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Preparing for this talk prompted me to reflect on the evolution 
and direction of consumer research during the 40 years I have been in 
the field. When I started my career, there was an emphasis of devel-
oping a discipline base for studying consumer research, whether that 
discipline was economics, psychology, sociology, anthropology or 
home economics. There was also an emphasis on a multi-disciplinary 
approach to investigating consumer behavior. The first issue of JCR, 
published in June 1974, contained articles dealing with consumer 
economics, family decision making, statistical decision models and 
persuasive message effects. The JCR editorial board was represented 
by people from industry, as well as by academics trained in econom-
ics, home economics, human ecology, psychology and marketing.

Today, the multi-disciplinary focus remains and knowledge in 
the various domains has expanded dramatically. JCR annually pub-
lishes about twice as many articles as were published in 1974, and 
there are almost as many JCR Associate Editors as there were edito-
rial board members when JCR was launched. The rapid accretion of 
knowledge in consumer research provides an opportunity that would 
not be possible without this development. It is to integrate knowledge 
that has been accumulated in disparate areas as a basis for developing 
a more general understanding of consumer behavior. Investigators in 
consumer research have an advantage in pursuing this analysis be-
cause the field is sufficiently small that integrating disparate theoreti-
cal views does not undermine a researchers’ visibility, which often 
motivates a narrow focus by investigators in basic disciplines.

The opportunity to develop a more general understanding of 
consumer behavior emerges regardless of the domain in which this 
is done. For example, consumer culture research has provided rich 
descriptions of star trek fans (Kozinets 2001), mountain men (Belk 
and Costa 1998), Harley owners (Schouten and McAlexander 1995), 
and Burning Man (Kozinets, 2002). A more general understanding of 
these behaviors might be achieved by examining the factors that are 
common to these behavioral domains and that distinguish one from 
another. At issue is what explains the adoption of these unique behav-
iors and what prompts the choice of a specific alternative? Along the 
same lines, the demonstration of a variety of intriguing effects related 
to judgment and choice (e.g., attraction, compromise, compatibility, 
conjunction, contagion; cf., Gilovich, Griffin and Kahneman 2002) 
presents the opportunity to develop a more general understanding 
of consumer motivations by assessing when each of these decision 
strategies is likely to be invoked. Finally, investigations conducted 
under the rubric of information processing have reported the effects 
of a variety of factors related to resource allocation including repeti-
tion, involvement, and regulatory depletion. Each of these domains 
offers insight about how people make decisions. However, these in-
sights have not been elevated to a level that informs understanding of 
how consumers make judgments beyond the variables investigated.

In this talk, I shall illustrate the development of a more gen-
eral theory by examining how integrating disparate lines of inquiry 
pertaining to consumers’ resource allocation accelerates the devel-
opment of knowledge about consumer self-regulation in decision 
making. Three distinct areas of research will be examined as a basis 
for developing the more general theory: repetition, involvement, and 
regulatory depletion effects. The goal of this analysis is to develop 
converging inferences that offer a more general understanding of 
consumers regulate their resource allocation in rendering judgments 
than would be possible with a less encompassing analysis. 

REPETITION EFFECTS
Investigations of repetition effects typically involve varying the 

number of exposures to a persuasive message and examining recipi-
ents’ evaluation of the advocacy. A repeated finding is that repetition 
of a persuasive message is nonmonotonically related to persuasion 
(Anand and Sternthal 1991; Cacioppo and Petty 1979). In response 
to successive exposures to a persuasive message, recipients first 
process the message content. Once this information is learned, they 
either process their own message-relevant thoughts, other idiosyn-
cratic thoughts, or simply stop thinking about the message (Green-
wald 1968). Because the message is designed with the intent to influ-
ence judgment, thoughts that represent this content are more likely to 
be persuasive than the idiosyncratic ones generated by the message 
recipient. Thus, it is the rehearsal of message information that en-
hances persuasion, and the rehearsal of message recipients’ idiosyn-
cratic thoughts or the absence of thought generation that cause it to 
decline, a phenomenon that is referred to as wearout. At some point, 
additional exposures beyond those needed to produce wearout re-
verse this decline and enhance message persuasion. This outcome is 
thought to occur because the rehearsal of one’s own thoughts makes 
message information less accessible and thus again informative to 
the message recipient (Anand and Sternthal 1991). 

This account for repetition effects suggests that individuals 
regulate their resource allocation to the message content so as to help 
them make judicious decisions. As message exposures mount, the al-
location is initially to the message, then to other thoughts and then to 
the message once again. This theorizing is supported by the demon-
stration that an increase in the number of exposures is accompanied 
by an initial increase and then a decrease and an increase once again 
in the number of arguments supporting the message, and the reverse 
for arguments that are counter the advocacy (counterarguments). 

