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Abstract

Question–behavior research has frequently demonstrated that asking questions about future behaviors increases the performance of socially
normative behaviors. In response to Fitzsimons and Moore's review (2008) of the question–behavior effect in the context of risky behaviors, we
consider how asking questions about an undesirable behavior may increase the probability of performing that behavior. We suggest that a theory
with 19th century roots—ideomotor action—may be useful in understanding these potential effects.
© 2008 Society for Consumer Psychology. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
A growing body of literature in consumer psychology
demonstrates that merely asking people a question about their
future behavior influences the subsequent performance of that
behavior. This question–behavior effect (Sprott et al., 2006)
subsumes phenomena previously identified as self-prophecy
(e.g., Spangenberg & Greenwald, 1999) and mere measurement
(e.g., Morwitz, Johnson, & Schmittlein, 1993) effects, whereby
questioning of a person (whether it be through an intention
measure, a self-prediction, a measure of satisfaction, or other
means) influences the future performance of a target behavior
(Sprott et al., 2006). Prior question–behavior research has
focused on influencing normatively ambiguous behaviors under
the nomenclature of mere measurement, or increasing socially
normative behaviors under the self-prophecy label.

Recent evidence has emerged regarding the possibility that
questioning of future behavior might also increase the prevalence
of undesirable behaviors such as adolescent drug and alcohol use
(e.g., Fitzsimons, Nunes, & Williams, 2007). Fitzsimons and
Moore's (2008) review in this issue provides an overview of this
evidence and puts forth a potential explanation for said effects.
Further, the authors detail cautions about conducting surveys that,
by asking for predictions about performing undesirable behaviors,
may unintentionally increase the likelihood of their performance
(e.g., Williams, Fitzsimons, & Block, 2004). In this comment, we
review available theoretical explanations for question–behavior
effects including the interpretation of Fitzsimons and Moore and
conclude that they cannot adequately explain findings for risky
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behaviors. We conclude by proposing a new theoretical explana-
tion for reported effects – ideomotor action – that we believe
warrants empirical examination.

The question-behavior effect

Background

Question-behavior effects have been demonstrated with
elicitation of forecasts of own behavior in a variety of response
modalities, including paper and pencil, telephone, face-to-face
survey methods as well as mass-communicated “ask yourself"
advertisements and individual mailers. Self-prophecy studies
typically find behavioral effects of making a dichotomous self-
prediction to move in the direction of social norms (e.g.,
increased voting, more prevalent health-related behaviors,
higher charitable donations, more frequent recycling, reduced
gender stereotyping, and less-frequent cheating). In contrast,
mere-measurement work has found behavioral changes in
response to intervally-scaled intention measures for a variety of
behaviors (e.g., purchase of durable and non-durable products,
choice of and loyalty to service providers, flossing, and drug
and alcohol use). Effect sizes associated with self-prophecy are
often larger than those reported in the mere-measurement
literature. Sprott et al. (2006) speculated that questions
regarding socially normative actions (i.e., in self-prophecy
studies) lead to larger behavioral changes than for behaviors like
durable product purchases (i.e., in mere measurement work).
Among identified moderators, recent work suggests that subtle
changes in the question may impact size and nature of behavior
ed by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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change. Levav and Fitzsimons (2006) found that questions
evoking easily imagined behaviors lead to larger question–
behavior effects while Sprott, Smith, Spangenberg, and Freson
(2003a), found larger effects for specific, as compared to more
general, self-predictions. Space constraints preclude a more
thorough review of prior research, but the interested reader is
directed toward comprehensive, published reviews of the effect
(e.g., Fitzsimons & Moore, 2008; Sprott et al., 2006).

The review by Fitzsimons and Moore (2008) stands in stark
contrast to the majority of the research record and suggests that
questions can also lead to increases in socially undesirable
behaviors. The first evidence of this effect was reported by
Williams, Block, and Fitzsimons (2006) who found that asking
students about future drug use increased self-reported drug
usage as compared to a control condition. Further, Fitzsimons et
al. (2007) demonstrated that questioning can increase self-
reported alcohol consumption and TV viewing, as well as
influence actual student behaviors of being distracted from
studying and missing class during a regular semester. While
these findings suggest some sobering consequences for screen-
ing and/or predicting risky behaviors (e.g., substance use,
unsafe sex), questions remain regarding the theoretical
explanation proffered by Fitzsimons and Moore.

