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COMPENSATORY
CONSUMPTION

Derele D. Rucker and Adam D. Galinsky

heme surrounding consumption is that people do not conswme products and services
olely on their fumctionality and for utilitarian purposes (Belk et al. 1982). One’s home, car,
'd music often hold additional psychological value to the consumer. As clegantly
roughout this book, such consumption opportunities serve as a reflecting pool for the
one’s identity (Chapter 8 and Chapter 9. this volume). In addition, consumption is also

4+ which individuals signal their identity to others as well as indicate their connections to

it other individuals in society {(Chapter 27, ¢his volume).
¢ present chapter we focus on a particular use of consumption: the reliance on constmption

to, watd off psychological threats. Specifically, we discuss the idea that consumption can
ed in an effort to asstiage a broad range of psychological threats from one’s intellectual
sense of mastery over one’s envirenment. The aim of the chapter is to familiarize the
ith the concept of compensatory consumption, provide a sample of the type of threaes
ompensated, discuss representative moderators of consumers’ engagenient in compensatory
stion, and speak to the psychological value of consumption in response to threats,

Compensatory consumption

he term comperisatory consuription to define the desire for, acquisition, or use of products
nd to a psychological need ot deficit. By compensatory, we mean that consumption is
1, implicitly or explicitly, to offset a threat to one’s identity or preferred psychologicai
By consumption, we refer to both the physical consumption of goods (e.g. wearing
g, cating a meal) as well as consumets” product preferences (¢.g. wanting a particular brand,
1§ 'one snack to another).

icoretical Toots of compensatory consumption are partially based in the work of

and Gollwitzer (1981, 1982) on symbolic self-completion. In their writings, Wick-
and Gollwitzer suggest that at times individuals’ identities come under fire. For instance,
detnics have a paper rejected, it can lead them to question their intellectual scholar-
thletes who finish last in a race may question their own athleticism. One response to
threat would be to address or cope with the threat in a direct fashion. For example, the
miic might rewrite the paper for another joumal, or the athlete might train harder for the
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However, according to Wicklund and Gollwitzer (1981), people can eagage in behaviors
that allow them to symbolically sipnal mastery, competence, ot completeness of the threatened
dimension. That is, individuals can seck out what they termed, “symbols of completeness.”
Indeed, Harmon-Jones et al. (2009) found that professors whe were not ranked highly in
rescarch — assessed via publications, citations, and their department ranking — were more likely
al titles such as professor or PhD in their email signatures.
des one venue by which individuals can sym-
11 — that is, the acquisiion or display of
For example, the rejected

to refer to profession

Consumption of products and services provi
bolically demonstrate mastery of a threatcned dimensio
certainn consumer products can serve as symbols of completeness.
scholar might buy a frame to publicly display his PhD even though this does not address his
rejected paper. Similatly, the athlete might averhaul her athletic wardrobe even though this
does little to affect her loss on the field. Indeed, in an carly demonstration of consumption as a
compensatory tool, Wicklund and Gollwitzer (1982) found that MBA students who lacked
certain indicators of business success (e.g. a high GPA, multiple job offers), were more inclined
to display other indicators of business success (e.g. expensive suits and watches). In such cir-
cumstances, although consumption did not change the reality of the MBA's performance, it

may mitigate or eliminate the threatened aspect of the self

Evidence for compensatory consumption

In this section we review evidence for compensatory consumption. Importantly, we provide
evidence across a broad array of threat as a testimony to the broad and flexible use of con-
sumption as a compensatory device (see alse Chapter 22, this volume, for a more detailed identity
perspective). Specifically, we review work that suggests consumption can be used as 2 means to
respond to threats to one’s masculinity, intelligence, power, personal feedom, and system beliefs.
It is also worth noting that this set of findings is not meant to be an exhaustive list, but to offer an
ample foundation for the claim that consumets use consumption in a COMPEnsatory manner.

