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Consumer Spending Self-Control Effectiveness and Outcome Elaboration Prompts 

 

Decision making related to finances is of significant importance. A major factor underlying 

financial decision making involves differences in consumers‟ spending self-control (CSSC). We 

conceptualize CSSC as an individual difference, distinct from general self-control, develop a 

parsimonious measure to assess it, and demonstrate important related consequences and 

behaviors. Further, we examine how underlying differences in CSSC impact the effectiveness of 

a self-control strategy that has recently received a lot of attention in public policy legislation – 

enhancing consumers‟ awareness of the future consequences of present behavior through the 

provision of outcome elaboration prompts. Results from our studies suggest that outcome 

elaboration prompts (that is, external stimuli used to encourage consumers to consider the future 

outcomes of their present decisions) differentially impact consumers‟ self-control effectiveness 

depending on their inherent CSSC. Specifically, the presence of outcome elaboration prompts 

enhances self-control for low CSSC consumers, but does not affect the choices of high CSSC 

consumers. Furthermore, we provide direct evidence that it is a differential focus on future 

outcomes that drives the distinct responses of high- versus low-CSSC consumers to the provision 

of outcome elaboration prompts. 

 

 

 

KEYWORDS: Self-control; spending; outcome elaboration prompts; future outcome elaboration; 

credit cards; goals 
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Reports abound throughout the media regarding a plethora of financial hardships being 

faced by consumers. Regardless of recent turmoil in various economic markets, a consistent 

factor contributing to lowered consumer financial well-being resides in the lack of control many 

consumers have over their own spending. Specifically, Western society suffers from rising 

bankruptcies and foreclosures caused by overextension of credit and low savings rates. Recent 

reports from the American Bankruptcy Institute (2010) state that household debt to disposable 

income ratios are at a record high, and bankruptcy filings continue to soar. In addition to the 

frequent financing of consumption through the use of credit, a lack of personal savings threatens 

to further strain the financial future of citizens as illustrated by the continually low personal 

savings rate in the United States, which currently hovers at around 3 percent (Bureau of 

Economic Analysis 2010) and is consistently one of the world‟s lowest (Guidolin and La 

Jeunesse 2007). Due to the severity of the consequences associated with the poor control of 

spending, it is critical to be able to more fully understand the ability of consumers to exercise 

effective spending self-control. This increased understanding could in turn contribute to the 

design of effective methods to increase spending self-control in order to avoid the detrimental 

financial (e.g., bankruptcy, poor credit), psychological (e.g., stress, guilt, anxiety), and social 

(e.g., strained relationships, divorce) consequences associated with uncontrolled spending.  

In pursuit of the objective to understand and enhance spending self-control, the purpose 

of the current research is to examine underlying individual differences in consumer spending 

self-control (CSSC), defined as the ability to monitor and regulate one‟s spending-related 

thoughts and decisions in accordance with self-imposed standards. Further, we also establish the 

distinction between consumer spending self-control and general self-control, develop a 

parsimonious measure to assess CSSC, and study the relationship between CSSC differences and 
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patterns of spending and consumption, which might have an impact on consumers‟ financial 

well-being. Further, the current research explores interventions that can at least temporarily 

enhance consumers‟ spending self-control effectiveness by investigating how underlying 

differences in CSSC lead to distinct interpretations of external efforts to influence spending 

behaviors. We examine the possibility that the provision of external prompts or strategies (i.e., 

prompts enhancing consumers‟ awareness of the future consequences of present behavior) can 

positively influence consumers who are the most at risk of self-control failure. 

Conventional wisdom suggests that people should think about the consequences of their 

actions before they take them; that is, they should “think before they act/speak” and “look before 

they leap.” Indeed, strategies specifically bringing attention to future periods of time should 

increase self-control effectiveness as such cues allow individuals to consider consequences 

consistent with their higher-order goals (Fujita et al. 2006). In this paper, we examine one such 

strategy – the provision of outcome elaboration prompts – and assess conditions under which it 

effectively promotes self-control. We build upon extant research that has started to emphasize the 

beneficial effects of considering the outcomes that might occur in the future for the effective control 

of one‟s behavior in the present (e.g., Baumeister and Heatherton 1996; Nenkov, Inman, and Hulland 

2008), by specifically assessing the effects of outcome elaboration prompts, defined as external 

stimuli that prompt consumers to consider the potential consequences of present financial decisions 

(i.e., credit card disclosures of period of time and total interest it will take to pay off balance or 

warnings to think carefully before assuming more credit).  

Understanding the effects of such prompts is of extreme importance given recent 

legislation on mutual fund and credit card advertising mandating the provision of such explicit 

future-oriented information about the outcomes of mutual fund investment and the use of credit 
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(see e.g., Federal Register 2003; Office of Fair Trading Press Release 2004; White House Press 

Release 2009). In spite of their importance, however, prior research has not tested for what people 

and in what situations outcome elaboration prompts would promote effective spending self-control.  

The current research has two primary objectives that lead to important contributions to our 

understanding of consumer financial decision making. The first objective is to develop the 

conceptualization and measurement of the CSSC construct. In pursuit of this objective, in Studies 1a, 

1b, and 1c, we develop a valid and reliable measure to capture CSSC, and we then present Studies 2 

and 3, which demonstrate the importance of the concept of CSSC by demonstrating its ability to 

predict relevant attitudes and behaviors in purchasing situations. As part of our measurement 

development process, we distinguish CSSC from general self-control. The second objective of this 

research is to propose interventions that can at least temporarily enhance consumers‟ spending self-

control effectiveness. We propose that external outcome elaboration prompts can be used to improve 

spending self-control. Specifically, we argue that differences in CSSC lead to different reactions to 

external stimuli that prompt consumers to consider the potential consequences of present spending 

behaviors. In pursuit of this objective, in Studies 4 and 5 we show that outcome elaboration prompts 

improve spending self-control effectiveness for low CSSC consumers and do not affect the 

naturally strong spending self-control of high CSSC consumers. Moreover, in Study 5 we provide 

direct evidence that it is change in the focus on future outcomes that drives consumers‟ responses 

to outcome elaboration prompts. The studies presented in this research study different dependent 

outcomes (e.g., impulse purchases, willingness to pay for products, tradeoffs between immediate 

consumption and debt incurrence and repayment) in order to demonstrate the wide-ranging 

applicability of the CSSC construct and its effects on a broad scope of spending-related behaviors.  
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CONCEPTUALIZING CONSUMER SPENDING SELF-CONTROL 

 We begin with a brief overview of the individual trait of general self-control. Next, we 

introduce the present conceptualization of consumer spending self-control (CSSC) and discuss 

its relationship to other self-control related constructs.  

General Self-Control 

General self-control is defined as the ability to monitor one‟s behavior, have clear 

standards, and possess the capacity for change (Baumeister 2002; Carver and Scheier 1998; Vohs 

and Faber 2007). Inherent individual differences in self-control represent a stable characteristic 

of one‟s personality (Baumeister 2002). In fact, the well-established five-factor taxonomy of 

personality traits includes “conscientiousness, control, or constraint” as the third factor 

(Goldberg 1990), providing evidence that self-control is an important personality trait capable of 

explaining a variety of individual differences in behavior (Baumeister 2002). Tangney et al. 

(2004) developed a trait measure of self-control, which focuses on resisting temptation, keeping 

good self-discipline, and breaking habits. While all of these dimensions relate to the overall 

human capacity to exert control over one‟s behaviors, this general tendency is likely to differ 

across domains. Tangney et al.‟s (2004) measure addresses domains across a wide variety of 

behaviors, but it only tangentially addresses consumption-related phenomena (e.g., only one of 

the 36 items in their long scale version directly addresses consumption of financial resources). 

