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• This research aims to investigate how consumers react to freedom 
restrictions (e.g., wearing masks, gym limits) during the pandemic. According 
to Brehm’s psychological reactance theory (1966), when an individual’s 
choice freedom is restricted, it increases the attraction of the restricted item. 

• It is proposed that when perceived shopping restrictions increase, consumers 
perceive a threat to freedom to make their own choices. Further, perceived 
threat to freedom mediates between the perceived restriction and 
consumers’ positive evaluation towards products which relate to freedom 
restoration (H1).  For example, when consumers are restricted from going to 
fitness centers, they are more inclined to buy home workout-machines, or 
running outside, to restore freedom. Further, two moderators are proposed. 
First, it is proposed that the degree of conflict between personal and public 
goals (e.g., visiting vs. preventing the spread of the COVID) strengthens the 
relationship between perceived restrictions and an increased positive 
evaluation for products which help to restore freedom (H2).  Second, 
psychological reactance is defined as a motivational drive directed toward 
the re-establishment of threatened or eliminated freedom. It is proposed 
that reactance moderates perceived restrictions and an increased positive 
evaluation for products which help to restore freedom (H3).  The higher the 
goal conflict (moderator 1) or reactance (moderator 2), the more consumers 
are motivated to solve the conflict (moderator 1) or restore freedom 
(moderator 2) and rely on products to do so. I used both quantitative and 
qualitative (e.g., netnography) studies to test the above. 

• In study 1, 190 participants (60% males) were recruited from Mturk. 
Participants rated perceived restriction, perceived threat to freedom, to 
what extent given products (e.g., online shopping gardening, home work-out 
etc.) help to restore freedom, evaluations of the previous asked products, 
goal conflict, reactance scale. 

• To test H1 (table 1), based on PROCESS (Hayes, 2018), in step 1 of the 
mediation model, the regression of the perceived restriction on product 
evaluation, ignoring the mediator, was significant, b =.32, t(191) = 5.79, p 
<.001. Step 2 showed that the regression of the restriction on the mediator, 
perceived freedom threat, was also significant, b =.31, t(191) = 5.03, p <.001. 
Step 3 of the mediation process showed that the mediator (perceived 
freedom threat), controlling for perceived restriction, was significant, b = .13, 
t(191)  =2.07 , p <.05. Step 4 revealed that, controlling for the mediator 
(perceived freedom threat), perceived restriction was still a significant 
predictor of product evaluation, b = .28, t(191) = 4.78, p <.05. It was found 
that perceived freedom threat partially mediated the relationship between 
the perceived restriction and product evaluation.

• To test H2, a hierarchical multiple regress analysis was conducted (Aiken and West, 1991). Firstly, perceived 
restriction and goal conflict were included. These variables accounted for a significant amount of variance in 
evaluation. R2= .32, F(2, 188)= 44.90, p <.001. Next, the interaction term between perceived restriction and 
perceived goal conflict was added, which accounted for a significant proportion of the variance in evaluation. 
∆R2 =.02, ∆F(1, 187) = 5.78, p <.05.  This supported the hypothesis 2.  

• To test H3, similarly, firstly, perceived restriction and reactance were included. These variables accounted for a 
significant amount of variance in evaluation. R2= .20, F(2, 188)= 23.89, p <.001. Next, the interaction term 
between perceived restriction and reactance was added to the regression model, which accounted for a 
significant proportion of the variance in evaluation. ∆R2 =.06, ∆F(1, 187) = 14.24, p <.001.  This supported the 
hypothesis 3. 

When consumers are prevented from buying products, they are restricted from achieving their goals, which can 
cause stress (e.g., Boudreaux & Ozer, 2013). When individuals encounter stress, they utilize coping strategies to 
help them manage the stress.  

• In study 2, we used a Netnography to collect and analyze 60 website data, e.g., Facebook, Instagram and google 
etc. We have identified consumer coping strategies used during the pandemic and classified them into 3 
categories: 1) fighters – take action and protest against restrictions, e.g., some protest against wearing masks; 
2) golden mean/half-way path – take action, but in a positive manner, such as building a home gym; 3) hermits 
– rely little on external world freedom, focus inward freedom on themselves through meditation, education, 
and spending time with loved ones.  I will test how different coping strategies (as the 3nd moderator) moderate 
the relationship between perceived restrictions and increased positive evaluation for products which relate to 
freedom restoration (H4). 

• This investigation will make theoretical contributions to three streams. One, this contributes to the reactance 
theory, which has long existed but is far from fully explored in the consumer research. This deepens our 
understanding, i.e., it is found that perceived freedom threat partially mediated the relationship between the 
perceived restriction and product evaluation. Additionally, this integrates goal conflict with psychological 
reactance in a way not yet explored. This expands reactance theory’s framework in consumer behavior 
research, which has wider implications. Second, this contributes to the goal conflict theory literature. 
Consumers encounter goal conflict every day (e.g., to re-gain the freedom of eating in a restaurant or to reduce 
the public health risk to COVID-19; to keep fit or to indulge oneself with a creamy chocolate cake). Applying 
reactance theory to the goal conflict theory brings a new perspective and deepens of our understanding of how 
consumers react to goal conflict in such freedom restriction situations. Third, it contributes to the coping 
literature by identifying three new coping strategies: fighters, golden-mean and hermit. This contribution helps 
consumers to cope and regain perceived freedom, which is important for consumers’ well-being as many 
people are experiencing stress or depression during this pandemic.  


