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Perils of Compensatory Consumption:
Within-Domain Compensation Undermines
Subsequent Self-Regulation
MONIKA LISJAK
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SOO KIM
DEREK D. RUCKER
Prior research has shown that psychological threat can provoke consumers to
desire, seek out, and acquire products that symbolize accomplishment in the domain of the threat. Although such within-domain compensation can serve as a
psychological salve to repair the self, the current research suggests that sometimes
this form of compensation can have ill effects. Specifically, engaging in withindomain compensation can trigger ruminative thinking about the threat. As a consequence, performance in subsequent tasks that require self-regulation is undermined. In support of this hypothesis, multiple experiments demonstrate that
within-domain compensation impairs subsequent self-regulation on behaviors ranging from resisting tempting but unhealthy food to performing cognitively taxing
tasks. Evidence that within-domain compensation fosters ruminative thought, as
well as documentation of boundary conditions, is provided.

C

onsumers often face threats to how they view themselves. For instance, a person might receive negative
feedback at work, fail an important exam, perform poorly
in a competition, or be socially excluded at a party. Each
of these experiences might threaten the self by creating a
discrepancy between how consumers desire to view themselves and how they actually view themselves (Higgins
1987). People generally find such self-discrepancies aversive and are thus motivated to engage in compensatory be-

haviors to resolve them. Ample research suggests that consumption provides one means that people use to compensate
for self-threats (for recent reviews, see Lee and Shrum 2013;
Rucker and Galinsky 2013).
One widely studied compensatory behavior involves
seeking products or activities that signal success in the specific domain of threat, which we refer to as within-domain
compensation. For example, MBA students who lacked indicators of success relative to their peers, such as high grades
or multiple job offers, displayed more products that signaled
success, such as luxury watches or briefcases (Wicklund
and Gollwitzer 1981). The core idea behind this form of
compensatory consumption is that symbols, such as products, that signal accomplishment on a threatened aspect of
the self can offset the perceived discrepancy created by the
threat. Although we acknowledge that within-domain compensation may have benefits, in the current article we turn
to examine its potential cost. Specifically, we propose that
because within-domain compensation is more likely to serve
as a marker of the threat, within-domain compensation can
foster greater rumination about the threat. Rumination, in
turn, is proposed to tax cognitive resources and therefore
undermine subsequent self-regulation.
In this article, we first review the literature on compensatory behavior. Then, we develop the hypothesis that the
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act of within-domain compensation may prompt people to
ruminate about the threat and undermine subsequent selfregulation. Five experiments are presented to test this hypothesis, and general support for a rumination account is
found. Finally, we close with a discussion of the contribution
and the implications of this research for the broader topic
of compensatory consumption.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
When an important aspect of the self is threatened, consumers often experience an aversive state of discomfort that
they are motivated to resolve (Higgins 1987; Wicklund and
Gollwitzer 1982). Although a variety of means to resolve
self-threats exist (Tesser et al. 2000), in the domain of consumer behavior an abundance of prior work has established
that people often attempt to bolster a desired self-aspect by
acquiring, thinking about, and consuming products and
brands that are imbued with symbolic properties (Belk 1988;
Levy 1959). This broad set of goal-directed behaviors is
referred to as compensatory consumption (Lee and Shrum
2013; Rucker and Galinsky 2013). These compensatory behaviors are consistent with core tenets of symbolic selfcompletion theory (Wicklund and Gollwitzer 1981, 1982).
According to this theory, when an important aspect of the
self is threatened, people are motivated to acquire symbols
to enhance the self and mitigate or resolve the threat.
One compensatory response consumers engage in is
within-domain compensation, by seeking out, identifying
with, or consuming products that signal accomplishments
in the domain of the threat (e.g., Gao, Wheeler, and Shiv
2009; Levav and Zhu 2009). For example, Kim and Rucker
(2012) found that people were willing to pay more for a
product that signaled intelligence when their intelligence
was threatened. Others have observed similar findings across
a broad array of threats related to one’s personal freedom
(Levav and Zhu 2009), power (Rucker and Galinsky 2008),
sincerity (Stone et al. 1997), and social system (Cutright et
al. 2011). However, consumers are not limited to engaging
in within-domain compensation when faced with threats.
One alternative compensatory response that consumers
may use consists of engaging in across-domain compensation, whereby they seek out, identify with, or consume
products that signal accomplishments in an important selfdomain unrelated to the threat (e.g., Stone et al. 1997). For
example, an individual who believes safe sex is important,
but is reminded of past failures to practice safe sex, may
engage in behaviors that bolster an unrelated aspect of the
self, such as donating money to a charity (Stone et al. 1997),
in order to restore a positive view of the self. Indeed, a core
postulate of self-affirmation theory (Steele 1988; for a review, see Sherman and Cohen 2006) is that any means that
affirms one’s general self-worth may help ameliorate the
negative consequences of a threat (see also Heine, Proulx,
and Vohs 2006). Consistent with this idea, experiments show
that after one reflects on one’s most important value or trait,
the defensive responses caused by a self-threat are attenuated
or eliminated (Cohen, Aronson, and Steele 2000; Fein and

Spencer 1997). Just as thinking about cherished values or
traits helps people effectively cope with a threat, in the
domain of consumption, so may associating the self with
products or brands that symbolize these values or traits.

CONSEQUENCES OF WITHIN-DOMAIN
COMPENSATION
Within-Domain Compensation May
Cue Rumination
Although within-domain compensation may serve an important role in responding to threat, in the current work we
look to an unexplored cost that might occur when people
engage in such compensatory efforts. Specifically, we suggest that within-domain compensation, relative to other
forms of compensation such as across-domain compensation, can increase rumination about a threat. By rumination
we refer to the cognitive process of repeatedly thinking
about or dwelling on something, such as one’s goal strivings
(Gold and Wegner 1995; Martin and Tesser 1996). Because
cues associated with one’s goals can trigger ruminative
thoughts, we propose that engaging in within-domain compensation, which fundamentally involves seeking or consuming products directly related to one’s goals, may cue
ruminative thoughts about the threat.
To elaborate, an individual who feels insecure about his
intelligence after failing a test might buy a trivia board game
to signal that he is smart and intelligent. However, using or
looking at the board game may bring to mind the general
domain of intelligence, which may trigger ruminative
thoughts associated with insecurities about his intelligence.
In contrast, if this same individual were to respond to failing
the test by buying a sociable board game that he can play
with friends to signal that he is sociable and friendly, viewing the board game may bring to mind thoughts related to
his relationships with others. This board game might be
much less inclined to bring to mind thoughts related to the
initial self-discrepancy, as it has little relevance to the domain of intelligence. Put differently, within-domain products
by their very nature are more associated to the domain of
threat, which means they have greater potential to incite
rumination.
Our hypothesis is consistent with the goal literature,
which suggests that goals and means are represented in
memory as associated constellations of knowledge (Bargh
1990; Carver and Scheier 1998). Means can automatically
activate the goals they are perceived to serve (Shah and
Kruglanski 2003) and in turn initiate goal-directed behavior
(Chartrand et al. 2008). For example, exposure to a brand
logo related to creativity was found to enhance creativity
(Fitzsimons, Chartrand, and Fitzsimons 2008). However,
means do not automatically activate goals. Rather, for means
to activate related goals, people need to experience a discrepancy between their current and desired end-states (Custers and Aarts 2005). Importantly, once these goals and underlying self-discrepancies are activated, they can trigger
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rumination (Brunstein and Gollwitzer 1996; Koole et al.
1999; for a review, see Martin and Tesser 1996). For example, Brunstein and Gollwitzer (1996) found that people
who experienced a self-discrepancy because of failure feedback reported ruminating about the feedback.
Building on these findings and ideas, we suggest that
compensatory consumption strategies, which are essentially
means of goal pursuit, can activate the goals they are perceived to serve. Because within-domain compensation is
associated with the threat, we believe it may cue ruminative
thinking about the discrepancy created by the threat. In contrast, because across-domain compensation serves the more
general goal of affirming the self, and not necessarily resolving or speaking to the specific discrepancy activated by
the threat, it is less associated with the threat and thus less
likely to foster rumination about the discrepancy created by
the threat. In fact, experiments have shown that affirming
values that are important to one’s general self-worth can
reduce or stop ruminative thinking (Koole et al. 1999).

