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Consumer Expectations and Culture: The
Effect of Belief in Karma in India

PRAVEEN K. KOPALLE
DONALD R. LEHMANN
JOHN U. FARLEY

In the customer expectations arena, relatively little attention has been paid to the
impact on expectations of variation in cultural variables unique to a country. Here
we focus on one country, India, and a major cultural influence there—the extent
of belief in karma. Prior research in the United States suggests that disconfirmation
sensitivity lowers expectations. Here we examine whether belief in karma and,
consequently, having a long-term orientation, counteracts the tendency to lower
expectations in two studies that measure and prime respondents’ belief in karma.
Results show that the extent of belief in karma, operating largely through its impact
on long-run orientation, does moderate (decrease) the effect of disconfirmation
sensitivity on expectations. These findings suggest that it is important to tailor
advertising messages by matching them with customer expectations and their
cultural determinants.

yena yena śarı̄reņa yadyatkarma karoti yaĥ
ten ten śarı̄eņa tattatphalamupāśnute

Translated, the epigraph means, “Whatever actions are
done by an individual in different embodiments, [s]he

reaps the fruit of those actions in those very bodies or em-
bodiments (in future existences)” (Krishan 1997, 97). A
belief in karma entails, among other things, a focus on long-
run consequences, that is, a long-term orientation. Such an
orientation implies that people who believe in karma may
be more honest with themselves in general and in setting
expectations in particular—a hypothesis we examine here.
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This research is based on three simple premises. First,
because lower expectations often lead to greater satisfaction,
individuals in general, and especially those who are sensitive
to the gap between performance and expectations, have the
incentive to and actually do “strategically” lower their ex-
pectations (Kopalle and Lehmann 2001). Second, individ-
uals with a long-term orientation are likely to be less inclined
to lower expectations in the hope of temporarily feeling
better. Third, long-term orientation and the tendency to
lower expectations are at least partially driven by cultural
factors. In India, belief in karma, with its emphasis on a
longer-term orientation, will therefore to some extent coun-
teract the tendency to lower expectations. The empirical
results support our logic; those who believe more strongly
in karma are less influenced by disconfirmation sensitivity
and therefore have higher expectations.

Consumers make choices based on expectations of how
alternative options will perform (i.e., expected utility). Ex-
pectations about the quality of a product also play a central
role in subsequent satisfaction (Anderson and Sullivan 1993;
Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 1994). These expecta-
tions may be based on a number of factors, including the
quality of a typical brand in a category, advertised quality,
and disconfirmation sensitivity (Goering 1985; Kopalle and
Lehmann 1995; van Raaij 1991). Recent evidence suggests
that consumers who are more disconfirmation sensitive (i.e.,
consumers who are more satisfied when products perform
better than expected or more dissatisfied when products per-
form worse than expected) have lower expectations (Kopalle
and Lehmann 2001; Monga and Houston 2006). However,
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there is little research concerning the role of culture-specific
variables in expectation formation, particularly how they
relate to the impact of disconfirmation sensitivity on con-
sumer expectations.

Here we examine how consumer expectation formation
is influenced by a fundamental element in Indian cul-
ture—the extent of belief in karma (Business Week 2006).
Belief in karma has four key aspects (Bernard 1981; Bowes
1978; King 1999; Saksena 1970; Sharma 1991): (i) the spir-
itual nature of the universe in which we live; (ii) the con-
tinuous cycle of the universe; (iii) the consequences of good
(bad) actions in the present leading to good (bad) outcomes
in the future either in this life or in the hereafter; and (iv)
reincarnation or rebirth, where one becomes better due to
good actions and worse due to bad actions. According to
the concept of karma, although an individual’s current ex-
perience is determined by what he/she has done in the past,
a person is free to choose what to do in the present or the
future (Bernard 1981; King 1999). The extent of belief in
karma (hereafter simply referred to as belief in karma) has
an important influence on many aspects of life in India,
including purchase decisions. Importantly, we hypothesize
and empirically show that a cultural variable, that is, belief
in karma, has implications for consumer expectations as
well. Karma’s implications for expectations largely stem
from statement iii, which suggests that actions have con-
sequences in the future, and statement iv, which suggests
that consequences can be long-lasting.

We hypothesize that (1) belief in karma will diminish the
impact of disconfirmation sensitivity in lowering consumer
expectations and, hence, lead to generally higher expecta-
tions and (2) the effect of belief in karma on expectations
is mediated by (operates through) consumers’ long-term ori-
entation. The results support our hypotheses and are not
explained by potential covariates such as optimism, exper-
tise, and involvement.

We concentrate on India for two reasons. First, the ma-
jority of Indian society believes in karma. Second, India is
an emerging economy that is in the process of major eco-
nomic growth. With over 1 billion people, it is interesting
in its own right.

BACKGROUND
Consumer expectations and satisfaction also affect pur-

chase decisions. The relationship between expectations and
satisfaction is a central topic in marketing (Anderson and
Sullivan 1993; Bolton and Lemon 1999; Boulding, Kalra,
and Staelin 1999; Mittal, Ross, and Baldasare 1998; Oliver
1997). Expectations are defined as beliefs about a product’s
or service’s attributes or performance at some time in the
future (Rust et al. 1999; Spreng, MacKenzie, and Olshavsky
1996) and are a key determinant of satisfaction (Kumar,
Kalwani, and Dada 1997; Oliver and Winer 1987). Research
has found a diminishing effect of the gap between perfor-
mance and expectations on consumer satisfaction (Anderson
and Sullivan 1993; Mittal et al. 1998).

Consumers at times are “strategic” in their behavior (Wer-

tenbroch 1998). In the context of consumer expectations,
Kopalle and Lehmann (2001) and Monga and Houston
(2006) found that consumers lower expectations to enhance
satisfaction (when a product performs better than expected)
or diminish disappointment (when products perform worse
than expected). Moreover, individuals whose satisfaction is
more sensitive to the gap between performance and expec-
tations are more likely to lower expectations about product
quality in order to improve satisfaction or reduce disap-
pointment. Monga and Houston’s (2006) research also sug-
gests that such strategic lowering of expectations occurs as
the time to experience a product grows nearer.

