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Although previous research has shown that people use precommitments or effort in order to justify the consumption of an indulgence,

most of this research has focused on people’s commitment to consume a single indulgence. Alternatively, the current research

examines the question of whether individuals can commit to the act of spending. We find initial evidence to suggest that individuals

have a commitment to spend on indulgences, but not necessities.
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In Western culture and society, emphasis has been placed on necessities, which are considered moral and ethical obligations, and are 
generally more important in the hierarchy of needs (Kivetz and Simonson 2002). As a result, much prior research has documented the lower 
status of luxuries and indulgences (as compared to necessities) and has found that individuals tend to select necessities over indulgences (i.e., 
saving for college over going on a cruise; Kivetz and Simonson 2002; Maslow 1970). Furthermore, research has also found that in order to 
avoid the mental angst and guilt most often associated with the consumption of indulgences, consumers utilize various justifying mechanisms 
to rationalize spending on indulgences. 

Although previous research has shown that people use precommitments or effort in order to justify the consumption of an indulgence, 
most of this research has focused on people’s commitment to consume a single indulgence. Alternatively, the current research examines the 
question of whether individuals can commit to the act of spending, such that they continue to spend until an initial indulgence goal has been 
satisfied. Thus, we propose that the commitment to spend on an indulgence activate individuals’ indulgence goals. We do not expect these ef-
fects to occur when individuals initially commit to a necessity, nor when a subsequent item that is presented to individuals whose indulgence 
goal has been activated is non-indulgent.  

We test these predictions in a series of experimental studies. For our first study, we sought to examine whether individuals do indeed 
have a commitment to spend. Participants were given a hypothetical scenario where they had seen an advertisement in the newspaper for a 
particular product. We provided participants with a picture and description of this product, for which half were told it was an indulgent item 
(sunglasses) while the other half were told it was a necessity item (laptop). All participants were told that they had committed to purchas-
ing this product, which cost $499, upon seeing the advertisement. Participants were then told that upon arriving at the store, they found out 
that the item was discounted by $50. Next, participants encountered a second item, which was either an indulgent item (scarf) or a necessity 
(flashdrive). They proceeded to answer a series of questions, including how likely they would be to purchase this second product and several 
self-report measures. In addition, we measured reward-seeking tendencies using the behavioral approach system subscale in order to assess 
whether our proposed effect might be stronger for individuals with particularly strong reward-seeking tendencies (Carver and White 1990). 
Results support our hypotheses; participants who were told that they had committed to spending on an indulgent first product were more 
likely to buy the second product when it was an indulgent product than when it was a necessity product. Furthermore, we did not find a greater 
likelihood of purchase of a second item, regardless of its type, when participants initially committed to spending on a necessity product. Im-
portantly, we also found a significant three-way interaction of first product, second product, and BAS reward responsiveness, such that effects 
were especially pronounced for individuals who had relatively high reward-seeking tendencies.

In our second study (currently underway), we seek to generalize the findings from Study 1, as well as provide stronger evidence for in-
dividuals’ commitment to spend. Similar to our previous study, we gave participants a hypothetical shopping scenario which included either a 
necessity or indulgent product. Importantly, we told participants that once they arrived at the store to purchase this item, they found out it was 
out of stock. Participants were then told about a second product that they could purchase instead, which was varied to be either an indulgent 
item or a necessity, and asked about their likelihood of purchasing this second item. We reason that participants who are firstly presented with 
an indulgent item will commit to spending, such that they will therefore be more likely to purchase the subsequent item when it is an indulgent 
item rather than a necessity. We do not, however, expect individuals to be very likely to purchase the second item when it is a necessity, nor 
when they were initially committed to spending on a necessity item (regardless of the second item type). 

Finally, in our third study, we will examine whether the nature of our effect is in fact driven by an indulgence goal. If so, then we expect 
to see our effect moderated when individuals are given other, different category opportunities to satisfy an activated indulgence goal. We will 
provide participants with a hypothetical shopping scenario similar to the one in our previous two studies. We will tell participants that they 
have committed to spending on an initial product (i.e., either an indulgent or necessity product), and then inform them that the product is 
out of stock. Next, we will present participants with an allegedly separate study, in which they will be given a choice task that will include a 
series of dessert options ranging in indulgence. We expect that participants who were initially committed to spend yet denied the opportunity 
to purchase an indulgent product to be more likely to choose the most indulgent dessert than those who initially committed to spending on a 
necessity product.

In conclusion, our research finds initial evidence for individuals’ commitment to spend. Interestingly, we do not find this effect to hold 
when individuals initially commit to spending on a necessity, therefore providing initial evidence that an indulgence goal may be driving 
individuals’ commitment to spend. Our results can have important implications for consumers’ behavior with regard to their commitment to 
spend. In particular, our findings may lend insight into particular situations that consumers often encounter during the consumption of indul-
gences (i.e., discounts), and specifically the consequences these situations can have on consumer behavior leading to overspending and debt. 
Therefore, future research may find it worthwhile to explore how consumers’ commitment to spend can be prevented or lessened through 
alternate means (i.e., fulfilling the indulgence goal through non-monetary ways). 
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