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Action and inaction goals were activated by exposing consumers to information associated with these goals.  The studies demonstrate

that allowing consumers to pursue an action or inaction processing goal makes them more susceptible to the marketer’s influence and

more likely to perform decision-congruent behaviors.
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Special SeSSion

Priming Susceptibility: The Role of the Self in Moderating nonconscious Priming Effects
Heather Johnson, University of Maryland, USA
Amna Kirmani, University of Maryland, USA

ExTEndEd AbSTRACTS

“The Role of the Self-Concept in Susceptibility to Priming 
Influences on behavior”

Dirk Smeesters, Erasmus University, The Netherlands
Considerable research has demonstrated that behavior is 

influenced by construct accessibility, and there is rapidly grow-
ing evidence suggesting that susceptibility of the self-concept to 
influence can determine the susceptibility of individuals to primed 
constructs. In this presentation, we present several studies show-
ing effects self-related processes can have in determining whether 
primed constructs will affect behavior. 

A first factor that determines susceptibility to priming influ-
ences is the accessibility of the chronic self-concept. In the context 
of economic decision-making, two experiments tested whether 
participants with more accessible self-concept representations would 
be less likely to be influenced by primed constructs, but more likely 
to act in line with their chronic self-characteristics (Smeesters et 
al. 2009). Results of the first experiment showed that those who 
had highly accessible social value orientations acted in line with 
those self-representations and not with the primed constructs. Those 
who had less accessible social value orientations did not act in line 
with those self-representations, but rather acted consistently with 
the primed concepts. In a second experiment, the accessibility of 
the self-concept was manipulated. The primes affected participants 
whose self-concept was not made accessible by self-related words. 
However, when the accessibility of self-concept was increased, 
participants were no longer susceptible to the primed constructs. 

A second factor that can determine susceptibility to priming 
influences is private self-consciousness. Past research on this dimen-
sion has found opposite effects: some demonstrated that private self-
consciousness increased priming effects (Hull et al. 2002), whereas 
other showed that it decreased priming effects (Dijksterhuis and van 
Knippenberg 2000). Self-consciousness is a multifaceted construct 
containing two important dimensions: internal state awareness and 
self-reflectiveness (Wheeler, Morrison, DeMarree, and Petty 2008). 
Participants who score high on the internal state awareness factor 
of the private self-consciousness scale should be less susceptible 
to priming influences. Self-reflectiveness, on the other hand, might 
increase susceptibility to priming influences, as those who engage 
in self-reflection tend to process external feedback in terms of its 
implications for the self, thereby leading it to have greater effects 
on self-views and behavior (Wheeler et al. 2008). These predictions 
were tested in a study in which participants’ scores on both internal 
state awareness and self-reflectiveness were measured (Wheeler et 
al. 2008). Results revealed independent interactions between primes 
and both internal state awareness and self-reflectiveness. 

A third factor that can determine susceptibility to priming 
effects concerns the extent to which the context facilitates confu-
sion of the primed content with one’s actual self-views. When the 
context signals that a prime is “not me”, it can diminish the prime’s 
effect on behavior. In one experiment (Wheeler, Sleeth-Keppler, 
and Morrison 2010), non-Asian participants were subliminally 
primed with intelligence or not via a lexical decision task. Results 
indicated that the intelligence primes had an effect only when not 
preceded by Chinese characters, presumably because the Chinese 
characters signaled to non-Asian participants that the intelligence 
primes did not apply to them. In a follow-up study, participants 

who identified or disidentified with math were subliminally primed 
with the elderly stereotype (or not). Either math symbols or a row 
of xxx served as forward and back masks to the priming stimuli. 
These results are consistent with the idea that the math symbols 
served as a signal as to whether the prime was self-relevant or not.

These studies contribute to a growing body of research show-
ing the important role that the self-concept can play in prime-to-
behavior effects and emphasize the importance of the self-concept 
in driving behavior.

“Priming Susceptibility: The Moderating Role of Self-brand 
Connection on nonconscious Priming Effects”

Heather M. Johnson, University of Maryland, USA
Amna Kirmani, University of Maryland, USA

This paper proposes that self-brand connection serves an im-
portant moderator of priming effects. Self-brand connection reflects 
the extent to which a brand fits with one’s self-concept (Escalas and 
Bettman 2005). Counter to prior research demonstrating main effects 
of nonconscious cue exposure, we predict an inverted U-shaped 
effect: consumers with a moderate level of self-brand connection 
to a target brand are more susceptible to a nonconscious prime’s 
influence on their subsequent purchase intentions toward the target 
brand. For these individuals, a nonconscious prime renders related 
constructs accessible and this fluency effect will increase purchase 
intentions toward the product, consistent with main effects find-
ings in the nonconscious priming literature (Berger and Fitzsimons 
2008). However, consumers’ high and low self-brand connection to 
a target brand shields them from influence of nonconscious cues. 

