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Losing Control When We Least Expect It (and Surprising Ways to Get It back!)
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ExTEndEd AbSTRACTS

“Clouds on a Sunny day: The downside of Positive Mood for 
Goal Pursuit”

Jordan Etkin, University of Maryland, USA
Francine Espinoza, ESMT, Germany

Anastasiya Pocheptsova, University of Maryland, USA
A consistent finding in the literature is that positive mood is 

beneficial for goal pursuit and self-control. For example, happy mood 
signals a person to adopt an accessible goal and, consequently, one 
performs better on self-control tasks (Fishbach and Labroo 2007). 
However, previous research on the beneficial effects of positive 
mood primarily focuses on the pursuit of a single focal goal. Yet, 
consumers frequently pursue multiple goals simultaneously: An 
individual may wish to enjoy nice restaurants, lose ten pounds, spend 
time with family and exercise regularly. Multiple goal-pursuit often 
creates a self-control dilemma when pursuing one goal is seen to be 
in conflict with pursuing another goal (Fishbach and Dhar 2005). In 
these situations, individuals must exert self-control and distribute 
their efforts across the pursuit of many goals that are important to 
them. In this research we explore the role of positive affect in the 
pursuit of multiple goals.

We propose that in contrast to a beneficial effect of positive 
mood on the pursuit of a single goal, positive mood will have a 
detrimental impact on self-control when multiple goals compete for 
an individual’s resources. We predict this happens because positive 
mood affects how individuals construe the relationships among their 
goals; by increasing perceived inter-goal conflict. Previous research 
has found that positive affect results in recognition of more, and 
more different, aspects or features of items (Isen et al. 1985; Isen, 
Daubman, and Nowicki 1987). When in positive mood, individuals 
are open to a larger diversity of information, giving rise to a greater 
recognition of differences and increasing the complexity and rich-
ness of a set (Kahn and Isen 1993). Applying these findings to the 
context of multiple-goal pursuit, we propose that positive mood 
will increase perception of the differences between goals and hence 
result in greater perceived inter-goal conflict. Increased goal conflict 
leads people to be less likely to engage in goal-consistent behaviors 
(Emmons and King 1988; Riediger and Freund 2004). Therefore, 
we propose that being in a positive mood while pursuing multiple 
goals will lead people to perceive greater differences among their 
goals, and the resulting increase in perceptions of inter-goal con-
flict will have detrimental effects for goal pursuit and self-control.

Across several studies, we find support for this proposition. 
In a pilot study, following a mood manipulation using a sad versus 
a happy video clip, participants were primed with three goals that 
had been pretested to be important for this population. We find that 
participants in a positive mood perceived significantly greater conflict 
among their goals than participants in a negative mood (M

happy
=3.86 

vs. M
sad

=2.84). In study 1, following the same mood manipulation, 
participants were asked to list the three most important goals they 
were pursuing. We found that participants in a positive mood were 
less motivated (willing to devote less energy and work less intensely 
in pursuing their three most important goals) than participants in 
a negative mood (M

happy
=4.28 vs. M

sad
=4.75). Further, the effect of 

mood on self-control was mediated by perceived inter-goal conflict.
Goal conflict can be reduced by choice of multifinal means, 

which allows consumers to jointly pursuit their conflicting multiple 

goals (Chun and Kruglanski 2005; Kopetz, Fishbach and Kruglanski 
2010). However, in order for a multifinal mean to reduce inter-
goal conflict, consumers must be able to recognize that the mean 
facilitates the attainment of more than one of their goals. If being 
in a positive mood highlights the differences between goals, we 
predict that happy consumers should be less likely to perceive any 
one mean as simultaneously serving the pursuit of more than one 
goal, thus making the means appear less multifinal (Zhang, Fishbach, 
and Kruglanski 2007). To test this, in study 2, after completing the 
mood and goal listing task as in Study 1, participants were asked 
to list means to achieve their goals and rate the extent to which the 
listed means served multiple goals. Consistent with our theorizing, 
participants in a positive mood perceived the means they listed as 
less multifinal than participants in a negative mood, who perceived 
their listed means as more likely to help them achieve more than 
one goal (M

happy
=4.80 vs. M

sad
=5.94). Importantly, mood did not 

influence the number of means generated.
To further explore the relationship between positive mood 

