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In three experiments we investigate whether subtle sexual cues are capable of instigating impulsive decision making. We employ a

diverse set of behavioral measures to quantify the extent to which an individual acts impulsively following exposure to sexual cues.

We demonstrate that exposure to pictures of sexy women or to lingerie leads to a heightened preference for smaller, immediate

rewards; to difficulties in inhibiting prepotent responses; to a heightened preference for larger but riskier rewards, and to less

unfavorable opinions about impulse buying. These studies demonstrate that visceral states may persist beyond the eliciting situation

and affect subsequent behavior.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Recent brain imaging research suggests that any factor that

produces limbic activation, such as the sight, smell or touch of a
desired object, may be associated with impulsive behavior (McClure
et al. 2004). This is consistent with a wealth of evidence suggesting
that activation of affective states accentuates temporal myopia
(Metcalfe and Mischel 1999). An increase in desire for food, water,
sex, etc. is capable of engendering impatience (Hoch and
Loewenstein 1991; Baumeister 2002). As such, visceral factors,
such as hunger, thirst, sleep deprivation, physical pain, drug craving
etc. bring about myopic, impulsive or short-sighted decisions and
may drive impatient and impulsive behaviors (Loewenstein 1996).

Exposure to individuals possessing cues of easy sexual access
intensifies men’s romantic desires (Schmitt, Couden, and Baker
2001). Like other visceral factors, sexual desire may lead to impulse
control difficulties. The basic tenet of the current research is that
‘sex-related primes’ are able to provoke a wide variety of impulsive
behaviors among men. Our approach differs from earlier research
in several ways. First, previous studies on the impact of visceral
factors assume a good-specific collapsing of time perspective
toward the present. Loewenstein (1996) explicitly states that the
present orientation applies only to goods that are associated with the
visceral factor. In contrast, we hypothesize that visceral factors
produce effects in domains unrelated to the visceral factor and
investigate whether sexual cues impact impulsive behavior in non-
sexual domains. Second, our research differs from earlier studies in
the subtlety of the sexual cues: Rather than exposing men to nude
centerfolds of Playboy magazine (Loewenstein, Nagin, and Pater-
noster 1997) or asking participants to self-stimulate (Ariely and
Loewenstein 2006), we expose men to relatively mild cues that are
not distinguishable from the models that abound in print and TV
ads. Third, we use a multi-task battery and demonstrate that sexual
cues affect a diverse set of impulsive decisions, actions and judg-
ments.

In the first study, we demonstrate that men have a heightened
preference for immediately available rewards over larger, later
monetary rewards after exposure to sexual cues. Participants had to
specify the amount of money they would require in one week and
the amount they would require in one month to make them indiffer-
ent to receiving ¤15 now. Male participants require more money
after exposure to pictures of sexy women than after pictures of
landscapes. An explanation in terms of mood is ruled out.

In the second study, we investigate whether men have diffi-
culty in getting control over their impulses after exposure to sex-
cues. Male participants engaged in a behavioral inhibition task in
which they had to press a right-pointing arrow key on the computer
keyboard when they saw a left-pointing arrow on the computer
screen. After exposure to lingerie (vs. a T-shirt) male participants
have more difficulties in inhibiting prepotent responses. Consistent
with study 1, male participants require more money to make them
indifferent to receiving ¤15 after exposure to a bra than after
exposure to a T-shirt. As such, we demonstrate that sexual cues are
capable of instigating impulsive behavior unrelated to wealth or
material resources and we rule out the possibility that the impulsive
behavior is driven merely by the presence of an individual. Again,
a mood explanation is ruled out.

In the third study, we demonstrate that sexual cues affect other
and even more distinct operationalizations of impulsivity. First, we
show that sexual cues affect the tendency to participate in risky
behavior. Men prefer a larger, more risky monetary reward over a
smaller, less risky reward after exposure to pictures featuring
female models high in sex-appeal (vs. pictures of elderly women
and vs. pictures of young women with unrevealing clothes). Sec-
ond, we demonstrate that sexual cues lead to changes in the
perceived appropriateness of buying impulsiveness. Male consum-
ers have less unfavorable opinions about an impulse purchase when
they had been previously exposed to women high in sex-appeal.
This study rules out an explanation in terms of both mood and
cognitive load.

In this series of experiments a diverse set of behavioral
measures is used to quantify the extent to which an individual acted
impulsively following sexual imagery. We demonstrate that sexual
cues lead to a heightened preference for smaller, immediate re-
wards; to difficulties in inhibiting prepotent responses; to a height-
ened preference for larger but riskier rewards, and to less unfavor-
able opinions about impulse buying. These findings lead us to
conclude that exposure to sexual cues (lingerie or pictures of sexy
women) causes male consumers to act impulsively. We rule out
explanations in terms of mate attraction (Roney 2003), mood (Rook
and Gardner 1993), presence of individuals (Luo 2005), attractive-
ness of female models (Wilson and Daly 2004) and cognitive load
(Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999).

Our studies are consistent with the hot-system/cool-system
analysis of behavior in which a cool, cognitive system and a hot,
emotional system interact to enable or undermine attempts at self-
control (Metcalfe and Mischel 1999). Decisions made after sensory
contact with desirable items or in the presence of cues that empha-
size sensory pleasures are likely to be more impulsive than are
decisions made in the absence of these types of visceral cues (Ditto
et al. 2006; Loewenstein 1996; Metcalfe and Mischel 1999). We
show that the influence of visceral states induced by a prior,
irrelevant situation carries over to decisions and judgments boldly
unconnected to the visceral factor: Visceral states may persist and
generalize beyond the eliciting situation and affect subsequent
behavior. As such, we contribute to the literature by demonstrating
effects of “incidental visceral states”. This series of experiments
adds to a growing body of research (Briers et al. 2006; Giordano et
al. 2002; Wilson and Daly 2004) showing that visceral states may
produce effects in or carry over to domains unrelated to the visceral
factor.
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