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Special SeSSion

The Self-Concept from near and Far: Psychological distance and the Consumer Self
Liad Weiss, Columbia University, USA

ExTEndEd AbSTRACTS

“Understanding the “Self” in Self-Control: The Effects of 
Connectedness to Future Self on Far-Sightedness”

Daniel M. Bartels, University of Chicago, USA
Kerry F. Milch, Columbia University, USA

Oleg Urminsky, University of Chicago, USA
The exercise of self-control involves setting priorities and 

adhering to plans, even in the face of immediate temptations. Many 
decisions requiring self-control involve trading off consumption or 
happiness in the present or immediate future with consumption or 
happiness in the distant future. We posit that a crucial variable in 
such decisions is how a person views her distant future self (i.e., 
as a different person from her current self or as fundamentally the 
same person). In three studies, we show that how people view their 
future selves influences intertemporal preferences. 

A decision maker is more closely linked to the person she will 
be tomorrow than to the person she’ll be in 10 years, in terms of 
self-defining psychological properties, such as beliefs, values, and 
ideals. For this reason, she may prefer to allocate benefits to her 
more connected, sooner self at the expense of her less connected, 
later self. We propose that when people feel less psychologically 
connected to their future selves (e.g., because they foresee significant 
changes to the self), they will be less motivated to forego immediate 
benefits to provide long-term benefits for that future self, and we 
find that make “short-sighted” decisions over periods of time in 
which they anticipate the greatest changes in their identity. People 
who feel disconnected from the future self are more likely to choose 
so-called “vices” (options for which the short-run utility exceeds 
the long-run utility) over so-called “virtues” (options for which the 
long-term utility exceeds the short-run utility), and they engage in 
less responsible financial planning. They also tend to dehumanize 
that future self and indicate less willingness to take on burdens in 
the present to mitigate health risks in the distant future.

In Study 1, undergraduate participants read either that identity 
radically changes in early adulthood (especially during the college 
years), inducing a low degree of connectedness to their future self, 
or they read that the core features of one’s identity are fixed in early 
childhood (and stable during college), inducing high connectedness 
to their future self. Participants were more likely to choose a lottery 
for a bookstore over bakery gift-certificate (e.g. virtue over relative 
vice) in the high-connectedness condition (after reading about the 
stability of their identity) than in the low-connectedness condition 
(after reading about how they would change).

In Study 2, we asked college seniors, who were about to gradu-
ate, how difficult it would be to generate either 2 or 10 reasons why 
their identity would not change as a result of college graduation. 
Participants in the 2-reasons condition, who found the task easier, 
inferred that their identity would be stable over time, yielding a 
greater sense of connectedness to their future self than for participants 
in the 10-reasons condition. The more highly connected participants 
in the 2-reasons condition then indicated that they would allocate 
more of their resources to those budgetary categories that they 
themselves separately judged to be the most responsible uses of 
money, suggesting a higher motivation to provide for the future self.

Study 3 was designed to learn more about how people view 
their future selves and how this relates to their willingness to engage 
in preventive health measures. We investigated how connectedness 
to a future self relates to the kinds of traits people ascribe to their 

future selves, and how this in turn impacts people’s motivation to 
incur immediate costs for the sake of improved odds of long-term 
health. We found participants who felt disconnected from their 
future selves tended to “dehumanize” the future self. Using Haslam 
& Bain’s (2007) measures of “human nature” traits, we found that 
people who felt disconnected from their future selves tended to 
characterize the future self as rigid, inert, and lacking in emotional 
warmth and depth. High connectedness between present and future 
selves and low dehumanization of the future self each predicted 
people’s willingness to endure pain in the present (e.g., from a 
diagnostic procedure) in order to reduce the likelihood of negative 
health states (e.g., joint pain) experienced in old age.

Across these studies, we demonstrate that how we think of our 
future selves plays a fundamental role in how people approach the 
kind of tradeoff represented by self-control dilemmas–the tradeoff 
between immediate temptations and long-term benefits. We will also 
discuss how the effect of connectedness on self-control behaviors 
relates to other factors implicated in such choices, including salience 
of future outcomes, guilt and justification.

