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SESSION OVERVIEW
This session is focused on the current ACR theme of “Make 

a Difference” by exploring how individuals can make a difference 
in their own lives, enhancing their abilities to pursue desired self-
regulation goals, understanding the obstacles to self-regulation, and 
improving goal engagement and goal outcomes. Decades of research 
in both psychology and consumer behavior have attempted to iden-
tify behaviors that support and moderate self-regulation. A multitude 
of products and therapies have all targeted self-regulation goals, at-
tempting to help consumers save money, exercise more, quit smok-
ing, lose weight, and address dozens of other self-regulation goals. 
We address this critical domain by asking: when do consumers re-
main engaged with self-regulation goals, and when do they disen-
gage? In particular, we explore this question from the perspective 
of the self through a focus on various moderators such as individual 
traits, self-perception, and self-affirmation.

In the first paper, Touré-Tillery and Fishbach focus on self-per-
ception as driver of goal engagement. The authors show that when 
individuals perform actions that have a strong visual impact (e.g., 
writing a donation amount with brightly colored ink versus subdued 
ink) this leads them to perceive the behavior as more diagnostic 
of the self, thus increasing goal engagement as individuals seek to 
maintain a positive image of the self. 

In the second paper, Zemack-Rugar, Corus, and Brinberg show 
that imagined or anticipated goal failure can sometimes impact goal 
engagement in the same way as actual, past goal failure, and at other 
times – differ from past failure. The authors explore moderators of 
goal engagement preceding or following goal failure including in-
dividual characteristics (one’s score on the “Response to Failure” 
scale) and the reason for failure (internal vs. external attribution). 

In the third paper, Koo, Labroo, and Lee look at the role of self 
in self-regulation by examining how a potent individual difference 
– regulatory focus – affects goal engagement. The authors explore 
why a prevention (vs. promotion) focus is more effective at increas-
ing goal engagement, and show that prevention oriented individuals 
succeed at self-regulation by focusing on goal-engagement, and not 
by focusing on avoiding goal-inconsistent behaviors. 

In the fourth paper, Vohs, Park, and Schmeichel uncover unex-
pected effects of self-affirmation on goal engagements. The authors 
show that affirming the self can aid in goal-engagement when the 
goal is easy (consistent with prior research), however, self-affirma-
tion can be detrimental to goal pursuit when the goal is challenging 
and individuals experience failure. 

In summary, all papers address the role of self in self-regulation, 
presenting counter-intuitive findings, unexpected effects, new pro-
cess theories, and new moderators. These papers (all in advanced 
stages of completion) further the field’s understanding of self-regula-
tion and should be of interest to a variety of researchers focusing on 
goal behavior, sequential choice, individual differences, and self-reg-
ulation. This session provides great insight for consumers, marketers, 
and researchers alike as to how we can all “Make a Difference” and 
promote successful self-regulation goal pursuit. 

Making an Impact on the Self: How Sounds and Colors 
Increase Goal Engagement

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Imagine completing a form to indicate how much money you 

want to donate to charity. Now imagine that, for some reason, you 
receive a bright orange pen to complete this form. Would this visu-
ally impactful ink color influence your donation? Would it influence 
how you see yourself? 

People will make goal-consistent choices when they believe 
these choices matter for the goal outcome, or for their own self-con-
cept (i.e., self-signaling; Bodner and Prelec 1996; Prelec and Bodner 
2003). Thus, a person will donate money to charity because it will 
save lives, or because it will make her feel more generous—or both. 
Many factors can make a choice seem consequential for the self-
concept. For example, explicitly linking a choice to an identity (e.g., 
be a voter; Bryan, Walton, Rogers, and Dweck 2011), or positioning 
a choice at the beginning or end of a sequence (Touré-Tillery and 
Fishbach 2012) promote adherence to goals by making choices seem 
more representative of the self, or self-diagnostic. These patterns of 
behavior occur because individuals are motivated to maintain a posi-
tive self-concept (Gao, Wheeler, and Shiv 2009; Schlenker 1985) 
and will “do the right thing” when it seems most telling of the self.

