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SESSION OVERVIEW
On its surface, exercising self-control would seem like a fairly 

simple proposition involving the decision to resist fleeting temp-
tation and adhere to more important, long-term goals. In practice, 
however, choosing between indulgence and restraint is a daily con-
volution of emotions, aspirations, appetites, and rationalization, sub-
ject to a wide array of influences. Understanding the precursors and 
processes that lead a consumer to indulge or exercise restraint, and 
understanding the outcomes of these decisions, is of utmost inter-
est to marketers, policy makers, and consumers alike. Consumers 
seem to be adept at generating justifications and excuses for lapses 
in self-control, contributing to a general propensity towards indul-
gence. Although most self-control research emphasizes the benefits 
of choosing virtues over vices (e.g., Wertenbroch 1998), consumers 
can clearly derive benefits from indulgent consumption experiences, 
and continually missing out on indulgence comes at a price (Haws 
and Poynor 2008; Kivetz and Keinan 2006). Still, indulgence as an 
intricate behavioral phenomenon has rarely itself been the focus of 
research.  

The present set of papers offers intriguing and overlapping nov-
el perspectives involving indulgent behaviors. These papers together 
illuminate a set of product- and situation-relevant conditions under 
which consumers become more likely to indulge and even receive 
enhanced benefits from indulgent consumption. For example, creat-
ing cuter versions of both hedonic and utilitarian products (Scott and 
Nenkov), adding functional innovation benefits to products (Garvey 
and Bolton), and sharing hedonic goods with others (Liu, Fitzsi-
mons, and Bettman; Lowe and Haws) all enhance the likelihood of 
indulgence. In addition, sharing or co-indulgence is found to provide 
added benefits of engaging in more indulgent consumption (Lowe 
and Haws). 

Specifically, the papers by Garvey and Bolton and Scott and 
Nenkov emphasize that the nature of the product itself matters— that 
is, the overall framing of the level of hedonic benefit associated with 
a product can be dramatically influenced by fairly simple changes to 
the core product. This may be through adding utilitarian functionality 
that in turn provides a license for indulging, or by priming concepts 
of fun and frivolity through making products “cute”. Next, the papers 
by Liu et al. and Lowe and Haws both explore the social aspects as-

sociated with indulgent experiences. Social interactions and experi-
ences appear to be enhanced with hedonic consumption.

Overall, this session explores influences on indulgent consump-
tion that are novel and not always immediately apparent. The papers 
illuminate previously unexplored product-level and situational fac-
tors, which lead consumers to indulge more readily and/or enhance 
the benefits of the indulgent experience. Important general questions 
emerge from this set of papers including: 1) how do we maximize the 
benefits we receive from choosing to indulge, while also minimizing 
the costs? And, 2) what can we learn by considering both the prod-
uct level and social benefits provided by consuming indulgences? As 
such, this session embodies the “making a difference” theme of ACR 
2013, and it should be of interest to a significant portion of ACR at-
tendees including scholars studying self-control, indulgent consump-
tion, and social interaction.  

“So Cute I Can Eat it Up”: Priming Effects of Cute 
Products on Indulgent Consumption

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This research examines exposure to cute products – a previ-

ously unexplored factor that might affect the extent to which con-
sumers engage in indulgent consumption. Companies market cute 
products in various categories not only to children, but also to adult 
consumers. The marketplace is replete with cute clothes, utensils, 
appliances, foods, and even automobiles (e.g., Taylor 2011). Despite 
the abundance of cute products in the marketplace, however, aca-
demic research on their evaluation or their downstream effects on 
consumer decision-making and behavior is limited. This is the first 
research to examine how cute products available in the marketplace 
(e.g., cute cookies or cute ice cream scoops) may influence consum-
ers’ consumption behavior. 

In the current research we explore cuteness, which refers to 
products (and other objects) that are attractive in an adorable or en-
dearing way and have a whimsical nature. Past research had shown 
that exposure to cute human stimuli (e.g., babies, baby-like facial fea-
tures) triggers caretaking behavior and carefulness (Sherman, Haidt, 
and Coan 2009; Sherman et al. 2012), which should lead consum-
ers to engage in more restrained and careful behavior. On the other 
hand, we put forward the possibility that cute products might have 
the opposite effect of triggering indulgent and frivolous behavior. 
We propose that exposure to cute products (i.e., evaluating, using, or 
consuming such products) would increase indulgent consumption, 
because cute products’ whimsical nature would prime mental repre-
sentations of fun and frivolity.

