to tempting stimuli (Hofmann, van 

Koningsbruggen, Stroebe, Ramanathan, and Aarts 2010). It preoccupies one’s mind, 

instigating a never-ending spiral of desire-centered cognitions, escalating until the desire has 

been satisfied. According to Kavanagh, Andrade, and May (2005) the experience of desire is 

both prolonged and amplified by intrusive thoughts about the desired object and elaborative 

thoughts related to the act of satisfying one’s desire. Not only does such extensive processing 

of objects of desire prevent the desire from waning, it also maintains the desirer’s attention on 

desire-relevant objects while sparking desire-related cognitions (Harvey, Kemps, and 
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Tiggeman 2005). Desire-struck consumers bring their salient desires to the environmental 

setting and actively construe the meaning of the situation in the service of satisfying such 

desires in the first place. As a result, they interpret situations, filtering them through the lens 

of desire, in a top-down, desire-driven manner, and dismissing cues that could hinder them 

from obtaining their objects of desire. Upon desire fulfillment, preexisting desires are less 

salient and thus act as less of a gatekeeping lens. Instead, under these conditions, consumers 

“open up” and become more sensitive to the immediate demands and affordances of the 

situation. They build representations “on the fly” (Fujita and Trope 2014), attending and 

responding to environmental cues in an open, flexible manner, unaffected by prior desires, 

which have already been fulfilled. Therefore we expect that a state of unfulfilled desire, 

absorbing consumer minds during the avid pursuit of objects of desire, is potent enough to 

modulate priming effects, determining when priming effects are facilitated and when, in 

contrast, interfered with. 

Under the umbrella term of desire-irrelevant primes, we can understand primes that 

are not related to the current pursuit of a specific desire. For instance, while being driven by 

the specific desire to eat, consumers are expected not to process various subtle contextual 

cues, such as colors (Berger and Fitzsimmons 2008) or shapes (Jiang, Gorn, Galli, and 

Chattopadhyay 2015), which are presumably unrelated to the desire to eat. Only upon desire 

fulfillment, in other words when the desire to eat has been satisfied, consumers are expected 

to again become receptive to subtle desire-irrelevant primes furnished in their environments. 

Thus, we hypothesize: 

 

H1: Desire-irrelevant primes exert their subtle impact on consumer judgment and 

decision-making when a desire has been fulfilled. These effects will not be observed 

when the same desire is still unfulfilled.  
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In addition, we propose two boundary conditions which are supposed to further refine our 

expectations related to the interplay between desire and priming effects. If desire-centered 

cognitions drive consumer processing up until the very moment of desire-fulfillment 

(Kavanagh, Andrade, and May 2005), we should identify desire-relevant priming effects in 

the unfulfilled-desire states. These effects should dissipate when the desire has been fulfilled 

since these primes lose their functionality upon desire fulfilment. Money primes (Vohs, 

Mead, and Goode 2006), for instance, are closely related to reward pursuit, particularly when 

rewards are of a monetary nature. Therefore, we would expect that they would be effective 

when consumers anticipate financial rewards, but not when such rewards have been already 

attained. This leads to the following hypothesis: 

 

H2: Desire-relevant primes exert their subtle impact on consumer judgment and 

decision-making when a desire is still unfulfilled. These effects will not be observed 

when the same desire has already been fulfilled.  

 

Moreover, based on grounded theory of desire (Papies and Barsolou 2015) we posit that the 

relationship between experienced desire and the context in which the prime could be used has 

an additional impact on the desire-relevance of primes. Grounded theory of desire (Papies 

and Barsolou 2015) emphasizes that a desire is often experienced in broader situational 

contexts which are stored in memory in the form of situated conceptualizations and instantly 

available when similar desires are experienced. Such contexts are composed of the setting, 

people, objects, background actions, events, and so forth. What is even more interesting, 

simply a mere exposure to various contextual cues related to the experienced desire could 

trigger desire-centered cognitions (Papies and Barsolou 2015). Therefore, we expect that 

through introducing the desire-relevant context into the priming setting, we will observe the 
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influence of seemingly desire-irrelevant primes on judgment and decision-making in the 

unfulfilled-desire, rather than fulfilled-desire states. Thus: 

 

H3: Seemingly desire-irrelevant primes exert their subtle impact on consumer 

judgment and decision-making when a desire is still unfulfilled, but the context in 

which primes could be used is desire-relevant. These effects will not be observed 

when the same desire has already been fulfilled.  

 

2.2. Outline of Experiments 
We test our propositions across four experiments. First, we present three lab 

experiments. Further, we extend our empirical investigation to more naturalistic 

manipulations of consumer desire. Three out of four experiments test our core hypotheses by 

inducing the desire for money, which constitutes the very fabric of consumption and daily 

consumer endeavors (Capa and Custers 2014). Experiment 4 extends our empirical 

investigations with a more physiological and fundamental visceral desire—the desire for food 

(Marieb and Marieb 2010).  

The first two experiments concentrate on consumer decision-making as a function of 

priming when desire has been already fulfilled. In Experiment 1, we first focus on a more 

generic example of priming effects—the weapon-priming effect, originally tested by 

Anderson, Benjamin, and Bartholow (1998). Its robustness has been corroborated by a recent 

meta-analysis conducted by Benjamin Jr, Kepes, and Bushman (2017). Experiment 1 shows 

that only when a specific desire is fulfilled, and the consumer mind is no longer preoccupied 

with the current pursuit of desire, desire-irrelevant primes evoke prime-related cognitions. In 

contrast, when the desire has yet to be fulfilled, we demonstrate the interference of such 

cognitions, which attenuate the priming effects. Next, in Experiment 2, we extend these 

findings by extrapolating them to the domain of judgment and decision-making. We 
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demonstrate how a priming manipulation as subtle as exposing people to a specific color 

background can influence evaluations and preferences for specific products. 

Experiment 3 and 4 both delineate the boundary conditions of these effects. 

Experiment 3 reverses the effects demonstrated in the two initial experiments. It shows that in 

contrast with desire-irrelevant priming effects, desire-relevant primes influence consumer 

judgment and decision-making when the desire is unfulfilled, but they are interfered with 

when the desire has already been fulfilled. Ultimately, we present our final experiment with 

data collected in the field rather than in the lab. Experiment 4 implements more naturalistic 

manipulations of the pursuit of desire—we use the visceral desire to satisfy hunger as our 

crucial manipulation of the pursuit of desire, collecting our data either before people order 

food at a restaurant or after they have already eaten. Additionally, in the fourth experiment, 

we also depart from visual primes, extending our investigation into the domain of priming 

people with haptic sensations, i.e., the sensation of touch. In this way, we show that the 

facilitation or interference of priming effects induced by the pursuit of desire does not result 

from either seeing the prime or not, but rather from the activation of prime-related 

associations or lack thereof.  

