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How do consumers cope when they don’t believe they can control outcomes in their lives? They seek greater structure in

consumption—or the sense that everything is in its designated place. Several experiments demonstrate that when feelings of control

are low, individuals prefer bounded logos, products and environments in order to gain such structure.
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188 / Control Freaks: Exploring When and Why Consumers Seek Control through Consumption 

seek variety.  Participants completed the same bogus feedback task 
as in study 1, and then played a round of the dictator game in which 
they were either the recipient or the dictator (or a control condition 
where no game was played).  This was followed by a candy choice 
as in study 1.  We found that participants who were led to believe that 
their future would be lonely and who played the role of dictator—
thus exerting control—no longer sought variety in the subsequent 
candy choice task.  In contrast, their counterparts who played the role 
of recipients did seek variety, just like control participants who were 
led to believe in a lonely future but did not play the dictator game. 

The Beauty of Boundaries:  When and Why 
We Seek Structure in Consumption

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
To avoid feeling as if the outcomes in their lives are randomly 

determined, individuals often choose to believe instead that they 
have personal control over their lives.  In other words, they believe 
that they can intentionally produce desired outcomes and prevent 
undesired ones (Skinner, Chapman, and Baltes 1988).  But, how do 
people respond when their perceptions of control are threatened?  
How do they avoid the anxiety-provoking fear of a random world?

This research demonstrates that one way that people respond 
to threats to their personal control is by seeking order and struc-
ture in their consumption environments and choices, or “structured 
consumption.”  I suggest that one intriguing way that individuals 
achieve a sense of “structured consumption” is by seeking boundar-
ies in their physical environment. I posit that boundaries, by their 
very nature, dictate where things belong and consequently represent 
the establishment of order and structure in the environment.  Such 
boundaries can include the tangible aspects of products, such as the 
frame surrounding a painting.  However, boundaries can also be in-
tangible, such as when a distinct place is identified for a given object 
and is differentiated from that of others without the presence of a 
physical border.  As an example, organized environments (i.e., space 
that is organized such that everything is in its place) reflect the pres-
ence of strong intangible boundaries.  I posit that when feelings of 
control are low, individuals desire the sense of order and structure 
that such boundaries provide.  

Several experiments were conducted to test this hypothesis.  In 
study 1, I manipulated feelings of control by giving people high con-
trol or no control over a series of loud noises using a classic noise 
manipulation (Glass, Singer & Friedman 1969).  Participants then 
chose between a postcard with a clear boundary around it versus 
one that contained the same content, but without the boundary.  The 
results indicated that those in the low control condition were more 
likely to choose the bounded postcard than those in the high control 
condition.  

In study 2, I illustrated how this preference is mediated by indi-
viduals’ desire for structure.  Individuals were assigned to a writing 
exercise that manipulated their feelings of control (without impact-
ing mood or esteem.)  They were assigned to a low control, high con-

trol or neutral condition.  In the low control condition, participants 
wrote about a positive outcome in their lives when they were not in 
control.  In the high control condition, they wrote about a positive 
outcome when they were in control (Kay et al. 2008).  In the neutral 
condition, participants wrote about a movie that they saw and en-
joyed.  They were then asked mediating questions about their desire 
for structure.  Finally, they were asked to choose between a bounded 
and an unbounded logo across 10 different pairs of logos (in addition 
to fillers). Individuals in the low control condition were more likely 
to choose the logos with boundaries than those in the high control 
condition.  The neutral and high control conditions did not differ 
from one another.  Importantly, the relationship between control and 
logo preferences was mediated by individuals’ enhanced motivation 
for structure when feelings of control were low. 

In study 3, I demonstrated how this desire extends beyond tan-
gible boundaries to the more intangible boundaries that appear in 
retail settings using a 2 (control:  low vs. high) x 2 (convenience 
store design:  organized vs. disorganized) between-subjects design.  
Participants were first assigned to a low or high control condition 
(see study 2).  They were then assigned to shop in either an orga-
nized store (i.e., strong boundaries) or disorganized store (i.e., weak 
boundaries) in the lab.  The dependent variable was the number of 
items participants chose in the store.  When individuals were in the 
low control (but not high control) condition they were more likely to 
buy items from the store if they were in the organized (vs. the disor-
ganized) store.  Moreover, individuals were more likely to buy items 
in the organized store if they were in the low control condition than 
if they were in the high control condition.  This pattern of results was 
mediated by individuals’ enhanced appreciation for boundaries when 
in the low control (vs. the high control) condition.  

Finally, in study 4, I explored why boundaries are valuable as 
a means of structure.  I focus primarily on the functional benefits of-
fered by boundaries.  I posit that when individuals are low in control 
they are more likely to feel overloaded by the number of things that 
could happen to them, and thus feel overwhelmed by the number of 
things to which they need to pay attention in their environment (i.e., 
attentional overload).  Boundaries, by containing objects in a given 
space, should help alleviate such feelings of overload by allowing 
individuals to focus more easily on the aspects of the environment.  
In this study, I manipulated feelings of control (see study 2) and then 
measured individuals’ feelings of attentional overload.  Next, I mea-
sured individuals’ preferences for a painting with a clear boundary 
around it versus the same painting without the boundary.  Results 
indicated that individuals in the low control condition were more 
likely to choose the painting with the boundary around it.  This was 
driven by the increased feelings of attentional overload among the 
low control participants.   

Together, these four studies illustrate a novel means by which 
individuals respond to personal control threats.  Seeking order and 
structure through boundaries may not only allow individuals to avoid 
fears that the world is random, but may also lend confidence to the idea 
that they can reassert control over the more structured environment.  


