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Special SeSSion

When do Goals Succeed Versus Fail? Effects of Consumer beliefs on Self-Regulation
Claudia Townsend, University of Miami, USA

ExTEndEd AbSTRACTS

“Choice as Magic: Using Current Consumption to Control 
Uncertain Future Outcomes”

Soraya Lambotte, University of Chicago, USA
Aparna A. Labroo, University of Chicago, USA

Ravi Dhar, Yale University, USA
We propose that people attempt to control the fate of uncertain 

future outcomes by being virtuous in their current consumption 
choices. When hoping for a positive outcome for which they feel 
responsible, or fearing a bad outcome due to chance, they reason, 
“If I am good, then good things will happen to me,” and thus make 
virtuous current choices in an attempt to improve their potential 
position. 

“If the conductor arrives before I count to seven, he (my 
fiancé) is alive.” 
~ Audrey Tatou as Mathilde, A Very Long Engagement (2004)

In waiting for important news over which you have no control, 
such as the review of a submitted paper, or a job offer, you may 
hope for the best, and fear the worse. That is, you may hope for a 
positive review, or an offer, and yet fear getting neither. In such a 
situation in which the end product is out of your hands, how might 
you respond? Would you decide to indulge yourself by going 
shopping, or eating unhealthy foods, or would you decide to be 
virtuous and exert restraint, and go exercise or do nothing of major 
consequence until all the results are in? And why should you modify 
your current consumption in any way, after all, the uncertain future 
outcome has nothing to do with the current consumption choices 
you are considering. 

In the present research, we explore how people use their current 
consumption choices in an attempt to exert control over uncertain 
future outcomes. We look at why one may decide to engage in a 
virtuous choice over an indulgent one when making a current choice 
depending on one’s perceived level responsibility for an uncertain 
future outcome and whether one is focused on hoping for the best 
or fearing the worst for the very same outcome. In particular, we 
find that people who generally have an indulgence goal, will show 
restraint and be virtuous by making healthy food choices in two 
cases: when they hope for a positive outcome for which they feel 
responsible, and when they fear a negative outcome for which they 
do not feel responsible. Specifically, in a 2 (responsibility: self vs. 
external) x 2 (outcome focus: hope vs. fear) x 2 (goal: indulgence 
vs. health) between-subjects design, participants were asked to 
recall a time during which they felt responsible for an outcome (vs. 
attributed to chance) that could go either way, as they hoped for 
the best or feared the worst. After this task, in an unrelated choice 
task, participants were asked to make a series of snack food choices, 
picking between healthy and unhealthy options. Those participants 
who felt responsible for the event described and hoped for the best, 
self-regulated, and made indulgence-goal inconsistent choices in 
an attempt to regulate fate. Conversely, participants who attributed 
the event to chance, indulged when they hoped for a good outcome, 
but showed restraint and were virtuous when they feared a bad 
outcome. This pattern of effects was only found among indulgent 
people, who by not indulging, could maintain their good fortune 
(in the case in which they felt responsible for a good outcome), 

or improve their standing (in the case in which they feared a bad 
outcome due to chance). “If I am being good,” the reasoning goes, 
“then good things will happen to me, and I will not tempt fate,” 
and so in each of these cases, participants tried to improve their 
potential outcomes by being virtuous. Those with a health goal did 
not show a similar pattern of results, they generally made healthy 
choices in line with their overarching goal. To complement this 
finding, in a follow-up study, we further tested people’s belief in 
magic, which leads them to be virtuous in their current choices 
when they want to improve or maintain their expected outcome. 
That is, when they feel responsible for a good outcome, or when 
they do not feel responsible for a bad outcome, they make virtuous 
current choices, so as not to tempt fate, and potentially demean or 
worsen their position in the future, as past research has shown that 
people hold the intuition that actions which tempt fate increase the 
likelihood of negative outcomes. 

This research thus provides first evidence of how people use 
current choice to exert control over uncertain future outcomes. People 
who are generally indulgent use self-regulation as magic in order 
to try and improve the odds of a future outcome when hoping for 
the best and feeling responsible for the outcome, and when fearing 
the worst for an outcome one is not responsible for. Moreover, such 
behavior is mediated by feelings and perceptions of luck, such that 
people will engage increasingly in this self-regulatory behavior, the 
more they believe in luck and fear tempting fate. 

“Lay Theories of Obesity”
Brent McFerran, University of British Columbia, Canada

Anirban Mukhopadhyay, Hong Kong University of Science and 
Technology, China

Four experiments demonstrate that people mainly hold one 
of two different lay theories about what causes obesity: poor diet 
and lack of exercise. These lay theories influence food quantity 
decisions, and influencing their accessibility changes portion sizes 
chosen. Non-dieters are more likely to change behavior due to such 
interventions.

