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When multiple goals are served by a single means, these goals are not created equal regarding their momentum, valence and

instrumentality. We demonstrate that a goal with positive valence, higher momentum and instrumentality induces more effort.

Meanwhile, multiple goals dilute the effort level through their shared single means.
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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. 

Selected References 
Brendl, C. Miguel, Arthur B. Markman, and Claude Messner (2003), “The Devaluation Effect: Activating a Need Devalues Unrelated 

Objects,” Journal of Consumer Research, 29 (4), 463-473. 
Chartrand, Tanya A., Joel Huber, Baba Shiv and Robin J. Tanner (2008), “Nonconscious Goals and Consumer Choice,” Journal of 

Consumer Research, 35 (2), 189-201. 
Dhar, Ravi, Joel Huber and Uzma Khan (2007), “The Shopping Momentum Effect,” Journal of Marketing Research, 44(3), 370-378.
Georgescu-Roegen, Nicholas (1936), “The Pure Theory of Consumer Behavior,” Quarterly Journal of Economics, 50 (4), 545-593.
Hauser, John R. and Glen L. Urban (1986), “The Value Priority Hypotheses for Consumer Budget Plans,” Journal of Consumer 

Research, 12 (4), 446-462.
Huber, Joel, W. Kip Viscusi and Jason Bell (2008), “Reference Dependence in Iterative Choices,” Organizational Behavior and 

Human Decision Process, 106 (2), 143-152.
Kahneman, Daniel and Amos Tversky (1984), “Choices, Values and Frames,” American Psychologist, 39 (4), 341-350. 
Kunda, Ziva (1990), “The Case for Motivated Reasoning,” Psychological Bulletin, 108 (3), 480-498.
Rajendran, K. N and Gerard J. Tellis (1994), “Contextual and Temporal Components of Reference Price,” Journal of Marketing, 58 

(1), 22-34.
Rosch, Eleanor (1975), “Cognitive Reference Points,” Cognitive Psychology, 7 (4), 532-547.
Strack, Fritz and Thomas Mussweiler (1997), “Explaining the Enigmatic Anchoring Effect: Mechanisms of Selective Accessibility,” 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73 (3), 437-446.
Tversky, Amos and Daniel Kahneman (1974), “Judgment under Uncertainty: Heuristics and Biases,” Science, 185 (4157), 1124-1131.

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. 
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Literature
Goals constitute the focal points around which human behavior is organized (Fishbach and Ferguson 1996). Prior literature on goals 

has examined the cognitive, affective, interactive and dynamic perspectives of goal related phenomena and mechanisms. The recently 
developed goal system theory explored the cognitive perspective of goals and their related means (Bargh et al. 2001; Kruglanski et al. 
2002; Shah and Kruglanski 2003; Fishbach et al. 2003; Fishbach et al. 2004). Successful goal attainment typically results in positive 
affect (Dweck and Leggett 1988; Carver and Scheier 1990). Conversely, such affect may be transferred to its cognitively associated means 
(Fishbach et al. 2004). The research which focused on the interactive and dynamic aspects of goals has explored three configurations of 
multiple goals: multiple goals of similar centrality (Shah and Kruglanski 2002), different centrality and the effect of multiple goals on 
a sequence of actions that unfold over time (Fishbach and Ferguson 1996). 

The same dilution effect of multiple goals served by a single means was previously examined by Zhang, Fishbach and Kruglanski 
(2007), but from a different vantage point than the current research. In their study (Zhang et al. 2007), the dilution effect was observed 
only through the perceived instrumentality of a shared goal-means path, where goal distinctiveness and perceived means-goal associative 
strength were considered as mediating factors.

The current research aims to tap into the interplay and dynamics between affect and cognition in the multiple goals-single means 
relationship. Specifically, we not only replicate the dilution effect of multiple goals (Zhang et al. 2007) on the shared single means, but 
aim to uncover a unique mechanism that leads to the dilution effect. 

Theory and Hypotheses
We first propose a general construct of ‘goal-means linkage”, which is the general indicator for the relationship between a goal and 

a single means that serves the goal. Then we explore the major facets of this general construct, namely, cognitive, affective, dynamic, 
and interactive, which compose the second level refined constructs for the general “goal-means linkage”: goal momentum (dynamic 
and interactive), goal valence (affective), and goal instrumentality (cognitive). 

We then investigate how such cognitive, affective, interactive and dynamic aspects of the multiple goals have impact on the efforts 
exerted through their shared single means. Furthermore, we examine what happens to the effort level when the number of the goals 
served by a means increases. We propose the following key hypotheses: (1) when multiple goals are served by a single means, as the 
number of the goals increases, the effort level exerted through the means decreases. This is the dilution effect in the multiple goals-
single means setting. (2) A goal of higher momentum is likely to result in the exertion of greater effort (3) A goal of positive valence 
is likely to exert more effort than the goals of negative valence, and, (4) A goal with higher perceived instrumentality is likely to exert 
more effort through the single means. 

Studies 
We have conducted two preliminary studies. The first was a survey in order to develop the scales for the constructs and examine 

the multiple goals-single means relationship. Next, we conducted a study using donation-to-a-charity as the decision-making context to 
test the basic proposition: Does increasing number of identified goals lead to increased dilution (lower donation)?