Rumination Impairs Self-Regulation
The notion that within-domain compensation may foster
rumination about the threat has important implications for
self-regulation. Self-regulation is the process of overriding
one’s spontaneous and impulsive responses (Baumeister and
Heatherton 1996) and is often needed to attain beneficial,
healthful, and virtuous outcomes such as avoiding tempting
food (Baumeister et al. 2005) and performing well academically (Schmeichel, Vohs, and Baumeister 2003). However,
people’s ability to self-regulate successfully hinges on a
limited pool of resources (Baumeister et al. 1998; Schmeichel et al. 2003; for a review, see Hagger et al. 2010; cf.
Wan and Sternthal 2008). When people’s resources are taxed
they have fewer resources to engage in subsequent selfregulation.
According to prior literature, ruminating about a threat
may undermine self-regulation for at least two reasons. First,
ruminating about self-threats may lead to unwanted
thoughts, which people try to put out of mind by means of
suppression (Gold and Wegner 1995; Martin and Tesser
1996). Because suppressing unwanted thoughts taxes resources, it may undermine additional self-regulatory efforts.
Indeed, relative to a baseline condition, suppressing thoughts
about a white bear led people to spend money more impulsively (Vohs and Faber 2007) and persist less on an
unsolvable puzzle (Muraven and Slessareva 2003).
Second, ruminating about self-threats may undermine
self-regulation because rumination is likely to maintain or
exacerbate the feeling of discomfort associated with the
threat (Gold and Wegner 1995), and regulating one’s feelings and emotions is known to consume resources (Gross
1998). For example, prior research found evidence that people asked to regulate their emotional reactions while watching an emotional video consumed more indulgent food
(Vohs and Heatherton 2000) and solved fewer anagrams in
a given time (Baumeister et al. 1998), compared to people
who did not have to regulate their emotions.

Together, these past findings suggest that ruminating about
a threat could undermine subsequent self-regulation on tasks
unrelated to the threat. Consistent with this premise, prior
findings show that when people ruminate about a threat their
performance on unrelated tasks suffers (Denson et al. 2011;
Mikulincer 1989). For example, Brunstein and Gollwitzer
(1996) examined how rumination affected medical students’
ability to perform on a task that required maintaining focused attention and overcoming interferences, processes that
both require self-regulation (Hagger et al. 2010). They found
that after receiving failure feedback about their medical
skills, aspirant medical students kept ruminating about the
feedback and in turn performed worse on the subsequent
self-regulatory task, compared to students who did not receive such feedback.
By drawing from and integrating these different literatures, we put forth the hypothesis that within-domain compensation is more likely to incite rumination, relative to other
forms of compensatory consumption such as across-domain
compensation. As a consequence of the differential rumination, within-domain compensation is proposed to be more
likely to undermine subsequent self-regulation.

RESEARCH OVERVIEW
In the remainder of the article, we examine how withindomain compensation affects self-regulation via rumination
about a threat. Across five experiments we used a three-step
paradigm. We first threatened participants in a self-relevant
domain. We subsequently gave participants the opportunity
to compensate either within or across domain. Finally, we
observed the effects of engaging in within- versus acrossdomain compensation on subsequent behavior. More specifically, we explored the effects of engaging in withinversus across-domain compensation on the consumption of
a tempting but unhealthy snack (experiment 1) and performance on a mental arithmetic task (experiment 2). In experiments 3a and 3b we tested our rumination account by
using an experimental causal chain design (Spencer, Zanna,
and Fong 2005). Experiment 3a examined how within- versus across-domain compensatory efforts affect rumination
about the threat. Experiment 3b examined how rumination
versus nonrumination about the threat influences self-regulation. Finally, experiment 4 explored an important boundary condition, showing that socially validating people’s
compensatory efforts eliminated impairments in self-regulation after within-domain compensation.
Across all experiments, we analyzed the data only after
all responses had been collected, and we report all data
exclusions, manipulations, and all critical measures related
to our hypothesis testing. In some experiments we collected
additional measures after the key hypothesis-related measures for exploratory purposes. Discussions of these measures are available from the authors on request.

EXPERIMENT 1: M&M’S CONSUMPTION
Experiment 1 tested our hypothesis that within-domain
compensation can undermine self-regulation. To do this, we
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compared the behavior of participants who compensated for
a threat within domain against those who compensated
across domain. We assessed self-regulation by measuring
participants’ ability to resist temptations. Temptations are
short-term impulses that conflict with people’s long-term
goals (Fishbach and Shah 2006). Previous research has
shown that people are less able to resist temptations when
they lack self-regulation (Baumeister et al. 1998, 2005; Hofmann, Rauch, and Gawronski 2007; Laran and Janiszewski
2011). If within-domain compensation incites rumination,
then it should interfere with participants’ ability to resist
temptations more than across-domain compensation.
To test this hypothesis, we first administered a self-threat
in one of two domains. Approximately half of the participants completed a task designed to activate a self-threat in
the competence domain, while the other participants completed a task designed to activate a self-threat in the sociability domain. Next, some participants were given the opportunity to compensate in the competence domain, whereas
other participants were given the opportunity to compensate
in the sociability domain. Thus, the same compensation was,
depending on the activated self-threat, either within domain
(i.e., sociability self-threat, followed by compensation in
sociability domain; competence self-threat, followed by
compensation in competence domain) or across domain
(i.e., sociability self-threat, followed by compensation in
competence domain; competence self-threat, followed by
compensation in sociability domain). Finally, we assessed
participants’ ability to resist eating chocolate (M&M’s). Because only people who like eating chocolate candy require
self-control to restrain their consumption (Hofmann et al.
2007), we measured how much each person liked eating the
chocolate candies in general.
We predicted that among participants who like eating
chocolate candies, those who compensated within domain
would be less able to resist temptation and would thus eat
more chocolate candy than those who compensated across
domain. However, we did not expect to observe differences
among participants who do not like eating chocolate candies
and therefore should not experience the need to control their
impulses when presented with chocolate candies.

Method
One hundred and seventy-three Erasmus University students (74 females) participated in a lab experiment in exchange for course credit. We used a 2 (threat: competence
vs. sociability) # 2 (compensation: competence vs. sociability) # (M&M’s liking) design. The first two factors were
manipulated, while the third factor was measured.
At the beginning of the experiment, participants were
informed that they would participate in a series of unrelated
experiments conducted by various researchers. Participants
were told that one of the experiments involved tasting chocolate. Three participants who reported having allergies to
chocolate did not participate in the experiment. Eligible participants were then seated in private, individual cubicles and
asked to work on the first experiment.

As part of the first experiment, participants engaged in
an essay-writing task, presented as investigating the types
of language people use when describing past events. In reality, this task manipulated self-threat. Participants assigned
to the competence threat condition were asked to “recall a
particular episode in which you felt not as competent and
smart as you should be or desired to be in that situation,”
while those assigned to the sociability threat condition were
asked to “recall a particular episode in which you felt not
as sociable and friendly as you should be or desired to be
in that situation.” Prior research has manipulated self-threats
using similar episodic priming manipulations (e.g., Mead et
al. 2011; Rucker and Galinsky 2008). To ensure that the
two types of threat had no differential effect on mood, after
participants completed the task, they reported how they felt
at that point in time (1 p bad mood, sad, uncomfortable,
bothered, uneasy, tense, and 9 p good mood, happy, comfortable, calm, laid back, relaxed; a p .91). Furthermore,
respondents completed a set of unrelated filler tasks, which
were included to disguise the purpose of the experiment.
Next, participants were presented with an ostensibly unrelated experiment, described as exploring the meaning possessions have in people’s lives. In reality, participants completed a recall task adapted from Cohen and colleagues
(2000) that manipulated the domain of compensation. Participants assigned to the competence compensation condition were asked to “describe a possession that you have that
makes you look skilled and competent,” while those assigned to the sociability compensation condition were asked
to “describe a possession that you have that makes you look
friendly and sociable.” Thus, depending on the previously
activated self-threat, participants compensated either within
or across domain. If the previously activated threat was competence, the competence compensation served as within-domain compensation, whereas the sociability compensation
served as across-domain compensation. If the previously
activated threat was sociability, the sociability compensation
served as within-domain compensation, whereas the competence compensation served as across-domain compensation.
Finally, we assessed participants’ ability to resist temptations by measuring how much M&M’s chocolate candy
they ate in a supposedly unrelated experiment. This measure
has been widely used in previous research on self-regulation
(Baumeister et al. 2005; Hofmann et al. 2007; Laran and
Janiszewski 2011). Furthermore, the results of a survey conducted at the end of this experiment revealed that eating
M&M’s constituted a motivational conflict with respect to
participants’ long-term health goals. Participants were moderately to highly concerned with staying fit and healthy (M
p 5.52, SD p 1.13, on a 7-point scale, where 1 p not at
all, and 7 p very much) and felt that including M&M’s in
their daily diet would not be okay (M p 2.10, SD p 1.33,
on a 9-point scale, where 1 p definitely not okay, and 9 p
definitely okay), even if they consumed only a small quantity
of M&M’s per day (which was set to 10 grams; M p 3.48,
SD p 1.96, on the same 9-point scale).
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Participants were given a plate containing 126 grams of
M&M’s (the plate’s weight was 9 grams for a total of 135
grams; 1 M&M corresponds approximately to 1 gram) for
a tasting experiment that involved two phases. They were
informed that during the first phase they would taste M&M’s.
Then, in the second phase, they would evaluate the candy
on several dimensions. Participants were told to eat as many
M&M’s as they wanted. To make sure participants were
exposed to the temptation for a sufficient period of time to
increase the need for self-control, they were asked to watch
a neutral video while tasting the M&M’s. The video described how to make an origami figure and lasted for approximately 3 minutes. To be consistent with the cover story,
after tasting the M&M’s, participants were asked to evaluate
the candy on several dimensions. At the end of the tasting
experiment, the experimenter recorded the amount of
M&M’s participants consumed, which served as our selfcontrol measure.
Finally, participants were asked to fill in a follow-up survey before the study ended. Because self-control to restrain
from excessive eating would only be required if participants
liked M&M’s (e.g., Hofmann et al. 2007), we first asked
participants to indicate “How much do you typically like
eating M&M’s?” using a 9-point scale (where 1 p do not
like at all, and 9 p like very much; M p 6.74, SD p
1.79). Then, as manipulation checks of the compensatory
task, respondents reported how competent and social they
felt while writing about their possession. To assess competence, participants were asked the extent to which the
possession (a) made them feel good about their competencies and (b) made them feel good about their skills (1 p
not at all, and 9 p very much; r p .72). To assess sociability,
participants were asked the extent to which the possession
(a) made them feel liked by others and (b) made them feel
like they belonged (1 p not at all, and 9 p very much; r p
.73). Participants were then thanked and debriefed.