Consumers make over 200 food choices per day, and obesity 
has become a severe public health concern in many countries. Diet 
and exercise guides advocate numerous approaches to weight loss, 
variously implicating genetics, consumption, and exercise in explain-
ing our expanding waistlines. While some authors point to sedentary 
lifestyles (Blair and Brodney 1999) or genetics (Comuzzi and Al-
lison 1998), the strongest evidence implicates a marked increase in 
consumption of food and drink as the main driver of obesity (Young 
and Nestle 2002). Consumer researchers have investigated several 
factors that help explain this increase in eating. These include social 
influence (McFerran et al. 2010), regulatory focus (Sengupta and 
Zhou 2007), and recollections of prior instances of indulgence or 
restraint (Mukhopadhyay, Sengupta, and Ramanathan 2008). Of 
interest, recent research has demonstrated that consumers’ food 
choices may be influenced by their lay theories, or naïve beliefs, 
such as those pertaining to self-control (Mukhopadhyay and Johar 
2005) or emotions (Labroo and Mukhopadhyay 2009). 

In this research, we take a more direct approach and examine 
the prevalence and consequences of lay theories about the causes 
of obesity itself, and demonstrate how they can profoundly influ-
ence consumers’ food quantity decisions. Dar Nimrod and Heine 
(2010) report that people who believe that obesity is caused by 
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genetic factors tend to eat more than those who believe it is caused 
by social reasons (Christakis and Fowler (2007). We extend this 
work by proposing that consumers have other, more prevalent 
lay theories of obesity: specifically, consumers largely believe 
that obesity is caused either by poor diet or by lack of exercise. 
Further, we predict that all else equal, those who believe that not 
exercising causes obesity eat more than those who believe that it 
is caused by a poor diet. 

We tested our basic proposition in a survey of 100 Amazon.com 
users (N=100, 47% male, mean age 34). Respondents indicated what 
they thought was the primary cause of obesity: eating too much, not 
exercising enough, or genetics, and allocated 100 points among the 
options. Results indicated equal numbers of respondents sharing 
the diet and exercise lay theories (44 vs. 48); which was reflected in 
the points allocation (Ms=44.06 vs. 38.97). The genetics lay theory 
was far less prevalent (8 respondents, M=17.05). This is initial 
evidence supporting the prevalence of our lay theories of interest.

Study 2 tested whether lay theories about the relative importance 
of diet and exercise can actually affect consumption quantities. 
Participants were given a cup of chocolates while they filled out 
some unrelated questionnaires, including a measure assessing the 
relative weights of their lay theories of obesity. We found that those 
who believed that a lack of exercise was relatively more likely to 
cause obesity ate more chocolates from their given cups.

Study 3 aimed to establish the causal effects of these lay theories. 
Following Labroo and Mukhopadhyay (2009), participants read a 
paragraph, purportedly real research, which either stated that obesity 
is caused by diet or by exercise. As a second factor, they recalled 
a previous instance when they had resisted a tempting food or had 
succumbed to it (Mukhopadhyay et al. 2008). The order of the lay 
theory induction and the recall task was counterbalanced. Finally, 
they were presented with a hypothetical task involving making selec-
tions at an ice-cream parlor (McFerran et al. 2010). Results provided 
strong support for the role of lay theories as accessible cognitions 
in influencing eating quantity decisions. When the recall task came 
first, implying that lay theories were more accessible, those who 
had been primed with the exercise (versus diet) lay theory chose 
significantly more ice cream. When the recall task came second, 
those who read about the exercise theory chose smaller quantities, 
but only if they had recalled resisting. 

Study 4 tested if certain types of individuals are more sus-
ceptible to lay theory inductions. Chronic dieters have a highly 
accessible goal of consumption restraint (Scott et al. 2008), and thus 
may be less likely to accept alternative lay theories. Unrestrained 
eaters have no such chronic preoccupation, and thus may be more 
likely to use other accessible cognitions (i.e., lay theories) to guide 
their behavior. Procedures followed the Study 3 lay theory first/
succumb condition, except real consumption was measured (as in 
Study 2). Results revealed that dieters consumed the same amount 
regardless of whether the article claimed diet or exercise as the 
cause of obesity, but unrestrained eaters ate more if they had read 
the exercise article than the diet one. 

