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SESSION OVERVIEW
At its core, marketing is about managing consumers’ desires. 

Indeed, managing desires could be said to be the crux of the human 
condition. Hence this session brings together four papers that detail 
how consumers manage (or fail to manage) their desires. Some of 
the approaches, such as Nenkov et al’s and Ramanathan et al’s work, 
are centered on the cognitive aspect of controlling desire. Our first 
paper, Nenkov, Haws, and Kim, instructed participants to use differ-
ent mental processes to imagine what will happen if they do or do not 
control their desires. Their findings about which processes are best 
to use, for whom, and when offers self-regulators two new cognitive 
tools to increase the odds that they will reach their goals. The sec-
ond paper by Ramanathan et al will discuss the way that consumers 
react when they see health claims on food items. The mere mention 
of a hedonic attribute, such as fat content (even statements that a 
food is “low fat”) makes foods more appealing, whereas functional 
attributes, such as a food’s antioxidant content, makes them less ap-
pealing. Vohs and Hofmann’s papers speak to the motivation and 
emotional components of desire. Vohs’s work shows that one central 
reason that prior self-control leads to later self-control failure (the 
ego-depletion effect) is because people experience their desires as 
more potent – depleted people more than others feel their emotions 
more strongly, feel overtaken by powerful urges to eat, and so on. 
Hofmann took the idea of desire to the streets and collected data on 
more than 7000 naturally-occurring desires. His work demonstrates 
people’s everyday attempts to control their desires, and how they are 
met with varying success. In summary, each paper takes a unique 
and novel tack on the study of consumer desires, bridging cognitive, 
emotional, and motivational approaches.   

This symposium is a model of “building connections,” and 
therefore embodies the theme of 2011 ACR because the research 

spans various aspects of the self (cognitive, emotional, motivational, 
and behavioral), multiple methodological approaches, and sample 
characteristics. Researchers will discuss lab-based experiments as 
well as large-scale field studies. Data were gathered from multiple 
countries around the globe, which means that diverse populations are 
represented. Actual behavior was measured, in addition to thoughts, 
evaluations, and feelings. Specific groups might find this work of 
particular interest: scholars of self-regulation, goal achievement, mo-
tivation, and the self, along with scientists interested in judgment and 
decision making, eating, and addiction. In short, the findings being 
presented represent a wide range of approaches, and thusly will forge 
connections among scholars of diverse backgrounds.

How Best To Think about the Future: Which Outcome 
Elaboration Strategies Help Control Desire?

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Thinking about the potential consequences of decisions is a 

promising strategy for controlling currently tempting desires in order 
to reach long-term goals (Nenkov et al. 2008; Haws et al. 2011). Be-
cause there are various ways in which one might elaborate on poten-
tial future outcomes it is important to understand which future out-
come elaborations most effectively to control the desire one is facing 
in the present moment. In this research, we tested which outcome 
elaboration approaches will be most likely to help self-control. We 
propose that fluency between individual propensities and elaboration 
strategies as well as between various components of the elaboration 
itself will facilitate goal-directed behavior.

In our research, we first manipulate the valence of outcome 
elaboration and examine how these outcome elaboration approaches 
match with individual tendencies to elaborate on potential outcomes 
(EPO; Nenkov et al. 2008). Then, we turn our focus to jointly manip-
ulating the valence and the level of abstraction of outcome elabora-
tion and showing that there is a natural match between negative and 
concrete and positive and abstract outcome elaboration approaches, 
which enhances their effectiveness in promoting desire control. 
Overall, we suggest that natural matches occur that lead to enhanced 
desire control based on outcome elaboration.

Prior research shows that some people tend to elaborate on po-
tential future consequences more (i.e., high EPO) than others (i.e., 
low EPO) and this natural tendency has been linked with an increased 
incidence of exerting self-control (Nenkov et al. 2008). Therefore, 
some understanding of the types of elaboration commonly used by 
those higher in EPO would be beneficial in determining the most 
effective outcome elaboration strategies. For example, when consid-
ering an indulgent opportunity, a decision maker could focus on the 
benefits (or potential positives) to be gained from yielding to desire 
or the costs (or potential negatives) that might be incurred. We sug-
gest that higher EPO consumers are much more likely to focus on 
the potential negatives of indulgence, and that this type of outcome 
elaboration comes easily to them. On the contrary, lower EPO con-
sumers fail to elaborate at all.

To test these prediction, we focus study 1 participants (n = 187) 
on thinking about either the positive or negative potential outcomes 
of yielding to desire in a domain of their choice (i.e., money or time 
management). Separately, we assess their individual propensity to 
elaborate on potential future outcomes (EPO; Nenkov et al. 2008). 
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Our results show that consumers higher in EPO are overall less like-
ly to choose a vice option following outcome elaboration than their 
lower EPO counterparts and that negative outcome elaboration en-
hanced their self-control even further. Process evidence suggests that 
for high EPO individuals, the negatively biased outcome elaboration 
task was “not complex”, whereas for low EPO participants, negative 
elaboration was more “complex” than was positive elaboration. As 
such, we have some initial evidence that the fluency experienced by 
EPO consumers when elaborating on negative potential outcomes 
drives their greater self-control success.