Results and Discussion
Exclusion Criteria. Across experiments we consistently
excluded participants who (1) did not write anything during
the essay writing task, or wrote that they could not recall
the event that they were asked to describe, or did not comply
with the instructions (assessed by a coder blind to the experimental hypothesis) and for whom (2) the independent
or dependent variable scores were not recorded due to error
or were missing. In the current experiment, 11 participants
were excluded on the basis of the first exclusion criterion,
one person was excluded on the basis of the second exclusion criterion, and three participants were excluded because
they reported that eating a small quantity of M&M’s as part
of a daily diet would be definitely okay, suggesting that
M&M’s consumption was not a self-control conflict for
them. We were left with 158 participants (69 females).
Mood. A one-way ANOVA revealed that mood did not
significantly differ between participants threatened on competence versus on sociability (M p 6.23 vs. 6.32; F ! 1).

Manipulation Checks. For the manipulation checks, we
conducted a 2 (threat: competence vs. sociability) # 2 (compensation: competence vs. sociability) # 2 (self-domain
measure: competence vs. sociability) repeated-measures
ANOVA with the last factor being within subjects. The analysis revealed the predicted compensation # self-domain
interaction (F(1, 154) p 34.92, p ! .01). No other effect
was significant (all p 1 .10). Follow-up analysis revealed
that participants assigned to the competence compensation
condition reported that the possession made them feel more
competent (M p 6.69) than those assigned to the sociability
compensation condition (M p 6.08; F(1, 154) p 6.65, p p
.01). Participants assigned to the sociability compensation
condition reported that the possession made them feel more
sociable (M p 6.80) than those assigned to the competence
compensation condition (M p 5.99; F(1, 154) p 10.34, p
! .01). Together, these findings suggest that the manipulations had their intended effect.
Hypothesis Testing. Because only people who like
M&M’s have to exert self-control to restrain their behavior,
we included M&M’s liking as a moderator in our analysis
(e.g., Hofmann et al. 2007). We first checked whether the
experimental manipulations affected respondents’ reported
liking for M&M’s. A 2 (threat) # 2 (compensation)
ANOVA on M&M’s liking revealed no significant effect
(all F ! 1), validating that M&M’s liking can serve as an
independent predictor in the regression model. Therefore,
the amount of M&M’s participants consumed was regressed
on threat (1 p competence, ⫺1 p sociability), compensation (1 p competence, ⫺1 p sociability), mean-centered
self-reported liking of M&M’s, and all their interactions.
The analysis revealed a main effect of M&M’s liking (ß
p .19, t(150) p 2.40, p p .02) and a threat # compensation interaction (ß p .16, t(150) p 2.00, p p .05). More
importantly, the analysis revealed a threat # compensation
# M&M’s liking interaction (ß p .18, t(150) p 2.23, p p
.03; see fig. 1). No other effects were significant (all p 1
.35). Using simple slope analysis (Aiken and West 1991),
we first examined the effects for participants who reported
greater liking for M&M’s (1 SD above the mean). Participants who received a competence threat ate marginally
more M&M’s when they had written about a possession
related to competence, compared to sociability (ß p .28,
t(150) p 1.78, p p .08). In contrast, participants who received a sociability threat ate more M&M’s when they had
written about a possession related to sociability, compared
to competence (ß p ⫺.39, t(150) p ⫺2.44, p p .02).
Among participants who reported lower liking for chocolate
(1 SD below the mean), there was no effect of our manipulations on behavior (⫺1 ! t ! 1), presumably because
participants did not perceive the M&M’s as tempting and
thus required no self-control to restrain their eating.
To provide increased statistical power for our core hypothesis, we analyzed the data collapsing across conceptually equivalent compensatory conditions. Specifically, we
created a within-domain condition (sociability self-threat
and compensation in sociability domain; competence self-
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FIGURE 1

AMOUNT OF M&M’S CONSUMED AS A FUNCTION OF COMPENSATION STRATEGY (EXPERIMENT 1)

threat and compensation in competence domain) versus an
across-domain condition (sociability self-threat and compensation in competence domain; competence self-threat
and compensation in sociability domain). The amount of
M&M’s participants consumed was regressed on compensation strategy (1 p within domain, ⫺1 p across domain),
mean-centered self-reported liking of M&M’s, and their interactions.
The results revealed a main effect of compensation strategy (ß p .16, t(154) p 2.05, p p .04) and a main effect
of self-reported M&M’s liking (ß p .20, t(154) p 2.57, p
p .01). More importantly, the analysis revealed the predicted compensation strategy # self-reported M&M’s liking
interaction (ß p .17, t(154) p 2.19, p p .03). Consistent
with our predictions, among participants who reported high
M&M’s liking, those who compensated within domain ate
more M&M’s than those who compensated across domain
(ß p .33, t(154) p 2.97, p ! .01). However, compensatory
strategy had no effect on M&M’s consumption among participants who did not like this type of candy (⫺1 ! t ! 1).
Discussion. The findings of experiment 1 provide initial
support for the hypothesis that within-domain compensation
can reduce subsequent self-regulation compared to acrossdomain compensation. Specifically, reliving an episode in
which a possession made participants feel good about a
domain previously threatened, increased their subsequent
consumption of candy. These results, which were obtained
across a competence threat and a sociability threat, provide
preliminary support for the notion that within-domain compensation might hinder subsequent self-regulation, compared to across-domain compensation.

EXPERIMENT 2: MATH PERFORMANCE
Experiment 2 was conducted to provide convergent evidence for our hypothesis by examining whether within-do-

main compensation undermines self-regulation relative to
both across-domain compensation and a distraction condition. Distraction, which involves diverting one’s attention
away from the threat, can inhibit ruminative thinking (Allen
1965; Zanna and Aziza 1976; for a review, see Martin and
Tesser 1996), and prior research has used distraction as a
no-rumination baseline condition (Bushman et al. 2005; Nolen-Hoeksema and Morrow 1993; Rusting and Nolen-Hoeksema 1998). If within-domain compensation impairs selfregulation because of rumination, then it should also lead
to greater impairment than a distraction condition, which is
known to reduce rumination.
As in experiment 1, we first activated a self-threat. Then,
participants were randomly assigned to compensate within
domain or compensate across domain or were distracted.
Finally, we assessed self-regulation using a mental arithmetic task (Stewart et al. 2009; Vohs, Baumeister, and Ciarocco 2005; Vohs et al. 2008). On the basis of our theorizing
that within-domain compensation enhances rumination and
therefore decreases self-regulation, we expected that participants who had the opportunity to compensate within
domain would solve fewer math problems (i.e., show less
self-regulation) than those who had the opportunity to compensate across domain or those who were distracted.

