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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers are known to engage in compensatory consump-

tion—the act of purchasing or physically consuming goods to ad-
dress a threat to the self (Rucker and Galinsky forthcoming). How-
ever, we, as consumers, do not seem to react solely to the negativity 
of the threat after it has been experienced. We are proactive and 
take actions to mitigate the possibility of potential threat. Based on 
this idea, the present work focuses on the idea of consumption in 
response to anticipated threat and its implications for understanding 
how consumers respond to various forms of threat. 

Building on past research that suggests the possibility that 
people can buffer the self prior to receiving a threat through self-
affirmations (e.g., Dalton 2008; Steele, Spencer, and Lynch 1993), 
we propose that consumers use consumption to buffer themselves 
against anticipated threat. More importantly, although anticipated 
and experienced threat can produce compensatory consumption, we 
propose that anticipated threat and experienced threat are psycho-
logically distinct constructs with differential consequences. 

Building on Mandel and Smeesters’ (2008) account that threat-
ened consumers increase general consumption because it provides 
them with the opportunity to be distracted from their self-awareness, 
we propose that, when consuming products in the heat of threat, con-
sumers will be more likely to increase their overall consumption of 
both threat-related and threat-unrelated products. However, when 
consumers are consuming in response to the anticipation of threat 
the need to distract themselves from the threat may not be as strong 
as when they are in the heat of threat, as there is no actual experience 
of threat present. For these consumers, the best consumption strategy 
may be to consume only products that are presumed to provide pro-
tection specifically against the anticipated threat. 

To test our hypotheses, we present a pretest and two experi-
ments designed to test whether anticipated threat leads consumers 
to consume in a manner that will buffer themselves against potential 
threat and to examine how consumption in response to anticipated 
threat differs from consumption in response to experienced threat. 

Pretest
A pretest was conducted to distinguish anticipated threat from 

experienced threat. Participants in both the anticipated threat condi-
tion and the control condition were asked to first read a brief in-
troduction to a test of their “Perceptual Intelligence” and then were 
asked on the next screen to indicate either how they currently felt 
(current feeling of threat) or how scoring low on the test would make 
them feel (anticipated feeling of threat) on a 7-point scale ranging 
from “Not Threatened” to “Threatened.” Participants in an experi-
enced threat condition reported how much threat they experienced 
after receiving a bad result from the “Perceptual Intelligence” test. 
As predicted, the results indicated that consumers do not experience 
actual threat when they are merely introduced to a potentially threat-
ening test of intelligence. However, consumers seemed to anticipate 
the potential of threat from the possibility of receiving a disappoint-
ing result. 

Experiment 1
Experiment 1 tested whether consumers use threat-specific 

products to buffer themselves against a potential threat to their intel-
ligence, despite no experienced threat. 

Participants in the anticipated threat condition were first intro-
duced to a “Virtual Perception Game” that was supposedly designed 
to assess their “Perceptual Intelligence.” However, before they actu-
ally played the game or received results they were asked to complete 
a second, unrelated experiment while the computer program loaded 
the “Virtual Perception Game.” In this “second” experiment, partici-
pants’ task was to evaluate the cover of a recent music album and 
they were asked to indicate how long they would like to listen to the 
music before evaluating the album cover. Participants were random-
ly presented either threat-related music (i.e., “Music and the Mind”) 
or threat-unrelated music (“Music and Relaxation”) and asked how 
long they would like to listen to it in minutes. Participants in the 
experienced threat condition, on the other hand, first completed the 
“Virtual Perception Game” and received disappointing feedback de-
signed to elicit threat. Then they moved on to the “second” study, in 
which they either indicated how long they would like to listen to the 
threat-related music or the threat-unrelated music. 

As predicted, our findings from the current study and the pretest 
show that consumers strategically use products to buffer themselves 
from anticipated threat. Furthermore, we demonstrate that when 
consumers are engaging in hypothetical consumption (i.e., desired 
listening time), they strategically value threat-related products more 
than threat-unrelated products both when actually experiencing 
threat or merely in the anticipation of threat. 

Experiment 2
Experiment 2 investigated how consumers’ consumption in re-

sponse to anticipated threat and experienced threat differ. As noted, 
for anticipated threat, consumers should only show greater consump-
tion of products that may buffer them specifically against the antici-
pated threat. However, we predicted that when experiencing actual 
threat, given an opportunity to distract themselves through actual 
consumption, consumers would increase consumption more gener-
ally as a means to distract themselves. 

The overall procedure was similar to Experiment 1. However, 
unlike Experiment 1 we measured how long participants actually 
listened to an unfamiliar piece of music that was framed as either 
threat-related (i.e., enhancing cognitive abilities) or threat-unrelated 
(i.e., relaxing). 

As predicted, we found that when provided with the opportunity 
to actually consume the product (e.g., actually listen to music), con-
sumers consuming in response to anticipated threat only consumed 
more (i.e., listened to the music longer) when the product was framed 
as threat-related, whereas consumers experiencing threat consumed 
both threat-related and threat-unrelated products more.

Our findings indicate that consumers consume products not 
only to cope with the experience of threat but that they also strategi-
cally consume threat-specific products to protect themselves against 
anticipated threat. In addition, we find that anticipated threat con-
sumption and experienced threat consumption differ in an important 
aspect: When consumers consume in response to anticipated threat 
they only increase consumption of threat-related products, as a buff-
ering strategy. However, once they experience threat they consume 
both threat-related and threat-unrelated products. It seems that we, 
as consumers, not only salt the sidewalk in anticipation of the snow-
storm but also know exactly what kind of salt to use, at least until the 
snowstorm hits. 
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