Across four studies, we provide the first evidence that (a) people 
have mainly two different lay theories about what causes obesity 
(diet vs. exercise), (b) these lay theories guide actual food choices, 
(c) the accessibility of these lay theories can be influenced to change 
portion sizes, and (d) non-dieters are more likely to change behavior 
as a result of alternative lay theories. These results help answer the 
big picture question of what causes obesity, by explaining a large 
part of consumers’ portion sizes.

“Is making plans good for you? The differential Impact of 
Planning on behavior”

Claudia Townsend, University of Miami, USA
Wendy Liu, UC San Diego, USA

In four field studies we find that planning does not benefit 
everyone equally. Although making plans improves subsequent 
behavior when individuals consider their position positive in the 
relevant area, ironically making plans has a deleterious effect on 
actual behavior when decision-makers feel in poor standing in the 
relevant domain.

Both academic research and lay beliefs suggest that planning 
is advantageous for goal attainment and self-regulation (see for 
example Gollwitzer 1996, Schifter and Ajzen 1985). Yet, little is 
known about the emotional response to planning and how this may 
influence subsequent behavior. We consider that planning for self-
regulation may produce emotional responses similar to those of 
positive self-statements and positive feedback which are not always 
constructive. While positive thinking and positive feedback are 
generally thought to improve mood and affect, there are instances 
when a boomerang effect can occur leading to worsened mood 
(Eisenstadt and Leippe 1994, Wood, Perunovic, and Lee 2009). The 
explanation is that when people feel that the feedback or positive 
statement is too positive and does not fit their self-conceptions, the 
discrepancy between their believed actual self and the idealized self 
as described by the feedback or statements becomes particularly 
salient. Like positive statements and feedback, by creating a plan 
one is, in essence, describing the acts of a possible future superior 
version of the self. If this possible future self as described in the plan 
is too different from one’s perceived actual self then the plan may 
be outside the “latitudes of acceptance” and lead to psychological 
reactance (Sherif and Hovland 1961). We predict this will result in 
negative emotions such as stress which, in turn, likely might cause 
someone’s actions to boomerang–and go in opposition to the pro-
posed plan. Thus, while planning may be helpful for some, it may 
be harmful for those whose perceived self is dramatically different 
from the future self as described in the plan. The difference in these 
two selves promotes negative feelings such as stress leading to less 
goal-consistent behavior. Specifically, our hypothesis is that those 
who perceive themselves to be in good standing with respect to the 
relevant goal will be helped by planning with planning causing more 
goal-consistent behavior. Those who perceive themselves not to be 
in good standing are actually less likely to behave goal-consistently 
after planning than in the absence of planning. We examine this 
in four field studies. 

In study 1 we consider the impact of planning on eating–whether 
planning one’s diet has a positive or negative effect on subsequent 
snack choice. We find that those who perceive themselves as not 
overweight are aided by planning; planning decreases likelihood 
of selecting the unhealthy snack. However, those who perceive 
themselves as overweight are hindered by planning with planning 
increasing their likelihood of selecting the unhealthy snack. We also 
isolate the effect to planning in the relevant context, thus ruling out 
an explanation based on ego depletion (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, 
Muraven, and Tice 1998). Additionally, we examine the content of 
the plans and find that more and less confident people do not differ 
in the plans they make revealing that any differences in behavior 
are not due to plan content.

In study 2 we investigate the mechanism through which this 
occurs–how planning interacts with one’s sense of security in the 
relevant area. We examine how planning makes people feel and 
whether one’s emotional response to planning differs depending 
on perceived standing in the relevant area (overweight or not for 
our diet context). We find that for respondents who are not in good 
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standing in the relevant domain planning calls attention to their 
deficit in the domain and accentuates how much demanding work 
they must accomplish in order to improve. Planning is, therefore, 
a stressful and upsetting task for them. In contrast, respondents 
in good standing do not find planning to be stressful or upsetting. 

In the third study we use the same context of the impact of 
planning on eating, but also examine whether manipulation of per-
ceived standing in the relevant area impacts behavior. A shortcoming 
of studies 1 and 2 is that self-perception is measured rather than 
manipulated and there may be a spurious correlation. In study 3 
we manipulate whether someone feels in good or poor standing in 
the relevant area after the plans are made and, indeed, find this to 
affect the impact of planning as predicted.

In the fourth and final study, we consider the impact of planning 
in a different context–saving. We analyze consumers’ use of the 
2008 Economic Stimulus Tax Rebate and whether planning one’s 
use of the money has a positive or negative effect on how it is spent. 
Study 4 replicates our original findings in another context and in 
several ways offers a more stringent test of our theory.

