
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Subliminal Prime-To-Behavior Effects

Hélène  Deval, Dalhousie University, Canada 
Bruce E.  Pfeiffer, University of New Hampshire, USA 
Frank R.  Kardes, University of Cincinnati, USA 

 
Two experiments show that subliminal priming of goals and traits influence consumption behavior in goal-consistent and trait-

consistent ways.  Subliminal goal primes are influential when the goal is already active, regardless of differences in self-monitoring.

Subliminal trait primes are influential when self-monitoring is high rather than low, regardless of goal activation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
A wide variety of consumer judgments, decisions, and behaviors 

occur automatically, or without conscious awareness or intention 
(Bargh 2002, 2007; Dijksterhuis 2010; Dijksterhuis, Smith, Van 
Baaren, & Wigboldus, 2005; Wyer 2008). Many different situational 
cues prime or activate consumer goals and traits in a nonconscious 
manner. Our research contributes to the understanding of prime-to-
behavior effects by: (a) investigating the influence of subliminal goal 
primes and trait primes, (b) demonstrating that subliminal goal and 
trait prime-to-behavior effects are influenced by different moderat-
ing variables, and (c) investigating the influence of subliminal goal 
primes and trait primes related to money.

Prior research on subliminal priming has demonstrated that 
subliminal goal primes are influential only when the goal is already 
active (e.g., Strahan, Spencer, and Zanna 2002). Theoretically, how-
ever, the influence of subliminal trait primes on behavior should not 
depend on goal activation. Instead, the Active-Self model suggests 
that the influence of trait primes on behavior should depend on the 
extent to which these primes alter self-perceptions via selective 
processing of self-relevant information or on the extent to which 
these primes expand the self-concept (Wheeler, DeMarree, and 
Petty 2007). Both of these processes are influenced by individual 
differences in self-monitoring, or the extent to which consumers 
attempt to control their behavior to influence the impressions that 
others form of them (Snyder 1974). High self-monitors adapt their 
behaviors to their social environments, whereas low self-monitors 
behave consistently across situations. 

Although prior research has shown that trait prime-to-behavior 
effects are often greater for low self-monitors than for high self-
monitors (DeMarree, Wheeler, and Petty 2005), Wheeler et al. 
(2007) suggest that trait primes should have a greater influence on 
high self-monitors when social norms are invoked or when ought 
primes are activated. In addition, because the attitudes of high self-
monitors frequently serve the social-adjustive function (Lavine and 
Snyder 2000), trait primes pertaining to the social-adjustive function 
should have a greater influence on high than on low self-monitors. 
Money frequently serves a social-adjustive function because money 
can be used to impress others (a self-presentational strategy) or to 
attain goals without assistance from others (the self-sufficiency 
principle; Vohs, Mead, and Goode 2006). Further, a strong associa-
tion between money and consumption behavior has been illustrated 
in prior research. Briers et al. (2006) demonstrated that money 
related-supraliminal primes increased the consumption of candies. 

In two experiments, we show that subliminal priming of goals 
and traits influence consumption behavior in goal-consistent and 
trait-consistent ways. Subliminal goal primes were influential only 
when a relevant goal was already active, regardless of individual 
differences in self-monitoring. Conversely, subliminal trait primes 
were more influential when self-monitoring is high rather than low, 
regardless of the level of goal activation. 

In study 1, we predicted that subliminally priming hungry 
participants with either money related trait primes (rich and mil-
lionaire) or goal related primes (spend and money) would increase 
the amount of food eaten when compared to participants in the 
neutral prime condition (stone and picture). The effectiveness of 
the subliminal goal primes should depend on whether the goal is 
already active. Since all participants were instructed to arrive at the 
study in a hungry state, all participants in the goal prime condition 

were expected to eat more than those in the control condition. In 
contrast, since trait primes influence self-perception, they should 
have a greater effect on high self-monitors than on low self-monitors. 
As a result, we predicted that the level of self-monitoring would 
moderate the eating behavior of those in the subliminal trait prime 
condition in such a way that high self-monitors would eat more 
than low self-monitors. 

All participants were asked not to eat anything and not to drink 
anything but tea, coffee, or water for at least 3 hours prior to the 
study. The subliminal primes (goal, trait, or neutral) were imbedded 
in a lexical decision task (LDT). Following the LDT, participants 
were asked to perform a taste test in which they evaluated two types 
of candy. They were instructed to eat as much as they wanted in 
order to comparatively evaluate the two types of candy. Following 
the taste test, participants completed the 18-item Self-Monitoring 
Scale (Snyder and Gangestad 1986) and performed a subliminality 
check to insure the integrity of the priming manipulation

The primary dependent variable was the amount of candy eaten 
by the participants during the taste test. To test our hypotheses, we 
submitted this measure to a hierarchical regression analysis using 
the prime conditions, the self-monitoring score, and their interac-
tions as predictors. As expected, the presence of both goal and 
trait primes had a significant positive main effect on the amount of 
candies eaten. Further, the interactions revealed that participants in 
the trait prime condition ate more candies as self-monitor scores 
increased. Self-monitoring had no influence on participants in the 
goal prime condition.

Study 2 was designed to replicate that effect from study 1 as 
well as demonstrate that goal primes but not trait primes depend 
on whether the goal is already active at the time of priming. The 
primary difference in the procedure between study 1 and study 
2 was the addition of a cookie taste test to manipulate satiation. 
Participants in the satiated condition performed the cookie taste test 
at the beginning of the study before the LDT and candy taste test. 
Participants in the hungry condition performed the cookie taste test 
after the LDT and candy taste test. 

Consistent with study 1, participants in the trait prime 
condition ate more candies as self-monitor score increased, but 
self-monitoring had no effect on participants in the goal prime 
condition. Also, consistent with our predictions, participants in the 
goal prime condition ate more candies when they were hungry than 
when they were satiated, but satiation had no effect on participants 
in the trait prime condition.

Both these experiments contribute to the existing literature 
by providing further support for the strong cognitive link between 
money and consumption, extending prior findings from supraliminal 
priming to subliminal priming, and demonstrating that trait and goal 
primes operate under different boundary conditions.
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