Purchase decisions are also influenced by cultural factors
(Aaker and Maheswaran 1997; Briley and Aaker 2006;
Triandis 1989), and consumer behavior is often motivated
by the fundamental culture in which the consumers operate
(Aaker and Williams 1998; de Mooij 2003). For example,
cultural orientation can influence product evaluation through
the much-researched country-of-origin effects (Gurhan-Canli
and Maheswaran 2000). In terms of consumer behavior,
measurable aspects of Confucian culture have been shown
to vary significantly within a country (Tan and Farley 1987),
affecting evaluation of both products and advertising.

In this research, we focus on the impact of belief in karma
on expectations. A central tenet of karma focuses on the
“results or consequences of actions or fruits of action.” The
doctrine of karma links current conduct to future conse-
quences either in this life or in the next (Herman 1976, 73,
131). Importantly, actions may not necessarily lead to im-
mediate consequences but, rather, to consequences that ap-
pear sometime in the future.

There are three essential tenets in the doctrine of karma
according to Krishan (1997): First is the notion of rebirth,
where actions in a particular life may bear fruit either in
the current life or the next. More specifically, the conse-
quences of actions taken in this life do not, as a rule, emerge
in this life but rather get accumulated, and the results may
be seen in a later life or lives. A second tenet is that actions
can be broadly classified into appropriate (good) and in-
appropriate (bad). Finally, good actions in the present lead
to good outcomes in the future, and inappropriate current
actions lead to bad outcomes in the future.

The extent of belief in karma does not, contrary to some
popular conceptions, rely on predestination or on fatalism,
where all that happens is preordained due to previous ac-
tions. Although a person may be helpless at a point in time
in determining their current situation, so far as his/her future
is concerned, he/she has complete freedom to regulate his/
her actions and hence conduct himself /herself in a manner
that leads to a better future. In other words, the philosophy
of karma is one of ownership for a person’s actions or deeds
where each is responsible for his/her actions and he/she
alone has to bear the consequences in the future (Bernard
1981; King 1999). A strong belief in karma makes respon-
sibility for one’s own behavior in the present more prom-
inent due to its impact in the future in this life or hereafter
(due to reincarnation).



Electronic copy available at: http://ssrn.com/abstract=1960348

KARMA AND EXPECTATIONS 253

In essence, a stronger belief in karma makes one oriented
toward the future and leads one to have a longer-term view
of life, that is, a long-term orientation (Bearden, Money,
and Nevins 2006; Hofstede 2001). The concept of long-term
orientation (LTO) has been discussed by Hofstede and
Hofstede (2005), who suggest that such an orientation fos-
ters behavior oriented toward future rewards. They argue
that long-term orientation is closer to Eastern thinking,
where searching for virtue is key. Bearden et al. (2006)
suggest that LTO is a salient aspect of national cultural
values that influences consumers’ decision-making processes.
We argue that stronger belief in karma makes a person more
long term oriented so that they will be more concerned with
the future consequences of their current decisions. “Artifi-
cially” lowering expectations is a short-term-oriented action
that ignores the truth. Consequently, those with karma-in-
duced long-term orientation will be less prone to decreasing
their expectations.

We next present a model of expectation formation and
relevant hypotheses. Hypothesis 1 suggests that results on
expectations found in the United States will qualitatively rep-
licate in India. Our main interest lies in hypotheses 2 and 3,
which suggest that the extent of belief in karma will sig-
nificantly moderate the effect of disconfirmation sensitivity
on consumer expectations in India and that the moderating
impact operates largely through long-term orientation.

EXPECTATION FORMATION

Expectations about the quality of a product or service (Ei)
for consumer i may come from a variety of sources, in-
cluding advertising, “expert” sources such as Consumer Re-
ports, the quality of a typical brand in a category (Kopalle
and Lehmann 1995, 2001; Meyer and Sathi 1985), or per-
sonal experience (Goering 1985). Here we focus on the
quality of a typical brand, which leads to the following
(fairly obvious) hypothesis:

H1a: The higher the expected quality of a typical
brand in a category, the higher expectations will
be.

A number of researchers have examined expectation for-
mation (Boulding et al. 1999; Meyer and Sathi 1985; Mittal
et al. 1998). For example, Boulding et al. (1999) identified
two types of expectations: will and should. Here we focus
on how will expectations are altered in order to increase
future satisfaction (Kopalle and Lehmann 2001). Based on
their work, therefore, we hypothesize the following:

H1b: The higher the disconfirmation sensitivity, the
lower expectations will be.

The main focus here is to examine the impact of belief
in karma, which has particular relevance in India, on ex-
pectations. Specifically, we examine the interaction (mod-
erating) effect of belief in karma on expectations. The find-
ing that disconfirmation sensitivity lowers expectations
suggests that some individuals take a short-term orientation

and artificially deflate their expectations in order to feel
happier in the present, without regard to consequences in
the future. However, for those who believe in karma, arti-
ficially lowering expectations so as to feel better in the pre-
sent is not appropriate in the long term and therefore could
lead to worse outcomes in the future (Chinmayananda 2006;
Krishan 1983; Swami 2002). Belief in karma thus should
counteract the tendency to artificially lower expectations
since it leads one to have a more long-term orientation and
hence set more realistic expectations. In other words, a stron-
ger belief in karma should reduce the effect of disconfir-
mation sensitivity on expectations, thus acting as a mod-
erator.

H2: The effect of disconfirmation sensitivity on ex-
pectations will be less negative for those who are
higher in belief in karma, that is, belief in karma
moderates the impact of disconfirmation sensi-
tivity on expectations.

We capture the hypothesized effects in a model that ex-
tends Boulding et al. (1993, 1999) and Oliver and Winer
(1987). Although not hypothesized, we also estimate the
main effect of belief in karma on consumer expectations for
completeness. The following regression model includes all
the relevant variables and serves as a basis for our analysis.

