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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Motivation
Consider Nina and Kaitlin, who need to replace their current 

DVD players. The two girls face different decision choices: Nina 
got a gift card from her relatives that she decided to use towards 
the purchase of a new DVD player (acquisition task), whereas 
Kaitlin got two DVD players from her relatives as a gift and she 
needs to decide which she will return (forfeiture task). In this deci-
sion task, they are both seriously considering two brands whose 
advertisements emphasize different strengths. One brand claims 
to “enhance one’s entertainment needs in life,” whereas the other 
claims to “prevent any boredom in life.” The former claim reflects 
a promotion-based message (Higgins 1997), involving a strategy 
that maximizes presence of a positive outcome, whereas the latter 
claim reflects a prevention-based message, involving a strategy 
that maximizes avoidance of a negative outcome. Considering the 
hedonic nature of DVD players and the different nature of their 
decision tasks, which brand would each prefer? 

In the current research, we bring together multiple theoretical 
perspectives to investigate how individual consumers’ relative brand 
preferences for promotion (vs. prevention) messages change based 
on the decision task (acquisition vs. forfeiture) and product type 
(hedonic vs. functional) via two experimental studies. Our work 
is distinguished from previous research on decision task effects 
and regulatory focus in several ways. First, to our knowledge, 
this is the first research ever indicating which type of regulatory 
focus message individuals prefer in different purchase situations 
(acquisition versus forfeiture), depending on the type of product 
(hedonic versus utilitarian), within the same product category. 
Second, despite the recent work done by Dhar and Wertenbroch 
(2000), there has not been much follow up research done in the 
acquisition and forfeiture area. Our work extends acquisition and 
forfeiture decision situations in a new context, giving rise to a 
variety of interesting questions for researchers to investigate with 
regards to brand preferences. Finally, although a significant body 
of work has contributed to understanding post-ad exposure effects 
of message’s regulatory focus, it is noteworthy that research to-date 
has not examined how consumers’ evaluations are affected by direct 
experience with the product. Our work is designed to assess the 
impact of product trial on choice (Study 1), as well as to examine 
the role of individuals’ need for touch (Peck and Childers 2003; 
Study 2) on these assessments. 

Conceptualization
Regulatory focus theory (Higgins 1997), proceeding from the 

fundamental principle that people approach pleasure and avoid pain, 
distinguishes between two modes of motivation and self-regulation 
termed as promotion and prevention goals or foci (Higgins, 1997; 
1998). Building on regulatory focus theory, researchers have pro-
posed that advertising persuasion might also depend on a message 
characteristic called “message’s regulatory focus,” which could 
also be promotion-oriented or prevention-oriented. According to 
Aaker and Lee (2001), when individuals’ regulatory goals match 
the message frames in terms of regulatory orientation (i.e., when 
there is goal compatibility), more positive persuasive effects result. 
Research extended the notion of compatibility to the context of 

purchasing hedonic versus utilitarian products. Chernev (2004) 
suggests that hedonic products may help individuals attain promo-
tion goals, whereas utilitarian products help them attain prevention 
goals. Building on these findings, Micu and Chowdhury (2010) show 
that prevention (vs. promotion) focus messages are more preferred 
for utilitarian products, whereas for hedonic products, the reversed 
effect is true. We expect these findings to be differentially affected 
by the decision task and provide our rationale below.

Our focus on differences between acquisition and forfeiture 
choices is motivated by research on loss aversion that demonstrates 
an asymmetry in evaluations depending on the direction of the 
proposed trade, that is, whether a good is acquired or forfeited 
relative to the consumer’s current state (Kahneman, Knetsch, and 
Thaler 1990); indicating consumers are more likely to experience 
more risk aversion in the forfeiture than in the acquisition condition. 
Further, according to Sanna (1996), consumers are more likely to 
engage in prefactual thinking when they have to forfeit an item (i.e., 
upward prefactual; comparison with more preferred alternatives) 
than when they have to acquire an item (i.e., downward prefactual; 
comparison with less preferred alternatives). Also, upward prefac-
tual thinking induces negative emotions because one is about to be 
worse off than before (Roese 1997; Sanna 1999). To the extent that 
forfeiture situations spontaneously trigger upward comparisons that 
highlight negative affective consequences, consumers are motivated 
to minimize the anticipated negative emotions. 

