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My research program focuses on consumer goals and motivation. I also often explore the role 

emotions play in motivation. I provide below an overview of key findings and contributions across my 
published work as well as projects in progress/under review. I divided my work into three sections for 
ease of readership, though many projects overlap across sections.  
 
1. Self-Regulation and Long-Term Sequential Goals  

 
In my programmatic exploration of motivation, I often focus on long-term goals, such as losing 

weight or reducing debt. In pursuing these goals, consumers must self-regulate repeatedly. After all, one 
does not become obese from eating one donut, or go into severe debt from buying a single pair of shoes. 
Rather, a sequence of failures is required for serious negative consequences to emerge, and a sequence 
of successes is needed for long-term goals to be attained. The steps in this sequence are called 
“subgoals”. In several key projects, I explore how failure or success at subgoals affects persistence at the 
overall, long-term goal. 
 

For example, in two Journal of Marketing Research articles (A-Plus), I conceptualized two new 
constructs: Response-to-Failure (Zemack-Rugar et al., 2012) and Persistence-Licensing Responses 
(Zemack-Rugar et al. 2019a). I proposed and showed that consumers’ cognitive and emotional responses 
to subgoal failure or success are driven (in part) by chronic tendencies. I then designed and validated 
individual difference measures to capture these tendencies. Scale development is extremely laborious, as 
a blind peer reviewer noted: “I’m impressed by the Sisyphean work that the authors have done; scale 
development is an immensely laborious task that most people avoid like the plague. And scale 
development about something interesting—as is the case here—is even rarer.”  

 
This work offered several theoretical and practical contributions. First, these constructs extended 

prior work, which focused on the effects of one cognition or emotion at-a-time, by examining the 
combined effects of multiple responses simultaneously; this better reflects consumers’ experience, 
furthering the understanding of what drives persistence. Second, I drew a critical theoretical and 
empirical distinction between general self-regulation and sequential (i.e., post-failure/post-success) self-
regulation. I also distinguished between subgoal failure and success by showing, for example, that the 
former was more driven by emotional responses than the latter. Finally, I showed how these measures 
can be used to improve prediction of persistence, allowing marketers to segment effectively, and to 
identify vulnerable consumers; I also demonstrated how insights from these measures can be used by 
marketers to design products and interventions that help improve consumer persistence (Zemack-Rugar 
et al. 2019a; Studies 9-10). 

 
My work on persistence has been cited in a variety of fields, including medicine (Edlind et al., 

2018), finance (Peltier et al., 2016), psychology (Prinsen, Evers, and deRidder 2016; Worrell et al. 
2016), and marketing (Haws et al. 2016; Fernbach et al. 2015; Salerno et al., 2015). Further, my scale 
development work has served as a foundation for other scale work in top-tier journals (Haws et al., 
2016; Hsee et al. 2015; Weathers and Siemens 2018). This work has also received exposure in the 
popular press (e.g., Business Insider). 
 

I have also applied these constructs in subsequent work. For example, I developed a Response-
to-Failure scale in the academic domain and used it to design interventions that support student 
persistence, addressing the growing dropout problem colleges face (Zemack-Rugar et al. 2019b). In 
another project, I applied the Response-to-Failure scale to understanding what consumers do when they 



anticipate subgoal failure (e.g., anticipate overspending on vacation). I identified conditions that helped 
consumers reduce anticipated failure’s negative effects (Zemack-Rugar and Corus 2018).  

 
I continue to explore additional dimensions of long-term goals and sequential self-regulation 

(e.g., pricing, variety) in ongoing projects. In a project being prepared for submission (at an A-Plus 
journal) I explore the reasons why consumers choose to reconsume familiar experiences (e.g., re-watch a 
movie, revisit a vacation location). This project focuses on a new dimension of sequential motivation, 
while leveraging my scale development expertise. 

