
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
In Pursuit of Luxury: Anterior Cingulate Cortex Activation in Response to Luxury Brands Depends on Goal-Congruent Cues

Adam  Craig, University of South Carolina, USA 
Heather M. Johnson, University of Maryland, USA 
Stacy  Wood, North Carolina State University, USA 
Yuliya Komarova, Fordham University, USA 

 
Using an fMRI protocol, we find that exposure to consumption goal-oriented cues (either indulgence or frugality) and then to either

luxury or practical brand logos reveals that luxury brands and, importantly, the congruity between consumption cues and the brand,

affect the brain regions responsible for goal valuation and motivation.
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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 
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preceded by a frugality cue. We did not observe this increase in 
activation when a practical brand was preceded by a frugality cue.  
This suggests that enhanced goal-activation for luxury logos that are 
preceded by indulgence-oriented cues are stronger for the goal of 
indulgence and is not simply a mere-congruency effect.  Importantly, 
temptations towards indulgence may be modulated by the presence 
of frugality cues: frugality cues preceding luxury brands reduced the 
goal value for luxury brands. 

The contributions of this research are two-fold.  First, building 
on recent research on relative goal value, our study shows that the 
appeal of luxury brands is associated with neurological responses 
contingent on the presence of consumption related cues—the mere 
presence of a luxury cue affects the valuation of luxury brand repre-
sentations. This study is the first to demonstrate that goal valuation 
occurs automatically within a passive viewing context.  Automatic 
valuation would be a necessary precursor to the selection of luxury 
goods when an indulgence goal has been activated. Second, and 
viewed in the light of recent research on passive goal guidance (Laran 
& Janiszewski, 2009), our study raises important questions regard-
ing the nature of nonconscious goal intensity.  Traditional priming 
studies activate goals in an on/off manner (Bosmans & Baumgartner, 
2005) and goal means (brands, etc.) are generally limited to dichoto-
mous choices. However, our study and other recent neuroeconomic 
studies (Hare et al. and Plassmann et al.) utilize and measure a range 
of and observe differences in valuation, thus suggesting that noncon-
sciously activated goals and subsequent behaviors are dependent on 
goal intensities that must reach a threshold before the goal pursuit 
is initiated.  Thus the question remains whether goal value intensity 
signals may facilitate intensification of active goals and suppression 
of other goals to passive operation.

Are There Situations in Which Consumers 
Want to be Primed?

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
We propose that sometimes people “want to be primed” – that 

is, without explicit awareness or intent, people become more recep-
tive to environmental influence. People become more receptive to 
environmental influence when the source of influence is well-liked 
(and less receptive when the source is disliked). Moreover, people 
become more receptive to environmental influence when facing 
difficult decisions because external cues can help make decisions.  
Importantly, we propose that people’s receptiveness to external in-
fluence can have unintended consequences for unrelated behavioral 
decisions. The effect of wanting to be primed is not the same as los-
ing self-control. Rather, we find that wanting to be primed increases 
indulgence when environmental cues prime “spending” but decreas-
es indulgence when cues prime “saving.” Wanting to be primed is 
also different from experiencing cognitive load. Indeed, we find that 
wanting to be primed can reverse effects in situations where cogni-
tive load would exacerbate them. We test our hypotheses through a 
combination of field and laboratory studies.

To begin, we tested whether people are more receptive to prim-
ing effects when they encounter marketing stimuli that they like. In 
the main atrium of a university campus, where student groups and 
vendors set up table displays, we displayed 7 cardboard boxes (key-
board, laptop, and monitor boxes) that depicted either Dell or Apple 
brand logos. The experimenter stood approximately 3 meters away, 
to avoid being linked to the display. Passing students were offered 
candy in exchange for answering two short questions. First, partici-
pants imagined an upcoming shopping trip where they must decide 
whether to spend a lot or try and save money. Participants reported 

their willingness-to-spend. The second question asked participants’ 
liking of the brand Apple (Dell). 

Pretesting suggested that Apple is associated with expensive-
ness and Dell with value. Therefore, exposure to Apple should prime 
spending and Dell should prime saving, producing different effects 
on willingness-to-spend. We predicted and found that brand liking 
moderates these effects: greater liking of Apple (Dell) increased 
(decreased) willingness-to-spend. Moreover, whereas liking a brand 
caused brand-consistent behavior, disliking a brand provoked brand-
inconsistent behavior. These findings support the hypothesis that 
people are more (less) receptive to influence by stimuli they like 
(dislike).

Study 2 tested the hypothesis that people want to be primed 
when facing difficult decisions, and addressed an alternative expla-
nation based on cognitive load. Cognitive load was addressed in 
two ways: First, by examining expected rather than actual task dif-
ficulty (which should minimize difficulty’s effect on load); Second, 
by examining a situation where cognitive load and wanting to be 
primed predict different behaviors. Research suggests that people 
automatically react against unwanted sources of persuasion, includ-
ing insincere flattery (Chan and Sengupta 2010). If cognitive load 
underlies the effect of difficulty, then difficulty should have no effect 
or even strengthen these automatic effects. However, if wanting to 
be primed underlies the effect of difficulty, then difficulty should re-
verse these effects. That is, if difficulty makes people more receptive 
to environmental influence, sources of persuasion would no longer 
be unwanted.

Study 2 used a 2 (difficult vs. easy decision) X 2 (expensive vs. 
inexpensive store) between-subjects design. Participants completed a 
shopping task followed by a decision-making task. Before the shop-
ping task, participants were informed that the upcoming decision-
making task was difficult (easy). This was our sole manipulation 
of difficulty. In the shopping task, participants evaluated a mailbox 
flyer containing insincere flattery – statements obviously intended to 
persuade readers to visit a new “designer” (“discount”) department 
store.  In the decision-making task, participants imagined needing 
a new apartment and choosing between one that is superior but ex-
pensive and another that is inferior but better value. The dependent 
measure was apartment preference. 

We predicted that participants expecting a difficult (vs. easy) 
upcoming task would be more receptive to environmental influence. 
Thus, whereas participants in the easy decision condition would au-
tomatically react against the flyer’s insincere flattery, participants in 
the difficult decision condition would not. Supporting this hypothe-
sis, the inexpensive (vs. expensive) store flyer reduced preference for 
the inexpensive apartment among participants anticipating an easy 
decision. Conversely, the inexpensive (vs. expensive) store flyer en-
hanced preference for the inexpensive apartment among participants 
anticipating a difficult decision. These results support the hypothesis 
that when decisions are difficult (easy), people are more (less) recep-
tive to environmental influence. 

Study 3 examined the interaction between liking, difficulty, 
and brand. We reasoned that when people face difficult decisions, 
they want to be primed regardless of how much they like particular 
brands. Thus, we predicted a 3-way interaction in which liking mod-
erates priming effects in easy decision contexts (replicating study 
1’s results), but not difficult contexts. We conducted the study in a 
mall in the days leading up to Christmas and Valentine’s Day. Mall 
patrons shopping for gifts were offered candy in exchange for an-
swering two questions. First, participants generated a number from 1 
to 10 to express how difficult Christmas (Valentine’s Day) shopping 
has been for them. Next, participants thought about a future shop-


