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Abstract

Self-improvement products are part of a billion-dollar industry that aims to help people better 

themselves. A perhaps paradoxical aspect to this industry is the belief that consumers better 

themselves through the experience of pain. We propose that the efficacy of the explicit 

promotion of pain in self-improvement products varies as a function of consumers’ need for 

closure. Two experiments show that the use of pain in the promotion of self-improvement 

products can either undermine or enhance the products' credibility and thus persuasiveness 

depending on consumers’ need for closure. Though preliminary, these findings offer insight into 

the competing inferences associated with pain and the role of need for closure in shaping the 

efficacy of pain promotion for self-improvement products. Future research aims to better 

understand the underlying mechanism/s and boundary conditions of this intriguing 

phenomenon.

Overview

Two experiments examine the role of closure on the evaluation of pain promotion for self-

improvement products. Results indicate that the more painful those high in need for closure 

perceived the product, the more credible they viewed the product and the more they were willing to 

pay for it; conversely, the more painful those low in need for closure perceived the product, the less 

credible they viewed the product and the less they were willing to pay for it. 

Theoretical Background

Conclusions

Consumers’ evaluations of the credibility of self-improvement products that are perceived as having 

painful effects differ as a function of their need for closure. Consumers high in closure indicated 

higher willingness to purchase and higher credibility for self-improvement products when these 

were perceived as painful. Conversely, individuals low in need for closure indicated lower 

willingness to purchase and lower credibility for painful self-improvement products. Although 

preliminary, these findings offer insight into the competing inferences associated with pain and the 

role of need for closure in shaping the efficacy of pain promotion for self-improvement products. 
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Experiment 1
• Participants (N =100) reviewed the description of a teeth whitening gel called GoSmile. The product did not 

directly imply pain or any painful side effects from use; rather, the description simply read “Our patented gel makes 

your teeth one shade whiter.” 

• Upon viewing the product, we then asked participants to indicate how painful it would be to use the product (1—

Not at all painful to 9—Very painful). We then assessed participants' willingness to pay for the product (1—Not at all 

willing to 9—Very willing) as well as the perceived credibility of the product (1—Not at all credible to 9—Very 

credible).

• Finally, we measured participants' need for closure (Roets & Van Hiel, 2011).

Results 

• Hierarchical logistic regression  showed a significant interaction 

for willingness to pay (B = .29, t(92), p = .017) and credibility (B 

= .28, t(92), p = .003). 

• The more painful those high in need for closure perceived the 

product, the more credible they viewed the product and the 

more they were willing to pay for it. Conversely, the more 

painful those low in need for closure perceived the product, the 

less credible they viewed the product and the less they were 

willing to pay for it. 

• Additionally, credibility mediated the interactive effect of pain 

and need for closure on willingness to pay (indirect effect = -.94, 

95% CI: -1.65, -.24).• A perhaps paradoxical aspect of the self-improvement industry is the belief that consumers 

better themselves through the experience of pain (e.g., Kramer, Irmak, Block, & Ilyuk, 2012). .

• A wealth of research documents consumers’ basic motivation to approach pleasure and avoid 

pain (Freud, 1952). Yet there is reason to suspect pain serves as a positive signal and would 

enhance consumer evaluation of self-improvement products. For instance, the willful 

experience of pain has been shown to elevate the spiritual aspects of an experience (Cova & 

Cova, 2019).

• Pain promotion associated with self-improvement products will increase product credibility and 

enhance purchase intentions of those high in need for closure (i.e., those motivated to avoid 

uncertainty and attain a definite solution; Webster & Kruglanski, 1994) but decrease product 

credibility and thus undermine purchase intentions of those low in need for closure.

• Highs in need for closure should perceive pain as a signal of immediate progress that builds 

certainty in the product’s efficacy, whereas lows should perceive pain as a signal of unnecessary 

excess that undermines certainty in the product’s efficacy.
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Experiment 2
• First, we provided participants (N = 100) with information about research ostensibly showing that decision quality 

improves when individuals are either motivated (high closure condition) or not motivated (low closure condition) to 

resolve a decision (Otto et al., 2016). 

• Then, we presented participants with information about a teeth alignment product called Acceledent. In the pain 

promotion condition, participants saw the product description along with information about painful side effects of 

the product (i.e., general tooth pain throughout duration of treatment). In the control condition, participants simply 

saw the product description. Upon viewing the ad, participants indicated their willingness to pay for the product as 

well as the perceived credibility of the product on the same scales as Experiment 1.

Results 

• Results from a two-way ANOVA analysis revealed a significant 

need for closure x promotion interaction for both willingness to 

pay (F(1,98) = 4.24, p = .042) and credibility (F(1,98) = 5.71, p = 

.019). 

• Those high in need for closure viewed the product as more 

credible and were more likely to pay for the product when it was 

associated with pain (relative to the control), whereas those low 

in need for closure viewed the product as less credible and were 

less likely to pay for the product when it was associated with pain 

(relative to the control). 

• Consistent with Experiment 1, the effect of need for closure and 

pain promotion on willingness to pay was mediated by the 

credibility of the product (indirect effect = .10, 95% CI: .002, 

.23).
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