Method
One hundred and twenty-seven Northwestern University
students (82 females) participated in an Internet survey for
a 1 in 25 chance of winning a $25 gift card at a major online
retailer. Participants were randomly assigned to conditions
in a 2 (threat: competence vs. sociability) # 3 (compensation: competence vs. sociability vs. distraction) betweensubjects experimental design.
Participants were first told they would be participating in
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a series of experiments for various researchers. Next, a selfthreat was activated either in the competence or in the sociability domain using the episodic priming procedure described in experiment 1. After participants completed the
task, they indicated how they felt using the same items from
experiment 1 (a p .91) and completed a series of unrelated
filler tasks.
Subsequently, participants were presented with an ostensibly unrelated experiment, which served as the compensatory task. Participants were told that a manufacturer was
in the process of launching a new board game and that the
company was interested in understanding the emotions and
thoughts people experience when playing board games. Participants assigned to the competence compensation condition were told that the company was launching a “Skillful
Board Game,” which was defined as “a strategic, tactical,
or puzzle game that provides a fun way to challenge your
friends and show your knowledge, skills and intelligence,”
and were asked to write about “a time when you were playing a Skillful Board Game with your friends and felt smart
and competent, showed excellent skills and felt confident
about your thinking abilities.” Participants assigned to the
sociability compensation condition were told that the company was launching a “Social Board Game,” which was
defined as “a party game, card game, or other game that is
simple to learn and provides a fun, social and interactive
activity to spend time with friends and family,” and were
asked to write about “a time when you were playing a Social
Board Game with your close friends and felt good, strongly
connected to your friends, comfortable and happy about your
relationship with them.” In the distraction condition participants worked only on filler tasks (e.g., indicating the extent
to which different objects were prototypical exemplars of a
category), without completing the board game part.
We measured self-regulation by asking participants to
work on a mental arithmetic task that involved summing a
series of three two-digit numbers in their head without the
use of a calculator. Mental arithmetic problems have been
successfully used as a measure of self-regulation in previous
research (e.g., Stewart et al. 2009; Vohs et al. 2005, 2008).
In this study, participants were presented with 120 problems
and were asked to solve as many problems as they could
in 3 minutes (Lisjak, Molden, and Lee 2012). This task
requires the use of self-regulatory resources because, even
though the task may be simple, continuing to solve arithmetic problems requires effort and thus participants have to
override their impulse to stop working on the task (Hagger
et al. 2010). A pretest (n p 82) conducted among the same
population of participants revealed that students agreed
moderately to highly with the statements that (a) the mental
arithmetic task required effort, (b) there were moments when
they wanted to stop solving the mental arithmetic problems,
and (c) they had to force themselves to keep working on
the task (M p 4.97 on a 7-point scale, where 1 p strongly
disagree, and 7 p strongly agree; a p .77).
Finally, as a manipulation check, participants were asked
to report how competent and social they felt while writing

about the experience of playing the board game. Participants
indicated the extent to which (a) the game made them feel
good about their intelligence and (b) the game made them
feel good about their competence (1p not at all, and 9 p
very much; r p .82). To assess the effect of the compensatory task on participants’ perceptions about their sociability, participants were asked to indicate the extent to which
(a) the game made them feel liked by others and (b) the
game made them feel like they belonged (1p not at all,
and 9 p very much; r p .81). Then, participants were
thanked and debriefed.

Results and Discussion
Exclusion Criteria. Using the same criteria as in experiment 1, seven participants were excluded on the basis of
the first criterion, and one person was excluded on the basis
of the second criterion, leaving a total of 119 participants
(77 females).
Mood. A one-way ANOVA suggested that participants
threatened on sociability (M p 5.99) experienced marginally more negative mood than those threatened on competence (M p 5.51; F(1, 117) p 2.98, p p .09). This marginal
main effect, however, cannot explain the predicted interaction and is thus not discussed further.
Manipulation Checks. A 2 (threat: competence vs. sociability) # 2 (compensation: competence vs. sociability)
# 2 (self-domain measure: competence vs. sociability) repeated-measures ANOVA with the first two factors between
subjects and the last factor within subjects revealed the predicted compensation # self-domain interaction (F(1, 80) p
42.04, p ! .01) and a main effect of compensation (F(1, 80)
p 4.59, p p .04). Participants assigned to the competence
compensation condition reported that the game made them
feel more intelligent and competent (M p 6.95) than those
assigned to the sociability compensation condition (M p
6.32; F(1, 80) p 4.43, p p .04). Participants assigned to
the sociability compensation condition (M p 7.41) reported
that the game made them feel more sociable than those
assigned to the competence compensation condition (M p
5.81; F(1, 80) p 27.80, p ! .01).
Hypothesis Testing. Next, we tested whether participants
who engaged in within- (vs. across-) domain compensation
solved fewer math problems in the allotted time. As men
and women differ in their mathematical abilities (Guiso et
al. 2008; Spencer, Steele, and Queen 1999), we included
gender as a factor in our analysis. Results are similar without
this factor. Consistent with prior research, a 2 (threat: competence vs. sociability) # 3 (compensation: competence vs.
sociability vs. distraction) # 2 (gender: males vs. females)
ANOVA revealed a main effect of gender such that males
solved more mathematical problems (M p 16.07) than females (M p 13.66; F(1, 107) p 7.04, p ! .01). More central
to the current research, the analysis also revealed a significant threat # compensation interaction (F(1, 107) p 3.04,
p p .05; see fig. 2). Follow-up contrast analysis revealed
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FIGURE 2
NUMBER OF ARITHMETIC PROBLEMS SOLVED AS A
FUNCTION OF COMPENSATION STRATEGY (EXPERIMENT 2)

(M p 13.17) than those who compensated across domain
(M p 15.42; t(113) p 2.48, p p .02) and marginally fewer
math problems than those in the distraction condition (M p
15.03; t(113) p 1.82, p p .07). Participants in the acrossdomain condition did not differ from those in the distraction
condition (t ! 1).
Discussion. Experiment 2 further supported the idea that
within-domain compensation can impair self-regulation. After reliving an episode in which playing a board game made
participants feel good about a certain self-domain, those for
whom this domain was previously undermined solved fewer
math problems compared to those for whom the domain was
not undermined or those who were distracted. Further, participants who were merely distracted solved as many math
problems as those who engaged in across-domain compensation. The latter finding is consistent with research suggesting that distraction can at least temporarily relieve people from the threat (see Martin and Tesser 1996).

EXPERIMENTS 3A AND 3B:
CAUSAL CHAIN

that after reliving an experience of playing a skillful board
game, those threatened in the competence domain (M p
13.65) solved marginally fewer math problems than those
threatened in the sociability domain (M p 15.43; t(107) p
1.69, p ! .10). However, after reliving an experience of
playing a sociable board game, those threatened in the sociability domain (M p 12.84) solved marginally fewer math
problems than those who were threatened in the competence
domain (M p 15.40; t(107) p 1.69, p p .09). For individuals who were not offered an opportunity to compensate
but were simply distracted with filler tasks, their performance was unaffected by whether they were threatened on
the competence domain (M p 15.45) or on the sociability
domain (M p 14.43; t ! 1).
As in experiment 1, we also collapsed across conceptually
equivalent compensatory conditions to create within-domain
(sociability self-threat and compensation in sociability domain; competence self-threat and compensation in competence domain), across-domain (sociability self-threat and
compensation in competence domain; competence selfthreat and compensation in sociability domain), and distraction (sociability self-threat and distraction; competence
self-threat and distraction) conditions. A 3 (compensation:
within domain vs. across domain vs. distraction) # 2 (gender: males vs. females) ANOVA revealed the predicted main
effect of compensation (F(2, 113) p 3.40, p p .04) and a
main effect of gender (F(1, 113) p 6.60, p p .01), while
the gender # compensation interaction was not significant
( p 1 .10). Follow-up analysis revealed that participants who
compensated within domain solved fewer math problems

Experiments 3a and 3b were designed to examine the
proposed psychological process through an experimental
causal chain design. This design is recommended when measuring and manipulating the process is easy, as it is in our
case, because it leverages the power of experiments to infer
causality (Spencer et al. 2005). Our proposed causal chain
is that within-domain compensation triggers rumination, and
that rumination in turn undermines subsequent self-regulation. Following the procedures laid out by Spencer and colleagues (2005), we first manipulated the compensation strategies participants used (within or across domain) and then
observed the effect on self-reported rumination in experiment 3a. In experiment 3b, we manipulated rumination and
observed the effect on self-regulation.

