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SESSION OVERVIEW
Many of consumers’ choices are goal-driven.  For example, 

consumers may go to the gym because they value being healthy and 
have dinner with friends or family because they wish to maintain 
strong interpersonal relationships.  Successful goal pursuit requires 
consumers not only to initiate, but to sustain motivation to pursue 
their desired goal(s) (Kruglanski et al. 2002).  One factor that has 
been shown to affect motivation is feedback received during the 
course of goal-pursuit (Fishbach and Dhar 2004).  Not surprisingly, 
previous research finds that receiving positive feedback regarding 
the success or potential success of one’s goal directed efforts enhanc-
es motivation, while receiving negative feedback diminishes motiva-
tion.  In this session we explore situations where feedback on goal 
pursuit affects motivation in unexpected ways.  In particular, we look 
at situations where positive feedback hurts motivation and negative 
feedback helps motivation.

The first two papers focus on unexpected positive consequences 
of receiving negative feedback during goal pursuit.  The paper by 
Berger and Pope shows that loosing by a little relative to one’s com-
petition can increase the effort invested in pursuing a goal.  These 
authors argue that one’s competition can serve as a reference point 
for goal pursuit; increasing motivation when slightly behind the 
competition.  Indeed, basketball teams that were slightly behind at 
halftime were actually more likely to win than teams slightly ahead 
at halftime.  The paper by Lamberton, Kristofferson, and Dahl shows 
that failing to obtain an envied product does not always decrease 
motivation to obtain it.  In fact, when a low-value consolation prize 
is offered in place of a desired product, initial failure to obtain the 
envied good can actually increase purchase motivation.

The next two papers focus on unexpected negative consequenc-
es of receiving positive feedback during goal pursuit.  The paper by 
Klein and Fishbach demonstrates that receiving premature positive 
news regarding the success of goal pursuit (i.e. being offered a job) 
decreases valuation of the outcome.  Finally, Etkin, Espinoza and 
Pocheptsova show that though positive mood is generally thought 
to signal that goal pursuit is going well, it can also have a detrimen-
tal impact on subsequent motivation in multiple-goal pursuit by de-
creasing perceptions of means multifinality.

The four papers in this session propose to make a novel contri-
bution to existing research on goal-pursuit by examining the impact 
of receiving feedback on subsequent motivation.  We expect this ses-
sion to be of interest to researchers working in the areas of motiva-
tion and consumer goals, as well as to those interested in the impact 
of contextual cues (such as framing) on consumer behavior.  Each 
of the papers described below has multiple completed studies, and 
several are available as working papers.

Can Losing Lead to Winning?

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Intuition suggests that being ahead in everything from bonus 

competitions to sales contests should increase the likelihood of win-
ning. In sports, for example, teams which are ahead early in the game 
win over two thirds of the time and teams that are further ahead tend 
to win more. But could being slightly behind actually increase suc-
cess?  Could losing lead to winning?

We suggest this possibility based on research on goals and mo-
tivation.  Although finishing part of a project or scoring a touchdown 
requires the same amount of effort whether a person or team is ahead 
or behind, goals can act as reference points (Heath, Larrick, and Wu 
1999).  Consequently, position relative to a goal can influence mo-
tivation in a manner consistent with Prospect Theory’s key tenets 
(Kahneman and Tversky 1979). Loss aversion suggests that com-
pared to people who are above their goal by a similar amount, people 
who are below or behind their goal will work harder because they see 
their performance as a loss. Further, due to diminishing sensitivity, 
people who are slightly below their goals should work harder than 
those for whom the goal is further away (Heath, Larrick, and Wu 
1999; Kivetz, Urminsky, and Zheng 2006).  These ideas have impor-
tant implications for competition.  Because winning involves doing 
better than adversaries, an opponent’s performance should serve as 
a salient reference point.  Consequently, whether people code their 
current performance as a gain or loss should depend on whether they 
are ahead or behind at that particular moment.  As a result, being 
slightly behind may actually increase motivation and success.  