For all experiments, all conditions and data exclusions were reported. In all studies, we 

inspected the data for outliers (cases in which measures were lower or higher than 2.5 

standard deviations from the mean). Additionally, we planned to exclude participants who 

failed to adhere to experimental instructions or for whom our desire state manipulation was 

not successful—they indicated that they did not experience desire at specific moments when 

it was crucial for our experiments to do so. Results that include all participants can be found 

in the methodological details in Appendix A. 
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2.3. Experiment 1: Fulfilled Desire Helps Desire-Irrelevant Primes  
In the first experiment, we zoom in on the effect of desire-irrelevant primes and its 

interplay with desire. In order to test our expectations, we select primes that are extremely 

distant from the current pursuit of desire. To this end, we incorporate in weapon primes that 

have been found to make aggression-related thoughts more pronounced (Anderson, 

Benjamin, and Bartholow 1998) into our experimental set-up. We experimentally induce 

desire for money by inviting our participants to play a simple game during which they have 

the opportunity to win extra money. Because no direct association exists between both 

weapon primes and their effect on aggression-related thoughts (Anderson, Benjamin, and 

Bartholow 1998) and the pursuit of money, we believe that the first experiment constitutes a 

conservative test of our expectations specifically for desire-irrelevant primes. First, we 

examine whether desire-irrelevant primes are interfered with when the desire has yet to be 

fulfilled. Further, we explore whether desire-irrelevant primes are effective only when the 

desire has already been fulfilled. We use an implicit cognitive test (Stroop test) to test this 

expectation. 

2.3.1. Participants and Design 
We randomly assigned 127 international student participants from a European 

university’s subject pool (59.8% male; Mage = 20.20, SD = 1.91) to one of four conditions in a 

2 (prime: weapon pictures vs. neutral pictures) × 2 (desire state: unfulfilled desire vs. fulfilled 

desire) between-subjects experiment. Participants were invited to play an 18-trial game and 

learned that in addition to the standard participation fee of €4 they could win an additional 

€0.15 per trial. Sessions lasted approximately 30 minutes. 
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2.3.2. Procedure 
We closely followed Gable and Harmon-Jones’s (2011) paradigm to vary desire states. 

As a result, each trial of the game consisted of the following components:  

1. Expectancy cue. At the beginning of the trial, participants were presented either with a 

symbol of clubs, informing them about the chance to win an additional €0.15 in this 

particular trial, or a symbol of spades, designating a neutral round, in which they 

would not win extra money. Participants were informed that the distribution of neutral 

and potentially winning rounds in the game was the outcome of random chance. 

2. Desire-evoking task. Following the card symbol, participants took part in the Eriksen 

flanker task, in which they had to indicate the accurate direction of a middle arrow in 

an array of arrows as quickly as possible (Eriksen and Eriksen 1974). They were led 

to believe that their performance determined the chances of a reward in the non-

neutral, potentially winning rounds (Eriksen and Eriksen 1974). 

3. Receiving feedback about the outcome of the trial. Participants learned from the 

computer screen whether they had actually won extra money.  

4. Priming procedure and behavioral outcome of the prime. In line with Anderson et 

al.’s (1998) classic paradigm, participants were randomly assigned to either the 

weapon-pictures or the neutral-pictures condition. In the weapon-pictures condition, 

participants were presented for half a second with either pictures of weapons (two 

pictures; guns, swords, or clubs; two per trial) or neutral pictures (three pictures; 

plants; three per trials) for half a second; whereas in the neutral-pictures condition, 

participants viewed only neutral pictures (five per trial). After exposure to either 

prime-related or neutral pictures, participants performed a modified Stroop task—a 

color-naming task with words presented in blue, yellow, green, or red (see below for 

details; cf. Sparrow, Liu, and Wegner 2011), consisting of 12 trials. This task was 

presented as being unrelated to the flanker task and irrelevant in terms of the chances 
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of winning extra money. The point in the sequence at which the primes and the Stroop 

trials were inserted determined how we varied the “unfulfilled desire” and “fulfilled 

desire” conditions (detailed subsequently). During the Stroop task, we measured 

participants’ reaction times to either aggression-related words (e.g., “battle”; four 

words per trial; Anderson et al. 1998) or neutral words (e.g., “bench”; eight words per 

trial, see the Affective Norms of English Words; Bradley and Lang 1999), assessing 

in this way the accessibility of aggression-related concepts. 

Participants assigned to the “unfulfilled desire” condition were primed and engaged in Stroop 

trials before performing the flanker task, but after learning that the specific trial was a 

potentially winning one. Conversely, participants in the “fulfilled desire” condition were both 

primed and conducted the Stroop task after all other activities in the game had been 

completed and they had learned that they had earned extra money (see Figure 2.1a and Figure 

2.1b for a visual representation of both “fulfilled desire” and “unfulfilled desire” condition).  

 
Figure 2.1a. Order of tasks performed by participants assigned to unfulfilled-desire condition 
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Figure 2.1b. Order of tasks performed by participants assigned to fulfilled-desire condition 

 

The classic priming effect of Anderson et al.’s (1998) would manifest itself through 

greater accessibility of aggression-related words following exposure to weapons-related 

pictures. Consequently, this increased accessibility would produce increased interference in 

the color-naming task and, therefore, longer reaction times to aggression-related words 

(Anderson et al. 1998). We calculated mean reaction times to aggression-related words across 

trials and subsequently log-transformed them to account for positive skewness (Stevens 

2012). The ensuing measure of response latencies served as our key dependent variable in the 

experiment. Finally, we measured mood using three items measured on a seven-point scale 

and anchored by bad/good, sad/happy, and displeased/pleased (Aarts and Dijksterhuis 2003), 

and averaged the scores to create a mood index. 

To increase realism and ensure motivated participation, we varied the outcomes of 

different trials (for details, see table 1; Gable and Harmon-Jones 2010, 2011). In our analyses, 

we focused on the nine “potentially winning trials” in which participants had the chance to 

earn extra money—only in these trials participants had the possibility to be either in the 

“unfulfilled desire” or “fulfilled desire” states.  



529974-L-bw-SOM529974-L-bw-SOM529974-L-bw-SOM529974-L-bw-SOM
Processed on: 26-3-2019Processed on: 26-3-2019Processed on: 26-3-2019Processed on: 26-3-2019 PDF page: 47PDF page: 47PDF page: 47PDF page: 47

P a g e  | 47 
 

TABLE 1 
WINNING SCHEME 

Round Number Expectancy Cue Programmed Outcome 

1*1 Chance to win +€.152 

2* Chance to win +€.15 

3* Chance to win +€.15 

4* Chance to win +€.15 

5* Chance to win +€.15 

6* Chance to win +€.15 

7* Chance to win +€.15 

8* Chance to win +€.15 

9* Chance to win +€.15 

10 Chance to win +€0 

11 Chance to win +€0 

12 Chance to win +€0 

13 Neutral +€0 

14 Neutral +€0 

15 Neutral +€0 

16 Neutral +€0 

17 Neutral +€.15 

18 Neutral +€.15 

1Responses on trial numbers with a single asterisk served as the dependent variable in the analysis.  