and means multifinality, in study 3 we examined whether explicitly 
providing participants with a multifinal mean would help reduce 
conflict for participants in a positive mood, thereby attenuating the 
detrimental effect of positive mood on motivation in multiple goal 
pursuit. After watching the sad versus happy videos, participants 
were primed with one or three goals as in the pilot study, and then 
were presented with an anagram task that was described as either 
unifinal (helping to achieve the first primed goal) or multifinal 
(helping to achieve all three primed goals). Motivation to pursue 
the primed goals was measured via the time participants persisted 
in the anagram task. We find that in the multiple goals condition 
participants in a positive (vs. negative) mood persisted less in the 
task when it was presented as being unifinal (M

happy
=146.5 vs. 

M
sad

=186.9), but they persisted more than participants in a nega-
tive mood when the task was described as multifinal (M

happy
=221.4 

vs. M
sad

=162.1), supporting our prediction. Further, we found that 
participants in a positive (vs. negative) mood spent more time on 
the task when only one goal was primed, replicating the beneficial 
effect of positive mood for pursuit of one focal goal demonstrated 
in previous research (M

happy
=197.1 vs. M

sad
=159.6).

Taken together, our findings support the idea that positive 
mood leads to greater perceptions of inter-goal conflict, which, 
in turn, decreases consumers’ motivation when pursuing multiple 
important goals. Though previous research suggests that positive 
mood improves self-control performance, we find that positive mood 
may have a detrimental impact on self-control when individuals 
pursue multiple goals. We also show that the choice of multifinal 
means attenuates this effect. Our findings contribute to the literatures 
on mood and self-regulation by expanding our understanding of 
the interplay between emotions and self-control in the context of 
multiple goals.

“When Guilt Guides Us to the Lap of Luxury”
Kelly Goldsmith, Northwestern University, USA

Margaret Gorlin, Yale University, USA
Ravi Dhar, Yale University, USA

Consider a consumer who is choosing between two expensive 
pairs of shoes. Further imagine that prior to choosing a pair, she 
starts experiencing guilt. How would this consumer’s guilt affect her 
choice? While it is now well established that guilt can serve a self-
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regulatory function, increasing self-control and inhibiting preference 
for more hedonic options (Amodio, Devine and Harmon-Jones 2007; 
Zemack-Rugar, Bettman and Fitzsimmons 2007) relatively little is 
known about how the activation of guilt will affect choices among 
indulgent options. For example, would this person be more or less 
likely to choose the more expensive pair of shoes in comparison 
to a person who was not feeling guilty? 

This paper explores how a choice between two indulgent or 
luxury options is impacted when guilt is incidentally activated prior 
to the choice. Prior work has shown that unrelated emotions (i.e., 
guilt) may be carried over and affect behavior outside of awareness 
(Lerner and Keltner 2000; Lerner et al. 2004). We draw from research 
on guilt and behavioral decision theory to propose that when guilt 
is primed, consumers will experience an increased need to justify 
their decision (Dhar and Wertenbroch 2000; Kivetz and Simonson 
2002; Okada 2005; Strahilevitz and Myers 1997). Because options 
providing maximum luxury may be easier to justify when they 
offer the consumer a special or unique peak experience (Dhar and 
Simonson 1999; Goldsmith and Dhar 2010; Kapner 2009) we argue 
that consumers primed with guilt will be more likely to choose the 
option in the set that offers maximum luxury (e.g., a more expensive 
special treat) than consumers for whom guilt is not activated. Thus 
we predict a counter-intuitive effect of guilt on choice: priming guilt 
can increase choice of more expensive, luxury options. 

We test our predictions in four studies. Study 1 tests for our 
proposed effect. Using non-conscious guilt priming (sentence 
scrambles; Goldsmith, Kim and Dhar 2010), we manipulate if guilt 
is activated prior to a choice between two luxury goods (two entrée 
courses at a high priced restaurant), one being a more expensive and 
indulgent than the other (a higher priced entrée special). Supporting 
our central claim, we observed that priming guilt increased choice 
of the more expensive option (P

guilt
= 72%, P

control
= 53%, p< .05). 