We test how losing by a little affects motivation and perfor-
mance in both the laboratory and the field.  First, we analyze over 
18,000 NBA basketball games (Study 1) and 45,000 collegiate bas-
ketball games (Study 2) to examine how being slightly behind at 
halftime affects whether teams win or lose.  Building on these find-
ings, we then use controlled experiments to directly test the causal 
impact of being slightly behind on individual effort (Study 3) and the 
role of self-efficacy in these effects (Study 4).

Study 1 consists of all NBA games played between the 1993 
and 2009 seasons. Importantly, rather than just looking at overall 
winning percentages based on halftime score, we use a regression 
discontinuity design to estimate the causal impact of being slightly 
behind.  Not surprisingly, the further teams are ahead, the more likely 
they are to win. Every two-points better a team is doing relative to its 
opponent at halftime is associated with a 6-8% increase in the prob-
ability of winning. There is a strong discontinuity, however, around 
zero. Rather than having a winning percentage that is 6-8% less than 
teams ahead by a point (as the model would predict), teams that are 
behind by one point are actually more likely than their opponents to 
win (triumphing in 58.2% relative to 57.1% of games). This is par-
ticularly noteworthy given that they are worse than their opponents 
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(looking at season winning percentage) and mechanically, have to 
score two more points than their opponent to emerge victorious.  Re-
gression specifications confirm that being slightly behind significant-
ly increases a team’s chance of winning. Overall, teams that are los-
ing at halftime win 5.8 to 8.0% more often than expected (p’s < .05). 
Ancillary analyses illustrate that these effects are robust to numerous 
controls (e.g., season winning percentage and home team) and are 
not due to differences in coaching.  Study 2 finds similar results in 
NCAA games. Further, consistent with the notion that these effects 
are driven by motivation, minute-by-minute scoring data shows that 
being behind at halftime has the greatest impact immediately follow-
ing when teams are behind.  

Study 3 examines how competitive feedback influences effort. 
Participants engaged in a short competition task (pressing the ‘a’ and 
‘b’ keys as quickly as possible) divided into two 30-sec periods. Be-
tween periods, participants were either told nothing or given compet-
itive feedback: They were either told they were far behind, slightly 
behind, tied, or slightly ahead of another participant with whom they 
were competing. These conditions allow us to test whether being 
slightly behind increases effort, relative to being tied, being slightly 
ahead, or even not receiving any feedback at all. Further, they allow 
us to test whether the motivating effects of being behind hold even 
for being far behind and whether being slightly ahead induces com-
placency. As expected, being behind opponents led people to exert 
more effort, but only when they were slightly behind. Participants 
informed that they were slightly behind exerted more effort than par-
ticipants in any of the other conditions, all ts > 1.96, ps < .05. All 
other conditions were equivalent, all ts < 1.0, ps > .35, indicating that 
being far behind did not increase effort and being slightly ahead did 
not decrease effort.  Study 4 used a similar paradigm and shows that 
the motivating effects of being slightly behind are stronger among 
people who believe they can achieve their goal (i.e., have higher self-
efficacy).

Taken together, the findings demonstrate that losing can some-
times lead to winning. Being slightly behind boosts winning among 
NBA and NCAA teams and experimental results show these motivat-
ing effects occur among individuals and underscore our proposed 
mechanism.  In conclusion, encouraging people to see themselves as 
behind others, albeit slightly, should increase motivation and effort, 
and ultimately success.

Squeezing Wine from Sour Grapes: How Consolation 
Goods Impact Motivation to Buy an Envied Product  

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
On one hand, the marketers of highly-demanded items benefit 

from consumer motivation: Open the doors, and rabid devotees will 
strip your shelves of every item in your inventory. On the other hand, 
recent work (Van de Ven, Zeelenberg and Pieters, 2010) suggests 
that individuals who walk away empty-handed may be demotivated 
to purchase the envied product, switching to a competitor’s product 
or abandoning the purchase altogether. Which consumers are most 
likely to lose motivation to purchase an envied good in such situ-
ations? More importantly, what can marketers do to preserve, and 
even enhance, consumers’ motivation to purchase an envied good?