E p b + b (Typical ) + b (DS )i 0 1 i 2 i

+ b (BK ) + b (DS )(BK ) (1)3 i 4 i i

K

+ b Cov +e ,� 4+k ik 1i

kp1

where Typicali p consumer i’s expected quality of a typical
brand; DSi p disconfirmation sensitivity of consumer i;
Covik p involvement, expertise, perfectionism of consumer
i; BKi p belief in karma of consumer i; and e1i ∼ normal
(0, ). In addition to perfectionism, involvement, and ex-2j1

pertise, we also examined optimism, need for cognition (In-
man, Peter, and Raghubir 1997; Kopalle and Lehmann
2001), individualism-collectivism (Hofstede 2001; Singelis
et al. 1995), and demographic variables as potential covar-
iates. Because none of them proved to be significant, we
dropped them from the analyses and do not discuss them
further.

Finally, having a long-term orientation is fundamental to
belief in karma. Such an orientation makes short-run out-
comes such as satisfaction with a particular purchase less
important. The reduced importance of short-run outcomes,
should, in turn, decrease the desirability of establishing ar-
tificially low expectations for the purpose of being satisfied
in the short run. In other words, belief in karma leads to a
long-term orientation which in turn decreases the tendency
to set lower expectations, that is, long-term orientation me-
diates the impact of belief in karma on expectations. There-
fore we hypothesize that:
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TABLE 1

STUDY 1: MEANS, STANDARD DEVIATIONS, AND CORRELATIONS

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Quality expectations (‘0000 kilometers) 4.615 1.467 1
2. Quality of typical brand (‘0000 kilometers) 4.295 1.467 .84 1
3. Disconfirmation sensitivity (1–7 scale) 6.12 .59 �.08 �.04 1
4. Expertise (1–7 scale) 4.72 1.29 .07 �.03 .08 1
5. Involvement (1–7 scale) 5.91 1.05 .09 .05 .30 .06 1
6. Perfectionism (1–7 scale) 1.80 .53 .01 �.01 .10 .41 �.13 1
7. Belief in karma (1–7 scale) 5.65 .97 .03 �.05 .24 .32 .01 .33 1

NOTE.—n p 200; all values 1 .15 or ! �.15 are significant (p ! .05, two-tailed) and shown in bold.

H3: The impact of belief in karma on expectations is
mediated by long-term orientation.

STUDY 1

Method

Study 1 examines consumers’ reactions to car tires in
India and tests hypotheses 1 and 2. Car tires are a reasonably
high involvement product category, and how long a tire lasts
is both an important quality and an experience attribute
(Consumers’ Research 1991). We focus on Orion, a fictional
brand unknown to the consumers described as a brand that
has been in business for 50 years. Respondents were pre-
sented with a scenario (see app. A) similar to that of Kopalle
and Lehmann (2001). After answering an initial set of ques-
tions regarding their expectations about the life of a typical
brand of car tires, respondents read a scenario and then
indicated how long they expected a set of Orion tires would
last them (in kilometers).

Individual trait variables were measured on the multi-item
7-point scales shown in appendix B. Measures for discon-
firmation sensitivity, involvement, expertise, and perfec-
tionism were obtained from Kopalle and Lehmann (2001).
Following Churchill (1979), we used a multistage process
to build the scale for belief in karma. First, we constructed
a five-item scale based on the fundamental beliefs in the
Indian culture discussed earlier. To assess content/face va-
lidity, we discussed the belief in karma scale with five schol-
ars in Indian philosophy and, based on their comments,
reworded the items. The revised scale was then pretested
with a sample of 25 respondents in India for clarity and
relevance. Coefficient alpha was .84 and unidimensionality
was confirmed via factor analysis. One item was “Good
(bad) actions in the present lead to good (bad) outcomes in
the future either in this life or in the hereafter.” After pre-
testing, we deleted it in study 1 for three reasons: (1) the
item was largely redundant with the included items (R2 p
.83); (2) since the item directly asked about good and bad
behavior, we felt there was a chance it would have a demand
effect on responses; and (3) we wanted to have as parsi-
monious a scale as possible to minimize respondent burden.
In study 2, we employ an expanded scale that includes the

above item. In addition, we primed belief in karma in study
2 instead of relying on its measured value.

A. C. Nielsen–India conducted personal interviews with
respondents in New Delhi. The survey instrument was first
translated into Hindi, then back-translated to English to en-
sure accuracy. The sample of 200 respondents was recruited
at shopping malls and screened to make sure that respon-
dents were automobile drivers. Most (96%) of the respon-
dents were in the 20–50-year age range. Forty-three percent
had some college education, 72% had bought tires in the
last year, and the average income was about 17,500 Rupees
per month (approximately US$438.00).

Results

Convergent and Discriminant Validity. To examine
the convergent and discriminant validity of the various con-
structs, we conducted exploratory factor analysis on the spe-
cific items. As expected, there were five factors with eigen-
values greater than one corresponding to the five constructs:
disconfirmation sensitivity, belief in karma, expertise, per-
fectionism, and involvement. The respective percentages of
variance explained by the factors were 16.12%, 13.24%,
12.30%, 12.24%, and 10.12%. All the items loaded on the
expected factor. Further, as shown in appendix B, coefficient
alphas for all the constructs exceed .70 (Nunnally 1978).
The average interconstruct item-item correlations are very
low (range of .01–.30), and the majority of these correlations
are not significantly (p 1 .1) different from zero. In addition,
the average intraconstruct, item-item correlations (ranging
from .35 to .65) are noticeably higher, and many of the
correlations are significantly different from zero (p ! .1).
The two item scales for involvement and expertise had
strong within-construct, intra-item correlations (.50 and .65,
respectively). Additional analyses further support the con-
vergent and discriminant validity of the constructs (see app.
C).