Although this account has survived 20 years of scrutiny, it is 
incomplete. It presents the notion that consumers self-regulate by 
changing the focus of their processing; but it does not indicate what 
prompts this shift beyond the fact that it occurs after a number of 
exposures to the same message. Some insight about what triggers the 
shift between processing the message and one’s own thoughts is of-
fered in a repetition study conducted by Smith and Dorfman (1975). 
Their stimuli were complex and abstract patterns composed of black 
and white rectangles rather than persuasive message content. Yet, 
the same pattern of responses was observed as those found when 
the stimulus was a persuasive message: Judgments became increas-
ingly favorable on initial exposures, declined as exposures continued 
to mount, and then become more favorable again. Because of the 
abstract nature of the stimulus, these outcomes are not readily ex-
plained in terms of individuals’ message and own thoughts, but they 
can be accounted for in terms of Berlyne’s (1970) notion of positive 
habituation and tedium. According to this view, in response to initial 
exposures individuals experience habituation to the stimulus accom-
panied by a feeling of increased confidence about what the nature 
of the stimulus, which is reflected in enhanced persuasion. Further 
exposures to the stimulus prompt the onset of tedium, a feeling that 
results in less favorable assessments of the stimulus. 

Applying Smith and Dorfman’s findings to the repetition effects 
observed when the stimulus is a persuasive message suggests that a 
metacognitive process is responsible for the effects of repeating a 
persuasive message. Specifically, initial exposures to a persuasive 
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message enhance the feeling of confidence about the knowledge 
that has been acquired. At some point, however, message content is 
known and confidence asymptotes. It is supplanted by a feeling of 
tedium, which prompts either a scrutiny of the message by activating 
extra-communication thoughts such as counterarguments, or a ces-
sation of thinking about the message. In either event, evaluation of 
the message advocacy declines. Continued repetition of the message 
activates the processing of its content anew because message recipi-
ents processing of their own thoughts reduces the tedium attendant 
to processing the message and lowers confidence that they have in-
ternalized message content. 

Thus, the emerging view is that the effects of message repeti-
tion are guided by metacognitions in the form of confidence and te-
dium that serve an executive function in directing the amount and 
type of thought generation. As plausible as this account might be 
in explaining the effects of repetition on the activation of support 
and counterarguments and the attendant persuasive effects, the evi-
dence favoring this view is incomplete. It would be bolstered by the 
evidence to document that the metacognitive processes hypothesized 
are operative in the context of persuasive message repetitions. It can 
also be bolstered by examining other contexts in which resource al-
location is likely to be influenced by metacognitive processes similar 
those thought to be activated to regulate the processing of message 
repetitions.

MESSAGE INVOLVEMENT
Additional insight about the resource allocation process is 

provided by work on involvement. A seminal finding is that when 
experiencing a resource limitation, consumers use cues that accom-
modate this limitation to make a judgment. Along these lines is the 
observation that individuals who have low involvement in a message 
issue use the credibility of a message source, or the number of argu-
ments made in favor of an advocacy, or some other so-called periph-
eral cue rather than message content as a basis for making a judg-
ment (Cacioppo, Petty, and Schumann 1983). In contrast, those who 
are highly involved are more likely to rely on a central cue such as 
the message content in rendering their judgments. This suggests that 
decision makers select the cues that enable them to accommodate the 
resources they are willing to devote to a processing task to render a 
judgment about an object. However, it has also been demonstrated 
that highly involved individuals are willing to process source and 
message cues in circumstances when both inform their judgments 
(Petty and Cacioppo 1979). Apparently, what distinguishes which 
cues are central and peripheral depends on their perceived value 
in evaluating an object. Thus, highly involved individuals exhibit 
discretion in their resource allocation by processing source cues in 
instances when they are deemed useful and considering them periph-
eral to judgment when they are not. 

Finally, there are demonstrations that the level of involvement 
can prompt regulation of how a particular cue is processed. When 
individuals are highly involved in a message issue, the color of an 
object presented in an ad serves as a cue to elaborate on the benefits 
of the advertised brand. However, when they allocate relatively few 
resources, this same color cue is processed heuristically as a basis for 
judgment (Meyers-Levy and Peracchio 1995). 