Research shows individuals for whom outcomes are typically 
experienced as dependent upon their own actions tend to develop an 
internal locus of control, and become more likely to exert themselves 
when engaged in important tasks (Rotter 1966). We propose the im-
mediate perceptual effect of an action, although irrelevant for goal 
pursuit, will operate as a type of contingent outcome. Producing a 
visual contrast when writing with a bright color on a form printed 
in black, or producing sound while clicking through webpages will 
increase people’s sense of control and responsibility for that action. 
Thus, we hypothesize that actions with such visual or auditory im-
pact will seem more self-diagnostic, and hence will increase adher-
ence to valued goals, because individuals wish to maintain a positive 
self-concept. Three experiments confirmed our hypotheses for pro-
social and voting goals. 

In Experiment 1, we started with participants who generally 
value charity goals involving monetary donations (MBA students). 
Participants indicated their likelihood to donate to UNICEF on a sur-
vey printed in black ink. The study employed a 2 (visual impact: 
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high vs. low) between subjects design. Participants in the low-impact 
condition received a black pen to fill out the survey, whereas those in 
the high-impact condition received a bright-color pen (orange, light 
blue, or purple) which contrasted more sharply with the survey print. 
We found participants were more likely to donate when using color 
(vs. black) pens. We argue visual impact made the decision appear 
more diagnostic for self-inferences about generosity, and thus pro-
moted adherence to prosocial goals.

Experiment 2 used the same design and visual-impact manipu-
lation to explore our hypotheses in the domain of civic goals and 
test the mediating role of self-diagnosticity. Participant (US citizens) 
wrote a short essay about their political views in color or black, and 
we assessed the perceived self-diagnosticity of this action by mea-
suring perceptions of (1) political identity and (2) representativeness 
of expressed views. Participants also indicated their voting inten-
tions for the presidential elections—a measure of goal adherence. 
We found writing in the visually impactful color (vs. black) pen 
seemed more self-diagnostic, and increased voting intentions. Final-
ly, perceived self-diagnosticity mediated the effect of visual impact 
on voting intentions.   

In Experiment 3, we extended these findings to real giving be-
havior and auditory impact, and tested the moderating role of the 
“need to self-signal.” The 2-part experiment employed a 2 (need to 
self-signal: high vs. low) x 2 (auditory impact: high vs. low). First, 
participants indicated how frequently they engage in various chari-
table acts. The scales provided to answer these questions constituted 
our manipulation of need to self-signal. In the high need to self-
signal condition, participants used a high-frequency scale designed 
to make them feel selfish; but the low need to self-signal condition 
featured a low-frequency scale meant to make them feel generous. In 
a presumably separate study, a computerized dictator game, partici-
pants allocated money between themselves and an anonymous other. 
In the high-impact condition, participants heard computer sounds 
when clicking to move to the next screen, whereas the computer vol-
ume was off in the low-impact condition. We found participants with 
a low need to self-signal were unaffected by auditory impact. By 
contrast, participants with a high need to self-signal shared more in 
the sound (vs. mute) condition, suggesting the auditory impact made 
their decision seem more diagnostic for inferences about their own 
generosity, and thus promoted adherence to prosocial goals. 

Taken together, these studies show actions producing a minor 
visual or auditory impact are deemed more diagnostic for self-in-
ferences, and therefore promote adherence to prosocial and voting 
goals. These findings suggest marketers and public policy makers 
can promote adherence to important goals by incorporating subtle 
perceptual effects into consumers’ decision making processes. For 
example, having consumers fill out retirement planning paperwork 
in ways that produce visual contrasts or sounds might improve sav-
ing decisions. 

