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The choices consumers make have become abundant and complex. Although having choices is beneficial, evidence suggests that there

are costs to making choices. The current research provides an explanation for these costs by hypothesizing that choice depletes the

self’s executive function. We hypothesized that making choices depletes the resource that powers executive functioning, which causes

poor performance on subsequent self-regulation tasks, as shown in the lab (Experiment 1) and a field test (Experiment 2). Experiments

3 and 4 separated choice’s effects from other possible contributors and showed that enjoyment partially moderates the extent of

depletion caused by making choices.
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Our analysis of the qualitative data involves several concurrent processes. We employ open coding to identify important concepts
in the data, including properties and dimensions (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). We utilize axial coding to reassemble the data that were
disjointed during the open coding process and to understand how emerging codes relate to larger categories of interest (Strauss & Corbin,
1998). These two processes combine to yield a concise set of conceptual categories. In addition, we use selective coding to identify the
relationships among the main categories that emerge from our data during open coding and axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). To
ensure that the developing theory is well-grounded in the data, we adhere to the “constant comparative approach” proposed by Glaser &
Strauss (1967). Finally, to establish trustworthiness, we conduct member checks with all study participants by mailing interview transcripts
to respondents and asking them to verify that the written record accurately represents their thoughts and experiences (Lincoln & Guba,
1985).

Findings
Our analysis illuminates several important findings with respect to how consumers use social capital to facilitate their consumption

experiences. We find that consumers utilize three main types of social connections to mobilize social capital in the marketplace. We
identify these as primary, secondary, and extended linkages. Further, we highlight the different methods that consumers use to mobilize
social capital, including intentional, cooperative, and serendipitous approaches.

In addition, we also identify why consumers utilize social capital to facilitate their consumption experiences. We glean twelve distinct
benefits of social capital use from the data, which subsequently constitute four broad outcome categories. These categories include
economic, informational, procedural, and affective benefits. Furthermore, we identify the unique relationships among these emergent
categories to delineate and refine social capital theory in the context of consumption. Finally, we uncover several negative aspects of using
social capital in the marketplace, including recourse bridling, trust decay, and relationship atrophy.

This paper makes several new and important contributions to the consumer literature. First, it identifies the distinct processes that
consumers use to mobilize social capital, including the type, strength, and nature of the relationships involved. Second, it derives the
benefits that consumers achieve by leveraging their social relationships, while also identifying the relationships that exist among these
key constructs. In addition, it also uncovers several unforeseen drawbacks associated with consumer social capital mobilization.
Identification of these adverse aspects of social capital adds richness and depth to social capital theory, both inside and outside of the
consumer domain. Finally, the paper integrates various findings to arrive at a dynamic conceptualization of social capital theory in the
context of consumption. Doing so helps to provide new theoretical insight into this interesting and important dimension of consumer
behavior.

Finally, our data suggest that the outcomes derived from social capital mobilization impact other important aspects of consumer
research, including: reactions to persuasion attempts, customer satisfaction and loyalty, cognitive biases, consideration and choice sets,
and referral behavior. As a result, understanding the ways in which consumers utilize social capital to make purchases may illuminate other
important dimensions of consumer behavior.
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Choice is a complex aspect of human life. Each day, consumers make choices that range from integral to trivial. Choices that at one
time were fairly simple (e.g., small, medium, or large coffee) have become extremely complex (e.g., in 2003 Starbuck’s patrons could
choose from 19,000 different beverage selections). Although most consumers would agree that choice, in general, is desirable, choice is
not without drawbacks. For one, the information overload that accompanies large choice sets can confuse and frustrate consumers
(Huffman and Kahn 1998; Maholtra 1982), even to the point of lessening the odds that consumers will purchase a product out of a large
choice set, as compared to when consumers are faced with smaller choice sets (Iyengar and Lepper 2000).

Our investigation provides one explanation for choice’s disadvantageous outcomes. We hypothesized that choice is costly to the
executive function and can have harmful effects on subsequent tasks. Recent work has focused on an internal resource, resembling energy,
upon which the self draws to power the executive function. This resource has been shown to be depleted by the executive function’s actions,
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and mainly previous research has focused on the debilitating effects of self-regulation. Specifically, people who engage in self-regulation
are less successful at subsequent self-regulation tasks as compared to those who had not self-regulated (Baumeister 2002; Muraven, Tice
and Baumeister 1998; Vohs and Heatherton 2000). Behavior problems (e.g., overeating) can even follow from depletion of the resource
(Vohs and Heatherton 2000).