2Across all studies, the order of the rounds was randomized. In experiments 1 and 3, participants needed to 

be accurate to win extra money; no extra money was awarded from rounds 1 to 9 if the responses on the 

flanker task were incorrect. 

 

2.3.3 Results and Discussion 
We removed the responses of 4.7% of the sample from the analysis following our 

above-mentioned exclusion criteria. Thus, the effective sample consisted of 121 participants.  

We conducted a 2 (weapon pictures vs. neutral pictures) × 2 (unfulfilled desire vs. 

fulfilled desire) between-subjects analysis of variance (ANOVA) on the log-transformed 

mean reaction times to aggression-related words in non-neutral, potentially winning trials. In 
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these analyses, we controlled for the log-transformed mean reaction times to aggression-

related words in the neutral trials of the game (which highly correlated with the DV r(121) = 

.68, p < .001; for the distribution of trials across the game, see table 1). We also excluded the 

response latencies of incorrect responses (3.6%) from analyses (Fazio 1990; Hassin, Uleman, 

and Bargh 2005).  

No significant main effects were identified. Importantly for our hypothesizing, the 

value of the omnibus F-test for the interaction between the type of picture shown and desire 

state was significant (F(1, 116) = 4.75, p = .03, η2 = .04; see figure 2.2). In line with our 

expectations, the type of pictures presented failed to exert any influence on reaction times to 

aggression-related words in the “unfulfilled desire” condition (Maggression = 779.31ms, SD = 

83.07ms vs. Mneutral = 772.41ms, SD = 84.42ms; F < 1). By contrast, we replicated the 

previously demonstrated priming effects of weapons-related pictures on aggression-related 

thoughts in our “fulfilled desire” condition. The simple main effect analyses indicated that 

exposure to pictures of weapons affected reaction times to aggression-related words only in 

the “fulfilled desire” condition (F(1, 116) = 4.50, p = .04, η2 = .04). In this condition, it took 

longer for participants to name the color of aggression-related words when they were 

previously exposed to pictures of weapons (M = 814.56ms, SD = 85.35ms) than when they 

were exposed to the neutral pictures (M = 780.77ms, SD = 101.23ms).  
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Figure 2.2. Mean Reaction Times to Aggression-Related Words 
Note: Error bars denote one standard error around the mean. 
 

 Experiment 1 demonstrated desire-irrelevant priming effects consistent with previous 

research. Nevertheless, this replication of Anderson et al.’s (1998) findings emerged only 

when the desire had already been fulfilled. In contrast, for people who were pursuing 

currently salient desire for money, the experience of desire and desire-centered processing of 

contextual information reduced the priming effect to non-significance. This suggests that, 

corroborating our expectations, people process priming procedures through desire-tinted 

glasses up until the very moment of desire fulfillment. Only upon fulfilment of experienced 

desires, does the effect of desire-irrelevant primes resurface. Experiment 2 replicates these 

effects in the marketing domain. Additionally, in the next experiment, we implement a new 

priming procedure, a variation of the desire-evoking task and a consumption-related 

dependent measure in order to generalize our results.  
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2.4. Experiment 2: The Pursuit of Desire Moderates Desire-Irrelevant 
Priming Effects on Product Preferences 

In Experiment 2, we expose participants to either an orange or a neutral (white) color 

by varying the background color of their desktop computers and ask them to list their product 

preferences for 18 pairs of homegrown (Dutch) versus foreign brands. In this experiment, we 

prime Dutch people with the color orange since this color is closely associated with Dutch 

national identity (Lakens, 2014). We experimentally induce desire for money in order to 

demonstrate the interplay between the pursuit of desire and desire-relevance of primes.  

2.4.1. Participants and Design 
Two hundred sixty-five undergraduate students from a large Dutch university (63.8% 

male; Mage = 20.62, SD = 2.66) participated in a 2 (prime: orange vs. white desktop 

background) × 2 (desire state: unfulfilled desire vs. fulfilled desire) between-subjects factorial 

design. Participants were invited to play an 18-trial game with a setup similar to Experiment 

2. They learned that, in addition to the standard participation fee of €2, they could win an 

additional €0.15 per trial. Sessions lasted approximately 15 minutes. 

2.4.2. Procedure 
The procedure was similar to the one implemented in the previous experiment. 

However, we introduced several changes to demonstrate the robustness of our findings. 

Furthermore, we decided to use another performance-contingent task allowing participants to 

obtain extra rewards. In addition, we implemented a new priming paradigm.  

The procedure was as follows:  

1. Expectancy cue. Similar to Experiment 1, at the beginning of the trial, participants 

received either a card symbol of clubs, informing them about the chance to win an 

additional €0.15 in this particular trial, or a card symbol of spades, designating a 

neutral round, in which they would not win extra money. Participants were 

informed that the distribution of neutral and potentially winning rounds in the game 

was an outcome of random chance. 
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2. Desire-evoking task. After viewing the card symbol, participants took part in a 

modified flanker task. The goal and structure of this task were identical to those in 

Experiment 1, but here participants were asked to find a middle number in a 

sequence of numbers (Huntsinger 2012). 

3. Receiving feedback about the outcome of the trial. Participants learned from the 

computer screen whether or not they had actually won extra money. 

4. Priming procedure and behavioral outcome of the prime. In each trial of the 18-trial 

task, participants viewed pairs of products presented on either a white or an orange 

desktop background and were asked to indicate the product they preferred for each 

pair. Of the 18 product pairs shown on either an orange or a white background, 13 

consisted of pictures of a homegrown (Dutch) brand paired with a foreign brand; 

e.g., Amstel vs. Jupiler (beer), Douwe Egberts vs. Jacobs (coffee). The remaining 

five pairs (randomly interspersed among the 13) included two foreign brands to 

disguise the objectives of the study (e.g., Coca-Cola vs. Pepsi). Similar to the first 

experiment, the priming task was presented as being unrelated to the flanker task 

and irrelevant in terms of the chances of winning extra money. The point in the 

sequence at which the priming task was inserted determined how we varied the 

“unfulfilled desire” and “fulfilled desire” conditions (detailed subsequently, 

depicted on Figure 1a and 1b). Participants expressed their preference for specific 

products using a slider (scaled 0–100), with the two products acting as anchors, 

counterbalanced such that the Dutch and foreign brands appeared as left and right 

anchors, respectively. Since the color orange is closely associated with the Dutch 

national identity (Lakens 2011), we expected participants exposed to the orange-

colored background to show a stronger preference for Dutch brands than 

participants exposed to the neutral (white) background. Moreover, we expected this 
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priming effect to be more pronounced for participants in a “fulfilled desire” 

condition than those in an “unfulfilled desire” condition. 

Participants assigned to the “unfulfilled desire” condition engaged in the product-

choice task before performing the flanker task, but after learning that they could win extra 

money. Participants in the “fulfilled desire” condition selected their preferred products after 

having received the feedback that they had earned extra money.  