What I Haven’t Done Can’t Hurt Me: The Effects of 
Imagined Future Failure on Goal Disengagement

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Prior research has identified a phenomenon called the “What-

the-Hell Effect” in which consumers who experience initial goal fail-
ure respond with goal disengagement, and enact further counter-goal 
behaviors (Cochran and Tesser 1996). Recent research has qualified 
these findings, by demonstrating that the tendency to enact this dis-
engagement response is based on an individual difference, and that 
a scale (the Response-to-Failure scale) can be used to predict who 
will respond to failure with goal disengagement and who will re-

spond with resumed goal efforts (Zemack-Rugar, Corus, and Brin-
berg 2012).

In the present research we extend these findings by looking not 
at the response to real, past failure, but rather the response to imag-
ined, future failure. Whereas previous research has explored the ef-
fects of imagined future virtues on current behavior (Khan and Dhar 
2007) and the effects of other self-regulation plans or intentions 
(Baumeister, Masicampo, and Vohs 2011), no research has explored 
the effects of imagined future vices on current behavior. 

Yet, anticipating failure is quite common in consumer lives. For 
example, if a consumer is expecting to attend a conference during 
which they are unlikely to be able to adhere to their health/fitness 
goals, they face a decision in the days leading up to the conference – 
should they engage with the goal and try to lose a few extra pounds 
to allow for the upcoming, inevitable weight gain? Or should they 
disengage from the goal, give up, and indulge in the days leading up 
to the conference? We explore the similarities between anticipated 
future failure and past failure (studies 1 and 2), and the differences 
between the two (study 3). 

In studies 1 (food domain) and 2 (budget domain) we show that 
anticipated future failure can lead to the same behavioral patterns as 
past failure, thus, response to future failure can be predicted by the 
Response to Failure scale. We conduct a one factor (future failure/
no future failure) between subjects design, with a second measured 
factor of Response-to-Failure scale. Prior research shows that indi-
viduals high (low) on this scale tend to respond to past failure with 
more (less) goal disengagement. We predict that the same pattern 
will occur in response to anticipated, future failure. 

In both studies, participants were presented with a scenario that 
either had an anticipated future failure described or had no future 
failure, followed by a self-regulation choice in the present (i.e., at 
a time preceding the future failure). After indicating their choice, 
participants completed the Response-to-Failure scale. As predicted, 
we found a two way interaction of the scale by future failure condi-
tion in both studies (ps < .05). When no future failure was expected, 
the scale did not predict choice; when future failure was expected, 
individuals with high (low) scores indulged more (less), enacting 
more (less) of the “What the Hell” effect (i.e., disengaging from the 
goal) even when failure had not actually occurred (i.e., was in the fu-
ture). These findings indicate that imagined future failure and actual 
past failure can give rise to similar emotions and cognitions, and that 
these emotions and cognitions have similar predictive power relative 
to sequential behavior.

Study 3 explores whether and when past and anticipated fail-
ure may differ. We argue that the key difference between anticipated 
failure and past failure is the perception of changeability (Gilbert 
and Ebert 2002). When failure is in the past, it cannot be changed. 
Thus, the cause of failure is not important; only the fact of having 
failed matters. We thus predict that when past failure has occurred 
(regardless of cause) individuals high (low) on the Response-to-
Failure scale to enact more (less) goal disengagement. In contrast, 
when failure is in the future it can be perceived as changeable. Thus, 
individuals will focus on the causes of failure, perceiving that if they 
are the cause of failure (i.e., internal attribution) they could some-
how change things and perhaps avoid or mitigate failure. Given that 
individuals might perceive they could avoid failure, we expect they 
would not enact the “What the Hell” regardless of their Response-to-
Failure scale score, and will remain engaged with the goal. 

In contrast, if individuals perceive that someone else is the 
cause of failure (i.e., external attribution) they would feel failure is 
less changeable or avoidable; thus, they will respond to future fail-
ure in the same way they would respond to past failure, with those 
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higher (lower) on the Response-to-Failure scale enacting more (less) 
of the “What the Hell” effect, i.e., showing more (less) goal disen-
gagement. 

