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186 / Control Freaks: Exploring When and Why Consumers Seek Control through Consumption 

moted items (displayed on the flyer with color pictures) were mostly 
hedonic vices (e.g., branded sweet drinks, chocolates, and snacks).

This experiment produced three main findings: (1) shoppers 
who received a promotional flyer spent less than those who did not (p 
= .03); (2) analyzing the type of products shoppers purchased (based 
on shoppers’ shopping receipts), we found that shoppers who re-
ceived a flyer bought a larger proportion of utilitarian virtue products 
(vs. hedonic vice products), compared to those who did not receive a 
flyer (p = .04); and, (3) there was no difference in shoppers’ rated at-
tractiveness of the promotional items across conditions, or the num-
ber of promotional items they actually purchased in the store.

Experiments 1 and 2 indicate that shoppers who are prompted 
to shop may ironically spend less than those who are not similarly 
prompted to shop. The differential impact of shopping prompts on 
the purchase of vice versus virtue products further suggests the va-
lidity of our proposed self-control account.

We tested directly whether priming shopping can activate the 
higher-order goal of prudent shopping in Experiment 3. Participants 
(N=39) were randomly assigned to either a shopping-prime condi-
tion or a control condition. They were shown a series of 15 photo-
graphs and instructed to evaluate the technical qualities (composition 
and lighting) of each photograph. Participants in the shopping-prime 
condition were shown 10 photographs depicting shopping activities 
plus five other filler photographs, while participants in the control 
condition were shown 10 photographs depicting people engaging in 
activities unrelated to shopping (e.g., jogging, talking on a phone) 
and the same five filler photographs. Next, in a purportedly unrelated 
task, they were asked to rate the importance of a number of differ-
ent goals to them when they shop, including the target goal (“being 
careful not to overspend.”) Consistent with our self-control account, 
participants in the shopping-prime condition rated the target goal 
significantly higher than control participants (p = .03).

Our proposed explanation for the possible failure of shopping 
prompts to achieve their objective involves the activation of higher-
order goals by these prompts, and thus increased shopper motivation 
to exercise restraint in spending. However, such restraint may not ap-
ply to all types of products. In particular, some products are relative 
vices (e.g., cigarettes, ice cream) that provide immediate rewards 
but long-term costs, while others are relative virtues (e.g., vitamins, 
apples) that might be associated with some immediate costs but pro-
vide significant rewards in the long run. Prior research has shown 
that relative vices tend to be associated with greater feelings of guilt 
and whose consumption are often deliberately constrained and ra-
tioned, whereas relative virtues are less likely to be targets of con-
sumption self-control (Wertenbroch 1998). Hence, if tempting shop-
ping prompts can induce shoppers to exercise greater self-control, 
we expect this tendency to be more pronounced if these shopping 
prompts are targeted at vices rather than at virtues. If this hypothesis 
holds, it will also help rule out alternative accounts such as shopper 
reactance to marketing persuasion—since these alternate accounts 
should apply to all types of products.

To test whether tempting participants to shop would result in 
reduced purchase of vice (vs. virtue) products, in Experiment 4, 64 
participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions in a 
2 (Shopping Prime: Yes vs. No) X 2 (Type of Products: Vice vs. 
Virtue) between-subjects design. They were first asked to complete 
the same photograph-evaluation task as in experiment 3. Thereafter, 
they were invited to shop in a mock store set up in the lab. Half of 
these participants were shown an assortment of vice products (choc-
olates, candies, etc.) whereas the other half were shown an assort-
ment of virtue products (hand sanitizer, pens). Consistent with our 
hypothesis, participants who were primed to shop spent less when 

they were exposed to vice products, compared to those who were 
exposed to virtue products or those who were not primed to shop 
(interaction effect: p = .05).  

Overall, our research lends support to the notion that, in order to 
maximize marketing effectiveness, it is critical for marketers and re-
tailers to consider not only the characteristics of shopper marketing, 
but also how these marketing tools interact with shopper motivation 
and the immediate shopping environment to affect shopper response. 

Powerlessness and Consumption: 
The Shaping of Who and What we Value

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Power—the perceived or actual control one has over resources 

or people— is a fundamental force behind human behavior (Magee 
and Galinsky 2008). However, only recently has power been brought 
into marketing to understand consumer behavior.  It has been argued 
that because states of powerlessness are aversive consumers seek to 
alleviate them by altering the way they consume (Rucker and Ga-
linsky 2008). In particular, it has been proposed that low power in-
creases consumers’ desire for high-status products and for conspicu-
ous consumption. For instance, Rucker and Galinsky (2008) found 
that low-power individuals, compared to high-power and baseline 
participants, were willing to pay more for status-related objects. 

