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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Chase Freedom credit cardholders receive five points for every 

dollar spent in quarterly bonus categories and one point for every 
dollar spent in other categories. The points presumably motivate 
consumers to opt to use their credit cards for everyday shopping. Re-
search has examined how certain reward program elements, includ-
ing effort, medium/points structure, and outcome, influence overall 
program performance (Bagchi and Li 2011; Hsee et al. 2003; Kivetz 
and Simonson 2002; van Osselaer, Alba, and Manchanda 2004). A 
well-documented finding is that consumers demonstrate a tendency 
to make extra effort to acquire more points even when additional 
points could not be used to acquire anything of substantial incremen-
tal value. This phenomenon is referred to as ‘medium maximization 
effect’ (Hsee et al. 2003). However, consumers have different dis-
positions so they may differ in their reliance on the medium when 
making decisions. Past research have shown that context effects are 
moderated by consumer level differences (Mourali, Böckenholt, and 
Laroche 2007; Zhu and Meyers-Levy 2009). This notion raises the 
prospect that consumer level differences may also moderate the me-
dium maximization effect.

In our paper, we examine a boundary condition to the medium 
maximization effect relating to consumers’ implicit theories. Indeed, 
while some studies examining reward programs’ effectiveness have 
explored the impact of consumers’ price sensitivity and temporal ori-
entation on the type of rewards chosen (Kim, Shi, and Srinivasan 
2001; Kopalle and Neslin 2003), no research to date has explored the 
effect of the interaction between reward points and consumer char-
acteristics on decisions.

The wide-ranging influence of people’s implicit theories on a 
host of phenomenon has been studied extensively in psychology. 
Those who subscribe to a belief in fixedness are called entity theo-
rists while those who believe in change are termed incremental theo-
rists (Dweck, Chiu, and Hong 1995a, b; Dweck and Leggett 1988). 
The role of implicit theories is understudied in marketing literature, 
with only a handful of exceptions. (Jain, Mathur, and Maheswaran 
2009; Yorkston, Nunes, and Matta 2010). Dweck and her colleagues 
have published a substantial body of work in implicit theory domains 
like personality, intelligence, morality, and general world order. Our 
research introduces a novel domain extending implicit theory re-
search and providing evidence that people’s ideas of fixedness and 
malleability are extendible to the economic marketplace as well. 

The theoretical premise for this paper’s propositions is based 
on several recent works which demonstrate that entity theorists tend 
to be more outcome-focused and thus tend to make evaluations on 
the basis of the outcome. In contrast, incremental theorists focus 
more on the process and thus rely more on contextual information to 
make evaluations (Jain et al. 2009; Molden and Dweck 2006; Poon 
and Koehler 2006). Therefore, we expect that incremental theorists 
are likely to be more susceptible to a medium than entity theorists 
because a) incremental theorists are context driven and process fo-
cused, and b) medium is the contextual cue and captures the process 
that is inserted between effort and outcome. 

Two experiments show that individuals who believe that the 
marketplace is changeable (incremental theorists) exhibit a reliance 
on the medium while those who believe that the marketplace is stable 
(entity theorists) do not. In study 1, we manipulated the implicit the-
ory of economic marketplace by employing two fictitious scientific 

articles that argued either in support of the notion of the economic 
marketplace being fixed or being malleable. The results demonstrate 
that when a medium was present, incremental theorists chose a high-
er-effort option that garnered more points but a marginally less ad-
vantageous outcome over a lower-effort option that garnered fewer 
points but a superior outcome. In contrast, entity theorists’ likelihood 
of choosing a higher-effort option was the same regardless of the 
presence or absence of the medium.

In study 2, the experimental design was a 2 (implicit theory: 
entity versus incremental) x 2 (medium: no points versus points) x 
2 (implicit theory consistency: violation versus confirmation) full 
factorial design. Participants responded to an implicit theory of the 
economic marketplace scale. Next, we manipulated implicit theory 
consistency by exposing participants to scenarios about the test per-
formance of a math person required to take a “year-long required 
course in English and expository writing” (Plaks, Grant, and Dweck 
2005). Participants were subsequently asked to choose between two 
tasks, for which they would be rewarded with an airline ticket to 
a desired vacation destination. The results show that under theory 
confirmation, incremental theorists were more likely to choose a long 
task in the medium condition as compared to the no-medium condi-
tion, while entity theorists’ likelihood of choosing a long task was 
invariant across the medium and no-medium conditions. However, 
under theory violation, entity theorists appeared to be susceptible to 
a medium. 

 The present research is the first to show a consumer level mod-
erator of the medium maximization effect. Furthermore, we intro-
duce a new type of implicit theory to literature – in the domain of 
the economic marketplace that is relevant to business and policy re-
search. This has important implications for reward program design, 
marketing communications, and financial decision making. 
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