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We examine the effect of anticipating a donation request on judgments of the relevant cause, the particular organization, and

respondent self-view.  We find that people underrate the seriousness of a social problem as a way of preparing a self-view safety net in

case they do not donate.
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Extended Abstract
The present research also falls under the large umbrella of motivated or biased reasoning (Bem 1972, Greenwald & Ronis 1978, 

Wicklund & Brehm 1976). It is similar to previous work showing that people alter their attitude to reduce the gap between what they 
believe and how they have behaved, in order to restore a favorable self-view. However, our design differs from previous research in 
two ways. First, our research looks at people’s tendency to make sense of their prospective (rather than retrospective) behavior, and 
second, our findings do not depend on the respondents actually behaving in the way they fear they might behave. While a decision has 
not yet been made, people may reason in a forward looking manner, preparing a basis or a safety net for their potentially undesirable 
future behavior. We look into this effect of prospective biased reasoning in the context of donation or charitable giving. Even without 
the conventional form of “products” involved, the topic of altruistic consumer behavior is highly relevant to marketing because the 
structure or relationship between providers and suppliers remains largely similar. Moreover, understanding people’s altruistic behavior 
gives insight into the consumption of ethically enhanced products.

Acting against one’s own self-interest to satisfy a moral imperative (such as helping others) is likely to involve struggle or conflict 
between one’s actual and ideal self. The present research examines how this struggle or conflict plays a role in people’s prospective 
reasoning–specifically, how people prepare a safe pathway to escape from the perceived obligation to help others, without hurting their 
positive and moral self-view.

In our experiment, participants were told that the study was a collaborative project with a non-profit organization. Before starting, 
they were given information about this organization to read and learn about its identity, goal, and activity. One group of participants 
were informed at the beginning of the survey that they will be asked to donate a part of their compensation to the organization at the 
end of the experiment, while the other group was not told that they would be asked to make donations to this organization. Whether the 
donation was made by real or hypothetical money was also manipulated as a proxy for motivational strength to talk oneself out of making 
a donation. Thus, there was a 2 (donation request revealed at beginning vs. not revealed) X 2 (real vs. hypothetical donation) design. 
We were particularly interested in the change in participants’ beliefs regarding the seriousness of the social issues being addressed by 
the organization (AIDS and poverty). We found a number of two-way interactions, including for rated seriousness of the AIDS problem 
(b=.199, t=.230, p=.022) and rated seriousness of poverty (b=.146, t=1.772, p=.078). Participants in the real money condition who were 
informed (vs. not informed) about the donation opportunity prior to the evaluation of social issues were more likely to believe that the 
social issues were less serious. (b=-.437, t=-3.005, p=.003 for AIDS and b=-.281, t=-2.039, p=.043 for poverty).

We were also interested in the effect on behavior. Those who saw (vs. did not see) the donation information prior to the evaluation 
questions donated significantly less hypothetical money (b=-.411, t=-2.744, p=.007). However, this behavioral effect was non-significant 
in the real money condition, probably because most people in this condition did not donate (i.e., a floor effect). Interestingly, however, 
when participants were asked to donate their real money, those who were informed about the donation opportunity ahead of time perceived 
higher level of financial constraint, compared to those who were informed about the donation opportunity later (b=.477, t=1.805, p=.076). 
We also found a mediating pattern where a set of negative moods (e.g. afraid, scared, and hostile) explained why knowing ahead about 
the donation opportunity led to lowered perception of issue seriousness (z=-1.69, p=.08).

Overall, our findings suggest that informing people that they may be asked to donate in the future causes a particular type of 
“potential dissonance” reduction process in a prospective direction, even when respondents do not donate anyway. That is, knowing 
about a donation opportunity earlier makes people feel uncomfortable because there is a potential threat on one’s positive self-view in 
case one decides not behave in an altruistic manner in the future. While people have not yet made any decision, they may still prepare 
for this potential threat by creating a safety pathway to escape if necessary, while keeping their positive self-view intact. Consequent 
(proposed) studies aim to discover whether people have already made their decision to donate at an implicit (or may even at an explicit) 
level once they are informed about the donation opportunity. This will clarify the question about how similar or different the effect is 
from classic dissonance theories. Another research direction is to examine whether one’s level of self-esteem serves as a moderator, as 
the motivation seems to come from the restoration or defense of positive self-view. In addition, whether or not the changes in attitudes 
persist after the experiment also a matter of interest; it would be good to know whether the denigration of the issue and the organization 
persists after the threat is gone. 
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Extended Abstract
When going online to buy a product, consumers are often exposed to several product variants instantly on the introductory page 

of the website. This can be a presentation of the web shops’ bestsellers, or a presentation of the available assortment within the specific 
product category. An immediate confrontation with concrete products may stimulate consumers to buy, but it may suppress consumers’ 
goal oriented thinking. In other words, consumers may choose a product to buy, but may neglect to formulate personal goals or benefits 
previously. Although it might have a positive effect on sales, this can be unfavorable in situations in which you want consumers to think 
about their decision behavior in a structured way. For example, in the current health debate we want to make people more conscious 
about their food decisions.

We distinguish two types of messages in purchase settings. Specific product exposures, on the one hand, recommend specific 
products because of a certain benefit. Generic messages, on the other hand, recommend a product category because of a certain benefit–
for example “Yoghurt is healthy-and are not specific on product level. 

Within the decision making process of daily goods, we distinguish two decision stages. In the first stage consumers investigate 
their need for the product being considered and weigh the pros and contras of buying a product. This leads to a goal-oriented mental 
representation with more attention and better recall of goal related information. The second stage incorporates the decision which of the 
alternatives consumers prefer. This type of decision making leads to a comparative mental representation (Xu, Wyer, 2008).

A message functions as a stimulus, which leads to a mental representation. Exposing consumers to a generic recommendation, 
moves consumers in a goal-oriented mental representation. Exposing consumers to a specific multiple product recommendation moves 
consumers in a comparative mental representation (Xu, Wyer 2008). These mental representations in turn impact the processes of 
benefit activation and choice. A good understanding of the impact of different types of messages on the mental representations in the 
defined decision stages is still lacking. In this paper a theoretical framework is developed to understand the impact of different types of 
messages on the decision making process. 

Our contribution is to give insight in how generic and specific product recommendations can be combined best to steer consumers’ 
mental representations of daily decisions and therefore to promote the product choices anticipated by the recommender. The first 
contribution of this paper is that we show that generic recommendations are more effective in activating benefits than specific multiple 
product recommendations. We give evidence why specific multiple product recommendations are not very effective in benefit 
activation. Recommendations are more effective in benefit activation when generating a goal-oriented mindset. Specific multiple 
product recommendations seem to bring people in a comparative mindset. The second contribution is that specific multiple product 
recommendations are more effective in activating choices, which are anticipated by the recommender, than generic recommendations. 
The third and main contribution of this paper is that it shows that a specific single product recommendation has best of both worlds; it is 
able to activate benefits-as well as a generic recommendation-and to translate these activated benefits into choice activation–as well as a 
multiple product recommendation. In the end we show that the above relationship between recommendation type and task performance 
is moderated by the focus of the respondent. For example, for respondents with a health focus, health benefit activation is attenuated for 
the reason that health benefits already are activated.

In five experiments under students in between-subject designs, we examined the impact of the different types of health recommendations 
on health benefit activation and healthy product choice.
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