Consumer Spending Self-Control 

 Within the study of self-control as related to consumption, Hoch and Loewenstein (1991) 

conceptualize consumer self-control as a struggle between willpower and desire that arises from 

preferences that are inconsistent with respect to time (also see Baumeister 2002; Wertenbroch 

1998). Consumption-related self-control failures occur when indulgent local consumption is 
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chosen at the expense of global goals, often due to the visceral influences that attractive 

consumption opportunities have on our behaviors (Loewenstein 1996). Control over one‟s 

spending certainly shares many commonalities with aspects of one‟s general self-control, and yet 

a more targeted study of spending self-control could help advance understanding of how to 

effectively enhance this essential form of self-control. While a general measure of self-control 

might have some explanatory value for spending and consumption related outcomes, we expect 

that a more specific conceptualization and measure of control within the domain of spending and 

financial behaviors should be able to better explain a variety of important and consequential 

behaviors and attitudes exhibited by consumers.  

Recent research highlights the importance of domain specificity in better understanding 

the effects of individual traits (e.g., risk-taking tendencies, see Hanoch, Johnson, and Wilke 

2006; propensity to plan, see Lynch et al. 2010). As such, we seek to demonstrate how self-

control applies specifically to the study of consumers‟ spending behavior and decision making, 

an effort consistent with Baumgartner‟s (2002) call to develop frameworks in which more 

elemental traits are studied in conjunction with consumption-specific traits. This effort is also 

consistent with previous research, which has suggested that specificity in traits or attitudes will 

enhance the ability to predict relevant behavior (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975; Mowen 2000; 

Mowen and Spears 1999).  

Consider for example why an individual who is generally high in self-control might have 

difficulties when it comes to curtailing spending, or why someone who is generally average in 

self-control could be an extremely self-controlled health fanatic. We believe that an important 

part of the answer lies in taking into account how consumers decide to allocate their self-

regulatory resources. Although one‟s pool of resources can be increased over time (Baumeister 
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2002; Muraven and Baumeister 2000), it is relatively fixed during a shorter time period. As such, 

consumers must make resource allocation decisions either implicitly or explicitly. Ego depletion 

accounts propose that individuals will have to choose the areas in which they most want to exert 

their limited self-control resources and conserve energy in other domains (Muraven, Shmueli, 

and Burkley 2006). Thus, self-control will differ across domains, even though use of regulatory 

resources across domains draws from a common resource (Baumeister, Vohs, and Tice 2007). 

Recognition of the differential application and abilities of a single individual to exercise self-

control relevant to a specific domain is apparent in the development of measures related to 

control over food consumption (e.g., the Dieting Restraint Scale; Herman and Polivy 1975) and 

control over the use of time (Procrastination Scale; Lay 1986). As such, we suggest that a more 

focused examination of consumer spending self-control would facilitate our understanding of 

consumers‟ specific ability to regulate their spending-related behaviors and decisions.  

Conceptualization of CSSC should take into account the primary aspects of self-control, 

namely, monitoring, having clear standards, and capacity for change (regulating) (Baumeister 

2002; Carver and Scheier 1998; Vohs and Faber 2007). The monitoring aspect involves tracking 

one‟s behavior with respect to the standards that have been created. It is important that these 

standards are self-imposed and/or personally adopted by the consumer, or otherwise behaviors, 

which are counterproductive may not truly be self-control failures, but simply matters of choice. 

Finally, individuals must have the capacity to actually change or regulate problematic behavior 

in a way that is consistent with the achievement of self-control goals. Therefore, we define 

consumer spending self-control (CSSC) as the ability to monitor and regulate one’s spending-

related thoughts and decisions in accordance with self-imposed standards.  

Related Constructs 
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Frugality. Lastovicka et al. (1999, p. 88) define frugality as “a unidimensional consumer 

lifestyle trait characterized by the degree to which consumers are both restrained in acquiring and 

in resourcefully using economic goods and services to achieve longer-term goals.” This 

definition suggests similarities with CSSC, especially regarding restraint associated with pursuit 

of longer-term goals. As such, one would expect a positive relationship between frugality and 

CSSC, such that individuals who are more frugal should also exhibit higher CSSC. Frugality is 

also distinct from CSSC because of frugality‟s emphasis on the resourceful use of acquired 

resources (e.g., restricting length of showers, using less than the recommended amount of 

detergent) and of its ideological nature stemming from various religious perspectives (Lastovicka 

et al. 1999). In contrast, CSSC focuses on the acquisition or lack of acquisition associated with 

control of spending decisions and can be considered more neutral with respect to ideology. 

Impulsive Consumption. Much of the extant literature on consumer self-control has 

focused upon impulse purchasing, which is often conceptualized as unregulated, unplanned 

purchase behavior influenced by ones‟ chronic values regarding impulsiveness and the 

situational accessibility of costs and benefits (Baumeister 2002; Puri 1996; Rook and Fisher 

1995; Vohs and Faber 2007). A common assumption is that self-control problems are often 

evidenced by impulsive behavior (Wertenbroch 1998) and impulsive buying is generally 

associated with the amount of control one has over their spending (e.g., Dholakia et al. 2006; 

Fujita et al. 2006; Vohs and Faber 2007). Of course, impulsive phenomena are not necessarily 

required in order for self-control of purchasing and consumption to be problematic (Ridgway, 

Kukar-Kinney, and Monroe 2005; Shehryar, Landry, and Arnold 2001). Similarly, impulsive 

behavior does not necessarily equate to self-control failure. For example, a consumer could allot 

themselves money with which to make impulsive purchases, thereby preplanning to add a 



10 

 

 

component of spontaneity into their lives.  

 Compulsive Consumption. We also note that compulsive consumption could be related to 

CSSC, although these phenomena are quite different conceptually. Specifically, O‟Guinn and 

Faber (1989) define compulsive buying as chronic, repetitive purchasing that becomes a primary 

response to negative events or feelings and emphasize that, although short-term benefits may 

exist, compulsive buying ultimately creates negative consequences. Consequences associated 

with high compulsive consumption include hiding behavior, family arguments, and frequent 

returns of purchased items (Ridgway, Kukar-Kinney, and Monroe 2008). While several of the 

consequences associated with CSSC are similar to those of compulsive consumption, CSSC 

focuses upon the control aspects of consumer spending. As such, consumer spending self-control 

failure can be a contributing factor in both impulsive and compulsive buying. However, CSSC is 

a more pervasive trait that can be expressed in less chronic and more varied purchase and 

consumption decisions than behaviors associated with impulsive and compulsive buying.  

Other Constructs. The pain that a consumer associates with spending money on products 

has been recently investigated by Rick, Cryder, and Loewenstein (2008). Rick et al. (2008) 

introduce a measure of tightwads and spendthrifts that examines general attitudes toward 

spending and the pain consumers associate with buying. While this distinction is relevant to 

CSSC, tightwad-spendthrift does not focus per se on standards, monitoring, or control over 

spending decisions. Finally, recent research, which introduced the elaboration on potential 

outcomes (EPO) trait (Nenkov, Inman, and Hulland 2008), suggested that consumers differ in 

their tendencies to engage in pre-decision outcome elaboration and that those who tend to 

generate and evaluate potential outcomes when deciding how to behave exhibit more effective 

self-control. EPO emphasizes the future time perspective often associated with self-control 
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(Hoch and Loewenstein 1991) and should be related, yet distinct from CSSC. Overall, several 

existing constructs are conceptually linked to and informative in considering self-control in a 

consumer context, and yet none of these constructs or their corresponding measures directly 

assesses one‟s attitudes and behaviors toward consumer spending self-control. As such, we next 

turn to developing a measure that can capture self-control differences in this important context. 