For hedonic products, the negative emotions experienced in 
forfeiture conditions are amplified by the feelings of guilt associ-
ated with the purchase of hedonic products, which is perceived as 
being decadent and involving self-gratification (Khan, Dhar, and 
Wertenbroch 2005). Further, research on regulatory focus indicates 
that a promotion focus prompts the use of relatively risky strategies, 
whereas a prevention focus is associated with the use of more con-
servative strategies. Thus, to minimize the perception of risk, as well 
as the negative emotions spontaneously triggered in a forfeiture (vs. 
acquisition) condition, consumers will choose a prevention focused 
message. Examined from the other direction, the acquisition (vs. 
forfeiture) condition should make the promotion focused appeal 
more valued. Although previous research indicating that promotion 
(vs. prevention) appeals are preferred for hedonic products has not 
manipulated decision task, the scenarios in those studies resemble 
an acquisition situation (see Micu and Chowdhury 2010).

Further, we assume that utilitarian products relative to hedonic 
products do not evoke much hedonic thoughts irrespective of whether 
the consumer is acquiring or forfeiting; instead it should primarily 
evoke more utilitarian thoughts focused towards the product qual-
ity/value etc. Unlike hedonic products, utilitarian products are not 
perceived as being decadent and involving self-gratification (Khan, 
Dhar, and Wertenbroch 2005) and are not associated with guilt and 
consequently individuals buying utilitarian products should be 
relatively less risk averse, irrespective of whether they are forfeiting 
or acquiring the product; hence they should not differ significantly 
in their preferences for promotion vs. prevention-oriented mes-
sages.  

Furthermore, when consumers experience the products, we 
expect the post-ad exposure effects hypothesized above to disappear. 
Indeed, previous research indicates that pre-trial advertising does 
not impact consumers’ evaluations of highly diagnostic products (as 
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those used in our study) if advertising and trial provide consistent 
(e.g., positive) information (Hoch and Ha 1986; Kempf and Smith 
1998). However, an individual’s need for touch is a key variable 
that explains the way individuals respond to product experience 
(Peck and Childers 2003). Thus, we expect the effects hypothesized 
above to be moderated by individuals’ need for touch, specifically, 
for hedonic products, when given the opportunity to explore the 
product, for forfeiture conditions, low (vs. high) NFT individuals 
will prefer more prevention focus messages. However, for acquisi-
tion conditions, there will be no significant differences in message 
preference for varying levels of need for touch. Further, in case 
of functional products, individual need for touch will not interact 
with decision task.

Methodology and Findings
In study 1, 121 undergraduate student participants were 

randomly assigned to one of the four experimental conditions: 2 
(decision task: acquisition versus forfeiture) X 2 (product type: 
hedonic versus utilitarian). Participants took part individually in a 
brand decision task on a PC equipped with a high-speed Internet 
connection. After reading the given decision task scenario for a 
specific product type, participants were exposed to two different 
brand advertisements (one promotion oriented and one prevention 
oriented; order randomized) in the same product category. After 
examining the ads, they indicated their relative brand preferences 
and then they answered some questions regarding their task motiva-
tion, thought measures, manipulation checks, and demographics. 
Study 2 procedure was very similar to study 1 (112 undergraduate 
students). Thus, the main differences in study 2 were: individual 
need for touch measures and actual thought protocols were collected 
and individuals made their brand choice after having the opportunity 
to touch and visually see the two brands. 

Results from study 1 confirm that individuals faced with an 
acquisition (vs. forfeiture) decision task engage in more hedonic 
thoughts and do prefer a more promotion vs. prevention oriented 
brand message and this is mainly true for buying hedonic products. 
Also, results from study 2 provide support that an individual’s need 
for touch attenuate the effects of decision task on relative brand mes-
sage preferences, only in case of hedonic (not, functional) products. 