Research on involvement thus suggests that individuals are ju-
dicious in their resource allocation. When they have interest in an is-
sue, they allocate substantial resources to the processing of message 
information, whereas when the issue is peripheral to their interests 
they rely on cues that accommodate this resource allocation in mak-
ing a judgment. In some cases, high involvement entails elabora-
tion of a single cue such the message source, the color of an object 

presented an ad, or message content, and in others it give rise to the 
processing of multiple cues such as the message and source. Under 
low involvement, individuals process cues that are less resource de-
manding or they process cues in a less elaborate manner.  

These observations raise the question of how do those vary-
ing in involvement decide which cues to process as a basis for their 
judgments. As suggested for repetition effects, one possibility is that 
individuals select cues on the basis of metacognitions prompted by 
stimulus processing. Along these lines, individuals’ level of issue 
involvement prompts the activation of a threshold for the onset of 
tedium, which guides both the selection of the cues that will serve 
as a basis for judgment and the depth at which cues are processed. 
As was the case for repetition effects, evidence documenting this 
process has not been reported. However, there is emerging evidence 
that implicates the coordination of cognitive and metacognitive pro-
cesses in resource allocation. This research pertains to the effects of 
depletion on subsequent task resource expenditure.

RESOURCE ALLOCATION  
AND THE DEPLETION EFFECT

The depletion effect refers to the phenomenon where the re-
sources allocated to the initial task affect those allocated to subse-
quent task: the greater the allocation to the initial task the fewer the 
resources devoted to a subsequent task. In most demonstrations of 
this phenomenon, the two tasks are not related. For example, as part 
of a food tasting study participants in the high depletion condition 
were asked to refrain from eating cookies, whereas this requirement 
was not imposed on those in the low depletion condition (Baumeister 
et al., 1998). All participants then performed a second task, which in-
volved an attempt to complete an unsolvable puzzle. Those who re-
frained from eating cookies spent less time on the puzzle than those 
who did not have to engage in such initial self-regulation, thus pro-
viding evidence for the depletion effect. In everyday situations, the 
depletion effect is observed when regulation of some activity such as 
smoking or drinking results in the lack of regulation of a subsequent 
activity such as eating or shopping.  

The initial explanation offered for the depletion effect was cast 
in terms of a resource limitation (Baumeister et al., 1998). To the ex-
tent that people allocate resources to an initial task, they have fewer 
resources to allocate to a subsequent task. This is based on the notion 
that there is a single pool of resources that can be consumed or sig-
nificantly reduced by the performance of an arduous self-regulatory 
activity. Replenishment requires rest, consumption of food that pro-
vides energy (Gailliot et al., 2007), or practicing task performance 
(Muraven, Baumeister and Tice, 1999).

A substantial number of studies document that the depletion ef-
fect is unlikely to be attributable to a resource limitation. In these 
studies, individuals exhibit the same level of performance whether 
they are highly or less depleted when provided with the motivation 
to do so. This is achieved by paying depleted individuals for their 
performance on a persistence task (Baumeister et al., 2005), suggest-
ing that persistence is warranted because the issue is important (Mu-
raven and Slessareva, 2003), and informing participants of the time 
they have spent in performing a persistence task (Wan and Sternthal, 
2008). In addition, there is growing evidence that the depletion ef-
fect can be reversed so that highly depleted individuals exhibit better 
performance on a subsequent task than those who are less depleted. 
This reversal has been documented by presenting two initial tasks 
prior to the critical task rather than a single initial task (Converse and 
DeShon, 2009), using two tasks that involve similar activities rather 
than the unrelated tasks typically employed in depletion research 
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(Dewitte, Bruyneel, and Geyskens, 2009), and by prompting partici-
pants to adopt a high level of construal (Agrawal and Wan, 2009). 

These observations suggest that the depletion effect is better 
explained in terms of individuals’ motivation to allocate resources 
they have rather than a resource limitation. A monitoring view of-
fers such an explanation (Agrawal and Wan 2009; Baumeister et 
al. 2005; Baumeister 2002; Baumeister and Vohs 2007). According 
to this view, people set a goal and a standard that is necessary to 
achieve this goal, and continually adjust the allocation of resources 
needed to achieve this standard. For example, a consumer might con-
sider $200 an appropriate amount to spend on a pair of shoes and 
continue to search until an appropriate pair that is within this budget 
is found. However, when people are depleted, they abandon such 
goals and standards and focus on their fatigue as a basis for resource 
allocation: the more tired they feel, the less the effort allocated to the 
task. Because all participants in the typical two task procedure used 
to demonstrate the depletion effect typically experience some level 
of fatigue, their performance of a focal task would depend on the 
amount of fatigue experienced. In contrast, if a standard of perfor-
mance were made salient, it would serve as a basis for resource al-
location to the second task. And if the initial task served as a standard 
for performance of a subsequent task, those who set a high standard 
by engaging in an initially highly depleting task would exhibit better 
performance on the subsequent task than those who engaged in a less 
depleting initial task.