Existing theoretical perspectives

Multiple theories have been proposed for question–behavior
effects, including impression management, script- or schema-
theory (Sherman, 1980), consistency (Cialdini & Trost, 1998),
and implementation intentions (Gollwitzer & Schaal, 1998).
While some have been empirically ruled out, it is clear from
published research that there are a variety of mechanisms
underlying reported effects (Sprott et al., 2006). The theoretical
accounts that presently have greatest empirical support are
attitude accessibility (Morwitz & Fitzsimons, 2004) and
cognitive dissonance (Spangenberg, Sprott, Grohmann, &
Smith, 2003). The attitude accessibility account holds that
being asked the question increases the accessibility of beliefs
about the behavior, such that changes in behavior reflect
existing underlying attitudes relevant to the behavior. The
cognitive dissonance account holds that the question simulta-
neously evokes social norms regarding the behavior and
reminds the respondent of past failures to adhere to these
norms. This juxtaposition evokes dissonance, in turn motivating
behavior more adherent to the norms (cf. the hypocrisy induction
of dissonance developed by Aronson and colleagues—e.g.,
Aronson, Fried, & Stone, 1991).

Emerging theoretical views for question-behavior effects do
not, however, account for all reported findings. One challenge
to theoretical interpretation comes from studies that have
identified variables moderating question–behavior effects (e.g.,
Levav & Fitzsimons, 2006; Spangenberg & Sprott, 2006; Sprott
et al., 2003a). For example, Sprott, Spangenberg, and Fisher
(2003b) found that strength of social norms moderates the
question-behavior effect, which fits with a dissonance-based
explanation but is difficult to explain from an attitude
accessibility perspective. Similarly, Morwitz and Fitzsimons
(2004) found strength of prior brand attitudes to moderate the
question–behavior effect—which is more easily interpreted
within the attitude accessibility than dissonance framework.
The evidence reviewed by Fitzsimons and Moore (2008) raises
further questions about the adequacy of existing theoretical
views of the effect, prompting us to consider the possibility of a
new theoretical interpretation. Before discussing this new
interpretation, we review and critique the theoretical perspective
outlined by Fitzsimons and Moore (2008).

Building upon an attitude accessibility-based view of question-
behavior effects, Fitzsimons and Moore (2008) propose that
questioning people about risky behaviors increases the accessibility
of implicit attitudes which guide the performance of future
undesirable actions in an unconscious fashion (even if explicit
attitudes exist that are against performing such risky behaviors). For
example, adolescents are argued to have favorable implicit attitudes
towards drinking alcohol andwhen asked about this risky behavior,
their implicit attitudes become accessible and guide behavior at the
next opportunity to consume alcoholic beverages. While this
theoretical view corresponds with prior theorizing, we share many
of Sherman's (2008) concerns regarding the theoretical explanation
detailed by Fitzsimons and Moore (2008). Our concerns surround
two issues, including: (1) the nature and role of implicit attitudes,
and (2) what constitutes a risky behavior.

Fitzsimons and Moore contend that questioning increases the
performance of undesirable behaviors by making salient
positive implicit attitudes toward the risky behavior. Fitzsimons
et al. (2007) provide some initial process evidence to this effect
by demonstrating faster categorization of “skipping class” as a
positive outcome for students who are asked a question about
this behavior. While this one study supports the process
suggested by Fitzsimons and Moore, these data are far from
conclusive. Indeed, other research has shown that similarly
“risky behaviors” (like smoking) have evaluatively negative
implicit attitudes. Further, Fitzsimons andMoore fail to consider
the potential direct effect of questioning on the implicit attitudes
themselves. Prior research has found a question to positively
influence implicit stereotypes (Spangenberg & Greenwald,
1999) and implicit self-esteem (Perkins, Sprott, Spangenberg,
Knuff, & Smith, 2006). These findings lead us to believe that
questioning may also affect implicit attitudes and suggest that
the relationship between questioning and implicit attitudes is far
more complex than what Fitzsimons and Moore suggest.

A second concern relates to the behaviors that qualify as
“risky.” As noted earlier, Fitzsimons, Williams and colleagues
have shown increased undesirable behaviors regarding self-
reported drug use, alcohol consumption, TV viewing, and
distractions from studying and missing class. Fitzsimons and
Moore (2008) contend that such undesirable question-behavior
effects are due to the fact that these behaviors are risky and
characterized by ambivalent attitudes (i.e., positive implicit and
negative explicit attitudes). As noted by Sherman (2008),
however, there exist other studies focused on similarly risky
behaviors that demonstrate socially desirable effects of
questioning. For example, Spangenberg and Obermiller
(1996) showed that a question reduced cheating by students.
Further, Levav and Fitzsimons (2006) found that questioning
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reduces the consumption of fatty foods, while Sprott et al.
(2003a), demonstrated a self-prediction to increase the choice
of a healthy snack. Both of these general behaviors (cheating
and consuming unhealthy foods) are quite similar to the “risky
behaviors” reviewed by Fitzsimons and Moore, yet demon-
strate the “traditional” socially positive effects of questions
typically associated with self-prophecy research. Clearly, there
is more going on with these types of behaviors than suggested
by Fitzsimons and Moore and further theoretical consideration
and testing is warranted. We therefore propose a new
interpretation of question-behavior effects in an attempt to
provide new insights with regard to the findings reported by
Fitzsimons and Moore.