Akin to Experiment 1, we focused our analyses on the nine potentially winning trials 

during which participants had the opportunity to experience or fulfill their desire to obtain 

extra money. We calculated the average preference over the nine potentially winning trials 

and then log-transformed them to account for positive skewness (Stevens 2012). The 

resulting measure was our key dependent variable, with higher scores indicating a stronger 

preference for Dutch brands. We used the same set of items as in Experiment 1 to measure 

participants’ mood.  

2.4.3 Results and Discussion 
In line with the previous experiments, we removed the responses of 5.7% of the sample 

following above-mentioned exclusion criteria. We conducted a 2 (orange vs. white 

background) × 2 (unfulfilled desire vs. fulfilled desire) ANOVA on the log-transformed mean 

preference for Dutch over foreign products across the nine potentially winning trials (see 

table 1). No main effects were identified as a result of this analysis. Of relevance for our 

hypotheses, the value of the omnibus F-test for the interaction between the color of the 

desktop background and desire state was significant (F(1, 246) = 4.51, p = .04, η2 = .02; see 

figure 2.3). As expected, under the “unfulfilled desire” condition, the color of the desktop 

background failed to affect participants’ preference for Dutch brands (Morange = 52.82, SD = 

8.43 vs. Mwhite = 54.32, SD = 10.40; F < 1). By contrast, the simple main effects indicated 

that the color of the desktop background in the “fulfilled desire” condition influenced 

preferences for Dutch brands (F(1, 246) = 5.51, p = .02, η2 = .02). Participants indicated a 
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greater preference for Dutch brands when they made product choices on an orange (M = 

56.82, SD = 12.93) rather than on a white (M = 52.12, SD = 10.23) background. This result 

shows that the background effect emerges when desire has already been fulfilled.  

 

Figure 2.3. Mean Preference for Dutch Brands 
Note: Error bars denote one standard error around the mean. 

 

The results of Experiment 2 converge with our previous findings, extending them to 

the domain of context-driven product preferences. They confirm that the desire-irrelevant 

prime (an orange desktop computer screen background) induced participants to report an 

increased preference for Dutch brands, but only among participants who had already fulfilled 

their desire for money. However, the priming effect was attenuated when people were merely 

experiencing a desire yet to be fulfilled.  

 After having demonstrated our basic effect in Experiments 1 and 2, we proceed with 

exploration of the boundary conditions. To this end, Experiment 3 employs a desire-relevant 

rather than desire-irrelevant priming procedure. Because of desire-centered information 

processing in unfulfilled-desire states, this time we expect to demonstrate priming effects 

when desire has not yet been fulfilled, but not when it has already been fulfilled.  
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2.5. Experiment 3: Unfulfilled Desire Boosts Desire-Relevant Priming 
Effects 

In Experiment 3, we expose people to desire-relevant primes, embedded unobtrusively 

in a broader range of tasks. We investigate whether such primes will affect behavior only 

when desire is has yet to be fulfilled, but not when it has already been fulfilled. We use 

money primes which have been demonstrated to drive expended effort and accuracy on a 

money-related task (i.e., coin and currency symbol identification task; Schmeichel, Harmon-

Jones and Harmon-Jones 2010). Additionally, we incorporate a control condition in our 

design in order to benchmark our findings against a neutral, desire-unrelated condition.  

2.5.1. Participants and Design 
We randomly assigned 244 international student participants from a European 

university’s subject pool (55.1% male; Mage = 21.50, SD = 2.57) to one of six conditions in a 

2 (prime: money pictures vs. neutral pictures) × 3 (desire state: unfulfilled desire vs. fulfilled 

desire vs. control) between-subjects experiment. Participants were invited to play a 10-trial 

game and if they were assigned to either the “unfulfilled desire” or “fulfilled desire” 

condition they learned that, in addition to the standard participation fee of €4, they could win 

up to an additional €5 across all trials of the game. Participants assigned to the control 

condition were not provided with any information about possible additional payments but, 

upon completion of all assigned tasks, they were offered €5 in the form of a bonus. Sessions 

lasted approximately 30 minutes. 

2.5.2. Procedure 
We closely followed Gable and Harmon-Jones’s (2011) paradigm to systematically 

vary desire states. Each trial of the game consisted of four components:  

1. Desire-evoking task. In each trial of the game, a desire-evoking task modeled after 

Bijleveld, Custers, and Aarts (2010) was included. Participants saw a mathematical 

problem composed of an equation of three single digits adding to a specific sum. 

Two types of equations were included—participants either saw a correct equation 
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(e.g., 5 + 6 + 7 = 18) or a false one (e.g., 7 + 5 + 7 = 18) and they were supposed to 

assess whether the equation was correct or not as fast and as accurately as possible 

using the “1” (correct) and “2” (false) keys on their keyboards. Right after 

providing their response, participants received feedback on their performance 

(accuracy, speed, and attained reward for both non-control conditions). Following 

the model of Bijleveld, Custers and Aarts (2010), rewards in the non-control 

conditions linearly declined based on response speed. For an immediate accurate 

answer, participants were offered 50 cents and afterward the rewards were 

calculated using the formula R = (50 – T)/100 (R≥0), R meaning the attained 

reward, and T is the time taken to solve the equation in the particular trial (seconds). 

Lack of accuracy resulted in no extra rewards in this particular trial. In each trial, 

participants were asked to solve two equations.  

2. Receiving feedback about the outcome of the trial. Participants learned from the 

computer screen whether or not they had actually won extra money in both the 

unfulfilled or fulfilled-desire condition. For both groups, the total amount of money 

obtained after having solved both equations was presented. 

3. Priming procedure and behavioral outcome of the prime. During this part of the 

trial, participants viewed 6 pictures presented supraliminally for 0.5s each. In the 

money prime condition 4 out of 6 pictures were related to money (e.g., coins, notes, 

etc.). In the neutral condition affectively neutral pictures (corresponding with 

neutral words originating from Affective Norms of English Words; Bradley and 

Lang 1999; e.g., clay, ceiling) were shown.  

To pinpoint the prime-behavior link participants were invited to a “coin and 

currency symbol identification task”, following the modified procedure of 

Schmeichel, Harmon-Jones, and Harmon-Jones (2010). In each trial of the “coin 
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and currency symbol identification task” participants saw 5 real coins and 5 bogus 

coins (medals; 5 trials in total) OR 5 currency symbols (dollar or euro signs) and 5 

bogus currency symbols (e.g., letter S or C; 5 trials in total). Their aim was to 

recognize whether the depicted coin or currency symbol was a real or a bogus coin 

or currency symbol as fast and as accurately as possible by pressing either a key 

with the number 1 for a real coin or currency symbol or a key with the number 2 for 

a bogus coin or currency symbol. As each set of 10 trials repeated in each trial of 

the game, we ended up with 100 response times for this particular task. We 

expected heightened accessibility for money-related concepts when participants did 

not yet have the chance to fulfill their activated desire for money and when they 

were primed with pictures of money. Additionally, this enhanced accessibility 

should spill over to the “coin and currency symbol identification task”, resulting in 

improved performance in this task, thus faster correct identification of coins and 

currency symbols (Schmeichel, Harmon-Jones, and Harmon-Jones 2010). In order 

to test this prediction, we calculated the average response times for correct 

responses during the “coin and currency symbol identification task”. We 

subsequently log-transformed them to account for positive skewness (Stevens, 

2012) and treated this measure as our dependent measure in subsequent analyses. 

