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Just as physical objects exhibit inertia (i.e., bodies in motion [rest] tend to stay in motion [rest] — Newton’s first law), we posit that

individuals who have begun a task (vs. not begun) are more likely stay engaged in it. In study one, individuals who believed they were

in motion with (vs. preparing to begin) a task showed higher motivation when pursuing a subsequent task. In study two, participants in

motion [rest] enjoyed the same piece of music more when it was framed as energetic [relaxing], exhibiting inertial tendencies. Study

three illustrates that individuals use this property of inertia in self-regulation.
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The Inertia of Motion
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A mindset has been described as a highly accessible set of cognitive procedures that are activated upon use (Gollwitzer, Heckhausen,
& Stellar, 1990; Gollwitzer & Bayer, 1999). Extant literature has confirmed that if a cognitive procedure gets activated in a certain
situation, it is more likely to be activated for use in subsequent behavior to which it is applicable (Smith, Branscombe, & Bormann, 1988;
Smith 1990, 1994; Gollwitzer & Bayer, 1999). Thus, we posit that Newton’s first law–an object at rest (motion) stays at rest (motion) unless
acted on by an outside force–has parallels in the human realm. Specifically, individuals in a state of psychological motion (e.g. who
perceive that they have begun a task) will exhibit a greater propensity to maintain the motion state (e.g. by engaging in a subsequent task)
than those in a state of rest. This “Inertia of Motion Hypothesis” predicts that an individual in a state of motion will (1) exhibit a greater
propensity to engage in a subsequent task and, due to the greater readiness for motion, (2) exhibit a faster rate of progress through a given
task. Two studies test these predictions.

In Study 1, participants were seated at separate computers and were asked to answer some simple demographic questions. Upon
completion, half were told that they had completed the first section of the study (motion state condition), and the other half were told that
the demographic questions were merely preliminary and that they had not yet started the study (rest state condition). Both groups were
then informed that they would be required to wait for about five minutes until all participants were ready to proceed. In addition,
participants were told that, if they wished, they could engage in an optional task while waiting by clicking on an icon at the bottom of the
screen. The optional task consisted of word puzzles in which participants had to create as many words as possible from a string of letters
presented to them. The amount of time it took for participants to click on the optional task icon served as a measure for their propensity
to engage in a subsequent task. The rate at which participants generated the words in the task was taken as their rate of progress through
the task. Results showed that those in the motion condition clicked on the icon for the optional task sooner (after M=61.48 seconds) than
participants in the rest condition (after M=104.60 seconds), t(117)=3.38, p<.01. Further, those in the motion condition generated each word
at a faster rate (M=12.08 seconds per word) than those in the rest condition (M=17.28 seconds per word), t(113)=3.18, p<.01. Thus, those
in the motion condition exhibited a greater propensity to maintain their motion by choosing to engage in an optional task sooner than those
in the rest condition, and, because of their greater readiness for further motion, proceeded through the optional task at a faster rate than
those in the rest condition.

Study 2 was designed to provide triangulating evidence for the intertia of motion hypothesis by exploring the effect of taking away
the experience of psychological motion. After the same state manipulation used in Study 1 (state: rest vs. motion), half of the participants
simply proceeded to the next part of the study (no interrupt condition). The other half were interrupted by learning that they had to wait
for “about two minutes” to make sure all participants were ready to proceed to the next part of the study (interrupt condition). For those
in the motion condition, the period of disengagement imposed by the interruption was expected to take away their experience of
psychological motion and thus mitigate their propensity to maintain that motion. For those in the rest condition, the interruption should
simply extend their period of rest and was not expected to alter their state. Next, all participants then encountered an impression formation
task; they were presented with one piece of information at a time about a target person and were instructed to stop requesting more
information when they felt confident enough to form an impression of the target (adapted from Martin, Ward, & Achee, 1993). The average
time spent on each piece of information was recorded as a measure of speed of progress through the task. Analysis of this data revealed
an interaction between the state and interrupt variables, F(3, 39)=3.73, p=.06. As expected, without an interruption, individuals in motion
spent significantly less time on average examining each piece of information (M=3.05 seconds per piece) than those at rest (M=4.34
seconds per piece), F(1, 19)=3.55, p<.05. This was a replication of the rate of progress findings from Study 1. In the interrupt condition,
there was no significant difference between those in the motion condition (M=3.91 seconds per piece) and those in the rest condition
(M=3.36 seconds per piece), F(1,20)=0.43, p>.50. So, taking away the experience of psychological motion mitigated the propensity of
those in the motion condition to maintain their motion, causing them to behave no differently from those in the rest condition. A simple
contrast illustrates the overall effect more clearly: the motion, no interrupt condition (the only condition in which participants experienced
unmitigated motion) proceeded through the pieces of information at a faster rate (M=3.05 seconds) than those in the other three conditions
combined (M=3.90 seconds per piece), F(1,41)=3.92, p=.05. So, these results triangulate the results from Study 1 by showing that taking
away psychological motion results in a mitigation of the propensity to maintain motion.


