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Is it better to completely avoid temptation or allow oneself a taste of indulgence when pursuing self-control goals? We compare these

two strategies, demonstrating when moderation may lead to positive outcomes. We also identify when moderation creates a dangerous

slippery slope, undermining consumers’ self-control success more than a more drastic avoidance approach.
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SESSION OVERVIEW
Every day, consumers strive to achieve a wide array of short-

term and long-term goals. These goals range from very specific 
goals, such as giving up dessert at dinner, to more abstract goals, 
such as living a healthy lifestyle. Regardless of the type of goal, the 
strategies that people adopt are often maladaptive. The objective of 
this session is to highlight research that examines goal achievement 
strategies in a fresh yet rigorous manner. Together, the four papers 
stimulate a new understanding of when and why goal achievement 
strategies are effective and when they prove to be detrimental. Thus, 
we present some “tips and tricks” for when various strategies of goal-
pursuit will be optimal for goal achievement. Together, these papers 
suggest that often an avoidance strategy, rather than a moderation 
strategy, is beneficial; it can be better not to plan rather than plan out 
the way to achieve our goal; plans can free thoughts and attention 
for unrelated tasks and goals; and postponing consumption of he-
donic goods can ultimately lead to decreased consumption, and thus 
a greater likelihood of goal achievement. 

Kelly Haws, Cait Poynor Lamberton, Hristina Dzhogleva and 
Gavan Fitzsimons begin the session by examining several potential 
strategies towards goal pursuit, and show that moderating, rather 
than eliminating, indulgence or exposure to temptation can prove 
to be an effective self-control strategy. Specifically, in three studies 
they find that when a self-control task is easy, a moderation strategy 
may be advisable, but that when a self-control task is difficult, the 
same person may undermine their own progress by adopting a mod-
eration strategy. Julia Bayuk and Juliano Laran look at the effects 
that planning has on the likelihood of goal achievement. They find 
that planning can lead people to feel that the necessary steps are not 
very effortful, which can lead to a decreased likelihood to engage 
in the goal directed behavior. Hence, plans can at times backfire. E. 
J. Masicampo and Roy Baumeister complement that work with an 
examination of how planning for a goal affects other, unrelated pur-
suits. They show that just making a plan is enough to get people 
to reduce the amount of thinking and attention they dedicate to an 
unfulfilled goal, freeing thoughts and attention for other interests. 
Lastly, Nicole Mead and Vanessa Patrick look at postponement of he-

donic consumption as a strategy for goal achievement. They find that 
postponing consumption of a hedonic temptation to an unspecified 
future time reduces desire for and consumption of that hedonic item. 

Together, these papers evaluate some commonly used strategies 
to achieve a goal, show when these strategies may actually backfire 
and when they can be effective, and “build connections” amongst 
a variety of consumer researchers. This session should be of great 
interest to consumer researchers studying goals or self-control, as 
well as to those interested in public policy. This work has many im-
plications for consumer well-being as people often pursue, yet fail 
to achieve, goals such as saving money or losing weight. We truly 
hope that it will encourage interaction and collaboration amongst the 
numerous consumer researchers studying different aspects of goals– 
from goal selection and commitment, to goal planning and goal pur-
suit, to goal disengagement.

All of the papers in the session are works in progress, and have 
at least two studies completed. 

A Life in Balance or a Slippery Slope? 
Exploring the Use and Effectiveness of Moderation 

versus Avoidance Self-Control Strategies

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Though decades of self-control research have identified numer-

ous techniques to help consumers better achieve their goals, we still 
have relatively little insight into the conditions under which specific 
techniques may be more or less fruitful. The present research com-
pares the use and efficacy of two frequently utilized self-control 
strategies: moderation and avoidance (Hoch and Loewenstein 1991).  
Moderation involves the consumption of some measured quantity of 
pleasurable good or experience in keeping with pre-established con-
sumption limits. By contrast, avoidance entails not consuming any of 
the “forbidden fruit,” perhaps even going out of one’s way to avoid 
all exposure to a potential temptation. 

Clearly, in some areas of life complete avoidance is advo-
cated. For example, alcoholics may choose to allow no alcohol in 
their homes or avoid circumstances where drinking is likely to oc-
cur. Apparently aware of this fact, consumers often categorize their 
world of options as acceptable or “off-limits” in order to facilitate 
goal achievement (Poynor and Haws 2009). However, research also 
suggests that moderation, rather than complete avoidance, may have 
positive outcomes. For example, “cold turkey” approaches  may lead 
to detrimental outcomes when strict regulations backfire, prompting 
a desire for greater indulgence (Cochran and Tesser 1996, Finkel-
stein and Fishbach 2010). Incorporating some small amount of in-
dulgence into one’s life, in fact, may neither harm long-term goals 
nor preclude one from long-term satisfaction (Krishnamurthy and 
Prokopec 2010; Haws and Poynor 2008).