 

CSSC MEASUREMENT DEVELOPMENT 

Item Generation and Judging 

Three primary sources were used to develop an initial pool of items for evaluation in 

measuring the CSSC construct: the extant literature, the authors, and open-ended responses from 

12 adult respondents. These methods resulted in an initial item pool of 66 items that reflect the 

previous definitions of general self-control (i.e., standards, monitoring, and regulating), but were 

specific to spending related decisions. The content validity of the items was assessed in two 

stages (see e.g., Tian, Bearden, and Hunter 2001; Netemeyer, Burton, and Lichtenstein 1995). 

First, the 66 items were randomly divided into two groups and sent to one of two panels of 8 

expert judges. Judges were given the overall conceptual definition of CSSC and asked to indicate 

whether each item was “not applicable,” “somewhat applicable,” or “very applicable.” Items 

were not retained if more than two judges indicated that an item was not applicable, resulting in 

the elimination of 15 items. Second, the remaining 51 items were sent to a new expert panel of 9 

judges. Items were eliminated if fewer than six of the judges agreed on item content. This second 

judgmental stage eliminated 19 items, resulting in a total of 32 items.   

 

STUDIES 1A AND 1B: MEASUREMENT REFINEMENT AND RELIABILITY 

For Study 1a, responses to the 32 remaining items were collected from adults via an 
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online panel. A total of 164 (81 females) complete responses were received. Eighty-seven 

percent of the respondents were employed at least part-time, 61% reported annual income of 

$50,000 or more, the mean age was 34.6 years. In this study and all subsequent studies, 

responses to the CSSC measures were collected using 7-point scales where 1 = strongly disagree 

and 7 = strongly agree. Items were retained based on the following criteria, based upon Bearden, 

Netemeyer, and Teel 1989 and Tian, Bearden, and Hunter (2001): a) corrected item-to-total 

correlations above .45 and b) a clean (i.e., no cross-loadings) factor loading above .50. These 

analyses resulted in a reduced set of 19 items. The construct reliability and average variance 

extracted estimates for the CSSC measure were .91 and .52 and the average mean score (standard 

deviations) was 5.00 (1.13).  

For Study 1b, 176 (100 females) complete responses were received using a new adult 

panel. Eighty-seven percent of the respondents were employed at least part-time, 55% reported 

annual income of $50,000 or more, the mean age was 35.8 years. The remaining 19 items were 

analyzed using a series of confirmatory factor analyses. After deletion of nine items with low 

reliability, these analyses resulted in a single factor model comprised of ten items. The items are 

presented in the first column of Table 1. Multiple fit statistics demonstrated acceptable fit 

according to recommended cut-offs (Bollen 1989; Hu and Bentler 1999) and are displayed, along 

with the corresponding estimates from Study 1a, in Table 1. The construct reliability and average 

variance extracted estimates for the CSSC measure were .93 and .58 and the average mean score 

(standard deviations) was 5.06 (1.20).  

Insert Table 1 about here 

 

STUDY 1C: DISCRIMINANT VALIDITY AND SOCIALLY DESIRABLE RESPONDING 
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 Study 1c incorporates general self-control for the purpose of investigating discriminant 

validity, while also addressing the issue of socially desirable responding. A total of 224 (119 

females) responses were received from non-student adults. Ninety percent of the respondents 

were employed at least part-time, 53% percent reported annual income of $50,000 or more, the 

mean age was 42.0 years. In addition to the 10-item CSSC (α = .93) scale, we assessed the 13-

item version of general self-control (α = .82; Tangney et al. 2004) and 6 items from a measure of 

desirable responding proposed by Paulhus (1991) – Impression Management (IM). 

Additional support for the 10-item, one-factor model of CSSC was provided from 

confirmatory factor analysis of the proposed scale (see Table 1). The correlation between CSSC 

and the general self-control measure was .48, indicating that the two self-control measures are 

correlated as expected, but still reflect distinct constructs. Confirmatory factor analyses, using 

the procedures recommended by Gerbing and Anderson (1988), were used to investigate 

discriminant validity. The chi-square difference test supported discriminant validity between 

CSSC and general self-control (Δχ
2
 = 837.80, 1 d.f., p < .01). Comparison of the AVE estimates 

with the squared phi coefficient reflecting the correlation between the measures of general self-

control and CSSC provided additional evidence of discriminant validity. With respect to 

response bias, CSSC was not correlated with IM (r = .02, p < .90), which suggests that CSSC 

responses are not strongly influenced by impression management motives.  

  

THE IMPACT OF DIFFERENCES IN CSSC 

Having established a valid, reliable, and parsimonious measure of consumer spending 

self-control, we now consider the impact of this important individual difference as manifested in 

a variety of consumption-related contexts in order to provide evidence of CSSC‟s ability to 
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predict relevant behaviors. In this section, we propose some specific effects of consumer 

spending self-control on consumption attitudes and behaviors. Despite the inherent differences 

across consumers‟ financial situations, CSSC is expected to be insightful into general patterns of 

spending and consumption. In the following two studies, we focus on differences in responses to 

an unexpected impulsive purchase opportunity as well as differences in the actual amount of 

money that consumers are willing to pay for a variety of products, both of which have been 

associated with the amount of control one has over their spending (e.g., Dholakia et al. 2006; 

Fujita et al. 2006; Vohs and Faber 2007). Moreover, past literature has suggested that consumers 

who really want a present temptation are likely to pay more for it, that is, they will pay more to 

speed up consumption when they feel a strong desire to consume immediately (Fujita et al. 

2006). Thus breakdown of control can also be associated with the amount the individual is 

willing to pay for immediate consumption to avoid experiencing a delay in desire fulfillment. 

Specifically, we predict that: 

H1: Consumers lower in CSSC are overall more likely than consumers higher in CSSC 

to:  

a) make impulsive purchases, and 

b) pay more for products. 

 

Again, despite the inherent differences across consumers‟ financial situations, CSSC will 

provide insight into general patterns of spending and consumption (note that these patterns of 

spending and consumption would not necessarily be construed as bad or suboptimal for all 

consumers, for example, intentionally incorporating some impulsive buying or spontaneity into 

one‟s life may enhance overall satisfaction; Haws and Poynor 2008). In the two studies that 

follow, we present participants with unexpected purchase situations and show that inherent 

differences in CSSC lead to such consequences as an enhanced likelihood to buy things on 

impulse, testing H1a (Study 2) and a tendency to pay more for products, testing H1b (Study 3). 
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Studies 2 and 3 also demonstrate the relative predictive validity of CSSC beyond general self-

control and other related constructs described earlier. Furthermore, following Studies 2 and 3, we 

explore whether CSSC differences predict consumers‟ willingness to forgo spending on 

immediate consumption in favor of repaying debt (Study 4) and their likelihood of incurring debt 

to finance immediate consumption (Study 5). We note that in some respects, these predicted 

effects are but illustrative of the types of behaviors that are likely to be affected by differences in 

CSSC, and our purpose is to illustrate the wide-ranging applicability of studying underlying 

differences in consumer spending self-control. Therefore, and as suggested in our subsequent 

discussion, additional opportunities exist for exploration in future research.    

 

STUDY 2: CSSC AND PURCHASE OPPORTUNITIES  

In Study 2, we seek to provide support for H1a by testing how one‟s level of CSSC is 

related to responses to unexpected yet attractive consumption opportunities.  

Insert Table 1 about here 

Method 

First, we examine differences in purchase decision making based on levels of CSSC, and 

we again distinguish CSSC from general self-control. Study 1 was conducted in two phases 

separated by four weeks to ensure that there would be no demand effects from responding to the 

CSSC measurement items and to provide a stronger test of our predictions. The two data 

collection phases were presented to participants as two ostensibly unrelated consumer decision 

making studies. Participants were 204 undergraduate students (102 females) who participated in 

exchange for extra course credit. In phase one, participants completed the 10-item CSSC scale (α 

= .93; M = 5.00; SD = 1.06), and the 13-item general self-control scale (α = .86; Tangney et al. 

