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This research tested whether self-regulatory resources affect passivity. Study 1 showed that initially controlling one’s attention, as

opposed to not controlling attention, increased passivity during a physical learning task. Study 2 also used an attention control

manipulation but measured passivity by time spent watching a television that showed no picture. As predicted, controlling attention

led to more passivity than not controlling attention. Study 3’s participants first suppressed emotional responses or responded naturally;

then they built a structure with Lego blocks. Participants who earlier stifled emotional reactions used fewer blocks and were less

creative, relative to those who responded naturally.
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requires self control is choice. Baumeister and colleagues have
shown that making choices can deplete one’s self-control re-
sources. We follow up this research by examining why choices are
depleting and the effects of depletion in successive choices.

In our first study, we examine a real choice between a choco-
late bar and a granola bar. We find that individual leaving the library
are more likely to choose a chocolate bar (80%) over a granola bar
than individuals entering the library (50%). We propose that this
occurs because studying in the library requires self-control and
therefore depletes self-control resources. When faced with a choice
between a healthy and a tasty snack, choosing the healthy snack also
requires self-control. Since those leaving the library have less self-
control available when making the choice they are less likely to
resist the chocolate bar.

The choice observed in study 1 could be the result of several
differences between those entering and leaving the library. For
example, those leaving the library could be more depleted of blood
sugar and choosing the chocolate bar to quickly replace that blood
sugar. In study 2, participants chose between high-brow and low-
brow movies to see on a weekend that is several days away, a choice
that is not relevant to immediate consumption. High-brow movies
typically offer less immediate pleasure (or even some pain), but
provide long-term benefits in the form of educational or cultural
enrichment. Low-brow movies fall more into the temptation cat-
egory because they are fun but forgettable (Read and Lowenstein,
1999). We expected that choosing a high-brow movie would
require self-control and we found that participants were more likely
to choose this type of movie when entering (72%) as compared to
leaving the library (11%). This finding reveals that depletion can
affect choices whose outcomes will only be experienced later
(presumably after the current depleted state is dissipated). This
study also suggests that study 1 was the result of depletion rather
than some other immediate need that may have been more pro-
nounced for those leaving the library.

In subsequent studies we further examine how one choice can
affect subsequent choices through the depletion of self-control. In
study 3, we have half of our participants make several choices
between similar items (e.g. between two different pens, two differ-
ent snacks). The remaining participants saw the same set of items,
but instead of choosing, their task was to determine whether they
had used each product in the last year. All participants then faced a
choice among a set high-brow and low-brow movies, as in study 2.
We found that many more participants chose a low-brow movie
among those whose first task involved choice (40%) than among
those whose first task did not require any choosing (10%).

In study 4, we investigated what aspect of choosing is more
depleting of self-control resources. Again, we use our choice
among movies to measure depletion. In this study, we tried to
distinguish between tradeoff difficulty and choice difficulty. Choices
can be difficult because the trade-offs are difficult (e.g. I want a
cheap apartment, but I also want one near school–which am I going
to give up if I can’t have both?) or because the options are difficult
to distinguish (e.g. all these apartments are very similar, making it
difficult to differentiate and choose among them). We propose that
only trade-offs lead to depletion, so if we construct two choices
where one involves large trade-offs and the other involves very
similar options, both may be equally difficult, but the former should
be more depleting than the latter. Using this design, we found that
small trade-off choices were rated as slightly more difficult than
large trade-off choices. However, as predicted, following the large
trade-off choices, 54% chose a low-brow movie, while only 39%
chose a low-brow movie following the small trade-off choices. This
design provides evidence that trade-offs are a depleting aspect of

choice, beyond any effect these trade-offs have on perceived choice
difficulty. This is consistent with the notion that self-control in-
volves giving up desirable things and accepting undesirable things.
That is exactly what is involved in making trade-offs in choice.

Lastly, we investigated individuals’ beliefs about depletion
and choice. We described several of our studies and asked partici-
pants to intuit what would happen. We found that they could intuit
that studying would lead to more depletion and they also predicted
that more low-brow movies would be chosen after as opposed to
before studying. However, when we described the choice versus
ratings study (study 3 above), and asked participants who would be
more depleted and who would choose more low-brow movies, we
found that they did not predict any differences in depletion, nor any
difference in preference for low-brow movies. That is, participants
could intuit the effects of studying on depletion and subsequent
choice, but they had no idea that choices could also deplete and
thereby affect subsequent choices. If individuals were made aware
of the interaction of successive choices through depletion, they
might avoid making decisions about temptations following other
choices and increase their ability to self-regulate in situations that
require such regulation.

