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We investigate why suppressing thoughts about a failure results in poor consumption decisions. Although both mechanisms required

for thought suppression have been shown to affect consumption, we demonstrate that it is finding distracting thoughts, not the

monitoring process, which depletes self-regulatory resources. This means the depleting effect can be managed.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Consumers are often faced with failure. They buy things that 

are never worn. They buy items the day before the item goes on sale. 
They find out after a negotiation that a friend got a better price than 
they did. Thinking about failure can be unpleasant. Is trying not to 
think about the failure a good coping strategy? 

Actively suppressing thoughts about the failure may seem like 
a viable short-term strategy because avoiding the unwanted thoughts 
means the individual faced with the failure might also avoid the 
negative feelings associated with the unsuccessful outcome. Thought 
suppression requires two mechanisms; an operating process to pro-
mote the suppression by finding distracting thoughts and a monitor-
ing system to search consciousness for signals of suppression fail-
ure (Wegner 1987; 1994). The irony of thought suppression is that 
the monitoring process causes hyperaccessibility of the unwanted 
thought. For example, in Wegner’s famous white bear studies, not 
thinking of a white bear requires continuous activation of the thought 
to ensure it has not come to mind. This monitoring process leads to 
increased accessibility of the unwanted thought after thought sup-
pression has been discontinued (the rebound effect). If the unwanted 
thought is not a benign white bear thought, but is instead related to 
poor consumption, the rebound effect may have important consump-
tion ramifications including poor consumption decisions (Erskine, 
Georgiou and Kvavilashvili 2010). Independent of rebound effects, 
thought suppression has been shown to result in poor consumption 
decisions when suppressing benign white bear thoughts. Vohs and 
Faber (2007) demonstrate that not thinking about white bears can 
result in suboptimal consumption decisions because of a reduc-
tion in self-regulatory resources. Although we know that depleting 
self-regulatory resources can be detrimental to subsequent behavior 
(Baumesiter 2002), it is not clear which of the two processes causes 
poor decision making when consumers suppress thoughts about their 
own past failures. In order to understand when the detrimental effects 
of thought suppression can be eliminated, it is important to determine 
which of the two processes is depleting. The monitoring process al-
ways occurs and cannot be eliminated, while the distracting process 
can be more or less difficult. We propose that it is not the monitor-
ing process, but the process of finding a distraction that is resource 
depleting. 

In three studies, we show that depletion during thought suppres-
sion is not caused by monitoring for the presence of an unwanted 
thought or the negative affect associated with thinking about failure. 
We show that it is the process of looking for a distracting thought. In 
each study, participants work on an unsolvable puzzle task and are 
given failure feedback. In study one, we manipulate the motivation 
to thought suppress. In studies two and three, thought suppression is 
instructed.

The aim of study one (N=61) was to establish that after ac-
knowledging failure, participants engaging in an activity that did not 
provide sufficiently distracting thoughts, had fewer self-regulatory 
resources than participants that did not acknowledge the failure (t 
=2.63, p =.01). Consistent with previous measures of depletion, the 
volume of food consumed was a proxy for the level of remaining 
self-regulatory resources (more ‘sinful tempting’ food consumed = 
fewer remaining resources: Vohs and Heatherton 2000; Fedorikhin 
and Patrick 2010). Thought protocols and scales show that partici-
pants did try to suppress thoughts after acknowledging the failure. 

To more directly test for the depleting effects of thought sup-
pression, we instructed thought suppression and manipulated the 
effort required to find distracting thoughts by providing cues (vs. 
not providing cues) reminding participants of the unwanted thought 
(poor performance) in study two (N =98). The number of times a 
distraction had to be found during thought suppression was mea-
sured by counting the intrusions in the participants’ speak-aloud 
recordings. Hopelessness was measured after the suppression task. 
Finally, during an unrelated task, participants were told to help them-
selves to M&Ms. If it’s the effort involved in finding a distracting 
thought drives depletion, then the number of times a distraction had 
to be found (intrusions), not hopelessness, should mediate the cue/
resource depletion relationship. 

As expected, participants in the cued condition were more de-
pleted than participants in the no-cue condition (t =-2.41, p =.018). 
Importantly, the number of intrusions fully mediated the cue/deple-
tion relationship (Figure 1). To eliminate the monitoring process as 
the explanation for depletion, we manipulated monitoring in study 
three (N =81). We introduced a control condition where participants 
were not told to thought suppress, but instead to think about the fail-
ure and improvement strategies. They, therefore, didn’t need to acti-
vate the monitoring process. In two thought suppression conditions, 
we manipulated the difficulty of finding a distraction following an 
intrusion by offering (vs. not offering) distracting thoughts. To test 
the effect across contexts, a more general measure of resource deple-
tion was used; attentional control on a dichotic listening exercise. 

Figure 1 
Study 2 – Mediation of Cue Manipulation on Consumption via 

Thought Intrusions

If monitoring, and the subsequent rebound effect, explained 
the depletion found in studies one and two, then participants in the 
thought suppression condition should always be less able to perform 
on a resource demanding dichotic listening task compared to partici-
pants in a ‘no thought suppression’ (control) condition. Instead, we 
found that thought suppression was only depleting, compared to the 
control condition, when the distracting thoughts had to be found (t 
=2.27, p =.03), not when they were offered (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2 
Study 3 – remaining Self-regulatory resources

This research demonstrates that the short-term benefit of sup-
pressing thoughts to avoid the negative feelings associated with fail-
ure depletes self-regulatory resources and causes poor consumption 
decisions. Importantly, we explore reasons for the depletion. We 
demonstrate that the conscious act of finding a distraction, causes 
depletion and sub-optimal consumption behavior in a domain com-
pletely unrelated to the failure itself.

 The findings shed light on a trade-off for consumers dealing 
with a failure. Either try to feel better now by suppressing thoughts 
at the risk of a breakdown in behavioral regulation later or wallow 
in the negative thoughts now, knowing that better consumption deci-
sions will be made in future.
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