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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-
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ping trip, after the holiday, and indicated their willingness-to-spend 
on that trip (the DV from study 1). To dissociate our proposed effect 
from a depletion effect, whereby difficult decisions may uniformly 
increase willingness-to-spend, we alternated between stopping peo-
ple walking by expensive and inexpensive stores. If greater shop-
ping difficulty makes people want to be primed, the particular store 
participants were standing in front of would moderate willingness-
to-spend. 

Three key findings were obtained. First, as in study 1, liking 
the brand caused a priming effect and disliking it reversed the ef-
fect. Second, in line with study 2, brand’s effect strengthened as 
perceived decision difficulty increased.  Third, we obtained the pre-
dicted 3-way interaction between liking, difficulty, and brand. Only 
when shopping was considered easy did participants show (reverse) 
priming effects in response to brands they (dis)like. When shopping 
was considered difficult, people behaved in line with the brands’ as-
sociations. Thus, decision difficulty is an important boundary condi-
tion for the effect of liking.

Collectively, these studies support the hypothesis that some-
times people are more receptive to priming effects; in particular, 
people want to be primed when they encounter marketing stimuli 
that they like and decision contexts that are difficult. 

Save or Spend?: When Priming of Related 
Constructs Can Activate Opposing Behaviors

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
In this research we examine two related constructs (cash and 

credit) that when activated encourage opposing behaviors. At a 
functional level both serve as a medium of exchange, but we argue 
that credit cards and cash are forms of money that are likely to have 
affectively and semantically different mental representations, con-
sequently these forms of money are likely to have different down-
stream behavioral implications. For example, priming potential 
donors with cash concepts may lead to the kind of self-sufficiency 
orientation (neither willing to take help nor willing to give help) that 
has been noted in prior research (Vohs, Mead, & Goode, 2006), but 
priming a different form of money such as credit cards may elicit a 
very different orientation. Why would this be the case?

Mere exposure to credit card brands has been shown to sub-
stantially increase spending (Feinberg, 1986). Later studies have 
validated the notion that credit cards do facilitate spending relative 
to cash (Prelec & Simester, 2001; Soman, 2001). Consumers’ prior 
experiences of instant gratification of desire when paying with a 
credit card may invoke a buy-now-pay-later mentality  that is strong-
ly associated with rewards (Mendoza &  Pracejus, 1997; Shimp & 
Moody 2000). Prior neurological studies suggest that many rewards 
are processed similarly in the brain (Montague, King-Casas, & Co-
hen, 2006). An activated generalized reward system can give rise 
to non-specific effects. For example, exposure to sexy cues leads to 
more impatience in intertemporal choice between monetary rewards 
(Van den Bergh, Dewitte, & Warlop, 2008). Similarly, we suggest 
that with repeated credit card purchase experiences ending in im-
mediate gratification of desires, this may result in a general acces-
sibility of benefit considerations relative to cost considerations when 
exposed to credit primes. 

On the other hand, when paying with cash, people are acutely 
aware of the pain of payment (Prelec & Loewenstein, 1998) because 
of the vivid memory trace (Soman, 2001). Theorists generally regard 
social pain, monetary-loss pain, and physical pain as overlapping 
pain systems (Knutson et al., 2007; Rick, Cryder, & Loewenstein, 
2008). Overlapping pain systems suggest a heightened sensitivity to 

costs. Thus, with repeated transactions, strong associations are de-
veloped between cash as a payment mechanism and various costs or 
losses that are affectively negative concepts. 

Because there are likely to be clear differences in the associa-
tive networks surrounding credit card and cash payments, we hy-
pothesize that attention to dramatically different informational in-
puts can be induced by priming cash versus credit concepts (Bargh, 
2006; Fitzsimons, Chartrand, & Fitzsimons, 2008). This activation 
of different associations in memory biases the processing of subse-
quently encountered stimuli depending on its consistency with the 
implications of the activated concept (Bodenhausen, 1988; Darley 
& Gross, 1983). Evidence that is consistent with the activated con-
cept may receive more attention and rehearsal, and may therefore 
be much more likely to be incorporated into the decision maker’s 
mental representation of the scenario compared to inconsistent in-
formation. Using these ideas in the present context, we propose that 
different downstream outcomes between credit card payments and 
cash payments arise at least in part due to the attention to benefits 
highlighted by credit card primes versus the attention to costs high-
lighted by cash primes. Costs of helping behavior could be financial 
as in the case of monetary contributions, or in terms of commitments 
of time and effort. Benefits of helping behavior could include social 
benefits or self-enhancement benefits.

A pretest identified the words that participants associate with 
credit cards and cash. Across all studies, participants initially en-
gaged in a scrambled-sentence task, in which they constructed 
grammatically correct sentences using four words from a list of five 
scrambled words (adapted from Bargh & Chartrand, 2000). 

In study 1, participants were randomly assigned to either a cash 
or credit card (or control) condition using a sentence unscrambling 
task as described. Following a short unrelated questionnaire, the par-
ticipants were told that the University Student Welfare was looking 
for some volunteers and that any amount of time that participants 
can volunteer per month would be helpful. We found that partici-
pants volunteered significantly more time when primed with credit 
card (Mcredit card = 6.46 hours) than when primed with cash (Mcash=2.34 
hours) (with participants in the control condition volunteering M = 
4.03 hours). We replicated the same study with money donated as the 
dependent variable and found similar results.

In study 2, we explored whether participants primed with dif-
ferent money concepts focus differentially on either the benefit or 
cost aspects of the donation option and therefore, identify cost or 
benefit related words at different rates when participating in a word-
completion task. Similar to previous studies, participants completed 
a scrambled sentence task meant to activate cash vs. credit card con-
cepts. The participants were then given information about a particu-
lar charity, and the pros and cons of volunteering were listed in a 
paragraph. Subsequently, the participants completed a word comple-
tion task and time was measured (counterbalanced). The word com-
pletion task entailed completing 25 words which were left incom-
plete (9 were neutral words and rest equally split between the two 
conditions). As expected, participants in the credit card condition 
identified more words related to benefits compared to those in the 
cash condition (M = 1.92 vs. 1.02, p < .05). In contrast, those in 
the cash condition identified more target words related to costs than 
those in the credit card condition (M = 2.67 vs. 1.49, p<.05). In addi-
tion, we replicated the main effect findings from the previous study. 
In sum, our findings demonstrate that while cash and credit are both 
concepts related to money, they lead to opposing effects in terms of 
donation behavior. Further, we find evidence that this effect is at least 
partially due to differential activation of benefit versus cost aspects 
of donations.