“A Loss of Self-regulatory Resources Makes People More
Passive”

Kathleen D. Vohs, University of Minnesota
Matt Gailliot, Florida State University

The current research expands upon a model that portrays self-
regulation as being governed by a set of finite resources. Self-
regulatory resources are used when people modify, alter, or other-
wise change their responses. The supply of self-regulatory re-
sources is depleted after being taxed by a preceding act of self-
control, the result of which is that ensuing acts of self-control are
less successful. The results of over 60 published experiments
support the self-regulatory resource model (see Vohs, Baumeister,
and Tice, in press, for a review). Temporary depletion of self-
regulatory resources has been shown to elicit a variety of disinhibited
behaviors, such as impulsive spending, overeating among dieters,
low emotional control, and narcissistic self-perceptions (see Vohs
et al., in press). Hence, when people lack the ability to maintain
control, they may behave disinhibitedly, which is to say that
behaviors that otherwise would be regulated are released and
emerge uncontrolled.

In the current research, we investigated whether depletion of
self-regulatory resources may also lead people to become more
passive. A look at research in this area hints of increased passivity
after self-regulatory resource depletion. In one study, for instance,
after participants made a series of choices, they were more likely to
dazedly stare into space than were participants who did not make
choices (Vohs et al., under review). Other research suggests that a
loss of self-regulatory resources results in less variety seeking,
relative to when people have a full complement of self-regulatory
resources (Vohs and Kim 2006). In short, we hypothesized that
depletion may result in passivity, a prediction that was supported in
three experiments.

In Experiment 1, participants engaged in task that either did or
did not require self-regulation; subsequently, they performed a
physical task that involved learning to putt a golf ball. This formed
the dependent measure of physical passivity. First, participants
watched a six minute video (without sound) of a woman talking
(modified from Gilbert, Krull, & Pelham, 1988). In the bottom
corner of the screen, words (e.g., hair, hat, pulse) appeared individu-
ally for ten seconds each. Participants in the depletion condition
were instructed to focus their attention only on the woman’s face
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and to resist looking at the words. If they happened to look at the
words, they were to immediately re-focus attention to the woman.
Participants in the no depletion condition were instructed to watch
the video and were given no additional instructions. The physical
activity task was adapted from Pryor (1987), and involved a
confederate and the participant ostensibly learning how to putt a
golf ball. The confederate and participant were told that one person
would act as the instructor and the other as the learner, and then they
completed a rigged drawing in which the participant was assigned
the role of instructor. The participant was handed instructions on
how to putt and asked to use this information to teach the confed-
erate. They were reminded that the confederate was to follow all of
the instructor’s directions to the best of her ability. The experi-
menter left the room and for the next four minutes, participants
instructed the confederate how to putt. Subsequently, participants
and the confederate parted, and confederate (who was blind to
depletion condition) rated the participant on eight traits indicative
of passivity (active, talkative, shy, socially skilled, sensitive, ag-
gressive, hostile). These traits were included among other filler
items. Analyses showed that participants in the depletion condition
were rated by the confederate as having been more passive than
participants in the no depletion condition. Differences in passivity
were not due to mood differences on the part of the participants, as
measured by a commonly-used questionnaire.

A second experiment also used the attention control manipu-
lation to deplete self-regulatory resources, similar to that described
in Experiment 1. The dependent measure, however, measured
passivity in a new way. After watching the video of the woman
talking, participants completed mood questionnaires. Then the
experimenter put in a new video, and told participants that they
would be answering questions about it later. Instead of playing the
video, however, the television only showed a blue screen. The
dependent measure of passivity was the length of time before
participants alerted the experimenter of the problematic video.
Analyses showed a significant effect of prior engagement in self-
control. Participants who had been depleted of their volitional
resources were more passive (i.e., waited longer to alert the experi-
menter) than participants who had not been depleted of their
resources. A third experiment manipulated emotion control de-
mands and subsequently measured passivity in the form of a
building task. Participants first watched a humorous video involv-
ing a Bill Cosby standup routine to which they were either in-
structed to suppress their emotions or watched naturally. The
former condition has been found to deplete self-regulatory re-
sources whereas the latter does not. Subsequently, participants
were given a bucket of Legos with which to build a structure. There
was a stipulation, however, and it was that they were only allowed
to retrieve five blocks at a time from the bucket; participants could
use as many blocks as they wanted, but would have to get up and
walk over to the bucket to take another five (or fewer) blocks. The
dependent measure was number of blocks used, and an ancillary
criterion of passivity was the creativity of the structure, as rated by
the experimenter and a second person. Results showed that partici-
pants who had earlier suppressed their emotions used fewer blocks
in their creations than did participants who watched the video
naturally. Furthermore, depleted participants’ structures were rated
as less creative, relative to structures built by nondepleted partici-
pants.

In sum, a loss of self-regulatory resources can lead to passivity.
This insight provides a more nuanced approach to understanding
self-regulatory resources and their role in controlled and uncon-
trolled behavior. Future research should work to illuminate under
what conditions people behave passively versus disinhibitedly
when lacking regulatory resources.


