
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Inhibition Spill-Over: Sensations of Peeing Urgency Lead to Increased Impulse Control in Unrelated Domains

Mirjam  Tuk, University of Twente, The Netherlands 
Debra  Trampe, University of Groningen, The Netherlands 
Luk  Warlop, K.U. Leuven, Belgium 

 
We argue that people possess a general inhibition system. As an (unintended) consequence, inhibitory signals from one domain

(increased bladder control) spill over to unrelated domains, resulting in increased impulse control. In 4 studies, we show inhibition

spill-over effects from increased bladder control to intertemporal choice tasks and Stroop performance.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
People often encounter decision situations in which they have 

to choose between an option that is on the short term more reward-
ing and attractive, and another option that is on the long term the 
more beneficial one, like choosing between going out for dinner 
tonight versus saving money for retirement. When people follow 
their impulses (prefer the more immediate option) and when people 
resist impulsive input (and opt for the more long-term beneficial 
option), has been an important topic of previous research (e.g., Vohs 
2006). Recent research adds to this domain by providing evidence 
for the existence of a general reward system (Briers et al. 2006; Van 
den Bergh, Dewitte, and Warlop 2008). When people’s desire for a 
reward is triggered (e.g., by the sight, smell or taste of rewarding 
stimuli), their desire for any kind of reward increases, rather than 
only their desire for stimuli that are directly linked to the aroused 
state. For example, exposing people to a consumption sample of a 
tasty food does not only increase their desire for food, but also their 
desire for other rewarding goods (like beverages and a holiday). 

In the current research, we argue that inhibitory signals 
are domain unspecific. Recent neurological research (Berkman, 
Burklund, and Lieberman 2009) suggests that inhibitory signals 
in the motor, cognitive and affective domain share the same neu-
rological network. Berkman and colleagues argue for the relative 
efficiency of such a network from a neurological point of view. 
However, a side-effect of such a shared network is the possibility 
that inhibitory signals are not completely domain specific, but can 
spill-over to other domains and result in an unintentional increase 
in inhibitory signals in unrelated domains as well. Berkman et al. 
provide neurological evidence for inhibition spill-over effects. We 
aim to provide evidence for inhibition spill-over from a behavioral 
point of view. We argue that inhibitory signals from one domain 
can spill-over and result in more impulse inhibition in unrelated 
domains. One important physiological condition that largely relies 
on inhibitory signals is bladder control. As the bladder becomes 
increasingly full, the impulse (immediate voiding) has to be inhibited 
until an appropriate place and time. This inhibition occurs during 
most parts of the day, and is relatively automatized since an early 
age. Griffiths and Tadic (2008) show that the inhibitory signal stems 
from the Anterior Cingulate Cortex (ACC), which is also one of the 
brain areas identified as an important part of the general inhibition 
network. In the current research, we argue that increased inhibitory 
signals due to increased bladder control will spill-over to unrelated 
domains and result in increased impulse control. 

In the first study, we manipulate peeing urgency by means of 
a water drink test approximately one hour upfront. After one hour 
passed, respondents engaged in an intertemporal choice task (adapted 
from Li 2008). They were asked to choose eight times between 
either a smaller but sooner reward, or a later but larger reward. 
Foregoing a smaller but more immediate reward in order to obtain 
a later, but larger reward requires impulse control. Manipulation 
checks showed significant differences in reported peeing urgency. 
In line with our expectations, respondents more often chose for the 
later larger reward when they had to pee more urgently. 

In the second study, we show that sensitivity of the Behavioral 
Inhibition System (BIS) moderates this effect. BIS is known to be 
involved in response inhibition and punishment avoidance (e.g., 

Carver and White 1994). In line with our expectations, peeing 
urgency had a stronger effect on intertemporal patience for people 
with a relatively sensitive BIS compared to people with a relatively 
insensitive BIS. 

In study 3, we examined whether the inhibition system can 
also be triggered by exogenous cues. We primed half of the respon-
dents with the concept of peeing, which we expected to induce an 
increase in peeing urgency. In line with this reasoning, we found that 
the peeing prime induced an increase in reported peeing urgency, 
which subsequently significantly influenced intertemporal patience. 
Mediation analysis was significant. 

Finally, in study 4 we show that increased peeing urgency also 
impacts performance on a task that stongly relies on inhibition, 
namely switching abilities in a stroop task (Stroop 1935). When 
people had to pee relatively more urgently, they could more easily 
switch between two tasks (word naming versus color naming), 
indicating that they were relatively better in inhibiting the previ-
ously learned behavior (which interferes with the currently required 
behavior after switching between two tasks). 

The results of these four studies provide support for inhibition 
spill-over effects. With this research, we contribute to recent neuro-
logical research suggesting that people possess a general inhibition 
system (Berkman et al. 2009), by providing behavioral data that 
suggests in the same direction. This suggests that inhibition spill-
over effects are not only of neurological nature, but also show itself 
in human behavior. Furthermore, this research contributes to the 
current knowledge about impulse control. We show that increased 
impulse control can be the unintentional side-effect of increased 
inhibition in an unrelated domain (e.g., bladder control). We provide 
evidence for inhibition spill-over effects on an intertemporal choice 
task which is quite deliberative in nature, but also on a task relying 
more on automatic responses, namely response times on a stroop 
task. This suggests that inhibition spill-over is a relatively automatic 
process. The current research suggests that impulse control does 
not necessarily rely on an energy consuming resource that can be-
come depleted after previous acts of self-control, but can also be a 
by-product of inhibitory signals in a completely unrelated domain. 
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