Next, we wished to further explore the role of valence in conse-
quence elaboration and how valence might impact the nature of the 
consequences considered. Based on past literature (Trope, Liberman, 
and Wakslak 2007), we propose that there is a match between nega-
tive outcome elaboration and concrete construal level and positive 
outcome and abstract construal level. To test this contention, in study 
2, we directed participants to elaborate on potential outcomes by fo-
cusing on either the positive or negative consequences of failing to 
control desires. Participants (n=103) provided potential outcomes 
consistent with a domain of their choice (i.e., money or time man-
agement). We then coded the consequences participants listed as: 
referring to why vs. how, being abstract or concrete, or referring to 
the short-term or long-term temporal distance. Results revealed that 
negative outcomes, as compared to positive ones, were more focused 
on how consequences can be achieved, more long-term oriented, and 
overall more concrete (i.e., more specific and detailed, low-level, re-
ferring to means to an end, process, planning, and details). As such, 
there seems to be a natural tendency for negative consequence elabo-
ration to be more concrete.  

Study 3 pinpointed the role of construal level. Participants 
(n=145) were given one of four instructions for potential outcome 
elaboration related to the self-control domain of their choice. These 
instructions represented a 2 (valence: positive or negative) X 2 (con-
strual level: concrete or abstract) design. Unlike studies 1 and 2, we 
asked study 3 participants to consider the positive consequences of 
exercising self-control, rather than of yielding to desire. Our results 
revealed that elaborating on the negative and concrete outcomes of 
yielding to desire most benefitted participants’ intention to control 
their desires. Yet, elaborating on the positive outcomes of exercis-
ing self-control also promoted effective self-control when the con-
sequences considered were abstract rather than concrete. Process 
evidence suggests that the natural match between negative/concrete 
and positive/abstract outcome elaboration approaches explains the 
results.

Overall, our research provides new insights into how consider-
ing the consequences of yielding to desire can impact self-control 
effectiveness. Our results suggest that when it comes to outcome 
elaboration, one size does not fit all, and customizing elaboration on 
potential outcomes approach will aid goal attainment. 
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Not All Health Claims Are Created Equal: 
Dissociating the Dynamics of  Guilt and 

Desire Invoked by Food Indulgences

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Healthier alternatives of unhealthy foods are increasingly 

prominent in today’s supermarket shelves. Typically, such foods 
feature claims stressing either the presence of food attributes that 
are perceived to benefit health (e.g., antioxidants, vitamins) or the 
absence of attributes perceived to be unfavorable for health (e.g., fat, 
sugar). It is assumed that such ‘better-for-you’ options of unhealthy 
food should reduce feelings of guilt associated with eating the food, 
arguably because the presence of health claims make their consump-
tion easier to justify, thereby providing consumers with an implicit 
license to eat. 

In contrast, the literature on the effects of hedonic (e.g., fun, 
tasty) versus functional (e.g., safe, nourishing) attributes on stimuli 
perception, preference, and choice predicts that consumers should 
eat less of unhealthy food carrying a health claim because they (un-
wittingly) subscribe to the unhealthy = tasty intuition. We propose 
a more nuanced framework suggesting that it is the nature of the 
attributes highlighted in a claim that determines how much of the 
food is consumed. 

Experiment 1 showed that seemingly similar health claims at-
tached to unhealthy food result in very different consumption pat-
terns, despite the fact that they are all perceived as equally tasty. 
Claims emphasizing a functional food attribute (e.g., antioxidants) 
induce a significant decrease in consumption compared to a con-
trol condition, whereas claims about a hedonic food attribute (e.g., 
low-fat) result in a significant increase in consumption. These op-
posing consumption patterns, which were triggered by ostensibly 
similar health claims, suggest that different mechanisms are at work 
for health claims for attributes that highlight the hedonic qualities 
of the food (e.g., fat = tasty) versus claims that highlight health-re-
lated functional attributes (e.g., antioxidants=beneficial for health; 
cholesterol=detrimental for health). 

Experiment 2 examined whether health claims featuring hedon-
ic versus functional food attributes evoke different levels of health 
goal accessibility. We suggest that claims stressing functional food 
attributes versus hedonic attributes lead to greater accessibility of the 
health goal. In addition, we expected indulgence goals to be highly 
accessible regardless of the presence or absence of health claims and 
independent of the attributes emphasized in claims. Using a lexi-
cal decision task, we tested whether different claims led to differ-
ent response latencies for words relating to health and indulgence. 
The results showed that hedonic attributes led to slower response 
times towards health words when compared to functional attributes, 
while response latencies towards indulgence words were no different 
across conditions. 

In Experiment 3, we provide a more fine-grained analysis of 
the processes underlying different types of health claims by inves-
tigating the emotional consequences of conflicting goals triggered 
by functional versus hedonic food attributes. In particular, we dis-
sociate the feelings of anticipated desire and guilt upon exposure to 
a picture of a tempting food carrying a health claim featuring either 
a functional or a hedonic food attribute. We recorded participants’ 
moment-to-moment reactions regarding desire and guilt. Results 