In addition to the finding that powerlessness shapes what con-
sumers value (i.e., status products), recent findings (Rucker, Du-
bois and Galinsky 2011) have shown that powerlessness can shape 
who consumers value. Specifically, Rucker and colleagues (2011) 
found that low-power participants placed a greater value on others 
and thus spent more on purchases for them. In contrast, high-power 
participants placed a greater value on the self and spent more on 
themselves. Of note, in this research the authors did not manipulate 
product status, but rather used products that did not have associations 
to status (e.g., everyday chocolates). 

At first blush, the two papers may potentially seem at odds. That 
is, the original work by Rucker and Galinsky (2008) found that low-
power increased consumers’ spending, presumably on items they 
intended to acquire for themselves, whereas Rucker and colleagues 
(2011) suggested low-power increased spending on gifts for others 
and not for purchases for oneself. 

We propose that the effects of powerlessness on who and what 
consumers value play out in a dynamic fashion depending on the 
product status and the purchase recipient when both are explicitly 
brought to the forefront of consumers’ attention. First, in the case of 
products that lack an association with status, we suggest that com-
pensatory motives will not be met by acquiring the product. As a 
consequence, the value of the recipient should be the focal factor in 
how power affects consumers’ behavior. As such, we would expect 
that the findings of Rucker et al. (2011) would perfectly replicate 
among objects unrelated to status. 

Second, in the case of high-status products, we predict that the 
specific value of status to high and low power participants will be 
salient, and that this may dominate the relative value of self versus 
others fostered by power. When the product is for oneself, we hy-
pothesize that low-power participants will value a status object more 
for the self than high-power participants, consistent with Rucker and 
Galinsky (2008). In contrast, when products are associated with high 
status but purchases are directed at others, we do not expect differ-
ences. This is because given the product status would make the needs 
of low-power participants salient, a focus on their own needs may 
prevent them from spending more on others or thinking about the 
relative value of others.
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These ideas are tested across two experiments, using different 
power manipulations and dependent measures. Experiment 1 uses 
high-status products and crosses power with product recipient. Ex-
periment 2 focuses on both high and low status products crossed 
with power and product recipient.

Experiment 1  Participants were randomly assigned to a role 
of high power (i.e., a boss) or low power (i.e., an employee) for a 
later task in the experiment. Subsequently, as part of an ostensibly 
unrelated task, they were offered the opportunity to purchase Go-
diva chocolates (pre-tested to be perceived as high status, p <.01) 
for themselves or another person. Results were conceptually con-
sistent with Rucker and Galinsky (2008) when the purchase was for 
themselves: low-power participants spent more than both baseline 
and high-power participants, ps < .05, which did not differ from one 
another, p > .7. In contrast, when the intended recipient was another 
person, there were no observed differences in the amount individu-
als spent, p > .4. This latter outcome is consistent with the idea that 
when a product is associated with status, but for another person, low-
power participants don’t value it more than high-power participants 
because the high level of status of the product leads them to focus on 
their own goals rather than on the value of others. 

Experiment 2  Participants were randomly assigned to a 3 
(Power: low, high, baseline) × 2 (Purchase Recipient: self, other) × 
2 (Product Status: low, high) × 2 (Category: Chocolate, Restaurant) 
between-participants design. They received an ad copy for either 
chocolates or a restaurant and asked how much they would be will-
ing to pay for a bag of chocolates or a dinner at the restaurant (stimuli 
adapted from Rucker, et al., 2011). The ad copy was used to ma-
nipulate power, product status and intended recipient. To manipulate 
power, the ad either began with, “Remember a Time You Felt Pow-
erless?” or “Remember a Time You Felt Powerful?” In the baseline 
condition, the ad did not mention anything. To manipulate status, 
the ad featured a picture for a product pre-tested to be either low or 
high in status. The low-status product featured Hershey’s Kisses (a 
pizza parlor), whereas the high-status product featured Godiva Gems 
(a fine French restaurant). To manipulate the intended recipient, the 
ad copy ended with “A Perfect Gift to Give Yourself” or, “A Perfect 
Gift to Give Others.”  