We use the means of relevant items to represent the con-
structs. The construct means and correlations among them
appear in table 1. The expectation for the length of life of
a set of typical brand of car tires was about 42,950 kilo-
meters, reflecting the condition of roads in India. Even with
a high mean, there is considerable variation in belief in karma.
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TABLE 2

STUDY 1: DETERMINANTS OF EXPECTATIONS
(REGRESSION RESULTS)

Independent variables
Unstandardized

coefficients
Standardized
coefficients

Intercept .97 NA
(1.5)

Expected quality of a typical
brand .83*** .83***

(22.1) (22.1)
Disconfirmation sensitivity �.28*** �.11***

(�2.7) (�2.7)
Expertise .08* .07*

(1.7) (1.7)
Involvement .13** .09**

(2.2) (2.2)
Perfectionism �.05 �.02

(�.40) (�.40)
Belief in karma .12** .08**

(2.0) (2.0)
Belief in karma # Disconfir-

mation sensitivity .28*** .11***
(2.8) (2.8)

Sample size 200
R2 .74***
Adjusted R2 .72

NOTE.—t-statistics in parentheses; significant results shown in bold.
*p ! .1, two-tailed tests.
**p ! .05, two-tailed tests.
***p ! .01, two-tailed tests.

Perfectionism, which had an impact in the United States,
was low in India (1.80 on a 7-point scale), whereas re-
spondents’ belief in karma was significantly (p ! .01) higher,
with a mean of 5.65. Expertise, involvement, and discon-
firmation sensitivity had respective means of 4.7, 5.9, and
6.1, suggesting that respondents were both involved and
sensitive to disconfirmation. Note that although the corre-
lation between disconfirmation sensitivity and belief in
karma is significant, it is low (.24), indicating they are dis-
tinct constructs. Importantly, the high level of disconfir-
mation sensitivity means that participants have a strong mo-
tivation to lower their expectations. Consequently a strong
force is needed to counter that tendency. Therefore, finding
a significant impact of karma on expectations here would
be strong evidence of its importance.

Main Results. We estimated equation (1) via regression
(see table 2). Disconfirmation sensitivity and belief in karma
were mean centered in forming the interaction between
them. Of the covariates, since only involvement and ex-
pertise were significant, the other covariates were not in-
cluded in the reported analyses. We also estimated the in-
teraction effects of belief in karma with the expected life
of a typical brand, perfectionism, expertise, and involve-
ment. Because none of these were significant, they were also
deleted from the analyses.

The consumer expectations model fits well (R2 p 0.74,
p p .000). The expected life of a typical brand is an im-
portant and significant (p ! .01) determinant of quality ex-
pectations with a standardized regression coefficient (b) of
.83, supporting hypothesis 1a. Similarly, supporting hy-
pothesis 1b, disconfirmation sensitivity significantly (p !

.05) lowers expectations (b p �.11). On the other hand,
the effect of perfectionism on expectations is not significant
(p 1 .50), whereas expertise and involvement both signifi-
cantly raise expectations (b p .07 and .09, respectively).

The hypothesized model (eq. 1) significantly outperforms
a nested model that does not include the main and interaction
effects of belief in karma (F(2, 192) p 6.5, p ! .01). The
interaction of belief in karma and disconfirmation sensitivity
is significantly positive (b p .11, p ! .01), supporting hy-
pothesis 2. Thus, in India, those who have a higher level of
belief in karma are less likely to reduce expectations due to
disconfirmation sensitivity. It appears that belief in karma
counteracts the temptation to artificially deflate one’s ex-
pectations in order to either enhance satisfaction or avoid
being disappointed in the future. In study 2, we examine
the process of the impact of karma on expectations by in-
vestigating the mediating role of consumers’ long-term ori-
entation. It is interesting that the extent of belief in karma
also has a smaller but significant (p ! .05) positive main
effect on expectations (b p .08), a result we did not expect.
In study 2 we find that the main effect of belief in karma
on expectations is not significant.

Interestingly, perfectionism, a trait found to have a sig-
nificant positive impact on expectations in the United States,
is not significant in India. Whereas karma is a central belief
in India (M p 5.65), perfectionism is not (M p 1.80). It

is possible that the cultural variables that influence behavior
differ across cultures and, further, that they may have an
impact only at high levels. In other words, belief in karma
has more influence in shaping consumer expectations in
India where its relatively high mean suggests that it is a key
cultural element.

The results in study 1 are based on measured values of
belief in karma. One would obviously like to manipulate a
variable to further assess its impact. However, belief in
karma is a major cultural belief in India and hence not easily
manipulated. Accordingly, in the next study we manipulate
consumers’ salience of belief in karma and analyze its effect
on expectations as well as test for the mediating effect of
long-term orientation on consumer expectations.

STUDY 2

Study 2 focused on understanding the process by which
belief in karma leads to different expectations, that is, in
addition to examining hypotheses 1 and 2, we test hypothesis
3. We primed (made more salient) respondents’ belief in
karma (see app. D) to examine its effect on consumer ex-
pectations and to test whether long-term orientation mediates
the effect of belief in karma. In addition to disconfirmation
sensitivity and customer expectations, belief in karma, locus
of control (Rotter 1966), self-deception (Roth and Ingram
1985), and long-term orientation (Bearden et al. 2006) were
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TABLE 3

STUDY 2: CONSTRUCT MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS

Control
condition
(n p 60)

Belief in
karma

condition
(n p 60)

Long-term
orientation
condition
(n p 60)

M SD M SD M SD

Disconfirmation
sensitivity 5.80 .50 5.94 .61 5.89 .66

Belief in karma 5.61 .64 5.96*** .69 5.80 .80
Locus of control 4.55 .46 4.64 .44 4.66 .36
Long-term orientation 5.61 .77 6.08*** .57 6.02*** .69
Self-deception 5.22 .82 5.41 .82 5.44 .96
Expectations (‘0000

km) 4.701 1.41 4.943 1.11 4.931 1.25

***Significantly different from control condition at p ! .01.

also measured. In a different condition we primed respon-
dents’ long-term orientation to check whether the impact of
disconfirmation sensitivity on expectations disappears in that
condition.

Method

One hundred eighty participants were recruited at shop-
ping malls in Mumbai, India. We again used A. C. Niel-
sen–India to conduct personal interviews with consumers
who owned a car. Of the 180 respondents, 60 were randomly
assigned to a control (no manipulation) condition, 60 re-
ceived a prime to increase the salience of belief in karma,
and 60 received a long-term orientation prime (see app. D).
Note that we only need the first two conditions to determine
whether the effect of karma operates through (is mediated
by) long-term orientation. We included the third condition
to examine whether long-term orientation has a similar im-
pact on the effect of disconfirmation sensitivity on expec-
tations. The results further strengthen our argument that it
mediates the effect of belief in karma.