“‘In-self’ and ‘Out-self’ Products: Assimilation and Contrast 
with Consumers’ Traits”

Liad Weiss, Columbia University, USA
Gita V. Johar, Columbia University, USA

Marketers and researchers commonly ask consumers to evalu-
ate branded products on different scales. To encourage truthful 
responses, product evaluators are often promised the product they 
evaluate as part of their compensation. Can the notion of keeping 
the evaluated product, in other words mere ownership, have a 
systematic effect on the assessment of specific brand traits such as 
creativity or sincerity?

The current research examines this question from a categoriza-
tion perspective. We suggest and find that consumers sometimes act 
as if products they own are extensions of themselves. Consequently, 
when consumers get to keep a product, their view of it is directly 
affected by their perceptions of their own traits. However, these very 
same perceptions inversely affect the view of non-owned products. 
For example, consumers who perceive themselves as more (less) 
creative, evaluate products they keep as more (less) creative, but 
products that they don’t keep as less (more) creative. 

This effect is proposed to be an outcome of a categorization 
process. Previous research suggests that people classify others as 
in-group or out-group members. In-group members are considered to 
be an extended form of consumers’ self-concept (e.g., Brewer 1991). 
Consumers are suggested to classify objects into two equivalent 
categories, in-self or out-self objects, as determined by object own-
ership. Owned objects become members of the in-self category, yet 
another extended form of the individual’s self-concept (Belk 1988).

The self-concept can be a salient prime. Therefore, categorizing 
people or objects as members of one’s self-concept (i.e., as in-group 
members or in-self objects) may affect the way they are evaluated. 
Categorization of a prime and a target together, commonly yields 
assimilation, namely a direct effect of the prime on target evalua-
tion. However, exclusion of the prime from the target’s category, 
may lead to its comparison with the target. This commonly yields 
contrast, namely, an inverse effect of the prime on target evalua-
tion. In line with previous research on the effect of self concept 
on the evaluation of in and out group members, we predicted that 
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self-view will directly (inversely) affect the evaluation of in-self 
(out-self) products. 

This prediction was supported in two studies. In Study 1, 
participants first rated their own creativity. Then, after a filler 
task, they were asked to evaluate a pen. Half of the participants 
were promised the evaluated pen to keep. The rest were promised 
a luxurious mechanical pencil instead. All participants then re-
ceived the same information about the pen, which was pretested 
to be perceived as moderately creative. Then, after trying the pen, 
participants rated how creative it was. As predicted, the interaction 
between ownership (keep/no-keep) and self-creativity ratings on 
pen creativity ratings was significant. The pen was rated as more 
creative by more creative individuals in the keep condition, and by 
less creative individuals in the no-keep condition. 

In Study 2, differently from study 1, participants’ percep-
tions of their own creativity were manipulated. This was achieved 
through an ease of retrieval manipulation. The rest of the procedure 
followed that of study 1. The dependent variable measured how 
likely it was that they would recommend the pen to “John” who 
was described as having different occupations that varied in their 
perceived creativeness (e.g., clerk as low and copywriter as high 
creativity occupations). As predicted, among participants in the keep 
condition, those in the high creativeness condition were more likely 
to recommend the pen to John if he was in a creative occupation. 
Conversely, among participants in the no-keep condition, those in 
the low creativeness condition were more likely to recommend 
the pen to John if he was in a creative occupation. There were no 
differences in recommendation to John if he was in a less creative 
occupation. To support our proposition that this effect was driven 
by the usage of the self-concept as a prime, we measured level of 
self consciousness. As expected, we find that the aforementioned 
interaction was stronger for individuals that are high (vs. low) on 
self-consciousness.

“Opposing Selves: How American and Moral Identity 
Interact with the Psychology of International War to 
Undermine Charitable Giving to Foreign Civilians”

Stephanie Finnel, University of Pennsylvania, USA
Americus Reed II, University of Pennsylvania, USA

Karl Aquino, University of British Columbia, Canada
At the 2009 Nobel Prize ceremony, President Obama tried 

to promote his Afghanistan policy, using a strategy psychologists 
know to be effective: he encouraged people to morally disengage 
from (justify or excuse) the casualties of war (Aquino, Reed, Thau, 
and Freeman 2007). However, Obama has another goal: during 
his campaign, he said he wanted to double foreign aid. But if U.S. 
consumers are disengaged from the casualties of war, as Obama’s 
speech encouraged, are they still likely to support charitable efforts 
that assist foreign civilians? 