To test these predictions we conducted a 2 (timing of failure: 
future/past) by 2 (failure reason: internal [me]/external [others] attri-
bution) between subjects design, with measured Response-to-Failure 
scale as a third factor. Participants were presented with a scenario in 
the academic domain, in which they either expected future failure or 
had incurred past failure related to a school assignment. We sepa-
rately manipulated whether the reason for failure was either internal 
(they chose not to study) or external (circumstance outside their con-
trol prevented them from studying). Participants were then asked to 
indicate the likelihood that they would continue to study (i.e., engage 
in goal) versus go out with friends that night (i.e., disengage from 
goal). Participants were also asked to indicate the degree to which 
they perceived the events described in the scenarios as changeable, 
as both a manipulation check and potential mediator measure. 

As predicted, we found a significant three way interaction of 
time of failure by cause of failure by individual score (p<.05). Pat-
terns of means indicate that when failure was in the past, partici-
pants high (low) on Response-to-Failure-score disengaged from the 
goal more (less) regardless of the failure’s cause. However, when 
the failure was in the future, only participants whose cause of fail-
ure was outside of their control (i.e., external) disengaged from the 
goal, while participants whose cause of failure was internal did not 
respond with goal disengagement even if they were high on the Re-
sponse-to-Failure scale. 

The Role of Goal Engagement in Self-Regulation

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
One of the ways to frame goal engagement is through a simple 

but elegant two category model, distinguishing between promotion 
and prevention self-regulatory orientations. Prior research has shown 
that a prevention orientation is associated with better self-regulation 
relative to a promotion orientation (Chen et al. 2005; Freitas et al. 
2002; Sengupta and Zhou 2007; Shah et al. 2002). The present re-
search looks at why this occurs. 

Prior work would suggest that prevention-oriented people would 
prioritize resisting temptations as the strategy for goal attainment. 
However, there are reasons to believe that a prevention orientation 
may not necessarily entail active avoidance of temptation. Instead, 
we propose that a prevention orientation heightens the engagement 
with the goal overall, thus leading to self-regulation success. In par-
ticular, given prevention-focused individuals’ sensitivity to negative 
outcomes, the possibility of goal failure looms large for them. When 
faced with self-control dilemmas, their vigilance is heightened, and 
their attention focuses on what is most important—to engage with or 
approach the goal — rather than necessarily on avoiding temptations 
that may thwart successful goal pursuit. In contrast, promotion-ori-
ented individuals focus on preventing errors of omission; this leads 
to a multifocal strategy of engaging in goal pursuit by both approach-
ing the goal and countering temptation simultaneously. Despite the 
fact that multipronged approaches would, on the surface, seem to 
predict more successful outcomes, this approach may ironically un-
dermine self-regulation. 

As a result we predict that prevention-oriented individuals will 
be more engaged with the goal, and more focused on approaching 
goal-related stimuli. We predict that they will make self-regulation 
choices based on a preference for/approach towards goal-congruent 
behaviors, will have more goal-approach thoughts, and less thoughts/
strategies related to avoidance of goal-incongruent behaviors. As a 

result of this goal-engagement strategy, prevention-oriented indi-
viduals will be more successful at self-regulation than promotion 
oriented individuals. 

We tested these hypotheses in four studies. In Study 1, we focus 
on the role of self by looking at regulatory focus as an individual 
difference (Lockwood, Jordan, and Kunda 2002). Participants were 
asked to indicate which self-regulation strategies they would use to 
resolve a self-regulation dilemma of studying versus spending time 
with friends. We found that the more prevention-oriented partici-
pants were more likely to adopt a goal-centric strategy that moves 
towards the goal and were more likely to succeed at self-regulation 
(i.e., to stay home and study).