Threats to one’s masculinity

Willer et af. (2010) examined men’s preference for masculine products when their identity as a
iman was threatened. Male and female participants were given feedbaclk that they had masculine
or feminine identities. Subsequently, participants wete asked to choose their favorite vehicle from
a selection of four cars, one with a strong association with masculinity (i.e. an SUV) and three that
did not have a strony association (i.e. minivan, coupe, and sedan). When asked to choose their
Gvorite vehicle, Willer ef al. (2010) found that males who had been told they had a feminine
identity were much more inclined to choose the SUV. For such males, only the SUV had the

ability to restore their shaken sense of masculinity. No differences were found among females

whose femininity was threatened, presumably because none of the vehicles were associated

with femininity and thus the choice did not serve as an opportunity to compensate through

consumption.

Threats to one’s intelligence

edback, as in the case

of Willer and colleagues (2011). For example, Gao et al. (2009) have shown it is possible to threaten:
duce compensatory consumption. 1nn

their dominant or non-dominant

Threats need not be trigged by blatant shortcomings in performance or clear fe

college students’ intelligence in an incidental fashion to pro
their work, participants wrote about their intelligénce using
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le can engage in behavig hand The logic was that using one’s non-dominant hand would lead to doubt about whatever
npicteness of the threateneq: as written about (see Brifiol and Petty 2003), in this case one’s intelligence. Subsequently,
“symbols of Compietenesg-’;' Parm]pﬂnts were given a choice to select a product associated with intelligence (i.e. a fountain
were not ranked highly _E',Ien) or a product with no association with intelligence (i.c. a pack of candy). Participants who
ranking — were more lkel ‘had written about their intelligence with their non-dominant hand, and thus had doubt associated
| sigmatures. g with their intelligence, were more likely to choose the product associated with intelligence.

which individuals can syr;
tl';e acquisition or dlsphy of Threats to one’s power

or example, the rejecté

rh this does not address hj
wardrobe even though thi
tration of consumption i
MBA students who lacked
offers), were more nclisied
and watches). In such ¢
the MBA’s performance;

Having control and mastery over one’s environment has been posited to be a basic human need
(Rotter 1966). Building on this insight, Rucker and Galinsky (2008) proposed that when people’s
sense of control is undermined with respect to power - their relative control over others or
valued resources (Magee and Galinsky 2008) — they seek to restore their sense of power. In
articular, given that one input into power is the status and esteem one has in the eyes of others
(French and Raven 1959}, Rucker and Galinsky proposed that one means for individuals to
restore their lost sense of power would be to acquire status objects. Comnsistent with this
hypothesis, when individuals were placed into a state of low power they reported a greater
willingness to pay for products that were associated with status {e.g. a silk tie, a rare portrait).
Tmportantly, however, these individuals were not willing to pay more for more nnmdane objects
(e g. a microwave, a common portrajt). This latter finding sapports the notion that consumers
guided their consumption habits specifically toward products that could compensate for the

ion

1. Importantly, we provi
d and flexible wse of ¢5
for a more detailed ident;

ﬂ_ueatcned dimension.

1 can be used as a means
reedom, and systemn belisfs
chaustive list, but to offeran

Threats to personal freedom

Recent work by Levav and Zhu (2009) has suggested that being placed in confining spaces can
produce a threat to individuals’ personal freedom. Furthermore, Levay and Zhu posit that, in an
effort to restore their personal freedom, people can use choice as a means for doing so (see Kim
and Drolet 2003). Specifically, Levav and Zhu suggested that threatened individuals could
re-establish their freedom by making more varied and unique consumption decisions. To test
this hypothesis, in one experiment participants were given the opportunity to choose three
¢andy bars from a set of six different options. Importantly, the room was constructed such that
the candy bars were featured at the end of an aisle. In the low threat to personal freedom
condition participants walked down an aisle that was 7 feet wide. [n the high threat to personal
freedom condition participants walked down an aisle that was only 3.5 fect wide, and thus
‘impinged upon participants’ personal space. Levav and Zhu found that participants selected a
greater variety of candy bars when their physical space was threatened (ie. the narrow aisle)
compared to when it was not {i.e. the wide aisle). They suggested that this occurred because
: variety seeking in consumption was one means by which individvals could psychologically
ty to compensate throu restore their scnsc of frcedom that had been threatened,