  

 Participants assigned to the “unfulfilled desire” condition were primed and engaged in 

the “coin and currency symbol identification task” before performing the desire-evoking task. 

In contrast, participants in the “fulfilled desire” condition were both primed and performed 

the “coin and currency symbol identification task” after all other activities in the particular 

trial of the game had been completed and they had learned that they had earned extra money. 

This procedure warrants that affective valence is kept constant across trials, thus allowing us 
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to rule out this particular alternative explanation (Gable and Harmon-Jones 2010, 2011). In 

the control condition, participants had to perform the same tasks as in both the “unfulfilled 

desire” and “fulfilled desire” conditions, but they were not informed about any possible 

monetary rewards tied to their performance on these tasks. The order of the performed tasks 

was akin to the “fulfilled desire” condition. Only at the end of the experiment, these 

participants were informed that they would receive €5 in the form of a bonus.  

2.5.3. Manipulation Check 
Due to the fact that motivation for the offered monetary rewards was crucial for 

experiencing desire, we explored the level of motivation for monetary rewards through a 

single-item question of “How motivated were you to win extra money?” (1 = not at all 

motivated, 7 = extremely motivated), with an aim of excluding participants characterized by 

low level of motivation for monetary rewards (answering: “Not at all motivated” or “Not 

motivated”) for whom our desire manipulation has failed. 

2.5.4. Results and Discussion 
We removed the responses of 18.9% of the sample from the analysis following the 

above-mentioned exclusion criteria. The effective sample totaled 198 participants.  

We first conducted 2 (money pictures vs. neutral pictures) × 3 (unfulfilled desire vs. fulfilled 

desire vs. control) ANOVA on log-transformed average response time to the “coin and 

currency identification task” across 100 trials. None of the main effects turned out to be 

significant. The value of the omnibus F-test for the interaction between the prime and desire 

state was marginally significant (F(2, 192) = 2.37, p = .10, η2 = .02; figure 2.4a).  
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Figure 2.4a. Mean Reaction Time to Coin and Currency symbol Identification Task 
Note: Error bars denote one standard error around the mean. 

 

In order to further explore the specific differences between our control condition and 

both the “unfulfilled desire” and “fulfilled desire” conditions, we conducted a two-way 

ANOVA, zooming in on the specific comparison between unfulfilled versus fulfilled desire. 

Additionally, we concentrated on the influence of primes on log-transformed average 

response times in the control condition. A 2 (money pictures vs. neutral pictures) × 2 

(unfulfilled desire vs. fulfilled desire) ANOVA on log-transformed average response times to 

the “coin and currency symbol identification task” across 100 trials did not reveal either the 

main effect of the prime nor the main effect of the desire state (F < 1). Of relevance for our 

hypothesizing, we identified a two-way disordinal interaction between the prime and the 

desire state (F(1, 130) = 4.15, p = .04, η2 = .03; figure 2.4b). Further inspection of means 

indicated that performance on the “coin and currency symbol identification task” was boosted 

in the “unfulfilled desire” condition for people primed with pictures of money (M = 

623.95ms, SD = 69.63) in comparison with people primed with neutral pictures (M = 
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651.61ms, SD = 105.98). In contrast, people in the “fulfilled desire” condition performed 

worse during the “coin and currency symbol identification task” when they had been primed 

with money (M = 665.19ms, SD = 98.34) as opposed to people who were exposed to neutral 

pictures (M = 625.45ms, SD = 80.37). None of the simple main effects turned out to be 

significant.  

 
Figure 2.4b. Mean Reaction Time to Coin and Currency symbol Identification Task 
(unfulfilled desire vs. fulfilled desire) 
Note: Error bars denote one standard error around the mean. 

 

Additionally, we concentrated solely on the control condition, investigating how 

money versus neutral primes influenced log-transformed average response times to the “coin 

and currency symbol identification task” within this particular condition. Simple slope 

analysis demonstrated that primes did not exert an effect on response times to the “coin and 

currency symbol identification task” in the control condition (β = -0.02, p = .41).  

Experiment 3 demonstrated that primes that are desire-relevant are consequential for the 

behavior of people whose desire has not yet been fulfilled. These people approach the subtle 

environmental stimuli with a desire-centered focus, processing primes that could assist them 

in their goal pursuit and disregarding primes that could hinder successful goal attainment. In 
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contrast, desire-relevant primes are no longer functional when the desire has already been 

fulfilled. In this case, desire-relevant primes are dismissed from further processing.  

 

2.6. Experiment 4: Seemingly Desire-Irrelevant Primes Become Desire-
Relevant in a Desire-Relevant Context 

Experiment 4 aims to demonstrate how people actively construe the meanings of 

situations and various subtle environmental cues while looking at the world through desire-

tinted glasses. The pursuit of desire entails dynamic meaning-making of situational 

affordances, triggered predominantly by the still unfulfilled desire. When desire is merely 

experienced, not yet fulfilled, we expect that ambiguous, seemingly desire-irrelevant primes 

will be processed in a top-down, desire-centered fashion if the context in which they could be 

used triggers desire-centered cognitions (i.e., is related to the currently experienced desire). 

This expectation is rooted in the grounded theory of desire (Papies and Barsalou 2015), 

which emphasizes that while experiencing desires people also store information related to 

contexts in which such desires are experienced. Consequently, follow-up exposure to such 

contextual information triggers, in turn, desire-centered cognitions.  

Up to now, we have employed purely visual priming manipulations. In Experiment 4, 

we go beyond this methodological approach by priming people with haptic sensations, i.e. the 

sensations of touch. In this way, we rule out the alternative explanation that the desire-

relevance of primes interplays with desire states (“unfulfilled desire” vs. “fulfilled desire”) 

specifically because it makes people not see the primes and, as a result, they dismiss them. 

Through priming people with haptic sensations, we want to demonstrate that it is not 

specifically seeing the prime, but rather the activation of prime-related constructs in memory 

which leads to priming effects or the lack of activation results in interference with them. In 

Experiment 4, each participant is exposed to a prime, but the prime proves to be 
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consequential for behavior only in a particular desire state (“unfulfilled desire”, but not when 

the desire has already been fulfilled).  

Data for Experiment 4 were collected in the field. We selected a task to investigate our 

prime-behavior link which corresponded with the currently activated pursuit of desire of our 

participants—satisfying hunger. In this experiment, we recruited participants at one of three 

different restaurants: one fast-food chain restaurant, one student cafeteria at a European 

university and a food hall. We approached participants either before they ordered food or 

after they had already eaten. We primed participants with haptic sensations (hardness vs. 

softness) and subsequently asked them to provide recommendations for a logo for an 

innovative, hand-made, desire-relevant product—the “Healthy Lunchbox” made of bamboo. 

