
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Gaze Patterns Reveal Preference Editing During Self-Control Choices

Siegfried Dewitte, K.U. Leuven, Belgium 
Suresh Ramanathan, Texas A & M, USA 
Sabrina Bruyneel, K.U. Leuven, Belgium 
Ralf van der Lans, HKUST, Hong Kong 
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not with a value computation model, implying that during self-control, preferences may change.
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SESSION OVERVIEW
The psychological underpinnings of self-control and failures 

thereof have been a topic of rich debate in the literature. Much has 
been written about how and why people make unhealthy or unwise 
choices. Some researchers have explained such choices as a result of 
lapses in executive function due to limited resources (Baumeister, 
Vohs and Tice 2007), while others have argued that lower-order af-
fective reactions towards stimuli or automatic positive attitudes to-
wards them may drive such reactions (Hofmann, Friese and Strack 
2009; Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999). What is as yet under-researched is 
the nature of cognitive and affective processes set into motion im-
mediately upon exposure to a vice or virtue and how these attentional 
processes unfold over time. The three papers in this session provide 
valuable insights on how our preferences and emotions change dy-
namically upon exposure to tempting options. 

The first paper by Dewitte and colleagues focuses on the dy-
namics of gaze patterns when people are making choices from pure 
(virtue-virtue or vice-vice) or mixed (virtue-vice) choice sets with 
equally attractive options. Using eye-tracking, they show that con-
trary to established research showing that people fixate on the op-
tion finally chosen, self-control decisions involving choices between 
virtues and vices elicit greater gaze fixations on the option not cho-
sen. They suggest that people’s attentional processes are actively in-
volved in trying to distorting the value of the option that is not chosen 
when both options are equally attractive, a phenomenon they call 
preference editing.  The second paper by Ramanathan and Hofmann 
focuses on the dynamics of felt desire and resistance towards temp-
tations and shows that the root to indulgence decisions by impul-
sive individuals lies in the recurrence and stickiness of desires rather 
than weakening resistance, and that trying to change attention away 
from temptations towards healthier options may backfire if such in-
dividuals’ reward circuitry has already been activated. Finally, the 
third paper by Rutkauskaite, Dewitte and Warlop provides insights 
into how people’s desires towards temptations and consumption can 
be reduced by changing their innate preferences via pre-exposure to 
temptations in a non-consummatory setting. They argue that implicit 
or tacit norms for behavior in a given setting are more effective than 
explicit or stated norms, not just in the short-term in terms of reduc-
ing consumption but also altering the preferences for temptations in 
the long-term.

Together, these papers bring deep psychological insights about 
self-control hitherto unexplored in the literature. In particular, they 
provide a window to the role of exposure and attention in self-control 
dilemmas, showing how people’s innate preferences can be changed 
either towards virtues or vices by self-initiated processes (Dewitte 
et al, Rutskaukaite et al), and how external attempts to change these 
preferences via attentional retraining (Ramanathan and Hofmann) or 
via explicit norms (Rutskaukaite et al) may have counter-productive 
effects. Using cutting-edge techniques such as eye-tracking and new 
analytical methods such as recurrence analysis that were originally 
developed in the hard sciences, the papers in this session represent 
the essence of the conference theme, “building connections.” Within 
a coherent theme, the three papers represent diverse conceptual and 
methodological interests and have a broad appeal to audience from 
marketers to policy makers. All papers are in an advanced stage of 
completion. We expect this session to be of interest to researchers in 
the domains of affect regulation and self-control, as well as cognitive 
learning. Researchers in decision neuroscience may find the session 
interesting because of the potential it holds for continued explora-
tion of basic neural mechanisms involved in self-control decisions. 
Scholars interested in studying the design of public policy interven-
tions aimed at reducing indulgence and increasing healthy behavior 
may also find the prescriptive recommendations emerging from this 
session to be of interest. We thus expect an inter-disciplinary appeal 
from this session integrating unique methodological and theoretical 
contributions with pragmatic and prescriptive recommendations.

