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Previous research consistently demonstrates that depriving oneself of consumption pleasures sabotages future efforts at self-control.

The current research tested and found that, in contrast to deprivation, postponing consumption facilitates self-control, enabling

consumers to forego hedonic pleasures, in both the short- and long-term, without feelings of self-denial or loss.
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30 / Achieving Our Goals: Some Tips and Tricks

it has been interrupted. Even when one is not consciously working 
toward a goal, the mind keeps the goal active in the unconscious, 
maintaining vigilance for opportunities to fulfill it. Thus, once a goal 
is chosen, the mind has many processes to promote its pursuit. The 
standard view has held that the various cognitive processes related to 
unfulfilled goals cease when the goal is attained. This view has been 
favored in theories of goal pursuit and has found support in empirical 
research. However, the present investigation tested the hypothesis 
that many of the goal promotion processes can cease long before at-
tainment — specifically, when a plan is made. 

Planning has been studied recently in the form of implementa-
tion intentions, which are highly specific prescriptions for what to do 
under what circumstances (Gollwitzer, 1999). Such plans turn con-
trol of goal pursuit over to automatic, unconscious processes, which 
can resume goal pursuit at the appropriate time or place specified in 
the given plan. Once a plan is made, the unconscious knows how and 
when to act, and so in a sense the uncertainty of the unfinished task 
is resolved. The implication then is that a plan may render many of 
the cognitive activities related to the goal unnecessary. We predicted 
that contributing to goal pursuit through plan making could satisfy 
the various cognitive processes that usually promote goal pursuit, 
thereby causing them to cease.

In each of the studies reported, we activated unfulfilled goals 
and measured the extent to which they persisted in the mind dur-
ing later tasks. In Study 1, participants selected tasks or goals from 
their own lives that needed to be done, and then we measured how 
much people’s minds wandered while reading a novel that had noth-
ing to do with the unfulfilled tasks. Unfulfilled tasks made people’s 
minds wander, thereby reducing their ability to read and understand 
the novel. But participants who made a plan to get their personal 
tasks done were able to read with less mind wandering. Despite hav-
ing had an unfulfilled goal activated, they exhibited few intrusive 
thoughts about their goals and were relatively well able to read and 
concentrate on material unrelated to their goals. 

Studies 2 and 3 examined goal accessibility. In Study 2, par-
ticipants reflected on an upcoming final exam, and thoughts related 
to doing well on the exam remained highly accessible during a later 
word stem completion task. This effect was eliminated, however, 
among participants who made a plan for when and how to study 
for the exam. Study 3 examined the accessibility of means of goal 
achievement. It used one goal that most young people embrace (to 
live a fit and healthy life) but that remains unfulfilled for most. Re-
flecting on this unfulfilled goal caused the various means of reaching 
it to become highly accessible, as indicated by goal-relevant answers 
on a word completion task. Once again, having made a plan elimi-
nated the effect. Study 3 also showed that the various effects (persis-
tent activation over time as well as reduced activation after planning) 
were obtained mainly among participants for whom the unfulfilled 
goal had high personal importance.

Study 4 replicated the effects of plans using an experimentally 
assigned task. The unfulfilled goal to do well on a later laboratory 
task interfered with performance on a separate, unrelated task in 
the interim (solving anagrams). Making a plan eliminated the in-
terference effect as in the previous studies. More important, Study 
4 showed that most participants did actually follow the plans they 
had made — and the degree to which they followed their plans was 
closely linked to the improvement in performance on the anagram 
task. Thus, the more people made plans that they were actually go-
ing to use, the more they were freed from intrusive thoughts about 
the unfulfilled goal while working on the unrelated task. To put it 
another way: What reduced cognitive activity from unfinished tasks 

was making highly specific plans that were actually going to be used 
to finish those tasks.

By planning for their goals, people can better manage their mul-
tiple pursuits. It has been well documented that specific plans in-
crease success (Gollwitzer, 1999), and they do so in part by making 
pursuit of the goal more automatic. When a detailed plan has been 
made, one no longer has to think about the goal to fulfill it (Brand-
stätter, Lengfelder, & Gollwitzer, 2001). Apparently, a plan can also 
reduce the amount of thoughts and attention that are typically re-
cruited in service of an unfulfilled goal. Thoughts of an incomplete 
goal do not necessarily persist until the goal is fulfilled – making a 
plan is sufficient to eliminate the various cognitive effects of unful-
filled goals. Planning may therefore represent a crucial strategy for 
the management of multiple goals. By planning for a goal, one can 
free one’s thoughts and attention for other pursuits. 
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In Praise of Putting Things Off: Postponing 
Consumption Pleasures Facilitates Self-Control

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Many approaches to self-control assume that people have two, 

albeit suboptimal, options when faced with a tempting yet unwanted 
pleasure – give in to or give up the pleasure (Baumeister, Heather-
ton, and Tice 1994; Baumeister and Heatherton 1996; Giner-Sorolla 
2001; Kivetz and Keinan 2006; Myrseth, Fishbach, and Trope 2009). 
Giving in entails a short burst of pleasure, but is quickly overrun by 
feelings of guilt for transgressing from long-term goals. In contrast, 
giving up a temptation is just plain psychologically painful and tax-
ing. Research indicates that deprivation typically backfires, leading 
to increases rather than decreases in consumption (e.g., Vohs and 
Heatherton 2000). In the current research, we investigate a third op-
tion, postponement, which was hypothesized to facilitate self-control 
in the face of consumption pleasures without feelings of self-denial 
or loss. 