Our research suggests that first, self-esteem plays a substantial 
role in determining the motivational effects of envy on willingness-
to-pay for an initially desired product.  Second, providing opportuni-
ties to obtain either high or low value consolation items alternately 
undermine or preserve consumers’ motivation to purchase the envied 
good. Specifically, the possibility of obtaining a high-value conso-
lation good facilitates the generation of positive counterfactuals 

(Kahneman & Miller, 1986). These positive counterfactuals exacer-
bate sour grapes effects, lowering motivation to purchase the desired 
item. However, if individuals generate negative counterfactuals or 
are provided a low-value consolation opportunity in these situations, 
their motivation to obtain the desired good appears to be preserved 
or even enhanced.

Study 1 followed a 2 (winner present, winner absent) x continu-
ously-measured self-esteem between subjects design. In a first phase 
of data collection, participants provided their own self-esteem level 
(Rosenberg, 1979) as well as their comfort in engaging in upward 
social comparison (Gibbons and Buunk 1999). Vancouver Canucks 
tickets were selected to be used as the envied good.  Approximately 
two weeks later, participants attended a lab session. In the “winner” 
condition sessions, they were told that one session participant would 
win front row tickets to a Canucks game. The winning ticket was 
placed under a Confederate’s seat. In the no-winner condition, par-
ticipants completed all measures, still accompanied by the confeder-
ate, but no prize was discussed or awarded. Embedded in a battery 
of unrelated tasks, participants provided their perceptions of the con-
federate as well as their willingness to pay for Canucks’ tickets. This 
willingness-to-pay measure constitutes our measure of motivation to 
purchase the envied good.

Higher self-esteem individuals were chronically less comfort-
able than their lower self-esteem colleagues with upward social 
comparison. This tendency appeared to lead them to provide lower 
ratings of a winning than a non-winning confederate. By contrast, 
lower self-esteem individuals showed no negative effects on the per-
ception of the winning confederate. They did, however, show sig-
nificantly lower motivation to purchase the Canucks’ tickets in the 
winner as opposed to no winner sessions. Among these individuals, 
we thus see a “sour grapes” effect with regard to the envied good 
– seeing someone else win the tickets lowered their motivation to 
purchase them.

Assuming that some consumers will experience either chronic 
or situationally low self-esteem, how can marketers fight the sour 
grapes effect? In Study 2, we attempted to see if providing a consola-
tion opportunity might reduce or even reverse these effects on partic-
ipants’ motivation to pursue the envied good. The envied good in this 
study was a Wii gaming system. To focus on product-related effects, 
self-esteem was first lowered by providing false feedback on GRE-
type quiz performance. Procedures were then like those in study 1, 
including both winner and no winner sessions. However, here partic-
ipants received no consolation opportunity, a high-value consolation 
opportunity (the chance to win a PS3 gaming system on a subsequent 
occasion), or a low-value consolation opportunity (the chance to win 
an inexpensive Catchphrase game.) In the no consolation condition, 
the prior sour grapes effect was replicated. Interestingly, when in-
dividuals were given a high-value consolation opportunity, motiva-
tion to buy the Wii was decreased even more than it had been when 
no consolation opportunity was offered. By contrast, providing a 
less-valuable consolation opportunity completely reversed the sour 
grapes effect. That is, a low-value consolation opportunity height-
ened participants’ motivation to purchase the Wii system. 

We argue that the exacerbation of the sour grapes effect in the 
high-value consolation case is akin to the “silver medal” effect. 
When offered a chance to win a relatively high-value consolation 
prize, participants could easily generate positive counterfactuals, 
experiencing strong negative affect related to the originally envied 
product. By contrast, positive counterfactuals are not readily acti-
vated by a low-value consolation.

To directly test this explanation, study 3 followed a 2 (positive 
counterfactual generation v negative counterfactual generation) x 3 