2004). Our analyses were unaffected by demographic variables; hence they are not discussed 
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further. Four weeks later, in phase 2, all participants were asked to imagine a fictional Ms. A 

encountering an attractive unplanned purchase opportunity for a jacket, adapted from Dholakia et 

al. (2006): 

Ms. A is a 22-year old college student with a part-time job.  It is two days before she gets the 

next paycheck and at present, she has only $25 left for necessities in her bank account.  In 

addition, she does have two credit cards that she sometimes uses. Today, Ms. A needs to buy a 

pair of warm socks for an outdoor party coming up this weekend.  After work, she goes with her 

friend Ms. B to the mall to purchase the socks.  As they are walking through Macy‟s, Ms. A sees 

a great looking jacket on sale for $50.  The jacket is of a style that she has wanted to buy for a 

long time, and is in her favorite color.  The helpful salesperson tells Ms. A that they have just 

one piece left in her size, and it is unlikely that they will get more pieces in this style in the 

future. 
 

Following the scenario, participants were asked to indicate the probability that they 

would purchase the jacket if they were Ms. A using a percentage scale bounded by 0% and 100% 

chance with each 10% increment labeled.  

Results 

 We anticipated that individuals higher in CSSC would be less likely to make the 

unplanned credit card purchase than individuals lower in CSSC. A regression analysis 

simultaneously entering both CSSC and the general self-control measures as continuous 

predictor variables on the dependent measure of purchase likelihood revealed that CSSC was a 

significant predictor (b = - .19, t = -2.33, p = .02), while general self-control was not (b = - .01, t 

= -.13, p = .90).
1
 Further, a variance inflation factor of 1.3 indicated that multicollinearity was 

not as issue in our results. This result provided initial evidence that consumers lower in CSSC 

are more likely to purchase tempting products than are consumers higher in CSSC, providing 

support for H1a. Further, results confirmed that CSSC is a better predictor of spending-related 

decisions than general self-control, providing evidence that addressing self-control through the 

                                                 
3
Using a step-wise regression approach produces the same result. Individually, CSSC is a significant predictor, 

while general self-control is not.  
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more domain-specific CSSC approach provides greater predictive ability.  

  

STUDY 3: CSSC AND ACTUAL PURCHASE BEHAVIOR 

 In Study 3, we sought to extend our findings to actual purchase behavior by examining 

the amount consumers are willing to pay in an unexpected purchase situation (H1b) rather than 

just the likelihood to purchase. Specifically, this study investigates purchase behavior through 

the use of a modified Becker, DeGroot, and Marschak (BDM; 1964) willingness to pay 

elicitation procedure (Kahneman, Knetcsh, and Thaler 1991; Lerner, Small, and Loewenstein 

2004;). Although the modified BDM procedure is typically used in studying the endowment 

effect, the procedure also enables the elicitation of more precise willingness to pay estimates. 

Importantly, Study 3 included the use of real money and real purchases as described below. We 

also included a battery of other measures from the consumer behavior literature in order to 

examine their relationship to both CSSC and general self-control, to further highlight the unique 

importance and predictive power of CSSC. 

 

Method 

 Participants were 136 undergraduate business students (74 females). The study was 

conducted in two phases separated by two weeks. Again, the two data collection phases were 

presented to participants as two ostensibly unrelated consumer decision making studies. In the 

first phase, participants responded to several individual difference measures including CSSC (α = 

.90; M = 5.19; SD = 1.07), the purpose of which was to demonstrate that CSSC would still 

remain a predictor of purchase decisions in the presence of other constructs. Specifically, these 

measures included general self-control (α = .80; Tangney et al., 2004), frugality (α = .76; 

Lastovicka et al., 1999), compulsive shopping (α = .79; Ridgway, Kukar-Kinney, and Monroe 
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2008), tightwad-spendthrift (α = .73; Rick, Cryder, and Loewenstein 2008), elaboration on 

potential outcomes  (α = .91; Nenkov, Inman, and Hulland 2008), impulsiveness (α = .90; Rook 

and Fisher, 1995), and price consciousness (α = .92; Litchenstein, Ridgway, and Netemeyer 

1993). Lastly participants provided basic demographic information. Two weeks later, 

participants completed the second phase of the study involving the use of a modified BDM 

procedure designed to elicit precise willingness to pay measures as described below.  

Upon entering their individual stations in a behavioral research laboratory, participants 

encountered a mock store comprised of a variety of products including a university t-shirt, a 

toothbrush, a stainless steel coffee mug, an energy drink, a bag of gourmet trail mix, and a super-

soaker water gun. These products were selected for appropriateness and relevance based on a 

series of pretests using the same undergraduate student population. Participants were asked to 

complete a computer-based study related to the products in their mock store. The computer 

instructions first informed them that they would be receiving $20 for their participation in the 

study, but that they would have an opportunity to use some or all of that money to purchase an 

item (Vohs and Faber 2007). Next, participants reviewed an example of a BDM task in which an 

individual was asked to choose whether or not he/she would prefer to keep an amount of money 

or trade money for a product (water bottle) for several different incrementally larger amounts of 

money. Participants were then told that they would use a similar procedure to express how much 

they valued the products on display by choosing “keep money” or “trade money for product” for 

each of a combination of 12-18 evenly spaced price levels per product (customized to fit the 

general price increments and fit reasonably well on a single computer screen), all of which were 

under $20 (the amount of money participants received). As such, participants indicated their own 

willingness to pay for each of the products on the scale provided by indicating at each monetary 
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value whether they would keep the money or trade for the product, and the price level at which 

they last indicated that they would “trade money for product” was interpreted as their willingness 

to pay (Lerner, Small, and Loewenstein 2004).  

The instructions encouraged the participants to act as though they were in a real retail 

environment and were free to inspect and touch the products as desired. Participants were told 

that there would be only one product available to actually buy in each session, but that this 

selected product and price would not be announced until the session‟s end. Therefore, it was 

emphasized that their decision for each product was important and that the amount for the 

randomly selected product would be binding. These instructions ensured that participants knew 

that they would be spending real money on the items; they simply did not know which item 

would be chosen. As such, we were able to successfully obtain their willingness to pay for all of 

the items. At the end of the session, the selected product and price combination for that session 

were announced. If students were willing to pay the selected amount or more, they received the 

product plus $20 minus the “winning” price for that session. If they were not willing to pay that 

amount, they simply received $20 in cash.      

Results 

Descriptive statistics as well as intercorrelations among all variables measured in this 

study are presented in Table 2. The six products available for purchase were combined to form a 

single willingness to pay index (Vohs and Faber 2007). In order to test whether or not CSSC 

provides explanatory power in the domain of financial purchase decision making, a series of 

regression analyses were executed. First, we conducted a regression analysis by using the index 

of product prices as the dependent variable and CSSC plus the other seven individual difference 

measures (i.e., self-control, frugality, compulsive shopping, tightwad-spendthrift, elaboration on 
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potential outcomes, price consciousness, and impulsiveness) as predictors, entered 

simultaneously (F (7, 129) = 7.90, p < .01). CSSC emerged as the only significant predictor in 

this analysis (b = .25, t = 2.10, p < .05). None of the other variables were significant predictors of 

respondents‟ willingness to pay for the set of products (all p‟s > .24). Examination of the VIF 

statistics (all < 2.91) from the full model regression in which all eight predictors (i.e., CSSC plus 

the seven additional predictors) were included, suggested that multicollinearity did not account 

for the results.
2
  

Insert Table 2 about here 

 Overall, CSSC emerged as a significant positive predictor above and beyond other related 

variables. As such, CSSC appears to capture unique variation in individuals‟ willingness to pay 

for real products using real money, providing support for H1b and offering useful insights into 

financial decision making. Study 3 provides evidence that CSSC is linked to actual purchase 

behaviors, suggesting that in general, across a basket of various products, those with higher 

levels of CSSC pay less for products than do those with lower levels of CSSC. In addition, this 

study provided an opportunity to distinguish between CSSC and other related constructs.  

