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We find choices representing a discontinuity of self-concept are preferred when the prediction of a future outcome is pessimistic, but

not when optimistic.  The appeal of novel consumer choices may depend on anticipated future outcomes, via the potential to either

disrupt or maintain the continuity of one’s perceived focal identity.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
When do consumers prefer consistency and when will they be 

more open to change and novel choice options?  A large literature has 
investigated how aspects of the choice context and time horizon can 
affect openness to change and different options.  We propose a novel 
additional influence, determined by the self-relevance of the choice 
and how people anticipate future outcomes.  

People try to understand what leads to future outcomes, to form 
anticipations, and to change the future outcomes for the better if pos-
sible. In a world of pure certainty, the mechanism behind a causal 
process is known, and consistency is guaranteed so that predictions 
can be made based on the causal mechanism and past experiences. In 
a realistic world full of uncertainty, however, predictions are much 
harder to make. First, the causal mechanism is more complex - a sin-
gle outcome is determined by a multitude of various factors, some of 
which may even work in opposition. Second, even if a major causal 
mechanism is identified, past experiences are not specifically instru-
mental, since consistency between the past and future is indefinite. 

Earlier research on the causal reasoning behind predictions of 
uncertain events mostly focused on differences in causal mecha-
nisms (see Ahn & Kalish 2000, and Oskarsson, Van Boven, McClel-
land & Hastie, 2009 for a review). We highlight the belief in internal 
consistency (i.e. that the nature of the system relevant for the causal 
mechanism is consistent, and endorses transitivity between the past 
and the future). Following prior research, we argue that this belief 
is as importance as causal beliefs in the process of predicting future 
outcomes. If “the causal mechanism mediates between causes and 
effects” (Ahn & Kalish, 2000), then internal consistency is the link 
that connects past causal processes and future outcomes. Internal 
consistency directly depends on the active subject in the system (e.g. 
the person playing a game), upon which the mechanism belief also 
resides. Further, we propose that when optimistic or pessimistic pre-
dictions of anticipated future outcomes are formed, choices between 
maintaining or disrupting their own perceived internal consistency 
may also be affected by the anticipated outcomes.  

Consumer research has shown that choices constitute a com-
mon means of self-representation (Ariely & Levav 2000; Kim & 
Drolet 2003), with different choices reflecting different aspects of 
one’s self-concept (Stephens, Markus & Townsend, 2007). There-
fore, in this paper we look at game scenarios where people interact 
with simple objects in a short sequence and are faced with choices of 
self-relevance. We examine the role of identity continuity on predic-
tions in the pilot study and the pretest of Study 2.  Then, in Study 1 
and Study 2, we examine how the anticipation of a future outcome 
conversely affects people’s choices relevant to the continuity of self-
conception. 

First, in a simple pilot study (N=170), we used a hypothetical 
ball throwing game in which we manipulated mechanism beliefs 
(skill vs. chance), prior outcomes (success vs. failure), and the iden-
tity continuity of the subject (the same person vs. two different per-
sons). Results showed that when the same person performs, the two 
opposite mechanism beliefs lead people to opposite anticipations of 
future outcomes even based on the same prior outcomes (logistic re-
gression β=-2.48, Wald=7.30, p<.01) . But when internal consistency 
is interrupted, these predictions are suppressed (β=.693, Wald=.612, 
n.s). 

Then in Study 1 (N=203), we used a hypothetical blackjack 
game and employed a 2 (mechanism beliefs) X 2 (prior outcomes) X 
3 (future outcome present vs. absent) between-subjects design. When 
a future outcome is present, we found more participants chose a nov-
el drink that they have never had before over a drink they usually get 
in the pessimism-inducing conditions, but not so in the optimism-
inducing conditions (β=1.78, Wald=4.22, p<.05). However, when 
the future outcome is absent, no such effect was found (β =-1.51, 
Wald=2.20, n.s.) These findings suggest the differences in partici-
pants’ preference between the usual and novel choices were indeed 
associated with a consciously or unconsciously formed anticipation 
for the future outcome. 

In Study 2, we designed a real ball rolling game with monetary 
incentives, and employed a 2 (mechanism beliefs) X 2 (prior out-
comes) X 3 (self-relevance of the choice) design. We first confirmed 
in a separate pretest (N= 61) that participants formed predictions of 
the next future outcome as we predicted. Then in the main study, 
232 participants took part in both the game and a seemingly separate 
survey. First, they were asked to list three different aspects of their 
personal identity, and write a sentence describing one of the aspects. 
Then they played the game and were stopped after four rolls and 
asked to choose between elaborating on the previously chosen aspect 
of their identity (the continuity option) or writing about a new aspect 
of their identity (the discontinuity option). More participants in the 
pessimism-inducing situations chose the continuity option than those 
in the optimism-inducing situations (β=.575, Wald=4.56, p<.05). 
However, no effects were found when the choice options were ir-
relevant to one’s own self-concept, suggesting the self-relevance of 
choices was crucial in the process. Other alternative explanations 
such as reducing anxiety or mood were ruled out by content analyses.  

In sum, we find that options representing a discontinuity of self-
conception are differentially chosen, depending on the anticipated 
future outcome. When a pessimistic future outcome is anticipated, 
people prefer options reflecting discontinuity of the self-conception, 
as if to “thwart fate”, but when an optimistic future outcome is an-
ticipated, people prefer options reflecting continuity of the self-con-
ception, as if to welcome and “embrace fate”.

These findings have important implications. For example, an-
ticipated future outcomes may affect self-relevant choices such as 
their loyalty to identity-relevant brands and services. 
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