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SESSION OVERVIEW
General orientation and objectives  The idea of temporary 

concept activation or “priming” has gained tremendous interest in 
consumer decision-making and consumer behavior, with recent dem-
onstrations that consumers’ adaptive functioning may actually be ex-
plained by nonconscious processes (Chartrand, Huber, Shiv, & Tan-
ner, 2008). With it now becoming clear that consumer behavior can 
be automatically determined to some degree, it is important to move 
past the demonstration phase of automaticity research, and to to build 
richer and more complete theories of automatic behavior in the con-
sumption context. In this session, our purpose is to provide next gen-
eration insights into automatic behavioral effects with a particular 
focus on understanding why subtly different but related primes lead 
to different behavioral outcomes.  In particular, the four papers in this 
session address the following second generation research questions:

Paper 1. What are the downstream consequences for behavior of 
nonconscious goal fulfillment?

Paper 2. What are the neurological processes underlying the ef-
fect of the thrift and prestige primes which many marketing research-
ers have used?

Paper 3. Are consumers more likely to be influenced by envi-
ronmental cues in certain circumstances?

Paper 4. Why do very similar priming constructs sometimes 
lead to very different results?

Potential audience  We expect this session to be of interest 
to researchers interested in the influences of primes on consumer 
behavior; the automatic and nonconscious psychological underpin-
nings of consumer behavior; and the downstream implications of 
said influences and processes for marketers.

Issues to be covered  These papers collectively emphasize the 
presumed usefulness of priming as a tool for encouraging indul-
gence, with the aim of the session being to highlight the circum-
stances in which one might actually find reversals (e.g., less con-
sumption/indulgence) as well as the psychological and neurological 
underpinnings of these effects. Across the papers and paradigms, the 
priming stimuli and measures are related to spending/saving or in-
dulgence/restraint-type constructs, speaking to consumers’ proclivity 
to indulge and influence factors affecting this (automatic) tendency. 
Data has been collected for the studies described in papers 1 through 
4. Drafts of papers 1 and 2 are available upon request. 

The Competing Goal Strikes Back: Volitional 
Fulfillment of Nonconscious Goals  

Enables Opposing Goals to Rebound

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
A considerable body of research has demonstrated that environ-

mental cues can trigger goals that are then pursued without conscious 
awareness (see Moskowitz, Li, & Kirk, 2004, for a review). Noncon-
scious goal pursuit (NCGP) research has for the most part focused on 
delineating the process by which single goals are selected, pursued, 
and fulfilled. More recently, there have been calls for researchers to 
answer ‘second generation questions’ (Bargh, 2006) such as how 
multiple goals interact with each other and how they interact with 
conscious decisions. We contribute to answering these questions by 
investigating how the NCGP process plays out over time for goals 
which chronically conflict, as understanding how individuals resolve 
opposing motivations is central to our understanding of the dynamics 
of self-regulation (Koo & Fishbach, 2009). For example, consider an 
individual driving to the grocery who is exposed to an environmental 
cue suggesting indulgence (e.g., a billboard showing a luxury ice-
cream brand). Such incidental cue exposure may lead the individual 
to automatically pursue a goal to indulge, perhaps leading him to buy 
an unplanned candy bar (Chartrand, Huber, Shiv, & Tanner, 2008). 
In this research, our particular interest is in how the NCGP process 
plays out downstream from this goal-fulfilling purchase. 

We explore two questions: First, can the fulfillment of a noncon-
sciously activated goal (hereafter the focal goal) lead a competing goal 
(a goal to eat healthy in the above example) to rebound and influence 
subsequent behavior? Second, do the volitional circumstances under-
lying such goal fulfillment matter? In particular, for automatically pur-
sued goals, is any opportunity for goal-consistent behavior sufficient 
to fulfill the goal (i.e., passive receipt of a goal-fulfilling means, such 
as a candy), or does the individual need to make a volitional decision 
to undertake goal-consistent behavior (i.e., decision to obtain a goal-
fulfilling means)? To explore these questions we utilize a sequential 
task paradigm in which individuals are given the opportunity to pursue 
a primed focal goal before being given an opportunity to pursue either 
the focal goal or a chronically opposing goal.

In experiment 1, we examined how the automatic pursuit and 
fulfillment of an indulgence goal influenced the subsequent pursuit 
of an opposing health goal (goals that are in chronic opposition for 
most individuals, Finkelstein & Fishbach 2010). We found that when 
no goal was primed, eating a chocolate led to an increased desire for 
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indulgent foods. However, when an indulge goal was first primed, 
eating the chocolate led to an increased desire for healthy foods. 
Thus, fulfillment of the primed indulge goal appeared to cause the 
opposing health goal to rebound. However, since all participants who 
ate the chocolate did so of their own choice, it is not clear whether 
the indulge goal was fulfilled by the mere, physical consumption of 
the chocolate itself or by the volitional act of choosing to consume it. 

Experiment 2 was designed both to replicate the results of 
the first experiment using a different opposing goal pair (thrift vs. 
luxury), and also to disentangle the volitional act of actively choos-
ing a goal-fulfilling means from its mere receipt. When a thrift goal 
was primed and followed by one’s own decision to be thrifty (i.e., 
choosing Hanes socks), the thrift goal appeared to be fulfilled, lead-
ing to extremely high preference for the relatively more luxurious 
option (i.e., allocating great amounts of money to a luxury store). 
However, when the thrift goal (vs. neutral) was primed and was fol-
lowed by unsolicited receipt of a thrifty option (i.e., being awarded 
Hanes socks), then the thrift goal did not appear to be satisfied, and 
continued to influence preference (i.e., allocating great amounts of 
money to an economical store). Thus, these results suggest that the 
nonconscious goal system is not entirely passive and suggests that 
fulfillment of nonconscious goals actually requires volitional intent 
to behave in a goal consistent way.

