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This paper provides a regulatory focus and reactance interpretation of the reward preferences expressed by consumers involved in

loyalty programs. Specifically, it is proposed that the different levels of reactance experienced by promotion- and prevention-focused

consumers may influence their reward preferences in a loyalty program.
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Extended Abstract
Regulatory focus theory (Higgins 1997) suggests that individuals differ in how they approach pleasure and avoid pain. These 

differences are manifested in two distinct regulatory systems which govern how people pursue goals: promotion focus and prevention 
focus (Higgins 1997). When it comes to consumption, different product attributes help individuals fulfill different regulatory focus goals. 
It has been shown that hedonic products allow consumers to reach their promotion-focus goals whereas utilitarian products permit them to 
realize their prevention-focus goals (Chernev 2004; Dhar and Wertenbroch 2000). In this research, we explore whether the “fit” between 
hedonic products and promotion-focus and that between utilitarian products and prevention-focus holds true in the context of loyalty 
rewards programs. Specifically, we propose that psychological reactance aroused by loyalty programs may result in reward preferences 
that do not necessarily match individuals’ regulatory goals. 

Regulatory focus can be a chronic individual trait or situationally induced (Aaker and Lee 2001; Higgins et al. 2001). Promotion-
focused individuals are concerned with the presence and absence of positive outcomes (gains and non-gains) to pursue maximal goals of 
advancement, growth, and accomplishment (Camacho, Higgins, and Lugar 2003; Higgins 2000). On the other hand, prevention-focused 
individuals are interested in the presence and absence of negative outcomes (losses and non-losses) to attain minimal goals of protection, 
safety, and responsibility (Brendl and Higgins 1996; Idson, Liberman, and Higgins 2000).

Hedonic goods provide individuals with an affect-based consumption experience that delivers benefits of sensual fun, pleasure, 
and excitement (Hirschman and Holbrook 1982). Since individuals with promotion goals are inclined to maximize their potential gains, 
they place more emphasis on products that provide hedonic benefits in order to realize their “maximal” goals (Chernev 2004; Chitturi, 
Raghunathan, and Mahajan 2007). On the other hand, consumption of utilitarian goods is often cognition-based and driven by a need to 
acquire functional, practical, and instrumental benefits (Strahilevitz and Myers 1998). As individuals with prevention goals are concerned 
with minimizing their losses, they show a tendency toward products that present utilitarian benefits in order to fulfill their “minimal” 
goals (Kivetz and Simonson 2002). 

However, this regulatory focus–product fit may not hold for consumers who choose between loyalty programs offering a hedonic 
vs. a utilitarian reward of equal monetary value. Loyalty programs are known to activate reactance among consumers (Kivetz 2005). 
Since loyalty programs demand commitment over a period of time in order to prevent switching behavior, consumers may perceive these 
programs as a restriction to their future freedom of choice and express reactance toward them (Kivetz 2005). The situational reactance 
experienced by individuals is partly driven by their level of chronic reactance (Hong and Faedda 1996). 

We expect promotion-focused individuals to experience higher levels of chronic reactance than prevention-focused individuals. 
While promotion-focused individuals often adopt a more risky bias and consider various alternatives in consumption choice contexts, 
prevention-focused consumers usually follow a more risk-averse strategy and limit themselves to fewer alternatives. “Variety-seeking” 
people tend to express intense reactance toward threats to their freedom of choice.

When an extrinsic reward becomes salient as a potential reason for a particular behavior, people attribute their behavior to this 
outside influence (Kivetz 2005). Utilitarian rewards do not provide a strong extrinsic reason for consumers to exhibit specific consumption 
behaviors. Therefore, consumers believe that their behavior is not influenced by utilitarian rewards and do not perceive them as a threat. 
In contrast, hedonic rewards present a salient extrinsic explanation for particular consumption behaviors. Hence, consumers usually 
attribute their behavior to these incentives and see them as a threat to their freedom. 