Displaying behaviors of a primed concept or category has been 
replicated in a variety of contexts (e.g., Aggarwal and McGill 2012; 
Dijksterhuis and Bargh 2001). The activation of the construct also ac-
tivates all the related features including behavioral tendencies associ-
ated with it, which increases the likelihood that these behavioral ten-
dencies will be acted upon. The activation of a particular construct, 
in this case, fun and frivolity, should thus lead to a greater likelihood 
of nonconscious behavior associated with this construct. We predict 
that exposure to cute products will prime mental representations of 
fun and frivolity, leading consumers to display behaviors consistent 
with these representations, resulting in more indulgent consumption.

In a series of seven experiments we show that exposure to cute 
(vs. non-cute) products primes mental representations of fun and 
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frivolity, which leads to more indulgent consumption choices. Our 
results consistently show that when adult consumers are exposed 
to cute products, they tend to engage in more indulgent consump-
tion. In one study (n = 33) consumers both scooped and ate more 
ice cream when serving with a cute (vs. neutral) ice cream scoop. In 
a series of three studies (total n = 313) when exposed to a cute (vs. 
different types of non-cute) cookie, they indicated a higher likeli-
hood of eating the cookie, a greater desire to indulge in cookies, and 
ordered more cookies. These effects were strong enough to affect 
unrelated downstream consumption decisions as well – participants 
were more likely to choose a gift certificate that could be redeemed 
for indulgent groceries and to indulge in a rich entrée in a subsequent 
scenario. In these studies we also provide evidence of fun/frivolity 
priming by asking participants to list the first words that come to 
mind when seeing the cute (vs. neutral) product. Results across the 
three studies consistently revealed that a significantly greater propor-
tion of participants mention the words fun or frivolous when pre-
sented with a cute versus a neutral product, providing evidence that 
cute products prime mental representations of fun and frivolity.

In two other studies (total n = 174) we tested whether consum-
ers make more indulgent book and movie choices when they are 
shopping with a cute (vs. neutral) Barnes and Noble or Amazon gift 
cards. To assess indulgent choices, in we adapted an approach used 
by Read, Loewenstein, and Kalyanaraman (1999) in which partici-
pants selected among a set of highbrow (less indulgent, more vir-
tuous) or lowbrow (more indulgent, less virtuous) movies. Results 
revealed that when shopping with a cute Barnes & Noble or Amazon 
gift card, participants chose to buy more lowbrow books and rent 
more lowbrow movies, respectively.

Finally, we uncovered an important boundary condition that il-
luminates when and how the effects of cute products on indulgent 
consumption are facilitated or inhibited (n = 77).  We demonstrate 
that reminding consumers of the need to exert personal control may 
limit the ability of cute products to increase indulgent consumption, 
presumably because it primes mental representations of control and 
responsibility, which limits the effects of cute products’ fun/frivolity 
priming.

Findings from this research have important implications for 
consumers, marketers, and policy makers. Based on our findings 
it seems that marketing cute products could not only lead to more 
indulgent choices, as shown in our experiments, but could also en-
courage impulsive buying, increase consumption rates, increase con-
sumer spending, and further decrease the already low savings rates 
in the United States. Adult consumers may be increasingly stressed 
with responsibilities of daily life and may be attracted to cute prod-
ucts that prime mental concepts of fun, because it seems to allow 
them to let go of being restrained and responsible. Findings from the 
current research about the implications of such choices are important 
because consumers are likely unaware that exposure to cute products 
might have inadvertent negative effects on their choices in various 
important consumer domains.  

This work helps scholars and practitioners better understand the 
underlying process and downstream effects of how cute products in-
fluence indulgent consumption.  It also helps consumers make more 
informed decisions about the products they choose, and how these 
products may influence their consumption.

