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This research demonstrates that consumers often refer to an unrelated (cross-category) product as a reference to make a current

purchase decision. We present a theory of “motivated anchoring” to understand (1) when consumers rely on cross-category

referencing, (2) its impact on consumer decision-making, and, 3) the mechanism underlying its operation.
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target person. In addition, the probability judgment itself serves as a cue when the information about the event outcome is ambiguous, 
and thus affects the perceived impact level of an event. When an event is judged as more likely to occur due to perceived proximity, it 
is also judged as less impactful.

References
Inman, J. Jeffrey, Anil C. Peter, and Priya Raghubir (1997), “Framing the Deal: The Role of Restrictions in Accentuating Deal Value,” 

The Journal of Consumer Research, 24 (1), 68-79.
Kahneman, D, P Slovic, and A Tversky (1982), Judgment under Uncertainty: Heuristics and Biases: Cambridge Univ Pr.
Laporte, Sandra and Gilles Laurent (2009), “The Interpersonal Hot Hand Fallacy: How Similarity with Previous Winners Increases 

Subjective Probability of Winning,” in 2009 ACR North American Conference, Pittsburgh.
Lynn, Michael (1992), “Scarcity’s Enhancement of Desirability: The Role of Naive Economic Theories,” Basic and Applied Social 

Psychology, 13 (1), 67-78.
Raghubir, Priya (1998), “Coupon Value: A Signal for Price?,” Journal of Marketing Research, 35 (3), 316-24.
Springer, Ken (1995), “Acquiring a Naive Theory of Kinship through Inference,” Child Development, 66 (2), 547-58.
Strevens, Michael (2000), “The Essentialist Aspect of Naive Theories,” Cognition, 74 (2), 149-75.
Tversky, Amos and Derek J. Koehler (1994), “Support Theory: A Nonextensional Representation of Subjective Probability,” 

Psychological Review, 101 (4), 547-67.
Wakslak, Cheryl and Yaacov Trope (2009), “The Effect of Construal Level on Subjective Probability Estimates,” Psychological 

Science, 20 (1), 52-58.
Wright, William F. and Gordon H. Bower (1992), “Mood Effects on Subjective Probability Assessment,” Organizational Behavior 

and Human Decision Processes, 52 (2), 276-91.

Consumers Do Compare Apples with Oranges:  
Investigating Cross Category Referencing in Consumer Decision-making

Vanessa Patrick, University of Houston, USA
Weixing Ma, University of Houston, USA

Apples have a golden skinor red without and white within. An orange has a tangy rind and a color that is distinct. Unless you have 
an axe to grindor some other devious design then I would say that the differences are like night and day.  - Anonymous

Prior research has demonstrated that consumers use references to facilitate decision-making. The literature examined consumer’s 
reliance on reference points with comparable attributes within a product category (Rajendran and Tellis 1994; Rosch 1975). The current 
research aims to reveal that consumers often rely on a previous purchase from a different, often unrelated product category in order to 
justify a current purchase decision. 

Literature 
Consumers usually need various strategies to make/justify a purchase decision. In classical economics, a consumer’s decision is 

derived from her preferences for competing alternatives, as revealed by the indifference curve given a budget constraint. Little attention 
has been devoted to the formation of such indifference curve due to the subjective nature of preferences (Georgescu-Roegen 1936; Hauer 
and Urban 1986). Marketing scholars, especially consumer behavior researchers, have been dedicated to explore such subjectivity of 
consumers’ preferences. 

Prior research focused on how consumers discover their own preferences through various decision-making strategies or tactics, for 
instance, framing (Kahneman and Tversky 1984), anchoring (Strack and Mussweiler 1997; Tversky and Kahneman 1974), and relying 
on a reference (Rosch 1975; Rajendran and Tellis 1994; Huber et al. 2008). Notably this research stream focuses on the comparison 
between products or attributes that are closely related or comparable, for example, different brands or different prices, respectively, 
within a given product category. 

Recent research also acknowledged the possible influence of unrelated or cross-category products on consumer decision-making: for 
instance, the shopping momentum phenomenon (Dhar et al. 2007), the devaluation effect (Brendl et al. 2003), and the role of incidentally 
activated shopping goals (Chartrand et al. 2008). In these studies, unrelated or cross category purchases or products emerge as situational/
environmental influences or consumer mindsets, rather than as references consumers actively use to evaluate a focal purchase decision. 