In Study 2, we sought more direct evidence for the different 
self-regulation strategies by assessing participants’ reasoning of self-
regulation choices. Participants tasted and evaluated two sample 
products: a granola bar (health goal-compatible) and a chocolate 
bar (temptation). After the test, participants chose one of the sample 
snacks as a token of appreciation, and indicated the strategy they 
used to choose their snack by selecting one of the following: 1) “go-
ing for the sample that is healthy” (goal-engagement strategy); 2) 
“not choosing the sample that is unhealthy” (temptation-avoidance 
strategy); 3) “going for the sample that is tasty” (goal-disengagement 
strategy) and 4) “not choosing the sample that is not tasty” (goal-
avoidance strategy). Finally, we measured participants’ regulatory 
orientation. We found that the more (less) prevention-oriented par-
ticipants were, the more (less) likely they were to deploy the strategy 
of “going for the healthy option,” which led to a higher likelihood of 
choosing the granola bar.

In Study 3, we primed participants with different regulatory ori-
entations, and presented them with the same self-regulation dilem-
ma as in Study 1. Then, we asked participants to list all the factors 
they considered when making their decision. We found that partici-
pants in the prevention (promotion) condition generated more (less) 
thoughts that focused on academic success, which in turn led to a 
higher likelihood of their deciding to stay home to study, reflecting 
better self-control.  

In Study 4, we instructed individuals to adopt a goal-engage-
ment strategy or a temptation-avoidance strategy, and explored 
the effects on promotion- versus prevention- oriented individuals; 
a control (no thought) condition was also included. As predicted, 
among promotion-oriented participants, those who followed the 
goal-engagement strategy were more likely to choose the healthy 
salad, demonstrating better self-control, relative to those in temp-
tation-avoidance or control conditions. Among prevention-oriented 
participants, those who followed the temptation-avoidance strategy 
were less likely to choose the healthy salad than those in the goal-
engagement or control conditions.  

These findings provide convergent evidence regarding the role 
of self in self-regulation and the importance of goal-engagement. 
The findings show that individuals who are higher on prevention ori-
entation are more successful at self-regulation, consistent with pre-
vious findings. What is more, the data further show that the reason 
for this is not avoidance of temptation or counter-goal behavior, but 
rather goal-engagement and approach towards goal-congruent be-
haviors. Our research counters what is currently thought about what 
it means to be promotion- and prevention-oriented, which opens up 
new avenues for insights and exploration. 
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Self-Affirmation Can Enable Goal Disengagement

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Research indicates that affirming core values helps to bolster 

the legitimacy of the self and promotes reacting with equanimity to 
threats to self-regard. Self-affirmed people accept information about 
their personal flaws as credible and view those flaws as plausible 
causes of future problems. They have been shown to react to these 
humbling realizations by intending to bring the self in line with more 
virtuous standards (Sherman & Cohen, 2006). Thus, an open ac-
knowledgment of one’s personal characteristics (perhaps especially 
one’s flaws) is central to how self-affirmation helps regulate goal-
directed behavior. 

In contrast, we propose that engaging in self-affirmation can 
sometimes dampen performance and motivation. We predicted that 
compared to non-affirmed individuals, self-affirmed individuals will 
react to initial task failure with goal disengagement. In particular, 
because self-affirmation can increase openness to negative informa-
tion about the self, we reasoned that being self-affirmed before fail-
ing at a task could lead individuals to take the negative feedback of 
failure more to heart, thus lowering their perceptions of self-efficacy. 
In turn, self-affirmed individuals who failed at an initial task might 
exert diminished effort and show reduced motivation on a subse-
quent task related to the same goal. 

Experiment 1 was a 2 (self-affirmed/not) by 2 (failure/no fail-
ure) between subjects design. After a self-affirmation (or no self-
affirmation) manipulation, participants were instructed to move 
individual pieces of rice with chopsticks. In the failure condition par-
ticipants were instructed to perform quickly and well, a goal likely 
to result in failure due to the difficulty and unfamiliarity of the task. 
In the no-failure condition participants were expected simply to give 
the chopsticks task a try, without performance expectations. After an 
initial attempt at the task we measured three outcomes: performance 
expectations and actual performance on subsequent attempts, and in-
terest in attempting another rice-moving task.