In the survey, we first gave the participants some examples of people engaging in a single activity in order to achieve more than just 
one goal. Participants were then asked to recall similar multiple goals-single means situations which they have experienced in the past. 
After they wrote down the single means and all the goals served by this means, they were instructed to rate each goal-means pair on a 
seven-point semantic differential scale on the following: effectiveness, measurability, pleasantness, importance, urgency, uniqueness, and 
attentiveness. Each variable was followed by a brief description and a detailed example. The descriptions and examples were pretested 
to ensure clarity of instruction. Seventy-eight undergraduate students participated in the survey. Three constructs were refined through 
exploratory factor analysis of the survey data: (1) goal momentum as measured by importance, urgency, uniqueness, and attentiveness, 
(2) goal instrumentality as measured by effectiveness and measurability, and (3) goal valence as measured by pleasantness. Confirmatory 
factor analysis was conducted to assess the convergent and discriminate validity of these constructs. The survey data also supported the 
four hypotheses on goal structure and the dilution effect. 

Next an experiment was conducted using a charity donation decision-making context, in which participants identified the goal(s) 
they would like to achieve via their charitable donation, and then determined the amount they would like to donate. The data indicated 
that as the number of goals increased, individuals tended to donate significantly less money (β=-21.1, p=.015). 

The preliminary results are promising and a set of experiments are planned to further develop this research. We expect to have 
completed a comprehensive set of studies by ACR.

Summary 
This research aims to contribute to the literature on the multiple goals-single means setting in the following ways: (1) we demonstrate 

that goals are not created equal in terms of their momentum, instrumentality and valence; (2) more goals are not necessarily better in 
terms of the effort level they exert through the shared single means. 
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How Goals Affect the Impact of Product Attributes on Product Evaluation:   
The Role of Attribute Ability, Goal Activation and Goal-Product Fit
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Extended Abstract
Understanding how consumers evaluate products is a central topic in marketing research. Most approaches focus on the way in 

which consumers use information about specific features of the product to reach an overall judgment. Some research focuses on the way 
consumers compare attributes across products (e.g. Bettman, Luce and Payne, 2008), while other research examines how consumers 
combine attribute information (e.g. Cohen, Fishbein and Ahtola, 1972). Still other research focuses on the way consumers process 
arguments (e.g. information about attributes; e.g. Chen and Chaiken, 1999). While each approach is clearly important, very little work 
examines what makes particular attributes important to consumers in the first place.

The current work adopts the broad perspective that product attributes are important to the extent that they can fulfill consumers’ 
activated goals. Product evaluation involves judging the “goodness” or “usefulness” of a product, which implicitly involves references to 
consumers’ underlying goals. This is consistent with the perspective that objects, more generally, are evaluated as good or bad depending 
on their ability to help meet or hinder individuals’ goals (Markman and Brendl 2000).

This leads to a number of specific predictions about the way in which goals and attributes are likely to jointly impact product 
evaluation. First, attributes related to goals should be more likely to impact product evaluation. Specifically, the better able the attribute 
is perceived to fulfill the activated goal, the more positive the product evaluation. There is some evidence consistent with this in the 
satisfaction literature. Garbarino and Johnson (2001) found that consumers were more satisfied with a theatre performance when it 
fulfilled the particular goals they held (e.g. cultural enrichment versus relaxation). Moreover, this effect should be moderated by the 
activation of the goal (i.e., whether it occupies consumers’ thoughts)–this means that the ability of an attribute to fulfill a goal should 
have a greater impact on overall product evaluation when the goal is activated than not. We test this idea in our first study.

Second, while activated goals might render relevant attributes more important to the overall evaluation of the product, not all goals 
are likely to be relevant to all products. In fact, some products are likely to be viewed as unlikely candidates for fulfilling certain goals. 
For example, consumers rarely seem to consider the environmental impact of the wine they purchase, or whether or not the tea they 
drink comes from fair trade sources. Yet many consumers fret about the environmental impact of the bottles their water comes in and 
frequently consider whether their coffee is fairly traded. In short, certain products are likely to “fit” well with certain goals, and poorly 
with others. If the product and goal do not fit, then attributes relevant to that goal should be unlikely to exert an important influence on 
the overall evaluation, even when the goal is important. We test this idea in our second study. Specifically, we attempt to manipulate the 
extent to which consumers perceive a “fit” between a particular product and goal, as well as the ability of the product to fulfill that goal.

Study 1
One hundred and thirty-nine students participated in a 2 (Attribute Ability: Low vs. High) x 2 (Goal Activation: Yes vs. No) 

between-subjects factorial design. Students were presented with information for a brand of coffee that, among other attributes, was said 
to contain either 5% (low ability) or 75% (high ability) fair trade beans. Goal activation was manipulated in an article ostensibly from 
an online coffee guide that participants read prior to product evaluation. Both articles were identical except for a short addition in the 
Goal Activation condition that mentioned fair trade could bring many benefits to coffee farmers. Participants then completed thought 
listings (i.e. to measure goal activation) and measures of their evaluation of the coffee. Examination of the thoughts listings showed that 
participants generated more thoughts related to the fair trade in the Goal Activation conditions (Χ²(136)=4.53, p<.05). Consistent with 
our predictions, a significant Attribute Ability x Goal Activation interaction (F(1, 135)=5.59, p<.05) indicated that the effect of attribute 
ability on product evaluation was more pronounced when the goal was activated (goal activated: Ms=3.69 vs. 5.06; F(1, 135)=21.72, 
p<.05; goal not activated: Ms=4.20 vs. 4.58; F (1, 135)=1.72, p>.1).