Consuming Functional Innovations: Are Utilitarian 
Behaviors Enhanced or Undermined?

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
A frequent practice in marketing is the introduction of prod-

ucts with new functionality; that is, a product is modified with attri-
butes that afford consumers with additional opportunities for action 
(Dourish 2001; Ziamou and Ratneshwar 2003).  Examples include 
functional foods (e.g. omega-3 ice cream) and green products (e.g. 
natural detergents) that provide benefits over their traditional coun-
terparts, and which represent substantial portions of their respective 
consumer markets (Price Waterhouse Coopers 2009).

The present research examines how functional innovations may 
unexpectedly and ironically undermine the very outcomes their nov-
el functionality is intended to support. Although prior research has 
deeply studied factors which influence preference for (Hirschman 
and Holbrook 1982, Naylor, Droms, and Haws 2009) and categori-
zation of (Moreau, Markman and Lehmann 2001; Moreau, Lehm-
ann, and Markman 2001) functional innovations, research is sparse 
examining the downstream consequences of consuming these prod-
ucts.  Extant research has demonstrated that evaluative processing 
of novel innovations results in a heightened focus upon incremental 
benefits versus traditional products (Alexander, Lynch, and Wang 
2008; Meyers-Levy and Tybout 1989). We propose that this “func-
tional focus” may influence subsequent consumption patterns. Prior 
research has demonstrated that explicit self-perceptions of utilitarian 
behavior have the tendency to subsequently increase hedonic behav-
iors through a variety of mechanisms, including reducing perceived 
risk (Bolton, Cohen, and Bloom 2006), guilt reduction, (Wansink 
and Chandon 2006), executive resource depletion (Vohs and Heath-
erton 2000), and utilitarian goal-release (Laran, Janiszewski, and 
Cunha 2008).  

Our research indicates that consumption of functional inno-
vations subsequently increases hedonic-seeking behaviors which 
undermine utilitarian outcomes. Our results are consistent with a 
process of passive goal-guidance (Laran and Janiszewski 2009), 
in which consumption of a functional innovation releases relevant 
utilitarian goals, followed by involuntary emergence of conflicting 
hedonic desires (Carlson, Meloy, and Miller 2013) that subsequent-
ly guide perception and behavior. The result is a so-called hedonic 
“boomerang” that undermines overall utilitarian outcomes and the 
functional benefits of the innovation. Furthermore, we propose a 
method to interrupt this process and thereby mitigate the “boomer-
ang” by priming a utilitarian goal beforehand—which shields (Char-
trand et al. 2008) against the release of the functional goal.

A series of real behavior and scenario studies supports the pro-
posed model and intervention, while ruling out alternative expla-
nations.  Study 1 examined the impact of consuming a functional 
innovation upon subsequent hedonic-utilitarian behavior. An envi-
ronmental innovation in the technology domain (smartphones) was 
employed.  Following purchase of a functionally innovative (“with 
Eco-Safe battery technology”) or non-innovative smartphone, par-
ticipants indicated choice likelihoods for multiple phone application 
pairs containing one hedonically oriented and one utilitarian oriented 
option.  As predicted, participants purchasing the functional inno-
vation indicated a greater likelihood to purchase hedonic software 
apps.

Studies 2A-B were conducted to i) provide direct process 
evidence for a heightened hedonic and suppressed utilitarian state 
following consumption of a functional innovation distinct from 
conscious choice, and ii) demonstrate that a similar “hedonic boo-
merang” effect does not occur for traditional, non-innovative prod-
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ucts that provide comparable utilitarian benefits, thereby iii) ruling 
out conscious “justification” process explanations such as guilt re-
duction (Wansink and Chandon 2006), or conscious licensing due to 
inferences of goal progress (Fishbach and Dhar 2005). Study 2A di-
rectly measured involuntary activation of a heightened hedonic state 
due to functionality without soliciting conscious choice. In study 2A, 
participants first imagined purchasing either an environmentally re-
sponsible (washable cotton towel) or irresponsible (disposable paper 
towels) product that was either functional (“with Eco-Nurture addi-
tives”) or non-functional.  To measure activation of a hedonic state, 
participants were next exposed to a 15x18 letter matrix containing 
an equal number of utilitarian (e.g. “responsible”) and hedonic (e.g. 
“exciting”) words.  As predicted, functionality significantly in-
creased (decreased) the number of hedonic (utilitarian) words found 
in the puzzle, regardless of the base product type or perceived en-
vironmental responsibility of the purchased product. These results 
are consistent with activation of a hedonic state that guides attention 
outside of conscious awareness. Furthermore, these results preclude 
explanations for behavioral shifts due to conscious guilt-reduction 
or “balancing” mechanisms, which propose that conscious justifica-
tion of prior behavior is used as a “license” to engage in hedonic 
behaviors. Study 2B employed the same design and initial stimulus, 
but measured behavioral intentions through choice likelihood ratings 
of environmentally responsible and irresponsible options. Consistent 
with the process findings of 2A, functional innovations (regardless 
of base type) subsequently decreased preference for environmentally 
responsible options. 