 Studies 2 and 3 demonstrated some of the variations in consumer spending attitudes and 

behaviors that result from inherent differences in CSSC and provided support for H1. So far, 

results show that CSSC is a distinct construct and is predictive of relevant spending behaviors. 

Consumers low in CSSC exhibited an enhanced likelihood to buy unplanned things on impulse 

and a tendency to pay more for products than did their higher CSSC counterparts. These findings 

suggest that lower CSSC consumers would be particularly vulnerable to the negative financial 

consequences of excessive spending discussed earlier. Given these negative consequences of 

                                                 
2
 To further confirm our results, we also used a stepwise regression where the index of product prices was again 

regressed on CSSC plus the other seven potential predictors, and again, CSSC emerged as the only significant 

predictor (b = .24, t = 2.81, p < .01). 
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CSSC failure, identifying simple approaches to enhance consumer spending self-control can 

have enormous benefits. Next, we propose that promoting a focus on future outcomes through 

the provision of outcome elaboration prompts is one such approach.  

 

IMPROVING CSSC THROUGH OUTCOME ELABORATION PROMPTS 

Are there simple steps or contextual changes that can guide consumers toward regulating 

their behavior and making decisions more consistent with their overall goals? Researchers have 

argued that the process of transcending the present and anticipating potential desired and 

undesired outcomes lies at the heart of self-regulation (Baumeister et al. 1994; Baumeister and 

Heatherton 1996; Carver and Scheier 1998). Moreover, recent work empirically demonstrated 

that individual proclivity to engage in outcome elaboration is beneficial for successful self-

regulation (Nenkov, Inman, and Hulland 2008). Therefore, considering future consequences can 

enhance self-control by helping individuals focus on the future and transcend present temptations.  

We seek to understand how using external stimuli to prompt consumers to consider future 

outcomes might affect self-control. Past research has examined the impact of directly encouraging 

consumers to consider potential outcomes by instructing them to list the potential outcomes 

before making a decision (Nenkov, Inman, and Hulland 2008). While these authors examined the 

effects of explicitly asking people to engage in outcome elaboration, prior research has not 

examined the potential of using external stimuli to prompt outcome elaboration. Hence, we add to 

this recent literature by examining how external stimuli, in the form of outcome elaboration 

prompts, can be differentially effective for promoting better self-control.  

This quite practical approach allows us to test the effects of priming outcome elaboration 

via external interventions, a practice mandated by a number of recent financial industry 
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regulations and critical to understanding public policy efforts aimed at helping consumers make 

more informed spending and credit decisions. For example, the Credit Card Accountability 

Responsibility and Disclosure Act, in effect as of February 2010, requires credit card issuers to 

provide more detailed information about consumers‟ credit situation including disclosures 

regarding the period of time and total interest to be paid in order to pay off the card balance 

using only minimum monthly payments (White House Press Release 2009). More generally, 

external prompts and disclosures have been shown to affect consumers‟ preferences and choices. 

For example, the mere presence of credit card cues (e.g., MasterCard insignias) increased 

consumers‟ likelihood to spend more and to spend more quickly (Feinberg 1986).  

Recent research has revealed that some consumers may be less susceptible to framing 

effects (i.e., responding differently to distinct but objectively equivalent descriptions of the same 

message) than others (Nenkov et al. 2009; Simon, Fagley, and Halleran 2004). However, little 

prior research has examined whether certain consumer segments might be more susceptible to the 

presence of outcome elaboration prompts. As such, we propose that the provision of outcome 

elaboration prompts will have differential effects on consumers with varying CSSC tendencies. 

Past research has shown that high self-control consumers tend to have better outcomes in the 

long-term (Tangney et al. 2004) and that a higher-level focus on the future is associated with 

enhanced self-control (Fujita et al. 2006). These results suggest that consumers with high CSSC 

should already be more likely to transcend the immediate situation and focus on the future 

without encouragement. Therefore, they should not be impacted by the presence of outcome 

elaboration prompts and should consistently make choices that demonstrate a high level of 

spending self-control, independently of whether prompts are provided externally or not. 

However, the same outcome elaboration prompts should enhance the usually low self-control of 
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low CSSC, who remain myopically focused (Tangney et al. 2004) and, therefore, need 

encouragement to transcend the immediate situation and consider future outcomes and goals. 

Specifically, we predict that: 

H2: Outcome elaboration prompts will improve self-control effectiveness for consumers 

with inherently low CSSC, but will not affect high CSSC consumers‟ choices. 

 
 

Further, we directly assess whether the effects of outcome elaboration prompts are driven 

by a differential focus on the future on the part of consumers high versus low in CSSC, which to 

our knowledge has not been previously tested with respect to self-control differences. We 

propose that providing outcome elaboration prompts will not impact high CSSC consumers, 

whose future outcome focus would generally be high, but will increase focus on the future for 

low CSSC consumers, who are usually more myopically focused. In turn, we expect that this 

shift in focus will mediate the effect of outcome elaboration prompts and CSSC differences on 

exhibited self-control effectiveness.  

H3: Future outcome focus will mediate the effects of outcome elaboration prompts and 

CSSC on exhibited self-control effectiveness.  
 

Moreover, in the following two studies we broaden our conceptualization of spending 

behaviors and look at spending decisions related to debt incurrence and repayment, a key 

negative financial consequence of low CSSC (e.g., Norvilitis, Szablicki, and Wilson 2003). 

Specifically, we explore whether CSSC differences predict consumers‟ willingness to forgo 

spending on immediate consumption in favor of repaying debt (Study 4) and their likelihood of 

incurring debt to finance immediate consumption (Study 5).  

 

STUDY 4: SPECIFIC OUTCOME ELABORATION PROMPTS 

 

In Study 4, we examine how the presence versus absence of outcome elaboration prompts 
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pointing to the negative outcomes of credit card use might affect consumers‟ decisions to 

exercise spending self-control. This approach is consistent with prior research, which has 

suggested that it is the consideration of the negative outcomes of self-control failure that drives 

the beneficial effects of outcome elaboration on self-control (Nenkov, Inman, and Hulland 

2008). Specifically, we seek to explore our hypothesis that consumers who possess relatively 

lower levels of CSSC will be impacted by outcome elaboration prompts to a greater extent than 

those who possess relatively higher levels of CSSC. Consistent with the newly signed Credit 

Card Accountability, Responsibility, and Disclosure Act discussed earlier, which requires that 

credit card issuers disclose the period of time and total interest it will take consumers to pay off 

the card balance if only minimum monthly payments are made, our first study included a 

manipulation that provided consumers with outcome elaboration prompts pointing to these two 

potential consequences of credit usage. In this study we assess the effects of CSSC on 

consumers‟ willingness to forgo spending on immediate consumption in favor of making a larger 

payment towards their credit card debt. 

Method 

 

Data for this study were collected via an online questionnaire administered to 137 

undergraduate students (66 females) in a research computer lab, who received course credit for 

participating in a study on consumer decision making. Participants were asked to imagine that 

last month they purchased a new TV for their room for $450 and charged it on their credit card. 