As product category did not interact with our other variables 
of interest, we collapsed across this dimension. A significant 3-way 
interaction between power, product status, and intended recipient 
emerged, p = .01. Among status products, we replicated experiment 
1’s findings. Among non-status products, results confirmed our hy-
potheses and replicated Rucker et al. (2011). When the intended 
recipient was oneself, high-power participants were willing to pay 
more than low-power participants, p < .05.This pattern reversed 
when the intended recipient was another person, with low-power 
participants willing to pay more than high-power participants, p < 
.01.

Overall, the present findings replicate and provide new insights 
into how powerlessness drives consumption.

Seeking Variety to Overcome Social Exclusion

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
With the growing popularity of online social networks and wire-

less technologies, personal social communication has decreased and 
Americans are feeling increasing social isolation.  Social isolation 
thwarts various basic human needs (Kipling 2007); in this research 
we focus on the need to assert control and mastery over one’s envi-
ronment. We study the effect of social exclusion on decision-making 
and hypothesize that people who are made to feel socially isolated 

attempt to assert mastery and control over their environment through 
their choices.  Previous research demonstrates that in Western cul-
tures people seek variety as a form of self-expression and to assert 
themselves in their environment (Kim and Drolet 2003, Levav and 
Zhu 2009).  Thus, we examine how social isolation leads to variety 
seeking choices, and how these are moderated and mediated by de-
sire for control and locus of control across five studies.       

In study 1, participants were asked to complete a personality 
scale and then given one of three (randomly assigned) types of bogus 
feedback about their results (see Twenge et al. 2001).  In the exclu-
sion condition they were told that they would end up lonely in life; in 
the inclusion condition they were told that they would end up having 
good social relationships in life; and in the misfortune condition they 
were told they would end up having some sort of physical misfortune 
later in life.  The latter condition was added to control for the effect 
of negative affect on choice.  Finally, we also included a control con-
dition where people did not complete the personality questionnaire.  
Having received the feedback, participants were asked to complete 
an ostensibly unrelated study in which they could choose any five 
candy bars out of a bowl containing eight different candy bars.  Par-
ticipants in the loneliness condition sought significantly more variety 
than those in the inclusion, misfortune, or control conditions. The 
latter three conditions did not differ from each other.

In study 2, we manipulated social exclusion using a task in 
which participants were asked to play a three-player Internet ball-
tossing game called Cyberball. Depicted on the screen were three 
“Cyberball” icons, intended to represent three other ostensible play-
ers, and an animated hand at the bottom of the screen, intended to 
represent the participant. Participants had no information about the 
(fictional) other players and were told that they would never meet 
them. We operationalized exclusion versus inclusion by manipulat-
ing the number of ball tosses to the participant. In the exclusion con-
dition, the participant only received two tosses at the beginning of 
the game. In the inclusion condition, the participant received the ball 
as often as the other players. In the control condition, participants 
did not play the Cyberball game.  Following the game, participants 
completed a desire for control scale, followed by a choice task simi-
lar to study 1.  We found that participants in the exclusion condi-
tion picked a greater variety of flavors than those in the inclusion 
or control conditions. The inclusion and control conditions did not 
differ from each other.  More importantly, we found that desire for 
control fully mediated the effect of the exclusion manipulation on 
participants’ variety-seeking.

In study 3, we replicated the Cyberball manipulation, but fol-
lowed the game with a filler task that included Rotter’s locus of con-
trol scale.  Next, participants proceeded to a choice task similar to 
the previous studies.  We replicated the results of study 2, but found a 
greater effect for participants for participants who were high in locus 
of control (i.e., those who had an external locus of control).   Thus, 
participants who tended to believe in their ability to exert control 
over their environment were more likely to seek variety in the face 
of social exclusion.

In study 4, we tested whether we could eliminate our effect 
by manipulating people’s theories about the meaning of the choices 
they make.  We used the same feedback manipulation as in study 1, 
followed by a short essay based on Millard’s theory of reasoned ac-
tion in which people read that choice is a vehicle for self-mastery or 
choice is not a vehicle for self-mastery.  We find that our social ex-
clusion manipulation only led to variety seeking for participants who 
read the self-mastery essay but not for those who read the opposite.

Finally, in study 5 we tested whether an intervening opportuni-
ty to exert control eliminates socially excluded participants’ need to 


