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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Self-determination theory (SDT) is a well-known theory of hu-

man motivation that explores both the process and the content of 
goal-directed behavior (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Sheldon, Ryan, Deci, 
& Kasser, 2004). Intrinsic goals are contrasted with extrinsic goals 
based on the extent to which they are directly satisfying one of three 
innate psychological needs - competence, relatedness and autonomy 
(Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996). The attainment of intrinsic aspirations 
such as personal growth, close relationships fostering or community 
involvement, is intrinsically rewarding because it directly fulfills the 
basic needs. In contrast, extrinsic goals, such as wealth, image or 
fame, are externally rewarding (e.g. result in praise) (Deci & Ryan, 
2000; Sheldon et al., 2004). Accordingly, intrinsic motivations lead 
to behavior that is satisfying by itself, whereas extrinsic motivations 
result in instrumental behavior in order to reach outcomes extrinsic 
to the behavior itself.

Research has shown that placing relatively more importance on 
extrinsic rather than on intrinsic goals, is negatively associated with 
well-being (Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996; Ryan & Deci, 2000). An ex-
tensive body of research has demonstrated that intrinsic and extrinsic 
goals can affect how people feel, but, to our knowledge, no evidence 
has shown that intrinsic and extrinsic goals can influence consumer’s 
product preferences. However, as consumers can incorporate product 
characteristics to their sense of self (Escalas & Bettman, 2005; Mc-
Cracken, 1989), it seems plausible that they prefer product qualities 
that are appealing to them. Hence, we expect that people who pursue 
extrinsic goals will attach greater value to the aesthetic quality of a 
product, whereas people who pursue intrinsic goals will appreciate 
the inner quality of a product more.

In Study 1, 122 people participated (Mage=29.22; SD-
age=13.13) in an online survey. We presented them two alternative 
products for five product categories, one superior version with a bad-
looking package and one inferior version with a good-looking pack-
age. The products were basic, low-involvement products that people 
often buy: laundry detergent, orange juice, shower gel, kitchen roll 
and chocolate biscuits. We told the participants that the products 
were tested by a well-known national consumer organization which 
is specialized in testing and evaluating consumer products. Based 
on the expertise of this consumer organization, each product scored 
points out of ten. The superior products scored between one and two 
points higher than the inferior alternatives. To distinguish between 
good-looking and bad-looking packages, we designed the packages 
so that the good-looking packages had a more colorful and superior 
graphical layout. Participants had to indicate for each product cat-
egory which version they would rather buy by moving the slider to 
their favorite product (0=superior product with bad-looking package; 
100=inferior product with good-looking package). To assess partici-
pant’s aspirations, we administered the Aspiration Index developed 
by Kasser and Ryan (1996). Multilevel analysis revealed that the 
more people are extrinsically motivated, the more they are inclined 
to buy inferior products with a good-looking package (F1,119=5.36; 
p=.022). In contrast, the more people are intrinsically motivated, 
the more they prefer superior products with a bad-looking package 
(F1,119=3.41; p=.067). Figure 1 demonstrates that people with a 

strong intrinsic motivation (M=30.00) are less inclined to buy prod-
ucts of superior package design compared to people with a strong 
extrinsic motivation (M=36.57). Additionally, people with a weak 
intrinsic motivation (M=35.83) would rather buy inferior products 
with superior package design compared to people with a weak ex-
trinsic motivation (M=29.27).

Figure 1: The effect of extrinsic and  
intrinsic goal pursuit on intention to buy
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To find out why extrinsically motivated people would even 
consider buying an inferior product, we ran a second online study 
in which 125 people participated (Mage=41.15; SDage=14.24). We 
presented them two alternative products for six different product cat-
egories: chocolate chip cookies, body milk, olive oil, coffee, mascara 
for female participants and aftershave for male participants. We ma-
nipulated both the package design (good-looking versus bad-look-
ing) and the product quality (superior versus inferior). Participants 
had to indicate to what degree each product appealed to them on 
a 7-point scale. Afterwards, all products were displayed separately 
and without quality information. The participants were asked to as-
sess the quality of each product on a 7-point scale. To measure par-
ticipant’s aspirations, we used the Aspiration Index (Kasser & Ryan, 
1996). In line with Study 1, we found that the more people are extrin-
sically motivated, the stronger their preference for products with an 
appealing package design (F1,121=8.69; p=.004). The more people 
pursue intrinsic goals, the more they opt for superior products with 
an unappealing package design (F1,126=5.67; p=.019). Moreover, 
as shown in Figure 2, we found that the more people want to attain 
extrinsic life goals, the more quality they assign to the products with 
an appealing package design (F1,122=7.29; p=.008). Current results 
suggest that extrinsically oriented people not only appreciate the aes-
thetic qualities of a product, but they actually infer from the nice ex-
terior that the product itself should be of good quality too. Thus, even 
though they received objective information about the product quality, 
extrinsically oriented people derive information about the product 
quality from the package design. This might explain why extrinsi-
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cally motivated people are more inclined than intrinsically motivated 
people to buy inferior products with an appealing package design.

Figure 2: The effect of extrinsic and  
intrinsic goal pursuit on quality estimation of products  

with an appealing package design
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Taken together, we found that the extent to which people ap-
preciate exterior over interior product qualities depends on the goals 
they pursue in their life. The contribution of this article is twofold. 
First, we contributed to self-determination theory. This research is 
the first to demonstrate that the aspirations people pursue in their life 
can affect which type of products they intend to buy. Second, current 
research adds new insights to the theory on product packaging. For 
people who strongly pursue image, fame and financial success in 
their life, product design can be of great importance, even for low-
involvement products. Future research will be conducted to arrive at 

a better understanding of the effect of goal pursuit on the intention to 
buy inferior, but good-looking products. For now, we can conclude 
that people with a strong desire to attain extrinsic life goals, will be 
more inclined to judge products by their appearance.
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