
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
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 

 
Introduction

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

consumerist 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.
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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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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.
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METHOD
One-hundred-fifty-eight college students (70% female) wrote about two personal events from the last year, a minor self-esteem 

threat and a major self-esteem threat. (Order of these two event descriptions, which were adapted from Campbell, Baumeister, Dhavale & 
Tice, 2003, was counterbalanced. We asked about both event types to explore the generalizability of effects across experience intensity.) 
Participants then reported (within a table that listed numerous post-event coping behaviors) the degree to which they bought things to make 
themselves feel better (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). After several filler measures, participants completed the 15-item Simons and Gaher 
(2005) Distress Tolerance Scale, which includes tolerance, regulation, appraisal, and absorption subscales.

RESULTS
Because participants described a major and a minor self-esteem threat and what they did to make themselves feel better after these 

events, major vs. minor event was treated as a within-participants factor. The distress tolerance subscales were between-participants factors. 
Thus, the results were analyzed with a mixed-model, hierarchical multiple regression analysis (Judd, 2000). Order of event description 
(major event first vs. minor event first) and sex were entered in a first block but neither of these predictors was significant. Tolerance (β = 
-.17), absorption (β = .24), appraisal (β = .11) and regulation (β = .29) were added in a second block. Absorption produced an unexpected 
marginally significant main effect (p = .07) and, as predicted, regulation produced a significant main effect (p = .01). Interaction terms 
for appraisal (β = -.28) and regulation (β = .21) approached significance (.05 > p’s  <.06) because the associations between the appraisal 
and regulation predictors and self-threat-induced buying varied in strength across major and minor events. (Unexpectedly, the associa-
tion between appraisal and buying in response to a minor self-esteem threat was strong enough to reach significance, β = .21, p = .04. We 
hesitate to interpret this finding because it is not clear why appraisal should matter only when a self-threat is minor.) However, the slopes 
for appraisal and (most importantly) regulation were uniformly positive. The most noteworthy results for understanding buying in response 
to self-threat, therefore, are the marginally significant main effect of absorption and the significant main effect of regulation. 

DISCUSSION
Averaging across major and minor events, the regulation facet of distress tolerance (i.e., the belief that distress must be alleviated 

through urgent action) emerged as an important predictor of buying in response to self-esteem threat. Lynch and Mizon (2011) have pointed 
out that the appraisal, absorption, and tolerance components of distress tolerance focus on internal cognitive and emotional processes but 
regulation focuses on behavior—“the tendency to act with urgency to avoid feeling upset” (p. 61). The emergence of regulation as a signifi-
cant predictor suggests that some consumers with excessive buying problems may be helped by learning to think of occasional self-esteem 
threats as normal life events rather than crises. They may also be helped by learning that if quick action really is necessary to feel better, 
there are healthier options than making rash purchases (such as seeking social support). 

Future research may confirm that absorption, which was a marginally significant predictor in our analysis, also plays an important role 
in self-threat-induced buying. It may be that some consumers feel so overwhelmed by threats to their self-esteem that they struggle to think 
of the many coping options available to them. If this is true, consumers with excessive buying problems may benefit from practicing more 
flexible thinking (e.g., “I feel terrible about myself, but I can call my friend or get some exercise rather than going shopping”). 
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Previous studies on nine-ending prices have focused on level effect, which results in an underestimation of the magnitude perception of 
a price and leads consumers to lower purchase intentions (e.g., Manning and Sprott 2009). However, level effect can only explain the degree 
of influence on nine-ending effect, but can not explain the reasons why some studies showed inversing results on purchasing intentions. In 
order to clarify such condition, researchers consider that price-image and quality-image effect may be regarded as other possible reasons. In 
these studies, researchers merely focus on the influence of cognitive effort, but ignore the importance of incidental emotion.

Therefore, first, this article argues that the asymmetric effects of positive and negative emotion on nine-ending prices influence the level 
effect via the cognitive processing of information. People experiencing a positive emotion are likely to engage in high processing fluency, 


