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Consumers regularly fail to exert sufficient self-control when confronted with consumption temptations. Three experiments show that

reminding consumers of friendship promotes consumer self-control by facilitating global  processing. By broadening consumers’

(conceptual or perceptual) processing style, friends show consumers the proverbial forest beyond the trees and as such substantially

enhance self-control.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
While years ago consumers’ potential shopping activities were 

limited to eight hours a day, the 24/7 economies of today’s society 
present a never-ending stream of consumption opportunities. Not-
withstanding the positive effects, the ever-present consumption 
temptations pose a serious challenge to consumer self-control (Faber 
and Vohs 2011; Hoch and Loewenstein 1991; Vohs and Faber 2007). 

Whether or not consumers succumb to consumption tempta-
tions depends on their processing style (Fujita, Trope, and Liberman 
2010; Fujita et al. 2006). Self-control failure has been associated 
with low-level construals: a focus on the local, subordinate and sec-
ondary features of an entity or event, whereas high-level construals 
(i.e., a focus on the global, superordinate or primary features) have 
been associated with effective self-control (Fujita and Han 2009; Fu-
jita and Roberts 2010; Fujita and Sasota 2011; Fujita et al. 2010). 
For instance, Fujita et al. (2006) showed that activation of high-
level construals results in less positive evaluations of consumption 
temptations and in decreased preference for immediate over delayed 
consumption. Hence, increasing consumers’ construal level (i.e., 
promoting ones global, as opposed to local, processing; Förster and 
Dannenberg 2010; Förster, Liberman, and Shapira 2009) entails an 
interesting opportunity to promote consumer self-control.  

In the present research we hypothesize that reminding consum-
ers of friendship promotes consumer self-control by increasing glob-
al (conceptual or perceptual) processing. We expected that reminding 
individuals of an abstract, superordinate and long-term goal such as 
friendship (Baumeister and Leary 1995) would broaden consumers’ 
processing style. This, in turn, would allow consumers to transcend 
and see beyond the alluring but subordinate features of consumption 
temptations, resulting in enhanced self-control. 

Findings reported by Förster, Özelsel and Epstude (2010) pro-
vided initial support for our hypothesis. In their studies, individu-
als were primed with either love or lust. The authors reasoned that 
whereas love is generally associated with a long-term perspective, 
lust is associated with the short-term. Indeed, their studies showed 
that love priming enhanced global perceptual processing, while lust 
priming induced a more local processing style. Consistent with our 
hypothesis that friendship increases self-control by enhancing global 
processing, the authors suggested that friendship, like love, is related 
to long-term goals. Moreover, a number of defining characteristics 
of love (i.e., caring for and identifying with a person, and emotional 
bonding) also apply to friendship. Hence, reminding consumers of 
friendship may engender global processing. 

Three experiments tested our hypothesis that friendship increas-
es global processing and subsequently, self-control. In the first ex-
periment, participants were either reminded of friendship by writing 
a short essay about a situation in which they experienced friendship 
or they were not reminded of friendship and wrote about the manu-
facturing process of a table. They then completed the Behavior Iden-
tification Form (BIF) as a measure of (conceptual) processing style 
(Förster et al. 2009; Vallacher and Wegner 1989). Results showed 
that participants who were reminded of friendship construed situa-
tions at higher construal levels than participants in the control condi-
tion. In all three studies reported here, the friendship manipulation 
did not influence positive or negative affect. Experiment 1 shows 

that reminding participants of friendship broadens their (conceptual) 
processing style. 

In the second experiment, we used a 3 (friendship: friend vs. 
peer vs. control) × 2 (self-regulatory resource depletion: depletion 
vs. no-depletion) between-subjects factorial design and aimed to 
disentangle the friendship effect from a mere social presence effect. 
In addition to a friend condition, in which participants wrote about 
their relationship with a good friend, and a non-social control con-
dition, we added a condition where participants wrote about their 
relationship with a fellow student they knew but were not friends 
with (peer condition). The next task consisted of the manipulation of 
self-regulatory resource depletion (Baumeister et al. 1998). We then 
measured participants’ global (perceptual) processing with the Kim-
chi-Palmer task (Gasper and Clore 2002; Kimchi and Palmer 1982), 
asking participants to indicate which of two sample figures looked 
most like a target figure (e.g., a triangle made up of small squares). 
Choice of local sample figures indicates a local processing style, 
whereas choice of global sample figures reflects global processing. 
Finally, we added a measure of self-control by asking participants to 
indicate their willingness-to-pay for a cupcake. Results showed that 
under conditions of susceptibility to consumption temptations (i.e., 
self-regulatory resource depletion), being reminded of a friend, but 
not of a peer in general, enhanced global processing and reduced 
willingness-to-pay relative to the control condition. Moreover, in line 
with our hypothesis, a significant bootstrap analysis (Zhao, Lynch, 
and Chen 2010) showed that the effect of friendship and depletion 
on willingness-to-pay was mediated by enhanced global processing.

In the third experiment, we used a 2 (processing style: local vs. 
global) × 3 (friendship: friend vs. peer vs. control) between-subjects 
factorial design, to provide converging evidence that friendship en-
hances self-control in consumers prone to self-control failure (i.e., 
participants with a local processing style). We directly manipulated 
processing style with the Navon task (Navon 1977), showing partici-
pants a series of composite letters (a global letter made up of local 
letters), and asked them to report either the global or local letters, 
dependent on condition. We used the same friendship manipulation 
as in experiment 2. We subsequently showed participants photos of 
six hedonic products and, following Fujita et al. (2006), measured 
participants’ self-control by measuring their preference for immedi-
ate versus delayed consumption of these products. In line with our 
expectations, reminding participants with a local processing style 
of friendship significantly enhanced their self-control (i.e., reduced 
their preference for immediate over delayed consumption) relative to 
both the control and peer conditions. Unsurprisingly, friendship did 
not influence the self-control of participants in the global processing 
condition.

In sum, employing multiple validated tasks to assess or manipu-
late local versus global processing, we demonstrate the facilitative 
effect of friendship on self-control and the mediating role of global 
processing. By broadening consumers’ (conceptual or perceptual) 
processing style, friends show consumers the proverbial forest be-
yond the trees and as such substantially enhance consumer self-con-
trol.    
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