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We propose the depletion-as-information hypothesis that feelings of depletion signal to the self-control system that resources are low

and self-regulatory effort should be minimized. Across three studies, depletion effects were attenuated when individuals discredited

the informational value of their feelings and heightened among individuals who chronically experience feelings more intensely.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The ego depletion model posits that the ability to exert self-

control relies on a limited resource of the self (Baumeister, Brat-
slavsky, Muraven, and Tice 1998). Consistent with this model, nu-
merous studies have found that exerting self-control in an initial task 
reduces ability to control oneself in subsequent tasks (c.f. Hagger, 
Wood, Stiff, and Chatzisarantis 2010). Nonetheless, recent findings 
(e.g., Agrawal and Wan 2009; Clarkson, Hirt, Jia, and Alexander 
2010) suggest that initial acts of self-control do not always impair 
subsequent self-control. In fact, self-regulatory failure due to deple-
tion may depend on how people interpret their experience of deple-
tion. Our research builds on these recent findings by proposing that 
the experience of depletion may act as a source of information that 
lowers self-control. Hence, effects of depletion on self-control can be 
enhanced or reduced by altering the extent to which people rely on its 
experience as a source of information.

We propose that when resources are depleted, the feeling of 
depletion (e.g., tired, exhaustion) serves as a source of information 
that resources are low. The self-control system then reduces subse-
quent self-control to conserve its limited resources. Thus, the feeling 
of depletion can affect self-control independently from the amount 
of depleted resources. If so, the influence of prior self-control on 
subsequent self-control should depend on how credible feelings of 
depletion are perceived to be for judgment and how intensely peo-
ple experience feelings. Hence, we hypothesized that discrediting 
the informational value of the feeling of depletion would diminish 
the standard depletion effect. We also hypothesized that the more 
(or less) intense the feelings of depletion the greater (or lower) the 
depletion effect. We tested these hypotheses in three experiments us-
ing a standard depletion paradigm in which participants engage in an 
initial task that either requires them to inhibit a behavior or not, and 
perform a subsequent task that requires self-control resources. 

We investigated our first hypothesis in experiment 1. Partici-
pants (N=221) were asked to retype a passage as quickly as they 
can within five minutes. Those in the depletion condition were given 
additional instructions to refrain from using the letter “e” and space 
bar. Next, half of the participants were exposed to a discrediting 
manipulation in which they were asked to rate the extent to which 
their current feelings were affected by the typing task. Other par-
ticipants did not see this question. All participants were then given 
10 unsolvable anagrams to solve. Persistence on this task was mea-
sured using the time they spent trying to solve these anagrams. A 
significant two-way interaction between depletion and discrediting 
emerged (F(1,206)=5.90, p<.05). The standard ego depletion effect 
was replicated in the no-discredit condition: depleted participants 
spent less time on the anagrams (M=154.07sec) than non-depleted 
participants (M=214.82sec; F(1,206)=7.74, p<.01). Consistent with 
our prediction, there was no difference in time spent between de-
pleted (M=200.40sec) and non-depleted participants (M=188.41sec) 
in the discredit condition (F(1,206)=.34, p=.56). 

Experiment 2 tested the same hypothesis using a different de-
pendent measure. After completing the same depletion and discred-
iting manipulations from experiment 1, participants (N=149) were 
given a limited amount of time to solve IQ problems. Performance 
on this task was operationalized as the number of correct responses 
each participant provided. Similar to Experiment 1, the interaction 
between depletion and discrediting was significant (F(1,141)=4.33, 

p<.05). In the no-discredit condition, depleted participants did poorer 
(M=4.91) than non-depleted participants (M=5.80; F(1,141)=3.90, 
p=.05). However, in the discredit condition, there was no difference 
in performance between depleted (M=5.47) and non-depleted partici-
pants (M=5.03; F(1,141)=.95, p=.33). 

Experiments 1 and 2 replicated the standard ego depletion ef-
fect and showed that it weakens when perceived credibility of the 
feeling of depletion is reduced. In experiment 3, we tested whether 
depleted individuals who are more prone to experience intense feel-
ings would exhibit the standard ego depletion effect more strongly. 
This experiment also tested our proposed mechanism in a marketing 
context. Prior research has shown that preference for compromise 
options decreases under depletion because the process of deliberat-
ing trade-offs that favor different options is more demanding on self-
regulatory resources than choosing extreme options which typically 
involves a simple decision rule based on one criterion (e.g., highest 
quality, etc.; Pocheptsova, Amir, Dhar, and Baumeister 2009). We 
predicted that the reduction in compromise effect would be stronger 
(weaker) among depleted individuals who are more (less) prone to 
experience intense feelings. 

Participants (N=87) completed the same depletion manipula-
tion from the previous experiments followed by a choice task among 
portable grills. They were asked to choose between three models: 
one option was superior on cooking area but inferior on weight; an-
other option was superior on weight but inferior on cooking area; the 
middle option was medium on these two attributes. Then they filled 
out the Affect Intensity measure which reflects chronic differences 
in the strength with which people experience feelings (Larsen and 
Diener 1987). Consistent with our prediction, there was a significant 
interaction between depletion and affect intensity on choice of the 
middle option (β=-2.74,Wald=6.16, p<.05). Among participants with 
high chronic affect intensity, those who were depleted compromised 
less than those who were not depleted (β=-2.36,Wald=9.05, p<.005). 
However, among participants with low chronic affect intensity, this 
difference was not significant (β=.32,Wald=.22, p=.64). 

We provided evidence for the proposed depletion-as-informa-
tion hypothesis by manipulating and measuring people’s reliance on 
the feeling of depletion as a source of information in three experi-
ments. These results indicate that the experience of depletion plays 
an essential role of giving feedback to the self-control system that 

Table 1: Results across Experiments
Experiment 1:  

Mean Time Spent on Unsolvable Anagrams (sec)
Depletion No Depletion

No Discredit 154.07 214.82
Discredit 200.40 188.41

Experiment 2:  
Mean Number of Correct Responses on IQ Test

Depletion No Depletion
No Discredit 4.91 5.80
Discredit 5.47 5.03

Experiment 3:  
Percentage of Participants Who Chose Middle Option

Depletion No Depletion
High Affect Intensity 28.6% 78.3%
Low Affect Intensity 60% 50%



498 / Depletion-as-Information: The Role of Feelings in Resource Depletion

resources are low and that one should minimize self-regulatory ef-
fort. Future research should investigate whether the current effects 
would hold up in cases of severe ego depletion where subjective 
factors may not be sufficient to overcome actual depletion (Vohs, 
Baumeister and Schmeichel 2012). Considering how ego depletion 
can be implicated in a wide variety of maladaptive behaviors (e.g., 
impulsive purchases, excessive eating, etc.), insights from the cur-
rent research could help to identify strategies to mitigate the effects 
of depletion on self-control in a systematic way.
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