EXPERIMENT 3A: TESTING THE WITHINDOMAIN COMPENSATION–RUMINATION
LINK
Experiment 3a tested whether within-domain compensation triggered more ruminative thinking than across-domain compensation. To this aim, we manipulated whether
participants engaged in within- versus across-domain compensation. We also manipulated the presence or absence of
threat to allow us to test for the locus of the effect. Finally,
we asked participants to report the extent to which they
ruminated about the threat. Our prediction was that participants who engaged in within-domain compensation would
experience greater rumination than those who engaged in
across-domain compensation or those who were not threatened.
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Method
One hundred and eighteen New York University students
(84 females) participated in a laboratory experiment in exchange for $8. They were randomly assigned to one of the
four conditions of a 2 (threat: present vs. absent) # 2 (compensation: within vs. across) between-subjects experimental
design. For parsimony reasons, we threatened participants
only in the domain of competence. This means that withindomain compensation involved boosting the self in the competence domain, whereas across-domain compensation involved boosting the self in an important domain unrelated
to competence (i.e., creativity).
As part of the first study, we manipulated threat using an
episodic priming task. Participants assigned to the threat
condition were asked to “recall a particular episode in your
academic career in which you felt not as competent and
intelligent as you should have been or desired to be.” Participants assigned to the no-threat condition were asked to
describe “the last time you went to the movie theater.”
Next, we manipulated compensation by using an intervening choice task adapted from Gao et al. (2009). Specifically, participants were informed that, as a sign of appreciation for their participation in the experiment, their name
would be entered into a lottery to receive a product. Participants assigned to the competence compensation condition were asked to choose among three competence-related
products (a gift card for a language course, a subscription
to Scientific American magazine, or a book titled Genius:
Simple Ways to Become Instantly Smarter), whereas those
assigned to the creativity compensation condition were
asked to choose among three creativity-related products (a
gift card for a store with creative products, a subscription
to Creativity magazine, or a book titled Creativity Inc.: Personal Development for Creative People). Participants were
also asked to explain the reasoning behind their choice. A
pretest with 57 respondents (21 females) drawn from the
same population confirmed that on a 7-point scale (1 p not
at all, 7 p very much) competence-related products were
on average perceived as equally attractive as creativity-related products (⫺1 ! t ! 1). However, competence-related
products were on average perceived to be associated more
with the concepts of intelligence and competence than creativity-related products (M p 4.85 vs. 3.68; t(54) p 8.79,
p ! .01), and creativity-related products were on average
associated more with the concept of creativity than competence-related products (M p 4.89 vs. 3.47; t(54) p 6.29,
p ! .01).
Next, we measured self-reported rumination as in Brunstein and Gollwitzer (1996). Participants were asked to report the extent to which “while thinking about which lottery
item to receive” they were “getting unwanted thoughts about
the episode I was asked to recall in the other task,” “being
reminded of the episode I was asked to recall in the other
task,” and “thinking about my shortcomings” (1 p not at
all, 9 p very much; a p .62).
To make sure that the products used in the two compensatory tasks (i.e., within vs. across domain) did not affect

mood differentially, we asked participants to report the extent to which thinking about which lottery item to choose
made them feel sad, upset, worried, distracted, tired, drained,
happy, content, relaxed, focused, energized, and motivated
on a 9-point scale (1 p not at all, 9 p very much).
Finally, as a manipulation check for threat, we asked participants to indicate what emotions they experienced when
engaging in the initial recall task: uncomfortable, bothered,
tense, uneasy, comfortable, calm, relaxed, and laid-back (on
a 9-point scale, where 1 p not at all, and 9 p very much).
At the end of the experiment, participants were paid,
thanked, and debriefed.

Results and Discussion
Exclusion Criteria. Using the same criteria as in experiment 1 and 2, nine participants were excluded on the basis
of the first criterion. We were left with 109 participants (77
females).
Manipulation Check. A factor analysis on the emotions
elicited by the threat revealed two factors: one comprising
the four negative emotions (a p .94) and one comprising
the four positive emotions (a p .94). A 2 (threat: present
vs. absent) # 2 (compensation: within domain vs. across
domain) ANOVA on negative mood index revealed a single
main effect of threat, such that participants in the threat
condition felt more negative (M p 4.05) than those in the
no-threat condition (M p 2.20; F(1, 105) p 22.59, p !
.01). A similar analysis on the positive mood index revealed
a single main effect of mood, such that participants in the
threat condition felt less positive (M p 4.71) than those in
the no-threat condition (M p 6.32; F(1, 105) p 18.14, p
! .01). No other effects were significant (all p 1 .50). These
results suggest that the threat induction had the intended
effect.
Mood. Next, we examined whether the choice task elicited differences in mood as a function of whether the products offered an opportunity to compensate within or across
domain. A factor analysis on the emotions elicited by the
choice task revealed two factors: one comprising the six
negative emotions (a p .86) and one comprising the six
positive emotions (a p .93). A 2 (threat: present vs. absent)
# 2 (compensation: within domain vs. across domain)
ANOVA conducted separately on the two indexes did not
reveal any effects (all p 1 .30).
Hypothesis Testing. To test our hypothesis, we examined
whether engaging in within- (vs. across-) domain compensation after a self-threat heightened rumination. A 2 (threat:
present vs. absent) # 2 (compensation: within domain vs.
across domain) ANOVA revealed a main effect of threat
(F(1, 105) p 13.76, p ! .01) and a main effect of compensation (F(1, 105) p 7.55, p ! .01). More central to the
current research, the analysis also revealed a threat # compensation interaction (F(1, 105) p 4.53, p p .04; see fig.
3). Supporting our rumination perspective, follow-up analysis revealed that participants who compensated within do-
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FIGURE 3
TOP, SELF-REPORTED RUMINATION AS A FUNCTION OF
COMPENSATION STRATEGY (EXPERIMENT 3A); BOTTOM,
NUMBER OF ARITHMETIC PROBLEMS SOLVED AS A
FUNCTION OF RUMINATION (EXPERIMENT 3B)

p 1.01, p 1 .30). From a slightly different perspective,
participants who were offered a product in the competence
domain reported higher levels of rumination if they had been
previously threatened in the same domain than if they had
not been threatened (t(105) p 4.07, p ! .01). However,
among participants who were offered a product in the creativity domain, whether they had been previously threatened
in the competence domain did not affect their levels of rumination (t ! 1).
Discussion. Experiment 3a supports the notion that
within-domain compensation instigates rumination compared to across-domain compensation. After experiencing
self-threat, participants who were given the opportunity to
compensate in the threatened domain reported higher levels
of rumination than those given the opportunity to compensate across domain. Participants who compensated across
domain reported equally low levels of rumination as those
who were not threatened, suggesting that across-domain
compensation did not affect rumination. This pattern of results supports the first part of our causal chain.

EXPERIMENT 3B: TESTING THE
RUMINATION–SELF-REGULATION LINK
Experiment 3b tested the second part of the causal chain,
which suggests that rumination undermines subsequent selfregulation relative to a no-rumination baseline. To this aim,
we first threatened everybody in the domain of competence.
Then, some participants were given the opportunity to ruminate about the threat, while other participants were distracted and thus prevented from ruminating (Bushman et al.
2005; Nolen-Hoeksema and Morrow 1993; Rusting and Nolen-Hoeksema 1998). Finally, we measured self-regulation
by assessing how many mental arithmetic problems participants solved in a given amount of time (Stewart et al. 2009;
Vohs et al. 2005, 2008). To converge on the self-regulation
construct, we also asked participants to report the extent to
which the mental arithmetic task required self-regulatory
exertion. Laran and Janiszewski (2011) show that tasks require self-regulatory resources only when they are perceived
as effortful but not when they are perceived as enjoyable.
Our prediction was that among participants who perceived
the mental arithmetic task as effortful and thus requiring
high self-regulatory exertion, those who ruminated about
the threat would solve fewer problems than those who did
not ruminate due to being distracted.

