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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Conventional wisdom and prior research suggest that when 

goals are more important, people will strive harder to reach them and 
increase self-control efforts (Trope and Fishbach 2000). However, 
might there be conditions under which emphasizing the importance 
of a goal may instead backfire, making people more likely to fail to 
reach the goal? We examine this possibility in the present research 
by examining the way in which individuals of varying levels of self-
control respond differently based on the perceived importance of a 
goal.

Prior studies indicate that consumers allocate more self-regu-
latory resources to achieving subjectively important goals (Carver, 
2004; Köpetz et al. 2011). Even when self-control resources are 
depleted, individuals have been shown to exert more self-control 
toward important goals than unimportant ones (Agrawal and Wan 
2009). Our findings support these assertions for individuals with high 
self-control who tend to experience less desire toward temptations 
that conflict with important goals and better regulate behaviors as a 
result. Conversely, emphasizing goal importance may backfire for 
individuals with chronically low self-control. We examine the key 
interaction between goal importance and self-control across three 
studies and provide initial evidence of the underlying process.

In study 1, participants completed a scenario that presented the 
opportunity to allocate money to a 401(k) retirement plan after start-
ing a new job. Participants chose to contribute up to $16,500. After 
several unrelated tasks, we measured general self-control using a 
short-form Tangney et al. (SC; 2004) scale. Then, we assessed the 
importance of one’s control over their spending on a 1 (not at all 
important) to 7 (very important) scale.

To test our hypothesis, we ran a regression using the SC in-
dex, importance ratings, and their interaction as predictors of 401(k) 
contribution. The interaction between SC and goal importance was 
significant (b = 1116.55, t = 2.69, p = .008). To better understand the 
interaction, we conducted a spotlight analysis (Aiken and West 1991) 
at 1 standard deviation above (i.e., high self-control) and below (i.e., 
low self-control) the SC mean. Those with high self-control contrib-
ute significantly more to the 401(k) plan (b = 1579.68, t = 2.63, p = 
.009) when they rate the importance of control over spending highly 
versus when importance is lower. Those low in self-control contrib-
ute less to 401(k) when controlled spending is important, but not 
significantly.

Study 2 followed a 2 (financial goal importance: high vs. low) × 
continuous self-control design. We manipulated importance of goals 
in the personal finance domain by asking participants to rank a set of 
goals from most (1) to least (5) important. “Managing one’s finances 
carefully” was included in both the low and high importance condi-
tions. The low importance condition diminished the importance of 
the finance domain by presenting it alongside items that pretested 
as highly important goals. The high importance condition grouped 
the financial goal with less important goals. Participants read a pro-
jective purchase scenario involving a self-control purchase decision 
(adapted from Dholakia et al. 2006 and Haws et al. 2012). Specifi-
cally, participants were asked to indicate the probability that they 
would purchase a jacket that would involve spending beyond one’s 
current means. Self-control was assessed using the Tangney et al. SC 
scale (2004). 

We ran an ANCOVA analysis on the likelihood to purchase the 
jacket, using the SC index, the importance condition, and the inter-
action of these two variables as predictors. The predicted interac-
tion between SC and the importance condition was significant (b = 
-10.57, t = -2.16, p = .032). A significant relationship between the SC 
× importance interaction and likelihood to purchase was found for 
those low in self-control (b = 14.12, t = 2.16, p = .033). These low 
self-control individuals were more likely to purchase the jacket when 
the finance goal was important. A spotlight on high self-control at 1 
SD above the SC mean was not significant (b = -6.2115, t = -0.948, 
NS). These findings provide further support for our hypothesis.

In study 3, we adapted the design of study 2 and tested experi-
enced desire as a potential mediator. Desire was measured by asking 
participants how much they would want to purchase the jacket if they 
were Ms. A following the purchasing scenario. We again used the 
likelihood to purchase the attractive jacket as our dependent variable 
and measured SC (Tangney et al. 2004). As in our results from study 
2, we found a significant interaction between the SC and the domain 
importance condition (b = -16.79, t = -2.87, p = .005) for the likeli-
hood of purchasing the jacket. The likelihood for people with high 
self-control to purchase the jacket drops consistently as self-control 
increases. At 1 SD above the mean for SC, high self-controllers are 
significantly less likely to purchase the jacket (b = -26.88, t = -2.93, 
p = .004).

The indirect effect of the interaction between importance × 
SC on likelihood to purchase through desire is entirely below zero 
for a 95% bias-corrected bootstrap interval (-16.19, -1.59). This in-
direct effect is driven by reduced desire among those high in self-
control when the goal is important (-24.83, -2.62). Increasing goal 
importance is mediated by desire experienced by people with high 
self-control, but the emphasis on importance of sound financial man-
agement fails to reduce desire toward temptation for those lower in 
self-control, as predicted.