Jiang, Gorn, Galli, and Chattopadhyay (2016) documented that if a company uses a circular 

logo, people judge its products as more comfortable (i.e., soft), whereas products with 

angular logos are perceived as more durable (i.e., hard). In Experiment 4 we reversed the 

causality of findings of Jiang, Gorn, Galli, and Chattopadhyay (2016), using this established 

correspondence between haptic sensations and associated shapes. We asked people to either 

touch a hard (block of wood) or a soft object (piece of a blanket made from plush fabric). 

Subsequently, we provided them with several concept logos (circular or angular), inquiring as 

to which logo, in their opinion, would be the most suitable for the Healthy Lunchbox.  

2.6.1. Participants and Design 
One hundred and seventy-one people (44.9% male, Mage = 24.63, SD = 9.35) 

participated in a 2 (prime: soft vs. hard) × 2 (desire state: unfulfilled desire vs. fulfilled 

desire) between-subjects factorial design experiment. Participants were invited to fill in a 

short survey either before they ordered food at one of three selected restaurants or after they 

had already eaten. In order to enhance the generalizability and validity of our sampling 

procedure, we collected data at three different restaurants. 
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2.6.2. Procedure 
We first approached participants to invite them for a short object evaluation task. 

During this task, participants were primed through haptic sensations, touching a provided 

object without being able to see it. Afterward, we asked them to evaluate the objects they just 

touched by asking two short questions to measure their attitude towards the object (i.e., 

liking). Subsequently, participants were presented with four pictures of the Healthy Box and 

a short description of the product. We asked several questions related to perceived brand 

personality (Aaker 1997) as filler questions and we concluded the survey with our key task of 

measuring our dependent variable: the logo recommendation task (see below for details). 

Final questions asked were used as manipulation checks, measuring the perceived hardness 

versus softness of the object and evaluating their desire state (i.e., the level of hunger). 

Sessions lasted approximately 10 minutes. 

 Participants assigned to the “unfulfilled desire” condition were approached to fill in a 

short survey before they ordered food at one of the three restaurants. Participants in the 

“fulfilled desire” condition first ordered their desired food, ate it and only afterward were 

approached to complete the survey.  

Following previous research investigating priming through haptic sensations 

(Ackerman, Nocera, and Bargh 2010), we chose a block of wood to prime participants with 

hardness and a soft piece of blanket to prime them with softness. In order to make the 

connection between our priming task and our dependent measure task less evident, directly 

after asking participants to touch the objects with closed eyes we asked them to provide us 

with their evaluations of these objects (two questions asked on an 11-point scale: How 

positive are you about the object that you just touched? 1 = Extremely negative, 11 = 

Extremely positive; and How much did you like touching the object? 1 = Extremely disliked 

it, 11 = Extremely liked it). 
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Afterward, we presented participants with four pictures of an innovative concept of a 

bamboo lunchbox—Healthy Lunchbox—with an accompanying description of the product 

and its specific attributes (e.g., hand-made from a high-quality bamboo, possibility to insert 

smaller boxes with various sizes, etc.). To make sure participants were unfamiliar with the 

product used, we found an existing product concept—Prepd Pack, an innovative bamboo 

lunchbox—selected from a Kickstarter, a global crowdsourcing platform focused on 

creativity and fundraising for new product concepts. This product was related to a currently 

activated (unfulfilled desire) or recently fulfilled visceral desire of satisfying hunger. 

Therefore, we expected that seemingly a desire-irrelevant priming procedure through tactile 

sensations would become desire-relevant in a desire-relevant context (evaluation of the 

lunchbox). As a result, we predicted that these primes would influence people’s responses 

while providing logo recommendations for the lunchbox in the “unfulfilled desire”, but not in 

the “fulfilled desire” conditions.  

After presenting participants with pictures and the description of the lunchbox and a 

filler task (evaluating perceived brand personality), we collected our core dependent 

measures. We provided participants with a sequence of seven choices between two concept 

logos developed for the lunchbox—each time one logo was circular and one was angular 

(Jiang et al., 2016). Additionally, we added three bogus logo choices (e.g., with triangular 

logos) in order to make the purpose of this task less evident. We expected, in line with Jiang, 

Gorn, Galli, and Chattopadhyay (2016), that participants primed with soft objects would be 

more likely to recommend circular rather than angular logos for the Healthy Lunchbox. 

Therefore, we summed up all circular choices across all logo concepts of interest. This 

variable constituted our focal dependent measure.  

We conducted two manipulation checks. First, we asked a manipulation check question 

which could also function as an attentiveness check. We asked participants whether they had 



529974-L-bw-SOM529974-L-bw-SOM529974-L-bw-SOM529974-L-bw-SOM
Processed on: 26-3-2019Processed on: 26-3-2019Processed on: 26-3-2019Processed on: 26-3-2019 PDF page: 64PDF page: 64PDF page: 64PDF page: 64

P a g e  | 64 
 

been requested to evaluate a hard or soft object. Further, we inquired how hard and how soft 

they perceived the touched object to be, measured on an 11-point scale (1 = extremely not 

hard, 11 = extremely hard and 1 = extremely not soft, 11 = extremely soft).  

We also checked whether assigning participants to a specific desire-state condition was 

successful by asking participants how hungry they felt at the moment. 

2.6.3. Results and Discussion 
 In line with above-mentioned exclusion criteria, we removed the responses of 8.8% of 

the sample. As a result, our final sample was composed of 156 participants. 

2.6.4. Manipulation Checks 
 Our priming procedure (hardness vs. softness) was successful. Participants who 

touched the block of wood indicated that it felt significantly harder (M = 8.63, SD = 1.22) 

compared to people who touched the soft piece of blanket (M = 1.85, SD = 1.34; t(154) = 

32.88, p < .01). Correspondingly, participants who touched the block of wood expressed that 

it felt significantly less soft (M = 3.81, SD = 1.78) compared to people who touched the soft 

piece of blanket (M = 9.80, SD = 1.40; t(133.68) = -23.11, p < .01).  

 Subsequently, we examined whether assigning participants to a specific desire-state 

condition was also successful. To this end, we compared how hungry participants expressed 

they were before ordering food and after they had eaten. In line with our expectations, 

participants felt far hungrier before they ordered food (M = 8.29, SD = 1.65) in comparison 

with participants who had already eaten (M = 3.68, SD = 1.96; t(152.64) = 15.94, p < .01). 