Study 2 demonstrates an important boundary condition for this ef-
fect. By manipulating both guilt (versus control) and the product 
category (a choice between two indulgent chocolate bars versus a 
choice between two utilitarian highlighter sets), we show that guilt 
increases choice of the option offering maximum luxury only when 
the product category is associated with indulgence. In line with our 
predictions, we find choice of the more expensive chocolate bar 
increases with guilt (P

guilt
= 26%, P

control
= 9%, p=.02); however, guilt 

has no effect on choice of the more expensive highlighter set (P
guilt

= 
6%, P

control
= 13%, p=n.s.d.; guilt * product category interaction: 

p=.04). These results help to rule out an alternate account for the 
pattern of results in Study 1 by demonstrating that guilt does not 
facilitate a mindset that reduces barriers to spending regardless of 
the product category (Huber, Khan and Dhar 2007), the effect is 
specific to product categories associated with indulgence, where 
the justification process is more likely to operate. 

Testing for the mechanism behind this effect, Study 3 manipu-
lates the salience of the justification for the more expensive good 
(e.g., quality ratings are provided and made focal to participants), 
and assesses how guilt and the salience of this justification af-
fect consumers’ interest in maximum luxuries. The results again 
demonstrate that guilt increases interest in maximum luxuries (de-
pendent measure: a choice between two luxury hotel stays; P

guilt
= 

71%, P
control

= 42%, p=.02). Additionally, we observe that when the 
justification for the maximum luxury is made salient to those in the 
control condition, there is an analogous effect on choice (choice 
of the maximum luxury increases significantly; P

control
= 62%, p< 

.05). As the effect of guilt and justification salience is non-additive, 
this suggests that those primed with guilt were already focused 
on the relevant justification for the maximum luxury, in line with 
our proposed theoretical account. Finally, Study 4 confirms that 

these effects of guilt are counter-intuitive: when asked, consumers 
overwhelmingly predict that they would be less likely to choose 
the maximum luxury when guilt was activated (p< .01). 

As the need for justification can affect consumer decisions 
and shift preference towards options that are supported by the best 
reasons, this research has clear implications for marketers seeking 
to maximize their understanding of consumer decision processes 
at the point of choice. Further, it extends what is currently known 
about the effect of guilt on consumer behavior, showing that guilt 
is not always associated with increased self-regulatory function: 
in the domain of luxury goods when the most salient justification 
may be maximum indulgence, guilt increases choice of maximum 
luxuries. We have two ongoing studies that are presently being run to 
further explore the process underlying this phenomenon. Specially, 
we seek to demonstrate: (1) that an increased desire to justify one’s 
choice mediates the observed effects and (2) that the same guilt 
prime can lead to more (less) indulgent choices depending on the 
nature of the choice set (e.g., a choice between luxuries versus a 
choice between a luxury option and a utilitarian option). We hope 
that the current research will prompt future inquiry into this area.

“distance Makes the Will Grow Weaker: When distance 
Hinders Self-Control”

Lawrence Williams, University of Colorado—Boulder, USA
An Tran, University of Colorado—Boulder, USA

John Bargh, Yale University, USA
Within the literature on judgment and choice, psychological 

distance and abstract thinking are often treated as interchangeable 
concepts. Construal level theory (CLT; Trope and Liberman 2003) 
provides a broad and powerful framework for accounting for the 
effects of temporal, social, and spatial distance on judgments, such 
that people in a psychologically distant (close) mindset think more 
abstractly (concretely), focus more of the desirability (feasibility) of 
action (Liberman and Trope 1998), and have an easier time deciding 
between options with nonalignable attributes (Malkoc, Zauberman 
and Ulu 2005). The success of CLT has resulted in an unintended 
consequence of limited exploration of the effects of psychological 
distance that are outside of the purview of the theory. The research 
described herein was designed to address that gap in knowledge.

It has been previously found that when people think abstractly, 
they become more committed to their self-control goals (Fujita, 
Trope, Liberman and Levin-Sagi 2006). For example, participants 
encouraged to think of why they pursue goals (priming high-level, 
abstract construal) persisted longer on a physical endurance task 
than participants who were encouraged to think about how they 
pursue goals (priming low-level, concrete construal). Also, people 
primed to think abstractly viewed potential temptations (that could 
interfere with self-control goals) more negatively, compared to 
people primed to think concretely.

