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We examine how people with low self-control differentially weight the individual components of risk – probability and consequences

of negative outcomes. We find that low-self-control leads to heightened focus on probability, but relative neglect of consequences.

This can lead to reduced overall threat assessments by those most prone to self-control lapses.
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Extended Abstract 
Harmful consumption decisions like smoking, overeating, and drinking are commonly blamed on self-control problems. Rather 

than assume that people with low self-control simply fail to rein in their impulses, this work explores whether such people view the 
fundamental nature of risks differently. 

Risk perception is often divided into two distinct components: probability and consequences of negative outcomes. In this work 
we show systematic differences in the weighting of these basic risk components by individuals varying in self-control. In particular, we 
find that low-self-control leads to heightened focus on probability, but relative neglect of consequences. This divergent construction of 
perceived risk may be influenced by motivating factors and defensive mechanisms. When faced with threatening information, people 
often engage in defensive or motivated reasoning, even if such processes make a person objectively worse off (Kunda 1987, 1990, 
Sherman, Nelson, and Steele 2000). 

By disentangling the individual components of risk from an overall conception of risk, our approach yields deeper insight into self-
control and systematic patterns of risk underestimation and relative focus on distinct components during threat assessment. 

In consumer behavior research, perceived risk been modeled as a function of uncertainty and consequences dimensions (Bauer 
1960, Cunningham, 1967, Cox 1967):
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where R is the overall perceived risk of x, v(x) represents the negative consequences of x, p(x) is the probability of x occurring, and 
a and b are the relative weights of probability and consequences. We apply a log-linear transformation for regression analyses to obtain
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By measuring overall threat, R, the probability of x occurring, p(x), and the value of the negative consequence of x, v(x), we will be 
able to derive the relative weighting of consequence and probability (a and b, respectively). One may think of the weighting coefficient 
as telling us how much one’s overall sense of risk increases with a one unit increase in consequence or probability 

We may add two interaction terms, the interaction between self-control (S) and consequence and the interaction between self-control 
and probability, to see how people with different levels of self-control differentially weight the components of risk; 
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Study 1: Dietary Disinhibition and Overeating-related Risk Perception
After completing a measure for self-control in eating habits (Karlsson et al., 2000), participants (n=76) completed a three-stage rating 

of perceived risk for heart attack and diabetes due to overeating. Participants rated their perceptions of the consequences, probability, 
and overall threat for each risk. 

In within group analysis using our estimated log-linear model (3), both interaction terms are significant in different directions. For 
both heart attack and diabetes from overeating, the interaction between consequence and self-control was positive and significant (p<0.05), 
while the interaction between probability and self-control was negative and significant (p<0.05). The results show that the negative 
consequences of diet-related health problems appeared to be a more important component of perceived risk among high-self-control 
eaters than high-self-control eaters. In contrast, the perceived probability proved relatively more important for low-self-control eaters. 

Study 2: General Perceived Risks and Self-Control
Study 2 explores whether study 1’s results can be generalized into other domains or risky behavior outside of overeating-related 

diseases. Subjects (n=124) complete the same risk elicitation procedures and perceived risk model as in study 1. However, we now use 
a general self-control scale that measures Cognitive Restraint (Karlsson et al 2000).

Results indicated a pattern analogous with the results of Study 1—low-self-control leading to relative probability-focus, high-
self-control to relative consequences-focus—was observed in non-overeating-related domains characterized by a high self-agency for 
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control. We find this pattern for overeating related diseases (p<0.05), speeding-related car crashes (p<0.), smoking-related lung cancer 
(p<0.01), food hygiene issues (p<0.05), and MSG poisoning (p<0.01 for c and d). 

In contrast, risks with low potential-for-control (e.g., genetic-related cancer, avian flu, hard drive crash) did not show similar results. 
None of the low self-agency risks had any statistically significant interaction terms between self-control and probability or consequence. 
The necessity of self-agency for differential weighting to occur hints at some motivational process: when adverse consequences are 
not attributable to self-control failings, low-self-control individuals need not underweight consequences when formulating overall risk.

Study 3: Manipulating Felt Self-Control
Study 3 shows that manipulating one’s sense of self-control can cause the differential weighting of the components of risk. In this 

study, we induce different levels of felt self-control through an ease of retrieval paradigm (Schwarz et al 1991). Participants (n=133) are 
asked to recall two or ten instances in which they were able to ‘exercise self-control, discipline, or willpower in the face of temptation’ 
(2 instances=easy, 10 instances=difficult). The difficulty of the task is supposed to cause participants to infer that they are not very good 
at that particular action or behavior. After the recall task, subjects’ risk attitudes are elicited in the same manner as studies 1 and 2. There 
is also a control condition against which we compare the recall conditions.

Our results once again show that people with lower felt-self-control focus more on probabilities and less on consequences. In the 
‘hard recall’ condition, where subjects feel lower self-control, our regression analyses finds significant interaction terms between self-
control level (now a dummy variable) and risk components. We find that compared to the control condition, subjects who are induced to 
feel lower self-control weight consequence less and weight probability more (predictors sig. p<0.05 for heart attack and hypertension 
from overeating, speeding, drinking, smoking, and job loss from shirking. 

None of these interactions are significant for people induced to feel ‘high control’, suggesting that ‘high self-control’ people do not 
engage in differential weighting of the risk components.

Conclusions
Differential weighting of the components of perceived risk, probability and consequences, may differentially contribute to the 

estimation of risk for people with low versus high self-control. This is especially prevalent when defensive and motivated reasoning 
strategies are both possible and desirable. Such motivated processing may lead to the persistence of both risky and non-risky behavioral 
patterns, and also to irrational and counter-intuitive underestimations of overall threat by those individuals most at risk of being affected 
by specific negative outcomes.
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Extended Abstract
The theory of risk acculturation explains the process of normalization of risk through socialization and experience. According 

to Celsi, Rose, and Leigh’s (1993) great account of skydiving, risk perceptions become normalized with socialization to a subculture 
and through gaining experience and the participant achieves an insider status and thus accepted by the skydiving community. For an 
outsider, the risky activity is deviant and it requires learning and adaptation process to see it as normal. The risk becomes normalized 
through the process of socialization and thus gradually assuming/adapting the ideology of the subculture. The high-risk subculture is 
considered as a tight community that places properties of high-risk behavior within the realm of normal. With full acculturation to this 
community, high-risk performers learn to be risk managers and the differences among insiders and outsiders are limited to the stages of 
their socialization into the high-risk subculture and to the stages of their risk perception evolution trajectories. Furthermore, participants 
acculturated to risk also become able to attend higher-level transcendent motives such as flow, communitas, and phatic communion 
(Celsi, Rose, and Leigh’s 1993). 

Yet risk acculturation theory as it currently stands falls short of explaining the implications of the easier access to and participation 
into high-risk performances by an increasing number of people with various levels of experience in today’s marketplace. The availability 