Postponement entails “having it later”, whereas deprivation 
mandates “not having it at all”. Thus, although postponing means 
not consuming in the present, it allows people to consume, albeit at a 
later date. Postponement was briefly suggested as a desire-reduction 
strategy (Hoch and Loewenstein 1991) but to date has received scant 
(if any) empirical attention. In three experiments, we tested whether 
postponement can in fact reduce desire for a hedonic consumption 
pleasure, and whether this reduction in desire in turn facilitates self-
control. We theorize that in the short run, postponement 1) reduces 
the motivational conflict associated with giving in versus giving up 
a tempting option, and, consequently, 2) encourages self-control by 
dampening the desire for the affectively powerful temptation. In the 
long run, we hypothesize that the lack of reinforcement helps en-
sure that the already weakened hedonic impulse continues to decay, 
thereby facilitating self-control. In all three experiments, described 
next, the short- and long-run consequences of postponement were 
compared to the two outcomes most frequently investigated in self-
control research, satiation (giving in) and deprivation (giving up). In 
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experiment 2, a delay of gratification condition (giving up on a small 
reward now to obtain a larger reward later) was also included. 

In experiment 1, we tested the behavioral consequences of post-
ponement for both short and long-term consumption. At time 1, par-
ticipants were asked to watch a short film-clip. Ostensibly to enhance 
the feeling of actually being in the movies, a bowl of M&Ms was 
placed in front of participants. Participants randomly assigned to the 
satiation condition were allowed to eat freely. Those participants as-
signed to the deprivation condition were asked not to eat any of the 
M&Ms. Participants in the postpone condition were asked not to eat 
the M&Ms; instead they could have a snack later on, if they liked. At 
the end of the experiment, all participants were given the opportunity 
to eat M&Ms in private. Results indicated that participants in the 
postpone condition ate fewer M&Ms than participants in the depri-
vation condition. Consistent with work indicating that satiating the 
desire for a particular item reduces subsequent intake (McSweeney 
and Sindell 1999; Rolls, Rolls, Rowe, and Sweeney 1981), the post-
pone and satiate conditions were not significantly different from one 
another. At time 2, one day after the experiment, participants were 
emailed and asked to indicate their desire for M&Ms. As expected, 
postpone participants reported a lower desire to eat M&Ms than the 
other two experimental conditions. Finally, at time 3, one week after 
the experiment, participants indicated how much chocolate they had 
eaten since the experiment. Results indicated that participants in the 
postpone condition ate less chocolate over the course of the week, 
relative to the satiation and postpone conditions. Desire for choco-
late 24 hours after the completion of the experiment fully mediated 
the effect of the manipulation on consumption over the week. 

Experiments 2 and 3 were designed to assess the psychologi-
cal mechanisms underlying the effect of postponement on decreased 
consumption. Our hypothesis was that postponement alleviates the 
motivational conflict between deprivation and satiation, allowing the 
reflective system to dominate and the impulsive system to dissipate. 
In experiment 2, we used an implicit measure to determine whether 
the hedonic or reflective system was dominant (e.g., Hofmann, Fri-
ese, and Strack 2009). Participants in the postpone condition showed 
heightened activation of the reflective system, whereas participants 
in the satiation and deprivation conditions showed heightened ac-
tivation of the hedonic system. Moreover, participants in the post-
pone condition reported the lowest desire to eat dessert as well as 
the lowest levels of deprivation and loss. As expected, the delay of 
gratification condition mirrored the deprivation condition in terms of 
hedonic activation. In experiment 3, participants asked to postpone 
eating ice cream reported a reduced desire to eat ice cream, relative 
to participants assigned to the deprivation and delay of gratification 
conditions. Taken together, results of experiments 2 and 3 suggest 

that postponement activates the reflective system, the seat of self-
control, and dampens the hedonic affective response to consume the 
hedonic good. 

In sum, results from three experiments suggest that postpon-
ing consumption activates the reflective system and reduces the af-
fective desire for the hedonic good, enabling participants to forego 
consumption of hedonic pleasures, in both the short- and long-term. 
Theoretically, results suggest that postponement has different effects 
on the reflective and impulsive systems as compared to the two most 
common avoidance strategies – deprivation and delay of gratifica-
tion. Practically, postponement seems to be a strategy that enables 
consumers to manage transient hedonic desires.
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