Given the manner in which psychological distance and abstrac-
tion are intimately linked in the literature (e.g., Labroo and Patrick 
2009), It would be tempting at this point to expect that psychological 
distance would produce the same effects on self-control as abstrac-
tion does, namely that psychological distance would help people 
accomplish their self-control goals. However, in addition to alter-
ing the level at which features of a decision context are construed, 
psychological distance should also influence the affective intensity 
of those features. There is an important, often-overlooked associa-
tion between psychological distance and affective states. People in a 
distant mindset show reduced emotional intensity in their responses 
to emotionally evocative stimuli (Williams and Bargh 2008), and 
people who have emotionally intense experiences feel psychologi-
cally closer to those experiences (Van Boven, Kane, McGraw and 
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Dale forthcoming). In what follows, we experimentally examine the 
role distance plays in supporting people’s capacity for self-control 
independent of changes in construal level, by examining their 
judgments of tempting foods (calorie estimates), and their choices.

In Study 1, participants were primed with physical distance or 
physical closeness by plotting points on a Cartesian plane. Partici-
pants in the physical distance condition plotted a set of points that 
were relatively far from each other on the Cartesian plane, whereas 
participants in the physical closeness condition plotted points that 
were relatively close to each other on the plane. This method was 
chosen to activate psychological distance versus closeness concepts 
without any contaminating co-activation of social concerns that might 
separately influence self-regulatory efforts. Furthermore, a separate 
study demonstrated that due to the absence of a self-referent in the 
priming task, using this method to activate distance (closeness) 
concepts does not produce corresponding changes in construal. 
Next, participants were asked to estimate the number of calories 
in five relatively unhealthy foods (chocolate bar, cheeseburger) 
and in five relatively healthy foods (apple, brown rice). We found 
that participants primed with distance viewed junk food as having 
fewer calories, compared to participants primed with closeness. 
In contrast to previous work demonstrating that abstract thinking 
promotes devaluation of tempting stimuli, these results suggest 
that psychological distance may attenuate the feeling that tempting 
foods are dangerous, perhaps making these unhealthy options seem 
more appropriate for consumption.

In Study 2, we hypothesized that if psychological distance 
attenuates the emotional features of the self-control decision con-
text, then people in a distant mindset should be more committed 
to self-control when they are primarily experiencing feelings of 
pleasure associated with temptation, but should be less committed 
to self-control when they are primarily experiencing feelings of 
guilt associated with temptation. In this study, participants were 
first asked to recall either a time in which they felt particularly 
guilty when succumbing to temptation, or a time in which they 
felt particularly pleased when succumbing to temptation (between-
subjects). Afterwards, participants were primed with either physical 
distance or physical closeness (using the same methodology used 
in Study 1). Finally, as thanks for participating in the study, par-
ticipants were asked to choose between a chocolate cupcake and a 
(relatively healthier) granola bar. As predicted, we find that distance 
(vs. closeness) priming attenuated guilty feelings, undermining 
self-control and lead participants to choose the unhealthy cupcake 
more frequently. However, we also find that distance priming at-
tenuated pleasurable feelings as well, thus bolstering self-control 
and leading participants in this condition to choose the healthier 
item more frequently.

This pattern of findings is informative for understanding how 
contextual factors help or hurt people’s ability to exercise self-
control. Furthermore, these investigations go a long way toward 
specifying when psychological distance and abstract thinking will 
produce similar versus dissociated effects on judgment and choice.

“defeating depletion: How Self-control Can Increase Self-
regulatory Resources

Uzma Khan, Stanford University, USA
Amar Cheema, University of Virginia, USA

Self-control is often viewed as an exhaustible resource. Con-
sistent with this notion, past research on ego-depletion has shown 
that exerting self-control impairs the ability to control one’s self 
later. Whereas a significant amount of research has examined the 
sources of ego-depletion, relatively little is known about how self-
control resource can be replenished (Baumeister, Schmeichel&Vohs 

2007). The current article fills this void by examining when exerting 
self-control may augment, rather than deplete, the self-regulation 
resources. 

We propose that experiencing a self-regulation task that gets 
easier over time can replenish self-control resources rather than 
deplete them and can thus increase self-control on subsequent 
unrelated tasks. We posit that experienced ease in exerting self-
control, such as when the difficulty of a task decreases over time, 
induces a sense of subjective vitality. Subjective vitality is the 
feeling of having energy available to the self (Ryan & Frederick 
1997). The experience of vitality refers to energy that is perceived 
to emanate from the self and has an internal perceived locus of 
causality(Deci& Ryan 1985). Thus to the extent that people perceive 
themselves as getting better on an effortful self-regulation task-as 
suggested by decreasing experienced difficulty-it can increase the 
subjective experience of vitality. Experiencing subjective vitality 
can then counter the depleting effects of initial self-regulation 
and can increase, rather than decrease, self-control subsequently 
(Muraven et al. 2008). 

