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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Depending on the nature and the intended user of an item being

considered for purchase, a consumer may experience feelings of
guilt that discourage that purchase. The intensity of the guilt is
highest when consumers contemplate purchasing hedonic or plea-
surable products and services for themselves (vs. someone else),
which are more likely than utilitarian or practical purchases to be
considered unnecessary. We propose and demonstrate that this guilt
can be reduced through the use of promotions that restore balances
between hedonic vs. utilitarian and self vs. other consumption. This
research builds on work that explores the affective role of promo-
tions.

The literature on guilt defines the construct as mainly
interpersonal and often resulting from a sense of advantageous
inequity–getting more than one deserves compared to someone else
or compared to an absolute standard. An obvious way to alleviate
feelings of guilt is to restore equity by redistributing outcomes
(Baumeister, Stillwell, and Heatherton 1994). The guilt associated
with the purchase of a hedonic product for oneself may result from
a comparison with someone else–someone else’s frugal behavior
may induce feelings of guilt in someone contemplating the purchase
of a luxury item–or it may be more budget-based or related to values
of frugality or practicality. In the latter case, when a consumer
contemplating a hedonic purchase feels guilt, it is due to a perceived
imbalance between frugal or practical behavior and the self-indulgent
behavior implied by the purchase. Consumers clearly vary in their
feelings about the optimal balance between these kinds of behaviors
and in their tolerance for engaging in more self-indulgent behavior
than those around them. However, we propose that the feelings of
guilt that do arise can be reduced. Past research suggests that this
can be done by adding behaviors to the practical side of one’s own
scale. For example, Kivetz and Simonson (2002a; 2002b) found
that consumers exerted effort to earn the right to indulge in luxury
and by Strahilevitz and Myers (1998) found that subjects may have
alleviated the feelings of guilt associated with a frivolous purchase
by choosing to donate to charity. Another mechanism that reduces
the guilt associated with such luxury or otherwise unnecessary
purchases for oneself involves redistributing outcomes by giving to
others, so that their hedonic consumption behavior is increased.

Marketers can help consumers make balance-restoring, guilt-
reducing adjustments by offering free gifts with purchase. We
predict that a free gift offered with the purchase of a hedonic product
reduces feelings of guilt and that the degree to which guilt is reduced
depends on both the intended user of the free gift and the nature of
the gift: whether it is, itself, hedonic or utilitarian. First, we
hypothesize that when the free gift is intended for use by the
purchaser, guilt reduction is greater when the gift is utilitarian than
when it is hedonic, because it helps restore the balance between self-
indulgent and practical behaviors. Second, we hypothesize that
guilt reduction is greater when the free gift is intended for use by
someone else than by the purchasers themselves (e.g., the purchase
of a bottle of women’s perfume that comes with a tube of men’s
shaving cream). Giving something to someone else as well as to
oneself helps correct the interpersonal balance. Finally, we hypoth-
esize that when the free gift is intended for someone else, guilt
reduction is greater when the gift is hedonic than when it is
utilitarian (e.g., the bottle of women’s perfume comes with men’s
cologne). Not only is the purchaser increasing someone else’s

consumption level, the weight is all being placed on the hedonic
side of the other party’s scale.

Supporting the presence of guilt in consumer purchases,
several pilot studies confirmed the association of stronger feelings
of guilt with hedonic (vs. utilitarian) purchases for oneself and with
free gifts intended for oneself (vs. for others). Generally, consumers
feel guiltier about making hedonic than utilitarian purchases. Even
within the realm of utilitarian purchases, consumers feel guilty
about spending more money than necessary. Within hedonic pur-
chases, consumers feel guiltier about buying a given hedonic item
for themselves rather than for another.

In the main study, we focus on the situation in which there is
the most guilt to alleviate –a hedonic purchase under consideration
(the base product) for use by the purchaser. We employed a 2 (gift
for purchaser vs. for someone else) × 2 (hedonic vs. utilitarian gift)
plus a control, between-subject design. Dependent measures were
guilt and purchase intentions. Guilt was an index comprising six
scales: reluctant, uneasy, hesitant, sorry, guilty, and regretful.

Results show that when a free gift is included, intentions to
purchase the base product increase. This is not only because of
perception of added value, but also because feelings of guilt are
reduced, as demonstrated by a significant interaction within the free
gift conditions. The pattern is such that when free gifts are explicitly
intended for others, hedonic items reduce guilt more than utilitarian
items, where as when the free gifts are explicitly intended for the
purchaser, utilitarian items reduce guilt more than hedonic items.
Purchase intentions followed a similar pattern, such that they
increased when a free gift was included, but significantly more
when hedonic gifts for others or utilitarian gifts for self were
included. As predicted, guilt was a significant predictor of purchase
intentions.

Guilt as a driving force in altruistic behavior has been exam-
ined in the literature, but not in the context of consumer purchases
of hedonic products or promotions. This research provides insight
into the ways in which consumers balance their consumption
behaviors to reduce feelings of guilt and how promotions can be
used to influence the feelings of guilt experienced by those who
contemplate making hedonic purchases for themselves, by provid-
ing opportunities for giving to others.
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