We propose that morally disengaging from the casualties of 
war often relates negatively to support for charitable efforts benefit-
ing foreign civilians. By disengaging during war, consumers likely 
come to see themselves as more distant from foreign civilians, and 
hence they may be less helpful to foreign civilians in a subsequent, 
unrelated context (see Bushman and Anderson 2009).

However, if our effect really is driven by psychological dis-
tance between the self and foreign civilians, then it should become 
stronger when consumers are focused on an aspect of the self that 
amplifies this distance (e.g., American identity) but should become 
weaker when they are focused on an aspect of the self that attenu-
ates this distance (e.g., moral identity). When American identity is 
activated, U.S. consumers likely perceive greater distance between 
themselves and foreign civilians. American identity may thus 

reinforce disengagement: both are expected to decrease helpful-
ness toward foreign civilians. By contrast, moral identity, that is, 
consumers’ views of themselves along traits commonly ascribed 
to moral exemplars (e.g., kindness), encourages concern for distant 
others (Aquino et al. 2007) like foreign civilians. Thus when moral 
identity is activated, U.S. consumers likely perceive less distance 
between themselves and foreign civilians. Moral identity may thus 
undermine disengagement: whereas disengagement is expected 
to decrease helpfulness toward foreign civilians, moral identity is 
expected to increase it. Therefore, we propose that disengagement 
during war is negatively related to support for charitable efforts 
benefiting foreign civilians, particularly when American (moral) 
identity is more (less) rather than less (more) central to the self and 
when American rather than moral identity is primed. 

Study 1 tested this hypothesis with real donations. Participants 
first completed moral and American identity centrality scales 
(Aquino et al. 2007). Next they watched a slide show containing 
images from the Abu Ghraib prison scandal and completed a moral 
disengagement scale, which contains statements that justify harming 
others (e.g., “It is alright to fight to protect your friends.”) (Aquino 
et al. 2007). Although this scale does not mention war, we expected 
participants to interpret it in the context of war, since it came just 
after the Abu Ghraib images. 

Participants then received $4 and donated them as they pleased 
across three charities: (1) the United Services Organization, which 
aids American soldiers, (2) the Global Fund, which aids primarily 
foreign civilians, and (3) Amnesty International, which aids not 
only civilians but also soldiers and prisoners. We were interested 
in consumers’ charitableness to foreign civilians so we focused on 
the Global Fund. Consistent with our hypothesis, more disengaged 
participants donated less to the Global Fund, particularly when 
their American (moral) identity was more (less) rather than less 
(more) central.

However, one could argue that the results emerged only because 
consumers explicitly traded off aiding foreign civilians against aid-
ing Americans. Study 2 therefore presented the opportunity to aid 
foreign civilians separately, without reference to Americans. It also 
manipulated rather than measured identity activation.

Study 2 was a two-group (American versus moral identity 
prime) between-subjects design. Participants first completed a moral 
disengagement scale specific to war (e.g., “Military force is justi-
fied when a nation’s economic security is threatened.”) (McAlister, 
Bandura, and Owen 2006). Next they watched a slide show that 
primed either American or moral identity. Then, they sampled a 
bottled water whose manufacturer was purportedly donating a 
portion of its proceeds to the Global Fund. Finally, they rated the 
water’s taste and their liking for the company’s partnership with the 
Global Fund. Consistent with our hypothesis, we found that more 
disengaged participants liked the taste and the partnership less, but 
only when their American rather than moral identity was primed. 

Therefore, reactions to war, along with aspects of the self 
salient during war, predict not only support for war (Aquino et al. 
2007) but also support for seemingly unrelated charities benefiting 
foreign civilians. We believe this occurs because different aspects 
of the self can increase or decrease U.S. consumers’ psychological 
distance to foreign civilians. Our findings illustrate how different 
aspects of the self can have opposing effects on charitable giving, 
and suggest that it may be hard to mobilize public support for both 
war and foreign aid, as Obama would like to do.
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“He or I determines What or How: Effects of Visual 
Perspective on Perceived Self Change and Choice”

Camille S. Johnson, Stanford University, USA
Dirk Smeesters, Erasmus University Rotterdam, The Netherlands

S. Christian Wheeler, Stanford University, USA
Advertisements frequently prompt consumers to reflect on 

how they have changed over time. For example, the “Wild Thing” 
Viagra ad asks men to “remember that guy who used to be called 
‘Wild Thing,’” thereby prompting them to reflect on how their sexual 
behaviors have changed over time. How do people assess how much 
they have changed over time? How does this affect their choices?

