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This research examines how differences in impulsivity affect how prior indulgences are perceived. We found that people who possess

a regulatory goal but are high in impulsivity distort perceptions of past indulgences in order to manufacture goal progress, but only in

the presence of an opportunity to indulge.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Extant research suggests that individuals will give in to indul-

gence when they perceive sufficient progress toward a regulatory 
goal (Fishbach and Dhar 2005; Mukhopadhyay, Sengupta, and Ra-
manathan 2008). For example, if a dieter feels as though she has 
abstained from eating unhealthy food for a long enough time, she 
may feel that it is permissible to eat an unhealthy food item. That is, 
given that sufficient progress toward the dieting goal has been made, 
the dieter may then switch to pursuing an indulgence goal, licens-
ing herself to eat something tasty but unhealthy (Fishbach and Dhar 
2005; Laran 2010)

This body of research assumes that consumers accurately re-
member past progress toward a goal. However, a large body of 
research on motivated reasoning (Kunda 1990) demonstrates that 
people are prone to distort their memories in a motivated manner in 
order to make themselves feel better about decisions made (Croyle et 
al. 2006; Mather et al. 2000). In line with such findings, we contend 
that, when faced with an opportunity to indulge, consumers may be 
motivated to distort their memories to fabricate progress toward a 
pertinent self-regulatory goal, allowing themselves to indulge in the 
present. Further, because such a situation is more likely to arise in the 
case of competing goals, we predict that those who are high in impul-
sivity, who chronically have indulgence goals (Ramanathan and Me-
non 2006) and thus, often experience conflicts between short-term 
pleasure versus long-term self-regulatory goals (Mukhopadhyay et 
al. 2008), are more likely to employ such memory distortions than 
those who are low in impulsivity. 

Our first study employed a 2 (impulsivity: low vs. high, mea-
sured) X 2 (indulgence opportunity: present vs. absent) between-sub-
jects design. Participants were first asked to imagine themselves in a 
shopping scenario in which they spent money despite a savings goal. 
After filler activity, participants in the indulgence opportunity pres-
ent condition were told that soon they will be asked to indicate their 
willingness to purchase a desirable pair of shoes, but first they would 
need to answer questions about the earlier shopping scenario. In the 
indulgence opportunity absent condition, participants were merely 
asked about the previous shopping scenario. Next, participants indi-
cated their perceptions of how much they spent earlier and their will-
ingness to pay for a desirable pair of shoes. The results showed that 
in terms of WTP, the slope of impulsivity was not significant when 
the indulgence opportunity was absent, while the slope of impulsiv-
ity was significant and positive when the indulgence opportunity was 
present. Additionally, perceptions of how much was spent in the ini-
tial shopping scenario mediated this interaction.

In the second study our aim was to rule out a post-indulgence 
justification account and provide support for our proposed pre-indul-
gence goal-conflict process. The study employed a 2 (impulsivity: 
low vs. high; measured) X 3 (question order: before second opportu-
nity to indulge vs. after second opportunity to indulge vs. indulgence 
opportunity absent; manipulated) between-subjects design. Partici-
pants were first given candies, asked to rate those candies, and com-
pleted Puri’s (1996) impulsivity scale. After filler activity, all par-
ticipants were primed with health goals using a sentence completion 
activity, then faced one of the question order conditions. In the ques-
tions after (before) condition, participants were told that they would 
be receiving M&Ms, but estimated the caloric content of the candies 
consumed earlier after (before) being presented with the candies. In 

the indulgence opportunity absent condition, participants were not 
presented with M&Ms.  The results showed that in the questions be-
fore condition, as impulsivity increased estimates of the caloric con-
tent of the first set of candies decreased. However, impulsivity did 
not have an effect in either the questions after condition or the indul-
gence opportunity absent conditions. Additionally, impulsive partici-
pants gave lower calorie estimates in the questions before condition 
versus both the questions after condition and the indulgence oppor-
tunity absent condition. The estimates of non-impulsive participants 
were not significantly influenced by our manipulation. These results 
support our proposed goal-conflict process and cast doubt upon a 
dissonance reduction account as memory distortion only occurred in 
the questions before (but not after) condition.

In the third study, we provide further evidence for our process 
by delineating whether motivation or cognition drives the effects 
we observe. To do so a 2 (impulsivity: low vs. high; measured) X 
2 (framing of first consumption: non-indulgent vs. indulgent; ma-
nipulated) X 2 (dieting tendency: high vs. low; measured) between-
subjects design was used. Participants first rated a yogurt covered 
raisin in a task that was labeled either “Yogurt raisin rating task” or 
“Candy rating task”. After filler activity, participants were told that 
they would be rating candies a second time, but were first asked to in-
dicate perceived temporal distance between the present and the time 
that they ate the first snack (“The time between now and the time 
at which you consumed the snack seems: 1-Like an instant, 7-Like 
an eternity”). These temporal perceptions served as the dependent 
variable. Finally, participants completed Puri’s (1996) impulsivity 
scale and the cognitive behavioral dieting scale (Martz, Sturgis, and 
Gustafson 1996). The results showed that the slope of impulsivity 
was not significant when the yogurt covered raisins were framed as 
non-indulgent, while the slope of impulsivity was significant and 
positive when the yogurt covered raisins were framed as indulgent. 
Additionally, impulsive participants perceived the first candy con-
sumption as more temporally distant when the yogurt was framed 
as indulgent versus non-indulgent, non-impulsive participants’ time 
perceptions were not significantly influenced by framing. Finally, in 
line with our goal-conflict account, the interactive effect of health 
framing and impulsivity in the case of dieters behaved much like the 
interactive effect of opportunity to indulge and impulsivity in prior 
studies in which participants were primed with self-regulatory goals, 
providing support for the significant role of goal conflict in the ef-
fects we observe. 

Across three studies we demonstrated that impulsive individu-
als tend to distort memories of past indulgences when faced with an 
opportunity to indulge in the present. Our findings suggest that they 
do so in order to license indulgent behavior.
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