They were then told that their credit card payment is due so they need to decide how to allocate 

their funds between repaying their debt and spending on immediate consumption. Specifically, 

they were asked to decide whether to pay the whole balance of $450, pay part of their balance, or 

make only the $10 minimum payment and spend the money on something else that they want or 
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need right now. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two experimental conditions and 

were provided with a credit card statement, which contained our outcome elaboration prompts 

manipulation. In the control condition, the statement contained only basic account information 

that was typically included on credit card statements before the newly signed credit card 

legislation (i.e., account balance, minimum payment due, APR, payment due date). In the 

outcome elaboration prompts condition, the statement contained the same basic information plus 

additional information related to specific future outcomes, which was mandated by the new 

legislation: the length of time to pay-off and total finance charges, given only minimum 

payments are made (See Appendix A for stimuli).  

Participants were asked to indicate how much they would pay on the credit card account 

that month (an amount between $10 and $450). Participants then responded to questions 

regarding scenario credibility and comprehension (measured on a 7-point semantic differential 

scale: credible—not credible; difficult to comprehend—easy to comprehend). At the end of the 

experiment, after approximately 15-20 minutes of unrelated filler tasks, we measured individual 

differences in CSSC ( = .94; M = 5.12; SD = 1.18).  

Results and Discussion 

We first ensured that there were no differences across experimental conditions in participants‟ 

perceptions of scenario credibility (M control = 3.45; M OEP = 3.29, t (136) = 1.59, p < .2) and 

comprehension (M control = 5.24; M OEP = 5.40, t (136) = .84, p < .4), and that there was no 

relationship between participants‟ CSSC scores and perceptions of scenario credibility (F (1, 135) 

= 1.64 , p < .2) and comprehension (F (1, 135) = 2.34 , p < .2), suggesting that our treatments 

were not confounded with these variables. Next, to test H2 we ran a regression on credit card 

payment amount using experimental condition, CSSC scores (as a continuous measure), and their 
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interaction as independent variables and gender and age as controls (F (5, 131) = 2.77, p < .05). 

Results revealed a significant main effect of experimental condition (b = .99, t = 2.65, p < .01), 

with participants making higher payments when outcome elaboration prompts (OEP) were 

provided (M control = $302; M OEP = $345, t (136) = 1.83, p < .07), and no main effect of CSSC (b 

= .19, t = 1.51, p = .19). Importantly, a significant interaction between participants‟ CSSC and 

experimental condition emerged (b = - .87, t = - 2.28, p < .05). Neither age nor gender had a 

significant effect on the dependent variable nor interacted with CSSC or experimental condition.  

 Additional analysis of the group means revealed that, as predicted, payment amounts for 

high CSSC consumers (based on a median split; note that in all studies variables are analyzed 

continuously and dichotomized only for illustrative purposes) were not affected by the nature of 

the information provided (M control = $325; M OEP = $337, t (136) = .51, p > .1; see Figure 1), 

whereas low CSSC participants increased their intended payments when presented with outcome 

elaboration prompts (M control = $285; M OEP = $360, t (136) = 1.96, p < .05; see Figure 1). Thus, 

while our findings reveal that high CSSC consumers are not affected by the nature of information 

provided in a credit card statement, we find low CSSC consumers exercise better self-control and 

make higher credit card payments when provided with outcome elaboration prompts, in support of 

H2.  

Insert Figure 1 about here 

Study 4 results support H2 and confirm that the presence of specific outcome elaboration 

prompts impacts consumers with high versus low levels of CSSC differently. These results 

suggest that outcome elaboration prompts facilitate self-control by causing low CSSC consumers 

to think about consequences that they would not normally consider, whereas these same prompts 

are consistent with high CSSC consumers‟ tendencies to focus on the future, and do not change 
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their behavior. In our next study, we directly test this contention.  

 

STUDY 5: GENERAL OUTCOME ELABORATION PROMPTS 

 
 

In Study 5, we build on the findings from Study 4 in two ways. First, we test whether 

providing outcome elaboration prompts serves to shift consumers‟ focus on the potential 

outcomes of their behavior and whether this future outcome focus is driving the effects of 

outcome elaboration prompts on self-control. Second, we employ a different outcome 

elaboration prompt manipulation and a different spending-related dependent variable (i.e., 

likelihood of incurring debt to finance immediate consumption). 

Method 

Data for this study were collected via an online questionnaire administered in a research 

computer lab to 140 undergraduate students (70 females) who received course credit for 

participating in a study on consumer decision making. Participants were randomly assigned to 

one of two experimental conditions. To begin, all participants read the following:  

You are considering whether to buy an expensive electronic item at Best Buy that you 

have really wanted for a long time.  You are considering charging it on your credit card, 

even though you know that this purchase will cause you to reach your credit line limit.  
 

Participants in the outcome elaboration prompts condition, however, were also given an 

additional paragraph containing prompts about the general negative outcomes of reaching their 

credit card limit. Specifically, these prompts included the possibility of not being able to repay 

their debt, not having any “emergency funds”, and the potential for negatively impacting one‟s 

credit history. Next, all participants were asked to indicate the likelihood that they would buy the 

item (measured on a 7-point scale where 1 = not at all and 7 = very much so). Following the 

primary dependent measure, we assessed the proposed shift in participants‟ future focus by 
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asking the extent to which they thought about future outcomes when making the decision, 

measured on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all; 7 = very much so). Next, we assessed the credibility 

and ease of comprehension of the scenario (as in Study 4). CSSC was measured at the end of the 

experiment after a series of unrelated, filler tasks ( = .90; M = 5.03; SD = 1.19). Finally, gender 

and age were collected.  

Results and Discussion  

Five participants failed to complete the CSSC measure and were removed from the 

sample. The remaining 135 participants form the basis of our analyses. We again ensured that 

there were no differences across experimental conditions in participants‟ perceptions of scenario 

credibility (M control = 3.24; M OEP = 3.00, t (134) = 1.19, p < .3) or comprehension (M control = 5.90; 

M OEP = 5.97, t (134) = .01, p < .9), and that there was no relationship between participants‟ CSSC 

scores and perceptions of scenario credibility (F (1, 133) = .17 , p < .7) or comprehension (F (1, 

133) = .31 , p < .6). 

To test H2, we ran a regression on participants‟ likelihood of buying the product using 

experimental condition, CSSC scores, and their interaction as independent variables and gender 

and age as controls (F (5, 129) =  7.1, p < .001). Results revealed significant main effects of 

experimental condition (b = -.85, t = - 2.42, p < .001), with participants being less likely to 

purchase the item when outcome elaboration prompts (OEP) were provided (M control = 2.8; M 

OEP = 1.9, t (134) = 3.3, p < .01) and CSSC (b = - .54, t = - 2. 43, p < .01), with high CSSC 

participants being less likely to purchase the item (M low CSSC = 3.0; M high CSSC = 1.8, t (134) = 

4.4, p < .01). Importantly, there was a significant interaction between CSSC and experimental 

condition (b = .65, t = 1.96, p < .05). None of the control variables had a significant effect on the 

dependent variable. Further analysis revealed that, as expected, providing outcome elaboration 
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prompts enhanced self-control for participants inherently low in CSSC and made them less likely 

to purchase the item (M control = 3.7; M OEP = 2.2, t (134) = - 3.6, p < .001; see Figure 2a). 

Participants inherently high in CSSC, on the other hand, did not differ significantly in the 

amount of self-control exercised based on the presence or absence of outcome elaboration 

prompts (M control = 1.9; M OEP = 1.5, t (134) = - 1.08, p < .3; see Figure 2a). Thus, we provide 

additional support for the proposed differences in response to outcome elaboration prompts 

based upon difference in CSSC, using a different set of prompts and a different dependent 

measure.  

