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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
In face of positive stimuli, people generally activate approach 

motivation, whereas avoidance motivation is activated in face of 
negative stimuli (Elliot and Thrash 2002). Embodied cognition re-
search has shown that engaging in approach/avoidance-related motor 
actions also activates the corresponding motivational system, and as 
such has a profound influence on consumers’ judgments and choices 
(Cacioppo et al. 1993; Friedman and Förster 2000). Performing ap-
proach motor actions increases both preference for vices over vir-
tues (Van den Bergh, Schmitt, and Warlop 2011) and attractiveness 
ratings of generally positively evaluated consumer goods (Förster 
2004). Likewise, engaging in avoidance motor actions leads to a de-
valuation of generally negatively evaluated stimuli (Förster 2004), 
and is suggested to increase insurance adoption (Van den Bergh et 
al. 2011).

We propose that refraining from engaging in approach/avoid-
ance motor action may be embodied as well, as people often en-
counter situations that require them to override impulsive approach/
avoidance tendencies (Kühn et al. 2009). For example, a person 
who passes a stall selling fresh lemonade may experience the urge 
to buy some, and may yet choose to walk by and avoid consuming 
the calories. Similarly, medicines often evoke an avoidance reaction 
because of their bad taste, yet consuming them is indispensable when 
ill (Hung and Labroo 2011). 

Hence, people often benefit from overriding initial approach and 
avoidance impulses by refraining from executing an impulsive motor 
action. Therefore, we investigate whether experiencing the retraction 
of a reflexive approach/avoidance movement leads to decreased ac-
tivation of approach/avoidance systems. The former should manifest 
in the devaluation of positively evaluated stimuli and a decreased 
preference for vices over virtues, as these consumption-related vari-
ables have been shown to be influenced by differential activation of 
approach motivation (Förster 2004; Van den Bergh et al. 2011).  The 
latter should be apparent in a more positive evaluation of negative 
stimuli, and decreased likelihood to purchase insurance products. 

As people’s behavioral approach and behavioral inhibition sys-
tems may exhibit differential sensitivity (Carver and White 1994), 
the effect of refraining from an approach (avoidance) motor action 
should be moderated by BAS (BIS) sensitivity, such that only people 
with a highly sensitive BAS (BIS) likely experience the influence of 
exercising restraint in the face of positively (negatively) evaluated 
stimuli. 

Study 1 investigates the consequences of refraining from ac-
tion on the evaluation of positive and negative stimuli and addresses 
the moderating role of BIS/BAS sensitivity. 284 students were ran-
domly assigned to one of five conditions; arm positions (flexion vs. 
extension) and the amount of exercised pressure (slight pressure vs. 
refraining from exercising pressure) varied between subjects, and a 
control condition provided no instructions on arm movements. Sub-
jects were presented with consumer goods with either positive and 
negative valences. 

First, the participants completed the Sensitivity to Punishment/
Sensitivity to Reward Questionnaire (Torrubia et al. 2001) as a self-
reported index of BIS/BAS functioning (Caseras, Avila, and Torrubia 
2003). Next, while adopting the required hand positions, participants 
indicated how much they liked each consumer good on a 9-point 
scale by pressing the appropriate number on the keyboard. Most in-

terestingly, the results indicate that engaging in and refraining from 
avoidance motor actions had opposite effects on the evaluation of 
generally negatively evaluated consumer goods. While the former re-
sulted in a devaluation, the latter increased the evaluation of negative 
goods (figure 1a).  In addition,  the more negative evaluation after 
performing an avoidance movement and the more positive evalua-
tion after refraining from an avoidance movement reached its high-
est level among participants with a highly sensitive BIS (figure 1b). 
Evaluations of positive consumer goods improved when participants 
performed approach behavior and worsened when they refrained 
from performing approach behavior (figure 2a). This difference in 
liking reached its highest levels among participants with a highly 
sensitive BAS (figure 2b). 

Figure 1a: Negative Consumer Good Attractiveness Dependent on 
Hand Position and Exercised Pressure
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Figure 1b: Negative Consumer Good Attractiveness for People 
Engaging in Arm Extension, Dependent on Exercised Pressure and 

BIS Sensitivity
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Figure 2a: Positive Consumer Good Attractiveness dependent 
on Hand Position and Exercised Pressure
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Figure 2b: Positive Consumer Good Attractiveness for People 
Engaging in Arm Flexion, dependent on Exercised Pressure 

and bAs sensitivity 
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These findings suggest that refraining from approach/avoidance 
behavior likely decreases the activation of an approach/avoidance 
motivation. If so, refraining from approach/avoidance motor action 
should also lower preference for vices/decrease preference for in-
surance. This is tested in Studies 2 and 3 with data gathered from, 
respectively, 183 and 165 students, and a design similar to study 1. A 
2 × 2 between-subjects design, plus a control, manipulating partici-
pants’ right-hand position and the amount of exerted pressure. While 
keeping their right hand in place, participants chose between pairs of 
vice/virtue products (study 2),or indicated their willingness to pay 
for insurance (study 3) by checking an “include” or “do not include” 
box for several car insurance options at a certain price. 

In both studies the interaction of hand position and exercised 
pressure appeared significant. Among participants engaged in arm 
flexion, those who exercised pressure were significantly more likely 
to select vice products than those instructed not to exercise pres-
sure, but no significant difference emerged for those engaged in arm 
extension. Among participants engaged in arm extension, those who 
exercised pressure were significantly more inclined to obtain insur-
ance options than those instructed to refrain from exercising pres-

sure, but no significant difference in insurance adoption emerged for 
those engaged in arm flexion. Studies 2 and 3 yield further confirma-
tion for the influence of refraining from approach/avoidance motor 
actions in consumer choices that reflect the activation of the motiva-
tional approach/avoidance system. 

Overall, this research adds to a body of consumer research on 
strategies to increase self-control (Hoch and Loewenstein 1991; 
Mukhopadhyay and Johar 2005). People are often shortsighted and 
easily tempted by hedonic “sins”, such as overbuying, splurging 
on tasty but unhealthy food, and indulging in luxuries (Baumeister 
2002; O’Guinn and Faber 1998). As these impulsive behaviors result 
from an impulsive approach/avoidance response, they often contra-
dict with long-term goals (Baumeister 2002). From a consumer well-
being perspective it is valuable to gain insight in elements underly-
ing increased willpower.  
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