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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Three experimental studies show that perceived differences 

between current and future choice situations reduce food intake 
self-regulation in the current choice. We demonstrate that the effect 
occurs because, in response to a currently available food temptation, 
consumers perceptually differentiate the current choice situation 
from future choice situations allowing them to indulge without 
threatening their long-term goal.

This work examines how relating a current food temptation to 
future food temptations influences the current decision to indulge. 
Specifically, it looks at the impact of perceived dissimilarity be-
tween current and future choice situations on the current decision.

In itself, the long-term consequences of consuming a few potato 
chips, a single burger, or a frappuccino may not sufficiently motivate 
consumers to abstain from the immediate pleasure of consuming 
them (Gilbert et al. 2004; Read, Loewenstein, and Rabin 1999). Still, 
consumers do not always follow the logic that marginal amounts of 
vice consumption will only have marginal effects on their weight 
or health. Instead, they translate higher-order goals into guidelines 
for behavior by implicitly forming overgeneralized decision rules 
(Amir and Ariely 2007; Amir, Lobel, and Ariely 2005). For instance, 
a consumer who holds a weight goal may implicitly form the rule 
“not to eat fattening food.”

Indulging in a frappuccino right now causes a negligible weight 
gain but, more importantly, the mere act of choosing against one’s 
implicit rule causes people to make inferences about themselves 
(Khan, Dhar, and Wertenbroch 2005). Thus, the decision whether 
to indulge in the current choice situation is influenced by what 
this choice tells consumers about their future choices (Huffman, 
Ratneshwar, and Mick 2000).

This framework implies that consumers may be able to justify 
current indulgence if they can perceive the current situation as 
different from future choice situations. Combining the findings 
that temptations motivate consumers to construct justifications to 
indulge without harming goals or rules (Cheema and Soman 2006; 
Poynor and Haws 2009) and that ambiguous stimuli are assimilated 
to consumers’ current motive (Balcetis and Dunning 2006), we sug-
gest that a currently available food temptation (e.g. the opportunity 
to have a burger now) may distort consumers’ perception such that 
consumption appears justifiable.

We predict that consumers differentiate current from future food 
temptations by depicting the current and future choice situations 
as dissimilar. We hypothesize that doing so can even be triggered 
by trivial (i.e. non-diagnostic) differentiation cues. Establishing the 
current choice situation as dissimilar from future choice situations 
in turn leads to increased current indulgence. Two studies tested 
these predictions.

Study 1 demonstrates the effect by manipulating a non-
diagnostic differentiation cue. Participants were given the oppor-
tunity to indulge in a small, presently available food temptation 
(M&Ms©). Before they decided whether or not to indulge in this 
temptation, they were explicitly provided with a future reference 
point in the form of a second temptation that was to follow later on 
in the experimental session In the Classic-Classic (CC) condition 
participants were given the opportunity to eat from a small amount 
of Classic M&Ms currently in front of them while they expected 
to get a large bowl of Classic M&Ms later. The Halloween-Classic 

(HC) condition offered the opportunity to consume a small amount 
of “Halloween M&Ms” (colored black and orange) while expect-
ing to receive a large bowl of Classic M&Ms later. A mirrored 
Classic-Halloween (CH) condition was also added. Relative to the 
CC condition, we found that tempted participants were likely to 
eat if a subtle, non-diagnostic differentiating cue was present (HC 
and CH conditions). Presumably, the differentiation cues allowed 
participants to more easily construe the current choice as differ-
ent from future decisions, increasing the likelihood that tempted 
individuals chose to indulge.

Study 2 exposes the proposed process using an experimental-
causal-chain design (Spencer, Zanna & Fong, 2005). Study 2A aims 
to show that currently available food temptations cause consumers 
to perceptually differentiate the current choice situation from future 
choice situations. Study 2B provides the causal chain’s second 
part: perceiving current and future choice situations as dissimilar 
increases indulgence in the current choice.

Participants in the large-amount-later condition of 2A received 
a small serving of sweet pepper flavored potato chips. They were 
told that would receive a second temptation later that consisted of 
a large amount of salt flavored potato chips. As a comparison point, 
we included a second, baseline condition with neither a currently 
available food temptation nor the expectation of a second tempta-
tion. We also included a control condition: the small-amount-later 
condition was identical to the large-amount-later condition, but 
participants were told that the second temptation consisted of a small 
amount of salt chips. We used a multidimensional scaling (MDS) 
approach to observe participants’ perceptions of a two-dimensional 
product space (Kruskal and Wish 1978). Aggregate consumption 
would be threatening to the long-term goal by exceeding a critical 
limit only in the large-amount later condition (do Vale, Pieters, and 
Zeelenberg 2008; Gilbert et al. 2004). We expected and found that, 
relative to the baseline condition, the large-amount-later (but not 
the small-amount-later) condition would start to perceive products 
that differ among the flavor dimension (the dimension in which 
the sweet pepper and salt potato chips differ) as more dissimilar. 
Large-amount-later participants perceptually set the current and 
future choice situations apart.

Study 2B manipulated dissimilarity while keeping products 
identical across conditions, ruling out a variety seeking explanation. 
We selected sweet pepper chips (current temptation) and sweet pep-
per encrusted peanuts (future temptation) as stimuli. We examined 
whether participants decided to eat from a small amount of sweet 
pepper chips, while they expected to receive a large bowl of sweet 
pepper encrusted peanuts later in the experimental session. Before 
participants had the opportunity to consume the sweet pepper chips, 
the latter were suggested to be more dissimilar from (vs. similar 
to) the encrusted peanuts through a task that repeatedly depicted 
products of the two consumption phases as belonging to a different 
(vs. the same) product-group. Indulgence increased when a cue, 
allowing participants to more easily perceive the current and future 
choice situations as different, was emphasized (vs. suppressed).

People often sincerely intend to avoid having too many tasty 
frappuccinos or delicious burgers. Still, they stray from their 
long-term goals more frequently than they would like (Hoch and 
Loewenstein 1991). Our findings imply that one of the reasons for 
this phenomenon may be that consumers unwittingly undermine 



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 38) / 535

their good intentions by spontaneously and repeatedly distorting 
their perception of the current choice situation.
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