Our findings advance the understanding of consumer goal-striv-
ing behavior. Trait self-control influences whether assigning high 
importance to a self-regulatory domain motivates or deters goal-
congruent choices. When a person struggles with a self-control goal, 
although it may seem intuitive to emphasize the importance of the 
goal, our research suggests that this can instead backfire for those 
low in self-control. Rather, people with low self-control may benefit 
from downplaying the importance of the goal domain. In marketing 
contexts, messages are often designed to increase the relative impor-
tance of long-term goals over short-term temptations. Since messag-
es are often targeted to those who struggle to exert self-control when 
faced with conflicts, it is critical to consider the potential backfire 
effect when highlighting goal importance.

REFERENCES
Agrawal, Nidhi and Echo Wen Wan (2009), “Regulating Risk or 

Risking Regulation? Construal Levels and Depletion Effects 
in the Processing of Health Messages,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 36 (October), 448–62.

Aiken, Leona S. and Stephen G. West (1991), Multiple Regression: 
Testing and Interpreting Interactions, Newberry Park, CA: 
Sage.



706 / This Is Important (But Don’t Tell Me That): The Backfire Effect of Emphasizing Goal Importance  

Carver, Charles S. (2004), “Self-Regulation of Action and Affect,” 
in Handbook of Self-Regulation: Research, Theory, and 
Applications, ed. Roy F. Baumeister and Kathleen D. Vohs, 
New York: Guilford, 13–39.

Dholakia, Utpal M., Mahesh Gopinath, Richard P. Bagozzi, and 
Rajan Nataraajan (2006), “The Role of Regulatory Focus in 
the Experience and Self-Control of Desire for Temptations,” 
Journal of Consumer Psychology, 16 (2), 163-75. 

Haws, Kelly L., William O. Bearden, and Gergana Y. Nenkov 
(2012), “Consumer Spending Self-Control Effectiveness and 
Outcome Elaboration Prompts,” Journal of the Academy of 
Marketing Science, 40 (5), 695-710.

Köpetz, Catalina, Tim Faber, Ayelet Fishbach, and Arie W. 
Kruglanski (2011), “The Multifinality Constraints Effect: How 
Goal Multiplicity Narrows the Means Set to a Focal End,” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 100 (5), 810-
26. 

Tangney, June P., Roy F. Baumeister, and Angie Luzio Boone 
(2004), “High Self-Control Predicts Good Adjustment, Less 
Pathology, Better Grades, and Interpersonal Success,” Journal 
of Personality, 72 (2), 271-324.

Trope, Yaacov and Ayelet Fishbach (2000), “Counteractive Self-
Control in Overcoming Temptation,”Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 79 (October), 493–506.

Table 1: Summary of Empirical Results
Panel A: Model Results (F-Values)

Dependent Variable Importance 
(I)

Self-control 
(SC) Gender I X SC

Study 1

401(k) Contribution 
Amount ($) 5.87* 7.29** — 7.21**

Percent of Income  
Saved (%) 3.26+ 2.83+ — 4.32*

Study 2 Jacket Purchase  
Likelihood (%) 5.23* 10.48** 5.60* 4.66**

Study 3 Jacket Purchase  
Likelihood (%) 6.34* 1.71 8.30** 8.23**

Panel B: Unstandardized Betas For The Effect of Importance on  
Dependent Variables at Alternate Levels of Self-Control

Level of the Self-control Moderator (percentile)

Dependent Variable Very Low 
(10th)

Low 
(25th)

Moderate 
(50th)

High 
(75th)

Very High 
(90th)

Study 1

401(k) Contribution 
Amount ($) -1024.90+ -337.79 349.32 1294.09* 1809.42**

Percent of Income  
Saved (%) -3.90 -0.79 2.33 6.62* 8.95*

Study 2 Jacket Purchase  
Likelihood (%) 17.40* 11.70* 3.57 -2.93 -9.44

Study 3 Jacket Purchase  
Likelihood (%) 15.34+ 6.30 -9.21 -23.42** -33.75**

Panel C: Mediation Analysis in Study 3 — Indirect Effect of Importance (X) on  
Jacket Purchase Likelihood (Y) Through Desire (M) at Alternate Levels of Self-Control

Level of the Self-control Moderator (percentile)
Very Low 

(10th)
Low 

(25th)
Moderate 

(50th)
High 
(75th)

Very High
(90th)

Study 3

95% Bias-Corrected 
Bootstrap Confidence 
Interval

(-3.50, 
20.57)

(-5.57, 
13.22)

(-11.41, 
3.01)

(-21.73, 
-1.89)

(-31.02, 
-3.94)

Total Indirect Effect: 95% Bias-Corrected Bootstrap Confidence Interval (-16.21, -1.65)
+p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01.


