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Three studies reveal that inferences that consumers make about the resource demands of a preceding task (independent of actual

resource demands) affect how much resources will be allocated to a subsequent task. Hence, resource allocation to a task depends not

only on the objective resources that are available, but also on consumers’ theories about the resources that are still available.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
At the end of an extensive shopping trip or after a complicated 

decision task, we should be depleted. We worked hard, so we must 
be tired, not? How will this influence how much resources we will 
allocate to a subsequent task? 

We test the hypothesis that resource allocation to a task depends 
not only on the actual amount of resources available for a task, 
but also on consumers’ inferences about the amount of resources 
available. More specifically, we propose and test the idea that infer-
ences about the resource demands of preceding tasks (regardless 
of that task’s actual demands) affect the amount of resources that 
will be allocated to a subsequent task. When people believe that a 
preceding task was difficult, they will allocate fewer resources to a 
subsequent (unrelated) task and task performance on this task will 
thus detoriate, compared to when people believe that the preceding 
task was easy. 

Of course, resource allocation to a task depends on the demands 
set by that task (Locke and Latham 1990), and on the amount of 
resources the consumer has available for that task. When a demand-
ing preceding task has depleted one’s pool of mental resources, 
insufficient resources will be available for subsequent tasks and task 
performance will decrease (Ackerman and Kanfer 2009; Baumeister 
et al. 2008; Vohs et al. 2008). 

Research on the effects of resource scarcity has mainly focused 
on the objective amount of mental resources available (i.e., how 
many resources one actually has available), but little is known about 
whether and how beliefs about resource availability (i.e. how many 
resources one assumes to have available for a task) affect resource 
allocation to a current task. This is surprising, because most people 
find it difficult to determine how much mental resources were con-
sumed in the past (Ackerman and Kanfer 2009) or will be required 
for a future task (Fennema and Kleinmutz 1995; Garbarino and 
Edell 1997). Because people find it difficult to assess their objec-
tive resources, they may instead rely on their ideas about subjective 
resources when allocating resources to a task. 

The results of three studies in which we manipulate perceived 
task demands but keep the actual task demands constant support 
our “I worked hard, I must be depleted” hypothesis. In a first study 
we asked participants to write a short essay about a task they had 
executed in the recent past that was either easy and simple or complex 
and difficult, thereby manipulating the salience of preceding task 
demands. In a control condition, we simply asked participants to 
write an essay about the physical environment they were currently 
in. Consistent with the “I worked hard, I must be depleted” hypoth-
esis, we observed that participants consulted less information about 
a new product in a subsequent task when they were first asked to 
write about a difficult task performed in the near past, compared 
to when they were asked to write about an easy task or about the 
physical environment.

In a second study we tested our proposed hypothesis under 
different conditions of actual and perceived depletion. We asked 
participants to work on an anagram task for either one or ten minutes 
(thereby manipulating actual depletion levels). In both conditions, 
participants were led to believe that the anagram task was either 
easy or difficult (thereby manipulating perceived depletion levels). 
Afterwards, task performance on a subsequent (unrelated) task was 

measured. We observed that, as long as actual depletion levels were 
low, people inferred the amount of resources available for a task from 
the perceived difficulty level of the preceding (anagram) task. That 
is, when people believed that the preceding task was difficult, they 
felt more depleted and allocated fewer resources to a subsequent task 
compared to when they believed that the preceding task was easy. 

In study 3, we tested the hypothesis that people would be less 
likely to infer available resources from the perceived demands of a 
preceding task when both tasks appear dissimilar. Indeed, when we 
explicitly instructed participants that both tasks drew on different 
psychological processes and resources, the amount of resources 
consumed in the past was no longer informative when assessing 
the amount of resources available for a subsequent task and the “I 
worked hard, I must be depleted” effect disappeared. 

In sum, we observed that resource allocation to a current task 
does not only depend on the actual amount of resources available 
for that task, but is also a function of the inferences that people 
make about the amount of resources they assume to have available. 
Characteristics of the context, such as the perceived ease or difficulty 
of a preceding task, can inform people about how many resources 
they can allocate to subsequent tasks. These findings reveal the great 
flexibility in resource allocation that consumers have and show that 
resource depletion is not necessarily an objective phenomenon. Our 
studies show that not only the actual level of resource depletion, but 
also consumers’ naïve theories about when they should or should 
not be depleted determine subsequent task performance. 
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