Three studies provide support for our proposition. In Study 
1, as a potentially depleting task participants solved 5 anagrams–
either in an increasing or in a decreasing order of difficulty. Next, 
participants proceeded to an e-crossing task where they crossed 
as many es in a passage of text as they could. To the extent that 
facing increasing difficulty requires great amount of self-control, 
participants who face anagrams in decreasing order of difficulty 
should be less depleted than those who solve the same anagrams in 
increasing order of difficulty. Thus, the former should persist longer 
in the subsequent task. Accordingly, participants who solved the 
anagrams in decreasing order of difficulty persisted longer on the 
e-crossing task (M=536 vs. M=407 seconds), F (1, 39)=4.42, p<.05).

Study 2 tests whether exerting effort in a decreasing order of 
difficulty can increase self-control and whether this replenishing 
effect is greater than allowing people to rest after initial self-
regulation. As a choice requiring self-control participants chose 
between a cookie and a plain yogurt (Khan &Dhar 2007). Prior 
to choosing between the snacks participants solved anagrams that 
served to deplete them. Participants were randomly assigned to 
four conditions. In the first condition participants solved three hard 
anagrams. In the second condition participants solved the same three 
hard anagrams and then solved four easy anagrams. In the third 
condition, after the hard anagrams participants were given a three 
minute break. Finally, in a control condition participants did not 
solve any anagrams but proceeded straight to the choice. Results 
showed that exertion of self-control (reflected by the choice share of 
yogurt) was significantly lower when participants only solved hard 
anagrams (32%) as compared to in the control condition (65%; χ2 

=3.95; p<.05) suggesting that hard anagrams are indeed depleting. 
Moreover, the proportion exerting self-control was significantly 
higher when participants solved easy anagrams after solving the 
hard ones (86%) as compared to when they only solved the hard 
anagrams (32%; χ2=12.18, p<.001). In other words, while people 
solved fewer anagrams in the former condition they were more 
depleted as compared to those who solved the same anagrams plus 
some easy ones. Furthermore, the replenishing effect of a break after 
solving the hard anagrams was not significant, with 53% of partici-
pants exerting self-control in this condition vs. 32% for participants 
who only solved hard anagrams; χ2=1.68; p=.19. This rules out an 
account that easy anagrams serve as a break after the hard ones. 

Purpose of Study 3 is threefold. 1) Replicate the effect in a 
clearly aversive domain. 2) Provide evidence of the subjective vital-
ity based process 3) Test if the effect can be explained by positive 
affect or self-esteem changes that might ensue as self-regulation 
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becomes easier over time. Study participants listened to 2 aversive 
sound clips-either in increasing or decreasing order of difficulty. 
Next, they completed a survey with measures of SV, mood, and 
self-esteem. Finally, participants completed an e-crossing. Results 
showed that compared to a control condition (where participants 
did not listen to any aversive sound), persistence on the e-crossing 
task significantly decreased after participants heard increasingly 
aversive sounds (M=492 vs. M=375 seconds; t (60)=2.68; p=.01). 
However, persistence on the e-crossing task significantly increased 
after participants heard decreasingly aversive sounds (M=492 vs. 
M=591, t (62)=-1.97; p=.05). These effects were mediated by the 
level of subjective vitality but neither positive mood nor self-esteem 
mediated the effect of initial task on subsequent persistence. 

The findings contribute to the self-control and depletion litera-
tures by showing how initial effortful self-regulation can increase, 
rather than deplete, subsequent self-control. Our studies suggest 
the importance of appreciating temporal patterns of self-regulation 
and examining how self-control is exercised and not just whether it 
is exerted or not. The results also have implications for the order-
ing of self-control targets that consumers set for themselves (e.g., 
weight-loss goals) or of tasks that are set for others (e.g., academic 
performance and sales targets), suggesting that in some contexts 
it may be useful to stack harder tasks up front relative to later in 
the sequence. 