The findings presented in this research are relevant to numerous 
areas including work on goals, habits, self-regulation, and behavioral 
change. Implications on when and how planning should or should 
not be advocated are also discussed.

“The Effects of Goal breadth on Consumer Preferences”
Eunice Kim, Yale University, USA
Ravi Dhar, Yale University, USA

Broadly versus narrowly defining a goal affects choice. A series 
of studies demonstrates that individuals with a broader focal goal 
are more likely to choose a high price, high quality option over a 
low price, low quality option because broader goals decrease the 
consideration of the other relevant goals that shoppers have, such 
as the goal to be frugal.

While most of the goals research examines how a single goal 
affects choices and subsequent evaluations, in reality, individuals 
simultaneously maintain multiple goals that can interact to affect 
choices (Fishbach and Dhar 2005). Shah and Kruglanski (2002) state 
that for any given goal—a focal goal—individuals can also have 
other goals in that context, referred to as alternative or background 
goals, which can affect the pursuit of that focal goal. A question that 
arises is how focal and background goals interact to affect choice. 

The current research examines how the breadth of the focal goal, 
whether it is broad (e.g. goal to buy clothes) or narrow (e.g. goal to 
buy jeans), influences the extent to which these other alternative or 
background goals are considered (e.g. goal to be frugal), and there-
fore leads to very different choice outcomes. To examine why and 
how the breadth of a focal goal might affect consumer choice, we 
rely on recent advances in a theory of goal systems by Kruglanski 
and his colleagues (2002). According to this framework, goals are 
described as an inter-related network of nodes. We propose that 
the setting of a broad focal goal leads to a spreading of activation 
to a greater number of related sub-goals and means. The activation 
of more sub-goals and means requires the consumption of more 
cognitive resources. This means that fewer resources remain for 
the consideration of other relevant background goals in any given 
context. The setting of a narrow focal goal, however, activates fewer 
related sub-goals and means, which leads to the consumption of 
fewer cognitive resources, and therefore leaves more resources for 
the consideration of other background goals. Thus, we propose that 
individuals who are assigned to a broad focal goal are less likely 
to consider other goals that are relevant to a shopping context, 
such as the goal to be frugal, than are individuals assigned to a 
narrow focal goal. As a consequence, those individuals assigned 

to a broad focal goal are more likely to choose the option that is 
best on the focal goal. 

A series of studies test these hypotheses. These studies are 
generally composed of two parts. The first part is goal activation 
where participants are randomly assigned to either a broad or a nar-
row focal goal by imagining a broad focal goal (e.g. buy clothes) 
or a narrow focal goal (e.g. buy jeans) and writing about it. The 
second part is the choice task. Studies 1 and 2 find that individuals 
with a broad focal goal are more likely to choose a more expensive, 
higher-quality option compared to individuals with a narrow focal 
goal. In addition, these studies rule out two potential alternative 
accounts. The first account is that a broad goal might activate a 
more abstract mindset that focuses people on aspects of desirability 
(Liberman and Trope 1998). We address this by demonstrating that 
the effect of goal breadth on choice, unlike the effect of mindsets, 
does not carry over to all subsequent tasks but only applies to choices 
between goal-related options. A second alternative account is that 
a broad goal might call upon a larger mental budget that makes it 
easier to spend (Morewedge, Holtzman, and Epley 2007). We find, 
however, that even when participants are given a fixed budget, those 
with the broad focal goal are more likely to choose the high quality 
expensive option compared to those with the narrow focal goal. 

The next set of studies examines the underlying mechanism. 
Study 3 shows that when participants with a narrow focal goal 
are subjected to a cognitive load task, which consumes cognitive 
resources, the competing background goal to be frugal becomes 
less accessible, and the difference in the preference for the higher 
priced option across goal breadth is attenuated. Studies 4a and 
4b employ various methods, including a lexical decision task, to 
demonstrate that a broad focal goal increases the accessibility of 
various sub-goals and means, but decreases the accessibility of 
the goal to be frugal. Study 5 demonstrates that this effect may 
be bounded by the chronic activation of a frugality goal. Study 6 
extends the effect of goal breadth beyond the domain of shopping 
to the domain of health and consumption. Lastly, Study 7 examines 
the intuitions held by people regarding the effect of goal breadth 
on consumer preferences.

We demonstrate that the breadth of a focal goal plays an im-
portant role in how multiple goals interact by influencing the extent 
to which background goals are considered in choice. Furthermore, 
these findings have implications for how consumers can set broad 
or narrow goals to aid in self-control.  