Participants in all conditions first read a paragraph cor-
responding to that condition (see app. D). The paragraphs
were matched in terms of number of words and reading
difficulty. In the karma condition, respondents read a short
paragraph regarding the concept of karma and its key as-
pects. In the long-term orientation condition, the paragraph
stressed the importance of thinking about the future and
long-term consequences. Finally, in the control condition,
respondents read about how life is full of routine activities
and how we engage in these activities in our day-to-day
life. They were then asked to describe three things, each
one in a separate sentence, related to the paragraph they had
read. In the karma condition, they were asked, “Please think
of three situations in your life where a belief in karma caused
you to act in a particular way.” In the control condition, we
asked them to list three of their common evening activities
and the time spent on each of them. In the long-term ori-
entation condition, participants thought of three instances in
their life in which they took actions that involved sacrifice
at the time but proved to be beneficial in the longer term.
Finally, in each condition, we asked the respondents to pick
one of the items they mentioned and describe it in more
detail. Overall, our method of priming was based on Lerner’s
emotion induction procedure (see, e.g., Small, Lerner, and
Fischhoff 2006).

Participants then responded to multi-item scales that mea-
sured belief in karma and long-term orientation as well as
self-deception, locus of control, expertise, and involvement
(app. E). Given the importance of the consequences of ac-
tions and the continuous nature of the universe according
to karma, we included three additional items in study 2 in
our belief in karma measure: (1) good actions in the present
lead to good outcomes in the future either in this life or in
the hereafter, (2) bad actions in the present lead to bad
outcomes in the future either in this life or in the hereafter,
and (3) there is no beginning or end to the universe. The
measure of belief in karma thus included seven items. We

also added one item each for expertise and involvement.
The scales had reasonably high levels of reliability, with
coefficient alphas of .74, .72, .75, .73, .83, and .71, respec-
tively for belief in karma, long-term orientation, locus of
control, disconfirmation sensitivity, expertise, and involve-
ment. Finally, to measure consumer expectations, we em-
ployed the same scenario of Orion tires used in study 1 (see
app. A).

As in study 1, most (91%) of the respondents were in the
18–50-year age range. Seventy-one percent had some col-
lege education, 68% had bought tires in the last year, and
average income was about Rupees 17,708 per month (ap-
proximately US$380).

Results

Manipulation Checks. The manipulations were suc-
cessful. Belief in karma was significantly (p ! .01) higher
in the condition that primed karma compared to the control
(neutral prime) condition (table 3). Similarly, the long-term
orientation condition significantly (p ! .01) increased re-
spondents’ average long-term orientation. The manipulations
had no significant (p 1 .15) main effect on disconfirmation
sensitivity, self-deception, or locus of control, which rules
out changes in these as alternative explanations for any re-
sults that emerge. Further, and more importantly, whereas
priming belief in karma significantly (p ! .01) increases
long-term orientation, priming long-term orientation has a
smaller and insignificant (p 1 .15) impact on belief in karma.

Main Results. Although average expectations were
slightly lower in the control condition, they did not differ
significantly (p 1 .15) across the three conditions (table 3).
However, there was a significant impact of disconfirmation
sensitivity on consumer expectations. As highlighted in fig-
ure 1, expectations differ significantly (p ! .01) between
those with lower and higher disconfirmation sensitivities
(split at the median) in the neutral control condition but not
in the karma (p 1 .10) or the long-term orientation condi-
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FIGURE 1

ROLE OF BELIEF IN KARMA ON THE IMPACT OF DISCONFIRMATION SENSITIVITY (DS) ON CUSTOMER EXPECTATIONS

tions. In other words, in the control condition, those with
higher disconfirmation sensitivity have significantly lower
expectations relative to those with lower disconfirmation
sensitivity, whereas there is no such significant difference
in the condition that primed belief in karma (or long-term
orientation). Further, when disconfirmation sensitivity was
lower, there was no significant (p 1 .10) difference in ex-
pectations across the control, karma, and long-term orien-
tation conditions. However, for individuals whose discon-
firmation sensitivity was higher, expectations in the control
condition were significantly (p ! .10) lower than in the
karma and the long-term orientation conditions.

Table 4 shows the results of regressing consumer expec-
tations versus the life of a typical brand and disconfirmation
sensitivity, as well as involvement and expertise, for the
three conditions. (As in study 1, perfectionism did not have
a significant impact in any of the three conditions and so it
was dropped from the analysis.) Disconfirmation sensitivity
has a significant (p ! .05) negative impact on expectations
in the control condition but not when belief in karma is
high, thus supporting hypothesis 2. When respondents are
primed to think about karma, they focus more on the life
of a typical brand versus disconfirmation sensitivity (b p
.60 vs. �.01), that is, they are “unbiased” in their expec-
tations. Absent such stimulus (i.e., the control condition),
however, disconfirmation sensitivity plays an important role
in expectations (b p �.28 vs. .38 for the typical brand),
with those who are most sensitive having the lowest ex-
pectations. With respect to the covariates, expertise has a
significant (p ! .01) positive impact on expectations in the
control condition, whereas involvement’s impact is signif-
icant (p ! .10) and positive in the karma condition.

We also examined the impact of the long-term orientation
prime. As in the case of belief in karma prime, there is no
significant effect of disconfirmation sensitivity on expec-

tations in the long-term orientation condition, as seen in
figure 1. In table 4, the results for those respondents re-
ceiving the long-term orientation prime also show a strong
effect (p ! .01) of the life of a typical brand (b p .78). We
find that there is a negative, but not significant, effect of
disconfirmation sensitivity on expectations (b p �.08, p 1

.25). In terms of the covariates, expertise has no significant
(p 1 .10) impact on expectations and involvement is sig-
nificant (p ! .05) in the long-term orientation condition.

