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This research suggests that ego-depletion is adaptive because it leads to greater vigilance. The results of four studies show that

depleted people pay more attention to negative information and are less likely to engage in risky behavior, such as having unprotected

sex or getting a tattoo.

 
 
[to cite]:

Monika Lisjak and Angela Y. Lee (2011) ,"Saying No to Tattoos and Yes to Safe Sex: Ego-Depletion May Help Boost Self-

Regulation ", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 38, eds. Darren W. Dahl, Gita V. Johar, and Stijn M.J. van

Osselaer, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/16278/volumes/v38/NA-38

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/16278/volumes/v38/NA-38
http://www.copyright.com/


538538 Advances in Consumer Research
Volume 38, © 2012

Saying No to Tattoos and Yes to Safe Sex: Ego-Depletion May Help Boost Self-Regulation
Monika Lisjak, Northwestern University, USA
Angela Y. Lee, Northwestern University, USA

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
A large body of research shows that exercising control over 

one’s impulses and other inner processes in one domain leads to 
subsequent impairments in self-regulation in other domains, a 
phenomenon that has been referred to as ego-depletion (Baumeister 
et al.1998; Muraven, Tice and Baumeister 1998). Existing litera-
ture finds that ego-depletion has negative consequences for the 
individual and the society, such as overeating, overspending and 
violence. In this research we suggest that ego-depletion may also 
lead to some beneficial outcomes. More specifically, we suggest 
that ego-depletion leads to a strategic reallocation of the diminished 
regulatory resource to increase vigilance. That is, depleted people 
pay more attention to negative information and are less likely to 
engage in risky behaviors.

A resource model has been proposed to explain the ego-deple-
tion effect (Baumeister et al. 1998; Muraven et al. 1998). According 
to this model, all acts of self-regulation draw on a common pool of 
resource that is limited. After exerting self-control in one domain, 
people have less resource available to engage in subsequent self-
regulation. Recent findings suggest that effects of ego-depletion do 
not reflect a complete loss of the capacity to self-regulate; rather the 
effects are due to attempts to conserve the diminished resource–a 
highly adaptive strategy to prevent a complete loss of self-regulatory 
ability. The objective of this paper is to more systematically explore 
the adaptive nature of the ego-depletion effect. 

It is commonly accepted that people engage in vigilant pro-
cesses, which are highly functional for survival. Research shows 
that negative stimuli are detected faster than positive stimuli (Di-
jksterhuis and Aarts 2003), and that people pay more attention to 
negative as opposed to positive information (Pratto and John 1991). 
And adaptive vigilant processes are thought to underlie people’s 
general tendency to assign more value to negative than positive 
information (Kahneman and Tversky 1984).

Drawing from this functional perspective, we suggest that 
ego-depletion leads to a strategic reallocation of the diminished 
regulatory resource to increase vigilance. We posit that depleted 
individuals pay more attention to negative information and are less 
likely to engage in risky behaviors compared to their non-depleted 
counterparts. We tested our hypothesis in four experiments.

Experiment 1 was designed to examine the effect of ego-
depletion on the recognition of concepts associated with vigilance. 
We first manipulated ego-depletion by using the Stroop task. Follow-
ing established procedures (Pocheptsova et al. 2009) we presented 
participants with color words displayed in a font that mismatched 
the word (e.g., the word “green” written in yellow). Participants 
assigned to the control condition were instructed to indicate the 
semantic meaning of the color word (green), while participants 
assigned to the depletion condition were asked to indicate the font 
color of the word (yellow). Next, participants completed a lexical 
decision task. Participants were randomly presented with words 
and non-words and were asked to identify whether the letter string 
represented a word or a non-word. Some of the words were neutral 
(e.g., blouse) while other were vigilance-related words (e.g., safety), 
negative other-focused words (e.g., brutal), negative self-focused 
words (e.g., lonely), positive words (e.g., happy), and self-related 
words (e.g., mine). The results showed that depleted participants 
were slower at recognizing neutral words than non-depleted partici-
pants. However, depleted participants were faster than non-depleted 

participants at recognizing vigilance-related words and negative 
other-focused words after controlling for baseline responses. No 
difference in response time was observed for the other target words. 

In experiment 2 we investigated the effect of ego-depletion 
on the persuasiveness of messages that promote risky behavior. We 
first manipulated ego-depletion by using the “cross-off-the-letter” 
task (Wan and Sternthal 2007). Control participants were asked 
to cross-off all instances of the letter “e” that appeared in a text. 
Depleted participants were asked to cross-off all instances of the 
letters “a” and “e” when several criteria were met. Then, partici-
pants read a persuasive message about tattooing and reported their 
interest in learning more about tattooing. As predicted, we found 
that depleted participants reported lower interest in learning more 
about tattooing than their non-depleted counterparts.

The objective of experiment 3 was to investigate the effect of 
ego-depletion on the intentions to engage in risky behaviors. We 
first manipulated depletion by using the “cross-off-the-letter” task. 
Then, we presented participants with a scenario in which they had 
to decide whether to engage in unprotected sex with an attractive 
acquaintance. We found that depleted participants reported lower 
intention to engage in a sexual intercourse than non-depleted par-
ticipants. 

Our final experiment was designed to rule out the potential 
rival explanation that depleted people are less likely to act; that is, 
they prefer inaction rather than action. Another objective was to 
examine whether perceived risk may moderate the effect. We first 
manipulated ego-depletion using the same cross-off-the-letter task 
as in study 2 and 3. Then, we asked participants to read a message 
about hepatitis testing (Hong and Lee 2009). Half of the participants 
read a high perceived risk message, while the other half read a low 
perceived risk message. Next, participants reported their intention to 
get tested for hepatitis. As expected, among participants in the low 
perceived risk condition those who were depleted indicated greater 
intentions to get tested than those in the control condition. Depletion 
had no effect on participants in the high perceived risk condition. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that the ego-depletion 
may strengthen self-regulation through greater vigilance. More 
broadly, this research provides novel insights in the nature and the 
adaptive value of the ego-depletion effect. 
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