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Our research examines the lived experience of temptation for participants in a debt management program (DMP). We find that

participants who are “program-focused” rather than “temptation-sidetracked” have clear weekly goals, exercise effective counteractive

control in the moment when tempted, and reappraise resistance to temptation’s itch as victory rather than defeat.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This study examines long-term consumer temptation. We chose 

the context of consumers enrolled in a debt management program 
(DMP) as their history of getting into debt, and relatively constrained 
resources should result in high temptation to spend. In 2011, more 
than 3 million consumers received financial counseling and educa-
tion from a consumer credit counseling service (CCCS). The Nation-
al Foundation for Credit Counseling (NFCC) has 90 member agen-
cies and 700 offices throughout the U.S. and Puerto Rico (National 
Foundation for Credit Counseling), (2013). The program only works 
if consumers are able to live within their means and pay off their 
debts. Consumers in the program work with counselors to design 
their budgets with little room for discretionary spending.

Research on temptation originates in psychology, where self-
regulation theory predicts giving into or resisting various short-term 
temptations (cf. Baumeister 2002; Tice, Baumeister et al. 2007; 
Faber & Vohs 2004; Vohs and Faber 2007). These studies usually 
measure short-term self-regulation and involve small temptations. 
Our research focuses on the lived experience of temptation while in 
a DMP. Consumers in a DMP are especially likely to face difficult 
tradeoffs between long-term goals and short-term temptations that 
have real consequences for their financial well-being.

The contributions of this study are four-fold: 1) we examine 
long-term rather than short-term temptation; 2) we find financial edu-
cation alone is not sufficient to enable DMP members to counteract 
temptation; 3) our results suggest the concept of impulse purchasing 
should be better conceptualized; and 4) we find a link between self-
discourses when tempted and success or failure in the DMP.

Detailed description of Studies and Data
In fall 2010, a local CCCS identified participants in their DMP 

(a five-year program) who have email addresses. The President of 
CCCS sent an initial email explaining the study; we provided a link 
to enroll in the study and accepted participants until the sample size 
reached 100. Participants received an email with a questionnaire link 
once each week for the next 11 weeks (total of 12 weeks of participa-
tion). Participants were compensated for their participation.

Several open-ended questions were included in the survey to 
provide insight into participants’ thinking and emotions regarding 
weekly temptations. The authors read all open-ended responses relat-
ed to temptations and goals vertically (across weeks) and developed 
thematic categories iteratively (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss and 
Corbin 1998). Then the authors split the cases into 4 groups with 
each author reviewing cases horizontally such that each case was 
read across all weeks. Based on our analysis, we identify two general 
categories of DMP participants: program-focused and temptation-
sidetracked. 

Discussion of Results/Conclusion
DMP program-focused participants are successful at resisting 

temptation; they set specific spending goals each week, and track 
their spending as taught by their CCCS counselors. When faced 
with temptation, they remind themselves of their goals and values, 
and most importantly, exercise counteractive control (Fishbach, 

Friedman and Kruglanski 2003; Trope and Fishbach 2000; Zhang, 
Huang, and Broniarczyk 2010). Program-focused participants often 
report positive emotions after resistance in a temptation episode, 
narrating that they are “free,” “successful,” or even “victorious.”  
Temptation-sidetracked behavior may or may not have an effect on 
participants’ ability to succeed in a DMP.  Smaller temptations may 
be considered over weeks and worked into the budget, even if the 
money has to be pulled from other budget categories.  However, ex-
pensive temptations (even when resisted) or smaller temptations that 
are not considered or delayed are associated with failure in the pro-
gram. Temptation-sidetracked consumers who ultimately fail in the 
DMP program engage in avoidance (Roth and Cohen 1986) when 
tempted or alternatively, when they do resist, extreme negative emo-
tions are evident.

Our findings suggest that temptation-sidetracked behavior is a 
category conceptually different from impulsive or compulsive pur-
chasing as presently conceptualized (c.f. Beatty and Ferrell 1998; 
O’Guinn and Faber 1988; 1992; Rook and Hoch 1985; Rook 1987; 
Vohs and Faber 2007).  Impulse buying is typically defined as buy-
ing that is spontaneous and not deliberative (c.f. Beatty and Ferrell 
1998). But impulse purchasing may or may not have consequences 
for consumers. For example, participants in impulse buying studies 
have described their primary purchase emotion as “carefree” (Rook 
and Gardner 1993) and some report putting aside money to spend 
impulsively (Rook and Hoch 1985; Stilley et al. 2010). The major 
difference between the temptation-sidetracked behavior in our study 
and impulse shopping is that temptation-sidetracked behavior may 
be either spontaneous or elaborately considered over weeks. While 
they do experience “go” emotions such as “rush” and “excitement,” 
temptation-sidetracked consumers never used the word “carefree” 
or any synonym to describe their emotions when tempted. As with 
impulse shopping, temptation-sidetracked behavior may or may 
not be problematic, depending upon whether or not DMP consum-
ers work the tempting item realistically into their budget. Moreover, 
temptation-sidetracked consumers appear to enjoy the products they 
purchase rather than shopping just to shop, and thus do not fit into 
traditional conceptualization of compulsive shopping (O’Guinn and 
Faber 1988; Faber and O’Guinn 1992). 

Our research of temptation suggests that impulsive purchasing 
needs to be better conceptualized as some behavior traditionally de-
fined as impulse purchasing is fun, enjoyable, and affordable while 
other impulsive purchase behavior is problematic because of avoid-
ance or resistance of boundaries. This study contributes to the con-
sumer compliance behavior literature  (Dellande, Gilly, and Graham 
2004) by showing that failure occurs when temptations are highly 
unrealistic relative to goals and/or when responses to temptation are 
automatic, avoidant, or angry. For credit counselors and policymak-
ers, our research suggests that the tools for managing money, debt, 
and temptation should include more than learning how to budget and 
track spending. Without the ability to associate the challenge of re-
sisting temptation with financial success and goal achievement, some 
individuals cannot actuate the budget management tools they learn 
in the DMP. In addition, our research suggests that participants may 
benefit from learning to anticipate that stress, hunger, special events, 
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sales and clothing items are likely to trigger temptations that will 
require active resistance. Future research should determine if and 
how resistance to temptation in the moment can be better developed 
among DMP consumers.
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