Study 3 explored in a real-behavior context whether consump-
tion of a functional innovation undermines utilitarian behavior. As 
part of a “taste test” cover story, participants first consumed a real 
pre-packaged cookie labeled as functional (“with antioxidants”) or 
non-functional, then spent fifteen minutes viewing movie trailers and 
eating actual M&Ms. Consistent with our predictions, individuals 
consuming a functional innovation subsequently ate more grams of 
the candy.  Study 4 replicated this effect with (non-) functional in-
novation versions of a “healthy” base product, yogurt. 

Study 5 provided further evidence for the proposed process by 
demonstrating that prior activation of a utilitarian (vs. hedonic) goal 
mitigates the effect of functionality upon subsequent consumption. 
Thus prior utilitarian goal activation inoculates consumers and intro-
duces a method for “undoing” the functional boomerang.

In summary, this research is, to our knowledge, the first effort to 
understand the downstream consequences of consuming functional 
innovations.  Consumption of a functional innovation intended to 
support utilitarian outcomes is demonstrated to subsequently under-
mine these outcomes. This unintended consequence occurs because 
the functional innovation instigates a hedonic state resulting from the 
release of functionally-related goals. 

Anticipating Sharing and Preference for Hedonic 
Products

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumption situations in which people share products with 

others are common (Belk 2010). For example, people may share an 
appetizer at dinner with a friend or share household items with a 
roommate. We examine how sharing can alter consumers’ product 
preferences. Specifically, although products can differ along many 
dimensions, we focus on how anticipating sharing products shifts 
consumers’ preference for hedonic versus utilitarian products. Re-
search has shown that there is an important distinction between he-
donic and utilitarian products; hedonic products are desired for their 

greater enjoyment but are more difficult to justify selecting, whereas 
utilitarian products are desired for their functionality and easier to 
justify selecting (Khan and Dhar 2006; Kivetz and Simonson 2002; 
Wertenbroch and Dhar 2000). 

Prior research has shown that a variety of different factors can 
alter preferences for hedonic versus utilitarian products. For ex-
ample, Okada (2005) found that in single evaluation (i.e., products 
presented separately), preference for hedonic products was higher 
than preference for utilitarian products, but that in joint evaluation 
(i.e., products presented together), preference for utilitarian prod-
ucts was higher than preference for hedonic products. Kivetz and 
Simonson (2002) found that expending greater effort in a frequency 
reward program shifted consumers’ preferences away from utilitar-
ian rewards and towards hedonic rewards.

We examine how anticipating sharing versus not sharing a 
product affects hedonic product choice. We predict that anticipating 
sharing a product makes consumers more likely to select hedonic 
(versus utilitarian) products. Results from two studies support our 
hypothesis. 