Method

main after a self-threat reported greater rumination (M p
3.59) than those who compensated across domain (M p
2.31; t(105) p 3.46, p ! .01). Participants who were not
threatened reported equally low levels of rumination, regardless of whether they were offered products in the competence (M p 2.06) or creativity domain (M p 1.90; t(105)

One hundred and twenty-three New York University students (90 females) participated in an Internet survey for a
1 in 25 chance of winning $25. We used a 2 (rumination
vs. distraction) # (self-regulatory exertion) design. The first
factor was manipulated, while the second factor was measured. As part of the first study, we manipulated threat using
the same episodic priming task as in study 3a.
Next, we followed the procedures used by Bushman and
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colleagues (2005) to manipulate rumination (see also NolenHoeksema and Morrow 1993; Rusting and Nolen-Hoeksema
1998). Participants in the rumination condition were told
that the purpose of the study was to develop a better understanding of “what students feel in their experiences as a
research participant.” They were instructed to write about
what they had done from the start of the study until the
present time as well as the thoughts and feelings they had
experienced. Participants in the distraction condition were
instead instructed to create a mental layout of their favorite
shopping venue and write an essay about the purpose of the
venue, the landscape architecture of the venue, and the spatial relations (e.g., location of buildings) around the venue.
Next, we measured self-regulation by means of a mental
arithmetic task (e.g., Stewart et al. 2009; Vohs et al. 2005,
2008). Participants were presented with 120 arithmetic problems and were asked to solve as many problems as they
could in 3 minutes. As a manipulation check for the rumination induction, we asked participants to report the extent to which, while they were thinking about the research
procedures (vs. the layout of their favorite shopping venue;
depending on condition), they were (a) getting unwanted
thoughts about the episode they were asked to recall in the
other task, (b) they were being reminded of the episode they
were asked to recall in the other task, and (c) the episode
they were asked to recall in the other task came to mind
(on a 9-point scale, where 1 p not at all, and 9 p very
much; a p .84).
We also measured the self-regulatory exertion required
by the mental arithmetic task by asking participants to report
the extent to which (a) the mental arithmetic task required
effort, (b) there were moments when they wanted to stop
solving the mental arithmetic problems, and (c) they had to
force themselves to keep working on the task (M p 4.80,
SD p 1.49, on a 7-point scale, where 1 p strongly disagree,
and 7 p strongly agree; a p .76). At the end, participants
were thanked and debriefed.

Results and Discussion
Exclusion Criteria. Seven participants were excluded
due to the first criterion used in prior experiments. We were
left with 116 participants (85 females).
Manipulation Check. A 2 (rumination vs. distraction)
ANOVA on the self-reported rumination index revealed that
participants in the rumination condition ruminated more
about the threat (M p 3.73) than those in the distraction
condition (M p 2.20; F(1, 114) p 13.53, p ! .01).
Hypothesis Testing. After confirming that the experimental manipulation did not affect self-reported self-regulatory exertion (F ! 1), we regressed the number of arithmetic problems correctly solved on rumination (1 p
rumination, ⫺1 p distraction), mean-centered self-regulatory exertion, gender, and all their interactions. The analysis
revealed a single rumination # self-regulatory exertion interaction (ß p ⫺.25, t(108) p ⫺2.31, p p .02; see fig.

3). Simple slope analysis (Aiken and West 1991) revealed
that among participants who perceived that the mental arithmetic task required high self-regulatory exertion (1 SD
above the mean), those who ruminated about the threat
solved fewer problems than those who were distracted (ß p
⫺.35, t(108) p ⫺2.37, p p .02). However, among participants who perceived that the mental arithmetic task required
low self-regulatory exertion (1 SD below the mean), those
who ruminated or were distracted solved an equally high
number of problems (t ! 1). From a slightly different perspective, among participants in the rumination condition,
the higher the perceived self-regulatory exertion required,
the fewer problems they solved (ß p ⫺.30, t(108) p ⫺2.23,
p p .03). However, among participants in the distraction
condition, perceived self-regulatory exertion did not affect
their performance (t ! 1.2).
Discussion. Experiment 3b supports the notion that ruminating about a threat undermines subsequent self-regulation. After experiencing self-threat, participants who ruminated about the threat solved fewer arithmetic problems
than those who were distracted. However, this pattern of
results was observed only among those participants who
thought that the task required self-regulation. Together, these
findings provide evidence for the notion that rumination
hampers self-regulation, supporting the final causal link in
our model.

EXPERIMENT 4: REMEDIES
Experiment 4 examined a boundary condition for the effect of within-domain compensation on self-regulation. Specifically, if our rumination account is correct, then repairing
the self should reduce the discrepancy created by the threat,
thereby reducing subsequent rumination and in turn the impairments in self-regulation. Put differently, if individuals
successfully repair the self then no discrepancy exists for
them to dwell or ruminate on. Indeed, research suggests that
when people perceive that they fulfilled their goal, the discrepancy that initially motivated goal pursuit is reduced,
hampering rumination and enabling people to effectively
self-regulate toward other goals (Carver and Scheier 1982;
Fishbach and Dhar 2005; Martin and Tesser 1996).
Because people engage in within-domain compensation
to signal desired traits, we reasoned that if people’s signaling
efforts were socially validated, people would perceive that
they fulfilled their goal. This is consistent with the seminal
work by Cooley (1902) and Mead (1934), who suggest that
others influence people’s self-perceptions. Also, work on
symbolic self-completion (Wicklund and Gollwitzer 1981,
1982) suggests that the “social” element is necessary for
individuals to experience a sense of goal fulfillment after
engaging in compensatory behaviors. Consistent with this
notion, Brunstein and Gollwitzer (1996) found that after
people received social validation in the domain of the threat,
which presumably instilled a sense of goal fulfillment, they
were no longer motivated to compensate for the self-threat.
Thus, it is possible that if participants received social val-

Please use DOI when citing. Page numbers are not final.

This content downloaded from 99.119.73.23 on Wed, 22 Oct 2014 11:56:53 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

JOURNAL OF CONSUMER RESEARCH

000

idation for their compensatory efforts, then within-domain
compensation would no longer undermine self-regulation,
relative to across-domain compensation. Importantly, this
reasoning suggests that, in some cases, within-domain compensation may serve as an effective means to assuage threat.
In experiment 4 participants were first threatened in the
domain of competence and then given the opportunity to
compensate either within or across domain. Participants then
received feedback that socially validated their compensatory
efforts (i.e., they were told that others would view their
behavior as a marker of success) or received no validating
feedback. Finally, all participants were administered the
Stroop (1935) task, a validated measure of self-regulation
(Inzlicht, McKay, and Aronson 2006; Richeson and Shelton
2003). Our prediction was that in the absence of feedback,
participants who engaged in within-domain compensation
would display worse performance on the Stroop task than
those who engaged in across-domain compensation. However, we predicted that when people were provided with
socially validating feedback for their compensatory efforts,
within-domain compensation would not hinder performance.

Method
One hundred and twenty Northwestern University students (83 females) received $8 for participating in the experiment. They were randomly assigned to one of four conditions in a 2 (compensation: within domain vs. across
domain) # 2 (social validation: present vs. absent) betweensubjects experimental design. Participants first completed
the same episodic priming task used to threaten one’s sense
of competence in experiment 3a. Participants then engaged
in a series of filler tasks.
Next, participants were given the opportunity to compensate either within or across domain. Similar to experiment 3a, participants were told that as a sign of appreciation
for their participation in the experiment, their name would
be entered into a lottery to receive a product (Gao et al.
2009). The product was manipulated to be associated with
either competence or sociability. Participants assigned to the
competence compensation condition were asked to choose
among three competence-related products (a gift card for a
language course, a subscription to Scientific American magazine, or a book titled Personal Development for Smart
People), while those assigned to the sociability compensation condition were asked to choose among sociability-related products (a gift card for a karaoke lounge, a subscription to Social Life magazine, or a book titled Connected:
Foster and Strengthen Your Social Network). Participants
were also asked to explain the reasoning behind their choice.
A pretest with 42 respondents (30 females) drawn from the
same population confirmed that on a 7-point scale (1 p not
at all, 7 p very much) competence-related products were
on average perceived as equally attractive as sociabilityrelated products (⫺1 ! t ! 1). However, competence-related
products were associated more with the concepts of intelligence and competence than sociability-related products (M

