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Self-control failure and succumbing to temptation is fueled by feelings of deprivation and increased desires for temptations. We show

that curiosity – a feeling knowledge deprivation – fosters a generalized desire for rewards and inability to resist temptations. However,

believing that willpower for resisting temptations is an unlimited resource mitigates this effect.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Self-control failure (e.g., succumbing to temptation) has been 

attributed to an increase in desires for temptations that is fueled by 
deprivation (Hoch and Loewenstein 1991). When the object of desire 
is unattainable, consumers may seek alternative rewards from exog-
enous sources (Berger and Shiv 2011; Van Den Bergh, Dewitte, and 
Warlop 2008; Xiuping 2008). Building on past research, we suggest 
that curiosity produces a desire for the reward of information that 
may have detrimental effects on self-control.

Curiosity is characterized by a feeling of knowledge depriva-
tion in response to stimuli or situations that are high in uncertainty or 
lacking in information (Loewenstein 1994). Furthermore, curiosity 
activates reward centers of the brain (Jepma et al. 2012; Min Jeong 
et al. 2009) and an increased desire to seek knowledge (Maner and 
Gerend 2007). When the reward of information is not attainable, the 
generalized nature of the reward circuitry may lead curious individu-
als to desire unrelated rewards and hinder self-control. Thus, we pre-
dict that curiosity will negatively impact self-control by increasing a 
desire for rewards. 

However, goal-directed behavior (Mukhopadhyay and Johar 
2005) and self-control (Job, Dweck, and Walton 2010; Vohs, Bau-
meister, and Schmeichel 2012) are influenced by implicit theories 
about whether willpower is a limited or unlimited resource. Incorpo-
rated into these implicit theories about willpower are beliefs regard-
ing the willpower to resist temptations (Job et al. 2010). We propose 
that if beliefs about willpower influence performance on self-control 
tasks than it is possible that beliefs about the willpower to resist 
temptations may influence reactions to an indulgent cue. Thus, these 
beliefs are predicted to moderate our findings in that curiosity will 
only increase the desire for rewards and reduce self-control when the 
willpower to resist temptation is believed to be limited. 

Study 1
Study 1 (n = 123) was a single-factor 2 (Curiosity: High vs. 

Low) between-subjects design with choice of a lowbrow movie (vs. 
a highbrow movie) as our self-control measure. We manipulated 
curiosity using an image task (Jepma et al. 2012) and participants 
chose which movie to watch (Read, Loewenstein, and Kalyanara-
man 1999)Inc.</publisher><isbn>08943257</isbn><accession-
num>16566388</accession-num><work-type>Article</work-
type><urls><related-urls><url>http://offcampus.lib.washington.
edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true
&amp;db=bth&amp;AN=16566388&amp;site=ehost-live</url></
related-urls></urls><remote-database-name>bth</remote-database-
name><remote-database-provider>EBSCOhost</remote-database-
provider></record></Cite></EndNote>. Level of desire to watch 
that movie was rated on a 10-item scale (Tiffany and Drobes 1991). 

More participants chose the lowbrow (indulgent) choice option 
in the high curiosity condition than in the low curiosity condition 
(71.4% vs. 53.7%; Wald’s χ2 = 3.99; p < .05). Further, desire for re-
wards mediated the effect of curiosity on indulgent choice (estimated 
coefficient of the indirect effect was 0.18 with a 95% confidence in-
terval [CI] exclusive of 0 [0.01, 0.54]). These results demonstrate 
that priming curiosity decreases self-control by increasing the desire 
for rewards.

Study 2A
Study 2a (n = 140) was a 2 (Curiosity: High vs. Low) × 2 

(Implicit Theory: Limited vs. Unlimited) between-subjects design 
with the number of chocolates consumed as our self-control measure. 
We used the same curiosity manipulation. Participants were given 
10 chocolates and completed a different measure of desire: willing-
ness to travel for rewards (Berger and Shiv 2011). Next, participants 
completed the 6-item implicit theories about the willpower to resist 
temptations scale (Job et al. 2010).

Consistent with study 1, high curiosity (vs. low) increased choc-
olate consumption (MHigh = 5.84 vs. MLow = 4.60; t(138) = 1.96, p < 
.05) and this difference was mediated by desire for rewards (estimat-
ed coefficient of the indirect effect was 0.51 with a 95% confidence 
interval [CI] exclusive of 0 [0.09, 0.95]).

Results showed main effects for curiosity (β = 0.17, t = 2.17, p 
< .05) and implicit theories (β = -0.28, t = -2.39, p < .05) that were 
qualified by a Curiosity×Implicit Theory interaction (β = 0.30, t = 
2.49, p < .05). Simple slope analyses revealed that limited theorists 
consumed more when curiosity was high as opposed to low (β = 
0.36, t = 3.22, p < .01). Unlimited theorists showed no difference in 
consumption based on their curiosity level (β = -0.04, t = -0.31, n.s.). 
A test of moderated-mediation was significant: the indirect effect of 
curiosity was significant for limited theorists (estimated coefficient 
of the indirect effect was 0.67 with a 95% confidence interval [CI] 
exclusive of 0 [0.12, 1.48]), but was not significant for unlimited 
theorists (estimated coefficient of the indirect effect was 0.26 with a 
95% confidence interval [CI] including 0 [-0.12, 0.89]).

Study 2b
Study 2b (n = 145) was a 2 (Curiosity: High vs. Low) × 2 

(Implicit Theory: Limited vs. Unlimited) between-subjects design. 
Curiosity was manipulated with a writing task (Lerner and Keltner 
2001) and implicit theories about willpower to resist temptations 
was manipulated using a biased questionnaire (Job et al. 2010; Vohs 
et al. 2012). Participants’ choice of chocolate cake (vs. fresh fruit) 
measured self-control (Mukhopadhyay and Johar 2005; Shiv and Fe-
dorikhin 1999). 

Consistent with study 2a, Curiosity×Implicit Theory interaction 
on choice of the indulgent cake was significant (Wald’s χ = 4.52; p 
< .05). Limited theorists were more likely to indulge when curiosity 
was high (61.4%) compared to low (36.0%; Wald’s χ 2 = 4.00; p < 
.05). There was no difference in choice between the two curiosity 
conditions for unlimited theorists (35.5% vs. 46.7%; Wald’s χ 2 = 
.94; n.s.).

These two studies demonstrate that implicit theories regard-
ing the willpower to resist temptations moderate whether curiosity 
increases the desire for rewards and reduces self-control and that 
endorsing an unlimited resource orientation attenuates the effect of 
curiosity on the desire for temptations.

General Discussion
 Managers oftentimes rely on curiosity to increase consum-

ers’ interest (Menon and Soman 2002; Steenkamp and Baumgart-
ner 1992), but this research shows that by withholding information, 
mangers may spur behaviors with potentially negative outcomes. We 
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provide evidence that curiosity serves as an impetus for self-control 
failure because it creates a generalized desire for rewards. Addition-
ally, we demonstrate how beliefs about whether the willpower to re-
sist temptations is a limited or unlimited resource determines who 
will indulge because curiosity increases their desire for a rewarding 
temptation and who will be able resist an indulgent temptation. To-
gether, this research advances the curiosity literature.
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