The current research aims to broaden the view of reference by investigating situations in which consumers refer to an unrelated 
(cross-category) product as a reference to make a current purchase decision. We present a theory of “motivated anchoring” to understand 
(1) when consumers rely on cross-category referencing, (2) its impact on consumer decision-making, and 3) its underlying mechanism.

Cross Category Reference in Consumer Decision-making 
The literature on motivated reasoning has studied how people’s motivational states can influence their perceptions and judgments 

(Kunda 1990). We present a theory of “motivated anchoring” to understand how a consumer may use seemingly incomparable references 
to help her justify a highly (less) desired target product as being more (less) worthy of purchase. 

We argue that when a consumer desires to own a product, this form of biased evaluation will justify the purchase. In other words, 
a consumer driven by her desire for the target product is motivated to retrieve a cross category reference that helps justify her purchase 
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decision and ease the pain of paying the price. Consider the following: a consumer is debating whether she should buy another pair of 
designer shoes. She then thinks about the tax she “gives away” to the government every year. Suddenly, the price of the shoes is no longer 
hefty and in fact, is very reasonable for such gorgeous shoes. Similarly, “motivated anchoring” can also justify not making a purchase. 

Empirical Investigation
We already conducted an exploratory critical incident analysis and one experiment. Additional studies are underway.
Eighty-eight undergraduate students participated in the critical incident survey. We collected open-ended data of participants’ 

experience of using cross category references in their decision-making. The survey provided ample evidence for the phenomenon. Coding 
of the open-ended data revealed the following key findings: 1) consumers were more likely to use cross-category references to help make/
justify purchase decisions of discretionary and hedonic products, 2) most references were at a similar price range as the target product, 
and 3) individuals were more likely to rely on a less expensive unrelated (cross-category) reference to justify a spontaneous purchase.

Next, we conducted an experiment to demonstrate how different references can have different impact on consumers’ decisions. 
We propose that a negative reference which emphasizes negative utility upon consumption such as medical expense and tax payment 
will make consumers increase their subjective evaluation of the utility of the target product and downplay its cost, and hence, they are 
more likely to purchase the target product. On the other hand, a positive reference which focuses on the pleasure of consumption such 
as a wonderful dinner at one’s favorite restaurant will make the current target product appear to be more costly and less enjoyable, and 
therefore a less attractive purchase option. 

We recruited 150 real world consumers to participate in a between-subjects experiment in which the nature of a reference product 
(negative vs. positive) was manipulated. We measured its impact on consumers willingness to select from a set of vacation options that 
varied from being very expensive (hedonic), moderately expensive, cheap to forgoing the vacation. The results reveal that participants who 
were exposed to a negative reference (paying tax) were more likely to choose the most expensive vacation plan compared to participants 
exposed to the positive reference (purchase of an electronic product; 36.4% vs. 20%, p<.05). The positive reference was more likely to 
induce the choice of the compromise option compared to the negative reference (49.1% vs. 34.5%, p<.05). 

We aim to contribute to the literature in the following ways: 1) establish the impact of an unrelated purchase on consumer decision-
making, 2) present and test a theory of motivated anchoring to illustrate how consumers use unrelated products from different product 
categories to view a target product as more or less desirable and worthy of purchase, and, 3) to identify managerial and public policy 
implications that stem from these findings. 
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Should You Kill Two Birds with One Stone?  
The Diluting Influence of Having Multiple Goals on Goal Pursuit

Weixing Ma, University of Houston, USA
Vanessa Patrick, University of Houston, USA

One man; two loves. No good ever comes of that. --------Euripides, Greece

People are often engaged in a single activity which serves multiple goals simultaneously. Intuitively, we applaud the efficiency of 
“killing two birds with one stone”. But is “more” necessarily better? This research aims to demonstrate the dilution effect of multiple 
goals on the effort level exerted through a single activity. Moreover, we investigate this, keeping in mind the between-goal relationships, 
by asking: Are all goals created “equal”? Does the commitment to one goal strengthen or undermine the attention to other goals? This 
research seeks answers to these questions, and discovers the structure of these multiple goals and their relationship with the single means. 