p 4.89 vs. 2.96; t(41) p 8.07, p ! .01), and sociabilityrelated products were associated more with the concepts of
sociability and friendliness than competence-related products (M p 4.81 vs. 3.39; t(41) p 8.14, p ! .01).
Next, some participants were provided with socially validating feedback in the domain in which they affirmed, while
others were not provided with any feedback (Brunstein and
Gollwitzer 1996). Specifically, participants given feedback
that validated the self in the competence domain (i.e., withindomain compensation) were told, “In the interest of disclosure, we have been examining people’s choices to understand the inferences others make about them. For example,
your selection of [name of the item chosen] tends to be
viewed by others as an indicator that the buyer is competent,
a good learner, and a sharp thinker.” Participants who were
provided with feedback that validated the self in the sociability domain (i.e., across-domain compensation) were provided with a similar framing, with the exception that they
were told that their selection “tends to be viewed by others
as an indicator that the buyer has very good social skills,
and is able to communicate well with others.”
Finally, participants completed a Stroop (1935) task as a
measure of self-regulation (Inzlicht et al. 2006; Richeson
and Shelton 2003). They were told that as part of a study
of visual perception they would see a series of words in
different font colors appearing in the center of the screen
one at a time. They were also told that their task was to
identify the font color of the word as quickly and accurately
as possible and to ignore the semantic meaning of the word.
This task requires self-regulation because individuals have
to inhibit their impulse to read words. On mismatched trials
a color word appeared in the center of the screen in a font
color that mismatched its semantic meaning (e.g., “green”
presented in yellow font color). At the bottom of the screen,
participants were presented with two response labels representing the conflicting alternatives: the font color of the
word (“yellow,” the correct answer) and the semantic meaning of the word (“green,” the incorrect answer). On matched
trials, the color word that appeared in the center of the screen
was in a font color that matched its semantic meaning (e.g.,
“yellow” presented in yellow font color), and the two response labels presented below were the font color of the
word (“yellow,” the correct answer), which was also the
color described by the word, and a different color randomly
selected from the set of colors used in this task (e.g., “blue,”
the incorrect answer). On neutral trials, a string of four X’s
appeared in the center of the screen in a font color randomly
selected from the set of colors used in the task, and the two
response labels presented below were the font color of the
string of X’s and a different color.
Participants responded by pressing the correct button displayed on the screen. The position of the correct response
was randomized across trials. The color word remained on
the screen until participants pressed the response key. Participants were randomly presented with eight different color
words (blue, brown, green, gray, orange, pink, red, and yellow), and their responses as well as the response time to
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indicate the color of the words was recorded. After 9 practice
trials, of which a third were mismatched, a third were
matched, and a third were neutral, participants were presented with 104 experimental trials, of which 56 were mismatched, 24 were matched, and 24 were neutral trials.
Finally, participants were administered a follow-up survey. To check the effectiveness of the feedback manipulation
in the competence domain, participants reported the extent
to which the selection (a) made them feel good about their
learning skills (1 p not at all, 9 p very much), (b) made
them feel good about their thinking skills (1 p not at all,
9 p very much), (c) signals competence (1 p signals little
competence, 9 p signals a lot of competence), and (d) signals
sharp thinking (1p signals poor thinking, 9 p signals sharp
thinking; a p .81). To check the effectiveness of the feedback manipulation in the sociability domain, participants
reported the extent to which the selection (a) made them
feel good about their social skills (1 p not at all, 9 p very
much), (b) made them feel good about their communication
skills (1 p not at all, 9 p very much), (c) signals good
social skills (1 p signals poor social skills, 9 p signals
good social skills), and (d) signals good communication
(1p signals poor communication, 9 p signals good communication; a p .83). At the end, participants were thanked,
paid, and debriefed.

Results and Discussion
Exclusion Criteria. Six participants were excluded due
to the first criterion used in previous experiments. We were
left with 114 participants (78 females).
Manipulation Checks. We first examined whether the
feedback was perceived as socially validating in the domains
of competence and sociability. A 2 (compensation: competence vs. sociability) # 2 (social validation: present vs.
absent) # 2 (domain-signaling measure: competence vs.
sociability) repeated-measures ANOVA with the first two
factors between subjects and the last factor within subjects
revealed the predicted three-way interaction (F(1, 110) p
16.58, p ! .01). The analysis also revealed a main effect of
social validation (F(1, 110) p 4.48, p p .04), a marginal
main effect of compensation (F(1, 110) p 3.28, p p .07),
and a compensation # domain-signaling interaction (F(1,
110) p 43.54, p ! .01). Follow-up analysis found that participants whose competence was validated agreed more with
the notion that the compensatory product signaled competence (M p 6.90) than those who did not receive validating
feedback (M p 5.96; t(110) p 2.31, p p .02). However,
participants who compensated in the domain of sociability
did not differ on this measure, regardless of whether they
received socially validating feedback (M p 5.15) or not (M
p 5.01; t ! 1). Participants whose sociability was validated
agreed more with the notion that the compensatory product
signaled sociability to others (M p 6.38) than did those
who did not receive a validating feedback (M p 5.13; t(110)
p 2.95, p ! .01). However, participants who compensated
in the domain of competence did not differ on this measure,

regardless of whether they received socially validating feedback (M p 5.30) or not (M p 5.41; t ! 1).
Hypothesis Testing. A Stroop effect score was computed
by subtracting the numbers of errors on neural trials from
the number of errors on mismatching trials (Inzlicht et al.
2006; Richeson and Shelton 2003). A higher number on the
Stroop effect score means lower self-regulation. A 2 (compensation: within domain vs. across domain) # 2 (social
validation: present vs. absent) ANOVA revealed the predicted compensation # social validation interaction (F(1,
110) p 4.60, p p .03; see fig. 4). No other effect was
significant (all p 1 .50). Follow-up analysis revealed that in
the absence of social validation, participants who engaged
in within-domain compensation exhibited larger Stroop effects (M p 2.75) than those who engaged in across-domain
compensation (M p 1.50; t(110) p 1.97, p p .05). In
contrast, when participants received validating feedback,
those who engaged in within-domain compensation displayed equally small Stroop effects (M p 1.59) as those
who engaged in across-domain compensation (M p 2.24;
t ! 1.1, p 1 .20). From a slightly different perspective,
socially validating people’s compensatory efforts marginally
reduced the Stroop effects among those who compensated
within domain (t(110) p 1.85, p p .07). However, social
validation had no effect among those who compensated
across domain (t ! 1.2, p 1 .20). A similar analysis on
response times did not reveal any significant effects (all F
! 1).
Discussion. These results replicate our past finding that
within-domain compensation undermines self-regulation when
FIGURE 4
STROOP EFFECT AS A FUNCTION OF COMPENSATION
STRATEGY AND SOCIAL VALIDATION (EXPERIMENT 4)
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no feedback is provided. More importantly, these results
identify an important boundary condition for the effect. Socially validating people’s compensatory efforts eliminated
the difference in self-regulation between within- and acrossdomain compensation. Consistent with our theorizing, social
validation can repair the self and thus stop rumination (Martin and Tesser 1996), which frees up resources for selfregulation. Together, these results provide additional evidence for our rumination mechanism and shed light on an
important boundary condition.

GENERAL DISCUSSION
Across multiple experiments, we provided evidence that
within-domain compensation impaired self-regulation relative to across-domain compensation. These results were observed across two different self-domains (competence and
sociability), using three different manipulations of compensatory behavior (an episodic recall task priming a possession, an episodic recall task priming a consumption experience, and a choice task) and three different behavioral
measures of self-regulation (consumption of chocolate
candy, performance on a mental arithmetic task, and the
Stroop task). Further, by using a self-reported measure of
threat rumination, we observed that within-domain compensation increased threat rumination relative to a no-threat
condition and that rumination undermined self-regulation
relative to a no-rumination condition. Finally, a sense of
goal fulfillment (manipulated via social validation) eliminated the impairments in self-regulation that followed
within-domain compensation.
This research informs past findings on compensatory consumption at several levels. First, existing literature has focused on the antecedents of within-domain compensation
(Gao et al. 2009; Levav and Zhu 2009; Rucker and Galinsky
2008). In contrast, this article offers a first attempt to explore
the consequence of engaging in this approach, showing that
within-domain compensation may sometimes be detrimental
in that it can trigger threat rumination, which in turn undermines people’s subsequent self-regulatory efforts. This
perspective not only demonstrates a dark side of withindomain compensation but can also be used to reinterpret
past findings. For example, although not viewed through the
lens of threat rumination, our perspective may explain past
findings by Blanton and colleagues (1997). Blanton et al.
had participants write an essay in favor of a proposal that
went against their self-view of being caring and empathic.
When participants were subsequently affirmed as being caring and empathic they exhibited a stronger commitment to
their original essay. From our perspective, affirming participants in the domain of threat may have caused them to
ruminate on the self-discrepancy produced by writing the
essay. As a consequence of rumination, participants may
have aimed to reduce discomfort by defending their initial
behavior. That is, people might have defended the original
essay because they were motivated to conclude that it reflected reality, not their lack of empathy (see Cohen 1962).
Second, while existing literature has focused on exam-