Study 1 . 
In study 1, we conduct a first test of our hypothesis, examining 

whether people are more likely to choose a hedonic food if they 
anticipate sharing (vs. not sharing) it. In addition, we identify 
shareability as a boundary condition, in that this effect does 
not apply to products that are not as easily shared. Participants 
were randomly assigned to one of four conditions in a 2 (shared, 
individual) x 2 (high shareability, low shareability) group between-
subjects design. Participants read one of four scenarios, depending 
upon their assigned condition. All participants were told to imagine 
being at dinner with their best friend. Participants in the shared, high 
shareability condition were asked whether they would order twelve 
buffalo wings to share with their friend as an appetizer. Participants 
in the individual, high shareability condition were asked whether 
they would order six buffalo wings for themselves as an appetizer. 
Participants in the shared, low shareability condition were asked 
whether they would order two scoops of ice cream to share with 
their friend. Participants in the individual, low shareability condition 
were asked whether they would order one scoop of ice cream for 
themselves. All responses were on a scale from 1 (definitely not) 
to 5 (definitely yes). Analysis revealed a main effect of the shared/
individual factor, qualified by a significant interaction between 
shared/individual and shareability. In the high shareability condition, 
participants were more likely to order the hedonic food if it was 
to be shared versus not shared. In the low shareability condition, 
participants were equally likely to order the hedonic food regardless 
of whether it was to be shared.

Study 2 . 
A potential alternative explanation for these results is that 

participants inferred that it would be cheaper for them to pay for half 
of a shared product than to pay for an entire non-shared product of 
half the size, thus leading them to be more likely to order the shared 
product than the non-shared product. Another potential alternative 
explanation is that sharing leads people to be more likely to purchase 
all products, not merely hedonic products as we propose. Study 2 
addresses these alternative explanations by asking participants 
to allocate a store credit between hedonic and utilitarian goods. 
Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions in a 
2 (shared, individual) group between-subjects design. Participants 
in both conditions were told that they would divide a store credit 
between digital entertainment (e.g., DVDs, digital music downloads, 
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Internet video streaming credits, movie tickets) and household 
supplies (e.g., floor cleaners, cleaning wipes, detergents, paper 
towels). Participants in the shared condition were told to imagine 
that they planned to spend a $20 store credit on products to share 
with their roommate, and participants in the individual condition 
were told to imagine that they planned to spend the $10 store credit 
on products for themselves. To measure preference for hedonic 
over utilitarian products, we calculated the percentage of total store 
credit allocated to digital entertainment. Thus, high values indicate 
greater preference for hedonic products, and low values indicate 
greater preference for utilitarian products. An analysis conducted on 
percentage allocated to digital entertainment revealed a significant 
main effect of shared/individual, such that participants allocated 
a significantly greater percentage of the store credit to digital 
entertainment in the shared versus the individual condition. 

This research examines the choices that consumers make for 
themselves in situations in which they anticipate sharing versus not 
sharing products. First, we found that consumers are more likely to 
opt for a hedonic product if they anticipate sharing versus not sharing 
it. Second, we found that consumers allocate more money to hedonic 
versus utilitarian products if they anticipate sharing versus not shar-
ing it. In doing so, we contribute to the literature on hedonic versus 
utilitarian choice while answering recent calls to examine how shar-
ing shapes consumption choices (Belk 2010). Process mechanisms 
for this effect are being tested and will be presented and discussed.

Camaraderie in Crime: Shared Self-control Decisions 
and Affiliation

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Self-control decisions very often involve an element of both 

social influence and social consequence, and consumers exhibiting 
high levels of self-control experience greater social acceptance for 
a number of reasons. For example, these individuals are more likely 
to display pro-social behavior (DeWall, Baumeister and Vohs 2008), 
appear trustworthy (Righetti and Finkenauer 2011), and self-monitor 
more effectively (Finkel et al. 2006). It has even been suggested that 
self-control exists for the very purpose of facilitating group member-
ship (Baumeister, Schmeichel and Vohs 2007) by ensuring that our 
behavior that is coordinated with that of our peers. 

However, previous research on the social outcomes of self-con-
trol decisions has generally employed actor-observer scenarios or ac-
tor-influencer scenarios (McFerran et al 2010, Ackerman et al. 2009, 
VanDellen and Hoyle 2010) and has very rarely examined shared 
self-control decisions or taken the perspective of a participating peer. 
However, no research that we are aware of has ever examined the 
potential outcomes of shared self-control decisions. As there are two 
key elements of a shared self-control decision – the peer(s) and the 
object of the decision itself – we offer a new conceptual framework 
to examine consumer self-control decisions in social settings and 
explore the outcomes of shared self-control decisions regarding 1) 
affiliation and 2) product experience.

