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We explore how the desire for self-discovery leads individuals to seek out, but not necessarily accept the feedback they receive and

the important consequences this has for consumption behavior.  Specifically, we examine the impact of having an independent self-

construal and high reactance motivation in the quest toward self-discovery.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
Are you an introvert or an extravert? A dreamer or a realist? 

Tools that ask and answer such questions are becoming a ubiquitous 
part of our lives, seeking to serve a universal thirst for self-discovery. 
Stores like Nordstrom and Bloomingdales offer color consulta-
tions to shoppers so they can learn whether “summer” or “winter” 
colors are better for them. Gyms offer fitness assessments to help 
consumers understand what type of exerciser they are and which 
activities they should be doing to reach their fitness goals. Self-help 
books abound which profess to help consumers learn about the self. 

Consumers’ drive towards self-discovery makes sense–the 
better we understand ourselves, the better decisions we can make. 
Interestingly, the process of discovering and defining the self can also 
be seen as a way of placing constraints on the self. If you are Type 
A, you cannot also be Type B. For individuals who are sensitive to 
the prospect of limitations, the findings from self-discovery may be 
particularly likely to be viewed as a constraint on who they can be. 
Thus, these individuals may reject such findings. We hypothesize 
that individuals characterized by an independent self-construal (for 
whom the act of defining the self is inconsistent with their concep-
tion of the self as an indefinable whole), as well as individuals who 
are highly reactant, will reject the findings of self-discovery and 
make consumption choices inconsistent with them, even as they 
actively seek to learn about themselves. Conversely, individuals 
who are characterized by interdependent self-construals and are 
low in reactance should accept the findings of self-discovery and 
incorporate such into their consumption decisions. 

In study 1, participants completed a “personality quiz” con-
sisting of personality items, IQ questions, and Singelis’ (1994) 
Self-Construal Scale. Participants were either told that they were 
better than 70% of students in competence and better than 95% 
in excitement, or that they were better than 95% of students in 
competence and better than 70% in excitement. As the dependent 
measure, participants chose between Business 2.0 (low competence/
high excitement) or Consumer Reports (high competence/low excite-
ment) magazines. As expected, interdependents were more likely 
to choose Business 2.0 (low competence) when they received low 
competence feedback. They were more likely to choose Consumer 
Reports (high competence) when they received high competence 
feedback. In contrast, independents were more likely to choose 
Consumer Reports (high competence) when they received low 
competence feedback and Business 2.0 (low competence) when 
they received high competence feedback. Thus, interdependents 
made choices that were consistent with the self-information they 
received while independents made decisions that were inconsistent. 

In study 2, we further explore the idea that self-knowledge can 
be constraining by demonstrating that individuals who are known 
to react against constraints (i.e., highly reactant individuals) also 
react against the limiting nature of self-knowledge. Participants 
first made a series of selections between pairs of products. Product 
pairs could consist of two branded products, two generic products 
or one branded and one generic product. Participants were then as-
signed to one of two feedback conditions. In the ‘brand conscious’ 
condition, participants read that they were more brand conscious 
than the average consumer. In the ‘not brand conscious’ condition, 
they read that they were less brand conscious than the average 

consumer. Participants then made a second series of choices be-
tween branded and generic products. As expected, highly reactant 
individuals chose fewer brands when told that they were more 
brand conscious than others, and more brands when told that they 
were less brand conscious than others. Individuals low in reactance, 
however, chose more brands when told that that they were more 
brand conscious than others, and fewer brands when told that they 
were less brand conscious. 

While the results of studies 1 and 2 reveal that in response 
to self-discovery findings, independents conduct themselves like 
high reactants and that interdependents behave like low reactants, 
we aimed to show a more direct link between self-construal and 
reactance in study 3. We expected independents to report increased 
levels of state reactance in response to the limitations inherent in 
self-discovery findings relative to interdependents. We further 
expected feelings of state reactance to mediate the relationship 
between self-construal and subsequent choice. Participants first 
completed the same product choice quiz described in study 2 
Before being primed to be independent or interdependent (Brewer 
and Gardner, 1996). Next, participants read that they were more 
brand conscious than average, less brand conscious than average, or 
received no information at all. Participants who received feedback 
then answered four questions about their feelings of reactance 
toward the information (Lindsey 2005). Finally, all participants 
made choices between a second series of brands and generics. As 
expected, independents made product choices that were inconsistent 
with the self-knowledge they received while interdependents made 
choices consistent with their self-information. Importantly, reactance 
mediated the relationship between self-construal and brand choice 
as independents reported stronger feelings of reactance, regardless 
of the type of feedback.

Overall, studies 1-3 suggest that certain individuals may view 
self-knowledge as constraining, and that this may lead to some un-
expected consequences for consumer behavior. Specifically, we find 
that independents and high reactants reject self-discovery findings 
and make consumption choices inconsistent with them even as they 
actively seek to learn about themselves. Thus, this research provides 
a key theoretical refinement in terms of when individuals will seek 
and yet reject self-discovery findings and establishes how this has 
significant consequences for consumption. We also contribute to 
research suggesting that individuals use consumption to enhance 
and express the self, especially when threatened (Gao, Wheeler, and 
Shiv 2009). We show that individuals’ conceptualization of the self 
will determine how they use consumption to express the self in the 
face of feedback. This research also brings together the reactance 
and self-construal literatures in a novel way, offering new insights 
regarding when and why they exert similar effects on consumers’ 
choices. Moreover, our results have important practical implications: 
Consumers’ innate desire for self-discovery may be one need that 
marketers should be wary of fulfilling, as it may lead to surprising 
and unintended consequences. 
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