ining whether people use distinct compensatory strategies
(Gao et al. 2009; Levav and Zhu 2009; Rucker and Galinsky
2008), prior work has implicitly assumed that these strategies work in a similar fashion (cf. Galinsky et al. 2012).
For example, several theories (Heine et al. 2006; Tesser et
al. 2000) suggest that these strategies are interchangeable
and, once employed, produce similar effects. In this work,
we demonstrated that within-domain compensation had negative effects relative to both across-domain compensation
and distraction. As such, this provides initial evidence that
different compensatory strategies are not perfectly interchangeable (see also Stone et al. 1997).
Finally, this research has relevance for consumer wellbeing. Failures in self-regulation can result in maladaptive
behaviors, such as overeating or responding aggressively to
provocations (e.g., Finkel et al. 2009; for a review, see Baumeister and Heatherton 1996). Because within-domain compensation can undermine self-regulation, people should be
careful about the costs of this compensation strategy. This
implication seems particularly important because several recent streams of research suggest that consumers might prefer
within-domain compensation to other strategies (e.g., Gao
et al. 2009; Gollwitzer et al. 2013; Kim and Rucker 2012),
a tendency that may sometimes lead to suboptimal outcomes.

Alternative Interpretations and Limitations
Although the results provide convergent support for our
rumination account, one might argue that the results are also
consistent with an alternative account based on licensing
(Khan and Dhar 2006). In particular, perhaps participants
felt more licensed to relax after compensating within domain, which undermined self-regulation. Although the licensing account might be used to explain some of the results,
such an account cannot explain the full pattern of data observed. In particular, if licensing was at work, then social
validation should have increased licensing as people should
have felt even more entitled to relax. As a consequence,
social validation should have further undermined subsequent
self-regulation. In contrast, experiment 4 found that people
whose compensatory efforts were socially validated displayed better, not worse, self-regulation; a result opposite
of what licensing would predict.
Although this work focused on the negative consequences
of within-domain compensation, one might wonder how different across-domain compensation and distraction are. Indeed, research shows that both across-domain compensation
and distraction stop rumination after a self-threat, and thus
both, at least temporarily, make the self-discrepancy activated by a threat less accessible (e.g., Allen 1965; Koole et
al. 1999). On the basis of previous evidence that shows that
affirming important self-aspects reduces defensiveness associated with threat, while distraction does not inoculate
people from defensive responding (Liu and Steele 1986;
Steele and Liu 1983; Tesser and Cornell 1991), we believe
that across-domain compensation and distraction are two
distinct strategies to regulate threat. Distraction may offer
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a temporary relief (Allen 1965; Zanna and Aziza 1976), but
any reminder of the threat may reinstate the discomfort created by the initial threat (Higgins, Rhodewalt, and Zanna
1979). In contrast, because across-domain compensation can
make people feel good about other important self-aspects,
it may serve as a more enduring buffer against reminders
of the threat (Steele and Liu 1983). Future research is needed
to test this possibility.

Prior Literature, Boundary Conditions,
and Future Research
Our findings that within-domain compensation may undermine self-regulation may at first blush seem inconsistent
with some prior results that suggest that within-domain compensation can restore one’s sense of self (experiment 1 in
Dalton 2008; experiment 3 in Gao et al. 2009; Rucker et
al. 2012). However, it is important to recognize that the key
dependent variable in the current research was individuals’
performance on a self-regulatory task unrelated to the threat,
whereas in previous research the key dependent variable
was a self-reported rating on the threatened trait. One possibility is that although within-domain compensation can
initiate rumination about a threat, when participants are
asked to evaluate themselves on the domain of the threat,
they infer their self-perceptions on the basis of their own
behavior. Indeed, self-perception theory (Bem 1972) suggests that people infer their inner states from their own
behavior, especially when their own internal states are ambiguous. When participants evaluate themselves in the domain of the threat, they might experience conflicting feelings
between their more positive chronic self-evaluation and the
less positive temporary self-evaluation and rely on their own
compensatory behavior to inform their self-perceptions.
Consistent with this possibility, our own participants reported that the compensatory product made them feel more
competent in the domain of the threat even when they exhibited impairments in self-regulation on our behavioral dependent variable.
Second, the seemingly conflicting findings might have
resulted from the differences in the extent to which the
compensatory behavior induced goal fulfillment (Carver and
Scheier 1990; Fishbach and Dhar 2005). Although in our
experiments participants reported that the compensatory
product made them feel more competent in the domain of
the threat, the boost might not have been sufficient to give
participants a sufficient sense of goal fulfillment. Indeed, in
experiment 4 we observed that when we socially validated
participants’ compensatory efforts participants no longer exhibited impairments in self-regulation after within-domain
compensation. Thus, it could be that in prior research endeavors within-domain compensation instilled sufficient
goal fulfillment, perhaps because people were given the
products during the experiment and were able to display
them in front of others (Rucker et al. 2012). Future research
could investigate this possibility and explore factors other
than social validation that might enable threatened individ-

uals to experience a sense of goal fulfillment. For example,
if we increased participants’ ability to volitionally choose
between different strategies this may give participants a
greater sense of goal fulfillment when they select withindomain compensation.
Future research could also explore factors beyond goal
fulfillment that help individuals repair the threatened self
and minimize the impairment in self-regulation after withindomain compensation. One such factor may be people’s lay
beliefs about their personalities. Park and John (2010) suggest that people who view their personal qualities as fixed
and do not believe in personal improvement may be more
likely to use and view their self-signaling efforts as a marker
of success than people who view their personal qualities as
malleable and believe in personal improvement. Thus, an
avenue for future research would be to explore whether
people who view their personal qualities as fixed are more
inclined to resolve a self-discrepancy after within-domain
consumption, relative to people who view their personal
qualities as malleable.
A final avenue for future research would be to explore
negative consequences of across-domain compensation. For
instance, across-domain compensation may lead people to
reprioritize their goals in a suboptimal manner. To illustrate,
if people consume athletic products in response to intelligence threats, they may infer that being athletic is an important aspect of their identity. As a result, people may
prioritize behaviors that promote their goal of being athletic
over behaviors that promote their intelligence goal. Thus,
across-domain compensation may not be ideal if it involves
disengagement from goals that are associated with important
outcomes in life (cf. Vohs, Park, and Schmeichel 2013).
Across-domain compensation might also have negative consequences on the basis of how conscious the compensation
process is. Our research focused on having participants consciously experience the threat, but it is less clear whether
people were aware of their compensatory behaviors. We
believe compensatory consumption occurs across a spectrum of awareness. In some situations people may consciously choose to consume to offset a threat; in other situations, people may consume products to offset self-threats
with little awareness of the reasons that motivate their behaviors. One interesting possibility is that if people consciously choose across-domain compensation to deal with
a self-threat, the across-domain product might become associated in memory to the goal of repairing one’s self-discrepancy. As a result, across-domain compensation could
serve as a reminder of the threat, undermining subsequent
self-regulation much like within-domain compensation. The
role of conscious awareness of the compensation process
awaits future research.

CONCLUSION
Among its many functions, consumption can provide an
opportunity to compensate for psychological threats. Although within-domain compensation can offer safe harbor
in times of psychological threat, the present research dem-

Please use DOI when citing. Page numbers are not final.

This content downloaded from 99.119.73.23 on Wed, 22 Oct 2014 11:56:53 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

JOURNAL OF CONSUMER RESEARCH

000

onstrates that detrimental effects may lurk beneath the surface of apparently calm waters. Specifically, within-domain
compensation can trigger ruminative thinking about the
threat that impairs people’s ability to self-regulate with respect to other goals. More broadly, these findings challenge
a seemingly prevalent assumption in the literature that different compensatory strategies are equivalent. Although withindomain compensation impairs self-regulation, across-domain compensation does not. We hope the current research
is taken as a call to action to better study the principles that
govern compensatory consumption.

DATA COLLECTION INFORMATION
The first author supervised the collection of data for experiment 1 by research assistants at the Erasmus Behavioral
Lab in fall 2012. The first three authors managed the collection of data for study 2 using the Kellogg Marketing
Economic panel in summer 2012. The second author managed the collection of data for experiment 3a using the New
York University undergraduate students panel in winter 2013
and managed the collection of data for study 3b using the
New York University undergraduate students panel in spring
2014. The third author supervised the collection of data for
experiment 4 by research assistants at the Kellogg Behavioral Lab in winter 2013. All authors jointly analyzed the
data.
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