In this paper we pay particular attention to shared self-control 
failure (co-indulgence). While it is true that socially coordinated be-
haviors lead to positive social outcomes, socially coordinated behav-
ior may take various forms. Mutually indulging in a tempting con-
sumption opportunity may offer a unique set of benefits that mutual 
restraint (co-abstinence) does not. Indulgence helps preserve cogni-
tive resources that exercising self-control can deplete (Baumeister 
and Alquist 2009) and prevent feelings of regret associated with 
missing out on enjoyable experiences (Kivetz and Keinan 2006). Of 
most interest to us, however, is that co-indulgence seems to provide 

a valuable bonding experience for those involved which in turn im-
pacts the product experience. We examine the importance of per-
ceived similarity and reduced anxiety in producing these co-indul-
gent effects. In three studies, we demonstrate that co-indulgence and 
co-abstinence both produce significant feelings of affiliation with 
peers with the effect being stronger for co-indulgence. Perceptions 
of similarity and reduced anxiety mediate this relationship. Product 
experience is also enhanced by co-indulgence because of this posi-
tive shared experience and a reduction of guilt.  

In study 1, participants (N=155) imagined a dyadic shared self-
control decision and were randomly assigned a choice condition 
(indulge vs. restrain) and a peer choice condition (peer indulge vs. 
peer restrain). Participants then indicated the impact this scenario 
would have on their feelings of affiliation for their peer, their product 
experience, and several other measures. The analysis resulted in a 
significant interaction between the two conditions such that shared 
indulgence and shared abstinence yielded much higher levels of felt 
affiliation. An increase in perceived similarity mediated this process. 
Contrast analyses also showed that co-indulgence led to higher lev-
els of affiliation than co-abstinence and that this was mediated by re-
duced feelings of social anxiety. Among participants who indulged, 
co-indulgence also greatly enhanced the anticipated consumption 
experience. Co-indulgence led to significantly lower feelings of guilt 
which mediated the improved consumption experience.  

In study 2, participants (N=172) were again asked to imagine 
a shared self-control decision with a peer. In this study, participants 
encountered a tempting purchase opportunity while on a tight bud-
get. Participants imagined either a relatively expensive or inexpen-
sive temptation (high-severity vs. low-severity, counterbalanced) 
and were randomly presented with one of two decision scenarios 
(co-indulgence vs. co-abstinence).An ANOVA was conducted on 
the measure of affiliation using co-indulgence vs. co-abstinence and 
indulgence severity as between-subjects factors. Analysis revealed 
a significant interaction such that co-indulgence resulted in higher 
feelings of affiliation when the indulgence severity was low, while 
the opposite was true when the severity was high. Examining the 
contrasts, the difference between co-indulgence and co-abstinence 
was significant in the low severity condition, while in the high se-
verity (expensive) condition, the difference between co-abstinence 
and co-indulgence was marginally significant. A bootstrap analysis 
reveals that guilt significantly mediates the relationship between the 
interaction variable (co-indulgence vs. co-abstinence and cheap vs. 
expensive) and affiliation. The less guilt a consumer feels, or the 
more guilt a consumer avoids, the more socially beneficial a shared 
experience will be.

Study 3 (N=153) examines a three-way interaction between 
participant choice (indulge vs. restrain), peer choice (indulge vs. re-
strain), and peer familiarity (familiar vs. unfamiliar). A three-way 
ANOVA on affiliation using familiarity, participant choice and peer 
choice as factors was significant. Co-indulgence resulted in great-
er affiliation than even co-abstinence for familiar peers, whereas 
matched behaviors mattered for unfamiliar individuals, but there was 
no significant difference between co-indulgence and co-abstinence. 

Our research demonstrates the effects of shared self-control de-
cisions on interpersonal affiliation and product experience. We show 
social and experiential benefits to self-control failure and elucidate 
the conditions under which this applies. Self-control is not always a 
social positive. Consumers do at times seek for and appreciate moral 
support, but in the right circumstances they also value camaraderie 
in crime.
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