A session on exposure and attention would be incomplete with-
out a discussion leader of the stature of Rik Pieters from Tilburg Uni-
versity. Rik is an expert in attentional processes and is one of the 
most respected researchers in the field. He will share his views on the 
papers and attempt to build connections among them for the benefit 
of the large audience that we expect this session to attract!

Gaze patterns reveal preference editing 
duringself-control choices

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
In this paper we address the question as to whether choosing 

between a fruit dessert (virtue) and a high-calorie dessert (vice) relies 
on the same decision process as choosing between two fruit desserts 
or two high-calorie desserts. In general, we question whether self-
control choices rely on the value computation processes that have 
been documented in the decision literature (e.g. Busemeyer and 
Townsend 1993). We propose an alternative process that we coin 
‘preference editing’, where the valuation of the choice options is 
distorted rather than computed during the decision process. We use 
eye-tracking methodology to document preference editing during 
self-control choice. 

Decision models (e.g. Busemeyer and Townsend 1993) assume 
that decision makers stochastically sample evidence about the op-
tions in the choice set, feeding into a relative decision value, which 
reflects the relative advantage that one of the options has at a certain 
moment. Decision makers continue sampling until the relative deci-
sion value passes a decision threshold, at which point a choice is 
made. Krajbich, Armel, and Rangel (2010) linked this type of deci-
sion model to eye-movements. Notice that this value computation 
process does not affect the initial value of the options. We assume 
that this model has difficulties dealing with self-control choices be-
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cause of the mixed nature of vice options.  The alternative process, 
preference editing, assumes that during self-control choices, the de-
cision maker distorts the valuation of the options as a way to cope 
with the decision problem (Dewitte, Bruyneel, and Geyskens 2009). 
This distortion process implies the value of one of the options will 
have become more negative than that of the other option. 

To gauge the process of preference editing, we tracked people’s 
gaze during a sequence of binary choices (cf. Krajbich, Armel, and 
Rangel 2010), either in mixed choice situations (vice – virtue) or 
in pure choice situations (vice – vice or virtue – virtue). To control 
for stimulus effects, each choice option served as an option in both 
the mixed and one of the pure choice situations. The choice options 
within a pair were matched on attractiveness, following the results of 
a pretest. Based on our preference editing model, we put forward two 
specific predictions about the gaze pattern during self-control choice. 

The first pattern is the match between choice and the last fixa-
tion (do consumers choose what they look at last or not?). Krajbich 
et al.’s (2010) validated decision model predicts that the last fixation 
will not be on the selected option in cases where the item the deci-
sion maker looks at last is valued less than the other item. If there 
is no such value difference between the two options, the last fixa-
tion will be on the selected option. Our preference editing account 
implies that the value of the two (initially equally attractive) options 
will diverge during the choice process. So our first prediction states 
that preference editing would be revealed in people’s gaze pattern 
when a lower proportion of last fixations would be on the chosen op-
tion in the mixed condition compared to the pure condition. 

Preference editing also implies that different gaze patterns lead 
to the selection of the vice and the virtue, which is not the case for 
value computation models, when the two options were matched on 
attractiveness. While choosing between (equally attractive) fruit and 
high-calorie desserts, choosers’ preference editing can go in two 
directions. Choosers may either downplay the health feature of the 
option set, which makes the virtue less and the vice more valued. 
Alternatively they may downplay the taste dimension of the choice 
set, which would make the virtue relatively more valued than the 
vice, leading to a relative value gap in favor of the virtue. Comparing 
these two preference editing paths suggests that the path towards the 
virtue requires longer editing than the path towards the vice. If the 
impact of taste is reduced (path towards choosing the virtue), the val-
ue of BOTH options is reduced in absolute terms because the virtue 
also scores positively on the taste dimension. In contrast, reducing 
the impact of health (path towards choosing the vice) works faster 
because it reduces the net value of the virtue while increasing the net 
value of the vice. This leads to our second prediction. Choosing a 
virtue from a virtue-vice pair will take more fixations  than choosing 
a vice. In contrast, choosing the same virtues from virtue – virtue 
pairs will not take more fixations than choosing the same vices from 
vice – vice pairs. 