We find that the fulfillment of automatically pursued goals en-
ables opposing goals to rebound and influence behavior. Importantly, 
it reveals that the effects of environmental primes can be substan-
tially more complex than the single goal and behavior cases that have 
been previously studied. While speculative, this complexity suggests 
the possibility that the unconscious goal system is capable of adap-
tively managing multiple goals. Further, it is interesting to see that 
there needs to be some volition for the opposing goal to rebound 
after initial goal fulfillment. Simply giving participants a means to 
satisfy a primed goal did not generate rebound, which suggests that 
the primed goal is not fulfilled without people actively deciding 
on goal-fulfilling means. These results are fascinating as they sug-
gest an interaction between nonconsciously primed goals and con-
sciously made decisions. Future research should explore the level of 
consciousness necessary for a decision to pursue a goal be regarded 
as enough for goal fulfillment, how much movement toward focal 
goal fulfillment is necessary (i.e., make a goal-consistent decision, 
perform a goal-consistent behavior, perform a large amount of goal-
consistent behavior) for a competing goal to rebound, and whether 
there are situations in which merely being given an opportunity to 
pursue a goal is enough to fulfill a primed goal or at least decrease its 
activation level, which was not the case in experiment 2. The inves-
tigation of these issues could not only provide information on how 
unconscious goal pursuit operates, or how conscious goal pursuit 
directs behavior, but also helps us understand how both interact and 
allow us to aid individuals in the management of their multiple goals.

In Pursuit of Luxury: Anterior Cingulate 
Cortex Activation in Response to Luxury Brands 

Depends on Goal-Congruent Cues

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
The acquisition of beautiful, costly, or prestigious goods is an 

age-old human consumption behavior that finds its modern expres-
sion in luxury brands. Given the strong appeal of luxury brands even 
in inauspicious personal or societal economic environments, two 
questions emerge: (a) Is there a neuropsychological component to 
luxury brand appeal and, (b) if so, how might environmental cues 
modulate neuropsychological goal value associated with indul-

gence?  Goal value is the extent to which a choice option may serve 
as a means towards goal attainment (Hare et al. 2008).  We hypoth-
esize that there is a neuropsychological response to luxury brands 
that is congruent with desire or motivation (and different from more 
prosaic brands), but that this response depends on the presence of 
consumption-related cues that modulate luxury goal value.  For con-
sumers who wish to reduce their consumption of expensive luxuries, 
such results would provide good news.  Though luxury brands “feel” 
good, exposure to messages of frugality reduces the value to which a 
brand may facilitate a goal, and, thus perhaps the temptation. 

While indulgence goals may seem more prevalent in the mar-
ketplace, current consumption contexts also promote well-estab-
lished goals to save. To examine neural encoding of the value by 
which brands may facilitate individuals’ goals, we compare luxury 
brands to other well-regarded and familiar brands that are positioned 
in terms of practicality.

Research on consumer attitudes toward luxury is often limited 
by methods prone to socially desirable responding, self-generated 
validity, or the inability to articulate complex cognitive/emotional 
responses operating automatically.  The use of fMRI methodology 
allows us to circumvent these issues and more directly assess neural 
processes underlying response to brands across conditions.  Based 
on two recent fMRI studies that offer important insight into a neu-
roeconomic perspective of luxury valuation, we designed an fMRI 
protocol to examine activation in areas of the brain known to play a 
role in goal valuation (Hare et al. 2008, Plassmann et al. 2008).  Re-
search finds that rostral anterior cingulate cortex (rACC) activation 
is correlated with computations of amount of reward associated with 
an option under consideration (i.e. goal value; Litt, Plassmann, Shiv, 
& Rangel, 2011).  Broadly speaking, automatic goal value computa-
tion would allow recognition of the means to a desirable end state 
and a signal to other systems regarding the degree to which an option 
should be approached (Ferguson & Bargh, 2004). As a basis for our 
research, these findings suggest a) the probable existence of a neuro-
physiological component to the appeal of luxury brands, b) that this 
valuation is likely to be goal-oriented, and c) that the rACC encodes 
context dependent goal valuation activation.  

We propose that goal valuation effects depend on congruency 
between the cued goal (indulgence vs. frugality) and the brand. 
Secondly, we do not expect increased goal-activation for practical 
brand images when they are preceded by cues related to frugality, as 
utilitarian goals do not invoke the same degree of associated reward 
value. For goal and automaticity researchers, it will be interesting to 
see that this pattern of results is consistent with goal-means valuation 
rather than mere schema activation, as this distinction represents an 
important debate in current priming research.

To test these hypotheses, we scanned 24 participants while they 
viewed four cue-brand conditions in a 2 x 2 within- subjects design 
that crossed the consumption goal cued (indulgence or frugality) and 
the brand logos presented (luxury or practicality).  Thus, in condi-
tion 1, three indulgence-oriented words preceded three luxury brand 
logos (IL); in condition 2, three frugality-oriented words preceded 
three practical brand logos (FP); in condition 3, three indulgence-
oriented words preceded three practical brand logos (IP); and, in 
condition 4, three frugality-oriented words preceded three luxury 
brand logos (FL).  Cue words were carefully chosen to avoid pe-
joratively nuanced consumption goals (e.g., spoiled, cheap). Brand 
logos were pretested to ensure familiarity and that both luxury and 
practical brands were equally well-regarded. 

Imaging analyses indicated that, as predicted, congruency be-
tween an indulgence cue and luxury brand resulted in increased 
rACC activity compared to conditions where a luxury brand was 


