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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Our research aims to contribute to the extant literature on men-

tal budgets as self control devices by demonstrating: 1) that mental 
budgets are temporally unstable in that consumers do not rely on 
them for future consumption decisions, and 2) that concrete mindsets 
can enhance reliance on mental budgets over time. We present a set 
of three studies to investigate these notions. 

Making the decision to exert self-control is not enough. Moni-
toring or keeping track of relevant behavior is an important aspect 
of the self-regulatory process (Baumeister 2002). Little research, 
however, has investigated the factors that impact the efficacy of the 
monitoring devices and control strategies that consumers rely upon 
to monitor goal-directed behavior after the decision to exert self-
control has been made. This is the impetus for the current research. 

Mental budgets have been shown to be effective self-control de-
vices because they allow consumers to monitor their behavior around 
an active self-control goal (Krishnamurthy and Prokopec 2010). We 
conceptualize mental budgets as concrete plans of action or specific 
intentions framed in terms of explicit quotas that an individual uses 
to execute and monitor a particular behavior (e.g., “I can drink two 
small glasses of wine per day”). The extant research has found that 
mental budgets are effective, but have only investigated them in the 
short-run. The assumption is that mental budgets will be similarly 
effective self-regulatory tools in the long run. The current research 
invalidates this assumption to illustrate that while mental budgets 
are effective for implementing a self-control goal when decisions 
are made for present consumption, their efficacy decreases for future 
consumption decisions. 

The question then becomes, how can we increase the efficacy of 
mental budgets in making future consumption decisions? We argue 
that mindsets determine whether consumers align their consumption 
with the mental budget. Our argument draws on the role of construal 
in the execution or implementation of the goal (Bayuk, Janiszewski, 
and Leboeuf 2010). We argue that mindsets moderate the efficacy of 
mental budgets. Specifically, a concrete mindset facilitates the ex-
ecution of the self-control goal, increasing the reliance on the mental 
budget while an abstract mindset permits competing information to 
be accessible, decreasing this reliance. In sum, this research aims 
to contribute to the extant literature on mental budgets as self con-
trol devices by demonstrating: 1) that mental budgets are temporally 
unstable in that consumers do not rely on them for future consump-
tion decisions, and 2) that concrete mindsets can enhance reliance 
on mental budgets over time. We present a set of three studies to 
investigate these notions. 

Study 1 employed a 2 (Mental budget: Yes/No) x 2 (Decision: 
Present/Future) between-subjects design (N = 179). The design of 
this experiment was adapted from previous work on the relationship 
between mental budgeting and self-regulation (Krishnamurthy and 
Prokopec, 2010). A pre-test revealed that European students struggle 
with over-consumption of alcohol. To manipulate mental budget, par-
ticipants in the mental budget condition were asked to type in the 
number of small wine glasses that they planned to consume during 
the wine tasting event (part of the cover story); after this, participants 
saw pictures of 10 different wines and indicated the number of small 
glasses of wine they would like to drink immediately (present deci-

sion condition) or a week later (future decision condition). Results 
revealed a significant interaction between mental budget and decision 
time frame (F (1,175) = 6.16, p < .02). Planned contrasts suggest that 
participants drank less wine when they had set a mental budget for the 
present (Mno mb = 6.77, Mmb = 5.12, F (1,175) = 3.79, p < .05), than for 
the future (Mno mb = 5.88, Mmb = 7.26, F (1,175) = 2.46, p = .11).

Study 2 employed a 2 (Mental budget: Yes/No) x 2 (Decision: 
Present/Future) x 2 (Mindset: Concrete/Abstract) mixed design (sce-
nario as Study 1), where mental budget and decision time frame were 
between-subjects and mindset was measured using the behavioral 
identification form (Vallacher and Wegner 1989) (N = 296). Results 
revealed a main effect of mental budget (F (1, 284) = 25.41, p < 
.001) and a tree-way interaction between mental budget, decision 
time frame, and mindset (F (1, 284) = 3.98, p < .05). When mindset 
was concrete, a main effect of mental budget (F (1, 284) = 14.07, p 
< .05) suggests that presence of mental budget reduces consumption 
for both present (Mno mb = 7.55, Mmb =4.10, F (1, 284) = 3.51, p < .06) 
and future decisions (Mno mb =9.07, Mmb =4.54, F (1, 284) = 9.94, p < 
.01). When mindset was abstract, a main effect of mental budget (F 
(1, 284) = 11.41, p < .01) that was qualified by a 2-way interaction 
(F (1, 284) = 4.35, p < .05) suggests that mental budget reduces con-
sumption for present decisions (Mno mb =9.09, Mmb =3.95, F (1, 284) = 
13.18, p < .01) but not for future decisions (Mno mb =7.86, Mmb =6.65, 
F (1, 284) = .94, p > .33).

Study 3 employed a 2 (Mental budget: Yes/No) x 2 (Decision: 
Future vs. Implementation of future) x 2 (Mindset: Concrete/Ab-
stract) mixed design (N = 63) (scenario as study 1). Mental budget 
was a between-subjects factor, decision time frame was a within-
subjects factor, and mindset was measured with the behavioral iden-
tification form (Vallacher and Wegner, 1989). A repeated-measures 
ANOVA revealed a 3-way interaction (F (1,59) = 5.55, p < .02). This 
interaction suggests that when consumers operate under a concrete 
mindset, mental budgets help self-control when they decide on their 
future consumption (Mno mb = 7.25, Mmb = 4.37, F (1, 59) = 27.73, p 
< .01) and remain an effective self-control tool when, a week later, 
they implement their consumption decision (Mno mb = 6.39, Mmb = 
4.87, F (1, 59) = 7.71, p < .01). In contrast, when consumers operate 
under an abstract mindset, mental budgets do not help self-control 
for future decisions (Mno mb = 6.37, Mmb = 7.85, F (1,59) = 4.84, p < 
.04) and when the time of the event comes, mental budgets remain 
an ineffective self-control tool (Mno mb = 7.25, Mmb = 7.20, F (1,59) 
= .01, p > .92). 

Taken together, our three studies support the proposition that 
mental budgeting is a temporarily unstable self-regulatory strategy, 
in that it is effective for implementing a self-control goal when de-
cisions are made for present consumption (but not for future con-
sumption). Further, while the existing research shows that high-level 
construals (e.g., an abstract mindset) are better for self-regulation 
(Fujita and Han 2009; Labroo and Patrick 2009) we demonstrate 
that low-level construals (e.g., a concrete mindset) can also enhance 
self-control. We argue and find support for the notion that a concrete 
mindset facilitates the stability of a mental budget in the long-run 
because it helps consumers to implement their self-control decision.
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