Such work suggests that moderating, rather than eliminating, 
indulgence or exposure to temptation can prove to be an effective 
self-control strategy. But what determines the relative use and ef-
ficacy of moderation as opposed to avoidance strategies for a given 
individual? We suggest that chronic or situational self-control capa-
bilities moderate the use and effectiveness of these two approaches. 
Specifically, chronically good self-controllers tend to both choose 
to moderate more often and find more success in doing so. Further, 
when put in a moderation mindset, individuals with higher self-
control exhibit more successful self-regulation than do lower self-
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control individuals. Finally, we find that within any given individual, 
context-specific control capabilities drive their success with modera-
tion as opposed to avoidance strategies. Whereas self-control tasks 
seen as easy can be managed using either avoidance or moderation, 
difficult self-control tasks likely require avoidance to be successfully 
pursued. 

In study 1, 137 consumers (41% male, Mage = 32.63), reported 
agreement with statements focused on moderation (“I try to find 
moderation in my life”) and more extreme avoidance strategies (“I 
tend to think of life in terms of all or nothing.”). These responses 
were combined to create a relative moderation focus. Respondents 
also provided individual self-control ratings (Tangney et al. 2004) 
and reported their experience with a number of life outcomes – 
achievement of diet goals, the presence of harmful addictions, ex-
ercise, and subjective well-being. Results showed that higher self-
control individuals showed stronger moderation focus than did lower 
self-control individuals (p < .001). Importantly, individuals with a 
stronger moderation focus tended to achieve their diet goals, were 
less likely to have addiction issues, exercised more frequently, and 
were happier overall (all p < .05). As such, initial evidence suggests 
that moderation strategies may be more common and effective for 
higher as opposed to lower self-control consumers.

But can we show that use of a moderation strategy is, in fact, 
more successful for higher as opposed to lower self-control indi-
viduals? Study 2 followed a 2 (moderation v. avoidance prime) x 
continuously measured eating self-control design. Undergraduate 
participants (n = 114) wrote short essays about the virtues of either 
moderation (“everything in moderation”) or avoidance (“staying 
away from temptation”). As part of a subsequent task participants 
indicated how much that they would like to eat each item on a list 
of snacks at that moment. Separately, we assessed individual dif-
ferences in eating self-control (e.g., Giner-Sorolla 2001). Results 
showed that those who more easily practiced eating restraint showed 
a higher desire for healthy as opposed to unhealthy foods (p < .0001). 
However, a significant interaction of primed strategy and individual 
eating self control also emerged (p < .0001). Individuals primed with 
an avoidance strategy showed similar patterns of healthy consump-
tion regardless of their level of self-control (p >.8). However, in the 
moderation condition, consumers high in self-control increased their 
tendency toward healthy consumption while those lower in self-con-
trol decreased their preference for healthy food alternatives. Here, a 
moderation strategy seemed to be more effective than avoidance, but 
only for consumers higher in self-control in this domain. For con-
sumers who struggle to control their eating, a moderation mindset 
generated a slippery slope, prompting greater indulgence than an 
avoidance mindset.

Taken together, results suggest that when a self-control task is 
easy, a moderation strategy may be advisable, but that when a self-
control task is difficult, doing so may undermine goal progress. To 
test this general theory, study 3 asked participants to rate a series 
of self-control challenges in terms of their personal difficulty. They 
then read a scenario presenting a self-control problem in each do-
main, and stated their likelihood of adopting a moderation or avoid-
ance strategy as well as their anticipated success in each. Results 
indicate that individuals believe that avoidance strategies will be 
equally effective regardless of the difficulty of a self-control task. 
However, participants felt that moderation strategies would yield 
better results on easier as opposed to harder self-control problems, 
and thus, showed a higher likelihood to moderate on easy tasks. 
Given our prior results, these expectations are appropriate for higher 
self-control individuals, but suggest a reason why lower self-control 

individuals, mistakenly applying moderation strategies, may fail to 
see progress toward their goals. 

Overall, this research aims to help consumers more effectively 
achieve their long-term goals. While for some individuals, and in 
some areas, moderation strategies may lead to a happy and well-bal-
anced life, we all have weak spots. In these domains, results suggest 
that avoidance, rather than moderation, is a surer path to self-control 
success.
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It is Just Too Easy: Impact of Planning 
on Effort and Behavior

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers live busy lives and often search for ways to simplify 

them. When the options available are limited, consumers are able 