Choice is defined here as a conscious weighing of alternatives and, along with self-regulation, is a process governed by the self’s
executive function. The Rubicon Model of Action (Heckhausen and Gollwitzer 1987; Gollwitzer 1990; 1996) characterized choice as a
leap between deliberation (thinking about options) and implementation (acting on a choice). Moreover, the two decisional stages of
deliberation and implementation are conceptualized as two distinct mindsets. Therefore, moving from one stage to another (i.e., making
a choice) requires switching mindsets, which means going from one way of thinking to another that is qualitatively different. Akin to self-
regulation requiring energy to alter responses, choice may also require energy to make the leap from deliberation to implementation.
Therefore, we proposed that choice may deplete the executive resource.

Following from the idea that choice and self-regulation draw on the same resource, our hypothesis was that making choices depletes
the internal resource which, in turn, leaves less of that resource available for self-regulation. Therefore, participants who make choices
will be less successful at subsequent self-regulation tasks as compared to participants who do not make choices.

Experiment 1 was designed to show the effect of choice on self-regulatory performance. Participants either made a multitude of
choices between two options (choice condition) or evaluated advertisements (no choice condition). Participants’ self-regulation task was
a test of pain tolerance measured by the length of time they could hold their arm in near-freezing water. As predicted, participants who
had not made choices (i.e., who had not depleted their regulatory resources) tolerated the cold water longer than participants who had made
choices, showing ego depletion through poorer self-regulation.

A field test of the choice effect was conducted in Study 2. Consumers in a shopping mall were approached with the opportunity to
participate in a questionnaire concerning the choices they had made during their shopping trip. The questionnaire was followed by an
arithmetic task consisting of three pages of three digit addition problems. Consistent with the hypothesis, shoppers who had reported
making more choices spent less time on the math problems and completed fewer problems than shoppers whose choices had been few.

To disentangle the effect of choice on self-regulatory depletion from its constituent parts (deliberation and implementation), we
conducted Experiment 3. Participants went to dell.com in order to carry out one of three sets of instructions: full choice (selecting
components they would prefer in a computer by entering them into the website), deliberation (thinking about what they would prefer but
not entering), or implementation (simply selecting pre-established components on the website). Self-regulation was operationalized as
persistence on a solvable anagram task. The results showed that participants in the choice condition spent less time solving anagrams than
participants in the deliberation or implementation conditions. This finding supported our hypothesis that choice depletes resources
differently than deliberation or implementation alone.

Experiment 4 was designed to test two hypotheses. One prediction was that choice has cumulative effects on self-regulatory resource
depletion (i.e., more choices lead to more depletion). Our second prediction was that enjoyment of the choice task moderates the depletion
effects. Therefore, people who enjoy the choices they are making will not experience self-regulation failure to the same degree as people
who do not enjoy making the choices. Participants made many choices (12 minutes on a bridal registry website), few choices (4 minutes),
or no choices. They were then seated in front of a video that was actually only static. Self-control was measured by the time a subject took
to alert the experimenter to the problem. More time indicated more passivity and hence less self-control. Indeed, those who had spent the
most time making choices took the longest to alert the experimenter to the problem, followed by participants who had made few choices
and participants who had made no choices at all (showing the least passivity). Further, enjoyment was only a moderator for those in the
four-minute condition; participants who enjoyed the choices showed less passivity than those who disliked the task. Participants who
disliked the choices showed similar patterns of passivity as participants who had made choices for 12 minutes. It seems that enjoyment
can curb depletion, but only up to a certain extent.

Overall, these experiments demonstrate that making choices depletes resources that are needed for self-regulation. Choice-based
depletion reduces the availability of the resource, which results in poor performance on subsequent self-regulation tasks. The effect is
robust across domains (e.g., pain tolerance, math problems, anagrams, and passive responding). Our findings advance the importance of
considering a general resource for the actions of the executive function of the self.
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