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How does self-control affect quantity-quality tradeoffs? High self-control consumers avoid quantity in favor of quality—a

phenomenon we call quantity aversion. Quantity aversion is eliminated when situational factors (including depletion and licensing)

lower consumers’ desire to exert self-control. Interestingly, quantity aversion occurs even in non-indulgent product categories (e.g.,

dishwashing soap).
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Most spending decisions involve conflict in one form or another. 

Even ordinary decisions like whether to dine out or eat at home can 
create conflict. Research on self-control typically studies conflicts re-
sulting from tradeoffs between product quality and price (Haws and 
Poyner 2008; Okada 2005; Wilcox et al. 2011)—situations where 
consumers contemplate purchasing attractive products that are con-
sidered indulgent, frivolous expenses (Kivetz and Simonson 2002). 
Oftentimes, however, consumers’ spending conflicts involve qual-
ity and quantity. Quantity-quality tradeoffs occur when consumers 
decide between higher-quality products in smaller numbers versus 
lower-quality products in greater numbers. For example, buying a 
single pair of designer brand shoes or spending the same amount 
of money on multiple pairs of non-designer brand shoes. Quality-
quantity tradeoffs also occur when consumers decide between high-
er-quality products in smaller volume versus lower-quality products 
in larger volume. For instance, for the same price, consumers can buy 
a small jar of premium mustard versus a larger bottle of regular mus-
tard, or a standard-sized bottle of a national brand of shampoo versus 
a jumbo-sized bottle of a generic brand. In such situations, tension 
results from the desire for better quality versus greater quantity. 

Despite their prevalence, quantity-quality conflicts remain 
largely unexplored. Moreover, although quantity considerations 
involve self-control (Wertenbroch 1998) little is known about how 
self-control affects quantity-quality tradeoffs, and it is non-intuitive 
what this effect would be. That is, because high self-control consum-
ers tradeoff quality for price, they also may prefer quantity over qual-
ity because (1) greater quantity typically reduces price on a per-unit 
basis, and (2) higher quality is typically associated with indulgent 
expenses. We propose, however, that high self-control consumers 
have an aversion to quantity, which causes them tradeoff quantity in 
favor of quality.

According to prior research, consumers believe small package 
sizes are an effective way to control consumption (Wansink and Park 
2000). The tendency to avoid larger packages is so robust that con-
sumers pay higher prices per-unit by purchasing smaller packages 
of products whose consumption they want to control (Wertenbroch 
1998). For example, regular smokers buy a single pack when they 
could save money per-unit by purchasing ten-pack cartons. This 
willingness to forgo price discounts on larger packages occurs in 
categories including potato chips, cookies, beer and ice cream. This 
research implies that consumers focused on moderating consump-
tion experience greater conflict from higher quantity, and therefore 
limit consumption quantity. In the case of high self-control consum-
ers, because they focus heavily on controlling the amount they con-
sume (Redden and Haws 2013), they should place less importance on 
quantity when facing conflicts involving quantity. Accordingly, we 
propose that when consumers face quantity-quality conflicts, higher 
levels of self-control correspond to a greater focus on controlling 
consumption. This enhanced focus on control leads high self-control 
consumers to place less importance on quantity and to select higher-
quality products in lower quantity over lower-quality products in 
greater quantity. Consequently, high self-control consumers gravi-
tate toward indulgent products, like premium quality and designer 
products, simply to avoid excessive quantity. We refer to this phe-
nomenon as quantity aversion.

Importantly, whereas most prior research has focused on con-
flicts involving indulgence, we propose that quantity aversion ex-
tends to non-indulgent product categories. This occurs because high 
self-control consumers regulate behavior across widely ranging 
situations (Tangney et al. 2004) and do so relatively automatically, 
without much conscious deliberation (Fishbach et al. 2003; Wilcox 
et al. 2009). Oftentimes, well-ingrained habits are executed not only 
in situations that require them, but also in contexts that bear strong 
resemblance to situations in which the habit was formed (Wood and 
Neal 2009). Thus, high self-control consumers may limit consump-
tion quantity as a generalized response to conflicts involving quan-
tity. Therefore, they exhibit quantity aversion even in categories that 
do not provoke concerns about over-indulgence (e.g., dishwashing 
soap). 

Five studies present conflicts involving quantity and show that 
high self-control consumers are quantity averse. Study 1 is a con-
joint study that shows that high (vs. low) self-control consumers 
place less weight on quantity in tradeoffs among quantity, quantity 
and price.  In studies 2 and 3, we reasoned that prompting high self-
control consumers to stop regulating their behavior would attenu-
ate their quantity aversion. Using a depletion manipulation, study 2 
presents a quantity-quality conflict and shows that high self-control 
consumers prefer a low quantity/high quality option (i.e., one pair of 
designer brand shoes) over a high quantity/low quality option (i.e., 
three pairs of non-designer shoes) in a no depletion condition. How-
ever, this effect is eliminated when consumers are depleted and lack 
willpower to exert self-control (Baumeister et al. 1994). Using a li-
censing manipulation, study 3 shows that quantity aversion occurs 
in a no licensing condition but is attenuated when consumers feel 
licensed to lower self-control (Khan and Dhar 2006). Study 3 also 
demonstrates that quantity aversion in a non-indulgent category (i.e., 
dishwashing soap). 

Study 4 delineates the underlying process. It shows that quan-
tity aversion does not occur in the absence of a quantity conflict, 
but facing conflict involving quantity, high self-control consumers 
focus on constraining consumption. In turn, quantity becomes less 
important and they prefer a low quantity/high quality option over a 
high quantity/low quality option (again, dishwashing soap). Finally, 
study 5 moves away from the lab and tests for quantity aversion in 
a field study. Controlling for price-per-unit-purchased, we find that 
high (vs. low) self-control consumers tend to purchase fewer items 
on a routine trip to the supermarket. 

These findings are significant because research typically con-
ceptualizes self-control failure as purchasing indulgent products and 
associates good self-control with avoiding higher-priced, hedonic 
luxuries. But we show that high self-control consumers actually 
prefer higher-priced, higher-quality options over higher-quantity op-
tions. This is surprising because greater quantity options (e.g., larger 
packages, bulk packaging) typically reduce price-per-unit, which 
should attract consumers with high self-control. Our findings are 
also novel because they suggest that encountering quantity conflict 
triggers quantity aversion (study 4), while the actual need to con-
trol consumption is less important. That is, quantity aversion occurs 
even in categories where over-indulgence is unlikely, suggesting that 
quantity aversion is an automatic response to quantity conflict. 
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