We found that when failure had occurred, affirming core val-
ues led to reduced performance expectations and actual performance 
and less desire to engage in a subsequent chopstick task (MExpecta-
tion =4.04 , MPerformance = 5.66, MInterest in another attempt = 
4.34 ) relative to the no-affirmation condition (MExpectation = 5.34, 
MPerformance = 9.80, MInterest in another attempt = 5.37). In con-
trast, when no failure had occurred, participants who self-affirmed 
showed improved performance expectations and actual performance 
and a greater desire to engage in a subsequent chopstick task (MEx-
pectation = 6.21, MPerformance = 12.03, MInterest in another at-
tempt = 5.77) relative to non-affirmed individuals (MExpectation = 
4.53, MPerformance = 6.47, MInterest in another attempt = 5.00). 
This latter finding is consistent with prior work on the benefits of 
self- affirmation (Epton & Harris, 2008). These effects suggest that 
initial failure caused self-affirmed individuals to disengage from a 
goal. 

Experiment 2 utilized a 2 (affirmed/not) by 2 (attainable/not) 
between subjects design. Once again, participants self-affirmed (or 
not), and then completed two tasks: (1) the chopsticks and (2) the 
RAT task (RAT; Mednick, 1968); the tasks were said to measure 
“thinking on one’s feet”. In the attainable (unattainable) condition, 
participants were given the impression that achievement of the tasks 
was likely (unlikely). As predicted, in the unattainable goal condition 
having affirmed cherished values reduced effort expended on the 
chopstick task, intended effort on another attempt at the chopsticks 
tasks, and performance on the RAT task (self-affirmation condition: 
MEffort = 4.97, MIntended effort on another attempt = 5.00, MRAT 

performance = 8.30, non-self-affirmation condition: MEffort = 5.65, 
MIntended effort on another attempt = 5.81, MRAT performance = 
10.06). In the attainable condition, being self-affirmed (vs. not af-
firmed) led to enhanced effort and performance (self-affirmation 
condition: MEffort = 6.2, MIntended effort on another attempt = 
6.64, MRAT performance = 10.92, non-self-affirmation condition: 
MEffort = 5.50, MIntended effort on another attempt = 5.40, MRAT 
performance = 9.10).

Experiment 3 further explored the process underlying the ef-
fects of self-affirmation. We posited that people who are self-af-
firmed and fail at a goal would downgrade their ability to reach the 
goal and therefore adopt a more negative attitude toward the self. We 
predicted that this drop in perceived self-efficacy would statistically 
account for ensuing poor performance. We test this hypothesis by 
conducting a 2 (failure/not) by 2 (affirmation/not) between subjects 
study in which participants were asked to rate their competence, re-
sponsibility, capability, and work ethic. Participants first affirmed/
not, and then were given either easy (no failure) or difficult (fail-
ure) versions of RAT. Participants were then asked to rate their self 
efficacy (using the measures above) with respect to a subsequent 
(moderately difficult) RAT task; performance on this task was also 
measured. 

Participants who self-affirmed and did not experience failure 
(easy RAT) rated their self-efficacy as being higher and performed 
better on a subsequent version of the task relative to those who did 
not self-affirm. In contrast, participants who self-affirmed and ex-
perienced failure (difficult RAT) evaluated themselves unfavorably 
relative to those that did not self-affirm. These individuals also per-
formed worse on a second version of the task, an effect that was 
statistically accounted for by changes in self-efficacy. 

These results suggest that what self-affirmation does to af-
fect goal-directed behavior, it does through changes to the working 
self-concept. Affirming the self can lead people to internalize the 
implications of failure, which in turn leads to disengagement from 
unattainable goals. This research helps move the field toward a fuller 
understanding of the nature of self-regulation by exploring how self-
affirmation works in dynamic choice. The effects of self-affirmation 
are shown here to differ depending on whether prior task experience 
was positive or negative. 
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