Insert Figures 2a and 2b about here 

As suggested previously, perceptions of time play a critical role in efforts to control one‟s 

behavior. To test H3 we next examined the mediating role of focus on future outcomes, 

following the procedure recommended by Baron and Kenny (1986). Step 1 was confirmed in our 

previous analysis regarding the impact of the interaction of CSSC and experimental condition on 

exhibited self-control. For step 2, we ran a regression on future outcome focus with the same 

independent and control variables used above (F (5, 129) = 5.3, p < .001). Results revealed 

significant main effects of experimental condition (b = 1.13, t = 3.12, p < .01) and CSSC (b = 

.58, t = 4.55, p < .01) and a significant interaction between CSSC and condition (b = - 1.00, t = - 

2.76, p < .01; see Figure 2b).  

In step 3, we ran a regression testing whether participants‟ outcome focus scores predict 

their spending self-control choices and confirmed that this is indeed the case (F (1, 133) = 39.3, p 

< .001; b = - .48, p < .001). Finally, in step 4, we ran a regression on participants‟ likelihood to 

buy the item with both the experimental condition X CSSC interaction and future outcome focus 

scores as independent variables and found that when future outcome focus is included in the 
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model as a predictor of purchase likelihood, the effect of future outcome focus was significant, 

while the experimental condition X CSSC interaction became non-significant (F (4, 130) = 15.1, 

p < .001, b OEP *CSSC = .28, p < .4, b future outcome focus = - .35, p < .001). Further analysis on the 

mediated effect confirmed that it is indeed significant (Sobel z = - 1.91, p < .05). These results 

show that the effect of outcome elaboration prompts and CSSC on the dependent variable is fully 

mediated by participants‟ future outcome focus and provide direct evidence that differential 

future outcome focus underlies the divergent effect of outcome elaboration prompts on self-

control for those who are inherently higher or lower in CSSC, in support of H3. 

Overall then, we found a significant difference in the extent to which the presence of the 

outcome elaboration prompts caused participants higher and lower in CSSC to think about the 

future consequences of their decision. Specifically, high CSSC participants reported that they 

thought about future consequences in both conditions, while for low CSSC participants the 

outcome elaboration prompts significantly increased their focus on future consequences. 

Furthermore, we showed that this differential future outcome focus mediates the effects of 

outcome elaboration prompts provision on consumers‟ self-control effectiveness. As such, Study 

5 provides experimental evidence that part of the reason that high CSSC consumers experience 

more success in exerting self-control is because they naturally elaborate on the potential 

consequences of their actions more, regardless of environmental prompts. This more distant 

focused perspective indeed appears to enhance self-control (Fujita et al. 2006) in the current 

choice situation. Both Studies 4 and 5 show expected increases in self-control for those who are 

naturally lower in CSSC; that is, they were helped by provided information that prompted them 

to recognize the potential consequences of their behavior.  

 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 
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Many consumers are choosing to spend beyond their means, albeit for a variety of 

reasons. As such, understanding differences in self-control within the context of consumer 

financial decision making is a crucial endeavor. Studies 1a-1c develop a simple tool for assessing 

underlying differences in CSSC. Studies 2 and 3 further establish the validity of CSSC by 

demonstrating that CSSC is distinct from general self-control and that CSSC has important 

financial consequences. Moreover, our research provides new insights into outcome elaboration 

– an important approach that can be utilized by consumers when trying to make successful self-

control decisions. Results from our subsequent studies (Studies 4 and 5) revealed that the 

effectiveness of outcome elaboration for enhancing consumers‟ self-control depends on CSSC 

and how it interacts with the provision of outcome elaboration prompts. The current set of 

studies provides support for our contention that outcome elaboration prompts enhance self-

control for those consumers who naturally have less CSSC, but do not affect the behavior of high 

CSSC consumers. Based on these findings it seems that consumers who are naturally lower in 

self-control can be helped by external interventions such as the provision of outcome elaboration 

prompts, whereas consumers who are higher in self-control are less influenced by external “help” 

in the form of providing specific potential consequences.  

Indeed, exploring the possibility of interventions that may help consumers low in CSSC 

could be extremely important. Relatedly, Lastovicka et al. (1999) discuss the notion of converted 

frugals, that is, consumers who have used self-help literature or other means to train themselves 

to consume frugally. Likewise, appropriate training and intervention should be able to bolster a 

consumer‟s efforts to control his or her spending behaviors by strengthening knowledge of the 

benefits of setting standards, monitoring behaviors in accordance with these standards, and 

regulating behavior when confronted with situations in which spending should be restricted. Of 
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note, our efforts to collect exploratory data from a consumer counseling agency suggested that 

training and intervention can play a positive role with respect to consumer control of spending 

behaviors. Specifically, we collected responses to the CSSC measure from 36 individuals who 

had completed a credit counseling program (primarily emphasizing budgeting and monitoring, as 

well as regulating techniques) provided by the United Way. Results revealed that these 

consumers‟ mean scores on the CSSC measure were significantly higher than those of the adult 

samples we collected in this paper, providing further evidence that intervention may improve 

one‟s level of CSSC. A variety of self-control strategies could be fruitfully explored in future 

research in order to understand the types of actions consumers can take to enhance their overall 

spending self-control.  

 

Contributions and Implications 

This paper provides several important contributions that help understand how consumers 

make financial decisions and what can be done to improve their decision making. First, we 

conceptualize CSSC, an individual trait defined here as the ability to monitor and regulate one‟s 

spending-related thoughts, emotions, and decisions in accordance with self-imposed standards. 

Second, we design a reliable and valid instrument to measure CSSC. The CSSC scale provides a 

parsimonious method for investigating differences in spending self-control that should prove 

useful in a variety of research domains. Being able to identity such differences would enable 

researchers to understand how to better help consumers overcome their self-control difficulties 

when it comes to spending. Moreover, the newly developed scale would be particularly useful 

for financial planners as well as government and independent agencies concerned with the 

prevalent high spending and low savings rates, as it allows the identification of low CSSC 

consumers, who are likely the ones most negatively affected by these detrimental trends. Note 
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that our present studies also provide evidence of discriminant and predictive validity compared 

to general self-control, again suggesting that a focus on CSSC is essential to more fully 

understand and help consumers. 

Moreover, in Studies 2 and 3 we demonstrate that CSSC differences lead to purchase 

intention differences in response to an unplanned impulsive purchase opportunity as well as 

differences in the actual amount of money that consumers are willing to pay for a variety of 

products, highlighting multiple financial consequences of CSSC differences arising from 

financial decision making. We also note that in another study not reported here, we found 

evidence that the negative consequences associated with CSSC extend beyond just financial 

outcomes, but also relate to such social outcomes as household disagreements and tension as 

well as psychological consequences including guilt, stress, shame, and regret. These results 

highlight the potential for broader life consequences that can result from spending-related self-

control failures (Tangney et al. 2004; Xiao, Sorhaindo, and Garman 2004).  

Our research also contributes to understanding consumer financial decision making by 

demonstrating that consumers respond differently to outcome elaboration prompts based on their 

inherent CSSC level (Studies 4 and 5). In addition, Studies 4 and 5 add to the self-control 

literature by providing novel insights into the effectiveness of future outcome elaboration for 

exerting self-control in the present. The current research is the first to demonstrate experimentally 

that a focus on future outcomes drives more effective self-control choices. Our findings thus point 

to the beneficial effects of encouraging consumers to take the time to consider the outcomes of 

extending their lines of credit by providing external prompts about the outcomes of incurring 

more debt or taking longer to pay off existing debt. In fact, our studies demonstrate that providing 

outcome elaboration prompts can be useful for the consumers who “need” them the most (i.e., 
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low CSSC consumers). At the same time, the provision of these specific outcomes did not help 

the self-control of those consumers naturally inclined to exhibit self-control, but did not hinder 

them either, suggesting that outcome elaboration prompts provision is a useful strategy for 

enhancing self-control. These findings are particularly timely given the recent legislation related 

to the types of disclosure information that must be revealed to consumers of credit, which often 

involve the provision of potential consequences.  