In addition, we predict that consumers’ self-brand connection 
to a competing brand also influences behavioral intentions toward a 
prime-congruent (target) brand after encountering a nonconscious 
prime related to that target brand. For example, if John has high 
self-brand connection to Nike he may be resistant to the influence 
of a Puma-related incidental cue on his propensity to purchase 
Puma. We show that this prediction holds, and interestingly that a 
nonconscious prime may even prompt individuals high in self-brand 
connection to a competing brand to express decreased purchase 
intentions toward the target brand.

Two experiments demonstrate the moderating effect. In the first 
study, we measured self-brand connection for both target (Puma) 
and competing brands prior to participants’ encounter with a dog 
prime, and show that individuals with low or high self-brand con-
nection are less susceptible to the prime. Study 2 employs a novel 
priming paradigm to provide generalizability to a different product 
domain, laptop computers. Participants again provided self-brand 
connection ratings for target (Apple) and competing brands in 
the category (e.g., Dell) and were exposed to an incidental cue 
related to the target brand (the flavor orange). We again show that 
by increasing the accessibility of the target brand for consumers 
moderate in self-brand connection, the prime can lead to increased 
purchase intentions, while consumers low or high in self-brand 
connection for the target or competing brands in the category do 
not express increased purchase intentions for the target brand. In-
terestingly—and importantly for marketing practitioners—we find 
that individuals with high self-brand connection for Dell express 
decreased purchase intentions for Apple laptops upon encounters 
with the Apple-related prime. These empirical findings extend recent 
main effect studies demonstrating a nonconscious prime’s influence 
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on purchase intentions by showing that consumers’ susceptibility 
to these influences is based on self-brand connection.

“The Effect of Action and Inaction Goal Primes on 
Consumers’ Information Processing”

Juliano Laran, University of Miami, USA
Action and inaction primes have been shown to influence 

motor output, such as doodling on a piece of paper and eating, and 
cognitive output, such as recall and problem solving (Albarracin et 
al. 2008). These primes can influence decision satisfaction, choice 
satisfaction, and ultimately the likelihood that consumers will be 
willing to perform behavior congruent with a marketer’s intent (i.e., 
buy a given product). In other words, action and inaction primes 
make consumers more susceptible to performing any behavior 
intended by a marketer if the goal can be satisfied. I predict that 
priming of an action goal will make consumers willing to evaluate 
an increased amount of product information and be highly satisfied 
with the decision process when choice sets offer a lot of attribute 
information. Alternatively, priming of an inaction goal will make 
consumers willing to evaluate fewer pieces of product information 
and be highly satisfied with the decision process when choice sets 
offer only few pieces of attribute information. Satisfaction with the 
decision process may influence choice satisfaction and the likeli-
hood to buy the chosen brand.

All studies were composed of three phases. In phase 1, par-
ticipants were told that they would participate in a sentence recall 
test. Participants were exposed to ten sentences, which could be 
action-oriented (e.g., “you can do it”), inaction-oriented (e.g., “you 
deserve to relax”), or neutral, depending on the goal priming condi-
tion. In phase 2, an ostensibly unrelated study, participants were 
asked to make choice between two brands of digital cameras. In 
the low load condition, I presented information about 4 attributes, 
whereas in the high load condition, I presented information about 
9 product attributes. In phase 3, participants were asked a series 
of questions, including satisfaction with the process of deciding 
which brand to choose and satisfaction with the chosen option. 
In study 1, participants in the action goal prime condition showed 
higher decision satisfaction when making a choice from a choice 
set offering high information load than when making a choice 
from a choice set offering low information load. Participants in the 
inaction goal prime condition showed higher decision satisfaction 
when making a choice from a choice set offering low information 
load than when making a choice from a choice set offering high 
information load. There was no influence of information load in 
the neutral prime condition. Choice satisfaction was found to be 
fully mediated by decision satisfaction. In a similar study, decision 
satisfaction also led to an increased likelihood that people would 
actually purchase the brand. 

Study 2 examined whether these results would extend to actual 
behavior. Participants primed with an action goal were willing to 
donate more money to their favorite charity when a lot of informa-
tion was presented. Participants primed with an inaction goal were 
willing to donate more money to their favorite charity when little 
information was presented. These results suggest that allowing 
people to process an amount of information congruent with a primed 
action or inaction processing goal makes them more susceptible to 
an external agent’s influence outside of their awareness. 

