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We show that when choosing between two unhealthy food items, people with an active health goal are more likely to choose the

option that incurs more psychical or psychological effort, as an excuse for self-indulgence and a means to solve the self-control

dilemma.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers must often choose between giving into temptation 

and the pursuit of a higher-order, long-range goal (Hoch and Loew-
enstein 1991; Metcalfe and Mischel 1999). These dilemmas are es-
pecially common in the domain of eating behavior, where people 
must often decide whether to indulge their craving for delicious but 
fattening food (e.g., chocolate cake and ice cream) or to choose an al-
ternative (e.g., fruit salad) that is consistent with their goal of staying 
healthy. However, people often encounter situations in which only 
unhealthy options are available. For example, a dinner guest might 
feel obligated to choose between two luscious desserts that the host 
has spent considerable effort in preparing; a tourist may patronize a 
local “greasy spoon” restaurant that does not offer healthy alterna-
tives; and one might contemplate two flavors of popcorn to eat at a 
movie concession stand. 

Most research on the resolution of conflicts between immediate 
gratification and long-term goal attainment (Hoch and Loewenstein 
1991; Loewenstein 1996; Metcalfe and Mischel 1999) has focused 
on the first type of choice situation described above. That is, individu-
als are confronted with a choice between a hedonically appealing but 
unhealthy option and a healthy but relatively less unappealing one. 
In these conditions, they typically choose the first option (Hoch and 
Loewenstein 1991). If the desirability of good health is called to their 
attention, however, they may choose the healthy option (Ferguson and 
Bargh 2004; Shah and Kruglanski 2003). Or, they might choose one 
option of each type thereby striking a balance between their desires to 
attain the two goals in question (Dhar and Simonson 1999).

The second type of choice situation, which we consider in the 
present article, is less straightforward. In this situation, a healthy 
alternative is not available; that is, the choice alternatives are both 
hedonically appealing and unhealthy. In this case, health-conscious 
consumers might often decide not to choose either option. If they are 
unable or unwilling to defer choice, however, how do they make a 
decision that allows them to forego the goal of good health? 

Our answer to this question was guided by implications of two 
areas of research concerning (a) the motivation to justify one’s deci-
sions (Shafir, Simonson and Tversky 1993) and (b) the role of self-
control (Baumeister and Exline 2000; Geyer and Baumeister 2005). 
In the latter regard, people consider the exercise of self-control to 
be moral and inherently desirable, or the “master virtue” as put by 
Baumeister and Exline (2000). Consequently, they may believe that 
practicing self-control by sacrificing a degree of pleasure in a choice 
situation (e.g., foregoing the objective they consider to be most desir-
able) is virtuous, and that if they are willing to make this sacrifice, 
they deserve a reward. Therefore, we speculated that if individuals are 
confronted with two appealing but unhealthy alternatives, and if they 
can convince themselves that they are being virtuous by sacrificing 
the alternative they perceive to be more desirable, they may feel en-
titled to a reward for their virtuousness by choosing the relatively less 
desirable option. Thus, if consumers believe that obtaining one option 
requires greater effort than obtaining the other, consumers might con-
vince themselves that by resisting the temptation to select the more 
easily available option, they are being virtuous and are entitled to 
choose the more effortful one. Ironically then, consumers choose not 
to maximize their pleasure even if a health goal is violated. 

We tested our prediction in four studies. Study 1 adopted a 2 
(goal priming: health goal vs. control) × 2 (counterbalance of attrac-

tive options) between-subjects design. Participants were randomly 
assigned to either a heath goal priming condition or a control con-
dition by evaluating magazine covers either related or unrelated to 
health goals. They were then presented descriptions of two chocolate 
truffles and were asked to indicate their preference and choice. We 
manipulated the psychological effort of evaluating the choice options 
by presenting one option in a difficult-to-read font and the other in an 
easy-to-read font, A logistic regression revealed only a main effect of 
goal priming such that when a health goal was primed participants 
were more likely to choose the less fluent chocolate (52%) than those 
in the control condition (25%) regardless of which option was made 
less attractive.

Study 2 replicated the finding of Study 1 by manipulating 
the physical effort involved in obtaining indulgent food items. We 
showed that making a health goal salient increased the likelihood 
that the participants would choose the more vice option that is more 
distant (vs. close) to them.

Study 3 showed that choosing the more effortful indulgent food 
option was specific to individuals with a high level of self-control. 
This finding suggests that sacrificing pleasure in the conditions we 
considered results from not only participants’ motivation to justify 
their indulgence, but also their ability to do so.

Study 4 adopted a 2 (goal priming: health goal vs. control) × 
2 (food category: healthy choices vs. unhealthy choices) × 2 (coun-
terbalance of attractive options) between-subject design. The results 
suggest that activating a health goal will lead to greater consumer 
preference for the more effortful option only when both options vio-
late the health goal; when choosing between two healthy options, 
people will always prefer the less effortful option, regardless of 
whether a health goal is activated.

REFERENCES
Baumeister, Roy F. and Julie Juola Exline (2000), “Self-Control, 

Morality, and Human Strength,” Journal of Social and Clinical 
Psychology, 19 (1), 29-42.

Dhar, Ravi and Itamar Simonson (1999), “Making Complementary 
Choices in Consumption Episodes: Highlighting versus 
Balancing,” Journal of Marketing Research, 36 (February), 
29–44.

Geyer, Anne L. and Roy F. Baumeister (2005), “Religion, Morality, 
and Self-Control: Values, Virtues, and Vices,” Paloutzian, 
Raymond F. (Ed); Park, Crystal L. (Ed), (2005). Handbook of 
the psychology of religion and spirituality, (pp. 412-432). New 
York, NY, US: Guilford Press.

Hoch, Stephen J. and George F. Loewenstein (1991), “Time-
Inconsistent Preferences and Consumer Self-Control,” Journal 
of Consumer Research, 17 (March), 492–507.

Metcalfe, Janet and Walter Mischel (1999), “A Hot/Cool-System 
Analysis of Delay of Gratification: Dynamics of Willpower,” 
Psychological Review, 106 (January), 3–19.

Shafir, Eldar, Itamar Simonson, and Amos Tversky (1993), 
“Reason-based Choice,” Cognition, 49 (October-November), 
11–36.

Shah, James Y. and Arie W. Kruglanski (2002), “Priming against 
Your Will: How Accessible Alternatives Affect Goal Pursuit,” 
Journal of Experimental Psychology, 38 (July), 368–83.