The current studies test whether the visual perspective one 
adopts when assessing self-change over time (e.g. the first person 
actor’s perspective versus the third person observer’s perspective) 
can affect the extent of perceived change. We advance beyond prior 
research by providing evidence for a new mechanism by which 
visual perspective affects perceived self-change (i.e., reliance 
on retrieval content vs. ease) and by showing its implications for 
resulting self-views and choices. 

We show that when visualizing their past selves from the 
third-person perspective, people use the content of their recollec-
tions in assessing self-change. We also show that when visualizing 
their past selves from the first-person perspective, people use 
their experiences of retrieval ease. Hence, visual perspective and 
aspects of the retrieval task interact to determine perceptions of 
self-change. We further demonstrate that perceptions of change 
affect behavior differently depending on whether people perceive 
they have changed positively or negatively over time. When people 
perceive positive change, they choose products that are consistent 
with that change, but when people perceive negative change, they 
choose products that are inconsistent with that change, presumably 
to repair their self-views.

In the first experiment, college participants wrote about how 
their intellectual abilities had either changed or remained stable 
from either the first-person or third-person perspective. They then 
indicated how much their intellectual abilities had changed, their 
current intellectual abilities, and their preference for intellectual vs. 
non-intellectual products. Results indicated that those who wrote 
about change (stability) from the third-person perspective perceived 
more change (stability), perceived themselves as more (less) intel-
lectual, and were more (less) likely to choose intellectual products 
than those who estimated change from the first-person perspective. 

Participants in this first study were instructed to generate as 
many instances as possible, thereby leading participants to generate 
extensive content with high perceived difficulty. To provide better 
evidence that the effects of perspective were driven by reliance on 
content vs. metacognition, we manipulated the difficulty of the task 
(via required number of examples). The task was similar to that in 
experiment one, except that participants were instructed to generate 
either two or eight examples of stability or change from the first- 
or third-person perspective. They then completed an open-ended 
measure of their self-views, estimated their self-change, and chose 
between intellectual and non-intellectual products. In the difficult 
(i.e., eight examples) condition, results replicated experiment one. 
Those who estimated eight examples of change (stability) from the 
third-person perspective perceived more (less) change, perceived 
themselves as more (less) intellectual, and were more (less) likely 
to choose intellectual products than those who estimated change 
(stability) from the first-person perspective, suggesting that the third-
person perspective increased reliance on retrieval content. These 
results were reversed in the easy (i.e., two examples) condition. 
Those who estimated two examples of change (stability) from the 
third-person perspective perceived less (more) change, perceived 

themselves as less (more) intellectual, and were less (more) likely 
to choose intellectual products than those who estimated change 
(stability) from the first-person perspective, suggesting that the 
first-person perspective increased reliance on retrieval ease. 

In our third experiment, we used an advertisement as our ma-
nipulation and tested our effects in a domain (i.e., healthy eating) in 
which our population expected negative change over time. College 
participants viewed an advertisement from the perspective of an 
eater or eater observer. The copy asked how the ad recipient was 
eating and said, “Think of two [eight] ways in which your eating 
habits have changed.” Participants then estimated how their eating 
habits had changed over time and, at the experiment’s conclusion, 
chose between an apple and candy bar. Results for perceived change 
conceptually replicated those from experiment two, except that 
perceived change was negative (i.e., participants who perceived 
change believed they ate worse than they used to). Choice results, 
however, were the opposite; people chose products inconsistent with 
perceived change. Those who perceived the greatest change (i.e., 
those who retrieved eight examples of change from the third-person 
perspective or two examples from the first-person perspective) choose 
healthier snacks, suggesting that snack choice was an attempt to 
repair self-perceptions of being an unhealthy eater.
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