We hypothesized a general causal path from belief in
karma to long-term orientation to expectations (hypothesis
3). To examine hypothesis 3, we used the 60 participants in
the control (neutral) condition and the 60 in the belief in
karma condition. Since we have already established that
the belief in karma condition affects expectations, we con-
ducted a mediation test (Baron and Kenny 1986) to ex-
amine whether long-term orientation mediates the impact of
priming belief in karma on expectations. Consistent with
hypothesis 2, model 1 in table 5 shows that belief in karma
has the effect of basically canceling out the negative effect
of disconfirmation sensitivity on expectations (the variables
in the interaction terms in table 5 were again mean centered
and the main effects were included for model completeness).
In model 2, the interaction of long-term orientation with
disconfirmation sensitivity has a significant (p ! .01) effect
on expectations. Also, when both long-term orientation and
belief in karma are included (model 3), the interaction of
the long-term orientation term with disconfirmation sensi-
tivity is significant (p ! .05), and the interaction effect of
belief in karma and disconfirmation sensitivity drops no-
ticeably in magnitude and becomes insignificant (p 1 .10).
Thus, our results suggest that heightened long-term orienta-
tion is a major process by which belief in karma affects ex-
pectations. Interestingly, unlike in study 1, there is no direct



258 JOURNAL OF CONSUMER RESEARCH

TABLE 4

STUDY 2: DETERMINANTS OF EXPECTATIONS (REGRESSION RESULTS)

Dependent variable: Expectations

Control condition coefficients Belief in karma coefficients Long-term orientation coefficients

Unstandardized Standardized Unstandardized Standardized Unstandardized Standardized

Intercept 5.63*** NA 1.22 NA .60 NA
(2.8) (1.1) (.70)

Life of typical brand .18*** .38*** .46*** .60*** .77*** .78***
(3.3) (3.3) (6.1) (6.1) (10.4) (10.4)

Disconfirmation sensitivity �.80** �.28** �.01 �.01 �.16 �.08
(�2.3) (�2.3) (�.01) (�.01) (�1.0) (�1.0)

Involvement .12 .06 .22* .21* .25** .18**
(.50) (.50) (1.6) (1.6) (2.0) (2.0)

Expertise .42*** .30*** .08 .08 .04 .03
(2.6) (2.6) (.7) (.7) (.41) (.41)

Sample size 60 60 60
R2 .31 .53 .74
Adjusted R2 .26 .49 .72

NOTE.—t-statistics in parentheses; significant results shown in bold.
*p ! .1, two-tailed tests.
**p ! .05, two-tailed tests.
***p ! .01, two-tailed tests.

TABLE 5

STUDY 2: MEDIATION TEST

Dependent variable: Expectations
( )n p 120

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Intercept 5.89*** 1.59 3.61**
(3.6) (1.4) (2.0)

Life of typical brand .22*** .20*** .21***
(5.3) (5.0) (5.0)

Disconfirmation sensitivity �.78*** �.43** �.76***
(�2.8) (�2.2) (�2.5)

Belief in karma .29 . . . .07
(1.5) (.37)

Belief in karma # Disconfirmation sensitivity .81** . . . .54
(2.3) (1.4)

Long-term orientation . . . .50*** .48***
(3.3) (3.0)

Long-term orientation # Disconfirmation sensitivity . . . .66*** .50**
(2.9) (2.0)

Involvement .13 .08 .08
(1.0) (.65) (.62)

Expertise .29*** .24*** .25***
(3.0) (2.6) (2.7)

R2 .35*** .39*** .41***
Adjusted R2 .31 .36 .36

NOTE.—t-statistics in parentheses; significant results shown in bold.
**p ! .05, two-tailed tests.
***p ! .01, two-tailed tests.

impact of belief in karma on expectations—presumably the
direct effect is captured by the impact of long-term orientation.

DISCUSSION

This research examines whether a basic consumer be-
havior process, expectation formation, is influenced by cul-

tural variables. Although the same basic process evident in
the United States that drives people to lower their expec-
tations appears to operate in India, it also is significantly
affected by a key cultural variable, belief in karma. Con-
sistent with prior research in the United States, disconfir-
mation sensitivity significantly lowers consumer expecta-
tions. Individuals who are more satisfied (or dissatisfied)
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when products perform better (or worse) tend to have sys-
tematically lower expectations. In India, interestingly, belief
in karma counters the lowering of expectations via a sig-
nificant positive moderating effect on the impact of discon-
firmation sensitivity on expectations. By contrast, a number
of other variables, including individualism-collectivism, op-
timism, need for cognition, self-deception, and locus of con-
trol have no significant impact on expectations in India. It
thus appears that not all cultural influences (and individual
differences) influence expectation formation (and by impli-
cation any particular aspect of consumer behavior). Rather,
it takes the combination of a deeply held cultural belief and
a particular behavior that is logically linked to the cultural
belief for the impact of the cultural belief to manifest itself.

It appears that both disconfirmation sensitivity and belief
in karma offer somewhat subtle mechanisms for preserva-
tion of ego. Whereas consumer disconfirmation sensitivity
lowers expectations, in India belief in karma significantly
moderates the impact of disconfirmation sensitivity on con-
sumer expectations. In effect, the results suggest that belief
in karma causes consumers in India to set higher expecta-
tions. Following Kopalle and Lehmann (2006), one can
show that the optimal level of advertised (promised) claims
may be lower for those Indian consumers who have a higher
belief in karma.

The results presented here are based on a country in which
belief in karma is a fundamental value for a substantial
fraction of the population. To determine whether belief in
karma is also a determinant of expectations in a country in
which karma is a less central construct, we studied China
because of its large population, current rapid economic
growth (and hence importance), and proximity to India. We
collected data from 200 individuals in China, specifically
in Shanghai, to match the urban sample used in India via
shopping mall intercept interviews. About half had some
college education, and 54% had bought tires in the previous
year, making the sample from China slightly less educated
and less recently experienced in tire purchasing relative to
our Indian sample in study 1. When the hypothesized model
of expectations (eq. 1) was estimated in China, most of the
results matched those in India. The impact of expected life
and involvement were again positive and significant (p !

.01 and p ! .10, respectively), and the effect of disconfir-
mation sensitivity was again negative and significant (p !