An ideomotor theory explanation for question-behavior
effects

Ideomotor theory dates at least to the early 19th century
(see historical review by Stock & Stock, 2004). The term
“ideomotor” may have been used first by Carpenter (1852),
who drew upon the theory that ideas or thoughts of action
played a role in initiating the corresponding action in
debunking alleged spiritualistic phenomena such as the
“Chevreul pendulum effect” (Chevreul, 1833). This is a
demonstration in which a pendulum suspended by a cord from
the fingertips oscillates back and forth when the holder thinks
about its possible movement. The pendulum holder remains
unaware of his or her subtle actions that are the actual source
of the pendulum's movement. The principle was likewise used
to explain magic writing on Ouija boards. William James
(1950) defined the ideomotor effect as the perceptual image or
idea of action initiating performance of that action when no
other contradictory idea is present in the mind. The cognitivist
ideomotor principle was eclipsed by behavioristic theories
until the 1970s when it began to return to acceptability (e.g.,
Burgess et al., 1998; Easton & Shor, 1975; Greenwald, 1970,
1972).

Ideomotor theory provides an alternative perspective on
question–behavior effects. The interpretation is that a
question activates a perceptual image or idea of an action
being asked about, with the activated image guiding future
performance of the behavior. An ideomotor perspective may
account for question-behavior effects for a variety of
behaviors since many everyday actions are likely to have
clear ideomotor representations. We should note that the
appeal to ideomotor action is, at present, a less than fully
satisfactory explanation because the mechanism and modera-
tors of ideomotor effects remain far from completely
specified. An ideomotor view of question-behavior effects,
however, is consistent with research reviewed by Fitzsimons
and Moore (2008), as well as research suggesting that
question-behavior effects can be accounted for by implemen-
tation intentions and scripts.

Ideomotor theory suggests that question-behavior effects are
more likely to emerge when a clear image of performing the
behavior is available to the person responding to the question;
missing class, consuming alcohol, using drugs, watching
television are all likely to have such clear idea-action sequences
in memory. An ideomotor view is thus supported by Levav and
Fitzsimons (2006) who demonstrate that behaviors which are
“easy to represent” are more likely to exhibit question-behavior
effects. In addition, prior ideomotor theorizing indicates that
such effects are responsible for “the more automatic everyday
actions, and for those actions that have typically been described
as unconscious and involuntary” (Stock & Stock, 2004, p. 186).
This automatic character is consistent with findings that
question–behavior effects are more likely to occur without
conscious cognitive mediation (Fitzsimons & Shiv, 2001;
Fitzsimons & Williams, 2000). Finally, ideomotor theory
suggests stronger question-behavior effects for those having
more experience with a particular behavior and therefore clearer
idea-action sequences in memory. The study by Williams et al.
(2006) which found stronger undesirable effects of questioning
for those who had previously consumed drugs is therefore
consistent with ideomotor theory.

A critical experimental test of the ideomotor explanation
would explore the effects of questioning on a target undesirable
behavior (e.g., consuming an alcoholic drink) and an alternate
desirable but related behavior (e.g., drinking a soda), as
compared to appropriate control conditions. Both sets of
behaviors would be measured, along with implicit and explicit
attitudes associated with the behaviors (for use as statistical
control). Control conditions would include a standard question-
behavior control (e.g., asking about an entirely unrelated
behavior), as well as two experimental conditions wherein
participants visualize performing each of the focal behaviors
(e.g., instructions might state that participants need to “think
about drinking an alcoholic drink at a party”). Ideomotor theory
would predict an effect of the target question on alcohol
consumption and the alternate question on drinking soda, as
compared to the standard control (with attitudes controlled for in
the analysis). The effect of questioning, however, would be the
same for the effects of visualization for the respective behaviors.