Discovering more customized methods to facilitate better decision making is a critical 

endeavor and an important contribution of this research. While past work has shown that 

explicitly instructing consumers to engage in outcome elaboration via procedures that ask them 

to list specific outcomes, can enhance their self-control (Nenkov, Inman, and Hulland 2008), the 

current research goes one step further to show that this beneficial effect can also be achieved 

through the external provision of outcome elaboration prompts. As such, the current set of studies 

represent the first research to 1) demonstrate the potential of promoting better self-control by 

using external stimuli to prompt outcome elaboration (Studies 4 and 5), and 2) show experimentally 

that a focus on future outcomes drives more effective self-control choices (Study 5).  

Limitations and Future Research 

In addition to its important contributions and implications, this research has raised some 

issues that merit further research. While CSSC was distinguished from general self-control, 

future research should more systematically examine how general self-control translates into 

various domains (e.g., financial control, eating control, procrastination, etc.). Also, while we 

sought to focus on how CSSC differences would impact responses to externally-provided 

outcome elaboration prompts, there are a multitude of other self-control enhancement strategies 

(e.g., postponement, precommitment, and avoidance) that are likely to work differently based 
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upon one‟s inherent level of self-control even though most previous research fails to recognize 

these distinctions. Systematic future research regarding when and for whom certain strategies 

will work better based upon the CSSC-based differences in individuals will facilitate self-control 

while also helping consumers to consume in a more optimal manner (Haws and Poynor 2008).  

We also note that the present research focuses on single decision making periods. 

However, self-control goal success depends upon a long and repetitive series of similar types of 

decisions (e.g., everyday one must choose to eat right, exercise, manage time well, and control 

spending). While some researchers have begun to investigate the impact of the accumulation of 

choices over time (e.g., Dhar, Huber, and Khan 2007; Khan and Dhar 2006), there is still much 

to be learned. Our studies examine isolated decisions (Study 2, Study 4, Study 5) or multiple 

decisions at the same point in time (Study 3). Future research should more explicitly explore how 

individuals take into account the impact of a current decision on a series of related future 

decisions, whose cumulative impact will directly determine progress toward the overall self-

control goal. Clearly, individual differences, like CSSC are critical to understanding such 

patterns, and studying differences in how consumers link or fail to link individual decision 

making episodes would further illuminate the benefits of future consequence elaboration for 

present decisions. Relatedly, additional work on individual differences in consumer spending 

self-control and ego depletion is warranted (Vohs and Faber 2007). Those naturally higher in 

CSSC should deplete more slowly than those lower in CSSC; however, different interventions, 

such as the outcome elaboration prompts examined in Studies 4 and 5 may reduce the resource 

drain required in exercising self-control and therefore effectively change the rate of depletion.       

Future consequences could vary considerably as to the distance from the point of the 

consumption decision to which a potential future outcome applies, although we did not explicitly 
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examine the temporal frame of future consequences. Past research has demonstrated significant 

differences in behavior based on whether one is considering the near future or the distant future 

(Trope and Liberman 2003). Future research should more explicitly examine the exact time 

frame underlying differences in self-control based upon the type of consequence provided 

externally or generated by the consumer. Finally, we chose to focus first on negative externally 

provided potential outcomes, which are more likely to provide desirable changes in behavior and 

are consistent with the types of potential outcomes actually used. Future work should also 

explore the impact of external provision of positive or balanced consequences.  

Additional research examining the impact of other external prompts on spending/payment 

behaviors is warranted. We suggest that the magnitude of credit card premiums consumers are 

willing to pay and consumers‟ reactions to credit card limits (Feinberg 1986) might differ based 

on CSSC levels. Specifically, consumers lower in CSSC are likely willing to pay greater credit 

card premiums and will be more influenced by set credit limits than consumers higher in CSSC. 

Furthermore, payment mode preferences may also differ between consumers of varying levels of 

CSSC. Such effects, imposed by external factors, are likely to impact a variety of consumer 

decisions and should therefore be studied in further detail. For example, consumers low in CSSC 

may be more likely to rely on mortgage companies to tell them how much house they can afford. 

As such, low CSSC consumers are more likely to purchase a home at the top end of the range 

they have been approved for than are high CSSC consumers. The study of other similar effects 

could provide invaluable insight into issues of significant public welfare/policy importance.  
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Table 1 

 

CONFIRMATORY FACTOR ANALYSIS RESULTS 

 

Item* Factor loading estimates 

 Study 1a 

(n = 164) 

Study 1b 

(n = 176) 

  Study 1c 

(n = 224) 

1. I closely monitor my spending behavior. 0.75 0.74 0.73 

2. I am able to work effectively toward long 

term financial goals. 

0.65 0.77 0.68 

3. I carefully consider my needs before making 

purchases. 

0.75 0.74 0.78 

4. I often delay taking action until I have 

carefully considered the consequences of my 

purchase decisions. 

0.61 0.73 0.75 

5. When I go out with friends, I keep track of 

what I am spending. 

0.71 0.74 0.74 

6.  I am able to resist temptation in order to 

achieve my budget goals. 

0.79 0.78 0.79 

7. I know when to say when regarding how 

much I spend. 

0.76 0.82 0.79 

8. In social situations, I am generally aware of 

what I am spending. 

0.71 0.78 0.79 

9. Having objectives related to spending is 

important to me. 

0.65 0.65 0.62 

10. I am responsible when it comes to how 

much I spend. 

0.79 0.87 0.83 

    

Goodness of Fit Statistics Study 1a Study1b Study1c 

Comparative Fit Index (CFI) 0.95 0.96 0.94 

Normed Fit Index (NFI) 0.94 0.95 0.93 

Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) 0.94 0.95 0.93 

Standardized Root Mean Residual (SRMR) 0.06 0.05 0.06 

Chi-square, 35 df     124.15     139.86    191.25 

    

* Items all measured on a 1-7 “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” scale.
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Table 2 

 

Study 3: Construct Correlations and Descriptive Statistics 

 

 Mean Alpha Beta 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1 Six-item Product Index 26.98 NA NA 1

2 CSSC 5.19 0.90 0.27 0.18 1

3 Self-Control 4.36 0.80 0.02 0.13 0.40 1

4 Frugality 4.63 0.76 -0.08 0.05 0.47 0.30 1

5 Elaboration on Potential 

Outcomes (Evaluation) 5.14 0.91 0.00 0.01 0.39 0.33 0.37 1

6 Impulsive Buying 2.60 0.90 0.09 -0.11 -0.60 -0.55 -0.47 -0.45 1

7 Compulsive Buying 2.80 -0.12 -0.10 -0.51 -0.27 -0.27 -0.32 0.63 1

8 Price Consciousness 4.37 0.82 -0.03 0.01 0.14 0.12 0.40 0.18 -0.27 -0.02 1

9 Tightwad-Spendthrift NA NA 0.05 -0.08 -0.56 -0.29 -0.49 -0.32 0.56 0.56 -0.22 1

Correlations of .15 and greater are significant at least at the .05 level.  
 
Note. We confirmed that the correlation between CSSC and each related construct, ±two standard errors, did not include the value of one, 

providing evidence for their discriminant validity (Netemeyer, Bearden, and Sharma 2003).  
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Figure 1 

 

Study 4: Outcome Elaboration Prompts and CSSC Impact Payment Amount 
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Figure 2 

A) Study 5: Outcome Elaboration Prompts and CSSC Impact Purchase Likelihood 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

B) Study 5: Outcome Elaboration Prompts and CSSC Impact Future Focus 
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Appendix A 

 

Study 4 Stimuli 

 

 

Control Condition: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Outcome Elaboration Prompts Condition: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


