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We show across three studies that promotion- versus prevention-focused messages are superior in acquisition decisions, but only in

the case of hedonic products and when imagery-based processing is dominant. However, prevention-focused messages are relatively

more effective in forfeiture decisions, provided the ads deal with utilitarian products and processing is analytical.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In the current research, our main goal is to investigate the rela-

tive effectiveness of promotion- versus prevention-focused messages 
for different decision tasks and in the context of different type of 
products. For this purpose, we bridge multiple theoretical perspec-
tives, including the literatures on regulatory focus and regulatory 
fit (e.g., Aaker and Lee 2001; Higgins 1998), behavioral decision 
theory (e.g., Dhar and Wertenbroch 2000; Kahneman, Knetsch, and 
Thaler 1990), hedonic versus utilitarian products (e.g., Hirschman 
and Holbrook 1982), and message processing mode (e.g., MacInnis 
and Price 1987; Thompson and Hamilton 2006).

In developing our conceptual framework, we first link decision 
tasks such as acquisition and forfeiture to different goal orienta-
tions such as seeking gains versus avoiding losses (e.g., Dhar and 
Wertenbroch 2000; Kahneman, Knetsch, and Thaler 1990). Next, we 
consider the implications of the various types of products that can 
be involved in acquisition and forfeiture decisions. We distinguish 
between hedonic products, whose consumption produces sensory 
enjoyment and pleasure, and utilitarian products that offer functional 
benefits and are meant to solve consumers’ problems (Babin, Darden, 
and Griffin 1994). We then examine how advertising messages can 
be framed in terms of regulatory focus so as to be either promotion- 
or prevention-focused (e.g., Aaker and Lee 2001). We subsequently 
discuss the concept of regulatory fit, which suggests persuasive mes-
sages are more effective when the message frame is compatible with 
the goal of the individual (e.g., Lee and Aaker 2004). We then bring 
these issues together to develop our hypotheses regarding the relative 
effectiveness of promotion- versus prevention-focused messages. An 
additional consideration we bring into the discussion is whether the 
individual processes the message mainly in an imagery-based mode 
or an analytical mode (e.g., Thompson and Hamilton 2006).

Key hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Provided the ad message structure is conducive 
to imagery-based processing, 

Hypothesis 1a: For hedonic products/attributes, promotion-fo-
cused messages will be relatively more effective 
than prevention-focused messages in acquisition 
tasks than in forfeiture tasks.

Hypothesis 1b: For utilitarian products/attributes, promotion-
focused and prevention-focused messages will 
be equally effective in acquisition and forfeiture 
tasks.

Hypothesis 2: Provided the ad message structure is conducive 
to analytical processing, 

Hypothesis 2a: For utilitarian products/attributes, prevention-
focused messages will be relatively more effec-
tive than promotion-focused messages in forfei-
ture tasks than in acquisition tasks.

We report three studies designed to test our hypotheses. The first 
two studies focus on messages designed to be conducive to imagery-
based processing (Thompson and Hamilton 2006) so as to test H1. 
In study 1, we manipulate the hedonic vs. utilitarian variable at the 
level of product categories, while in study 2 we extend the findings 
by holding product category constant and operationalizing the vari-
able in terms of the type of product attributes featured in the different 
messages. Finally, in study 3 we test H2 by focusing on messages 
designed to be conducive to analytical processing.

Study 1 (N=121) was a between-subjects, 2 (decision task: ac-
quisition vs. forfeiture) X 2 (product type: hedonic vs. utilitarian). 
Participants read one of two decision task scenarios and then they 
were exposed to two advertising messages (aimed to evoke imagery-
based processing) for two different “brands” in the same product cat-
egory. Analyses results showed a significant decision task by product 
type interaction (F (1, 117) = 3.8, p < .05). Follow-up comparisons of 
means confirmed that in the case of hedonic products, the acquisition 
(vs. forfeiture) condition led to a significantly higher relative prefer-
ence for the brand that was advertised with the promotion-focused 
message (M = 2.57 vs. 3.88; t (60) = 2.52, p = .01; H1a). However, 
in the case of utilitarian products, there was no difference in relative 
brand preferences between the acquisition and forfeiture conditions 
(M = 3.12 and 3.2, respectively; p > .8; H1b). 

Study 2 (N = 89) method was identical to study 1, except that 
the hedonic versus utilitarian variable was operationalized not at the 
product category level, but by manipulating the type of product attri-
butes featured in the message arguments. Once again, results yielded 
a reliable decision task by attribute type interaction (F (1, 85) = 8.27, 
p < .01). Follow-up comparisons of means confirmed: In the case 
of hedonic attributes, the acquisition (vs. forfeiture) condition led to 
a significantly higher relative preference for the promotion-focused 
message (M = 2.62 vs. 3.72; t (44) = 2.6, p = .01; H1a); but in the 
case of utilitarian attributes, there was no significant difference in 
message preferences between the acquisition and forfeiture condi-
tions (M = 4.76 and 5.36, respectively; p > .1; H1b).

In study 3 (N=194), we examine H2 in the context of messages 
conducive to analytical processing. As in study 1, the hedonic versus 
utilitarian variable was operationalized at the product category level. 
The study method was identical to study 1, except the messages in 
this study were specifically designed to be conducive to data driven, 
analytical processing (see Thompson and Hamilton 2006). Results 
confirmed a statistically significant interaction between the two inde-
pendent variables (F (1, 190) = 4.1, p < .05). Follow-up analyses ful-
ly supported our predictions in H2. Forfeiture (vs. acquisition) condi-
tion led to a significantly higher relative preference for the brand that 
was advertised with the prevention-focused message (p < .05; H2a). 
No such difference in relative brand preferences existed between the 
forfeiture and acquisition conditions (p > .5; H2b).  

The focus of this paper has been to examine the relative effec-
tiveness of advertising messages that vary in regulatory foci in the 
context of different decision tasks, dissimilar types of products, and 
diverse modes of message processing. The results of the three studies 
fully supported our predictions and show, in brief, that promotion-
focused messages are relatively more effective than prevention-



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 41) / 521

focused messages in acquisition decisions, provided the ad is for a 
hedonic product and the message structure cues imagery-based pro-
cessing. The opposite is true in terms of message effectiveness in for-
feiture decisions, but only in the case of utilitarian products featured 
in messages conducive to analytical processing.
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