.05). Further, as in India, perfectionism did not have a sig-
nificant impact on expectations.

However, although belief in karma and its interaction with
disconfirmation sensitivity had the same directional effect
as in India (i.e., positive), the effects were not significant.
Also, importantly, the impact of belief in karma is much
weaker in China, where its effect fails to reach significance.
The lack of significance may be due to the less central role
belief in karma plays in China, where other competing cul-
tures are strongly in evidence (e.g., Confucianism, Bud-
dhism). The lack of significance of the impact of belief in
karma may be interpreted as follows. The importance of a
cultural variable may manifest itself only in a culture in

which it is a substantial force. Indeed, belief in karma in
China (M p 4.45) was significantly (p ! .01) lower than
in India. Further, in India for 64% of the sample in study
1 belief in karma was 6 or higher on a 7-point scale, versus
10.5% in China.

It is also interesting that perfectionism, which had been
significantly linked to expectations in the United States, had
no significant impact in India (or China). Given that per-
fectionism is more prevalent in the United States than in
India or China (M p 3.67 vs. 1.80 and 1.77, respectively),
we argue that culturally related variables have an impact
when they are fairly central to the culture.

In terms of process, belief in karma appears to have its
impact largely through its influence on/promotion of a long-
term orientation. A long-term orientation decreases the im-
portance of momentary happiness and hence the drive to
“delude” oneself by artificially lowering expectations in or-
der to be satisfied with a particular decision. With a long-
term orientation, even those individuals who are most un-
happy when a product fails to live up to their expectations
of it have limited incentive to artificially lower their ex-
pectations and hence have higher (and more accurate/real-
istic) expectations.

LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR
FUTURE RESEARCH

There are limitations, of course, to our research. The re-
sults are based on urban samples from two cities in India
and involve one product category (car tires). Further, al-
though our research examines a number of individual dif-
ference variables, other sociopsychological variables may in-
fluence expectations. In addition, other religious or cultural
beliefs might also have an important impact on expectations.

Our research demonstrates that those who believe in
karma in India set different expectations than those who do
not and suggests that the process operates through an impact
on long-term orientation. Examining exactly how the above
process works seems to be fertile ground for subsequent
research. For example, do believers set higher expectations
in order to reap rewards or to avoid punishment; that is, are
they promotion or prevention focused (Higgins, Friedman,
and Shah 1997)? More generally, are individuals aware that
they are focusing on the short versus long term and if so,
do they do so intentionally (strategically) or are they simply
unable to control themselves? Further, if they are aware of
what they are doing, are they willing to indicate so or will
some form of social desirability bias cause them to hide
their behavior?

Future research that makes individuals aware of their
short-/long-term orientation could also be of interest. For
example, it would be interesting to examine whether the
impact of belief in karma on expectations disappears if in-
dividuals’ short-term orientation is made more salient. Ex-
amining the impact of moderators such as time pressure and
public revelation of expectations also seems potentially use-
ful. In addition, it may be that consumers have “meta-cog-
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nitions” about manufacturers’ behavior based on what they
think their belief in karma is and that, for example, might
lead them to infer greater or lesser honesty in their advertising.

Overall, our results support the general feasibility of the
measurement of specific cultural factors and assessment of
their impact on behavior. Further, our research underscores
the importance of incorporating salient local cultural vari-
ables in extending models to different cultures and countries
and being cautious about generalizing their effects on var-
iables of interest.

In summary, our results suggest that key aspects of culture
(e.g., belief in karma in India) can lead to interesting dif-
ferences in consumer behavior, in particular in the funda-
mental process of expectations formation. Our research is
also a modest beginning in directing more research effort
toward countries with relatively fast-growing economies at
various stages of development and with relatively young pop-
ulations. Further research can extend and potentially modify
the results described here as well as further examine the pro-
cess by which cultural factors affect consumer behavior.

APPENDIX A

OVERVIEW OF STUDY 1

Individuals were screened for car ownership and age 20
and up, were provided a brief introduction, and were asked
which kind of car they drive, how many kilometers they
drive in a year, whether they purchased car tires in the past
3 years, and how long a typical set of car tires last an average
driver. Then the following situation was presented:

Imagine you are on a long trip in your car. Inadvertently
you drive over a road hazard that slashes two of your tires.
You realize that the tires need to be replaced and so you get
the attention of a passerby.

The passerby helps you get to the nearest tire service store,
which also happens to be the only such store in the area. You
notice that the service store is a Society of Indian Automobile
Manufacturers (SIAM) recommended store for several top
brands of car tires. In the store you notice a prominently dis-
played brand of radial tires—ORION, made by The ORION
Tire Company, manufacturer of all types of radial tires. The
display also indicates that the ORION Tire Company has been
in the tire business for over 50 years in India.

As you are considering which brand of tires to buy, the
dealer inquires about the tire size you need. You find out that
the only brand of tires available in the correct size is ORION’s
all-season steel belted radial tires and so you decide to buy
them and continue on your trip.

After the participants read the scenario, we:
Measured subjects’ expectations,
Had subjects complete a distractor task, and, finally,
Measured perfectionism, disconfirmation sensitivity, be-

lief in karma, expertise, involvement as well as dem-
ographics, realism of the scenario presented in the
study, and how interesting they found the study.

APPENDIX B

STUDY 1 MEASURES (USING
A 7-POINT SCALE)

Perfectionism (coefficient alpha p .74)
I get mad at myself when I make mistakes.
I should be upset if I make a mistake.
Little errors bother me a lot.

Disconfirmation Sensitivity (coefficient alpha p .77)
I notice when product performance does not match the

quality I expect from the product.
Customers should be delighted when products perform

better than expected.
I am not at all satisfied when products perform worse

than I expect.
I am very satisfied when products perform better than I

expect.
Customers are legitimately irritated when products per-

form worse than expected.
I typically compare a product’s performance to my ex-

pectations for that product.

Belief in Karma (coefficient alpha p .73)
The universe is a continuous cycle.
I believe in reincarnation where one becomes better

(worse) due to good (bad) actions.
I believe in karma.
The world was not formed by a once-for-all act of

creation.

