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Extant literature has often studied consumer goal pursuit, particularly in the area of self-control.  This stream of research has

frequently examined the pattern of consumer behavior when a person is faced with a choice between a goal-consistent and a goal-

inconsistent option. The current study seeks to extend this literature by observing how consumers will make a decision when they are

not given an opportunity to behave consistently with their goal.  Specifically, we observe the way that consumers will utilize different

decision strategies to make a choice when faced with two equally goal-inconsistent options (e.g., a consumer with a health goal faced

with a choice between two decadent desserts). Our study provides an interesting account in which consumers are able to minimize

their guilt in the face of imminent self-control goal failure by using the decision strategy of rejection (vs. selection), ultimately

resulting in the counterintuitive choice of a less preferred, yet equally goal inconsistent option.
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Extant literature has often studied consumer goal pursuit, particularly in the area of self-control.  This stream of research has frequently 
examined the pattern of consumer behavior when a person is faced with a choice between a goal-consistent and a goal-inconsistent option. 
Research has suggested that consumers establish a reference point based upon their self-control goal to which each choice option is compared 
in order to determine which choice is most consistent with their goal (Hoch and Lowenstein, 1991).  Research has also studied consumers’ 
affective response, suggesting that the choice of a goal inconsistent option will yield feelings of guilt and a goal consistent option will yield 
feelings of satisfaction and self-efficacy (Giner-Sorolla, 2001; Ramanathan and Williams, 2007).  A common operationalization of this choice 
is in the context of a health goal, in which a person is given a choice between an unhealthy and healthy option such as chocolate cake and fruit 
salad.  Given a reference point of healthiness, the fruit salad is clearly the goal-consistent choice and the chocolate cake, the goal inconsistent 
choice.  Not surprisingly, greater guilt is experienced when a consumer chooses the chocolate cake rather than the fruit salad. Anticipation of 
guilt will be a driving factor in a person’s ensuing willpower. Consumers make judgments about their own willpower and self-efficacy based 
upon their previous consumption decisions and regularly use past decisions as a precedent for how to behave when faced with a similar situa-
tion (Benabou and Tirole, 2004).  If a consumer acts inconsistently with his/her goal, he/she not only risk relying on such indiscretions in the 
future as a precedent for further indulgence, but also will experience immediate feelings of guilt.  

The current study seeks to extend this literature by observing how consumers will make a decision when they are not given an opportu-
nity to behave consistently with their goal.  Specifically, we observe the way that consumers will utilize different decision strategies to make a 
choice when faced with two equally goal-inconsistent options (e.g., a consumer with a health goal faced with a choice between two decadent 
desserts). Literature suggests that consumer choice may differ dependent upon the decision strategy used, namely, whether they select the op-
tion they want or reject the option they don’t want (Shafir, 1993).  By presenting two equivalently goal-inconsistent options, we hypothesize 
that without a goal-relevant reference point by which to compare the options, consumers will decide based upon their preference; we explore 
whether or not instructions to select or reject from the goal-inconsistent options will moderate whether consumers choose their least or most 
preferred option.  We anticipated that consumers should reject their favorite item immediately and thus choose their least preferred option, 
whereas selection may encourage them to rationalize that each option is equally goal-inconsistent and therefore allow them to justify choos-
ing their favorite option.  Moreover, we expected participants to feel less guilt when consuming their less-preferred option relative to those 
consuming their favorite option. Thus, while consumers in this situation are faced with imminent goal failure, they may be able to establish 
a reference point that will allow them to minimize their guilt. 

We conducted a 2 (goal: self-control vs. indulgence) x 2(decision strategy: select vs. reject) between subjects study. All subjects were 
asked to rank order a list of 10 desserts based on preference and were subsequently given a choice between their first and second ranked items. 
Prior to making a choice, subjects were either asked to imagine a scenario about dieting to fit into a new outfit for your high school reunion 
(self-control goal) or to imagine a scenario in which they are pampering themselves prior to their high school reunion and have decided to in-
dulge at a restaurant (indulgence goal). Additionally, participants were randomly assigned to make their decision by either selecting (“Please 
select the dessert you want to order”) or rejecting (“Please reject the dessert you do NOT want to order”) one of the options. Nutrition infor-
mation provided suggested that the two desserts were approximately equivalent in caloric value. After making their choice, participants were 
asked a variety of questions including how guilty they felt for their choice.

Findings thus far have strongly supported our hypotheses. Analysis revealed a mediated moderation suggesting that the influence of goal 
type (self-control or indulgence) on choice is moderated by the subjects’ decision strategy (select or reject) (p < .05) and the influence of 
rejecting on those with a self-control goal on choice is mediated by feelings of guilt (p < .01). Subjects with a self-control goal (vs. an indul-
gence goal) that rejected the dessert they did not want (vs. selected the dessert they did want) were significantly more likely to choose their 
less preferred dessert option than those in the other three experimental conditions. Interestingly, these subjects also perceived their choice 
to be less indulgent (p < .01), although study instructions clearly indicated that the caloric value was approximately equal. Notably, these 
participants also experienced less post-consumption guilt over their goal failure than subjects in the other three conditions. 

Our study provides an interesting account in which consumers are able to minimize their guilt in the face of imminent self-control goal 
failure by using a rejection strategy, ultimately resulting in the counterintuitive choice of a less preferred, yet equally goal inconsistent option. 
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