2.6.6. Main Results 
We conducted a 2 (soft vs. hard object) × 2 (desire state: unfulfilled desire vs. fulfilled 

desire) ANOVA on the summated number of circular logos chosen. This analysis revealed 

the main effect of the tactile prime (F(1, 152) = 12.33, p < .01, η2 = .08). Participants 

touching the soft object recommended more circular logos for the lunchbox (M = 3.86, SD = 

1.61) in comparison to participants in the hard prime condition (M = 3.01, SD = 1.46). In 

accordance with our hypotheses, the value of the omnibus F-test for the interaction between 
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the haptic prime and the desire state was significant (F(1, 152) = 3.78, p = .05, η2 = .02; 

figure 2.5). Simple main effects provided evidence that touching a soft piece of blanket 

resulted in more circular logos chosen than touching a hard piece of wood when desire has 

not yet been fulfilled (F(1, 152) = 14.24, p < .01, η2 = .09). Participants recommended more 

circular logos for Healthy Lunchbox when they touched a soft object (M = 4.07, SD = 1.64) 

in comparison with a hard object (M = 2.73, SD = 1.61) before they ordered food. In contrast, 

after participants had eaten, the haptic prime failed to influence their logo recommendations 

(Msoft = 3.64, SD = 1.56 vs. Mhard = 3.26, SD = 1.29; F(1, 152) = 1.29, p = .26).  

 
Figure 2.5. Sum of circular logo recommendations 
Note: Error bars denote one standard error around the mean. 
 

2.7. General Discussion 
People engage every day in their own personal pursuit of desire—for example when 

collecting stamps or points to obtain desired rewards, buying specific products to acquire 

conditional discounts, or even shopping for products they have been planning to purchase for 

a long time. Across four experiments, we find evidence for our hypothesis that the experience 
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and fulfillment of a desire induces various processing modes that people may bring to the 

priming setting and that may profoundly influence the likelihood of subtle priming effects. 

More specifically, when a desire has already been fulfilled desire-irrelevant priming effects 

are facilitated, whereas desire-relevant priming procedures are interfered with. Thus, 

consumers are less receptive to, for instance, the colors of the desktop background while 

trying to win additional bonus payment. In contrast, upon obtaining additional bonus 

payments this receptivity is again reset and desire-irrelevant priming procedures exert their 

subtle impact on consumer judgment and decision-making. Our exploration of the boundary 

conditions of these effects demonstrated that the results are reverse for desire-relevant 

primes. Moreover, the relationship between the context in which primes could be used and 

the experienced desire could further determine when exactly priming effects come about.  

Taken together, our four experiments provide convergent evidence that desire acts as a 

gatekeeping lens for priming procedures, allowing desire-irrelevant primes to affect 

consecutive behavior only if a desire has already been fulfilled. In contrast, desire-relevant 

primes are processed and activate desire-relevant cognitions when the desire has yet to be 

fulfilled, thus when desire-relevant information can foster the subsequent pursuit of the 

desire. Our research provides a novel perspective on how priming operates, revealing not 

only when and how priming effects occur but also zooming in on the inhibition of such 

effects. Additionally, we show context-dependent fluctuation of the desire-relevance of 

priming procedures, demonstrating how seemingly desire-irrelevant primes could be 

processed and used in desire-relevant contexts. Following the lead of contextualists and 

action-based theorists (e.g., Glenberg 1997), we show how desire states can act as a 

perceptual and cognitive filter, allowing for some primes to enter the human mind and 

activate a broad range of prime-related associations, while interfering with primes that are not 

functional for the currently undertaken pursuit of desire.  
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Our first three experiments concentrated predominantly on visual priming procedures 

and were conducted in a lab setting. In addition to providing a more natural manipulation of 

the pursuit of desire, the fourth experiment extends our findings to a new class of primes—

haptic primes. Through focusing on bodily sensations—the feeling of touching a hard or a 

soft object—we show that the facilitation or inhibition effects of priming procedures are not a 

result of either seeing a specific prime in the environment or not, but rather of the activation 

of prime-related associations or lack thereof. All participants in our study were asked to touch 

either a hard or a soft object. Nonetheless, the associations evoked during this task had been 

transferred to a new, desire-relevant setting only when the desire had not yet been fulfilled.  

2.7.1. Theoretical Implications 
The novel perspective of priming that we present has substantive theoretical 

implications. Our experiments paint a more nuanced, dynamic picture of how and why 

priming effects occur and how desire-relevance of the prime and desire states (experience vs. 

fulfillment) interact to facilitate or inhibit priming effects. Essentially, we show that the 

understanding of priming effects should not be limited to specific primes and their subtle 

influence on decision-making. That is to say, there seems to be a place and a time for priming 

effects to surface. Indeed, consumers are constantly exposed to various incidental cues (e.g., 

brand logos on the way to work, commercials while watching television, various background 

colors on websites during an information search). Against this backdrop, the following 

question becomes imperative: why are people not repeatedly primed by such stimuli, and why 

do they not act as “slaves of the environment,” continuously showing prime-consistent 

thoughts, emotions, and behaviors? We believe that part of the answer to this question resides 

in the desires experienced by consumers every day, on numerous occasions (Hofmann, Vohs, 

and Baumeister 2012). Priming people in real life does not only result from mere exposure to 

primes. Preexisting motivations, brought to the priming setting, also play a vital role, such as 

those brought about by an active pursuit of desire (Loersh and Payne 2011). Extrapolating 
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our findings to people’s daily lives, we expect that an interference of desire-irrelevant 

priming effects will occur, for example, during a shopping trip when consumers often 

compare various product options belonging to a specific, desirable product category. After 

purchasing a particularly desired product, consumers are no longer attuned to the particular 

experience of desire that was salient during the purchase decision process. Consequently, 

they become more receptive to desire-irrelevant information coming from the environment, 

opening up to the subtle influence of desire-irrelevant primes. This novel perspective on the 

influence of primes on human behavior offers more refined insights into the particular scope 

of priming effects—it shows not only when priming works but also when it fails to work.  

2.7.2. Practical Implications 
Alongside its theoretical implications, our work also has specific practical implications 

for marketers. Various marketplace settings are saturated with different consumer desires. 

Consumers visit casinos in order to satisfy their desire for monetary rewards, tour through the 

Red Light District in Amsterdam in order to fulfill their sexual desires or go to eat at 

sophisticated restaurants in order to satisfy their desire to experience new flavors and indulge 

in fine dishes. Our research shows that when consumer behavior is strictly governed by the 

pursuit of desire, subtle environmental cues unrelated to the currently active desire will be 

dismissed and as a result become inconsequential for consumer judgment and decision-

making. Marketers, on the other hand, can use cues that are concomitant with consumer 

pursuit of desire in order to reinforce or even boost these feelings of desire, which can 

subsequently have beneficial consequences for consumer behavior in the specific domain of 

currently experienced desire. Additionally, online advertisers could benefit from a more 

dynamic perspective on ad impressions, taking into consideration how feelings of desire 

direct consumer responsiveness to contextual information. When consumers shop for highly 

desired products, ads (e.g., banners) that are related to their search terms are expected to 

affect their decision-making, but the impact of the ones that are irrelevant or only loosely 
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associated is expected to be inhibited. Indeed, initial research into the effectiveness of 

personalized and location-based digital and mobile advertising confirms these suppositions 

(Edwards, Lee, and Li 2002; van Doorn and Hoekstra 2013; van't Riet, Hühn, Ketelaar, 

Khan, Konig, Rozendaal, and Markopoulos 2016). As such, one can say that our research 

provides a tailored toolbox for priming, demonstrating when priming procedures succeed and 

when they fail as a function of experienced desire.  