Involvement (correlation, r p .50)
The performance of car tires is very important to me.
The product category, car tires, is very relevant to me.

Expertise (correlation, r p .65)
Compared to others, I consider myself more knowledge-

able about car tires.
I drive a car more than most people do.

APPENDIX C

CONVERGENT AND DISCRIMINANT
VALIDITY

We also used confirmatory factor analyses to separately
analyze the measurement models for disconfirmation sen-
sitivity and belief in karma; the corresponding goodness of
fit indices (GFI) were satisfactory with GFIs of .94 and .98,
respectively. (Note that the GFI from a confirmatory factor
analysis does not apply to single-factor, three-item scales,
because the model is not identified.) Furthermore, Bentler’s
comparative fit indices were high (.92 and .96, respectively),
and the factor loadings were large and significant (p ! .001).
The composite reliability indices, which are analogous to
coefficient alpha and reflect the internal consistency of the
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measures of a given factor (Fornell and Larcker 1981), also
were high (.79 and .74, respectively).

We verified that the two constructs were distinct by con-
ducting a confirmatory factor analysis model for the pair;
the resulting GFI was .91. Following Bagozzi, Yi, and Phil-
lips (1991), we assessed the discriminant validity of belief
in karma from disconfirmation sensitivity in two ways: First,
we (i) estimated the standard measurement model in which
the two factors were allowed to covary; (ii) estimated a
measurement model identical to the previous one, with the
correlation between the two factors fixed at one; and (iii)
computed the difference in chi-square values between i and
ii. The resulting changes in chi-square values were all sig-
nificantly different from zero (p ! .001). Second, we cal-
culated the confidence interval of plus or minus two standard
errors around the correlation between the two factors, and
the confidence interval does not include 1.0 (Anderson and
Gerbing 1988). Overall, the tests establish the discriminant
validity of the constructs.

APPENDIX D

STUDY 2 MANIPULATIONS

NEUTRAL CONDITION

“Life is full of routine activities”

In our day to day life, we engage in many routine activ-
ities. This section is about regular events in your normal
everyday life. In particular, think about how you typically
spend your evenings on an ordinary day. Think of three
regular activities that you normally do in a typical evening.
Do you normally work, read, watch television, or just relax?
Are there any other activities that you often do early in the
evening or later on? Do you generally talk to other family
members, call friends, or use a computer? Other routine
things include eating dinner, doing household chores, watch-
ing television, etc.

Please think about three of your common evening activ-
ities and the time you spend on each of them. Please describe
each one in a sentence.

Now pick one activity from above and describe it in more
detail.

BELIEF IN KARMA

“As you have planted, so do you harvest; such is the
belief in karma”

According to the concept of karma in the Indian culture,
the universe is a continuous cycle. A key part of the phi-
losophy of karma is that your current actions lead to cor-
responding results in the future. The effects of present deeds
create future results, not just in our present life but in future
lives, through reincarnation. This makes you responsible for
your actions in life. Belief in karma means one believes that
if we sow goodness, we will reap goodness; if we sow evil,

we will reap evil. For example, if you behave appropriately
(e.g., being truthful) in the present, something good typically
happens to you in the future. On the other hand, doing
something bad (e.g., being untruthful) in the present, will
generally lead to bad results in the future.

Please think of three situations in your life where a belief
in karma caused you to act in a particular way. Please de-
scribe each one in a sentence.

Now pick one instance from above and describe it in more
detail.

LONG-TERM ORIENTATION

“A rupee saved today can grow to 10 rupees in the
future”

Many people get in trouble by focusing on immediate
pleasures without regard to long-term consequences. Such
people often spend money on expensive cars and clothes,
or engage in risky behaviors (e.g., drug use) without regard
to their long-term financial situation or future health. On the
other hand, many people who have sacrificed immediate
pleasure by saving money or working multiple jobs have
ended up wealthy and happy. Thinking about the future has
frequently led to better results for them. For example, com-
pared to others, a long-term oriented student who postpones
some activities to study for the Indian Institutes of Tech-
nology (IIT) entrance exam is more likely to secure IIT
admission, graduate with honors, and have a good job lead-
ing to a successful career and comfortable lifestyle.

Please think of three instances in your life where you took
actions that involved sacrifice at the time but proved to be
beneficial in the longer term. Please describe each one in a
sentence.

Now pick one instance from above and describe it in more
detail.

APPENDIX E

STUDY 2 MEASURES (USING
A 7-POINT SCALE)

Belief in Karma (coefficient alpha p .74)
Good actions in the present lead to good outcomes in the

future either in this life or in the hereafter.
Bad actions in the present lead to bad outcomes in the

future either in this life or in the hereafter.
I believe in karma.
I believe in rebirth.
The universe is a continuous cycle.
There is no beginning or end to the universe.
The world was not formed by a one-time act of creation.

Self-Deception (adapted from Roth and Ingram 1985; co-
efficient alpha p .73)

Do you engage in wishful thinking?
Do you focus on the bright side of things in order to make

yourself feel better?
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Do you ever feel guilty?
Do you ever get angry?
Have you ever made a fool of yourself?
Are there things in your life that make you feel unhappy?

Locus of Control (adapted from Rotter 1966; coefficient
alpha p .75)

Becoming a success is a matter of hard work.
Becoming a success has little or nothing to do with luck.
Getting what I want has little or nothing to do with luck.
I feel that I have little influence over the things that happen

to me.
What happens to me is my own doing.
Most people don’t realize the extent to which their lives

are controlled by chance happenings.

Long-Term Orientation (adapted from Bearden et al. 2006;
coefficient alpha p .72)

I plan for the long term.
I work hard for success in the future.
I don’t mind giving up today’s fun for success in the

future.

Involvement (coefficient alpha p .71)
The performance of car tires is very important to me.
The product category, car tires, is very relevant to me.
When I need tires, I spend time deciding what to buy.

Expertise (coefficient alpha p .83)
Compared to others, I consider myself more knowledge-

able about car tires.
I drive a car more than most people do.
I have purchased several tires in my life.
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