4 COMmpensatory manner
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System threats

In addition to a psychological need for control, people also seek to bolster and defend the social
systems to which they belong in an effort to sce the world as good, legitimate, and desizable (Kay
nd Jost 2003). Building off of this idea and tying it to the consumption literature, Cutright ef al.
2011} examined how people use consumption to deal with threats to the social system of
the USA. They found that when consumers heard negative comments about the USA, they

lear feedback, as in the
wn. it is possible to thretel
pensatory consumption
sminant or non-domi
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consumed in a manner that would support the country. For example, threatened consumers were
more likely to favor US brands (e.g. Nike, Chevy) over foreign brands (e.g. Adidas, Toyota),

When does compensatory consumption occur

Although there is considerable evidence for the argument that compensatory conswmption is g
real response to threat, this does not mean all threats affect consumption, Here we discuss initial
work that suggests when consumption is more or less likely to be used as a compensatory device.

Importance of the threatened domain

Perhaps the most fogical observation is that compensatory consumption is more prone to occur
when the dimension under threat is important versus unimportant to the individual (see
Wickhmd and Gollwitzer 1982). For example, although there is a basic need for governance over
one’s cnviranment (IRotter 1966), this need may be stronger in some individuals than others,
Consistent with this proposition, Rucker et al. (2011) found that individuals threatened with a
loss of power were willing to pay a greater amount for status-signaling objects, particularly when
they were accustomed to having power.

Similarly, Braun and Wicklund (1989) presented evidence for this proposition with respect to
tennis players. Braun and Wicklund reasoned that novice tennis players with a strong commit-
ment to tennis should be more prone to experience threat when they made mistakes during
games. Consistent with the authors” hypothesis, participants who were both novices in tennis
and reported that playing tennis was important to them were most inclined to exhibit a strong
preference for a specific brand of apparel.

Ability and motivation to rebuke the threat directly

Compensatory consumption is a surrogate means of addressing threats. In some cases individuals
could address a threat direcdy and completely resolve it. However, whether consumers address a
threat head on or indirectly through consumption may hinge on their perceived ability and
motivation to effectively dispel a threat. For example, if an MBA'’s business success is threatened
by a poor grade on a finance exam they could choose to either study harder for the next exam or
to adorn themselves with finely crafted suits and ties to signal their success. However, the route -
people choose may depend strongly on their perception that studying harder would actually -
produce a desired cutcome on the exam, B
Cutright et al. (2011; experiment 4) provide a recent illustration of the role of ability in how: "
people respond to threat. In this experiment the authors first measured individuals’ confidence
in the USA as a system. Subsequently, participants were exposed to an article purportedly.
written by a British journalist that threatened their beliefs about the USA. Participants were:!
then given the opportunity to evaluate both the writer and to make a choice between national
and international brands. Two intercsting results emerged. Among participants who had low, a
dpposed to high, confidence i the system there was a stronger preference for national:
over international brands, consistent with the idea that they used consumption as a means to
compensate for the threat. In contrast, among participants who had high, as opposed tc
low, confidence in the system, there was a stronger derogation of the British journalist. Thius;
having confidence in the system appeared to give participanis the psychological gusto to addres
the threat in a more direct manner, whereas those with low confidence relied on the mor
indirect and less confrontational method of consuming products made in the USA.
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The conspicuous nature of compensatory consumption
n brands (e.g. Adidas, Toyota).

n writing on symbolic self-completion, Wicklund and Gollwitzes {1982} put forth the idea that
others govern symbolic completion of the self, Specifically, they use the term “social reality” to
clate the point that defming aspects of the self arc only given meaning when they are accepted
nd acknowledged by others. As a consequence, one can infer that compensatory consumption
ght be more likely to occur when that consumption can be observed and witnessed by others
“one’s social environment, Indeed, work suggests, at least for some types of threats (see Lee and
hram 2012) the conspicuousness of consumption is important.
- For example, work cxamining the influence of a low-power state on status speaking also
ffers evidence favoring conspicuous consumption n response to threat. Speaifically, research
as found that individuals in a low state of power not only desire statis-related objects, but they
sire objects that are more likely to be seen and recognized by others as such (i.c. objects with
hysically larger brand logos) (Rucker and Galinsky 2009). Furthermore, Charles et af. (2009)
find that minority groups spend a disproportionate amount of their income on conspicuously
layed goods (e.g. cars, jewelry) as a means to elevate their own status within society. Simi-
Dubois et al. (in press) manipulated how visible consumption was and found that loss of
ower led participants to consume more only when the consumption was visible to others,

ion occur
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The restorative power of consumption