Since promotion-focused consumers are expected to have higher levels of chronic reactance, they are more likely to prefer loyalty 
programs that offer utilitarian rewards in order to alleviate their reactance toward such programs. On the other hand, as prevention-
focused consumers are expected to have lower levels of chronic reactance and do not face the need to alleviate their reactance, they are 
expected to be indifferent toward loyalty programs that offer hedonic or utilitarian rewards. 
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We tested the present predictions in two studies. In Study 1, we used a regulatory focus (promotion vs. prevention) x loyalty reward 
(hedonic vs. utilitarian) two-factor design where the reward was manipulated as a between-subject factor through loyalty program scenarios 
and the regulatory focus was measured as an individual difference factor (N=236). Wine and a gasoline coupon (equal monetary value) 
were used as hedonic and utilitarian rewards respectively. The dependent variables were preference toward the loyalty program and the 
likelihood of joining the program. A MANOVA revealed that promotion-focused consumers are more likely to prefer and join loyalty 
programs offering utilitarian rewards compared to those offering hedonic rewards. Prevention-consumers were indifferent toward either 
type of loyalty program. Participants’ chronic reactance was also measured and an ANOVA indicated that promotion-focused consumers 
were indeed higher in chronic reactance compared to prevention-focused consumers. 

Study 2 utilized a regulatory focus (promotion vs. prevention) x loyalty reward (hedonic vs. utilitarian) two-factor design where 
both the reward and the regulatory focus were manipulated as between-subject factors through loyalty program scenarios (N=143). 
A restaurant certificate and a grocery coupon (equal monetary value) were used as hedonic and utilitarian rewards respectively. The 
dependent variables were the same as in Study 1. The MANOVA replicated Study 1 results. When individuals’ promotion goals were 
made accessible, they showed a tendency to prefer and join loyalty programs offering utilitarian rewards vs. hedonic rewards. When 
prevention goals were induced, individuals were indifferent toward either type of loyalty program. An ANOVA indicated that promotion-
primed consumers exhibited higher reactance compared to prevention-primed consumers.

The present research showed that consumers’ preferences toward hedonic and utilitarian rewards in the context of loyalty programs 
may not necessarily fit their regulatory goals. The differences in the level of reactance experienced seem to influence consumers’ reward 
preferences. Promotion-focused consumers, for whom reactance becomes a salient factor, tend to prefer utilitarian loyalty rewards to 
alleviate the resulting unpleasant state. Prevention-focused consumers, who are less concerned with reactance, are indifferent toward 
either loyalty reward.
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Extended Abstract
Counterfactual thinking is the process of looking back at events and thinking how things could have turned out differently. Whenever 

individuals consider how the past might have turned out differently, they are engaging in counterfactual thinking. For example, in 
consumption context, imagine that one consumer finds her HDTV needs repair just after the warranty expires. This consumer may think 
to herself: “If only I had purchased a TV with an extended warranty, I would not have to incur so much cost on this repair.” 

A large body of research has documented a wide variety of psychological (e.g., emotional and judgmental) consequences of engaging 
in counterfactual thinking. Two basic routes through which counterfactual thinking influences individuals have been differentiated 
in the literature: the content-specific route and the content-neutral route (Epstude and Roese 2008). Through the content-specific 
route, counterfactual thinking influences the same behavior specified by the counterfactual. In contrast, through the content-neutral 
route, counterfactual thinking influences individuals’ behavior in domains that are independent of the counterfactual context. That is, 
independent of the meaning contained in a counterfactual thought, the process of counterfactual thinking can ignite attentional, cognitive, 
or motivational processes that will linger after counterfactual thinking and alter individuals’ subsequent behavior in another domain. 
For example, counterfactual thinking in one domain (e.g., missing a flight) can influence behavior in a different domain (e.g., buying a 
book, ordering meal in the airport). 

Recently, an emerging stream of research starts to study the content-neutral route, especially, the influence of counterfactual mind-
set (or cognition orientations) that results from constructing counterfactual thoughts (Galinsky and Moskowitz 2000). A counterfactual 
mind-set may involve a range of cognitive operations, including attention shifts to specific classes of information and the use of specific 
inferential strategies (Galinsky and Kray 2004; Krishnamurthy and Sivaraman 2002). In this research we explored how counterfactual 
thinking might activate another cognition orientation and influence consumers’ preferences. Specifically, we propose that counterfactual 
thinking can activate a process/procedure-focused (i.e., “how to”) cognition orientation, which leads consumers to construe activities 