2.7.3. Concluding Remarks 
In the third installment of the Terminator film series, the title character states “Desire is 

irrelevant. I am a machine.” In contrast, desire is ingrained in the very fabric of human 

existence. Our research demonstrates the profound impact of desire on human beings, guiding 

their perception and cognitions, and governing which information is processed and which is 

dismissed. We contribute to the current understanding of when, why, and how priming effects 

occur, also demonstrating when priming effects ultimately fail to surface. Various behavioral 

and cognitive processes can interfere with or boost priming effects. Accounting for the 

consequences of the pursuit of desire that may act as a mental filter at the prime exposure 

stage helps paint a more comprehensive picture of when and how primes subtly situated in 

the environment affect behavior and thus aptly illustrates how people and context continually 

interact to shape feelings, thoughts, and actions. 
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Appendix A 
Results Including All Participants 

Experiment 1 
When all the 127 participants are included, a 2 (weapon pictures vs. neutral pictures) × 

2 (unfulfilled desire vs. fulfilled desire) between-subjects analysis of variance (ANOVA) on 

the log-transformed mean reaction times to aggression-related words results in the value of 

the omnibus F-test for the interaction between the prime and desire state amounting to F(1, 

122) = 1.419, p = .24, η2 = .01. None of the main effects turned out to be significant. 

 

Experiment 2 
When all the 265 participants are included, a 2 (orange vs. white background) × 2 

(unfulfilled desire vs. fulfilled desire) ANOVA on the log-transformed mean preference for 

Dutch over foreign products results in the value of the omnibus F-test for the interaction 

between the prime and desire state amounting to F(1, 261) = 1.39, p = .24, η2 = .01. 

 
Experiment 3 

When all the 244 participants are included, a 2 (money pictures vs. neutral pictures) × 

3 (unfulfilled desire vs. fulfilled desire vs. control) ANOVA on log-transformed average 

response time to “coin and currency identification task” across 100 trials results in the value of 

the omnibus F-test for the interaction between the prime and desire state amounting to F(2, 

238) = 0.59, p = .56. None of the main effects turned out to be significant. 

 

Experiment 4 
When all the 173 participants are included, a 2 (soft vs. hard object) × 2 (desire state: 

unfulfilled desire vs. fulfilled desire) ANOVA on the summated number of circular logos 

chosen results in the value of the omnibus F-test for the interaction between the prime and 

desire state amounting to F(1, 261) = 1.39, p = .24, η2 = .01. Simple main effects provided 

evidence that touching a soft piece of blanket resulted in more circular logos chosen than 
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touching a hard piece of wood when desire has not yet been fulfilled (F(1, 169) = 8.96, p < 

.01, η2 = .05). Participants recommended more circular logos for Healthy Lunchbox when 

they touched a soft object (M = 4.07, SD = 1.64) compared to when they touched a hard 

object (M = 3.08, SD = 1.63) before they ordered food. In contrast, after participants had 

eaten and when they were in the unstructured regulation processing mode, the haptic prime 

failed to influence their logo recommendations (Msoft = 3.65, SD = 1.54 vs. Mhard = 3.31, SD = 

1.32; F(1, 169) = 1.05, p = .31). Additionally, the main effect of the prime was identified 

(Msoft = 3.86, SD = 1.60 vs. Mhard = 3.19, SD = 1.48; F(1, 169) = 8.00, p < .01, η2 = .05).  
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Appendix B 
Methodological Detail Appendix 

Experiment 1 
 
Examples of primes used in the “weapon prime” condition 
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Examples of primes used in the “neutral prime” condition 
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Target words used in the Stroop task 
 
Table 1. Target words in Experiment 1 
Aggressive words Nonaggressive words 
arsonist 
assault 
attack 
bash 
batter 
battle* 
battlefield 
beat 
bleed 
blood 
bruise 
butcher 
choke 
combat 
confront 
crush 
damage* 
delinquent 
demolish 
destroy 
devastate 
disfigure 
explode 
fight 
gangster 
harm 
hit 
hooligan 
hostility 
hurt* 
injure 
injury 
invade 

invasion 
kick* 
kill* 
knock 
molest 
murder 
offence 
pain 
punch 
push 
rape 
repress 
riot 
rob 
ruin 
shatter 
shoot 
slam* 
slap 
slaughter 
smack* 
smother 
stab 
strike 
torment 
torture 
vandal 
violate 
violence 
whip 
wound 
wreck 
 

acre* 
admit 
ail 
alcove 
ankle 
antique 
arch 
area 
asphalt 
assume* 
avenue 
await 
awning 
belly 
bicyclist 
bland 
blight 
blues 
board 
brick 
bridge 
broom 
broth 
bus 
cab 
cane 
carpet 
cave* 
ceiling 
cellar 
chalk 
clarinet 
class 
clause 
claw 
clay 
cleft 
cling 
cloth 
coax 
coddle 
concrete 
contents 
context 
cork 
corner 

Gland 
glass 
graffiti 
govern 
habit 
hairdryer 
hairpin 
ham 
headlight 
herring 
howl 
hydrant 
icebox 
ignorance 
impede 
incubator 
industry 
iron 
journal 
kerosene 
knob 
label 
ladder 
lamp 
lease 
listless 
litter 
lump 
mane 
manure 
marrow 
marsh 
material 
melt 
moss 
muffle 
mushroom 
napkin 
nozzle 
object 
onion 
packet 
pigeon 
pinch 
plain 
pollen 
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crumbs 
curtains 
damp 
delude 
denote 
desert 
distracted 
dune 
dwell 
easel 
enzyme 
erasure 
errand 
excuse 
exhaust 
factory 
farmer 
feet 
fender 
folly 
frigid 
frog* 
furnace 

procedure 
propeller 
pungent 
radiator 
rancid 
render 
repentant 
revert 
ruler 
science 
sentry 
shadow 
solemn 
stupor 
tamper 
tank 
tar 
tatter 
tendon 
toil 
tone 
tool 
tusk 
tread 
vase 
wane 
 

Note. The asterisk denotes the words that were used twice in the Experiment. 
 
 

Experiment 2 
 

Pairs of brands used in the product choice task 
 
Amstel versus Jupiler (beer), Douwe Egberts versus Jacobs (coffee), Calvé versus Heinz 
(ketchup), Cruseli versus Jordans (muesli), Unicura versus Palmolive (hand soap), Aquafresh 
versus Prodent (toothpaste), Ariel versus Robijn (washing liquid), Twinings versus Pickwick 
(green tea), Bertolli versus Campina (butter)  
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Experiment 3 
 
Examples of “money” vs. “neutral” primes 
 
Money Primes 

  
 
Ne 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Neutral Primes 

  
 
Stimuli used in the “coin and currency symbol identification task” 
 
Real symbols 
  
 
 

                                                                
 
 
Real coins 
 

   
 
Bogus symbols 
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Bogus coins 
 

   

 
Experiment 4 

Product Presentation – Healthy Lunchbox 
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Logos Used in the Logo Recommendation Task 
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