A critical assumption underlying these predictions is that the 
same cue can serve both as a means of interpreting a behavior (fa-
tigue implies less performance) and as a standard for a behavior (fa-
tigue implies a high standard for subsequent performance). Support 
for this assumption is found in research on context effects (Nam and 
Sternthal 2008). Experts and novices with regard to musical instru-
ments were presented a persuasive message advocating the purchase 
of a musical system. The qualities of this product were ambiguous. 
This ad was presented in the context of an ad for a BMW, toward 
which message recipients were favorable, or Hyundai toward which 
they were unfavorable. Experts used this contextual information to 
interpret the target musical system and thus exhibited assimilation: 
they were more favorable when the context was BMW than when it 
was Hyundai. In contrast, novices used the contextual information as 
a standard and thus exhibited comparison contrast: they were more 
favorable when the context was Hyundai than when it was BMW. 

Several studies identified earlier offer support for the moni-
toring prediction that more depleted individuals will exhibit supe-
rior second task performance than less depleted ones and that this 
outcome is likely when the resources allocated to the first task are 
viewed as a standard for subsequent task performance. For example, 
having people perform multiple initial tasks makes the initial task 
salient as a standard for performance (Converse and DeShon 2009), 
which leads more depleted people to set a higher standard. Along 
the same lines, when the initial and subsequent tasks are similar, the 
relationship between the tasks makes the initial task salient as a stan-
dard for subsequent performance. And prompting people to adopt a 
high level of construal enhances the connection between the unrelat-
ed initial and second tasks in a depletion procedure, which makes the 
initial task accessible as a standard. In contrast, a low level construal 
makes salient the fatigue produced by an initial task as the basis for 
subsequent performance, and thus the more resources allocated to 
the initial task, the fewer allocated to the subsequent task (Agrawal 
and Wan 2009).

Recent research that I have conducted with Echo Wen Wan and 
Alice Isen examining the moderating role of positive affect on deple-

tion offers additional evidence favoring the monitoring account. In 
these studies, participants were presented information that stimulates 
either positive or neutral affect immediately after being highly or less 
depleted by an initial task. Neutral affect was stimulated by having 
people consider an event with a neutral outcome, whereas positive 
affect involved having people think about an event that had a favor-
able outcome. Performance on the subsequent task by those in neu-
tral affect provided evidence for a depletion effect: highly depleted 
individuals exhibited poorer performance on the subsequent task 
than those who were less depleted. In contrast, those experiencing 
positive affect performed better when the initial task had been highly 
depleting rather than less depleting. Apparently, positive affect acti-
vated between the two tasks stimulated the use of the effort induced 
by the initial task as a standard for the performance of the subsequent 
task. Moreover, the depletion effect found in the neutral affect con-
dition was mediated by participants’ feeling of fatigue, whereas for 
those experiencing positive affect, performance of the second task 
was mediated by the perception of effort required to perform this 
task. These findings thus support the view that those in the neutral 
affect condition used the fatigue induced by the initial task as a basis 
for subsequent performance, and those experiencing positive affect 
used the first task as a standard for performance of the second task.

The monitoring model not only suggests that prompting people 
to focus on their goal rather than their fatigue enhances performance 
on a subsequent task, but also predicts that the depletion effect should 
be moderated by the framing of the initial task. Given the premise 
that depletion effects occur because a feeling of fatigue serves as 
the basis for reducing the resource allocation to a subsequent task, 
altering how this feeling is experienced might be used to enhance 
the allocation of resources to a subsequent task and overcome the 
depletion effect. If the initial and subsequent tasks are framed as a 
single task, individuals should not have the opportunity to reflect on 
the experienced in performing the initial task when determining their 
allocation to the subsequent task, and this should eliminate the deple-
tion effect. Alternatively, the depletion effect should be eliminated if 
the initial task is framed as one that facilitates the second task, or at 
least draws attention away from the fatigue resulting from first task 
performance. 

These predictions are confirmed in several studies. In research 
conducted with Echo Wen Wan, participants were presented a two-
task depletion procedure where the second task involved custom-
izing products such as a suit or other clothing and accessories. When 
the two tasks were represented as a single task, the depletion effect 
found when the procedures were represented as two separate tasks 
was eliminated. This outcome occurred because the feeling of fa-
tigue that mediated the depletion effect was not observed in the one 
task condition. Indeed, participants in the one task condition did not 
differ in their perception of fatigue whether the initial task was high-
ly resource demanding or not.

