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led participants to engage in behaviors that were consistent with an abstract mindset. Then, we expect that the interaction between an abstract 
identity (social) and an abstract norm (collective) could lead into more green behavior. Further studies can investigate this possibility. 
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When Vices Make You Feel Less Guilty Than Virtues: 
The Discarding of Vice and Virtue Products

Olivia (Wan-Ting) Lin, Texas A&M University, USA

Most people (93%) are guilty of abandoning products they have purchased but never used (Wansink, Basel, and Amjab 2000). Living 
in this materialistic society, consumers make daily decisions not only about buying and consuming products but also about disposing of 
them. Depending on the price and the type of the product, consumers may form differential perceptions and feelings toward its disposal. For 
instance, discarding a jar of spoiled Russian caviar usually induces more regret than dumping a dozen of rotten chicken eggs. As manifested 
by the sunk cost psychology (Arkes and Blumer 1985), missing the opportunity benefits of the $300 caviar is generally more painful than 
failing to reap the benefits of the $3 chicken eggs. However, is trashing a $10 pack of cigarettes the same as discarding a $10 bottle of vi-
tamins? This research investigates if consumers perceive and feel differently about the disposal of two relative goods: a vice (product with 
immediate benefits and delayed costs) and a virtue (product with immediate costs and delayed benefits) (Wertenbroch 1998). We propose 
that the discarding of a vice induces less guilt than that of a virtue because the former can be justified as “good riddance” while the latter is 
regarded as “bad rubbish.”

While haste makes waste, so does procrastination. Purchase impulsiveness and consumption procrastination can create huge waste. Ow-
ing to their present-biased preferences, consumers are vulnerable to making impulse purchases of vices and putting off the consumption of 
virtues (e.g., Ainslie 1975; Milkman, Rogers, and Bazerman 2009; Read, Loewenstein, and Kalyanaraman 1999). Thus, decisions regarding 
the disposal of expired virtues and vices can often confront consumers, who knowingly defer or negligently forget consuming the products, or 
simply fail to use them because of competing alternatives. For example, many people do their grocery shopping on weekends but barely use 
their perishables during the week because they are too tired or too busy to cook after work (Jones 2004). Not surprisingly, they eventually find 
virtues (e.g., broccolis, cabbage sprouts, grapefruits, etc.), vices (e.g., bacon, butter, cake, etc.), or other things go bad in their refrigerators. 
In fact, “as much as 25% of the food we bring into our homes is wasted. So a family of four that spends $175 a week on groceries squanders 
more than $40 worth of food each week and $2,275 a year,” estimated Bloom (2010) based on various studies such as the three-decade-long 
Garbage Project of the University of Arizona. Arkes and Blumer (1985) claim that people fall for the sunk cost fallacy because they do not 
want to be or appear to be wasteful. Aversion to waste is widely assumed to prevail among consumers (Arkes 1996; Bolton and Alba 2007) be-
cause of economic, environmental, religious, ethical, psychological, or other reasons (Lastovicka et al. 1999; DeYoung 1986). Nevertheless, 
wasteful consumption of foods and other goods remains a tough global challenge (UNEP 2011). 

This research first adopts a “refrigerator cleaning” scenario to test if consumers feel differential when finding a bag of rotten grapefruits 
(expired virtue) and a box of stale chocolate cake (expired vice) in their refrigerators. We employ a within-subject experimental design in 
which the sequence of the products is counterbalanced. For checking the effects of different price levels, we randomly assigned our college 
student participants to three price conditions. The first condition provides no price information, while the second (third) indicates $5 ($10) for 
each product. We ask our participants to imagine being in the scenario, answer Likert-scale questions about their guilt levels for the discarding 
of each product, and then explain why they feel so in an open-ended question. They also rate how enjoyable or beneficial they normally think 
about the consumption of fresh grapefruits and chocolate cakes. After rating their preference for some filler pictures for distraction purposes, 
participants are presented a grocery shopping scenario and are asked their intention for purchasing grapefruits or chocolate cakes. Finally, 
participants respond to some basic demographic questions and are thanked for their participation.  
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Our results show that consumers generally feel less guilty about the disposal of a vice than that of a virtue. Guilt levels do not vary 
significantly across the three price levels or account for the variances of repurchase intention. Perceived hedonic (e.g., enjoyable) and utilitar-
ian (e.g., beneficial) values do predict the guilt level and the repurchase intention. The more consumers perceive the product as enjoyable or 
beneficial, the higher their guilt levels for its discarding and the stronger their repurchase intentions for the product. 

Belk (1988) argues that consumers’ possessions play an important role in shaping their self-concept. Consumers may acquire (Richins 
1994) or discard (Roster 2001) products to express or reinforce their sense of self. Hence, in the parlance of mental accounting theory, both 
virtue and vice buyers may regret their monetary loss. However, vice buyers may mentally label the expired vice as “good riddance”, some-
thing that was harmful and had better be thrown away. Some of the vice discarders might even feel a slight joy because of the illusion that 
they might have exerted self-control to resist the consumption of the vice. Conversely, virtue buyers may label the expired virtue as “bad 
rubbish”, something that was valuable and beneficial and should not have ended up in a trash bin. Virtue buyers may regret their consumption 
procrastination, waste of money and resources, and failure to reap the benefits of the virtue product. A purchase decision, originally intended 
to better the consumers’ actual selves, seems to expose their failure to live up to their ought selves and push them farther away from their ideal 
selves. As a result, a vice discarder feels less guilty than does a virtue discarder although they both paid the same price to acquire the products.
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Facets of Distress Tolerance as Predictors of Buying in Response to Self-esteem Threats
Paul Rose, Southern Illinois University Edwardsville, USA
Dan Segrist, Southern Illinois University Edwardville, USA

Many people use buying as a means of coping with emotionally-distressing events. One type of emotionally-distressing event that 
may be particularly likely to lead to buying is self-esteem threat. Buying can serve important identity-regulation functions (Dittmar, 2004) 
and an enormous social psychological literature suggests that threats to self-esteem lead to defensive responses (e.g., Tesser, 2001). In con-
sumerist cultures in particular, “retail therapy” may be used to restore a desired identity following self-threat.

One purpose of the present study is to identify who might be especially prone to buying in response to threatened self-esteem. 
Our focus was on individual differences in distress tolerance, a variable that has begun to attract attention in the addictions literature 
because of observations that some people use substances as a means of coping with negative emotions. Simons and Gaher (2005) define 
distress tolerance as “the capacity to experience and withstand negative psychological states” (p. 83). They further conceptualize dis-
tress tolerance as encompassing four facets—tolerance, regulation, appraisal, and absorption. Tolerance refers to the degree to which an 
individual considers aversive emotions intolerable and unmanageable. Regulation involves a tendency to engage in behaviors to avoid or 
distract oneself from distress. Appraisal is an individual’s perception of the acceptability of negative emotions and self-perceived ability to 
deal with them. Absorption refers to the degree to which an individual becomes preoccupied with and dominated by aversive emotions.

To support the prevention and treatment of excessive buying problems, we focused our analysis of self-threat-induced buying on the 
facets of distress tolerance. By doing so, we hoped to identify specific, malleable beliefs that might promote or inhibit self-threat-induced 
buying. Of the facets, it seemed to us that regulation would be a particularly important predictor because people who believe that action 
must be immediately taken to alleviate distress might be most prone to making rash purchases in order to feel better.