Why do consumers engage in consumption in response to threats? Perhaps the simplest answer to
question is that compensatory consumption can alleviate the threat cxperienced by con-
ners. Indeed, several independent findings suggest that COmMpPEnsatory consumption assuages
threatened aspect of the self,
For cxample, in one experiment by Gao and colleagues (Gao et al. 2009), participants’
m’téﬂigcnce was threatened. Subsequently, participants engaged in a sequential choice task. In
he first choice task half of the participants first chose from a set of objects associated with
clligence (e.g. bookstore gift certificates) or a set of objects unrelated to intefligence. In the
ond choice task, all participants chose between a product cither related to intelligence (i.c.a
mntain pen) or unrefated to intelligence (ie. candy). When threatened participants had first
hosen from a set of objects assoctated with intelligence they did not differ in their second
oice between the fountain pen and candy. However, if they had selected an object from a set
objects unrelated to intelligence objects, then threatened participants displayed a preference
t the pen in the subsequent choice task. The authors suggest that in the former case the

ice of a product symbolizing intelligence alleviated the threat and climinated the need to
mpensate.

at directly

wreats. In some cases indi
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1dy harder for the next ex:
ir success. However, the ¢
tudying harder would:ag

n of the role of ability:in.
rasured individuals” confy lsewhere, Rucker and colleagues (Rucker ef al. 2011) report an experiment where the
quisition of a status object restored participants’ self-reported feelings of power. Participants
¢ induced into a low- or high-power state and then given a pen that had been advertised in
tms of either status or performance. Before recciving the pen individuals in the low-power
condition reported feeling less powerful than high-power participants. However, after the pen
een physically received, low-powes participants felt more powerful, but only when given
pen associated with status and not when the pen was associated with performance, Thus,
sically acquiring an object was enough to climinate the experienced threat.
inally, although much of the research to date has examined compensatory consumption in
threatened domain, it should be noted that this is not the onty means by which consumption
Wward off threat. Mandel and Smeesters (2008)-found that consumption can also distract
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individuals from threat by scrving as an escape from self-awarcness. In their study, when indi-
viduals’ mortality was threatened (i.e. they were reminded that they would someday dic) they
ate more cookies. The eating of more cookies does not serve to eliminate concerns with death;
rather, the action provides a means to escape thinking about the loss of the self. This finding, of
course, raises an important direction for future research with respect to when consumers
seek out products ¢hat specifically address the threat at hand and when they engage in greater
consumption to distract oneself from the threat.

Future directions

Our final section proposes several pronising questions to be tackled by fusure research efforts in

understanding the nature of compensatory consumption.

Mapping compensatory efforts

One important goal for research in the domain of compensatory consemption is to map out the
various psychological needs consumers have and the type of products and attributes that are sought in
tesponse to these needs. At first blush this might scem like a relatively easy task if one assumes that
consumers seek out products that are clear manifestations of the dimension under threat. For
example, if one assumes that when athletic ability is threatenced people seek to demonstrate their
athleticism the implications are straightforward, However, recent work reveals that constructs
that do not have such immediate explicit connections can share a motre common motive.

Consider the following two examples. First, work has found that a basic human motive for
control undetlies threats related to both lacking choice and lacking power {see Incsi et al. 2011).
As a consequence, what initially appeared to be two separate and distinct literatures, one on the
intrapersonal domain of choice and the other on the interpersonal domain of power, were
found to share a common thread that allows substitution between them: a lack of choice can
increase the desire for products that offer power, whereas a lack of power can lead to a preference
for greater choice in selecting one’s products. Second, research by Levav and Zhu (2009), noted
carlier, has shown that when consumers feel physically confined (e.g. when surrounded by
narrow aisies in a grocery store) they are more likely to seck vatiety in their purchases because
variety provides a sense of freedom. However, prior to that work, a clear and direct link
between threats to personal freedom and variety secking was not apparent.

Clearly, understanding the dynamic interplay between various threats and the type of
consumption that alleviates those threats warrants further consideration.

