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RESEARCH QUESTION 

How do used (vs. unused) accounts influence 
consumers’ purchase decisions? 
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Closer to exhaustion

Used

P(non-essential purchase) ↑

More likely to infer 
achieved purchase goals

• Relative judgment
– Reference-dependent judgment (Sharif 

and Oppenheimer 2016; 2021; Sherman et al. 
1978; Stewart et al. 2002; Tversky and Kahneman 
1981) 

– Joint vs. separate evaluation (Hsee 1996; 
1998; Hsee and Leclerc 1998; Hsee et al. 2013) 

• Purchase goals
– Earmarking accounts (Heath and Soll 

1996; Shefrin and Thaler 1988; Sussman and 
O’Brien 2016; Thaler 1985, 1999) 

– Hedonic vs. utilitarian goals (Dhar and 
Wertenbroch 2000; Helion and Gilovich 2014) 

• Switching to a different goal
– Goal-switch after achieving one goal 

(Fishbach, Dhar, and Zheng 2006) 

– Switch to an indulgent goal (Dhar and 
Simonson 1999; Fishbach and Dhar 2005; Kivetz and 
Simonson 2002) 



HYPOTHESIS
Consumers will be MORE LIKELY to spend their resources in the 
used account than in the unused account.

$100  $10

Closer to exhaustion

$10

Used Unused

P(non-essential purchase) ↑

Further away from exhaustion

More likely to infer 
achieved purchase goals

Less likely to infer 
achieved purchase goals

P(non-essential purchase)



Study 1A Credit card reward programs
Study 1B Credit card reward programs
Study 1C Educational checking accounts
Study 1D Online shopping reward program (incentive-compatible)
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STUDY OVERVIEW
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Study 1A Credit card reward points (N = 1144)

How do used (vs. unused) accounts influence consumption 

behavior using credit card reward points?



Used account condition

Unused account condition

Study 1A Experimental Design



Study 1A Spending Likelihood



People were more likely to spend points in a used
(vs. unused) account
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Study 1D Incentive-compatible online shopping 

(N = 1,492)

How do used (vs. unused) accounts influence consumption 

behavior in the context of online shopping?



STUDY 1D EXPERIMENT DESIGN
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STUDY 1D ONLINE SHOPPING STAGE ONE
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STUDY 1D EXPERIMENT DESIGN
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STUDY 1D ONLINE SHOPPING STAGE TWO
(6 PRODUCTS; ~$2)
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Participants spent their remaining 100 points faster
in the used (vs. unused) account condition.

** **



Study 1C

Educational Checking Accounts

WE REPLICATE THE EFFECT OF A USED (VS. UNUSED) ACCOUNT
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Moderation by the absolute amount remaining



Will the effect of a used (vs. unused) account on 

spending likelihood be moderated by the proportion 
of the account remaining?

Study 3 Gift cards



Study 3 (N = 1128) – Experimental Design

Used $8 Unused $8 Used $16 Unused $16 Used $24 Unused $24



Study 3 (N = 1128) – Experimental Design

Last month you spent $24 of this gift card at 
the same clothing store. 

Suppose you get one $40 gift card to a 
clothing store from one of your friends. 

Used $8 Unused $8 Used $16 Unused $16 Used $24 Unused $24



Suppose you get one $16 gift card to a 
clothing store from one of your friends. 

Study 3 (N = 1128) – Experimental Design

Last month you spent $24 at the same 
clothing store. 

Used $8 Unused $8 Used $16 Unused $16 Used $24 Unused $24



Study 3 Spending Likelihood
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SUMMARY



Consumers are more likely to spend resources in a used account than in an 
unused account, as they perceive a used account as closer to exhaustion 
and infer that account has achieved its purchase goal.

Study

Common effect model
Heterogeneity: I2 = 0%, τ2 < 0.0001, p = 0.62
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SUMMARY



Marketing Implications

• The display of credit card use may affect consumers’ spending



Marketing Implications

• The reward points display may affect consumers’ spending
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