An ideomotor account for the undesirable question-behavior
effects reviewed by Fitzsimons and Moore does not fall prey to
the criticisms levied against the implicit attitude explanation,
since our account is not dependent upon the nature of implicit
attitudes or what might constitute a “risky” behavior. The
critical consideration from an ideomotor perspective is the
representation of a particular behavior in terms of an idea-action
sequence for performing the action and activating that sequence
by asking a question. In sum, although ideomotor theory may
not explain all prior question-behavior research findings, it
seems well-suited to explain the effects reviewed by Fitzsimons
and Moore (2008). In any event, it deserves experimental
consideration as suggested above.

Where next?

Sprott et al. (2006) stated that, “As future research examines
new and different contexts for the question–behavior effect, it is
reasonable to assume that alternate processes will be uncovered.”
We concur and provide our brief review and discussion to
suggest that the potential benefits of investigating the proposed
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ideomotor theoretical perspective in concert with cognitive
dissonance and attitude accessibility may prove useful in
explaining aspects of the question–behavior effect. To have
such a simple, yet powerful influence technique at our disposal
without understanding the underlying causal mechanisms is
potentially counterproductive rather than a positive influence on
society. Importantly, this new avenue of exploration could be
critical to answering the question of when the effect will
manifest with regard to either (or both) socially normative or
socially undesirable behaviors.

As illustrated by the countervailing views expressed in this
series of papers, there is considerable debate as to why
question behavior effects manifest – especially those asso-
ciated with undesirable outcomes. Indeed, it is not unreason-
able to contend that other explanations not discussed herein
may be able to account for the question-behavior effects
reviewed by Fitzsimons and Moore (2008). For example, it
may be that risky behaviors considered negative by broader
society may in fact be socially normative for some subgroups
(cf. Sprott et al., 2003a). In any event, it is critical that future
question-behavior effect research provides clear process
evidence for demonstrated effects. To date, most question-
behavior researchers would agree that “something” comes to
mind after being asked a question regarding a future behavior,
which in turn guides the future performance of that behavior.
The difficulty is that the field is amassing quite a long list of
what that “something” may be (including attitudes [both
implicit and explicit], prior behavior and social norms,
implementation intentions, scripts, and now ideomotor cogni-
tions), most of which have received some support in the
published findings. Without additional research that provides
much clearer and more compelling support for a particular
theoretical view (while accounting for or eliminating other
explanations), the efforts to advance our understanding of
question-behavior effects will be hampered.

Fitzsimons and Moore nervously anticipate (and our
personal experience suggests wisely) pending dialogues with
teenage children regarding risky behaviors. They state that they
won't simply ask their children “Are you planning to drink at
that party” and leave it at that. We conclude that asking “better
questions” may be the best approach to asking young people
about risky behaviors. An ideomotor theory explanation for the
question–behavior effect, if supported, suggests that it may be
normatively effective to ask teenagers about alternate, but
related, behaviors that have equally clear idea-action
sequences. In this way, asking the question should aid
elicitation of behavior that is innocuous or at least not harmful.
For example, instead of asking “Are you planning to drink
alcohol tonight?,” ideomotor theory would suggest it more
appropriate to ask “Are you planning to drink soft drinks
tonight at the party?” Indeed, asking this question on more than
one occasion may be beneficial in that questioning itself may
strengthen beneficial idea-action sequences (e.g., drinking soft
drinks at a party where alcohol is available). In summary, it
may be most beneficial to question young people about what
you want them to do in a risky situation, in contrast to what
you don't want them to do.
References

Aronson, E., Fried, C. B., & Stone, J. (1991). Overcoming denial and increasing
the intention to use condoms through the induction of hypocrisy. American
Journal of Public Health, 81, 1636−1638.

Burgess, C. A., Kirsch, I., Shane, H., Niederauer, K. L., Graham, S. M., &
Bacon, A. (1998). Facilitated communication as an ideomotor response.
Psychological Science, 9(1), 71−74.

Carpenter, W. B. (1852). On the influence of suggestion in modifying and
directing muscular movement, independently of volition. Royal Institution
of Great Britain, (Proceedings), 12 March 1852, 147−153.

Chevreul M.-E. (1833). Lettre à M. Ampère sur une classe particulière de
mouvements musculaires. Revue des Deux Mondes, 2, 249−257.

Cialdini, R. B., & Trost, M. R. (1998). Social Influence: Social norms,
conformity, and compliance. In D. T. Gilbert, S. T. Fisk, & G. Lindsey
(Eds.), The Handbook of Social Psychology (pp. 151−192). New York:
McGraw-Hill.

Easton, R. D., & Shor, R. E. (1975). Information processing analysis of the
Chevreul pendulum illusion. Journal of Experimental Psychology: Human
Perception and Performance, 1, 321−326.

Fitzsimons, G. J., & Moore, S. G. (2008). Should we ask our children about
sex, drugs and rock and roll? Potentially harmful effects of asking
questions about risky behaviors. Journal of Consumer Psychology, 18,
82−95.