Threat-specific versus general consumption

As reviewed here, the bulk of the work in the literaturc suggests that consumption tends to
increase in a threat-specific fashion. That is, whatever the specific nature of the threat (e.g.
intelligence, power), people consume in a manner that signals one standing of that dimension.

However, the work reported by Mandel and Smecsters (2008) suggests that consumption can

sometimes increase regardless of whether it specifically relates to the threatened dimension or not

by serving as a means of distraction.
An important challenge for the literature on compensatory consumption is to understand

when people consume in a threat-specific fashion as opposed to increasing their consumption

mote generally. In response to this issue, Kim and Rucker (2011) proposed that general versus
& observed as a function of whether consumers

threat-specific consumption might sometimes b
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st.éltﬁ preferences or engage in actual behavior. Specifically, they proposed that when asked for
their prefcrences consumers would tend to prefer products that specifically resolved the threatened
spect of their identicy. However, when given the opportunity to engage in actual consumption
of products, they hypothesized consumers might spend more time consuming to allow them to

ss. In their scudy, when indj.
ey would someday dic) the:
liminate concerns with deagf;
ss of the self. This finding .
respect to when consomer
when they engage in greate.

stract themselves from the threat.

“To test this idea, participants were first given feedback that they had performed poorly on a
& related to intefligence. Subsequently, participants took part in an evaluation task rclated to
music. Half the participants were told the music was associated with increasing intelligence
threat-related), whereas the other half were told the music was associated with calmness
(threat—unrelated) Participants were either: 1 asked to state how long they would prefer to
en to music; or 2 given the oppertunity to actually listen to music. Relative to a no-threat
sndition, when simply asked for their preferences, threatened participants wanted to listen to
¢ music longer only when it was framed in terms of intelligence. However, when given the

d by future research eﬁ"ort's.'m'

spportunity to actually listen to the music, threatened participants listened to the music longer
than unthreatened participants, regardless of its association to the threat.

This finding represents one initial moderator of threat-specific versus general consumption,
id future research should be guided to examining other potential moderators.

NSUMpPEon is to map out
nd attributes that are soughit
y easy task if one assimmes ¢
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ple seek to demonstrate the Successfulness of threat reduction

work reveals that constrie though rescarch has suggested that consumption can attenuate needs induced via states of
reats (see Gao et al. 2009; Rucker et al. 2011}, less work has examined the various boundary
onditions that affect the degree or duration of threar reduction. For example, although a single
occasion of consumption might be cffective in alleviating a temporary induced effect, in the
resence of recurring threats (e.g. bullying at school, social rejection} it may require continual

onsumption. As a consequence, what may initially begin as efforts to alleviate threats through

TOTE COMMONn Mmotive,
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power (see Inesi et af. 2011}
stinct literatures, one on'the
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y in their purchases bec
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rippling credit card debt or obesity.

In addition, even when consumption appears to remedy threat, it may only lead to a temporary
alleviation of the threat rather than a complete resolution. If consumption merely alleviates the
ymptoms of the threats, this could have unintended consequences of allowing the threat to
_Gmc back more strongly. The plausibility of sach an occurrence has roots in rescarch in the

parent. fea of stercotype suppression that has found chat individuals who successfully suppress stereo-

s threats and the type of pes during one task demenstrate enhanced accessibility of those stereotypes in a subsequent

ion. ask (Galinsky and Moskowitz 2000; Macrae ef af. 1995). These remain important questions to
xplore to more fully understand the efficacy of compensatory consumption.

ion
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standing of that dimensi
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he work reviewed in the present chapter is a testament to the powerful role consumption can
lay in responding to psychological threats. Central to the theme of this book, consumption
ffers a means to respond to threats that attempt to carve away important components of one’s
Iidentity. We also reviewed boundary conditions for when compensatory consumption does and
Ges not occur, with the importance of the domain under threat, people’s ability to address the
eat, and the conspicuousness of the consumption serving as important moderators. When

hreatened dimension oi

sumption s to undefsta
creasing their consump
roposed that general vg

ompensatory consumption does transpire, it can indeed serve to reduce the experience of threat.
he present chapter hopefully serves as both a primer on the topic of compensatory consumption

tion of whether constii and a cradle for new ideas and directions in this burgeoning area of research.
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