Study 3 manipulated goal achievement by having participants 
perform an action (i.e., solve GRE problems) vs. an inaction (i.e., 
close eyes and relax) task after being exposed to the goal primes. In 
the action (inaction) goal prime condition, after having performed 
an action (inaction) task, participants were more satisfied with the 

decision process and showed higher likelihood of purchasing the 
chosen brand when the choice set offered low (high) information load. 

“Individual Susceptibility to Priming Effects”
Stacy Wood, University of South Carolina, USA

Cait Poynor, University of Pittsburgh, USA
Tanya Chartrand, Duke University, USA

The purpose of this research is to test the susceptibility concept 
and identify the characteristics that would contribute to individual 
differences in susceptibility to priming (STP). While priming re-
searchers would benefit from the creation of an STP scale because it 
would serve as a useful covariate, consumer behaviorists are likely 
to be interested in the concept of STP because of its implications 
for advertising efficacy. We posit that, counter to intuition, people 
who are both attentive to their environment and have a tendency 
to strong associational processing are those who are most suscep-
tible to priming. Indeed, the mechanisms by which priming work 
suggest that primes require 1) physical (but not necessarily aware) 
exposure and 2) associative processing, suggesting two paths to 
priming susceptibility. We build on this conceptual development 
to generate a simple 6-item reflective STP measure. Three studies 
demonstrate that our STP index does predict the magnitude of an 
individual’s response to a prime.

Study 1 demonstrates that priming individuals with concepts 
of the elderly (akin to the “walking to the elevator” study by Bargh, 
Chen, and Burrows [1996]) can influence susceptible consumers 
to “move slowly” in consumer domain, specifically in adversely 
affecting their attitude toward the speed of high tech product inno-
vations. In study 1, we expose participants to a modified version of 
an “elderly prime and test the impact of this prime on responses to 
a survey about attitudes toward the speed of technological change; 
specifically, we predict that an elderly prime will serve to decrease 
reported attitudes toward speedy innovation. We anticipate that the 
STP index will moderate the effect of this prime, such that priming 
effects are strongest for those with higher STP.

Participants engaged in two ostensibly unrelated tasks that 
were, together, the focal task. In the first part of this task, partici-
pants filled out a survey that asked them to look at a list of brand 
names for products (e.g., Dasani water, Kleenex tissues) and to 
identify which brands they thought were American brands and 
which brands were Canadian brands. In the elderly prime condition, 
six fictional brand names were words associated with the elderly 
(e.g., Bingo cookies, Slow-Pour syrup). In the neutral condition, 
these words were replaced with unrelated words (e.g., Bell cookies, 
Sweet-Pour syrup). Participants then moved on to another separate 
survey about their attitudes about high tech products intended to tap 
into participants’ attitude toward the pace of technological change.

  We first created an STP index for each participant by averag-
ing across the 6 STP items (?=0.76, M=5.57, SD=.74). We then 
analyzed the data using the STP index and the prime condition 
of the participant as predictors of attitudes towards technological 
change. The main effect of the prime (F(1, 151)=.14, p=.71) was 
not significant. However, there was a significant overall interaction 
of priming condition and STP scale score (F(1, 151)=4.08, p=.04). 
We then probed the nature of this interaction using spotlight analysis 
as suggested by Aiken and West (1991). This analysis indicates that 
the prime was ineffective for low and moderate STP individuals, 
who did not rate technology differently than did their unprimed 
counterparts (moderate: M

prime
=4.92, M

no prime
=4.85, F(1,151)=.14, 

p=.71; low: M
prime

=4.77, M
no prime

=5.09, F(1,151)=1.41, p=.49). 
However, among high STP individuals, the prime did have an 
effect. Higher STP individuals exposed to the elderly prime were 
significantly more likely to describe the pace of technological 
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change as too fast (M=5.08) than those not exposed to the prime 
(M=4.61, F(1,151)=3.46, p=.05). 

Studies 2 and 3 further support our hypotheses. Study 2 demon-
strates that a subtle work-oriented prime can alter prime-susceptible 
college students to report increased intentions to study. Study 3 
demonstrates that priming the concept of promotion versus preven-
tion (Aaker and Lee 2006) within an advertisement can increase 
susceptible consumers’ valuation of a promotion-congruent product 
attribute. These studies provide insight both into susceptibility to 
primes and to the nature of the prime itself: In some cases, the use 
of the index provides more nuanced interpretation of an apparently 
robust prime, showing that its overall effect is actually localized 
to only a subset of the population. In other cases, the use of the 
index allows a weak or marginally-significant aggregate effect of 
a prime to be understood as quite strong if only among a section 
of the sample.
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