 

2. Self-Regulation and Emotions 
 
My aforementioned work on long-term goals includes an emotional dimension. For example, the 

aforementioned constructs capture the role emotions play in long-term goal persistence. In related work, 
I focus on emotion in additional self-regulation contexts. For example, I often explore prosocial 
motivation (e.g., donating to charity), which requires consumers to forego their short-term, selfish goals, 
in favor of long-term societal goals. I began exploring this area in my Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology article (A-Plus; Zemack-Rugar et al. 2007), where I introduced the construct of non-
conscious emotions. I showed that emotions can be subliminally primed, not lead to a conscious 
experience, but still affect behavior. Specifically, I demonstrated that non-conscious guilt led to reduced 
indulgent consumption and increased prosocial behavior. The introduction of the non-conscious emotion 
construct has led to over 200 citations across disciplines such as psychology (e.g., Schroder and Thagard 
2013; Tong, Tan, and Tan 2013; Winkielman 2010), neuro-psychology (e.g., Gilead et al. 2015; Pichon, 
Rieger, and Vuilleumier 2012), economics (Andersson et al. 2017), and marketing (e.g., Allard and 
White 2015; Goldsmith, Kim, and Dhar 2012; Hu and Kaplan 2013; Martin and Morich 2011).  

 
I continued my work on guilt, indulgent consumption, and prosocial behavior in my Journal of 

Consumer Psychology article (A-Plus; Zemack-Rugar et al. 2016). Here, I introduced a new 
psychological process, by demonstrating that prosocial behavior can be used to mitigate the guilt 
associated with indulgent consumption. Specifically, I showed that whereas guilty consumers normally 
avoided indulgent consumption, donating a portion of sales liberated consumers to indulge guilt-free. 
My findings offered marketers and nonprofit organizations new insights on how to effectively pair 
causes with products to increase both sales and donations.  
 

My work on guilt and self-regulation continued in a project on reactance motivation. Consumers 
often pursue reactance motivation (i.e., the automatic desire to assert one’s freedom when a threat is 
perceived; Brehm 1966) at the expense of longer-term goals (e.g., good decision-making; Fitzsimons 
and Lehmann 2004). In my Journal of Consumer Psychology article (A-Plus; Zemack-Rugar et al. 
2017), I revealed guilt as a new emotion involved in reactance. I showed that when consumers have a 
committed (but not uncommitted) relationship with a brand, assertive ad language (e.g., “Buy Now!”) 
elicited guilt; this guilt ironically backfired, resulting in reduced compliance with the ad. This research 
showed how a common marketing tactic (i.e., assertive communication) alienates firms’ most valuable 
and loyal customers, and offered marketers remedies. This work was featured in the Wall Street Journal. 
 
 I continued to explore the regulation of prosocial motivation in subsequent projects, such as my 
work on happy versus sad victim faces (discussed further below; Zemack-Rugar and Klucarova-Travani 
2018). I also have two completed projects on this topic. One project (preparing for submission at an A-
Plus journal) examines how a previously overlooked emotion in prosocial behavior, schadenfreude, can 
be leveraged to increase donations. A second project (under review at an A-Plus journal) looks at the 
effects of digital social interactions on prosocial behavior. In this project, I introduce new constructs that 



offer a novel way to think about online social interactions. I believe these constructs can push our 
understanding of digital marketing forward, and I am already applying these constructs in two additional 
projects in progress. 
 
3. Motivation & Goals: Other Dimensions  

 
In my continued exploration of motivation and emotion, some of my work examines these 

constructs’ intersection with other key psychological theories (e.g., regulatory focus, construal level). 
For example, in my Marketing Letters article (Zemack-Rugar and Klucarova-Travani 2018) I examined 
the effects of victim emotion (happy vs. sad) and different message goal frames (promotion vs. 
prevention) on prosocial behavior. This work offered a novel exploration of the intersection of ad 
imagery and wording, and provided marketers with applied insights on how to design effective 
fundraising communications.  
 