There is also evidence that framing the initial task as enhanc-
ing subsequent performance eliminates the depletion effect. Martijn 
and colleagues (2002) found that individuals who were informed that 
working hard on a task enhances subsequent performance exhibited 
better performance on this latter task than either those who were 
highly depleted, but not informed about the effect of prior effort ex-
ertion, or those who were not initially depleted. Along similar lines, 
Clarkson et al. (2010) observed that those highly depleted by an ini-
tial task worked harder on a subsequent task when they were told 
that a feature of the initial task (i.e., the color of the paper on which 
the task was completed) was known to be exhausting than when this 
feature was described as replenishing. Apparently, the attribution of 
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the fatigue to a feature in the initial task that was not present in the 
subsequent task led to the inference that substantial resources were 
available for performing the latter task. However, when people felt 
that they were tired despite the presence of a replenishing feature, 
they inferred that fatigue induced by the initial task was indeed sub-
stantial, focused on this feeling of fatigue in determining resource 
allocation, and limited their allocation to the subsequent task.

The view emerging from depletion research is that the effect of 
initial task performance on the resources allocated to a subsequent 
task is guided by two factors. One is cognitive; the standard that the 
individual sets for task performance determines the resources allo-
cated to it. The other factor is metacognitive; the feelings prompted 
by the performance of an initial task guide the subsequent resource 
allocation. The depletion occurs because the greater the resource al-
location to an initial task, the greater the feeling of fatigue, and thus 
the fewer the resources allocated to a subsequent task. Stated another 
way, the metacognitive experience attendant to an initial task guides 
the resource allocation to a subsequent task. In accord with this in-
terpretation, the depletion effect can be overcome by making salient 
cognitions related to the standard for performance of the second task, 
ignoring the metacognitive experience of fatigue attributable to the 
previous resource allocation, or by interpreting this experience in 
terms other than fatigue that stimulates substantial allocation to a 
subsequent task. 

AN INTEGRATED VIEW
The repetition, involvement and depletion literatures reviewed 

not only offers insight about the processes that explain the effects of 
these variables, each of these literatures offers insight about some 
facet of the regulatory process. And collectively they suggest that the 
cognitive operations individuals engage in when performing an in-
formation processing task are dependent on the metacognitions they 
activate. Some metacognitions promote the allocation of resources to 
a task, whereas other metacognitions limit such an allocation. 

The analysis of repetition effects described earlier suggests that 
individuals’ willingness to sustain the processing of a repeated mes-
sage depends on metacognitions related to confidence and tedium. 
Actions taken are influenced by whether a subjective feeling of con-
fidence is evoked in responding to a stimulus, which promotes re-
source allocation, or a subjective experience of tedium is activated, 
which limits resource allocation. 

Depletion effects can be explained using these same concepts, 
though the focus of these investigations is on metacognitions that 
limit resource allocation. Depletion research suggests that tedium or 
fatigue might prompt a reduction in resource allocation. Repetition 
research is informative about the mechanism underlying depletion 
effects; it suggests that metacognitions related to the feelings of con-
fidence that emerge upon learning and mastering tasks are likely to 
propel the resource allocation observed under low depletion. This 
account explains the observation that when individuals are highly 
depleted, presenting an initial task as enhancing the performance of 
a subsequent task prompts a resource allocation that eliminates the 
depletion effect found in the absence of this motivation. 

Depletion research also informs an understanding of repetition 
effects. Investigations of the depletion effect document that the feel-
ing of fatigue can be managed by having people interpret the subjec-
tive experience of tedium in terms of goal attainment or to limit ac-
cess to this feeling. These findings offer a starting point for managing 
wearout effects of repeated message exposures. 

Investigations of involvement effects suggest that those under 
high involvement exhibit discretion in the allocation of their substan-
tial resources. They engage in the processing of so-called peripheral 

cues such as the message source based on an assessment of whether 
this information contributes to the judgment of a message advocacy. 
This observation suggests that regardless of involvement, there is a 
point at which the enhancement of confidence resulting from a re-
source allocation is offset by the tedium involved in processing ad-
ditional information. The point at which this occurs differs between 
those who are highly and less involved. Applying this observation 
to depletion effects raises the possibility that non-depleted individu-
als will exhibit similar discretion and limit their resource allocation 
when this allocation is perceived to contribute more to fatigue than 
to confidence. Some evidence supporting this view is found in the 
demonstration that making salient an initial task as a standard for 
second task performance reduces the resource allocation that would 
otherwise occur. Demonstrations of naturally occurring social con-
ditions when this outcome obtains awaits empirical demonstration. 
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