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This research examines whether activating self-deficiency is an effective way to promote Self Improvement Products (SIP). We argue

a motivation to restore a positive self-view when self is threatened can trigger two competing goals—a self-defending goal and a self-

improvement goal. If a self-defending goal is activated, consumers focus on current state and resort to cognitive reappraisal such as

denigration of SIPs. Alternatively, they resort to external means such as SIPs to restore self-image if a self-improvement goal is

activated by advertising appeals focusing on hope, potentials and possibilities. Findings of three experimental studies supported our

propositions.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Body aesthetics industry is one of the major subcomponents of

the Self-Improvement Product (SIP) industry, promoting hope of
personal betterment or promise improvement in various domains of
a person’s life: appearance, body shape, relationship satisfaction,
career achievement and self-esteem (MacInnis & De Mello 2005).
One of the advertising strategies for body aesthetics SIPs is to
employ super-slim and super-fit models, with the intended outcome
to induce consumers’ want (vs. need) of the product to minimize the
discrepancy between the real and an ideal state (MacInnis & De
Mello 2005). However, whether these idealized images facilitate or
obstruct the effectiveness of SIP advertisements has rarely been
studied. Moreover, previous research has dealt with the impact of
idealized images on female consumers’ self-evaluations and
psychological health (e.g., Richins 1991; Stice & Shaw 1994;
Smeesters & Mandel 2006), but little has been done to further
investigate whether and how consumers’ attitude toward and choice
of SIPs are affected by the self-image goals activated in the viewing
contexts.

In the present research, we put forth a conceptual framework
for studying the impact of self-image goals activated by contextual
information (e.g., idealized images presented within advertisement
viewing context or in focal SIP advertisements) on consumers’
evaluation of SIPs and the effectiveness of SIP advertisements.
Drawing research from social and cognitive psychology (Bargh
1982; Bargh 2002; Vohs & Heatherton 2001), consumer research
and advertising studies (e.g., Dunning 2007; Richins 1991; MacInnis
& De Mello 2005; Escalas & Luce 2004), we propose that consumers’
attitude toward SIPs is influenced by self-image goals—the goals
of presenting and maintaining positive self beliefs (Dunning 2007),
which can be triggered in the advertisement viewing process or by
other contextual information. How consumers cope with the self-
deficiency may determine what self-image goal (whether a self-
defending or a self-improvement goal) is activated. If consumers
cope with self-deficiency in a defensive manner, they will adopt
strategies such as reappraisal (e.g., Gross 2002) to restore a positive
self belief, as well as counter-arguing and dismissal of product or
endorser credibility (Duke 2002). As a result, SIPs will be evaluated
negatively. However, if self-deficiency is moderately triggered, or
the focal advertisement invites consumers to contemplate on the
possibility of enhancing the current state and reaching an ideal state,
a self-improvement goal will be activated. In this case, SIPs will be
viewed as a means to reach the ideal state. As a result, SIPs will be
evaluated positively. We report three experiments conducted to
examine the major propositions.

Study 1 intended to investigate the working of self defending
goal in SIP evaluations. Specifically, we explored consumers’
evaluations of a dietary supplement product after a prior exposure
to idealized images in a preceding and seemingly unrelated
advertisement evaluation task. We expected to find that subjects
whose self-deficiency is activated by the exposure to idealized
images are more likely to evaluate the product less favorably and
demonstrate lower purchase intention. As the negative effect of
idealized images in media is mostly observed among female
consumers (Rodin, Silberstein & Striegel-Moore 1985), we expected
to observe the effects to emerge among females but not males.

Results of a 2 (self-deficiency activation) x 2 (gender) between-
subjects experiment supported our hypotheses. A follow-up Study
1b further evidenced the defensive mechanism among males when
threatening information came from a domain (intelligence) which
is more crucial for men’s self-esteem.

In Study 2 we tried to uncover whether the negative SIP
evaluations in Study 1 were the results of the activation of a self-
defending goal among the female subjects. Adopting research from
self-affirmation (Spencer et al. 1998; Schwinghammer, Stapel &
Blanto 2006), we inferred that dismissing the value of SIPs or
denying a need to improve is indicative of a self-defending goal,
which can be directly tested by adding a self-affirmation task
between the priming task and the SIP evaluation task. We hypothesize
that if a self-defending goal is activated, self-affirmation task
(receiving bogus positive feedbacks) can deactivate the goal. In
addition, we intend to study the moderating effect of self esteem on
the relationship between self-affirmation and product evaluation.
Research on threats to self-esteem has demonstrated that individuals
with different trait self-esteem (high vs. low) respond differently in
information seeking once being threatened. After receiving an ego
threat, high self-esteem (HSE) individuals, compared to the low
self-esteem (LSE) individuals, tend to be more sensitive to
competency feedback (Vohs & Heatherton 2001). In our research
context, we expected that the self-affirmation task will be more
effective at deactivating self-defending goal, i.e., enhancing
evaluations of self improvement products, for HSE individuals than
for low LSE individuals. Hypotheses were supported by results of
Study 2.

The first two studies demonstrated that self-deficiency activated
by the idealized images lowered consumers’ intention to purchase
SIPs. This effect was however alleviated by a self-affirmation task
among HSE individuals. This research finding seems to run
contradictory to the intended outcome of most SIP advertisements.
The intention of Study 3 was to explore how to activate a self-
improvement goal. Based on limited research in this area, we argue
that advertisements focusing on inspiration and hope, rather than
self-deficiency (which triggers self defense, as what was studied in
Study 1 and 2), are the keys to activate people’s desire to improve
(MacInnis & De Mello 2005). We manipulated the hope appeal by
different headlines of the advertisements as well as different
instructions for viewing the ads (Escalas & Luce 2004). Results of
Study 3 evidenced that SIP can be evaluated positively if the SIP
advertisement emphasizes the possibilities of attaining an ideal
state, instead of making the gap between ideal and current state
more salient (as what was implicitly done in our previous studies).

Put together, we discovered from Study 1 and 2 the negative
impact of idealized image priming on SIP evaluations could be due
to the activation of a self-defending goal. Consumers are motivated
to restore a self worth once their self image is threatened and they
tend to penalize the SIP made available to them right after the ego
threat. Findings in Study 3 provided some hope for SIP
advertisements. In spite of self-deficiency activated by exposure to
idealized images, consumers can evaluate SIPs positively and
consider purchasing them if the SIP advertisements contain messages
of hope and inspiration.
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