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We present two experiments that isolate the point at which depletion negatively influences performance on a self-regulation task. In

experiment 1, we found that depleted participants showed greater performance decrements than non-depleted participants to initiate

their responses on a self-regulation task. However, once a response was initiated, depleted participants and non depleted participants

performed equally. In experiment 2, we replicated the results of experiment 1 and found that as experience in this self-regulation task

grows (i.e., as the task becomes habitual), the effect of depletion on response initiation was reduced.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Researchers have offered many different theoretical models to

better understand self-regulation. One such model is the ego-
depletion model, whereby the self has a limited reserve of some
resource, that is analogous to strength or energy, which is used
whenever the self actively regulates, changes, or overrides re-
sponses. According to this model, when an individual engages in an
initial task that requires self-regulation, they do not have the
resources available to exert self-regulation on a subsequent, unre-
lated task also requiring self-regulation (e.g., Baumeister,
Bratslavsky, Muraven and Tice 1998; Baumeister, Heatherton and
Tice, 1994; Muraven and Baumeister, 2000; Baumeister, Sparks,
Stillman and Vohs 2008).

Many researchers interested in self-regulation and consumer
behaviour have examined various applications of this model, and
have observed that depletion results in more passive, uncompro-
mising, and affective consumer decision making (Baumeister et al.
2008). However, the goal of our research is to obtain a better
understanding of the mechanism underlying the ego-depletion
model. Specifically, we investigate whether there is a point within
a self-regulation task that the effects of depletion are most detrimen-
tal. Our research question is, are the effects of depletion more
evident at initial stages of a self-regulation task (i.e., when getting
started on the task) or does depletion impede performance consis-
tently throughout the entire self-regulation process? To answer this
question, we designed and conducted two experiments described
below.

In experiment 1, we created a self-regulation task that captures
the process of learning a basic skill and assessed participants’
ability to learn this task while they were depleted or not (Baumeister
and Showers 1986). The self-regulation task required that the
participants type out six-letter strings using only the index finger of
their dominant hand. To assess the point that depletion influences
performance, we recorded both the time it took participants to
initiate a response (i.e., the time it took to type the first letter of the
string) and the time it took participants to complete the response
once it was initiated (i.e., the time it took to type the remaining
letters of the string). We term these two components of the behavior
response initiation and response completion, respectively. We
manipulated depletion using self-presentation (see Baumeister and
Showers 1986), such that participants in the depletion condition
completed the task while the experimenter stood directly to the left
of them, which induced self-attention, and as a result, self-presen-
tation concerns (e.g., Baumeister and Steinhilber 1984). Partici-
pants in the no depletion condition were not watched.

We found that participants were slower to initiate the response
on the self-regulation task when they were depleted than when they
were not depleted. However, once depleted and non-depleted
participants had initiated the task, they required the same amount of
time for response completion. These results suggest that depletion
influences an individuals’ capacity to initiate the appropriate self-
regulation response, but does not influence the self-regulation
process once it has begun. Said differently, we found that depletion
influences response initiation, but not response completion.

In experiment 2, we tested whether the detrimental influence
of depletion caused primarily by a slowing of response initiation
can be attenuated as participants learn the self-regulatory task.
Assuming that performance can be described as either a controlled

process, which is typically described as slow and effortful, or as an
automatic process, which is usually described as fast and effortless,
it is likely that controlled processes are dominant early in learning
but give way to automatic processes later in learning (Shiffrin and
Schneider 1977; Shiffrin and Schneider 1984). In other words, once
a task is well-learned, the negative influences of depletion might
have less of an impact on performance. Thus, the primary purpose
of experiment 2 was to test whether the effect of depletion on
response initiation dissipates as a task becomes well-learned. To do
this, we used the same self-regulation task and depletion manipu-
lation that we used in experiment 1, but extended the number of
trials of learning, making the task relatively well-learned.

We replicated the results of experiment 1, showing that it is the
initiation component of responding that is influenced by depletion,
not the response completion component. In addition, we found that
as experience in this self-regulation task grows (i.e., as the task
becomes habitual) the effect of depletion on response initiation was
reduced.
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