In my recent Psychology & Marketing article (Zemack-Rugar and Rabino 2019), I examined 
how consumers’ visualization of buying versus using a product affected their focus on abstract vs. 
concrete goals. I demonstrated that this differential focus had downstream effects on the appeal of a 
complement. This extended prior work, which has focused solely on the effects of visualization on the 
imagined product itself. This work also offered marketers practical advice on how to leverage consumer 
visualization in the retail environment.  
 
Summary 

 
Throughout my career, I have pursued a clearly defined research program, with all of my 

projects (across the above sub-categories) including dimensions of goals or motivation; many of my 
projects also include some dimension of emotion. Across my work I have introduced new theoretical 
constructs (e.g., non-conscious emotions, Response-to-Failure, Persistence-Licensing Responses), 
identified new psychological processes (e.g., the emotional liberation offered by prosocial behavior, or 
the compliance pressure guilt creates), and validated new individual difference constructs. Alongside 
these theoretical advances, my work offers marketers applied tools for segmenting customers, designing 
interventions, and structuring marketing communications. My work on the intersection of motivation 
and emotion continues in a variety of projects in progress, being prepared for submission, and under 
review. Venn diagrams summarizing my work by publication (Diagram A) and by topic (Diagram B) are 
provided below.



Diagram A: By Publication 

Key:  P A-Plus Journal (FT50); A Ranked Journal; A- Ranked Journal; * Scale Development Work  

MOTIVATION & GOALS 

EMOTIONS 

Self‐Regulation & Long‐Term Goals 

Zemack‐Rugar, Brinberg, and Corus (2019a; JMR)A+,* 
Zemack‐Rugar, Brinberg, and Corus (2012; JMR) A+,* 
Zemack‐Rugar and Corus (2018; P&M)A‐ 
Zemack‐Rugar, Brinberg, and Corus (2019b; JMED) A‐,* 

Self‐Regulation & Emotion 
 
Zemack‐Rugar, Bettman, and Fitzsimons (2007; JPSP) A+ 
Zemack‐Rugar, Rabino, Cavanaugh, and Fitzsimons (2016; JCP) A+ 
Zemack‐Rugar, Moore, and Fitzsimons (2017; JCP) A+ 
Zemack‐Rugar and Klucarova‐Travani (2018; ML) A 

Other Goal Dimensions 

Zemack‐Rugar and 
Rabino (2019; P&M) A‐ 
Montgomery and 
Zemack‐Rugar (under 
review, A‐Plus) 
Zemack‐Rugar and 
Moore (preparing for 
submission) 



Diagram B: By Topic 

Key:   
LTG: Long-Term Goals 
SRE: Self-Regulation and Emotion 
O: Other Dimensions of Goals/Motivation 
* Individiul Differences 

MOTIVATION & GOALS 

EMOTIONS 

Self‐Regulation & Long‐Term Goals 

LTG: Effects of subgoal success on persistence (JMR 2019A)* 
LTG & SRE: Effects of subgoal failure on persistence (JMR 2012)* 
LTG & SRE: Effects of anticipated subgoal failure on present goal choices (P&M 2018) 
LTG & SRE: Effects of academic subgoal failure on academic persistence (JMED 2019B)* 

Self‐Regulation & Emotion
 
SRE: Effects of non-conscious guilt on indulgence and prosocial behavior (JPSP 2007) 
SRE: Effects of guilt on consumption of hedonic, pro-social products (JCP 2016) 
SRE: Effects of guilt on reactance motivation and advertising compliance (JCP 2017) 
SRE: Effects of happy/sad victim images on prosocial behavior (ML 2018) 
SRE: Effects of schadenfreude on prosocial behavior (preparing for submission) 

Other Goal Dimensions 

O: Effects of visualization 
on goal focus and 
complements’ appeal 
(P&M 2019) 

O & LTG: Effects of digital 
social interactions on 
prosocial behavior (under 
review) 

O: Effects of 
reconsumption goals on 
behavior (preparing for 
submission)* 