Fitzsimons, G. J., Nunes, J., & Williams, P. (2007). License to sin: the liberating
role of reporting expectations. Journal of Consumer Research, 34(1),
22−31.

Fitzsimons, G. J., & Shiv, B. (2001, September). Nonconscious and
contaminative effects of hypothetical questions on subsequent decision
making. Journal of Consumer Research, 28, 224−238.

Fitzsimons, G. J., & Williams, P. (2000). Asking question can change choice
behavior: Does it do so automatically or effortfully? Journal of Experimental
Psychology: Applied, 6, 195−206.

Gollwitzer, P. M., & Schaal, B. (1998). Metacognition in action: The importance
of implementation intentions. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 2,
124−136.

Greenwald, A. G. (1970). Sensory feedback mechanisms in performance
control: With special reference to the ideo-motor mechanism. Psychological
Review, 77, 73−99.

Greenwald, A. G. (1972). On doing two things at once: Time sharing as a
function of ideomotor compatibility. Journal of Experimental Psychology,
94, 52−57.

James, W. (1950). The principles of psychology (2 vols). New York: Dover
(Originally published, 1890).

Levav, J., & Fitzsimons, G. J. (2006). Asking questions and changing
behavior: The role of ease of representation. Psychological Science, 17(3),
207−213.

Morwitz, V. G., & Fitzsimons, G. J. (2004). The mere-measurement effect: Why
does measuring intentions change actual behavior? Journal of Consumer
Psychology, 14, 64−73.

Morwitz, V. G., Johnson, E. J., & Schmittlein, D. (1993). Does measuring intent
change behavior? Journal of Consumer Research, 20, 46−61.

Perkins, A., Sprott, D. E., Spangenberg, E. R., Knuff, D., & Smith, R. (2006).
Examining the question- behavior effect using the implicit association test.
2006 Association for Consumer Research Conference, Orlando, FL.

Sherman, S. J. (1980). On the self-erasing nature of errors of prediction. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 39, 211−221.

Sherman, S. J. (2008). Should we ask our children about sex, drugs, and rock
and roll? A different conclusion. Journal of Consumer Psychology, 18,
82−95.

Spangenberg, E. R., & Greenwald, A. G. (1999). Social influence by requesting
self-prophecy. Journal of Consumer Psychology, 8(1), 61−89.

Spangenberg, E. R., & Obermiller, C. (1996). To cheat or not to cheat: Reducing
cheating by requesting self-prophecy. Marketing Education Review, 6(3),
95−103.

Spangenberg, E. R., & Sprott, D. E. (2006, March). Self-monitoring and
susceptibility to the influence of self-prophecy. Journal of Consumer
Research, 32, 550−556.



106 E.R. Spangenberg et al. / Journal of Consumer Psychology 18 (2008) 102–106
Spangenberg, E. R., Sprott, D. E., Grohmann, B., & Smith, R. J. (2003. July).
Mass-communicated prediction requests: Practical application and a
cognitive dissonance explanation for self-prophecy. Journal of Marketing,
67, 47−62.

Sprott, D. E., Smith, R. J., Spangenberg, E. R., & Freson, T. S. (2003, June).
Specificity of prediction requests: Evidence for the differential effects of
self-prophecy on commitment to a health assessment. Journal of Applied
Social Psychology, 34, 1176−1190.

Sprott, D. E., Spangenberg, E. R., & Fisher, R. J. (2003, June). The importance
of normative beliefs to the self-prophecy effect. Journal of Applied
Psychology, 88, 423−431.
Sprott, D. E., Spangenberg, E. R., Block, L. G., Fitzsimons, G. J., Morwitz, V. J.,
& Williams, P. (2006). The question–behavior effect: What we know and
where we go from here. Social Influence, 1(2), 128−137.

Stock, A., & Stock, C. (2004). A short history of ideo-motor action. Psycho-
logical Research, 68, 176−188.

Williams, P., Block, L. G., & Fitzsimons, G. J. (2006). Simply asking questions
about health behaviors increases both healthy and unhealthy behaviors.
Social Influence, 1(2), 117−127.

Williams, P., Fitzsimons, G. J., & Block, L. G. (2004, December). When
consumers don't recognize ‘benign’ intention questions as persuasion
attempts. Journal of Consumer Research, 31, 540−550.


	Will you read this article's abstract? Theories of the question–behavior effect
	The question-behavior effect
	Background
	Existing theoretical perspectives

	An ideomotor theory explanation for question-behavior effects
	Where next?
	References


