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Two studies show that pre-exposure to physically or symbolically presented temptation enhances self-regulation in children. Children

who had candy or had a chocolate photo later consumed less candy and looked longer at healthy option as compared to children who

did not have any candy or photo.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
If sweets are present at home, do people consume more of them? 

The intuitive answer is yes (Chandon and Wansink 2002; Painter, 
Wansink, and Hieggelke 2002). This expectation is even stronger for 
children because they are thought to lack elaborative self-regulation 
strategies and may have not yet developed a clear long-term goal 
(Mischel and Underwood 1974). We will show, however, how pre-
exposure to food temptation actually decreases the consumption of 
attractive but unhealthy products in children. Being exposed to food 
temptation without consuming it has been already shown to reduce 
adults’ desire and consumption in a subsequent tempting situation 
(Dewitte, Bruyneel, and Geyskens 2009; Geyskens, Dewitte, Pande-
laere, and Warlop 2008). So far, there has been little research into the 
effect of pre-exposure in children. Demonstrating the pre-exposure 
effect in children would suggest that self-control strategies during the 
exposure are more basic. It also would have important implications 
for theories on the emergence of self-regulation (e.g. Egan, Santos, 
and Bloom 2007) and for public policy, which often assumes that re-
stricting access to unhealthy food is the best way to curb obesogenic 
consumption (Wardle 1990). 

So far, conflicting results have been revealed regarding expo-
sure to temptation. Earlier studies (Mischel, Ebbesen, and Zeiss1972; 
Mischel and Ebbesen 1970) have demonstrated that food temptation 
availability reduces self-control in children by decreasing their will-
ingness to wait for a larger reward. More recent findings suggest 
that self-control improves when a temptation is present (Myrseth, 
Fishbach, and Trope 2009; Zhang, Huang, and Broniarczyk 2009). A 
possible explanation for this might be that when exposed to a tempta-
tion, people (at least adults) feel conflict and invest efforts to resist 
a temptation. Another possible explanation for self-control enhance-
ment is that a temptation may be perceived in a different way. A sym-
bolic mode of presentation encouraged children to think more about 
cognitive rather than affective qualities (Metcalfe and Mischel 1999) 
and thus facilitated self-control by increasing children’s willingness 
to wait (Mischel and Moore 1973). 

Obviously, the way temptation is constructed in the mind in-
fluences self-control (Mischel and Moore 1973). After pre-exposure 
to temptation in a situation where consumption is not appropriate, 
people seem to activate their self-control operations and facilitate the 
repetition of these operations when another similar tempting oppor-
tunity is present. In one study, after being exposed to a sweet tempta-
tion, people reduced the importance of sweetness (Grubliauskiene, 
Dewitte, and Warlop, in prep.). Thus re-construction of essential 
temptation dimensions may support the subsequent resistance to 
temptation. These self-control strategies are less likely in young chil-
dren. Aiming to resist a temptation, 7 – 11 year old children have 
been shown to employ simple distraction strategies, such as covering 
their eyes, but they still do not use cognitive distractions that trans-
form a temptation (Demetriou 2000). Lack of cognitive skills should 
not prevent successful self-control after pre-exposure if self-control 
processes are rather simple and automatic. Indeed, it has been shown 
that pairing positive pictures with a no-go task lowers picture evalu-
ations (Veling, Holland, and Knippenberg 2008). Even 4-year-olds 
decrease preferences for an unchosen option (Egan et al. 2007). This 
paper attempts to show that children, while still lacking sophisticated 

self-regulation skills, are able to automatically change the meaning 
of products and thus resist a temptation after pre-exposure to it. 

In two experiments, we exposed participants to temptation in 
two successive phases. We manipulated the availability of the temp-
tation (physical or symbolic or not available) during pre-exposure 
in the first phase. To ensure a self-control conflict, children had to 
construct a flower from candy (physical pre-exposure condition) or 
construct a flower from Lego® bricks while a photo with a child 
happily eating chocolate was present (symbolic pre-exposure con-
dition). In the control condition, children had to construct a flower 
from Lego® bricks. The second task differed across studies. In Study 
1, children (7 – 11) tasted a different type of candy for evaluation, 
and the quantity consumed served as a measure of children’s self-
control. In Study 2, children (7 – 8) had a choice between a healthy 
product (strawberry) and an unhealthy product (chocolate) that were 
presented in pictures.  We investigated differences in total fixation 
duration (Sutterlin, Brunner, and Opwis 2008) as a measure of pref-
erence. 

In Study 1, the effect of gender was marginally significant (F 
(1, 51) = 3.26, p < 0.1) which is common in eating experiments, 
with boys eating more than girls. As expected, there was an effect 
of pre-exposure to temptation (F (2, 50) = 3.42, p < .05) on candy 
consumption. Simple effects showed that both physical (M = 1.02) 
and, to a lesser extent, symbolic (M = 1.05) temptation reduced the 
consumption as compared to a control condition (M = 1.34). These 
results show that pre-exposure to temptation enhances self-control 
in children. Study 2 used eye tracking to explore the preference con-
struction process after pre-exposure effect.  Findings from Study 2 
suggest that pre-exposure to a temptation affects automatic prefer-
ence. In the physical and in the symbolically presented temptation 
conditions, fixation duration on a healthy product was longer (M = 
1.42, M = 1.39 respectively) than in the control condition (M = 1.07, 
physical: F (1, 69) = 11.49, p < .05, symbolic: F (1, 69) = 7.8, p < 
.05). Results suggest that healthy food gains attractiveness after ex-
posure to temptation. There were no significant effects for unhealthy 
products. 

Children’s self-control increases after pre-exposure to a real or 
symbolically presented temptation, thereby replicating findings in 
adults, and suggesting that this type of self-regulation emerges early 
on in life. Eye-tracking measures show that pre-exposure to a real 
or symbolically presented temptation increases the attractiveness of 
healthy options whereas it does not affect the attractiveness of un-
healthy options. This pattern may explain why pre-exposure leads to 
low vice consumption in pre-exposure condition. 
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