We recorded 62 participants’ eye-movements while they were 
choosing one product from 10 product pairs. Half of participants got 
10 product pairs of the mixed type (vice-virtue) and the other half 
received a product pair series of the pure type (either virtue-virtue or 
vice-vice, also between subjects). Consistent with our account that 
self-control requires more preference editing than non-self-control 
choices, we found that the last fixation (the one while choosing) 
was less often on the selected option in self-control choice situa-
tions (67%) than in the two pure choice situations (81%, p < .05), 
although all pairs were matched on attractiveness. Also consistent 
with preference editing, we found that in the mixed condition, choos-
ing the virtue required more fixations than choosing the vice (r = .39, 

p < .05), but that the number of fixations did not differ between the 
two pure conditions (F < 1).

Our data strongly suggest that self-control choices do not trig-
ger the standard value computation processes but rather distort valu-
ation of the options. This implies that engaging in self-control choic-
es may have effects on subsequent decisions as it implies preference 
editing (e.g. Dewitte et al. 2009). Our findings also raise the question 
as to what would happens in self-control situations where the two 
options are not matched on attractiveness. Would the value compu-
tation process suffice in this case or do these situations still require 
preference editing?  Future research should also address the question 
which decision situations require preference editing and which can 
be solved with value computation. 

Effects of Focus of Attention on Desire 
and Resistance Towards Temptations

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Picture yourself at the local grocery store. As you enter, you 

may see a display of fruits on sale. Your eyes are drawn to the display 
for a while. Continuing on, you see a rich chocolate cake in the bak-
ery section, inviting you with its sheer decadence. You look away, 
trying to focus on the healthier fruits instead. Yet, your eyes keep 
returning to the cake, drawn by its luscious, creamy, dark brown ap-
pearance. You “succumb” to the temptation and buy a large wedge 
of the cake. 

This is a common enough story that occurs in almost everyone’s 
life. The idea that we “succumb” to temptations has a nice Puritani-
cal ring to it – temptations are “bad” and must be avoided. If people 
acted impulsively, it must be because they were weak in self-control 
(i.e., lacked resources or were otherwise unable to resist the tempta-
tion) or had a weak activation of “higher-order” goals such as eating 
healthy or saving expenses. Drawing on dual-process theories of the 
mind (Hofmann, Friese, & Strack, 2009; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999; 
Strack & Deutsch, 2004) and the elaborated intrusion theory of de-
sire (Kavanagh, et al. 2005), we propose instead in this paper that 
indulgence may be the result of a pattern of recurrent desires that 
lead to and are in turn driven by attentional adhesion to the tempt-
ing stimulus. We suggest that people who experience desire may get 
“trapped” in that state for longer periods of time. We also propose 
that the recurrence and stickiness in desires is affected by pre-expo-
sure to rewards, but that the timing of pre-exposure can change the 
patterns of desire experienced by people.

 The literature on problem behaviors commonly advocates the 
retraining of attention away from temptation or towards healthy or 
more prudent choices (Schoenmakers, Wiers, Jones, Bruce, & Jan-
sen, 2007).  We suggest that there are boundary conditions to the 
efficacy of these methods, and indeed, such methods may fail spec-
tacularly under some circumstances for some people, manifesting 
in even stronger and more persistent desires towards temptations. 
Specifically, impulsive people whose reward system is already ac-
tive may respond to attentional retraining with more recurrent de-
sires towards subsequently presented temptations, potentially caus-
ing greater indulgence.

Experiment 1 examines the psychological processes underlying 
such attentional biases. In particular, we were interested in the dy-
namics of desire and avoidance towards the temptation in an attempt 
to determine whether indulgence is caused by strengthened desire or 
weakened avoidance. We changed the design of the dot probe task 
such that the dot probe would appear more frequently (90% of the 
trails) either at the location of the dessert picture or the fruit pic-
ture, thus manipulating attention in one direction. Subsequently, we 


